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This is a human story of life, loss, and the choices of morally indeterminate characters. There are discussions of death, suicidal idealization, animal violence, and failure to cope with grief.















Through all the years of telling Faron’s story, I’ve laughed, cried, worried, and obsessed, but by far the most painful part for me has been publishing my words to let the world see them. I may not be the greatest writer, but these books are my soul made manifest, and I lay them bare for you.
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  Prologue



Vam Aranath burned.

For the first time in a thousand years, the city of the Twinborn gods glowed red with the light of fire. Slaves, servants, and lesser priests ran through the streets bearing torches, axes, and even ploughs to carry out a bloody rebellion. Nobles were killed in the courtyards. Archons, hundreds of years aged, were slaughtered in their beds. The rebellion was swift and overwhelming, and the white streets ran red.

In the end, it had been simple. A thousand years of indolence had made the privileged fat and unconcerned. Vam Atha and Vam Olsu, the pretenders who ruled as gods for millennia, were isolated here, untouched by the taint of their crimes. In this city of white and gold, the destruction never reached them. They were free from the widows and famines they created, free from the fields made fallow with blood. They were unprepared for the bloodlust of their slaves.

Sadagon clutched a fist from atop his tower, the bitter wind stinging his half-smiling face with flakes of snow. He watched as an ancient building collapsed in on itself to his left, and a great statue of Olsu shattered as it was heaved off its pedestal. That was the signal he’d been waiting for. The gods’ armies were scattered, and his men were in position.

Satisfied that the last of the city’s defenses were failing, Sadagon turned away and descended the stone staircase. The cold was less intense inside. Outside, at the bottom of the tower, the underclasses surged past in their mad hunt to find their masters and kill them. Sadagon didn’t feel guilty for a moment. They had earned their fate centuries ago.

Clad in plates of black armor, Sadagon made for the High Temple, throne room of the sibling gods. It was almost over. Drifts of snow spun about his powerful form as he stepped up to the grand temple and the pocket of men who protected it.

Wearing the gold and white armor of their station, the Alabaster Guard, defenders of the throne, held tight formation against Sadagon’s harrying force. With pikes, spears, halberds, swords, and axes, they defended the massive entrance to the magnificent temple. They had flocked in full force to defend their gods—and their salaries, no doubt. There were over seven hundred of the defenders here, and they held well.

Good. That was all of them.

Sadagon’s force hemmed them in at all sides, except the great doors behind. Men, who had weeks before been indentured craftsmen, field workers, or slaves, fought alongside a force of Sadagon’s own men, gifted to him by the god, Olsu, himself. Despite their superior numbers, no ground was gained against the well-armed and armored defenders. The conflict lasted hours into the night, but still, they attacked. They didn’t need to win this fight, and in fact, they weren’t meant to. This force was merely a distraction.

Silently at first and then with the sound of grating metal, the monstrous doors opened inward, and Sadagon smiled, cutting down a man who stood in shock to gape at the door he’d been defending. He looked familiar. 

Almost a hundred men poured from the entryway, all battle-hardened and garbed in Sadagon’s black. The Alabaster Guard fell almost immediately after that, unable to withstand his flanking force.

With only a few small pockets of men still resisting and others surrendering, Sadagon gathered his elite force and marched inside. Their boots left deep red prints on the marble floor. The few remaining Archons and favored of the Twinborn Gods huddled in the great archway colonnades at the sides of the temple. Sadagon paid them no mind, stomping directly down the center of the great structure. He didn’t need to punish them. He left that to the slaves they had oppressed for the past thousand years, who outnumbered them a hundred to one and were pouring through the open doors in a blood frenzy.

Men and women of luxury screamed as the poor and indentured ripped them apart with implements of farming. He couldn’t smile as he watched it done, but neither did he flinch. Liars and enablers all. He found it interesting that not one of the enraged surfs pried the gemstones or precious metals from the walls as they murdered their oppressors. They were here for freedom—freedom, and revenge. 

As the lesser problem solved itself, Sadagon closed the gap between him and the rising plinth of stairs that elevated the two thrones. In them sat the heart of this cancer, the root of the lie that had taken mankind: his parents, the Twinborn Gods.

Surrounded by white-robed priests muttering meaningless prayers, the ashen haired gods sat upon their gilded thrones. Atha and Olsu, his mother and father, cast haughty eyes over their temple. They didn’t look a day over twenty-five, except their white hair, and Sadagon finally conceded that he looked older than his father.

The bastard child of the gods swung a broad-bladed sword through the backs of the priests surrounding the steps, cutting them down like wet reeds. Their blood ran in rivulets across the diamond-studded floor, staining the once clear gems a sanguine red. Sadagon mounted the steps. 

“You damn yourself, bastard,” Olsu said, in a voice far older than his face suggested. It wasn’t feeble or wavering but cold as ice and full of cynicism.

Atha, his mother, leaned forward in her throne. “What have you done, Sadagon? Even if you succeed here, you know we control the fate of all souls. Would you condemn yourself to eternity in the Iron Halls, my child?” Her voice was less cutting but only for her cunning.

“There’s no need for lies, Mother,” he replied. “I’ve had a lifetime of them.”

Olsu sneered. “Your life is allowed only because of lies, and suddenly you’ve had enough? You might as well take the axe to your own neck.”

“Indeed,” Atha agreed. “You have been allowed life on the condition that you serve us and serve forever from the shadows. We are all that protect you, dear child.”

Sadagon leveled his sword. “Stand up. I didn’t come here to talk.”

“Do you see what you’ve done, sister?” Olsu rasped. “He thinks he is free. He thinks himself above punishment. I should have had him killed the day he was born—or sooner.”

Sadagon’s men filed behind him at the foot of the stairs, disposing of the remaining priests. “I won’t ask again.”

“And what will you do once I’m dead?” Atha asked. “Do you think you will be forgiven for your sins because you are my son? If you do this, child, you consign yourself to eternal torture. I will not forgive you. Your punishment will endure forever.”

Sadagon leaned in. “I know about the spile,” he hissed. Olsu’s stone-like face finally broke, and his eyes went wide.

“What did you say?” he said in a whisper.

“I know your secret, Father.”

Atha was too stunned to speak, but Olsu stood from his gold and diamond-encrusted throne in a rage. “Heresy!” he screamed. “Sacrilege! You will live to see the skin removed from your body. I will flay you myself and pour salt on your flesh. I-” He cut off as Sadagon struck him in the stomach with a gauntleted hand. He coughed bile.

“Sadagon! Stop this! You don’t know what you do.”

He didn’t stop, though. He grabbed the false god by a fistful of thick, white hair and threw him down his own stairs. Blood streamed in thin ribbons where he fell, tracing all the way to where he stopped at the feet of Sadagon’s men.

“Stand,” Sadagon ordered Atha, “or I’ll throw you, too.” She cast her eyes to the balconies of the upper level where the privileged members of her court died at the hands of their servants, screams echoing off the disgustingly ornate walls and ceiling. A man several hundred years past his due fell, screaming from over the railing above, pushed by his own palanquin bearers. He was silenced with a sickening crunch. Finally, she rose.

“You would kill your own mother? For power?”

He put a metal-plated hand on her back, ushering her down the bloody stairs. “I never knew my mother. I only knew a despot who wielded me as an assassin and executioner.”

“That,” Olsu said, spitting blood, “is the only reason you were not cast off at the first.” One of Sadagon’s black-garbed men kicked the god in the gut, sending him back to his side. 

“I’ve waited a long time to do that,” Baranor, Sadagon’s second captain, said. Sadagon waved for him to be silent, and two other men stooped to lift the once god. 

“Take them to the pyre,” Sadagon instructed. His men dragged Olsu and pushed the lady Atha, but she grabbed him by the arm before they could take her away. 

“At least tell me this,” Atha whispered. “Who told you? How did you come to know?”

Sadagon hesitated a moment before replying. “No one told me. No one betrayed you, except for me.”

She pried further, but he brushed off her hand and turned away. She was forced to raise her head and allow herself to be ushered along by his men, angry rioters throwing rocks and shoes at her all down the lengthy temple, still cheering and raging in the throes of their violence. 

Sadagon waited by the twin thrones for several minutes, allowing himself to bask in his victory. Years of planning had finally led to this day, and it had gone perfectly. Why, then, did he feel so hollow? The world was free from the tyranny of false gods. Hundreds of thousands of men had been saved from deaths on pointless battlefields. No more cities would be burned for defying the gods’ will. Taxes would be lifted. The world would be free to prosper and progress. Beside all of that, was he mourning the loss of parents who had never loved him?

He shook his head and ascended the stairs. He was resolved to do what was necessary, regardless of what it took. 

Behind the ornate thrones, Sadagon approached a solid gold panel adorning the back wall of the temple. Hundreds of feet above him, the magnificent ironbound windows allowed moonlight to filter in, but it was lost in the myriad of phosphorous lamps that burned along the walls and arches.

He removed his gauntlets and ran rough hands over the gold paneling, searching for something out of place. He felt it, a small nub where there should be none, and pushed. A completely seamless hidden door opened with the whirring of gears, revealing a long, dark tunnel, thinly carved and unadorned. He smiled. The spile was here. Pushing on the golden door, he closed it with a click, and all signs of it ever existing disappeared. He would have to put together a team and locate the life spile later. For now, he had two gods to kill.

Outside the temple and beyond the palace grounds, Sadagon had erected a massive wooden pyre, and it was here that the false gods were bound upright and covered in oil. When he arrived, there was a massive crowd of recently liberated men and women, and they were frothing with ecstasy and rage.

With an outstretched hand, Sadagon accepted a flaming torch from one of his men and began the execution. Snow, carried on wind, whipped his hair about his shoulders and into his face, but he paid it no mind.

“Atha and Olsu,” he bellowed in his best oration. “You are judged by the citizens of this city and found guilty.” The crowd cheered, and he had to wait for a pause to be heard over them. “For the crimes of tyranny, despotism, usurpation, genocide, murder, rape, incest, and other crimes heinous, you are sentenced to death by fire.”

The crowd vied for the fire, demanding the flames that would consume their once-gods. They’d had a taste of blood now, and they wouldn’t be satisfied until they were drenched in it. If Sadagon didn’t light the pyre soon, the crowd would do it for him. He decided to be brief. 

“Your city has fallen. Your rule is at an end. Atha and Olsu, liars and pretenders, you are stripped of your names, stripped of your titles, and stripped of your privilege. Let your sins be cleansed by flame.”

He threw the torch upon the pyre.

Flames instantly engulfed them, covered in oil as they were. Atha extended her neck, as if to escape the heat, but was silent. Sadagon had to look away. Olsu, however, screamed his fury until the very last.

“Patricide!” he cried. “Regicide! Traitor, heathen, and bastard!” His screams were pained but audible over the fire that consumed him. “I curse you, ice spawn, to eternity in the Iron Halls! I curse you to an eternity of pain and fire! I curse you to see all that you love die and wither before you. You will never find peace! You—” He screamed on until the fire took him completely. Sadagon made no move to stop him, made no effort to silence him. Olsu could have his insults. Sadagon would keep the dead god’s secrets—and his power.

The crowd cried in rapturous ecstasy as the tyrants died. They were free at last. Orange light spilled across hungry faces, exultant in their violence, until eventually, the pyre burned low and the sun began to rise. They didn’t disperse, though. If anything, the gathering grew larger, and what started as a whispered susurration grew in tempo and cadence until it was on the lips of every man and woman through the whole of the city. 

“Praise Sadagon, lord of the pyre!” they cried, chanting his name. “Lord Pyre! Lord Pyre!” 

Sadagon grimaced, unsure how to feel. They all but begged for him to lead them, but he knew what they didn’t. His father’s machine, the life spile, was now in his possession. If they chose him to rule now, he would lead as long as he lived.

And with the spile and just a little blood, he would live forever.
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I

A Flame of Hurt and Harrow

THREE HUNDRED YEARS LATER







  
  
  Faron

  
  




A rare icy lily sprouted from the snow-covered earth, as pale blue and white as the frozen crags in which it grew. Delicately, with a blade sharp as a razor, the boy knelt and severed the stem of the cold flower. Its familiar petals brought him peace, if only for a moment and if only because of what it had once meant to him. Cold wind blew around him, rustling the petals and tousling his dark, shoulder-length hair but, otherwise, didn’t bother him. Dark brown leather fortified his thin frame against the cold, and a thick bladed dagger at his hip secured him against whatever winter beast may have gotten past the wall, though it did nothing to ease his fears. 

Winter was nearing its end, but spring had yet to reveal itself to the small village of Alhalow. A massive blanket of snow covered the landscape for miles, completely untouched except for one set of footprints that led to this particular crag. No man would venture this far out from the village proper in the dead of winter—no sane man, anyway. He was alone.

The animal cry of a winter beast resonated in the distance, and the boy froze, the rhythm of his heart disturbed by a spike of panic; but, he calmed himself. It was barely audible and certainly on the other side of the snow wall. It had been years since anything had gotten under the wall, and even with the run of long winters they’d been having, there wasn’t enough packed snow for beasts to reach the top.

He hurried all the same.

Through patches of brambles and over dead trees buried in white sheets, the boy pushed steadily the last mile or so toward home, or rather, the remains of what had once been his home. 

The sun was still high when the youth mounted a small rise and the charred remnants of his life came into view. The decrepit house stood almost entirely decayed, barely two stones on top of one another, except for one small section of wall which was supported by a mostly toppled chimney. Even in its ruined state, the sight of the secluded home flooded his mind with memories. Visions of a family assaulted him, visions of warmth and laughter and of life before the fire—before him. Now all that remained were piles of char, ash, and the ever-present guilt of knowing that he had done this.

Five years, he thought. Five years, and this is all that remains. Dead weeds choked the garden and climbed the remaining walls, yellow vines swallowing everything else. Even the old oak was dead and scorched, half its trunk blackened from a fire he had created.

Those old flames consumed him still. 

Over the crumbled wall, he made out the spot where a blackening corpse had once lay, and with it, a familiar scream filled his consciousness, haunting and unforgiving.

He resisted the scream for a time but reached for his finger when it became too loud. A thick silver ring adorned the index finger of his left hand, worn nearly always. The form of a leaping wolf twisted about the band, fur whipped by a fierce and unseen wind. He ripped it from his finger reflexively, and the scream abated, but only for a moment. Being this close to his old home forced the unwanted memories upon him just as well as the ring, if not better. 

The youth stepped inside the ruin, and the scream grew louder. He closed his eyes. The memory of fire washed over him, bringing with it the same pain he felt in his shoulder and lungs that night five years before. The vision of his mind’s eye began to darken from the right, and he let it. Best not to remember what smiled at him from underneath that forced forgetfulness—not even today.

A young girl’s scream redoubled in his mind, drowning out all other thoughts as the flames rose ever higher in his head. The heat was terrible, intensifying until the wood blistered and ignited around him, yet the corpse under the blanket of shadow remained cold and black. He would not look. He could not. The screaming intensified, growing louder and louder with every repetition, rising in tandem with the flames on the walls until mercifully, he allowed himself to open his eyes, and reality surrounded him again.

Sweat beaded his palms and brow, skin feeling sensitive the way it had the night of the fire. Though he had not intended to, he had, at some point, fallen to his knees, directly beside where a body had once lain. The lowering sun had moved in the sky.

With deep breaths, he calmed his panicking nerves. It was only a memory. Looking down, he found with distaste that his grip had snapped the long neck of the rare flower he carried. Already it had begun to wilt. Feeling emotionally fatigued, the boy rose to his feet and rubbed his green eyes. They were rimmed with purple-black bags and appeared nearly as hollow as he felt, but no tears marked his cheeks. Those did not come so easily anymore.

Outside the only unfallen wall, half-submerged in dirt and snow, lay Hadria’s old flowerbox, the one she hung by the front door. This was the real reason he was here. Digging with gloved fingers, he created a hole deep enough to hold the flower erect. It sagged slightly from the snap in its stem, but he didn’t care enough to do anything about it. It would die eventually anyway, like the girl who had once adored it.

Eager to leave the sight of his family’s death behind, he made the short walk back to Ulric’s tavern. Despite the effort required to get himself here, this was the last place he wanted to be. Dead branches reached up from the snow and grabbed at his leathers as he trudged his way north to the village, aware all the while of the sun’s gradual descent toward the horizon. 

A few minutes later, he braced himself outside the tavern door, savoring the last few moments of freedom. It was time to work. Jobs were never easy, but this one was going to be bad—very bad. He swallowed hard and slipped in, hood pulled tight against his face. The chances of being recognized on a night like this were low, but still, it was better to be careful.

The tavern wasn’t busy. People in this one-gate town avoided going out in winter if they could, even to cross the street. There was a great wooden palisade to keep out snowbeasts, but the villagers had little faith in it. Avoiding the few patrons in the stuffy room, he ascended the stairs and entered the dark loft, where all the smoke and none of the light gathered. While uncomfortable, this place was ideal for someone who wished to remain unnoticed. 

Synick sat at a corner table, leaning over his arms and snoring a ragged pattern. The youth approached the table but didn’t sit. He nudged the yellow-brown haired boy’s leg with a boot. Synick stirred, bleary-eyed, and smacked his lips.

“Morning already, Faron?” His eyes focused. “Right. How did it go then?”

“Fine, I suppose.” He hesitated. “Thanks.”

“No worries. I managed to get myself a half-decent nap on a soft spot of table here.” He patted the rough wood affectionately. “Where about is the sun?”

“We have maybe an hour.”

“Alright then, I suppose I’ll just settle back down for a bit.”

Faron kicked him. “It isn’t near. We should go now.”

“Right then,” Synick agreed, rubbing his calf. “We go now. Lead the way.”

Donning their dark hoods, the two left the small tavern and entered the chill outside. Despite his thick leather blacks, the cold shocked Synick in his drowsy state, and he cursed the ice in the name of the dead gods. The wind was beginning to pick up now as the sun set, and with it blew drifts of snow. Soon it would be a fierce gale, but they marched straight through it. While uncomfortable, it wasn’t any threat to them, sheltered by softened leather. If anything, the wind would cover any noise they might make or even obscure their tracks. 

The moon shone brightly overhead, the sky crisp and clear. The disc was nearly full. In the distance but still uncomfortably close, Faron heard the long howl of a wolf—large, by the sound of it. It made every hair on his body stand on end, and for a moment, he paused.

“Ah, come on,” Synick said. “That’s what walls are for. Let’s get this done.”

They approached the south gate first, carefully sticking to worn paths as to not leave any obvious trails in the snow. Even in winter, there were too many footprints on the town paths to track with any reliability. The village was shut up tight, and the roads were empty. Doors and windows were bolted, with the occasional stream of light peeking from thick shutters or under doors.

Plaster and log homes, all roofed in thatch and snow, lined the dirt roadways. Some were new, but Faron recognized most of them. He pulled the hood slightly farther over his face and trudged on. He hated taking contracts in his hometown, but it was the only way Dageran would allow him this far from his clutches. At least Synick had come along.

When they reached the south gate—closed, of course—they turned almost completely around and headed northeast, veering off the path and leaving deep footprints in the snow, a false lead for anyone brave enough to follow.

All was quiet when they came into view of a large farmhouse with several surrounding buildings. One structure, from which emanated a powerful stench, was their target: Galvin’s farm. The man had been a friend of his father before he died, and Faron knew him relatively well, making this all the harder. Apparently, the man’s farm had been doing well because someone wanted it gone.

Silent as shadows, Faron and Synick slipped inside and surveyed the beasts in the shelter. Nearly a hundred pigs stretched out across the large barn, all sleeping contentedly. The smell of slop and filth was overwhelming, but they ignored the odor and began their work. 

Tightly bound bales of hay were stacked in a loft beyond the hogs’ reach, which they used with pitchforks to barricade and bar the doors. Synick pulled a bottle and flint from his pouch and handed the flint to Faron. Unstoppering the alcohol made a small squeak, and a few hogs shifted but remained silent. With a flourish, Synick poured the liquid under the loft where it would easily spread and made a trail to the far wall as a form of fuse.

With large up and down motions, Synick emptied the bottle on the floor, then gestured to Faron to light it. Faron stooped on one knee and made ready to strike but stopped. Memories of his old home stilled his hand, and he began to shake. He struggled with the flint and steel but trembled so sharply that he couldn’t strike them.

Screams.

Fumbling with the flint, he pulled off the silver ring, but the terrified cry didn’t go away. Arson had a way of doing that to him. With fumbling fingers, Faron tried to strike the flint but missed. He saw a dark shadow move on his right and flinched, but there was nothing there. 

“Atha’s grave,” Synick swore, snatching the fire piece away from him. With one fluid stroke, he sent a spray of sparks on the liquid, sending flames into the air. All in a moment, the trail of alcohol ignited, and every beast in the barn awoke in a squealing terror, stampeding all directions. Pure panic consumed the hogs’ minds as the yellow flame spread, and their animal cries rose cacophonously into the night. Synick pulled Faron to his feet, narrowly avoiding getting trampled, and led him to the far wall. 

Screams—such loud screams—and his shoulder burned! Synick slapped Faron hard, and he came to, holding a hand to his stinging cheek.

They scaled old patchwork boards up to a window and slipped through, just in time to drop down and retreat to the shadows. Dark forms of men came running and yelling from three separate houses and bunkhouses, several only half-dressed. Heedless of the cold and snowbeasts for a time, the men desperately tried to throw snow and water on the burning building, but the flames were coming from inside. It would do no good. A few men pushed on the doors, but they wouldn’t budge.

Faron watched as the situation grew more and more desperate, and the scream of dying, tortured animals filled the night air. His gut twisted with a self-loathing he was unfortunately familiar with.

Synick touched his shoulder softly. “Come on. We’re not done yet.”








  
  
  Galvin

  
  




Animal screams split the quiet night. Galvin jumped up in bed, heart pounding with shock. Isold stirred next to him, then jolted awake, panicked. “What?” she asked. “What is it?” The unmistakable sound of dying hogs filled the air. He tore the quilts off himself and jumped out of bed, surprising himself with his alacrity. “What is it?” his wife repeated, more panicked than before.

“Stay here,” he growled, grabbing a shirt from the closet and running out the door. He fumbled into the white linen when he turned the corner toward the barn and gasped. Flames consumed the pen, pouring out the windows and melting the nearby snow. “Devils of ice,” he muttered. Only then did he notice that Roger and Kin were also there, already scooping snow with their hands and flinging it into the open windows. Roun, Howie, and Boral were pouring out from their bunkhouses as well.

Stifling his questioning and unbelieving panic, he began to shout. “Forget the storming barn; get those blasted doors open!” He ran as he yelled. “Howie, Roun, open your side!” The heat was sweltering, but the men obeyed all the same. The trapped animals inside screamed ever louder. After a few moments, the pins locking the doors in place were removed, and they all shoved on the blistering hot door; but, it wouldn’t budge. It was as if the doors had been, somehow, frozen solid. “How did this snowing happen?” Galvin yelled. They continued shoving on the door when Roun approached from the opposite side of the barn.

“It won’t budge!” he cried.

“Come on!” Galvin huffed. “My axe!” And they took off back in the direction of Galvin’s house. Around the back, they approached the entrance to the basement, and Galvin felt at his pockets. He had forgotten his key ring in the confusion. “Devils of ice,” he cursed. “Fetch my keys, boy!”

But Roun just pointed. “It’s open.”

“What? It can’t be.” But sure enough, the lock lay on the snowy ground, and the latch was lifted. Galvin grabbed the hatch and threw it open, dashing inside. He grabbed two large axes and handed one to his field hand. “Get that door open! We have to get the hogs out.” He rushed back to the hatch but hesitated. In the corner of his left eye, he noticed a door hanging ajar—the door to his ledger room. “What the devil?” He suddenly felt a surge of caution overcome him and slowly approached the door. Record books and papers lay scattered everywhere. Pages were missing from several books and shredded across the floor, but most disturbing of all was the door to his safe. It lay open, hanging wide on its weak hinge. Its shelves were empty, his life’s savings, gone. Not a single coin remained.

In a sudden flash of understanding, Galvin realized that he wasn’t going to get those barn doors open. This was no accident. He had been doing so well, competing in the Blackwood market against all odds, and now, in a single night, he had gone from wealthy to destitute; and, he had no idea who to blame. White-hot anger was blanketed by complete shock, and his face betrayed no expression.

He was ruined. 

Galvin numbly rounded the corner of his home, and the burning barn came back into view. The flames were higher than ever, and only Kin still worked at opening the door, attacking the hinges with Roun’s axe. Isold and Isabeth were standing on the porch now, staring at the flames in their night dresses. Isold held one protective hand over Isabeth and one to her mouth, eyes wide in horror. Galvin almost smiled to himself, a reaction that seemed to make sense to his shocked mind. She didn’t know the half of it. As Galvin struggled to comprehend his loss, the roof collapsed, and the last of the screaming animals were silenced.








  
  
  Twins

  
  




FIVE YEARS BEFORE

Bright aspens and dull green pines swayed in the gentle breeze that swept the quiet hillside. Here on the far edge of the property, there was little to hear. The village could be noisy and loud, with villagers bustling to and fro, but the easternmost border of their land was a secluded forested area. Tall pine trees reached high into the sky, mixed among numerous deciduous trees, all competing with leaves and needles for the precious sunlight that fell sharply across them in the afternoon sun. Faron found himself halfway up the tallest of the pines, climbing as high as he could. He had climbed the tree many times before but never to the top. The height scared him at a certain point, but this time he was determined.

Faron pulled himself up from one limb to another, slowly moving higher and higher. He stopped at a specific branch, just out of hands reach. This had always been as far as he could go. To get to the limb above, he would have to jump, and there was no guarantee he would land back on his perch should he miss. He rubbed his hands on his pants one at a time. They were sweaty and covered in tree sap, small bits of bark sticking to his palm. 

“You’re just going to have to do it,” a voice called from above. 

He grunted. “I know, I know, just give me a minute.”

The girl higher in the branches furrowed her brow. “That’s what you said last time and the time before that. I think you’ve had long enough. Jump!”

Faron frowned. “But how will I get back down?” 

“The slow way, hopefully. If that doesn’t work, you can always take the fast way.” 

Faron’s discomfort grew. “You aren’t helping.”

The girl laughed. “Oh, I’m sorry, I suppose you’d like me to lower my foot?” She stuck a leg toward him, an acquiescent look on her face. 

Faron looked up and frowned. “I don’t think I trust you.”

She feigned an offended look and withdrew her foot. “Fine, then you’ll just have to jump.”

Faron let go of his supporting branch and shifted his weight underneath him, slowly rising to his feet. He paused for a moment, catching his balance on the long thick branch. Looking down brought a sense of vertigo.

“Don’t look down!” the girl yelled. Faron wavered but caught his balance, looking just at the trunk in front of him.

“How do you do this?” he called.

“Just don’t think about it.”

“I might die!” 

“That’s exactly what I mean by don’t think about it,” she huffed. “You’ll be fine, just go.”

Faron took a slow breath to steady his nerves. “Okay,” he said to himself. “Okay.” He looked up and, with a surge of fear, jumped to the branch above. For a small moment, he was weightless in the sky, nothing below him, and then he seized the limb, holding on with both hands.

“Good! Good, now stop dangling there and pull yourself up.”

Faron hyperventilated through clenched teeth as his fingers gripped the wood like talons. He pulled and hoisted himself up onto the tree limb, feeling his arms shake. The branch shook too, dropping needles which slowly spiraled toward the ground easily fifty feet below. He paused for breath. It was higher than he had ever climbed. He looked down again and felt dizzy. He planted his back against the trunk and stayed there, catching his breath.

After a moment, the girl called again. “Well, are you going to just stay there?” She had already climbed higher. Without a word, Faron got back on his feet and reached for the next limb, much easier to reach this time. The next four branches all grew in a large spiral shape around the trunk, and Faron climbed it like a ladder with renewed confidence. After that, he turned and moved to a single thick limb. He found himself immediately below his sister, who sat comfortably in a large split in the trunk.

Making an effort to keep his eyes up, Faron sat on the branch. “Alright, Hadria, I did your mad climb. Now tell me why you made me do this.”

With a grin, she stood, revealing a set of boards nailed into the split trunk on her left. Faron’s eyebrows rose, and a smile touched his lips. “So, this is why you’ve been spending so much time alone—and where Father’s mallet went.”

She smiled. “I was going to give it back.” She turned and climbed up her makeshift ladder. “Wherever it is.”

Faron shook his head and groaned. “Where did you get nails?” he asked, incredulous. “And boards? And why didn’t you nail them all the way down?” She ignored him and kept climbing. He groaned again and put a tentative hand on the makeshift ladder. Each board had two or three nails in it to keep it from spinning on the trunk or wobbling too much, so he deemed it safe. “Just don’t look down,” he whispered. After a few rungs, the boards began to wind around as well as up the trunk, and Faron swallowed, ignoring his fear and continuing the climb. If his sister could do it, he could do it. 

It was a comfortable lie.

A few feet farther, Faron found himself under several large planks, all nailed together and to the tree, except for a small hole where the trunk and ladder passed through. He pulled himself up and fell onto the boards with a heave. He laughed, relieved to be on something solid and giddy because of the thrill of the height. “This is what you’ve been working on?”

“Yup. Do you like it?”

“I was sure you were making excuses to read that book of yours. How on earth did you do this?”

“Havun stole some nails for me and some old boards when I asked. Father’s missing hammer and saw helped a lot too.”

Faron lay on his back, panting. “The carpenter’s son? Why would he do that?”

“Because,” Hadria said. “I’m both beautiful and charming.”

“Father will be angry when he finds out,” he warned. “He’s been looking for that hammer for days now.”

She beamed and smiled. “Just the hammer? I guess that means I can keep the saw for a while longer.”

Faron furrowed his brow. “Why not just ask? Or better, have him help you? And why couldn’t I help you?”

“Because,” she stated. “I wanted this to be ours. It’s our secret, and I wanted to surprise you.”

Faron grinned. “Well, I’m surprised. You’re the best.”

She laughed. “It feels good, doesn’t it? You and I are the only people in the world who know about it.”

Faron returned her good humor. He looked up from the boards and realized just how large the platform was. The boards surrounded both trunks of the pine and were nearly seven feet long by four feet wide. He took in his surroundings and gasped. To the north and east, massive green hills rolled into the sharp-peaked Therodran Mountains with a carpet of pines, oaks, maples, and aspens. Pink flowered rhododendrons sprinkled the hillsides, adding elegance to the imposing mountains. To the south and west lay large empty meadows with forests dominating the landscape, all of it tucked into green rolling hills. Faron could see a few areas where the trees fell away, forming a deep ravine where rivers and streams gouged scars into the earth.

The view was breathtaking. Summer was in full force, and the land was so green it almost hurt the eyes to look at. Faron noticed that Hadria had cleared away all the branches around both trunks, opening up the view spectacularly. Only the tops of the tallest pines blocked their vision.

“Hadria, Look!” Faron shouted, pointing to the south. “You can see the snow wall from here.”

Hadria looked at where he was pointing but couldn’t see it. “Where?”

“Just at the end of that meadow. You see the clearing down there? It’s at the end of that. It’s only a small piece.” 

She squinted and shaded her eyes from the sun. “I think I see it, but it might just be a rock.”

“It’s not a rock,” he stated. “It’s brown.”

Hadria looked doubtful. “If you say so.” She turned to the northwest. “Look over here. You can see the village.”

Faron nodded. “I know.” Hadria laughed and sat down on the platform, her back against a trunk. Faron remained standing, drinking in the view. “This is incredible. How did you do it?”

Hadria shrugged. “It wasn’t hard. I nailed a few boards to each side and balanced the others on top. Just had to get it even is all.”
           “I’m not sure how you did this without killing yourself.”

Hadria laughed. “You’d be surprised what I could do.”

Faron raised an eyebrow. “I doubt it. I spend nearly all day, every day, with you.”

“Yes, that’s true.” She grinned mischievously. “But you forget how much older and how very much wiser I am than you.”

“Older?” Faron huffed. “We’re the same age to the day.”

“Don’t forget wiser,” she chirped.

“Oh yes, who could possibly compete with that.”

“Exactly.” She smiled. 

“Well, while you’re feeling wise, why don’t you tell me how to get back down?” 

“Wisdom is patient.” 

“Oh, you’re hopeless.” Faron sat next to her and folded his legs, content to enjoy the fantastic view. Several minutes passed before either one of them spoke, neither willing to break the silence, both enjoying the peace.

Faron was the first to speak when the quiet stretched long enough, and before they realized it, hours slipped away just enjoying each other’s company. Eventually, Hadria looked up toward the Therodran Mountains. She pointed at one of the lower peaks.

“Look at old Horothan. Do you see that tiny patch of yellow all the way up there?”

Faron nodded. “I see it. It’s probably maples. Their leaves are usually the first to change.”

“Fall is coming, and we’ll have the best place to see it from.”

“Well, we better enjoy it because once winter comes, we won’t get another chance until spring.” 

“Why not? We’re inside the wall. It should be perfectly safe.”

“Should be.” He shrugged. “But still.”

“Don’t be such a worrywart. We’ll have plenty of time to get used to the view.”

The sun was westering on the horizon, illuminating the Therodran Mountains in a fountain of golden light. The brilliant rays exaggerated the reds and yellows while subduing the grays and blues. The effect was beautiful, and they drank it in. 

“We need to go home.”

“But do we want to?”

“No,” Faron said, putting his head on his sister’s shoulder. “Never.”








  
  
  A Grip Like Iron

  
  




Betray not the darkness to the light

Seek to please thy noble master

Take not less than is thy right

Lest death come seek thee after




“Look at me, apprentice. I asked you a question.”

Faron tore his tired eyes away from the three tenets carved into the wall and faced the guild master. Dageran’s bright blue eyes pinned him from underneath strands of long black hair. 

When Faron didn’t immediately answer, he repeated, “Did you do the job?”

Sitting beside Faron, Synick chimed in. “We did. Cleared out the safe and burned it all to the ground.”

The guild master silenced him with a pointed finger. “Not you.” His gaze continued to bore into Faron, who itched to be looking anywhere else, at anything else, besides those mad eyes.

Finally, he replied, “It’s done.”

“And what was your contribution? How many tasks did you burden dear Synick with rather than shouldering them yourself?”

Synick, loud as ever, interceded again. “Oh, he was very helpful—instrumental, even. Couldn’t have done it without him, in fact.”

Dageran maintained a level gaze. “While I admire your readiness to lie to get what you want, I don’t appreciate when you lie to me. So, I’ll hear it from his own mouth if it’s the same to you.”

“Synick burned the stable,” Faron admitted. “And cleared the safe.”

“So, then, you did nothing.” It wasn’t a question.

“No, I barred the door, found the deed.”

“And yet, you didn’t light the fire.”

“No.”

Dageran’s eyes could have lit wet tinder. “Our contract was simple, Faron. Burn the stable, kill the beasts, destroy the deed, and loot the safe. That’s what I’m being paid for and what I’m paying you for, and yet, instead of finishing the job I gave you, you yoked the burden upon your friend—again.”

“Well, either way,” Synick cut in. “Job’s done. There’ll be no more competition for Baheron.”

Dageran responded only with a moment of silence, but it was enough. Synick fell quiet. 

“You didn’t light the fire.” 

“I couldn’t do it,” Faron admitted. 

“There it is,” Dageran said. “And why couldn’t you do it?”

Faron shrugged, looking back at the ground. 

“Look at me!” the master demanded. “I saved your life, apprentice. Your soul belongs to me. Your very actions are my property, and I will not allow you to shirk your contracts by hiding behind the lie of morality.” Finally, he broke away his withering gaze, slamming a palm on the ancient wooden table.

“I will free you from this childish sense of right and—” He looked down for a moment, breathing hard. “No. No, I cannot show you more favors, not when others have been discarded for displaying the same weakness.”

Synick cut in, “Master, he is improving. To kill him would be a waste.”

“What use,” Dageran said, “is a slave who will not obey? What do you profit me if you cannot stand on your own? For years I’ve nurtured you, nourished you, and for years you’ve skirted my requirements, refusing to grow. If not for Synick carrying your weight, I would have killed you long ago.”

“Honestly,” Synick said. “I think I’m wearing him down. Soon enough, he’ll be throwing grannies down wells and stealing the wheels off carriages.”

Dageran’s eyes flicked between Faron and Synick for a quiet moment before speaking. “There is no room for conscience among my apprentices. I want to make it clear that while I admire you, Synick, even love you, you lower yourself in my eyes by defending this boy.” He forestalled protests with a hand. “Even so, you are among the most profitable of my slaves, so know that I’m being honest with you, sweet Synick, when I say that Faron will have his final chance. But should he fail, I will take his head off myself, and you will be lucky if I don’t take yours too.”

Faron’s eyes were stuck to the floor, hands nervously twisting the wolf ring around his finger. 

“Look,” Synick said. “I only said he’s improving. I’m not putting my neck on the line for him or anything.”

Dageran stood and walked to the corner of his blackwood desk. “It’s too late for that, Synick, but I trust you won’t disappoint. You never have before.”

He sat at the edge of the desk and cradled Faron’s head the way he would a cat. Faron tried not to shiver.

“I own you, Faron, your happiness, your grievances, your sins. All are my possessions. You need not cling to such foolishness as responsibility for your actions.” He caressed Faron’s dirty black hair with a single twirl of a finger. “I free you of them.” Faron’s eyes remained firmly fixed on the floor—obediently, fearfully.

“If I rolled a boulder down a hill and in its descent, a girl was crushed to her death, would that stone feel remorse?” Neither boy answered. “Would the stone be responsible for the death or would I, the one who pushed it on its way?” He pulled on Faron’s chin until their eyes locked. 

“You,” Faron replied simply. The twisted fingers in his hair felt like a knife at the throat. 

“Does a fire burn less brilliantly in remembrance of those it consumes? Does a mountain stand less tall for those it crushes? Does a wolf seek repentance for the children it devours?” His volume and tempo rose with each question until his voice reverberated off the stone walls. 

Like a whip, Dageran’s hand lashed out and struck Faron’s cheek as he yelled, “Why, then, does a slave shirk his potential over the guilt of sins that are not his?” Cold pain flooded the left side of Faron’s face, and blood trickled from the corner of his eye as it squeezed shut.

“Your actions, like your soul, are not your own. You are my property.” Dageran punctuated the words. “I command you; do I not also assume the responsibility for my actions?” His voice grew soft again. “You are my boulder, dear apprentice. I relieve you of the guilt of my sins. Can you find no joy in that?” 

Faron did not answer.

“You were nearly a corpse when I found you, Faron, a forsaken thing in rags and chains, cast aside, forgotten. Only my interference preserved you.” He tugged on Faron’s chin again, noticing the thin trail of blood as if for the first time. He wiped it with a thumb, smearing it more than anything. With a curious expression, he looked at the blood, then popped the thumb into his mouth. Faron couldn’t resist the shiver this time.

Slowly, deliberately, Dageran ran a finger along Faron’s collar, pulling the shirt away to reveal a dark, inky brand, just above his heart. He stared at it for a moment, eyeing the snake turned back on itself, eating its own tail over a tree with deep roots.

“For all the dead gods care, you are a corpse, Faron. I am your god now, and I will give you one more chance, one final chance to prove that you’re worth something to me.”

Faron clenched his teeth. “I can do it,” he lied. “Anything.” 

Dageran brushed his wet thumb into the smear of blood again. “Good, then do not deny me your talents, apprentice.” He sat back down in the plush velvet chair behind the desk. “I have been patient with you, more patient than I am with most and more patient than I should be, but my temperance wears thin, Faron. Release yourself from your childish inhibitions while I still believe you can.”

His palms slapped the table like a gavel. “Good! Now, where is the old man’s money?” Synick jumped into motion as if he had been waiting for this moment. He tossed a small purse toward Dageran, which he caught and hefted. “Is this all?” he asked.

“That’s it,” Synick confirmed. “Cleaned him out good.”

Dageran nodded, trusting Synick’s word. He reached in and selected a few gold coins and tossed the pouch back to the stubble-faced youth. “For your excellent work.” He winked. Synick smiled. “You see, Faron, what happens to those who show loyalty? They are rewarded.” He tousled Synick’s rough, blond hair as if he hadn’t just been threatening him.

Faron became aware of a figure blocking the torchlight behind him and turned to see a silhouette darkening the entrance to Dageran’s underground offices. “Aha!” Dageran exclaimed. “And here is an example of the oathbreakers if you need it, Faron. Come in, Jakal.” A tall man with deceptively slender arms and dark skin native to the people of Kaor entered the round marble chamber. His black eyes were massively dilated. In his left hand, he held a torch aloft; in the right, he gripped a disheveled mass. Faron’s gut turned to ice as it met torchlight. A dirty severed head grasped by a handful of long blond hair dangled from Jakal’s fist. 

Liual. Faron had met her only a few months back when she had first been brought to the guild. He didn’t know how she came to be here, except that someone had saved her life and given her a brand. They had sparred with training knives a few times before she became despondent. He looked away. 

Jakal addressed Dageran with his slow but smooth speech. “She made it all the way to the surface, Lord Dageran. I received a tip from the guards who said she had many stories to tell.” His voice was joyless, nearly monotone. 

Dageran sighed, shaking his head. “The Blackwood guards are ours. I tell them this, yet they always seem to try. Do they not believe me? Do you not believe me,” he asked Faron, “when I say the guards in this city and I have an understanding?” He didn’t seem to expect a response because he turned back to Jakal. “Anyway, very good, dear Jakal. I suppose I should pay you, shouldn’t I? For services rendered and all that.” He slid one of the gold coins from Galvin’s safe onto the desk—a kingpence, a fortune by itself. Jakal slid the torch into a sconce to pocket the coin. 

Dageran spoke again as his assassin turned to leave. “Be sure to add her to the collection. The others are getting lonely down there.” 

Jakal turned and exited Dagaren’s offices, heading down the hallway to an enormous bridge beyond it, where he carelessly threw the head over the side. A few seconds passed before a distant splash was heard. Faron shivered, keeping his eyes on the ground. Liual had been his friend, or at least, one of the few who seemed to understand his struggle in Dageran’s service. She couldn’t have been more than fifteen years old, two years younger than himself. Faron twisted the silver ring around his finger in nervous repetition, the scream in his mind growing louder to match his swelling anxiety. 

The newly indoctrinated often sought escape, and Faron had too; but, he’d seen too many slaves return as heads without bodies to harbor that dream any longer. None could escape Dageran’s influence—or Jakal’s blade at least. Options were clear, and few, in the brotherhood: Obey, or die as your neck left your body.

“Where was I?” Dageran resumed. “Ah, that’s right, I was discussing incentive.” He pressed a few silver coins into Faron’s palm. His other hand gripped Faron’s shoulder, and he leaned in close, whispering, “Give me your loyalty, Faron, without inhibition, and I will make you rich and comfortable as you can imagine. Deny me, and you will die for nothing, as you would have all those years ago on the ice.” The guild master released his shoulder and stepped away. “Leave me now,” was all he said, and they did.

Outside of Dageran’s offices, they crossed a guarded suspension bridge and entered the heart of the caverns. Torches cast thin spheres of light along the pathways, hiding the unknown heights and depths of the extensive cave network. Somewhere far below, Faron could hear running water, like a subterranean river. The caves were broad, deep, and well protected. 

Keeping his eyes down, Faron headed north toward the apprentice’s quarters. Thieves, killers, and worse made their homes here in the true underbelly of the city, as long as they swore themselves to Dageran’s rule and paid his taxes.

Faron and Synick entered the long cavern, and Synick, characteristically, took the lead. The true floor of the cave was often shrouded in a darkness far below the extensive thick rope bridges that spread throughout the caves. Bolted and tethered to the stone walls at frequent intervals, the bridges were sturdy and rarely moved noticeably when tread on. Faron did not know how long they had stood, but they were obviously ancient. It probably stretched back to the beginning of the guild itself, which was likely spawned by the early formation of a city long ago, like how a corpse spawns maggots and carrion eaters. 

Once they were safely out of earshot, Synick said, “Well, that was disgusting.”

“Liual?”

“No,” Synick said flatly. “I mean this plank in the boardwalk. Of course I’m talking about snowing Liual. How many severed heads do you see that you need clarification?”

“She only wanted to be free,” Faron said.

“Free to what—work her fingers to the bone for the nobility and merchants? Free to freeze in the winter? Free to starve?”

“Free to make her own choices,” Faron countered. 

“No,” Synick said. “That’s what she ran from: luxury, easy money, freedom from her station. She went from being one of the lucky few who get to spit in the nobility’s eye to spoiling my appetite.”

“Her family was killed, Synick.”

“Then she really didn’t stand a chance without the guild, did she?”

Faron shook his head. “Regular life isn’t nearly so bad as you make out.”

“You were privileged,” Synick argued. “You would say that.”

Faron didn’t argue. He hadn’t exactly felt privileged growing up, but his mind was hardly on the argument. “Still,” he said. “Not everyone is cut out for this work.”

“Stop your whining. You’re here now, and with that brand on your neck, that’s not going to change. You might as well make the most of it.”

Faron didn’t respond. There was no point. Even Synick, who generally understood his discomfort with a crime, would argue that he was being foolish and unrealistic. 

“That’s where you’re headed, you know.” Faron didn’t ask for an explanation. “Your lonely head making its way toward a little splash and finding a new home next to Liual’s.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Not necessarily true,” Synick quipped. “You just don’t want to talk, period—ever. It’s like you’re a statue—a statue carved by a particularly untalented artist—but that’s beside the point.” Faron ignored the left-handed remark. “You always change the subject or refuse to talk at all, and it’s becoming a problem.” Faron attempted to wave away his words, but Synick persisted. “You don’t take contracts unless Dageran forces one on you, and even then, you won’t take large jobs at all. Dageran’s patience is wearing thin—no, don’t shrug at me like that, you know it is. Sooner than later, Dageran will realize that you aren’t going to change. Fishing mudpence from the city wells and picking a few bronze pieces from the pockets of nobles profits him and you nothing. If you don’t start taking bigger jobs…” He paused and then ran his finger along his throat. “To the collection you go.”

Faron shrugged outwardly but inside felt hollow. Simple contracts were easy but paid very little. Bigger contracts—he rubbed the two silver pieces Dageran had given him together in his pocket. Bigger jobs paid far better but extracted a price of their own. The blaze that consumed the large barn still flickered behind his eyes.

A few pinched coins here and there were a simple thing, lifted jewelry and heirlooms among them. Still, the contracts Dageran pressured him into with increasing regularity were far more scarring. Underhanded merchants, ambitious nobles, and jealous lovers often found their way to Dageran and the unique services he offered, and their requests were never simple.

At the will of Dageran, Faron had burned businesses and homes, stolen deeds and life savings, and framed innocents for crimes they had not committed, sometimes his own. Directly or indirectly, Faron knew of at least three people who were now dead because of him, one even intentionally. He flinched at the memory. More often than not, the jobs that paid the best ended in lives or livelihoods ruined, and each one raked at his soul, despite what Dageran might say.

He rubbed the coins between forefinger and thumb—two coins for him, a lifetime gone for Galvin. Physically it had been easy. Undoing someone else’s life’s work only took around fifteen minutes, but his heart ached each time he thought of it. It was the kind of slanted irony that made Synick laugh. Faron’s stomach twisted.

It was better when he didn’t see their faces and best when he didn’t know them at all—easier to pretend that way—but this time, he wasn’t so fortunate. He remembered Galvin’s face, illuminated by the fire that ravaged his livelihood. What’s worse was that Galvin had been a friend of his father’s or as close to a friend as any besides Ulric.

Shame twisted his gut as he thought of his father. What would Bouren say if he saw him now? If he knew the things he’d done? For a short moment, Faron risked holding his eyes closed and remembered the heat of flames. Bright fire flickered on wooden walls, and the scream grew louder, more present. He sighed and forced his eyes open, taking off the silver ring with a curse—only for a few minutes. His mind grew quiet as the ring entered his pocket, and his eyes stayed open.

Synick raised an eyebrow but said nothing. In the depths of his internal struggle, he had forgotten Synick was there.

“Why do you even care?” Faron muttered.

“Oh dear, are you referring to yourself?” Synick asked, practically dripping with sarcasm. “By the dead gods, no, no, I hate you. See? I just thought maybe if I gave you some nice advice, you might tip me or something.” When Faron didn’t laugh, he continued. “Look, it’s not weird that I want you to keep your head, alright? Nobody in this snowing cave can drink anything like you can, and I’d be remiss to lose my drinking companion.”

“The world is your drinking companion, Synick.”

The older boy grinned. “So, are we going to the tavern then? There’s something new I’ve been wanting to try, and I think Liual’s finally given me the courage to do it.”

Faron shook his head. Two silver coins was generous pay for the contract on Galvin’s farm, compared to what Dageran usually gave him at least, but not so generous that he could both squander it and pay his monthly dues. With what he’d managed to scratch together, he could avoid any more contracts for a few weeks, but that meant hungry nights and no drinking. It would be uncomfortable, but the guilt of his crime was fresh. He deserved to be hungry for a few nights.

“No,” he finally answered. “I just want to be alone right now.” It was a hard thing to say. The tavern meant that for a while, however short, he could forget, drink himself into passivity, and maybe pretend he was somewhere else—someone else.

“You’re not thinking about that snowing sister of yours again, are you?”

Screams.

Faron flinched. “Leave me, Synick.” 

Synick shook his head and departed down the adjacent walkway, mumbling to himself. “Looks like you bloody well need a drink to me,” Faron heard. 

“Synick?” Faron called hesitantly. The older boy turned to listen. “Thank you, I suppose.” Synick turned back down the hall and shoved a crooked thumb in the air in response. As he lost sight of his friend down the side passage, he leaned hard against the heavy rope and massaged his temples with thumbs. Hadria’s scream rang in his mind more today than it had in months. Fire had a way of doing that. Galvin’s contract had opened a painful scar.

Am I mad? The familiar thought rang inside his head. Why do I still hear you? Is my punishment not enough? Unsurprisingly, the massage did not help. His head always throbbed these days. The screaming was part of it, certainly, but also lack of sleep. 

A full night’s rest was hard to come by when flames waited in the darkness. Each night when he managed to find sleep through the heat, his dreams were always the same: memories, nightmares, screams. More than a few times, Faron had screamed himself to wakefulness, sweating and panting, only stopping when reality returned to him. It wasn’t much better. 

Drinking could let him forget all that, if only for a time. He could forget Galvin and Dageran, Hadria, and the white-haired man, Sadagon. White North, he needed to forget. He clenched the massive ropes of the bridge until his knuckles turned white. Would it be worth another job? Could he even make himself go through with it? The memory of Galvin’s face hovered in his mind, bearing the look of decades lost. He couldn’t force it away. He even saw the glint of firelight in the old man’s eyes.

Flashes of memory from another time came to him: images of thick log walls and a tavern full of men, images of his sister and a pile of coins, images of Galvin’s head of thin white hair, adding to Hadria’s pile.

Screams—screams among fire.

Clenching his teeth, he pulled at the rope, suspending the wooden bridge. Years ago, when he still hoped of escape, Faron had spent uncounted hours wandering the massive dark cavern and branching tunnels like an artery. Many sections of the cave had dusty rock floors, while the rest were fortified with these massive rope bridges. He used to drop rocks from the bridges to gauge the cave’s depths and find what hid below. Most spots had rocky bottoms that clacked sharply against his falling stones, and a few bridges were suspended over bodies of water; but, this spot was different. Here, there seemed to be no bottom at all. No distant clicks of stone or splashes of water could be heard, no matter how carefully he listened or how big of a rock he dropped. Here, he imagined a bottomless pit of eternal black, where one could fall forever.  

He realized, with both hands on the thick rope, that this was where he had unconsciously chosen to stop, above that bottomless pit. He stared longingly into the endless darkness. It wasn’t stone or water that hid far below. It was something else entirely—something more inviting—though he wasn’t quite sure why. In any case, the complete dark called to him, and he stared down in answer.

The blackness did not know. It did not care. It did not feel. Standing here, in such dangerous proximity, Faron felt more able to not care. Pain and joy, if there were any of the latter, slipped away together, replaced by an empty void. Emptiness, Faron thought, was far preferable to pain. He remembered a time when he’d hoped for a bright future with him and his twin together. That child was dead now. He had become a shadow, a husk of who he had once hoped to be. Instead of joy and love, he brought only pain and bitterness. How long had it been since he’d felt something as sweet as emptiness?

That’s what waited below, he finally realized: nothingness, oblivion. Maybe there was another way to find release from his awful reality, another way to escape Dageran and his awful cave. Faron stared into the depths, keening for its numbness. Deeper and deeper, he gazed with a growing hunger until a voice screamed in his ears, shocking him back to consciousness. The ring was on his finger again.

Far below, the promise of numbness whispered to him, and he felt goosebumps crawl across his neck and arms. 

Atha’s Grave, he thought. I need a drink.








  
  
  Haunted

  
  




In his dream, they were smiling: Talvor, Huron, Clair, Galvin, and the faces of so many nameless he did not know. Logically, he knew that none of these merchants, traders, and townsmen were located anywhere near one another, some even being in separate towns, but there they all were, lined up on the bright street. The sun shone glaringly overhead, casting a noon shadow. Every few seconds, it pulsed with brilliance, doubling or tripling in size with a loud thud before quickly shrinking back down. The houses grew pale with each burst, the sun’s pulsating radiance drowning out all color.

The first home was Talvor’s: a tall, thin orifice made of deep black wood with small ribs of red or orange and slate gray stone shingles. Inside the window, Faron could see the old tanner, whose daughter drew the attention of the Ariethi heir, a powerful family in Blackwood. He found himself caught in the mix when another powerful family, not willing to lose their claim to Ariethi power, hired the guild to ruin any chances of a union. Faron touched the doorknob, then stepped back when it blackened and cankered, turning to ash before his eyes. The walls followed soon after, and the stone ceiling collapsed inward, burying the man. 

Faron remembered his crime. 

Soon that very same night, Talvor’s tannery burned to the ground, along with two neighboring businesses that were too close an offering for the fire to refuse.

Faron remembered watching that fire, feeling the heat of hell upon his flesh. The flames had never touched him, but it didn’t matter. His skin remembered. His scarred chest and shoulder tinged in pain.

Screams—oh, by the dead gods, the screams.

Talvor had died that night, trying to wrest the flames from his livelihood. With no inheritance received and no dowry to offer, the daughter became a shadow and disappeared from the politics of the city. Faron had been paid a few silver coins.

Months later, Synick found the girl working in a brothel. 

Faron peered into the collapsed pile of rubble and witnessed the wrinkled man nearly covered in the heavy stone slate, body crushed. His face was frozen in the expression of his last question, now eternal in death: ‘Why?’ The sun pulsed overhead.

Faron looked away, resisting his own self-loathing. “I did not kill you, old man,” he said to the air. “You chose to enter those flames. You didn’t have to die.” He cursed. “Atha, you didn’t have to die, snowing fool.” He kicked the cold rubble and turned away.

Unwillingly, as if towed by a sliding carpet, Faron approached the next house down the way—a large marble manor, a resplendent display of wealth and power, and set apart from the rest of the city as a white stone contrast to the overwhelming use of black wood that was the city’s namesake—the Huron manor. Faron remembered another conglomerate of power within the city.

In a bid to increase their power, the head of the Huron house, Lord Vorthor, staked a claim on the rulership of Blackwood and gained many supporters. An unknown benefactor reached out to Dageran’s brotherhood with a contract. A pinch of poisonous crushed red ivy in Lady Vorthor’s wine mixed with an anonymous tip to the guards was all it took to ruin the Huron name. Lord Vorthor was arrested that same night and tried for murder by guards and judges already on Dageran’s payroll.

Faron remembered his crime.

The marble mansion collapsed in a violent cloud of red dust, washed pale as the sun pulsed white. Faron had not delivered the poison himself—Synick had helped with that—but it was his idea; and, he had been the one to dry the leaves to potency. He had been given three silver tenpence.

He saw the broad stall of a fish merchant, owned by the lover of a jealous woman who discovered his infidelity. For months after, every shipment of fish the man received was quickly infested with maggots and rats until he could not sell a single specimen and was forced into a debtor’s work camp—six pence.

He passed hundreds of nameless, faceless shadows, whose outlines Faron vaguely remembered from the numerous times he’d cut purses, robbed caskets, and burgled gold leaf heirlooms—the shadows of people to whom he was a curse and a byword.

Finally, in the blinding light of the sun, Faron saw the massive stable that housed Galvin’s livelihood. As he made his gliding way toward the rustic wooden shelter, unwillingly, inexorably, he heard the squeal of desperate, dying animals, moments before the structure burst into flames. A shadow fell over his mind, and he felt the prickling sensation of dying skin from intense flame. Darkness filled a corner of his vision, and he averted his gaze. He would not allow himself to see what lay in that shrouded blackness, not even in a dream.

When he stood at the beginning of the cobbled road, everything had been clean and orderly, but as he was pulled down the road’s length, the structures and people on either side withered, burned, and crumbled. Darkness followed, like a tendril of canker, swirling over the breadth of his vision, until eventually, it drowned out the sun, and it beat no more.

Faron’s bloodshot eyes burst open and winced from the bright light of the flickering candle mere feet in front of him. His head throbbed and pounded with every heartbeat, making him feel nauseous. He remembered where he was suddenly, the dream fading away: the Chloranthy, tavern, lookout, and hidden entrance to Dageran’s massive cave. A towering iron ladder behind a secret door led down to the sanctuary, deep underground.

“Ever hear of a lightweight?”

Faron slowly lifted his heavy head. It felt like an anvil. “Hm?”

“A lightweight,” Synick repeated. “Have you ever heard of it?” Faron sighed. When it became apparent that he wasn’t going to answer, Synick continued. “It’s what you are: a snowing child. You had, what, two beers and an ale?”

Faron groaned. He’d had far more than that, and it hadn’t helped. He didn’t feel any better, and Dageran’s thugs would come to collect his guild dues any day now. He rested his throbbing head on the table, cutting off the candle’s searing light.

“You’re such a sad drunk,” Synick said. “I don’t know why I even ask you to drink with me.”

“Because you don’t have any friends,” Faron snapped, in no mood for Synick’s games. He looked up, stifling a groan. “What in the Iron Halls are you doing?”

Synick’s usual half grin was plastered on his face as he poured the remains of a wine bottle and beer bottle into the same tankard. “Bine, I call it, or weer. Beerine? Wineer? I don’t know, but it’s just the most expensive wine mixed with the most expensive beer on the menu.”

“That looks disgusting,” Faron grunted, holding his head in both hands.

“Oh, it tastes like piss, that’s for sure—maybe not piss but fermented piss with a hint of apple.”

“What in the world are you doing it for then?”

“Science, I suppose.” He lifted the large wooden mug. “In the name of scholarship!” he called and downed the contents. Unsurprisingly, no one took up the call.

Faron groaned again, cradling his head. With every heartbeat, he felt as if his brain was being struck by a hammer. It was going to be a painful walk to his quarters. “How long have I been sleeping?”

“A few hours. I nearly poured my drink on you to wake you up, but you didn’t seem worth the loss.”

Faron ignored him and pushed with monumental effort, standing with support from the table.

“Where are you going?”

“To sleep.”

“Already? It’s not that late, and you’ve already been passed out for a decent kip. Why not come with me to the pools? Smells like you could use it.”

Synick was chipper, and he genuinely seemed to want Faron’s company; but, he couldn’t bring himself to care. All he wanted was to fall into a dreamless sleep and never wake up—that, or the deepness of that pit. He waved Synick off with a sweeping motion and turned to leave. With each step, he was reminded: You spent too much. Who will you ruin now to lease another month on life? He focused on his headache to force out other thoughts and sluggishly made his way to his quarters.








  
  
  Endless Black

  
  




Faron’s head buzzed, and his tongue felt thick. After several hours of tossing and turning, he had given up and returned to the Chloranthy. He had already spent enough to merit another contract, but he’d be damned to the Iron Halls before he went back to Dageran sober. 

His mind was slow, and he was beginning to have trouble recalling what was bothering him so much; but, he did still feel the anxiety from it, remembered or not. That just meant he wasn’t quite drunk enough. One more drink would hardly make a difference at this point. He rose his tankard for another round from the passing barmaid.

The Chloranthy was nearly empty, with only a few tables of men and women eating a thin broth and a barmaid leaning over the counter. Even in a city like Blackwood, nobody was drinking this early, except Faron. Hanging from a man’s belt was a plush purple coin purse, dangling almost below the chair. The swarthy man leaned back in a full-bellied laugh, thoroughly distracted. How easy it would be to cut that purse and walk away. It looked heavy. He could give Dageran half and keep the rest. Unless the bag was filled with mudpence, it alone could pay his dues.

Faron shook his head. Thoughts like that only proved that he had not yet drunk enough. He signaled again to the barmaid, who noticed him this time and refilled his tankard with a thick, lukewarm ale.

“Keep this up, and you won’t need breakfast,” she said, a half-smile on her face. Faron ignored her and took a long draft, feeling the slowness in his mind, but it wasn’t enough. He twisted the ring about his finger. He could stop drinking when the screaming stopped and when the image of Galvin’s face became blurred and indistinct.

From the corner of his eye, Faron noticed a shape coming down the staircase, bobbing and walking merrily. He groaned.

“You know, when you left our celebration early last night, I expected it was because of your tight purse. Now, imagine my chagrin at finding you here, nearly halfway through a tankard without inviting me.”

Faron turned. It was Synick, of course. “How did you find me?”

“Right, like you’re ever anywhere else after a job. If you’re not careful, I might mistake your stupidity for sarcasm.” Faron didn’t respond, except to raise the mug to his lips again. “What are you drinking anyway?” He sniffed the air. “Ale? That’s not your first tankard, then, is it? That’s your snowing breakfast.” He clapped Faron on the back. “You’ll never know how proud I am at this moment—not as proud as I’d be if you were drinking bine, or weer, or whatever my posterity will call it, but still, somewhat proud, if only a tiny bit.” He turned his attention to the barmaid. “Erica, darling, I’ll have what he’s having, only much, much better and more of it.” The barmaid skipped into the back without question. She was used to Synick’s strange requests. “You drink with purpose, Faron, but the day you outdrink me is the day I’m pushing dirt.”

“What do you want?” Faron asked, grumpy.

“To see you inebriated, isn’t it obvious? I’m going to watch you get piss drunk and rob you blind the moment you pass out.” Faron ignored him. After a long pause, Synick asked, “Shouldn’t you be, um, you know, working?”

“Why do you think I’m here?”

“Unless it’s your job to thieve this inn of its ale, I can’t fathom. However, if that is your job, you’re doing it marvelously, assuming you’re not paying for anything.”

“No, I’m going to let you pay for it,” Faron declared. He was always more open lipped when he wasn’t sober.

Synick’s face bunched up. “About that. I don’t think I… what’s the word, ah yes, care, enough to do something as silly as share with you. What are we, married?”

Faron shook his head. “Go away, Synick.”

“That’s rude, considering I’m the only person in this snowing brotherhood keeping your head attached to your shoulders.” Faron glared. “My, you’re in a bad mood. You know it, though, don’t you?”

“Know what?”

“How very dead you would be if I didn’t constantly bring you jobs.”

Faron shook his head. The motion made him feel fuzzy. “I don’t want any jobs. I don’t want any part of this at all.”

“So, what then? You’re just going to skip into the sunset and bid the guild farewell? Maybe hide in a tree for the rest of your life, which, by the way, would only be two or three days at most? Or maybe hole yourself up in your room like you’ve been doing, hoping that Dageran’s thugs won’t come around for their dues?” Again, Faron did not answer. “Oh, by the dead gods, do we have to do this every month?” Synick’s usually cool and sarcastic demeanor was slipping. “You know they’re coming for their money, Faron, and they won’t be lenient, not after you paid late last time.” Faron only shrugged. “There are three days left for you to make the deadline. You know why they call it a deadline, right? Because if you’re not there in line with their money, you’re dead.” 

Faron gave him a dubious look. “Just mind your own business. I’ll be fine.”

Synick shook his head and stood to leave. “You’re snowing stupid when you’re drunk, do you know that?” 

Faron took another swig of the cheap ale. That, he thought, is entirely the point. Synick disappeared out the door just as the barmaid appeared with a flagon of chilled cider, which she placed on the table. A silver pencemark, more than ten times the drink’s value, glittered on the table where he had been. Faron cursed him even as he drank the expensive cider, losing his grip on his pain.

Hours later, Faron rested at his table, head down and filled with fuzzy thoughts. He was still distracted with the unpleasant emotions, but he no longer remembered exactly why; and, that was enough. His most significant concern now was the large square of sunlight that fell through a window and landed uncomfortably on his face. The Chloranthy filled with men and women in a rush to eat and drink, then emptied again, but no one bothered him—no one besides Synick, anyway.

After what felt like a few minutes at most, Faron felt someone shaking his shoulder. The sun had moved. Somebody spoke, but he heard only a dull whine. The pleasant buzzing in his head had turned to a nauseous sharpness. The voice spoke again, and he heard it this time. 

“I’d say you’re at the point where you’re regretting drinking on an empty stomach but not quite to the point of covering this table in bile. How many fingers am I holding up?”

One finger, Faron noticed, and it was making a very rude gesture. “Leave me alone, Synick.”

“Nah,” he replied. “I don’t think so. If I leave you alone now, I’ll be alone forever. I’m here to pester you.”

“Consider me pestered,” Faron said, putting his head back on the table with a slight wince. He could feel the wood-grain pattern etched into his forehead pressing against a different patch on the tabletop. Maybe if he could find exactly where his head had been, he’d be comfortable again.

“Not yet you aren’t,” Synick said. “I haven’t even reminded you that only a moment ago, you were breathing naturally, but now you’re thinking about it and breathing manually.”

“Stop,” Faron groaned.

“And don’t forget that you’re blinking too.”

“I hate you.”

Synick grinned but continued. “And what about all that ale you’ve had to drink?” He sniffed. “Beer too. Your bladder must be very impressive—and full.”

Faron groaned helplessly but shoved himself to his feet and staggered away to relieve himself. He didn’t look back to see the stupid grin Synick must be wearing.

When he came back, a bar girl was loading plates with a section of roast ham she was carrying, ignoring Synick’s requests to cut, “just a bit from right there.” 

“Theann?” Faron asked the girl groggily. “Where’s Erica?”

“Gone. Left hours ago,” she said, pulling pickled eggs from a jar. “I’d say you’ve been working a number on my casks, but it looks like they did a number on you.” She smiled softly. “Just don’t piss on my floor.”

Faron tried to smile but didn’t have it in him. Theann darted off to answer another call for food or beer.

“What’s this?” Faron asked.

“A pig that used to be alive and chickens that never were.” Synick shoved an entire half egg in his mouth and chewed with a smile.

“I would have just bought bread,” Faron protested.

“Oh, don’t worry about that. Some idiot paid for it already. They’d have to be an idiot to pay for you.”

Faron managed a smile but felt like he was accepting charity, which likely, it was. “Thanks, Synick.”

“Oh, don’t look at me. I’d never do anything for you. You hate me, remember?”

With hot food and tea in him, Faron’s headache began to fade, and he felt a good deal less queasy.

“Better?” Synick asked when their plates were clean, but then cut in before Faron could answer. “Wait, don’t answer that. I don’t care.”

Faron nodded halfheartedly. He did feel better, which meant he was thinking clearer, making him want to start drinking all over again. Still, a hot meal had raised his spirits, if only a little. 

They were silent for a long moment.

“I need a job.”

Synick nodded, respecting the words for the admission they were. “Well, you’ve managed to drink away a few days, so hopefully you’re feeling up to snuff by now.”

“I’m an idiot.”

“I know that too,” Synick agreed. “But it’s my fault, really. I shouldn’t have brought you along for the Galvin contract.”

“It was the only way I could get back to see…” He paused. “My home.”

Screams.

“Yeah, but I should have known. You’re always out of commission for a few weeks after a burn job.”

Faron was suddenly painfully aware of the twisted scars on his chest, shoulder, and palms.

“Only we don’t have weeks,” Synick went on. “You’ll need your dues paid by week’s end, or Dageran’s cronies will be after you.”

“We’re Dageran’s cronies,” Faron muttered.

“Other cronies—more murdery ones. Come on, though. It’s not like that. You’re free to live how you want so long as you meet a decent minimum. At least you’re not one of his lowlifes.”

Faron groaned softly, putting his head in his hands. He saw fire in the darkness.

“Right, not the time. Well, I’ve got a job besides—a good one.”

He moved his hands to keep his eyes open. “A good contract? No such thing.”

“Sticking it to the rich is always a good thing,” Synick replied. “I only wish I could do it more.”

“Is that what we’re doing?”

“Well, no, but it’s still a good one.” Faron looked up to raise an eyebrow. “We’ve got a job opportunity to give to someone. Come on, I’ll explain on the way.”

Shielding his eyes from the evening sun, Faron allowed himself to be towed from the inn and into the neatly cobbled streets of Blackwood. The dark lumber made up the construction of most of the tall buildings, gleaming when coated in oil and a deep matte black when not. Small swirls of red and orange were seen in many individual panels of the beautiful wood but not all. 

Just outside, the sound of bustling crowds mixed with running water. Shops and stalls set up around fountains throughout the city were packed with people buying, selling, hollering, and shoving. Faron’s head wasn’t so recovered as to not wince at it all. All around them, black buildings with gray slate stone roofs rose into the air, like saplings combatting for daylight. The buildings, like the people, were packed tight, and surrounding it all was a great stone wall with watchtowers at occasional intervals. The snow was nearly melted now, and the gates would be open in only a few days, maybe sooner. Faron ducked his head and followed after Synick. 

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“To the east quarter, and no, I won’t hire a carriage.”

“I wasn’t going to—” He cut himself off. “Why? Industrial job?”

Synick slapped a younger boy on the backside of the head for moving too slow, then tossed him a small coin as he scrambled out of the way. He looked more confused than hurt. “Not at all. Like I said, we have a job to offer someone.”

“Who?”

“Don’t know. Someone.”

“What job?”

“Well, that’s the part that’s less fun,” Synick answered. “But I’m sure someone will appreciate it.”

“Just tell me what the contract is,” Faron said, growing impatient.

“It’s a personal contract,” Synick began, “for Dageran.”

“Another gang?”

“Not this time. Not for me, at least.”

“Well, what is it then?”

“Dageran’s run out of… escorts.”

“Whores? What do you mean, ‘run out?’ Did he kill them?”

“Of course not!” Synick responded. “Jakal did.”

“Olsu’s Justice,” Faron cursed. “And you agreed to find more for him?”

“Well, it’s not like he killed them. They ran away!”

“No,” Faron said. “By the Iron Halls, no. I want nothing to do with this.”

“Listen, it’s not—”

“No!” Faron stopped short. “Synick, I won’t be a part of this. I won’t enslave someone else to him. I’m not going to snowing kidnap some girl from her family to be raped by Dageran every night and groped by his lackeys. Damnation, no.”

“Will you just listen to me?” Synick interrupted. “I’m trying to help you.”

“By killing someone else!”

“If I have to.” Synick’s half-grin was gone, replaced instead with a fierceness Faron rarely saw from him. He flicked his eyes away before meeting Faron’s gaze again. “No. I don’t mean it like that. Faron, we’re not here to abduct someone or trick them. There are people who need this sort of thing.”

“Like who?” Faron scoffed. 

Synick looked away. “Come on. You’ll see.”

“Who could possibly benefit from becoming Dageran’s toy?”

“People who have it worse,” Synick replied tersely. 

“Who could possibly have it worse?”

Synick took a moment before answering. “I’m not saying you’ve had an easy life, Faron—I’d never say that—but the fact that you have to ask means there’s a lot you’re blind to.” He cut off Faron’s retort. “I’m not saying it to be rude. Just follow me, and you’ll see.”

Faron breathed deeply, trying to regain his calm. Synick could steal a stable’s last horse with a grin and a quip, but whatever this was, he wasn’t laughing now. He was serious, so Faron sheathed his doubt and followed in silence. The noise of the city was more than enough to compensate for the lack of conversation. 

Shops, homes, and well-swept streets gradually gave way to the mills, trades, and factories of an industrial sector. Much larger buildings crowded together, smoke pouring from many of their chimneys. The air smelled like a tannery. Men and women alike filed in and out of the centers of industry, small messenger boys dodging between them with leather satchels, woolen caps, and often, bare feet.

Synick called one of the boys over with a coin between two fingers. Wrapped in a green scarf that might have once been tan, a boy hurried up.

“Message, sir?”

“Secret message!” Synick declared. The boy’s eyes lit up. He made shooing motions toward Faron, who rolled his eyes and stepped back a bit. Synick bent down and whispered into the boy’s ear. He listened for a moment, then nodded. 

Pocketing the coins Synick had given him, the boy took two steps straight up to Faron and announced loudly, “Message for you, sir! Synick of Faye wants to make it known to you that you’re a total git and a slack-jawed imbecile.” 

With a whirl, the boy took off down the street and into an alley, snickering loudly, but not half as loud as Synick, who threw another coin after him.

“The nerve of that child!” Synick said. “How dare he say something like that?”

Faron shook his head. “If that were only the tenth time you’ve done that.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Synick said. “I’m hilarious, I know. Now shut up. We’re almost there.”

Packed between a meat processing center and a warehouse was a small building constructed directly against the snow wall itself. Faron felt a shiver just thinking about the piles of snow that would still be stacked against the other side and the creatures that might be lingering with it. How could anyone live this near the wall?

Faron forced his attention away from the stone and onto the aging building before him. Made from a mundane pine, the building had once been covered in paint, but it was flecking off in more places than not. Above the door read: Blackwood Orphan Hall.

“An orphanage?” Faron asked. “Blackwood has an orphanage?”

“There are orphan halls wherever there are orphans, and there are orphans wherever there are idiots; and, there are idiots everywhere.” Faron raised an eyebrow, but Synick didn’t elaborate, instead, knocking on the door. An elderly woman answered, equipped with a scowl and discerning gaze.

“You’re too old for me to feed, and you’re too young to take a ward.”

Faron folded his arms defensively, but Synick seemed unaffected.

“Well, that’s good,” he said, “as we’re here for neither of those things.”

“What do you need from me then?” she asked, keeping the door nearly closed. 

“I’ve come with an offer, actually,” Synick said, “for some of your charges.”

“What kind of offer?” she asked suspiciously. 

Synick rolled his eyes. “The kind made to the people they’re relevant to.” When she didn’t open the door any further, Synick asked, “Do you have any girls about to age out?”

If her face was puckered before, it was sour now. “We won’t have any of your type here, scoundrel. You’ll not pay to romp with my girls and leave them without hope of husbands. Get off my step and take your selfishness somewhere else.”

She tried to slam the door, but Synick got a leather boot in the way first. “It’s not like that, ma. I have a patronage to offer.” 

She eyed him up and down again, this time slower, then she nodded. “What manner of patronage?” 

“Can I come in, please?” 

“Fine, but if you think to start carousing, I’ll hit you over the head with a rolling pin.”

“And I’d deserve it,” Synick replied with a hand over his heart. Grunting, she opened the door all the way. “Thank you, ma,” he said. “May I speak with them?”

“I’ll be watching,” she said, but shuffled up a creaky staircase. Synick and Faron waited in the silence for a few minutes, Synick drumming his fingertips along his leg, before a dark-haired girl rushed down the staircase and stopped on the banister. 

“You have an apprenticeship to offer?” she asked in a loud, excited voice. “Whatever it is, I can do it. Leatherwork, textiles, lumbering—doesn’t matter. I’ll do it!”

Before Synick could respond, another girl came down the stairs with darker and shorter hair and a too-small leather vest over a linen shirt. “Who are you?” she asked.

“I’m called Synick of Faye. How about you?”

“Denie,” said the first girl.

“Kara,” said the second.

“Mistress Rhana said you have a job on offer?” Denie said. “Does it have board?”

Synick nodded. “You could say that. I have work for one, maybe two girls, if you’re interested. I can guarantee a place to live, all the food you can eat, and good pay, too.”

“Why come here?” Denie asked. “Why not make the offer to the learned kids from the schools?”

“Well,” Synick said. “To be frank, it’s not an offer they’d likely take or appreciate.”

“Why?” 

“Because it’s most often seen as a last resort,” he said honestly. “And people in the schools have a world of options. How much longer do you have before you age out of here?”

“A few months,” Denie answered, appearing crestfallen. Kara only shifted uncomfortably, one hand inside her vest.

“Why can’t you make this offer to the boys? They’re just as old as us,” Kara said. Denie nodded in agreement. 

“I think you know why,” Synick answered, maintaining their gaze. They nodded slowly. 

“I’m… I’m not interested,” Denie said, taking a step backward up the stairs. 

“Do you know how many brothels there are in Blackwood?” Synick asked. “Do you know where they get their girls from?” She shook her head, but not in a way that asked for clarification. “From here,” he answered anyway. “From the streets, where you’ll soon be. From wherever girls have no choices. It’s cruel, but it’s the way of it. There, you’ll be tossed around from man to man like a stranger’s flask, and I know the pay isn’t excellent. With the man I work for, I can guarantee you’ll be kept private.”

“You’re looking for whores,” Kara said, shaking her head. “I knew it.”

“Not whores,” Synick corrected. “Escorts. Yes, it won’t be comfortable work, but I can promise you protection from other men, if not from him, and wealth like you’ve never experienced.”

Kara shook her head in disgust and stomped back up the stairs. “Tell your master I’ll stick him with my knife before I let him stick me with his.”

Denie burst into tears but didn’t leave. 

The old woman who let them in appeared behind her and brushed the hair from her eyes in an embrace. 

“I know it isn’t ideal,” Synick said. “But do you have better choices?”

She cried even harder. 

Fully expecting to be thrown out on their ears, Faron was surprised when Mistress Rhana quietly asked, “Who is your master, boy?”

At nineteen years old, Synick hated being called a boy, but if he bristled, he didn’t show it. “I can’t tell you that,” he said. “But he’s a powerful man, the most powerful in Blackwood.”

“Dageran,” the old woman whispered. The surprise broke through Synick’s mask of coolness, and it showed. “No, Denie, don’t go with these men. They’ll take you away to the pit itself to a man who would kill you as soon as look at you.” 

“I know what happens to girls who age out of orphanages,” Synick said. “Trust me. This is better. In a whorehouse, they’ll beat you for a few coins more, starve you if they think you’re fat, cast off a child if they don’t cast out you. There are no rules.” He paused to let the words sink in. “Dageran is not a gentle man,” Synick conceded. “But neither is he unnecessarily brutal.”

“You speak of the criminal lord himself,” the old woman hissed. “The most brutal man to have ever lived.”

“He can be,” Synick said. “But to him, violence is a tool, not a toy—not a conviction shared among brothels.”

Denie still shook with tears. It made Faron uncomfortable to watch. “I… I don’t want to.” 

“I can promise you an easy life,” Synick said, “full of luxury and wine. Dageran will guard you jealously and keep you from the hands of other men. It’s more than you might expect from the rest of this city.”

Denie shook her head, and Rhana held her consolingly. “I wanted to be a harpist,” she cried.

Synick said nothing.

From the top of the stairs came a small voice. “I’ll do it.”

Faron looked up to see a small pair of feet in white shoes that he hadn’t noticed before. She came down the steps, and Faron saw her light brown hair, almost blonde, and a small frame. 

“I’ll go,” she said, looking between Faron and Synick.

Denie looked up at her and opened her mouth but closed it and said nothing. 

“Mistress Rhana? Are you not going to try to stop me?” 

The old woman shook her head. “He’s not wrong, ice take him. I can’t offer you any better.”

She nodded. “Denie? Will you come?”

Denie looked for a moment like she might agree but then shook her head. 

“I’ll get my things.”

“No,” Synick said. “Bring whatever’s sentimental, but bring no clothes but what’s already on your back. Trust me. He’ll like that.”

She hesitated but then nodded and went up the stairs. 

Synick opened his coin purse and pulled out a coin that flashed gold. He pressed a full kingpence into the old lady’s hand. “Courtesy of the criminal lord.”

She guffawed at the fortune before snapping back to herself. “I’ll not take gold for Clarath,” she said. “I’m not selling her to you, and you’re not buying her. Do you understand me? She’s going with you for a patronage.” She was near to tears.

“It’s not for the girl,” he retorted. “It’s a professional courtesy. Use it to repaint the building, or… I don’t know, buy a harp or something. Just take it.” 

She eyed him searchingly but accepted the coin.

Faron felt a sick pit in his stomach. She couldn’t be a day over fifteen. They waited outside while Clarath said her goodbyes.

“Did Dageran really give you an entire kingpence to offer in courtesy?” Faron asked.

Synick wouldn’t answer.

Before the sun was fully set, Clarath stepped out to meet them, and they led her away, the old mistress watching hauntingly as they disappeared down the dusty streets. Faron felt sicker with every step.

Clarath, small as she was, never showed a hint of fear or nervousness, but she didn’t say a word as they led her back to the Chloranthy; and, the bar girls didn’t say a thing as they led her up the stairs to the guild’s hidden entrance. They knew what their tavern was.

The room Synick led them to was inconspicuous, with a bed, desk, and painting not worth stealing. Behind that painting, though, was a small keyhole that, when paired with the proper key, opened to reveal a narrow space with a bottomless pit and a massive ladder. 

“I’d offer to let you go first,” Synick said, “considering that dress and all, but it’s so dark down there, I think you’d prefer to have a voice beneath you.” She only nodded. She was looking anxious now, Faron thought. They descended over a hundred feet on iron rungs secured to the stone itself, no sound but their footfalls and Clarath’s nervous panting.

Eventually, they entered the soft light of torches, touching down upon neatly carved stone in Dageran’s sanctuary.

Fists clutched at her sides, Clarath followed them into the caves, not meeting the eyes of any of the thieves, killers, and worse that they passed. Synick chatted idly with her, as was his way, not expecting or needing her to speak up to help break the silence. Faron wasn’t so easy minded, though. Even if Synick was right and this was a better life for her, what they were doing bothered him on multiple levels.

Be quiet, he told himself. This can’t be worse than what you did to Galvin. He wasn’t sure it was true. He had destroyed Galvin’s method of providing for himself and his family, but he hadn’t taken him into slavery. Clarath would be as much a slave as himself—more even. He grimaced, feeling physically ill. 

Could he do this again? Cut someone else’s life short to extend his own? Their years for his weeks? He pressed thumb and forefinger into his temples, massaging the space behind his closed eyes. He saw fire in the darkness, heard screams in his mind. 

Shut up, he commanded himself. You’re doing this girl a favor. He couldn’t know that, though. He couldn’t know for certain that she wouldn’t have found a way out. He knew for certain, now, that she never would. Thanks to him and Synick, she was stuck in these gods-forsaken caves as Dageran’s toy and slave. 

Could he condemn someone to a fate like his own?

“I…” he said, about to interrupt, but was cut short. 

“Oh, Atha’s snowing grave,” Synick cursed. “I entirely forgot. Clarath, can you sing?”

“Sing?”

“Dageran specifically asked me to look for a beautiful voice. He’s a great lover of music. How’s your singing voice?”

“It’s fair,” she admitted.

Faron started breathing hard. He couldn’t do this. He had to help her out of here, had to turn them around.

“Can I hear it?”

“In here? My voice will carry for miles.”

“All the better,” he said. She looked around shyly, but there was no one immediately near. She began on a familiar note. 

Clarath sang, but it wasn’t her Faron heard. The “Song of the Bitter White” echoed across memory, and he heard his sister’s voice clear as the peal of a bell. 

Screams mixed with song in the furnace of his mind. Old scars of twisted, knotted skin flared in the agony that created them, pinned under a blazing beam. His lungs burned as he remembered inhaled smoke, and his vision blotted in the bottom right corner.

Flames of a fire long extinguished raged around him, and breath caught in his throat.

“No!” he said, tears clawing at his eyes for the first time in years. “Stop. Synick, we… We have to—” He glimpsed a moving shadow behind them, stalking like a predator. He didn’t have to turn to know that it was Jakal. How long had he been following them? Faron cursed himself for not noticing sooner. He leaned in to whisper to Synick but caught himself. It was too late. They couldn’t turn around. They couldn’t let her go. Clarath was as good as dead. Tightness knotted in Faron’s chest, and he couldn’t breathe.

“I have to go,” he said, turning down a side passage and fleeing toward the darkness it offered. He couldn’t save Clarath, but he would have no part of what was to come. He felt himself hyperventilating as he stumbled away in a daze, unsure of what he was feeling. Hadria’s voice haunted him. Galvin’s stare accused him. A dead woman who he’d killed watched him from beyond the grave. Others who were dead or worse because of him leaped to his fevered mind, assaulting his sanity. He knew them all. He remembered them all. By the dead gods, he wished he could forget.

He walked in a panic, not knowing where he was going. To the Chloranthy? He could drink himself into oblivion again, but that wasn’t enough. He needed lasting effect. He needed to forget. Faron stumbled on a footbridge and caught himself on the thick rope that suspended it. His hands lanced with pain, reddish scars throbbing like he gripped handfuls of embers and not rope. 

He coughed on nonexistent smoke and increased his speed. 

Screams. 

Screams and singing—he didn’t know which was worse. He saw Hadria’s face as she was ripped away from him. He saw a tanner’s last moments as his burning business collapsed and crushed him. He saw a girl forced into a brothel and a man forced into a debtor’s prison. He saw new widows who he’d robbed, men and children who he’d caused irreparable damage. He saw them all, hundreds of faces, hundreds of names, all wishing that he’d never been born. 

He saw his father’s face, furious in a way he couldn’t understand. He saw Clarath and knew the hopelessness that was her future. He saw Sadagon, the white-haired man, the man he could never forget, and felt the pain he had caused as if it had just happened. 

Screams from his sister’s throat. Fire from his own hands.

Faron tripped, running now with the desperation that had become his life. He needed to forget. He had to forget. 

Dead gods, let me forget.

Gasping for breath and covered in tears, Faron slammed to a stop at an empty space in the cavern—a spot he had not planned to go but exactly where he’d meant to be. An endless ocean of blackness swam beneath him, unknowing, uncaring.

He stared into the abyss, understanding for the first time what it meant to him. It wasn’t a hope or a chance to numb his guilt. It was the ability to forget.

Screams.

“I’m sorry, Hadria,” he cried through choking tears. “I’m sorry.” He pulled her ring from his finger and leaped into the chasm.








  
  
  By Torchlight

  
  




The cave echoed with the sound of Faron’s choked withdrawal, the notes of Clarath’s song fading away. Synick stared after him with a raised eyebrow. Noting the concerned expression on Clarath’s face, he spoke up. “Don’t worry. He does that.”

“Did I…?” 

“No idea what sets him off, honestly. We’ll be sitting around a fire one moment, and he’ll start coughing like he’s stuck in a chimney. Other times there’ll be music at the tavern, and he won’t say a word. Sometimes it’s nothing. There’s really no telling with him.”

She still looked concerned, though, perhaps not with Faron.

Synick looked down the tunnel after him, but he was already far out of sight. 

“These caves are so big,” Clarath said, glancing into the darkness above and below them. “I’d always heard the stories of the Lord Dageran’s pit, but I didn’t think they’d be anything like this.”

Synick chuckled, masking his concern. “Lord Dageran? Oh, he’ll love that, and yeah, you have no idea.”

Another quiet moment passed between them, and Clarath coughed softly. “Are we, um… stopping?” 

He shook his head, realizing that he was still staring down the rough corridor. “Uh, no. No, we’re almost there. Dageran will be… eager…” He trailed off, twisting his head to the side. Had he gone to the left?

A deep voice spoke from behind them, and Clarath jumped with a squeak. Synick hardly registered it at all. He had seen Jakal following them from the base of the ladder.

“Is there something wrong, Thief Synick?” The man’s accent had a heavy inflection around S’s and K’s. The question was more threat than inquiry. 

“Plenty,” he replied. “I’m overdue for a bath today, my foot is cramping from these new boots, and I’m nearly sober. How about you?”

He didn’t say anything in response. Jakal was a man of few words.

“Who’s this?” Clarath asked, shying away from the enormously tall man. 

“This is Jakal, Dageran’s beekeeper, so to speak.” He turned his head toward the Kaorn. “Jakal, do me a favor, and escort this lovely thing to Dageran for me. I’m afraid I might need to dump a bucket of water on Faron’s head.”

Clarath looked up at the towering man, still wreathed mostly in shadow. His soft black, leather legs and sleeveless vest absorbed the light even better than his smooth, dark skin. 

“Don’t worry,” Synick said. “He’s as loyal to Dageran as I am, if a smidge less good looking. He won’t hurt you unless you try to run.” Without waiting to see if Jakal or Clarath would object, he started at a jog to follow after Faron. He spun around before he’d gone three steps and said, “Don’t run. Seriously.”

Ignoring her fearful face, he made his way after his friend. She was only a few minutes more from Dageran’s offices, and she might as well get used to Jakal now. When he wasn’t off decapitating people, he was practically Dageran’s shadow. Right about now, Synick was feeling the same way about Faron. 

He peered down tunnels as he passed them. Snowing fool. Where had he gotten off to? Had he circled around and gone back up the ladder? No, the Chloranthy was far too packed this time of day, and Faron had a tendency to be wherever people weren’t. What was down this way anyway? The apprentice quarters were in the opposite direction, so he couldn’t be headed there. He obviously wasn’t bound to the baths. Dageran had commodified the natural chamber ages ago. Where, then, was he going?

He came to a crossroads with a narrow passage on the left and a more standard byway on the right. No part of the caves was crowded, but that didn’t stop Faron from avoiding the more populated areas. He took a left. 

“Should have asked Jakal to find him,” he muttered to himself, but he didn’t mean it. When Jakal was asked to find someone, he did it every time, but he also killed them afterward. Besides, asking for help betrayed Synick’s one personal creed: Never ask for help. Short, simple, easy to remember, and perfectly conducive to his fabricated sense of pride. 

Synick nodded his head in affirmation. A good creed.

Faron was often wandering off to be alone, and it was true that he occasionally had panic attacks; but, this time felt different. Synick strode past a long row of unused cellars, running through a mental list of where Faron might be going. Armory? Not likely. Archery range? Certainly not. Sparring range? Possibly. If there was anything Faron seemed to enjoy, it was knife fighting, but it had been months since he’d last drawn a practice dagger. There was an amphitheater; its only use, as far as he could tell, was to harbor a single moody Faron from time to time, but it was further to the north. Honestly, where had the ice-brained fool gotten to?

As Synick’s list came close to exhausting, he remembered another place. Just up ahead, there was an inconspicuous stretch of bolted bridge over a cavern like any other. Synick had no clue what distinguished this section from the others, but he had found Faron there a few times before. He picked up his pace, more sure of himself now. 

As he walked, he considered a range of potential excuses for following his friend. He couldn’t let it out that he was worried about him. He had a reputation to consider. Despite his image, though, Faron was Synick’s only real friend in the guild, as much as he’d never admit to that. At the very least, trying to keep the moody boy working gave him something to do.

He walked around the final corner, and the relatively straight expanse of bridge came into view. Sure enough, in the distance, there was Faron, leaning over the edge and staring into the cavern like it was a barmaid who couldn’t take her hands off him. Synick walked closer, remaining silent. Half the fun of being Faron’s friend was the recurring opportunity to interrupt his brooding with obnoxious enthusiasm. That always made his teeth grind.

Synick stopped short when he saw tears streaming down his friend’s face. He hadn’t seen Faron cry in years—not since he stopped talking about his sister. He considered leaving him to his moment, but he was too far along for that. What if Faron turned and saw him sneaking away? No, this was embarrassing for Faron, not him. If he snuck away now, he’d just be volunteering to be the butt of the joke—not snowing likely.

Careful not to shake the heavy bridge, Synick took another step forward and watched as Faron yanked that awful silver ring from his finger. For all he did that, he never noticed him putting it back on. He tried to think of something witty to say when Faron leaped into motion. 

What in Atha’s name? Synick thought, then his heart skipped a beat. Faron jumped smoothly over the thick rope and stood on the far side, only his bone-white hands keeping him from joining the dead gods in eternal nothingness. Before his very eyes, Faron released the rope and moved his foot off the edge, as if onto a step Synick could not see. Synick’s breath caught in his throat as he refused to understand. To understand meant to remember, and he had worked so hard at forgetting. Unbidden, the memories he had so forcefully suppressed clawed their way from the deep recesses of his mind, and memory flooded him.

* * *

The air was salty. The wind always moving, never still, brought misty air to his nose. The smell of fish was strong, too. He looked down. His hands were wet, forearms caked with a thin layer of crusty, white salt. In one hand, he gripped a small wooden pail with three fish the size of his forearm. One flopped around weakly, and water streamed from large cracks in the poorly bound bucket. In his other hand, he held a long wooden stick with a thin string and hook attached to the end.

He wore a tan shirt and trousers, both with several holes in them, especially about the knees and elbows. Mud caked the lower half of his pant legs from when he’d dug for worms. Father had taught him how to do that before Mother died, back when there weren’t bottles everywhere.

His clothes were ragged, and his dirty-blond hair looked darker than it really was on account of all the actual dirt in it, but he didn’t mind. It was summer still, and the cold of winter was far away. Besides, Father had said he would find him a big enough coat for this year—shoes, too. He had promised. Father didn’t seem to remember his promises much anymore. 

Synick smiled to himself as he walked up the sunny docks to the shallow, sloping land before the mountain. Rays of light broke through the clouds overhead and felt good on his back. More rays glittered across the surface of the great lake, more dazzling than any gold or silver—not that he’d actually ever seen gold or silver. Synick’s fish sold for a mudpence or two if he caught enough of them, but still, the light on the lake was as beautiful a thing as he’d ever hoped to see.

Between the homes on the docks of the shimmering lake and the mansions on the mountain was a small patch of weathered, wooden homes, still clinging to life. It was here that Synick padded contentedly, proud of the fat fishes he’d caught. He’d clean and cook one, and Father would sell the others. Yesterday, he’d only caught two. Maybe the extra fish today would make Father happy.

A seven-year-old Synick walked up the path to his home and stowed his fishing stick behind the bushes. Father had warned him about people who wanted to steal things from them, so he made sure to hide it in his secret spot. He knew it would be safe there because Father had been right. Men had come to steal things before—more than once, in fact—and the pole was never found. A group of well-dressed men from the money lenders came and took the lamps, furniture, silverware, and practically anything that wasn’t bolted down. They took the beds, too, though, Father did nothing to stop them, except call them thieves and yell from his hard, wooden chair. They also took the nice chair. It wasn’t so bad, though. Synick still had a blanket to sleep with that his father gave up for him.

He saw the men sometimes still, but they didn’t take anything else. There was nothing left, except maybe the bottles. Those were everywhere, but they never bothered with them. Sometimes the boys from the brewery would come and collect them in a wheelbarrow, leaving a few coins in trade, but not before several managed to break. He never knew what happened to that money, but it didn’t ever seem to last. Stepping carefully up to the porch, he tiptoed bare feet around jagged shards of glass, careful not to smash the bucket into anything that might make loud clinks. Father was sometimes asleep around this time of day, and if Synick woke him before the fish was cooked, he wouldn’t be happy.

The porch—the whole walk really—needed to be swept. Synick had made a broom out of a tree branch, fishing line, and pine needles, but the men had taken it weeks ago. Maybe he needed to make an uglier one.

Slowly, he pushed the door open and held his breath as the loud clinking of glass sounded throughout the house. How had a bottle rolled up against the door? He’d only left this morning, and there was nothing in the way then. He paused hesitantly, waiting to hear either his father’s snores or curses. He heard neither. No sound came from within, so he pushed the door open more and slid the bottles out of the way. They rolled across the floor, one of them showing sharp edges like teeth where its mouth should have been. It looked like it had been kicked this way.

Silently, Synick closed the door. He would restack the glass jars once Father was awake. Until then, he needed to light the stove. Perhaps seeing the fat fish would make Father happy for a while.

He entered the kitchen, lit only by the sun shining through large slats in the walls. Suddenly, he became aware of the unnatural silence. He should be able to hear his father’s snores, at least. He turned into the main room, vertical stripes of light slashing violent rips in the dark house, confusing his perception of depth.

In the middle of the room, he saw a shape he couldn’t quite understand. A tall, dark mass, catching the stripes of light, drifted slowly from side to side, dangling from a dark line. It was the chair he recognized first, on its side, kicked over, only inches away from the feet that dangled next to it. The pale of water and fish crashed to the ground as Synick’s young mind grew to comprehend what he was seeing, and he screamed.

That scream filled his mind as the following years passed in the space of a single heartbeat, a blur of unwanted memories speeding by: an old wrinkled face; an orphanage; hunger so intense; his first time stealing; the sharp kick of hobnailed boots and crowds of scornful eyes; a man on a white horse, arm extended. Everything blurred past in a rush, all leading up to the present.

Where was he? Why was he running? His mind snapped into focus, and he remembered. Faron, his only friend, stood on the edge of the chasm, offering himself to the nothingness that awaited him there. The scream that spanned across years of memory loosed from his throat, violently breaking free. “Wait!” he cried, legs a blur. Not again, he thought. Not like Father, not like Father, not like Father. His mind seared in pain as the forgotten memories burned their place into his skull, forcing their way back from banishment. He would not let Faron do the same to him. He would not. But he wasn’t fast enough. He wasn’t going to make it. He didn’t think. He didn’t yell. He just ran, faster than he’d ever done before.

Faron’s thin body leaned forward, away from the safety of the bridge. Synick wasn’t going to make it. A desperate burst of speed hit him like he had never known, and with wide-open arms, he rammed Faron in mid-air, a fraction of a second before the darkness devoured him. Synick’s arms wrapped around Faron’s chest and under an arm, barely holding on. Their combined weight and the speed of Synick’s run forced the thick rope down, tangling it with their limbs, but it held. With the effort of a god, Synick heaved and pulled Faron back over the rope and onto the bridge, where he tackled his efforts to climb back into the darkness. 

Synick realized he was screaming. “No! No, no, no! You won’t! You won’t do this to me!” Tears streamed down his face, but he didn’t feel them. Faron tried to force him off, but he refused to give him ground. He slapped the boy underneath him and cried, “You stop! Just stop! Don’t you dare jump, you twice cursed fool. Don’t you dare jump off that snowing bridge!” The chasms rang with Synick’s protestations, enflamed by the defining memory of his past and Faron’s eagerness to be rid of life.

Eventually, Faron stopped fighting back, and Synick let him stand, carefully gripping his shoulders like a vice. Trembling, Synick pulled the boy to his chest and cried. 

“It’s all right,” Faron said, in his usual, sad tone. “You can let me go.”

Synick pulled him back, looking into his eyes. They looked like the eyes of a man long dead, resigned, not really seeing what was in front of him. “What in the winter snowing storms were you doing?” Faron just shrugged. That was his response more and more often these days. “You fool. You ice-cursed idiot. Don’t you dare do anything like that again. What, by the dead gods, possessed you to do such a fool thing?”

Faron was slow to answer but eventually said, “I just can’t live with it anymore, the hurting.” 

Synick regained his composure and wiped his tears, only now becoming aware of them. “Don’t you do something this stupid again, do you hear me? I’ll help you. We’ll figure something out.”

He shook his head. “It won’t work. Dageran will know.” 

“No, he won’t know,” Synick snapped. “We’ll go on jobs together. I’ll do everything. We’ll figure it out, but in Olsu’s name, just stay away from that cursed bridge, alright?” It took a moment, but he nodded slowly. “We’ll figure it out.”

Synick hurriedly led Faron to his own lavish quarters and insisted he drink from a small clear bottle infused with blueclutch ivy. Soon, he was asleep, and Synick stood guard over him, lest he come to without his senses. Dageran would expect him to arrive personally to go over the details of the job he’d trusted to Jakal, but that wasn’t going to happen. He steadfastly barred the door from any stupidity on Faron’s part. Dageran could wait, but his friend could not. No sleep would find him this night, not without his sleeping tincture, the last of which he had given to Faron, but he didn’t mind. He would have found no sleep even if he tried. Tonight, he needed to protect his friend. He would figure out what to do later.
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FIVE YEARS BEFORE

Rain fell from the heavens like the falling body of a dead god, plummeting from the clouds in large drops that came in huge, heavy sheets driven by the wind. Dark clouds soaked the earth with layer after layer of the large beads. Gray thunderheads had rolled in speedily after sunset and seemed intent to stay.

Faron lay on his straw mattress in his room, listening to the tinkering of rain hitting the window and the soft thud of the droplets smashing into the thatch. Thunder pounded its way across the sky in giant bolts of dazzling light that lit up the world for only a moment, leaving it to sink back into darkness, only to flash once again, randomly, and always in different places. Faron enjoyed listening to the rain, but the thunder kept him awake. Sleep lay, always, just beyond his grasp, hidden behind a veil of fear of the lightning and the irregular pattern it beat out.

Faron heard his door creak open, and he turned his head toward the sound. Another flash of lightning revealed his sister in her nightgown, standing in his doorway. 

“Can’t sleep?” he asked in whispers.

“Can’t sleep,” she repeated.

“The lightning?”

“It scares me,” she replied with a small nod.

“Me too.”

“What if a fire starts? It could burn our treehouse.”

“I don’t think any fire could survive in this rain,” Faron speculated. “It’s too heavy.” He stared at the raindrops pelting his window while Hadria climbed onto his bed and sat next to him. “I don’t think we have anything to be worried about,” he continued. Faron pushed himself up and sat, leaning against the bed’s headrest, cross-legged. Hadria, who was sitting with her legs hanging off the bed, moved up and sat next to him.

“It’s cold,” she stated. Faron responded by pulling the blankets off the foot of the bed and up to their chins. She tucked the blankets around her and wiggled until she was comfortable. 

Hadria surprised Faron by saying, “I wish things could always be this way.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” His blank expression spoke for him. “Do you think we’ll always be here—tending the garden, chopping wood, cleaning the house, playing in the fields—you know, the same things we always do?”

“I still don’t know what you mean.”

“Things aren’t going to be like this forever. Someday, you’re going to take over Father’s shop, and everything will just be different.” 

Faron surprised himself with a grimace “I haven’t thought about it much. I suppose I probably will, though, I don’t really want to be a butcher. I don’t worry about it much, I guess. Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know. I’m just confused.”

“Confused about what?” 

“Well… your future is clear and simple, but I don’t know where I’ll fit into all of this.” Faron was silent as he waited for her to expound. “I mean, when you’re older, you’ll take over Father’s butchery, but what will I do? Nobody will give work to a woman besides tavern work—not outside of the city anyway.” Her sour expression showed just what she thought of that.

“Well, I suppose if it came to it, you’d just work with me, although the thought of being a butcher isn’t happy at all.” He added, “What do you want to do? You could probably be a carpenter. You did a really good job making that tree fort.”

Her face bunched up. “No. That’s not fun.”

“Then what?”

Suddenly and unexpectedly, Hadria bounced and straightened her back, a smile crossing her face. “I know!” she declared. “We have to decide what we want to be when we grow up—right now. No getting off the bed and no going to sleep until we know exactly what we’re going to do.”

“Well, I guess I wasn’t sleeping anyway,” Faron grumbled. 

“That’s right. And you can’t say ‘butcher.’ That’s not allowed.”

“Okay, uh, you first then?”

“No. I have to think about it. You first.”

“I have to think about it, too. Fine,” he said as she swatted at his arm. “I guess I like…” He was silent. “What do I like?”

“Oh, please. Fine, I’ll help you.” She counted on her fingers. “You like carving things from wood—useless things—but things. You like exploring, climbing, digging, jumping off things. You’re terrified of snow almost as much as talking to people—” 

“That’s not helpful!” Faron cried. “Be fair.”

“You’re right. This is hard. Maybe you should be a caravan merchant? Get to see the world!”

He frowned. “They say people are strange outside the village.”

“They let women do men’s work outside the village,” Hadria argued. “And wear men’s clothes if they want.”

“That’s all fine for you, but I don’t think I could just become a merchant with a snap of the finger. Even if I could, I don’t think I’d like it. It doesn’t sound fun.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“How about you?” Faron asked, directing the conversation away from himself. “You like climbing things, surprising people, reading.” Then, grasping for more content, he said, “flowers, I don’t know. Maybe you should be a Remembrant—shout crazy things about the old religion coming back someday.”

“That sounds supremely boring.”

“You say that now, but you’ll be reading a book tomorrow, which is probably all they do anyway, besides preach.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever seen a Remembrant?” He shook his head. “Then how do you know what they do? You certainly haven’t read about it. You’re about as literate as a camel.” Now he raised an eyebrow. “Camel,” she repeated. “Like a really ugly horse with a big, fat hump on its back. They live in the Kaor, and they definitely can’t read.” To answer his questioning gaze, she added, “I read about them in a book once—it’s a common expression. Anyway, my point is, I don’t want to be a scholar. That sounds boring, and I have an allergy to dust besides. Maybe I’m destined to just be a barmaid. That’s a suitable job for a woman.”

“Unless you want enough money to live,” Faron pointed out.

“Yeah, there’s that, I suppose.” They sat in silence for a long minute. “This is much harder than I thought.”

“Yeah,” he agreed.

“Okay!” she announced. “I’m changing the rules. We have one week to figure out what we want to be for the rest of our lives. Deal?”

Knowing that there would be no squirming away from his sister’s persistence, he answered, “Deal.”

“Perfect. Now scratch my back until I fall asleep. We have to be up early tomorrow.”

“In my bed? Fine, but you better scoot over. You’re getting fat, you know.” She jammed an elbow in his ribs. “Ouch! Why do we have to be up early tomorrow anyway? We’re already up late.”

“Because,” she droned. “I have a surprise. Now stop complaining.”

The sound of rain and thunder filled the room as their voices died down. Soon, Hadria was asleep, occupying more than her share of his bed, and Faron was demoted to the floor; but, he didn’t mind. It had been a while since they last stayed up late together. Eventually, when the rain died down and the thunder drifted further and further away, sleep overcame him.

Next thing he knew, his shoulders were being shaken violently, and he opened his eyes to a close-up view of Hadria’s face, blonde curls bobbing over her shoulders in her nightgown. “Surprise!” she yelled happily.

He groaned, shoving her off. “What? What surprise?”

“It’s time to do chores!”

He sat there, staring silently, and then collapsed back onto the floor. Dim light streamed through the window, but the bed blocked it nicely.

“Oh no you don’t. Get up, lazy.”

“What time is it?” he groaned. 

“It’s almost six! We have to hurry!”

“That’s your surprise? Wake me up early to do menial chores around the house instead of letting me sleep?”

“Yes, that’s half of it.”

“I wish I was an only child.”

She kicked him with a slippered foot. “That’s only half the surprise. We’re going to the tavern today.”

He sat up. “Really? How?”

She held out a single silver coin, about the size of the end of her thumb and engraved with a small crown. “I still have these from last year. I’ve been saving them, and the tavern sounds fun.”

“You know they won’t let you drink again, not after what happened last time.”

“Yeah, I know, I know. That’s not the point. It’s just been a long time since we went to town, and winter is almost here; so, I figured it would be fun!”

“What did Father say?”

“Don’t know. He never tells us when he leaves early. Maybe I won’t tell him when we go to town.”

Faron shrugged. That was likely to get them into trouble, but Hadria’s opinions were only reinforced by argument. 

“Alright. Let’s make breakfast.” After dressing, Faron closed the door to his bedroom and descended the stairs until he heard two familiar voices from below. Was that Ulric?

“They’re not as faded as that, I’m afraid.” He heard his father say. He rounded the corner to see his father and the tavern keeper both studying the strange scars on Bouren’s arm, like veins or the dendritic pattern of black glass left behind when lightning strikes sand. He pulled the sleeve down when he noticed Faron looking.

“Everything okay?” Faron asked tentatively.

“Fine. You’re up a bit early, though. Rain keep you up?”

“In a way,” he answered. “I thought you two weren’t going fishing until week’s end.”

“Just gossiping,” Ulric said through a thick white mustache. “I’ve got to enjoy good friends before the snow comes, with how far out you are.”

Bouren nodded, buttoning up the cuff of his sleeve. “Where’s your sister? Rare is the day she’s sleeping while you’re not.”

Faron started, “She’s upstairs, still chang—” but was cut off by Hadria herself. 

“I’m here.” 

Faron turned to see her jumping down the steps two at a time, wearing her usual white shirt and trousers in place of a dress.

“Morning, Haddie.” 

“Morning, Daddy. Morning, Ulric.”

Ulric gave a slight bow with a smile. “Ah, the town flower. How are you, my dear?”

“I’m well.” She smiled, blushing at the compliment, or at least, pretending to blush, which she somehow managed.

“Flower?” Faron asked dubiously.

“That’s what I said,” Ulric replied. “Flower. Not a man in this town doesn’t want you for his son, young Hadria.”

She smiled again. “Well, I’m not for sale.”

“Well, don’t think too often about it. It’s that hair they’re after, like a waterfall of gold in a sunrise.” 

She laughed, a light, tinkling sound. “You flatter me, good Ulric.” 

“Hardly. Even the chance of a golden-haired grandchild will keep them doting on you, and good thing, too. I don’t think they realize half the trouble you’d be under their roof. In fact, I was just telling old Galvin and Theore about the time you gave that annoying guard’s daughter a bloody nose in my tavern.”

Hadria blushed. “Oh yes, I had almost forgotten.” 

Ulric bellowed in laughter. “Well, I haven’t. It was freezing marvelous! Had them laughing near to death.”

Hadria beamed, smiling from head to toe. “She did deserve it.” 

Ulric was still laughing. “You better believe she did!” 

He laughed for another few moments, and Bouren chuckled as well. “You’re a horrible influence on my children. Is that where Hadria learned to swear?”

Ulric chortled. “Without a doubt, but I make up for it by bringing them breakfast.” Their eyes lit up. “Ah, now I’ve got you interested.” Ulric reached into his bag hanging from his chair and pulled out a large, brown parcel. “It’s my sweet onion bread,” he declared. “Enjoy.” Hadria reached out and accepted the paper-wrapped bread.

“Thank you!” Faron nodded his thanks as well.

“What chores do you want us to do today?” Faron inquired.

“Chop the remaining wood from yesterday and weed the garden—just that. Do what you want today. I won’t be here.” The two raised their eyebrows and smiled. Without a second to waste or word of thanks, they gripped the paper parcel and dashed out the door, eager to ravage their extravagant breakfast. 

When chores were done and breakfast was finished, they angled northwest and made for the tavern but not before Hadria had a chance to pick new flowers for the vases around the house. During their walk, the sun pierced through the lingering clouds at random intervals, supernal rays striking the earth with brilliance. It rained lightly at a few points, the clouds sprinkling the earth, but never more than a drizzle. Occasionally, a ray of light broke through the clouds and illuminated thousands of the raindrops, transforming them into pure crystal, which shone like a giant flaming chandelier. Moments like that made him think that the Remembrants were right. Surely there must be gods in the heavens, painting the sky with their brilliance, but he knew it wasn’t true. The gods were dead, killed hundreds of years ago. The phenomenon lasted for a few minutes, and then the rain stopped.

They arrived at The Rusty Knife, excited to eat a meal they didn’t have to make. They opened the heavy door and went inside. There were few men in attendance, nursing bowls of soup or mugs of ale, but the place was nearly deserted compared to the few times they had been before. They closed the door behind them and approached the counter. Byrd, Ulric’s assistant, was there, leaning against it lazily. He saw the two children enter and stood erect, smiling.

“Welcome to The Rusty Knife, little ones. What may I do for you?”

“What’s on the menu?” Hadria chirped. 

“Chicken pie and veal stew, each half a pence.”

“We’ll take two of each.” Hadria put the silver piece on the counter. 

“Alright, it’ll be a minute.” He dropped the coin into a purse below the counter and gave four of the smallest bronze denomination back. “Be warned, though. It’s big. You might have a hard time finishing it.”

“And you might have a hard time eating your words,” she replied. “But thank you!” She pocketed the remaining coins.

“Let’s go sit,” Faron said, tugging at Hadria’s arm. They chose a small table between a fireplace and the performers stand, an elevated stage for musicians or storytellers. It was empty at the moment. Faron and Hadria chatted for a few minutes while they waited for their food. Before long, Byrd came into view carrying a large wooden tray with bowls full of stew and slices of chicken pie. The smell made their mouths water, and all conversation ceased as their feast began with gusto.

Meals soon gone, the pair turned to the hearth and small bits of wood surrounding it, idly throwing the sticks in and watching them burn. Conversations ebbed and flowed as the sun crossed the sky, the two children enjoying their day off in the village’s tavern. Eventually, Faron and Hadria left the inn and walked the village streets, exploring and passing the time absentmindedly until they were hungry enough for an early dinner. When they returned, they found Ulric at his usual place at the bar, elbows leaning against the polished wood slab. 

“Well, twice in one day. It’s a lucky day indeed,” Ulric said, as Hadria once more approached the counter.

“And hello to you, too,” she chirped.

“Have you come to eat, or are you just here to grace us with your presence?”

“Both!” she replied emphatically, which prompted a deep laugh from the old man.

“We’ve got a roast coming out soon, with carrots and the like. Does that sound alright?” They nodded in agreement, and Hadria reached for the coins in her pocket. “Oh, don’t you dare, little miss,” Ulric chided. “Having you here is, without a doubt, a boon for business. Don’t worry about the coin. You just find a seat, and it’ll find its way over to you sooner than later. It’ll be busy in here very soon, so you better claim a table fast unless you want to sit in the smoky loft.”

“You’re the nicest man alive, Ulric, and I accept your gracious offer.” With a smile and a rough curtsy, she spun in a very unladylike way and returned to their earlier table.

“Did you just bow to him?” Faron asked, incredulous.

“No, it’s called a curtsy. Don’t be a savage.”

“Oh, right,” Faron huffed. “I’m the savage. You’re the one who can’t stay out of trees and is always getting dirty. Seriously, you’re probably the least ladylike person in the whole village, and that includes the boys.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. “I’ll pretend that was a compliment—because I hate dresses and people who wear them.”

“Why did you bow, then?” Faron laughed.

“I curtsied because it was polite and because he really is the nicest man alive.” Faron laughed at her a little more until plates arrived, steaming and piled with meat and vegetables. A separate tray of a purple berry pie was placed next to them by Ulric’s assistant. The old man waved and smiled at Hadria, who waved and smiled in return.

“It’s like I’m invisible,” commented Faron, shaking his head. “Why does everyone like you so much?”

“Who cares!” she cut in. “Pie!” And the second feast of the day began. Only minutes later, the tavern door opened, and in poured several men. Some went directly to the counter, ordering a meal and drink, while the others went to the tables and sat. One of the men who sat near them looked over, and his eyes lit up. 

“Well, well, if it isn’t Bouren’s kids. Hey, Ailred, Bondren, Hadria is here.” More than half the men in the tavern reacted, looking over their shoulders or newly received tankards. Nearly all the men came over to their table, greeting him and Hadria, many with comments about their sons. Faron felt irritated, wanting to continue his meal in solitude, but Hadria seemed chipper.

“Hello, Jarrick,” Hadria chirped. “I haven’t seen you since you brought me a snow lily that winter. How have you been?” Faron only recognized him as one of the town guards. 

“Well enough,” he replied. “I’m surprised you remember me from that long ago. It’s been years.”

“It was a beautiful flower,” Hadria insisted. “My favorite. And besides, your beard hasn’t changed.”

More men spoke their piece to her, showering her with flowery compliments one after the other, all adoring her shamelessly. One or two men rushed out the door to fetch their sons. Some attempted small talk with Faron as well, but no one was nearly as interested in setting up dates for their daughters with Faron as they seemed to be with their sons and Hadria. He couldn’t figure out why, but they all treated her like a favorite child. She was only Hadria.

For the next twenty minutes, the table was surrounded with “how are you’s” and “nice to meet you’s” and other forms of charm and flattery that Hadria had perfected but was utterly wasted on Faron. More and more hungry men came pouring through the door, and almost all of them wanted to dote upon her.

One man, after saying his greetings, asked, “Hadria, is it true that you sing?”

All of the men leaned forward, inquisitive.

“Oh, not really,” she claimed. “I’m terribly shy about it.”

Faron snorted. Hadria was shy about nothing.

Another man chipped in. “That’s not what your father told me. Bouren says you have the voice of a bluebird.”

Hadria blushed. “He would say that. It’s his job to say that. He’s my father.”

The men laughed. “Not Bouren,” the man said. “He wouldn’t say it if he didn’t mean it.”

“Let’s hear it!” a man called.

“I couldn’t!” Hadria complained. “I’m far too embarrassed.”

The men started pounding their palms on the tables and clapping their hands.

“Song!” they hollered. “Give us a song!”

Hadria blushed a deep red. “Alright, alright, I’ll sing, but I don’t want to hear about this getting around the village. Your sons all pester me enough already.” They laughed, and Faron realized that none of them disagreed. He smiled as she stood and jumped onto the performer’s stand. The men all sat and grew far quieter than Faron thought grown men with drink were capable of. She cleared her throat and began to sing:


“Bone white and cold as ice, Wind whips and wails and darks the sky. Inside hides a hunger, red eyes prying. In darkest night lay prowling.




“Wind whips and wails and darks the sky. White shrouds the land and known worlds’ end, where creatures stalk, in darkest night lay prowling. They lay in wait, their patience great, their hunger not abating. 




“White shrouds the land and known worlds’ end, where creatures stalk, keening pains for flesh of men. They lay in wait, their patience great, their hunger not abating. White and red, and cold and dead, a lightless sun not shining.




“Keening pains for flesh of men, A gate of teeth you cannot bend. White and red and cold and dead, a lightless sun not shining. Deep inside it lies, a world of light, with secrets of undying. 




“A gate of teeth you cannot bend, inside hides a hunger, red eyes prying. Deep inside it lies, a world of light, with secrets of undying.




“Bone white, and cold as ice.”




The song started on a high note and only worked higher through the melody. Faron recognized it as the “Song of the Bitter White,” a children’s song about snow wolves. It made his skin crawl. It was hard enough not to think about the monsters that lay just beyond the city’s wooden wall on a normal day. Did they have to sing about them, too?

The others didn’t seem to share Faron’s thoughts on the topic. They were enthralled by her. Slow and clear, Hadria’s voice rang like the peal of a silver bell, and Faron could see goosebumps on the arms of more than one man who’d rolled his sleeves back by the fire. 

She hardly had time to finish the first verse before the tavern filled with raucous cheering, clapping, and stomping feet. The night had gone beyond the visit of the golden-haired girl. Now they had an entertainer. Located where it was, there was little reason for bards, musicians, or even taxmen to pass through their village, so they cheered with the unexpected joy of a rare pleasure.

Hadria grinned, hopping off her small stage and onto the table, nearly knocking off their half-finished meals. Louder than before, she started up a second song about a grouchy old merchant and his lazy mule, this one with a faster tempo. Faron hid his head and groaned. 

To Faron’s surprise, men began opening their coin purses and flinging bronze pieces at Hadria’s feet. She was obviously pleased and a little shocked to see the coins, but they only fueled her voice. She sang a little louder and began clapping, increasing the pace, and the men cheered harder, many of them banging tables or mugs in poor rhythm to her claps. Several of them tossed even more coins onto the table and stand. Shocked, Faron thought he saw a few silver pence or maybe even a tenpence.

Behind Faron, more men walked into the tavern, several of them smiling in recognition when they saw Hadria’s performance. One man, who had left to fetch his son, came back towing a chastised looking boy behind him. She quickly finished the song and gave a small bow. The men laughed.

“Another!” they cried.

Hadria laughed, too. “Another? I still have to finish my pie!” The men bellowed and continued to badger her until Ulric stepped in.

“Leave off, men. Let the girl finish her meal before her brother does. Byrd!” he yelled, calling for his assistant. “Help Hadria collect her coins!”

Faron and Hadria laughed as the men went to their own meals and tankards, conversation erupting in the tavern. Ulric sat down at their table. 

“What did I tell you? Good for business, see? Everyone’s happy, and happy people buy beer.” 

Hadria laughed. “They wouldn’t stop chanting until I sang! Oh, I’m so embarrassed!”

“Well, you did marvelously. Keep that up, and you’ll have to work for me here forever.” He patted Faron on the back knowingly, not bothering to conceal that Hadria was the one he really wanted to talk to. He pulled out a silver coin from a drawstring purse. “Here. Apparently, that dolt, Byrd, let you pay for your lunch. I’ll correct him. No worries.” Hadria grinned and accepted the pencemark. He hurriedly resumed his place at the counter, loud voice projecting over the calls for ale or food.

Byrd bent up from his crouch and piled a large handful of coins on the rough wood of their table. Without a word, he bowed his head toward them both and went back to the front counter. Their eyes lit up at the pile of coins, gawking at each other in open-mouthed shock. A few men who were still watching laughed together.

“Is this really happening?” Faron asked.

“Let’s count it!” They each scooped a portion of the money toward themselves and started to make stacks. 

“I have eight bronze mudpence and two pencemark,” Faron announced.

“I have six bronze and four silver!” 

“Together, that’s… twenty-five pence!”

Hadria looked confused and whispered, “For singing? That’s more money than I’ve ever seen in one place.”

“Do we really get to keep it?” Faron ventured. Hadria grinned. A broad-shouldered man stood up, his chair scraping as it was pushed back, and made his way to their table. 

“I’m not one for throwing coins, but I reckon you deserve this. Maybe you’ll sing another one before you go, eh? And maybe you’ll come around the farm and meet my boy. He’s a good lad—strong—and gets on well with his sisters.” Hadria smiled, enjoying the attention. He put a small silver mark on her stack. “Hello, Ferrin,” he said before turning to leave.

“It’s Fuh-ron!” he shot back but was ignored.

Hadria only laughed and recounted the coins. Faron felt embarrassed counting the money in front of the men. It had belonged to them only moments before. Hadria, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have a problem with it.

The boy Faron saw dragged in approached them next, his father ushering him from across the room with an encouraging gaze.

“You have a beautiful voice,” he said with hardly a stutter.

“Yeah, when she’s not cawing back at a flock of ravens,” Faron said before she could respond. Hadria elbowed his arm, but the boy was chuckling.

“What my idiot brother meant to say was, ‘thank you.’ You’re really too kind.”

He shrugged, putting a bronze pence on the corner of the table. He looked like he wanted to leave but managed to say, “Peaches are on, and Mother’s making a cobbler tomorrow if you wanted to come.” He looked at Faron, paused a moment, then looked back at Hadria. Faron rolled his eyes.

“Most certainly!” Hadria said, putting her arm around Faron’s. “We’d love to come!” The nervous boy smiled briefly, then walked away without another word. Hadria slipped the coin into her palm and onto the appropriate stack.

“Is it our nameday?” Hadria said when he was gone. “‘Cause if so, it’s the best nameday of all time.”

Faron nodded. “I thought you were rich when you showed me your silver piece today. This is ridiculous.” She nodded emphatically.

“Who was that, though?” he asked, looking off where the boy had gone.

“No idea, but we’re having cobbler with him tomorrow.”

Faron shook his head. “Maybe you are.” 

Without bothering to chastise his antisocial tendencies, Hadria announced, “It’s crazy, but I think we now have twenty-nine pence, plus the four mudpence in the purse, so an even thirty!” 

Faron shook his head in amazement and wonder.

She smiled, leaning in, a mischievous look in her eye. “Let’s spend it.”








  
  
  The Right Pool

  
  




Darkness—blessed, peaceful darkness. For a short time, Faron was aware of nothing, not even the passing of time. Slowly though, he rose to wakefulness. He knew he was awake when he could hear Hadria’s scream in the back of his mind—that cursed, biting sound.

Faron’s eyes felt rested, something that had alluded him for years. He had dreamed soundly, without nightmares and without memory. What happened? As he regained consciousness, though, his guilt reasserted itself, and with the scream in his mind came the fire on the cottage walls. A shadow to his right hid what he didn’t want to remember. 

He shut out the memories with the real world, flinging his eyes open. He was momentarily confused at the surroundings until he saw Synick seated by the door, staring at him. Then he remembered: Clarath, the promise of nothingness, and then Synick. The deep endlessness of that pit returned to his mind, with its peaceful quiet. He still longed for the embrace of that stillness.

He looked at his friend shamefully. “You don’t have to do that.”

“You didn’t have to jump off a snowing bridge, yet you did anyway; so, here I am.”

Synick’s quick mouth had returned through the night, Faron noticed. He looked down. “I’m fine, Synick. You don’t have to stand guard over me like a mother hen.”

“I will, though, until I can figure out what to do with you.”

“Look,” Faron lied. “I don’t know what came over me. It just all seemed like too much. I just wanted everything to go away.” He blushed in embarrassment. Why did he feel the sudden impulse to excuse himself of his actions? He belonged in that pit. He shouldn’t be the one to feel ashamed.

“That’s not what would have happened, though. Just you would have gone away. Nothing else would have changed.”

Faron shrugged. “What do you care? It’s not your problem.”

“Still, though, you jumping off a bridge gets you nowhere, no closer to your goals.”

Faron huffed. “What goals?”

“You know…”—he waved his hand in the air—“goals. Vengeance, for one. You used to talk about that, back when you talked at all. Escape, for another.”

Faron narrowed his eyes to dangerous slits. “You don’t care a whit about those things.”

“I’m trying to find ways to motivate you,” Synick snapped, his usual, cool facade slipping. “I’m no good at this. I’m more the type to sneak up on a man contemplating the jump and shove him off for the giggles, not this…”—he hesitated—“guardian angel thing.”

“If you’re my guardian angel,” Faron said, recognizing the term from a Remembrant shouting about the dead religion. “Then you should let me go.”

“Emphasis on guardian,” Synick replied flatly. “You’re not leaving my sight until I’m sure what to do with you.” He exhaled softly. “Look, I’m… sorry”—Faron flicked his eyes up—“about you being here.” Synick’s thumbs spun around each other like two spiders spinning a web. “I know that not everyone is meant for this kind of life, and that’s fine. I get it. I know that you being here is hard and might drive you to do some snowing stupid things, but—and I won’t say this twice—I’m concerned for you. There, I said it, alright?” He pushed his hands to his eyes and took a long breath. “Look. We’re friends, right? So long as you never repeat that to anyone, that is. Anyway, we’re friends, and I just want to know what to do right now.” He put his chin in his hands, elbows on knees. “So, what can I do? What can I do to help you?” When Faron didn’t answer, he continued. “I can’t be around you all the time. I don’t know what I can do to help you feel better, so tell me, what is it? What in this deep dark cave can I do to make you feel better?”

“I’m fine, Synick.”

“You want your dues paid? Done. I’ll tell Dageran that I bought you all those drinks for saving my skin on a job or something. We’ll do that first. Don’t even worry about your dues right now. Consider them taken care of. What do you want to do that will make you feel better? We could practice your knife fighting. We haven’t done that in ages, and you used to love it. We could go to the pools, find you a pretty whore—don’t look at me like that, I’m sure they exist, maybe even ones that still have most of their teeth—or perhaps try fishing off the bridge. I don’t know. What sounds fun to you?”

“Just let me go to my room,” he answered. “Let me be alone.”

“Yeah, no. Anything other than that. Look, for now, you’re stuck in here. Got it? We’re going to drag your bed in here and everything. Under no circumstances are you to go back to that room alone, not for a while. Get your mind off that, though. What do you want to do? I know you don’t do anything for yourself, ever, but this is on me. Anything is possible. Have I mentioned the pools as an option?”

“Whatever.”

“No, not whatever!” Synick snapped. Faron raised his eyebrows, surprised, and made eye contact. “Not whatever. It’s that exact attitude that led you to apathy in the first place.” He stood and grabbed Faron’s wrist, tugging him out of bed. “Come on. We’re going to the pools. There’s blasted little to do down here, but by the dead gods, have you been drinking, and you need a bath; so, that’s what we’ll do first.”

Faron consented but not happily. I’ll let him think he’s winning, he thought. If only to get away later. The pain he felt over his guilt was no less acute than it had been the night before, and he was no less determined to see the deed through. He was a parasite. Lives were both ruined and ended by his hand for the preservation of his own. Lives that had been happier, and undoubtedly worth more than his, were changed tragically, only for a few more weeks of self-preservation. Faron was sick of it—sick of the jobs, sick of the guilt that came with them, and sick of the constant battle inside himself to hide behind his lack of willingness, even though it hurt more in the process.

Synick meant well, Faron knew, but all he desired was a release from his pain. A few simple pleasures would not be enough to change the hatred that he felt for himself. He would let Synick tow him around for a few days, and then he would get away. He wouldn’t need long.

The memory of that pit filled him for a short moment, the exultant experience of his gut twisting as his body began to fall into a sweet release. He craved it, which brought its own new prick of guilt. How would Synick react if he succeeded? He had not thought about that before. He had not cared. Now, however, with Synick making such overt attempts to help him, he felt a pang of blame, but it did not last. He had no parents to mourn his loss. Even his sister couldn’t mourn him. Synick would understand, eventually, if not now. Pulled by the older boy’s rough grip, Faron set his jaw and made his mind. When he could be alone, he would end it.

“…the right pool,” Synick was saying. “That’s really all there is to it. I’m sure that the rings on the southern end are cooler than the others, so we’ll start with them, as you’re a bathing novice, clearly.”

Synick’s chatter continued as he tugged Faron along, eventually releasing him but making sure they walked parallel. Before they reached the final turn to the pools, Synick checked over his shoulder and said, “Look, you know how Dageran’s people are about me paying for things for you. They think it’ll discourage you from taking your own jobs.” He pulled a silver pencemark from his pocket and slipped it into Faron’s hand. “They’re absolutely right, but here. Just give them this and move on. They won’t ask questions.”

The boardwalk turned left into a large, dark rift in the stone. Like many other sections in the cave, the rocky ground climbed into view and replaced the wooden bridge. The pathway slowly led down into a large chamber with mighty stalagmites hanging from the ceiling, fat drops of water falling from their tips and into the hundreds of circular natural pools below. This cave was one Faron had spent less time in recently, to his embarrassment. There was nowhere else to bathe in the sanctuary, but Dageran insisted on charging the apprentices a premium of three full pence for entrance. The message was clear: comfort required sacrifice.

The pools were a naturally formed series of rings that overlapped each other, forming circles against circles. The fallen sediment from the stalactites eventually formed together, creating stone rings around shallow depressions. As time passed and water lapped over the edges of the rings, the sediment-rich water built the edges ever higher until eventually, the cavern was full of hundreds of what amounted to bathtubs. 

A thick cloud of steam hung in the air, brilliantly luminescent around the few lanterns in the massive cavern. Little rainbows hung around balls of light. The room was dim, and the thick mist obscured vision, creating the illusion of privacy. Synick led Faron along a series of boards placed atop the pools. Tightly gripping the railing, Faron followed him farther down a gradual staircase until Synick chose an appropriate pair of basins. The sound of splashing and trickling water fell softly on Faron’s ears as the ceiling dripped coalesced beads that spilled over from one pool to the next if they were too full. The excess water trickled through cracks and formed together in a small river at the bottom of the cave. Faron didn’t know where it led. 

Hadria would have been so fascinated with this place, Faron thought as he disrobed, placing his clothes on a section of pathway near his pool. I barely even notice it anymore. The pools were grand; he did not deny that. He just rarely had the energy to appreciate them. Hadria would have been different, though. She would be filled with so many questions. Where did the water come from? Where did it go? What heated the pools? Was it lava, steam, or something else entirely? How did the stalagmites form? Did they ever fall? She would have asked all these questions and more, imbued with an excited energy until she eventually got answers. 

He slipped into the basin. The water was hot and steaming, requiring him to slowly inch into its smooth embrace. Synick sighed as he eased himself in much more quickly. The distance from the lanterns, coupled with the blanket of mist, made the two boys nothing but silhouettes to each other at opposite ends of their respective rings. 

Faron frowned as the hot water cleared his mind. His twin sister was not something he had considered when he gave himself to the abyss, other than to reflect on how he grieved for her. Now, however, the memory of her made him feel hesitant, shameful even, at his cowardice. He did not immediately know why. The memory of her scream resounded within him, particularly loud because of his active thoughts of her. He shrugged them off and floated within the pool. Across the water, Synick was saying something, but he was not listening. His strange emotions swirled violently within him, and he tried to sort them apart.

Guilt and apathy were norms for him these days, usually exclusively but sometimes together, if that were possible. He felt disappointment, too, not surprisingly, but that wasn’t all. He frowned, allowing himself to think, and then he realized—Hadria. Hadria was not a quitter; she never had been. The call of the abyss was strong, and he didn’t see any better option; but still, he knew somehow that his sister would have disapproved, thought him cowardly even. 

The thought filled him with shame, a common sensation today. More than that, however, it disturbed him. What would Hadria have of me? he thought forcefully. Hold a candle for her memory forever, enduring in this ice-cursed slavery all my life? No, he thought, I was right to end it all. I still am, and I will. Nonexistence is better than pain. He closed his mind to the objection and watched steam swirl above him, always careful that his eyes remain open. He inhaled deeply, ignoring the growing knot of apprehension in his stomach. Where was that coming from anyway? He realized almost immediately—all was quiet. No scream filled his thoughts, though they were of Hadria. Like a snake in the water, his right hand struck toward his left, feeling for the silver ring. It wasn’t there.

A jolt of pure panic struck him, and his breaths suddenly came in short bursts. He felt around the base of the pool with his feet, searching the smooth cracks and crevices for the jewelry. He didn’t find it. He forced a huge lungful of air in, but could not keep it, his body forcing it out in his panic. Too panicked to care, he ducked under the black surface of the water anyway. His lungs instantly screamed their protest, but he ignored them, feeling frantically along the smooth, mazelike protrusions along the bottom. He surfaced, spraying water into the air and gasping, then forced another breath down. This one stayed. He submerged again but not before he heard Synick yell, “What in the Iron Halls?”

He scratched along the bottom, searching and re-searching the same crevices, but the basin was large. He could not find it. He was vaguely aware of a large splash beside him when the tip of his finger struck something that moved near the corner of the pool. His heart nearly skipped a beat as he reached for it. Warm metal touched his hand just as he felt a strong grip on his shoulders yank him backward. He narrowly missed the ring, and panic filled him again. 

The sound of rushing water filled his ears as he was torn above the surface, water muffling what Synick said. “—to drown yourself? What in the Frozen North do you think you’re doing?” He twisted free and struck Synick’s hands away from him in feral desperation. With no breath to sustain him, he dove back under the surface of the water, striking out with his hands where he knew the ring would be. He found it. Clenching it in a tight fist, he allowed himself to be hauled out of the water.

“—get your snowing backside out of there, or I swear I’ll tie you to a chair and leave you there forever, you ice-brained git.” 

Faron’s heart pounded, and he held a hand to his chest, breathing hard. “No.” He panted between breaths. “No. It’s not what you think.” He unclenched the fist over his heart. “I thought I lost it.”

Synick eyed him wryly. “I jumped into a pool with another naked man for that? A snowing piece of jewelry? Atha’s tits,” he cursed.

Faron blushed. “What are you doing in here anyway? Get in your own freezing pool.”

“Oh, grow up,” Synick affected, slipping over the barrier between their basins. “I was trying to save your life, you masochistic maniac.” But he seemed to realize that anything Faron cared that deeply about was probably a good thing. “Next time you try to kill yourself, do it with some clothes on, alright?”

He sighed deeply, contemplative as he slid back into the water. It was warm, cleansing, and pleasant. He didn’t deserve it. Fingering the ring, he remembered the day it had been given to him, and Hadria’s scream rang in his mind, equal parts afraid and accusing. This time, though, it didn’t bother him. He didn’t wear it always, but the thought of losing it frightened him far more than the idea of death. His sister’s last desperate cry had haunted him these five years, but now it felt more like a comfortable constant.

What would Hadria have thought about him now? he wondered. Would she understand his death wish? He doubted it. Hadria was a fighter, refusing to accept anything less than perfection. The sheer weight of her tenacity changed most circumstances in her favor. Would she have fared any better down in these caves with a brand on her neck?

His face contorted. Either way, he knew she wouldn’t approve of him now. He felt a flicker of anger at the thought. He couldn’t touch her ring without remembering her terrible scream, and yet he did, only to cling to the memory of her. To think that she wouldn’t condone his actions now felt distinctly unfair. Still, though, it gave him pause. He hadn’t considered how Synick might react when he answered the call of the void, but far worse than that, he hadn’t considered his sister at all. If he died, there would be no one left to remember her. 

Somehow, that made him feel even more bitter. Was he supposed to hold a candle for her, wading through an existence of self-loathing and pain, simply to preserve her memory? Personally, Faron wouldn’t mind being forgotten, but he knew it wasn’t the same. Hadria mattered. 

Faron bit his tongue, floating naked in the dim pool. Forgetting about his sister and trying to find death was only a small stone on the cairn of guilt he had built for himself, so why did it bother him so much? He didn’t want to let go of her, to let her be forgotten, but it was a single reason to live among thousands of reasons to simply give up. It wasn’t enough.

He realized suddenly that he was becoming frustrated over the very idea of what his sister might say if she saw him now. He had constructed a fictitious scenario and let it give offense. A small breath of air puffed through his nose—the depressed man’s chuckle. Slowly, though, his mirth built until it escaped his lips—a laugh. He hadn’t felt anything like it for years. He laughed for the irony of the situation, for the sheer audacity of it, but mostly, he laughed for the hand that fate had dealt him. He laughed because even though he had a reason to live, he still wanted to die.

Synick’s questioning head rose into his view again, a thin line of an eyebrow arched spectacularly, but Faron didn’t care. The laugh erupted from him, cool and uncontrolled. Tears streamed from his eyes from mirth or sadness or perhaps a mixture of both.

“What?” Synick pried. “Did you see it?”

His laugh became a guffaw, and he clenched the unpracticed muscles in his stomach, pointing a finger Synick’s direction to capitalize on his discomfort. After catching his breath, he just shook his head, then realized that it probably wasn’t visible in this level of light. “It’s nothing,” he said. “Not really.”

“So that’s it. You’re not depressed beyond repair. You’re completely bonkers.”

Without a response, he sank deeply into the pool again, hearing Hadria’s scream in his mind. This time, he didn’t try to shut it out. Instead, he listened. He listened to every second, every repetition, every inflection in her voice. As much as it harrowed him to hear, he was the only person alive who remembered it, and soon, it would be forgotten completely. So he listened, as a final tribute to his twin.

A little while later, when they were both dry and dressed, Synick dragged Faron above ground and into the city where he introduced him to strawberry and floral wines, crystalized violet petals, and a hundred different types of cheeses. Faron knew Synick lived extravagantly, but still, it exceeded his imagination. They enjoyed the warm sun as the last stubborn piles of snow finally began to melt; but eventually, the sun dipped below the horizon, and they retreated to the darkness of Dageran’s caves. That night, sure enough, Synick hauled Faron’s bed into his square-carved room and barred the door with his own.

“Let’s see you get past that in the middle of the night,” he said lightheartedly, dragging the frame into position. Faron felt his cheeks redden slightly, and he asked the obvious question.

“Why are you doing this, Synick?”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” the boy replied. “You haven’t got a will yet. I can’t have you bumping off without bequeafing me all your stuff.”

“It’s bequeathing,” Faron corrected. 

“I know what I said.”

Faron shook his head. “Honestly, Synick—why? What does it matter to you? You’ve seen a hundred slaves tossed into the cavern by Dageran and never intervened. Why is this any different?”

He looked uncomfortable. “Are you asking why I won’t just let you dive into the abyss?”

Faron only offered a half shrug.

“Look, it’s not like I care about you or anything. I’d just get bored without someone to boss around, that’s all.”

“Synick.”

“And besides that,” he continued. “I need someone to help with my contracts. They’re almost always two men jobs, you know.”

“Synick,” Faron said again. 

“Really, though, it’s for the dampening effect you have on everything. Without you, my mood might become so positive I’d enroll with the Remembrants and start singing praises to the dead gods. People forget how useful a wet blanket can be.”

“Synick,” Faron repeated, louder this time.

“Damn it, Faron!” he finally yelled. “What do you think? You’re my friend, and if you think I’m just going to let you hang yourself, you’re in for a rude awakening. I will not lose anyone else to the rope.” He blushed as if he had said too much.

“You can’t protect me forever.”

“Oh? And why not? We live in a cave. Keeping you within earshot should be as simple as crafting a leash just for you.”

Faron shook his head. “I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want to do this anymore. I’m tired of the robbing, the framing, the arson. I’m done.”

“You won’t have to!” Synick cut him off. “Just let me do everything! Dageran doesn’t have to know. I’ll finish my own contract and then help you with yours. We’ll come back separately, and no one will be any wiser for it.”

“It won’t work, Synick,” Faron said, growing heated. “I won’t hurt another innocent person. I won’t do it, damn it. You know where that leads me. Dageran won’t be satisfied with a knife in my side and a shove into the darkness. He’ll have my head. If I’m going to die, Synick, it’s going to be on my own terms. Why not help me? Help me escape this brand.” 

Synick didn’t even wait a moment before shooting back, “Friends don’t help friends kill themselves! It’s common freezing sense!”

“What other option do I have?” Faron asked, equally loud and just as hot. “Sooner or later, Dageran will come for me. If I try to run, I’ll be caught before making the west gate. Both of those end with me losing my head. I won’t give him the satisfaction, Synick. I won’t.” 

His friend forcibly cooled himself down. “It doesn’t have to be that way. There has to be another option.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, like snowing anything else.”

“That’s not helpful.”

“Oh, you’re one to talk, jumping off a snowing bridge.”

Faron didn’t reply, except for breaking eye contact and studying the floor. 

“That wasn’t fair.” Synick offered. “Look, I understand what you’re feeling, or, at least, I think I do.” He took a steadying breath. “I’ve lost someone to hopelessness before, someone I cared about.” His cheeks burned a furious red. “Let it be enough to say that I won’t let you off so easy. I’ll find a way to help you. I promise.”

Faron felt shame touch him as his face flushed with heat. Were they really having this conversation?

At last, Faron promised not to sneak from the room. One more day couldn’t hurt—much.








  
  
  One More Job

  
  




The next day, Synick coerced Faron out of bed and toward Dageran’s offices to collect their pay from the Clarath contract. Faron felt as if he was walking right into the wolf’s jaws.

His mood must have shown on his face because Synick punched his arm, saying, “It’ll be fine. Dageran promised gold for that job. You’ll get enough for dues, at least.”

The two boys passed a stretch of tunnel that branched off to the pit that nearly claimed Faron. His gut lurched as he felt its whispered promise of forgetfulness, but before he could move even a step in either direction, Synick’s arm came over his neck and pulled him into a tight headlock. Faron protested and pounded the boy’s ribs with what little leverage he had, but Synick persisted until the tunnel fell out of sight. Faron was thin and lean, but Synick knew how to keep a tight hold.

They continued down the path until they reached Dageran’s offices. Jakal stopped them outside with a raised hand, his powerfully slender arms exposed to the cave’s chill air. “You will wait,” he declared in his thick Kaorn accent.

“Has you standing guard, does he?”

Jakal didn’t answer, except to stare into their souls with those dark eyes. Eventually, Faron saw movement from a back room and shadows ushered up the corridor. Clarath stepped into the torchlight, led by another girl a little older. They wore clothes that were both fine and disheveled. Bruises marred their faces.

Faron swallowed hard, face flushing with heat. He worked up an apology and reached his arm out to catch Clarath softly on the shoulder, but she pulled away from him, not meeting his eyes. Synick’s hand met his arm in a way that looked friendly but felt like a restraint.

“I see she’s acclimating,” Synick said.

Jakal didn’t respond, except to step out of the way. Faron hurried into the tunnel, not wanting his back exposed to the assassin, though the man at his front was no better.

Dageran beckoned with wide-open arms. “Synick! What luck, you’re just the man I wanted to see.” He clapped him on the shoulder. “In fact, I just sent out a messenger for you, but no matter. Hurry now, have a seat.”

“How’s the girl?” Synick asked.

Dageran thought a moment before answering. “Fresh.”

“In a good way, I hope.”

“It has its negatives, but it’s a net gain in total.”

“And her singing voice?”

“Smooth and soft as baby’s skin.”

Synick grinned his half-smile. “Here’s hoping that description applies to a few of her other qualities, too.”

“Absolutely, but hers are not the qualities I wanted to discuss. What I want to know is why you didn’t deliver her to me yourself.” His eyes flicked to Faron, then back. “What was so important that you abandoned a contract I personally entrusted to you and only bothered to show up now, dozens of hours later?”

Synick didn’t skip a beat. “Oh, we did all the heavy lifting. We only shunted the last few steps onto Jakal. Figured we’d get pissed. There’s something new I’ve been working on with ale and milk, and—”

Dageran cut him off. “Well, regardless, it was Jakal who delivered her to me, so it was Jakal who received the coin we discussed. If you want it, I’d suggest you bring it up with him.” Synick slowly rubbed at his neck. “Whatever it was, it cost you four kingpence.”

Faron’s eyes bulged at the fortune. Dageran didn’t look at him but grinned anyway.

“So, if the money is why you’re here, you can leave. You won’t have a pence for unfinished work.”

“Well”—Synick rubbed his chin—“that was why we were here, but we’re bored, anyway. Got any jobs?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. There’s a group of gangly young men working in my name again, collecting my faith payments, and not delivering it or paying my tax. There’s also a doctor who wants lead dropped in a few wells, but they’re not for you. As it happens, I just received a request from a guild member, for you specifically.” His eyes fell on Faron.

“Me? What did I do?”

Dageran simply rolled his eyes, and Synick asked, “Well, what’s the problem?”

“The problem is that he”—he pointed a long, damning finger at Faron—“is one of the few who still defies me.” He shot Faron a pointed glare. “There are few I would not trust with a job like this, but you, unfortunately, are one of them.” He shook his head. “So much potential. Why do you resist me still?”

“Whatever it is,” Faron lied. “I’ll do it.”

Dageran replied levelly, “That remains to be seen.”

“So, I’ll go along?” Synick said. “Keep an eye on him? That’s what you want?”

“Precisely.”

“Right. Well, that’s perfect. We were going to ask for a two-person job anyway.” Synick thumbed in Faron’s direction again. “Don’t write him off too quickly. He’s snowing useful when he wants to be.”

“Yes, I’ve heard.” He could feel Dageran’s eyes boring into him. “It’s not the quality but the quantity that concerns me.”

“Yeah, well, we’re working on that. Don’t you worry.” Synick gave the guild master a knowing wink. “So, what’s the job?”

“Our eyes in his hometown, the little flyspeck Alhalow, asked for him. Something about skewing tax ledgers, I believe.”

“Ulric?” Faron asked.

“Synick,” Dageran said. “I’m afraid I have a favor to ask. The village leadership—elders, they call themselves—have decided they can do without paying for our protection. Slip into their vaults while you’re there and take whatever you find. If there are any occupants in the cells, let them loose, and maybe kill one or two of their leaders—whatever you have to do to justify an increase in their rates. I trust you to be creative.”

“Finally,” Synick said, “a chance for some actual fun. Since the Petal closed their doors to me, there’s nothing remotely entertaining around here. We’ll head out right now.”

“The Petal?” Dageran asked. “The whore house?”

“Yes, and apparently they don’t like it when you read poetry to their—er—clients.”

Dageran unsheathed a smile. “What you do with your days is yours, so long as you continue in your profitability. Go, escort Faron to his pathetic one-gate village and bring the elders’ gold back with you. The tavern keeper mentioned a time constraint.”

“Urgent, eh? Mind if we requisition some horses, then?”

Startled, Faron looked at Synick. “Horses? What of the snow?”

“My information merchants have already begun arriving from the other cities. The snowbeasts have more or less retreated with the Veil.” He waved a hand at Synick. “If you want horses, take them, but take a crossbow, too. Your lives are my property, and I’d prefer your death to come with some purpose or, at least, profit.” He ushered them away.

Jakal stepped aside from the exit, and without another word, Faron followed Synick back into the larger chasm. They dropped by their respective quarters to pack, but Faron stopped outside his door.

“No,” he said. “I’m not packing.”

“Don’t be thick,” Synick responded. “You might need some things. Just go in and grab a change of clothes. We’ll be there overnight, and you already stink.” Faron rolled his eyes but ultimately agreed. “You know, on second thought, pack your blacks.” Synick cut off his protest. “Just do it. If our bags are searched, you won’t want to be without them. Just pack them.” Faron resented it but ultimately agreed, unable to argue with the logic. “Look, you don’t have to use them, alright?” Synick said in answer to his thin-lipped scowl.

Grabbing a few items, Faron asked, “Why are we going above ground?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” After a telling pause, he continued. “Because it takes less than half the time to get there on horseback than walking in a dark, dank tunnel. Because it doesn’t involve me using my own two feet. Because I’ve already snowing walked to your hometown for a contract this week, and because it’s much snowing harder for you to kill yourself when you aren’t surrounded by a giant gaping hole all the time.”

“Isn’t there still snow?”

“Not enough to worry about. Besides, it’s worth the risk just not to have to walk, and I’ll bring a crossbow. Don’t worry yourself. Just finish packing. If you finish up sometime this century, we’ll make it to your little village before dark.”

Faron huffed but finished packing up his bag. They made their way to the giant ladder that led up to the Chloranthy, the closest access point into the city. There were others—one that led into a bank vault, one into a graveyard, and another into a brothel—all watched and maintained by Dageran’s many men, but this one best suited their needs.

“Why would Ulric ask for me specifically?” Faron asked.

“Don’t ask me. Weren’t you childhood friends or something?”

“He was a friend of my father. Believe me, he’s no friend of mine.”

“Well, that’s too bad as we’re going to do a job for him one way or the other. I was hoping he liked you enough to pay us more.” Faron just shrugged. “Don’t be so dramatic. After spending all winter cooped up underground, do you really mean to tell me you won’t enjoy half a day outside city walls, on horseback no less?” Faron took the point and stopped complaining. It would be good to escape the city for a while.

An hour later, they were riding well outside the city, the comfort of its wall left behind. Synick didn’t seem to mind, but Faron shifted uncomfortably, glancing behind every trunk for red eyes and white fur. Winter had stayed too long again, but the snow was finally melting, leaving fewer patches to dry up every passing day. If any winter beasts had stayed this long, they’d be dead soon, burned by the heat of their own veins. Still, Faron wouldn’t rest easy until every white flake was gone.

He eyed the crossbow and twirled his knife through his fingers as something to fiddle with. Synick chattered about increasingly uninteresting things, and the dark-barked blackwood trees gave way to open meadows and more traditional forests. The sun warmed their black leather clothes quickly, and Faron removed his gloves before an hour had passed. Twisting the silver ring on his finger, he let his mind wander.
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FIVE YEARS BEFORE

Faron and Hadria stampeded up and down the village streets, visiting the shops and stalls with a shopper’s eye, hollering and whooping at each other with an abandon. Many farmers’ wives cast Hadria scornful looks. They were not so eager to accept the styles of the city, where women wore trousers like boys, but she ignored them. Never before had they had the opportunity to search the markets with both the intention to purchase and the means to see it through, and they found giddy pleasure in it. Faron insisted on stopping by a confectionary first, where he bought three sticks of malt candy, and Hadria purchased crystalized violets, as purple as they were expensive.

Next, they stopped by a clothier, but the moment the tailor said the words, “pretty dresses,” Hadria was gone. They went to jewelers, blacksmiths, carpenters, and even a store of curiosities, although they quickly found it boring.

As the evening passed, Faron acquired a small folding knife that fit nicely in his pocket, a new belt, and a copper crown, inlaid with colored glass meant to look like gems. Hadria purchased a similar folding knife, a newly cobbled pair of shoes that she could “climb trees better with,” and a book on foraging. She also purchased a new saw for Bouren—as she’d evidently lost his—a bottle of polishing alcohol, and a sack of bulbs the seller claimed were ice lilies. Faron could tell they were only tulips. After that, all that remained of their fortune was three silver pieces and four bronze, summing one ten pence.

“I almost want to keep it,” Hadria lamented, holding the small handful of coins and admiring it in the dwindling sunlight.

“Why not?” Faron suggested. “That way, when we pretend to find lost treasure, we can actually find something.”

Hadria frowned. “We might lose it.”

“Yeah, good point.”

“Should we spend it?”

“Yeah, let’s spend it.”

She lifted the coins a little higher. “It’s very shiny, isn’t it?”

Faron agreed, nodding his head. “Who on earth would give away coins for a song?” 

Hadria shook her head. “Nobody in their right mind. Not our problem.” She took off toward the jeweler’s shop in the market center. Faron had to run to catch up with her, the crown tilting on his head. He had to reach up to hold it in place. 

The jeweler’s stall was a simple wooden stand with shiny trinkets laid out in neat rows. The plump woman that peddled her wares there smiled as they approached. “I was just about to close! Glad I didn’t. Can I help you?” The woman smiled but kept her eyes fixed on Faron. 

Hadria didn’t waste any time. “Show me something I’ll like, for this.” She dumped the coins onto the stand.

The merchant smiled. “Ten pence. Alright then, I have some nice silver pieces here if you want to look at them.”

“We do,” Hadria confirmed.

She reached for a box when Faron asked. “Where do you get your wares?”

“Murcosta,” she answered. “But, I’m nearly out, though a fresh stock is on its way.”

Hadria accepted the box. “Which ones of these can I get two of?”

“Oh, you want something matching? Let’s see, that’s actually this box.” She smiled. “Anything from here you can choose two of, or you can get yourself one of the nice gold pendants on the stand there.”

Faron tugged his twin’s shoulder and pulled her in close, whispering, “What are you doing? Gold is your favorite.”

“Yes,” she answered. “But silver is yours, and if we get silver, we can both get something.”

Faron furrowed his brow. “It’s your money. I think you should get yourself something gold.”

“It’s our money,” Hadria retorted. “And I wanted to do something special. But yeah, as you said, it’s my money, so you can’t argue that this is what I’m doing with it.” 

Faron scratched his head as she shuffled through the neatly arranged assortment, passing over rings and lockets inscribed with hearts, “love forever,” or other noxious things like that.

“Matching jewelry, though?” Faron whined.

“I thought it would be special! Don’t complain until you see it,” she demanded. She rifled through the box, but everything inside was sickly sweet and affectionate. 

“When did you say that resupply is coming?” Hadria asked, pulling pieces out of their neatly folded spaces and tossing them back in at random. 

The merchant pursed her lips. “You can come back in a week or two if you don’t find anything to your liking.”

Without replying, she moved back to the first box. Almost instantly, her fingers landed upon a larger ring. “What’s this?” She lifted out a silver band wrapped with a wolf. It was leaping, frozen in time in a fearsome and terrifying depiction, the end of the head slightly raised off the finger. 

Hadria eyed it appraisingly. “What’s this one worth? Can I get something to go with it?”

The woman lifted a black conchoidal stone to the ring. Faron recognized it as a lodestone, a curiosity for the wealthy that drew all iron toward it, but the ring resisted its attraction. 

“It’s pure silver,” she said, displaying the stone again. “So normally I’d part with it for no less than twelve pence, but I’ll give it to you for ten, considering.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” Hadria declared. “We’ll just get one thing. I’ll take it!”

“Good,” the woman said in a monotone. “I hope you enjoy it.” It was clear she simply wanted them gone.

“Thank you!” Hadria called, snatching the ring into a fist. She shoved Faron back into the street, bronze and glass crown toppling into his arms.

“Well, there goes all the money,” Faron said. “Isn’t that a little large for you?” Hadria held it in her left hand between two fingers, letting Faron admire it. With her other hand, she grabbed his wrist and slid it onto a middle finger. He looked at the ring, then at her. “This is for me?” he said with surprise.

She smiled. “It suits you.”

“Hadria!” he protested. “This whole idea was yours. If you hurry back, she might let you trade it back for…” He trailed away under her withering glare. “Um, what I mean is, thank you, Hadria.” He cracked a grin. “Honest.”

Her scowl morphed to a smile in a heartbeat. “You deserve it. Besides, maybe when you wear it, you’ll remember how nice I am and want to do things for me.”

He rolled his eyes, and she punched him but hugged him tightly immediately after. 

“It’s a little too big,” he observed.

“Good. You’ll grow, and it will fit you.”

He grinned, adjusting the toy crown. “I like it.”

“I know,” she chirped, still hugging him. “It’s perfect. You’ll always be my wolf.” 

“Wolf?” Faron wondered aloud. “I’ve always seen myself as more of a stallion.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she said, swatting at his head. She sighed and decided to salvage what was left of the moment, pulling him into another hug. “Just say thank you, ice brain.”

Faron laughed as she squeezed him. “Alright, alright, thank you!”

They laughed and began the walk home. The sun was setting and would be long gone before they made it back. “Father’s going to kill us,” Faron stated.

“Not when he sees the new knife I got him.” 

“I can’t believe how much money you made just from singing.”

“I can’t believe we spent it all. I feel accomplished—older, somehow.” Hadria punched his shoulder and yelled, “Hey! That’s it!”

“Ow! What? What’s it?” 

“I know what we’re going to do when we grow up!” She beamed. “Faron, I could be a bard!”

He smiled. “That’s a great idea! How did we never think of that before?”

“I could travel from city to city, seeing the world, and get filthy stinking rich all the while,” she said with a grin. “It’s perfect!”

“For you, maybe. It still looks like I’m going to be a butcher someday.”

“Don’t be thick,” she said. “Bards need traveling companions, don’t they? And brave knights to protect them?”

He grinned. “You know, now that you mention it, yes, they do. I hear the job pays really well, too.”

She faked a grimace and shook her head vehemently. Dreams of the future and what might be followed them all the way home.








  
  
  The Life Spile

  
  




“Faron?” 

Silence. 

“Faron?”

“Hm, what?”

“Daydreaming about how beautiful I am again? Honestly, boy, if I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times. I fancy ladies, preferably ones that don’t smell like they’ve bathed in garbage.”

“Oh, shut up.”

“Have you not been listening to a word I said? Your eyes have been all glazed.”

“Not really, no,” Faron answered honestly. 

“Just as well, I suppose. What do you care about the finer machinations of beer and cheese?”

“Don’t you mean wine and cheese?”

“No. I recently heated my beer over a hearth and melted goat cheese in it, if I need to remind you.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“You’re disgusting, uncultured savage. I’m sure that somewhere in the vast world, there are all kinds of people who enjoy it greatly. I’m not one of them—I think it’s snowing awful—but still.”

The meadows and open fields gave way to another forest, thick with scrub oak and pine. He recognized these woods as the ones surrounding Alhalow, his childhood home. They were covered in snow.

Together, they rode up to the boundary of the woods, just past a few rows of thinning trees. The land slid downward in a large bowl, and the winter here was yet to recede. They stopped, sitting atop their tired horses without speaking for a long moment.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Synick eventually said. “If the snow’s already melted farther north, then there’ll be no way for any beasts here to escape back to the Veil.”

“They could still be here,” Faron replied.

“No way,” Synick argued. “If they were here, they’d be trapped. Animals have a sense for that kind of thing. Besides, there’s a pair of tracks in it already. If there are wolves, they’ll be busy eating that guy.”

Faron wasn’t convinced.

“There’s not that much snow.”

“There’s no way I’m going in there,” he said, standing his ground. “If you want to get eaten, then by all means, go ahead, but I’m not following you.” 

“Oh, come on, it’s not that bad,” Synick persisted. “The sun is shining. Anything in there is going to be hiding underneath whatever piles of snow they can find and steaming besides. We’ve been going all day, too. How much farther can it really be?”

Another twenty minutes or so, Faron knew, but he didn’t answer.

A pile of snow fell from a green pine bough, making a soft noise as it piled on the ground.

“See! It’s melting. I’ll wager you a kingpence that anything in there is already dead, with the exception of the fellow who made these tracks before us.” Synick reached over and clapped Faron on the shoulder. Faron noticed that the tracks were wide and had been made at least a day before, but he didn’t say anything.

“I don’t have a kingpence.”

“That’s alright. You can pay me in other ways, like massaging my feet, for example, or not jumping off a nearby cliff.”

Faron shook his head. “No way. I’m not going in.”

“Oh? You’d rather turn around and head back to Dageran?”

“I’ll make my way through the caves. I’ll be here by tomorrow.”

“Which,” Synick pointed out, “coincidentally is exactly when your dues are owed. Do you really think we used horses for the sake of it? Faron, you have one day to complete a job, a big one, and return to Dageran. If he sees you’ve come back without finishing this, he’ll have your head for his collection.” He paused to let the words sink in. “The only way is forward.” 

Faron swallowed hard.

“Oh, come on,” Synick said, growing irritated. “There’s really not that much snow left, and the sun is hot. There’s nothing in there.”

Faron stared into the white forest before slowly nodding. He would not die at Dageran’s hand, no matter what. Slowly, he flicked his lead and led the horse inside. Stillness surrounded—stillness and white. It was wholly unnerving. The snow muffled sound and distorted perception. If something were to stalk him in this weather, he wouldn’t know it.

Snow turned to wet slush under hoof, and together the trees passed around them. Faron heard blood pumping in his ears, and he tried to feel reassured by Synick’s words; but, he couldn’t help but notice that for all his bluster, Synick was awfully quiet now.

Throughout the patches of white rose small strands of grass, reaching for the warming sun. He allowed that to calm him. 

For several minutes, they trotted quietly, hooves muffled nicely by the wet slush until a loud noise from behind startled the horses. Faron jumped a foot in his saddle and flicked his reins, urging the horse forward, but it was already running. He whirled around to see Synick behind him, crossbow loose and pointed back the way they had come. A green pine bough bounced up and down, and beneath it, Faron could just make out the tufts of an arrow sticking out of a small pile of snow.

He breathed hard and pulled on the reins. Almost as nervous as he was, the horse skittered to a stop. Synick lowered the flatbow and glanced at Faron, smiling briefly. 

“Don’t worry, that snow is dead now.”

“Shut up,” Faron said. Now was not the time for jokes.

Synick began turning a crank on the weapon, reloading it with a bolt. For all his swagger, he was taking no chances. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Faron said, barely a whisper. Synick nodded, and they rode quietly to the tall wooden walls of Alhalow. Men atop small towers on the wall nearly fell off when they saw them, rushing to pull open the gates. While not rare, travelers were uncommon this far out of the way.

Inside the wall, with winter’s threat behind them, dozens of villagers milled about. There were already more of them than his last visit a few days before. He pulled his hood tighter around his face. He hardly resembled the boy he was five years ago, but still, he couldn’t afford to be recognized. Slush churned with cold dirt, forming a deep mud that obliged them to lead their horses from the ground. Their boots crunched small webs of crystal ice that clung to the shadows of their prints and other depressions, but mostly, the path was muddy until they entered the city center where the streets were lightly cobbled.

Inside the village inn, men laughed, drank, and caroused. It was completely different from their last visit; but, winter was waning, and life was returning to the small town. Warmth and stuffy, smoky air filled the tavern, flooding Faron with memories. With them came the scream. He forced them both out. The two boys seated themselves in a dark corner—Synick facing the crowd, Faron facing the wall. The risk of being recognized here was high, and he was still an escaped criminal.

A few more men entered the tavern, and Synick kicked his feet up on the extra chairs, indicating they were not available. Several slow minutes passed, during which Faron warmed himself, not begrudging the passing time. Nearly anything was better than shaking down shop owners for money or planting murder weapons in safes or anything else likely to be requested of him, even if Synick were the one to do it. Eventually, Ulric noticed the boys and came over. 

The old man said in an undertone, “You’re early.” His thick, white mustache twitched. “I can’t talk now. My tavern’s full for the first freezing time in a season. Get yourselves on the balcony, and we’ll talk later.” Before departing, he said, “I’ll have Byrd bring you something.”

Synick shrugged, and they relocated to the dark upper section of the tavern. “Guess I can’t complain about that,” Synick said. “Though, I’d be happier if there were a drink or two in my hand.” Faron, however, was pleased by the delay, especially so when bread and soup were deposited in front of them by Ulric’s pale and large-nosed assistant. Byrd certainly recognized him but knew enough to say nothing.

A few hours later, when the clamor died down significantly and the farmers made their way home to scolding wives and warm beds, Ulric entered the dark balcony. Synick, who’s feet were propped on the table in a manner affecting extreme relaxation, said, “Ah, Ulric, king among men, may we now discuss business?” 

The white-mustached man shoved Synick’s feet off the table and sat across from them. “What are you doing here?” he asked, gruff and to the point. 

“What do you mean? You sent for us yourself.”

“No,” Ulric replied. “I sent for him.” A thick finger pointed in Faron’s direction. “So, what are you doing here?”

Bristling slightly at the conflict, Synick answered, “Dageran sent me to keep an eye on him and to help where I can. He doesn’t think he’s ready to do guild jobs on his own yet.”

“Bah,” the aged bartender spat. “To the ice with that man.” Synick stiffened further. “I asked for Faron. Is that so hard?” He waved his hand dismissively, not waiting for or expecting an answer. “Listen, I have a job all for you, then. That’s what you love so much, right? Aye, I’ve heard it said of you.” He pointed across the room at the far side of the balcony. “You see that table? No, that one. Yes, your job is to go over to that table and plant your snowing bottom.” A single eyebrow rose on Synick’s face, and Ulric nodded. “That’s right, go over there and sit down.” He pulled two silver coins from a pouch and practically threw them at the apprentice. “I suppose you’ll be wanting those, then. Consider it an advance. Just keep your hind end glued to that chair.” Mumbling something about old farts, Synick did as he was told and sat on the opposite side of the balcony but not without his eyes darting to Faron a few times first. 

Curiosity rising but also feeling cautious, Faron asked, “What’s going on?”

Ulric exhaled heavily. “I want a chance to talk to you, boy—privately.”

Faron cut in, “Well, then, I should probably tell you that Synick is quite good at reading lips.” As if on cue, Synick raised a fist and gave a large thumbs up. Ulric caught the motion and huffed, standing from the table with a few curses. He disappeared down the stairs and returned a few moments later with a large bottle of clear liquor. He placed it at Synick’s lonely table and said, “Your next job is to see how quickly you can drink this entire bottle of spirits—starting now.”

“Well, it’s about time I got paid for that,” Synick replied. “I could do it in my sleep.”

Ulric let slip a smile. “We’ll see. Byrd uses that to polish the knives.” Synick’s grin slipped only slightly as he uncorked the bottle and began his work.

Returning to Faron, Ulric said, “There, that should do the trick.” And true enough, Synick seemed plenty distracted.

Faron gave a half-smile. “That’s probably what he’d be doing anyway if we were at home and not on a contract, so he’s fine.”

“Don’t say that,” Ulric huffed. “Don’t call that pit home. Your home is here, in this gods-forsaken excuse for a village.”

Screams.

Faron frowned. “What do you want, Ulric? What’s the job?”

The old man kneaded his fingers and pressed them into his forehead for a long moment. “How are you, boy?”

Faron was taken aback, puzzled. “What?”

“How are you?” he repeated. “Life, I mean, in the guild. Have you been treated well? Have you… climatized well?”

“I’m sorry,” Faron began. “But you can’t expect that I’m pleased to see you.”

“No, you’re right. I’m going about this wrong. You came here for a job, and a job is what you’ll get; however, when Dageran asks, tell him I had you destroy tax records at the councilor’s hall, alright?”

His eyes narrowed. “What am I really doing, then?”

“Your job is to sit there and listen to me.”

Faron’s puzzlement deepened. “Okay. I’m not sure what’s going on.”

“I have a story to tell you and an apology to make. That’s the job, or rather, your job is to sit still and listen, and I’ll pay you for it. You just have to agree to be quiet and have an open mind, alright?” Faron nodded his head slowly. The usually stern man was acting strange, as if he were trying to step delicately. “It’s about your father.” He hesitated. “And your sister.”

Screams.

Faron leaned forward in a rush. “What?” he nearly hissed.

The old man placed a single silver coin on the table and slid it over—a pencemark. “You’ll listen to me, then, agreed?”

“Get on with it,” Faron replied with a terse wave of the hand.

“Alright, then. Alright. Where to start?” he asked himself musingly. “How familiar are you with the Supernal Dusk?” 

Faron raised an eyebrow, surprised by the nature of the question. “The death of the gods? Do I look like a Remembrant?”

“Enough wit. Just answer me.” 

“Hardly anything,” he answered. “A thousand years ago, the twinborn gods were killed by heretics. What does this have to do with anything?”

“Three hundred,” Ulric corrected him. “Three hundred-odd years ago, the gods were betrayed by an evil man, and now there’s no one to ferry the souls of the dead to Tranquility.”

“I know the mythology,” Faron interrupted. “How does this relate to my father?”

“Well, quite simply, I think your father helped kill them.”

“Wha—” Faron spluttered. “The Twinborn Gods?” 

“Hear me out. It’s a long story.”

Faron stood from the table, his chair scraping the rough wooden floor. “Thank you, Ulric, for wasting my time.”

He slapped another coin on the table, and Faron paused. Synick was still at the beginning of his bottle across the room.

“What’s a conversation worth to you, boy? I know you need the coin.”

“You’re being ridiculous.”

“I’m being generous. What does it hurt just to listen?”

“You said yourself,” Faron interrupted. “That the Supernal Dusk was three hundred years ago, and in the same breath, you suggest my father was involved? Do you see the problem?”

“Believe me, boy, I know it.” He put another coin on the stack. “So, how about you sit back down and let me get on with it?”

Faron shook his head. What was Ulric’s angle? What did he gain from this? He wouldn’t find out if he left. Slowly he sat back down, eyeing the silver pencemarks. 

“That’s a good lad,” Ulric said. “Now, let me explain. Your father didn’t kill the gods, but he worked for the man who did.”

“Three hundred years ago,” Faron said flatly.

“Do you know how old your father was?”

Faron was surprised to realize that he didn’t—not off the top of his head, anyway. How long had it been since that terrible night? “He couldn’t have been a day over fifty.”

“Spry, though, for a man over fifty, don’t you think?”

“So are you,” Faron pointed out.

“That’s different. I have a tavern to keep. I don’t have time to die.”

“Apparently, you do. If you think men live to three hundred years, your mind is already gone.”

“They don’t,” Ulric countered. “Not naturally, at least. Your father, though—what he did was hardly natural.” 

“My father was a butcher, Ulric.”

The old man’s eyes flicked to Synick but grew hollow with his response. “Yes,” he said. “A butcher. That’s more true than you know.”

“I’m going to leave,” Faron said, “if you don’t tell me what this is about.”

Ulric’s eyes remained distant, gazing somewhere above Faron’s head. “Where to even begin, though?” he half-whispered. “Do you know where you’re from?” 

Faron furrowed a brow. “Here, of course.”

Ulric gave a half-hearted snort. “And Hadria? With that golden hair?”

“That’s not that uncommon. Synick has blond hair.”

“Hardly. It’s barely lighter than week old dishwater, and you know he’s not from here either.”

“What’s the point, Ulric?”

“North,” he replied. “You’re from the north, though I’m not certain exactly where. Your father clung to secrets like flies to a web.”

“Even if that were true, what about this makes you think my father was as old as you say?” Faron felt himself grow flushed as frustration filled him.

“Because he told me, boy, that’s why.” Sighing deep, he studied the grains in the tabletop. “This isn’t going right at all.” He slid yet another silver piece onto the table, and it held Faron in place. How much was Ulric going to pay him? This was already enough for his owed dues.

He hesitated for a long moment. “I’m not really sure how to say this, so I’m just going to come right out and get it over with. Your father, and the man who he followed, took the power of the gods when they died—the ability to take a man and make him young again.” Faron’s face shifted from questioning to doubtful, but Ulric persisted. “The ability to extend a man’s life, Faron—the source of the dead gods’ power.” Finally, breaking eye contact, Faron stood again from the table and reached for the coins. Ulric slapped his palm on the pile first, however, and pulled it away to reveal three more pencemark.

“Sit back down,” he ordered. Eyes narrowing, Faron did. “This is going all wrong,” Ulric breathed. “Let me start over. When your father first came to us—to our village, I mean—he came out of nowhere with two infant babies nearly on death’s door and a bottomless purse. Your father”—he pointed aggressively—“hired a farmer’s wife as a wet nurse and nearly drank himself into oblivion. Anyone who drinks like that in this town is my friend by default, so I came to know him well; but, I could see from the first day that Bouren wasn’t just traveling. He was running from something, and the only way he could run fast enough was to drown from the inside, if you understand me.” Ulric shrugged his shoulders. “He had the coin to keep the two of you fed, so I let him. Eventually, he dried out, but the two of you were likely three years old by then, maybe four.” He scratched his beard.

“Your father understood me like no one else in this backwards town, and he was my friend, drunk or dry. He’d come to visit ‘most every day, even if he didn’t need to get pissed.”

“Get to the point,” Faron cut in.

“Well, the point is, he talked, Faron, more when drunk but sober, too. I kept calling him ‘son.’ He seemed to find it funny at first, but when I went off on him for being careless with fire in my inn, he snapped right back and told me I wasn’t half his age. I thought he was joking. He said things sometimes that was nonsense when he was drunk, but when I asked him about it afterward, he got stiff with me, like he didn’t want to talk anymore. I would have dropped it, but something about that look gave me pause.” He tugged at his short beard again. “I got it out of him eventually, though. I had a special interest, you see. He admitted it to me right here in this inn that he was old enough to be my grandfather’s grandfather.”

“Nonsense,” Faron said. “Saying something doesn’t make it true, just how you speaking now means next to nothing without proof.”

“True.” Ulric nodded. “True enough. I suppose I didn’t fully believe him myself until a few years before… well, before everything happened.”

“And why’s that?”

“Because someone came looking for him, just like he said they would.”

“What’s special about that?” 

“Loads,” Ulric replied. “They came to kill him, for one thing.”

“What?”

“Aye. They had blood in their hearts, sure as snow.” He reached into a satchel by his leg and withdrew a yellowing piece of parchment, thick and sturdy. “Look here.” On its surface was depicted Bouren’s face, sharp and masterfully drawn in charcoal. At the top was written Baranor and a short description of his physical appearance, right down to the web of black scars across his forearms. It was startlingly accurate.

“They came flashing this around my inn along with a bag of gold. Got worked up when Joren said he knew Bouren, the rat-faced bastard.”

Faron studied the depiction with faltering stubbornness. “They had this? And you kept it?”

“Under a mountain of other papers, yes, by accident more than anything, but that’s not everything, Faron. They looked like him.”

Faron had intended to point out that the name on the parchment was wrong but was caught off guard. “What do you mean?” he asked instead. 

“I mean, they had the same full head of white hair—and the scars, Faron. Do you remember the marks on your father’s arms? The ones that looked like his veins had gone black? Well, they had the same but worse, like their veins ran with ink, though, I only saw a bit of their wrists.”

Faron paused. He did remember those scars, though, he thought little of them. “They came to kill him?” 

“He warned me years before that men would come looking for him. Aye. I know that much for sure.”

“Well, what happened?” Faron asked, finally invested. 

“When Joren wagged his fat tongue, I sent Byrd out the back to warn Bouren. When they showed up at his shop, he was ready for them, and, well, you said it yourself; Bouren was a butcher.”

Faron waited for an explanation, still not wanting to show that he was interested. 

“He killed them, Faron.”

“My father is not a killer,” Faron said with vehemence. 

“I’m not accusing Bouren of anything,” Ulric placated. “I’m only—” He cut himself off with a sigh. “Listen. I was just as surprised as you are. Those men were up to no good, sure as snow, but Bouren’s word wasn’t enough reason to kill them. When he came to me for help with the bodies, I nearly turned him in.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Bouren was my friend, so I asked for a good reason not to call the guards.”

“And?” 

Ulric shrugged, growing quieter. “He gave me one. He explained who they were and, in turn, who he was.” He swallowed, as if tasting something unpleasant, and trudged ahead. “Your father served a man named Sadagon Pyre, the man who killed the gods and stole their power. Immortality, Faron, that’s what these men had, and when Bouren forsook them, they sent assassins after him to keep secrets secret.”

Sadagon—the name froze Faron’s heart like a spike of ice. He remembered that name. Memories of a man with a thick shock of white hair, noble blue eyes, and strong features flooded him, memories of the fire that night, and the scream—always the scream.

“Sadagon?” Faron breathed, feeling sick. “Sadagon sent those assassins?”

“And then came for Bouren himself when they didn’t return.”

“Why?” he asked. “What could he possibly want from my father?”

“Secrets, Faron. Keeping secrets secret.”

“Immortality?” 

“That and its terrible cost.”

“What cost?” he almost whispered. If his father died for this, he wanted to know. 

“You won’t like it.”

“Tell me.”

“Blood, Faron. Young blood, from children.”

“Are you… What are you saying?”

“They call it the life spile, a machine that steals blood from the veins of children. That’s what those scars on your father’s arms mean. It’s why he eventually fled that brotherhood and, ultimately, why Sadagon killed him.”

“Are you implying,” Faron asked, “that my father was some kind of monster who killed children and drank their blood? Like in children’s tales?”

“I don’t know how the machine worked,” Ulric said. “Only that Bouren used it and lived long past his natural span of years.”

Faron shook his head, looking haunted and defeated. “He would never do that. I know my father.”

“I agree.” Ulric nodded. “But that was a long time ago, and people change, Faron. Neither of us fully knew who Bouren was before he came to our village.”

“But to kill children?” Faron questioned. “To gain a few more years of life?” It echoed ominously of his crimes committed to prolong his own miserable existence.

“I know what you must be thinking, but I swear, it’s what he told me, Faron.”

Screams—screams in his ears, fire in his mind’s eye. He felt his skin blistering and popping from heat.

“No!” Faron yelled, leaning forward. “You have no proof! Nothing you’re saying can be proven, and even if it could, how does this relate to me now? I’m not some fat child with time to ponder his heritage. I’m a slave. Why would you even tell me this? To hurt me? Have you not had your fill of my misery, tavern keeper? Now, you attempt to tarnish even the memory of my father, literally all that I have left of him?”

“I’m not telling you this without a purpose, boy. I’m telling you now for a reason.”

Faron’s vision began to fade, starting as a dark spot in the bottom right corner of his sight. Even with his eyes open, he could see the flames, almost as if the tavern itself were in the very bowels of the Iron Halls. His skin felt raw and red under the blistering heat. As his rage grew, so did the fire.

“You are the reason I’m here in the first place, old man, and not just this tavern, listening to your imagination’s machinations, but this winter cursed brotherhood of yours. It wasn’t enough for you that I lost my entire family to those flames, but you sold me off to that slaver of a guild master as well.” He stood abruptly, both palms on the table. It was Ulric now who wouldn’t maintain eye contact.

“So, tell me, tavern keeper. Are you satisfied with what you’ve wrought? Is it pleasing to you that every moment of my existence, waking or otherwise, is as horrible an experience as you can possibly imagine? Do you feel the hell you’ve created for me needs improvement or was that all you had planned for me?”

Fury rose from Faron like steam from boiling water, rushing from him with the force of being pent up for nearly half a decade. Surprisingly, Ulric did not answer. His head hung low, hidden from Faron’s view. When he finally raised it, Faron was disturbed to see an unimpeded flow of tears.

“I never wanted this for you,” Ulric cried. “I never wanted this. It was the only way I could save you.” His hands lifted from below the table. “I won’t ask for forgiveness, Faron. I can’t even forgive myself. I’m sorry,” he said. “I truly am. It’s the only way I could save you.”

“Save me?” Faron stammered. “Save me for what? Sneaking in the shadows, living in a cave with no will of my own, existing only to serve and to hurt, to leech off the hard work and honesty of others?” Faron shook his head. “I have become a parasite, a thing unworthy of pity or redemption, thanks to your favors.” He pointed his finger at the old man. “I would rather have died on the ice that morning than traded my soul for a few miserable years with this guild of scum you call a brotherhood.” Emotion crept into Faron’s voice, and he found it difficult to keep it completely out.

A loud clink came from the far side of the tavern as Synick’s bottle fell from his hands and hit the floor. Faron could faintly hear him snoring. 

“I know you hate me,” Ulric said quietly. “I guess I always knew it would come to that, and I don’t blame you; but, I couldn’t bear to see you strung up for your sister’s murder, not when I knew what really happened. I couldn’t live with myself, Faron.”

“I can’t live with myself now!” Faron screamed. Spittle landed on the table from his snarling mouth. “And here you are trying to take away even the scraps of memory I have of my father, and to what purpose? To make me even more miserable than I already am?”

“No,” Ulric said, with a quiet confidence that cut away all interruption. “To tell you the truth about what happened to your sister.”

The palpable tension in the air fizzed away as Faron froze. “What are you talking about, old man?”

“I know what happened to your sister.”

“How she died, you mean.” It wasn’t a question.

“No.” Faron’s heart stopped. “Despite everything tonight, this is what I need to apologize for. You see, Faron… I lied to you.” Ulric’s voice broke. “I lied when I said your sister was dead.”

Silence. Silence filled his mind as the scream that had haunted him for so long came to an immediate stop. “What?” he whispered. The edges of his eyes stung. “You… lied?” The silence was pushed out by confused anger. He felt overwhelmed. “You lied about my sister?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” he asked, clenching his teeth. “What do you mean?”

“She’s not dead, Faron. Hadria is alive.”

Silence.

The wolf ring sat snug on his finger, but all he heard was silence.

Faron’s voice was tilted with confusion, then built to a screaming crescendo. “I don’t understand! Why did you tell me she was dead? Where is she? What do you know?” He stood in a fury, throwing the chair behind him. “Where is she!?”

Ulric held both hands in the air. “I lied, boy, because letting you think she had died was better than knowing the actual truth.” 

“I imagined her raped!” Faron seethed across the table. “I imagined her throat slit and body torn apart by snow wolves next to the man who killed our father before our very eyes! What could possibly be worse than what I’ve already imagined?” If he was yelling before, he was screaming now. 

“The only thing worse than thinking Hadria was dead was knowing that she wasn’t and getting yourself killed going after her. You can’t follow where they went.”

“And why is that?” Faron asked through his teeth.

“Because I didn’t lie about the gate and the footsteps. Jarrick really did track Sadagon all the way out of the city, straight out into the White.”

“How are they not dead, then?” Faron spat. “You don’t have to see a body outside the wall to know the snowbeasts got them.”

“But they didn’t,” Ulric interrupted. “Faron, Sadagon didn’t just walk out of the village into the snow. He came here in it.”

“That’s impossible.”

“So is living forever, but that’s what your father did, and Sadagon.”

“According to you,” Faron argued.

“According to your father,” Ulric corrected. “But that’s beside the point. Bouren told me many things, some I don’t want to believe, but there were still others he wouldn’t tell me. He never spoke of it, but Faron, I think Sadagon and his men aren’t only immortal, but they can travel in winter as well.”

Faron almost guffawed. Each idea was as ridiculous as the other. “That’s impossible,” he said again.

“It is,” Ulric agreed. “But I know it’s true. This isn’t something Bouren told me, but I know it all the same.”

“How, then?” Faron demanded. “If you’re going to make fanciful claims, at least explain them.”

“Jarrick didn’t only find tracks leading out of the village that night, Faron. He found tracks leading in. What’s more, the snowdrifts blocking the gate were cleared from the outside.” Ulric leaned in close. “A man who lives forever and claims to hold the powers of a dead god could just as easily have a method of moving through the snow without fear of the wolves. Think about it, Faron. Why would he go to all the trouble of hunting Bouren down and trying to take the two of you only to commit the most gruesome suicide immediately after?”

A silence crept into the air as Faron realized that Ulric wanted him to answer. “I don’t know,” he snapped in frustration. It had been a question that followed him everywhere—a horrible enigma.

Screams.

“I swear on my everlasting soul, Faron, that man can walk the White. I don’t know how, but he can; and, he took Hadria with him.”

Faron shook his head. This was too much to take in. “There’s no way to prove you’re not lying.”

“You’ll just have to choose, then,” Ulric began. “Was I lying then, or am I lying now? Is your sister dead, or is she alive and in captivity?”

“I can’t think,” Faron said, head beginning to throb. “Why would you keep this from me? Why let me think that she died?” Was he coming to believe this?

“Because I know you, boy. If I told you then what I suspected, would you have stayed put under Dageran’s thumb? Or would you have tried to follow and gotten your head lopped off by that Kaorn assassin or chewed off by a snowbeast?”

Faron breathed hard for a moment, trying to clear his head. “Why tell me this now? What more can I do now than I could before? And what reason could a man like Sadagon possibly have for abducting my sister and spiriting her away? He tried to take me, too.”

Ulric hesitated. “That’s the fate that’s worse than what you imagined,” he said in a careful voice. “Can you think of no reason a man who subsists off the blood of children would make off with two twelve-year-olds?”

Faron’s stomach formed a twist as the idea Ulric was pushing clicked into place.

“You’re saying… that he took her… to harvest?” The word was disgusting on his tongue. Faron thought he might vomit bile. “If he took Hadria for this spile, what makes you think she’s still alive?”

“I know she is,” Ulric said. “I’d stake my life on it.” He swallowed hard. “Bouren didn’t tell me all this because he needed someone to talk to, Faron. I pried it out of him.”

“What do you mean?”

“When your father told me about his extended age, I hounded him for details. Even then, I was terrified of growing old and dying. If there was a way to keep living, I wanted to know it. You understand, it wasn’t enough for me that Bouren said it wasn’t possible for me, wasn’t worth it. It didn’t matter that he tried to keep away from me until I stopped asking. I persisted until he broke the night those assassins came after him and told me what I’m telling you now. Eternal life comes at the cost of young blood, with use of the life spile, or the god machine as he sometimes called it.”

“Get to the point.”

“There’s more you need to understand, boy.” 

“Tell me, then,” Faron whispered in equal parts threat and demand.

“There is a city, hidden somehow, where this Sadagon rules—a city built around this life spile.” 

“What does this have to do with Hadria?”

“Everything,” Ulric said. “Can you imagine how much blood it would take to keep a population of immortals? I have no idea how often they need to… use their machine, but Bouren did tell me this. They age the children they take for maximum yield.”

Faron didn’t know if he felt curious or sick. “And how old is that?” he dared to ask.

“Eighteen years.”

Chills washed down Faron’s back like he’d just stepped into a waterfall. “Eighteen?”

“And how old is she now, boy?”

“Seventeen,” Faron answered, an unfamiliar sensation pricking his heart. It was hope. 

“For a few more months, if memory serves me.”

“She’s alive.”

Silence.

“Dead gods. She’s alive.”
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FIVE YEARS BEFORE

“I didn’t kill them!” he screamed, tears streaming down his face, stinging his cheeks. “I didn’t kill them!” He grabbed the rough iron bars and shook them fiercely, gouging his sensitive palms, even through their gauze wrappings. Keys turned in a black lock, trapping him inside a cold cell. “Stop!” he yelled again. “You have to listen to me! He’s still here! If you go now, you can find him! Stop! Stop!”

His pleading became desperate cries, and he shook the bars of his cage with an unknown ferocity. The guards who had thrown him in ignored his protests, slamming the oak door to the cells behind them. He had known them before—recognized them from Ulric’s tavern. One of them had even been there for Hadria’s song, and now they threw him aside like a litter’s runt. Bandages pressed against the melted skin on his chest and shoulder, and fire plagued his mind. He could not un-see it. His flesh and lungs ached, wounded by smoke and heat.

The council of elders, Alhalow’s arbitrators, had sentenced him to death for mishandling fire and for the death of his father and his sister. He sobbed on the cold stone floor, unable to grasp how fate had so quickly turned on him. The winter outside the stone prison permeated through the thick walls, seeping into everything. A cot with a single thin blanket crowded the far side of the room, but the blanket looked tough and scratchy, so he left it where it lay. Even the skin that wasn’t bandaged was painfully sensitive. 

Twelve cells lined the walls, six on each side of the narrow room. At the far end, a single torch flickered, giving dim light to the interior. 

The guards weren’t coming back. 

Eventually, he slipped onto the cold stone floor, and his sobs overtook him. He had been given an old, unwashed shirt that was more rag than garment, and it stuck to the pus that leaked from the edges of his bandaged chest. It only served to remind him of the heat that had touched him the night before. He ripped the scratchy shirt off, feeling suspended between too hot and too cold at once. 

Breathing in quick bursts, he grappled to regain control of himself but ultimately failed and dropped into another convulsing fit. 

Dead, murdered by the white-haired man. Faron saw his face with the clarity of glass: Sadagon.

Hadria’s voice reverberated in his mind, screaming as she was dragged away. He saw her face, filled with terror and shock, and the scream that split from her pierced into his mind like a steel lance, lodging so deeply as to never be removed. 

He didn’t know how long the scream filled him before he heard another voice from an adjacent cell. He jumped in surprise. He thought he had been alone.

“So, who didn’t you kill?”

Across the hall and a few cells down stood a boy in a cell, leaning against his own bars with a thoughtful expression on his face. His light, unevenly cut hair draped in front of blue eyes that seemed to be smiling, if somewhat hungrily. He appeared to be two or three years older than Faron.

“What?” Faron asked.

“The people who you killed. Who didn’t you do it to?”

“My family,” he said bitterly, not caring if he was being made fun of. 

“Well, that’s great. I’ve known loads of people who never did that. They’re pretty happy, mostly.”

Faron shook his head and returned his gaze to the floor. The visage of Sadagon filled him, and he felt the heat rising again.

“Well?” the boy asked. 

Faron looked back up, the boy already forgotten. “Well, what?”

“I asked you what you’re in for, aren’t you going to ask me? It’s how these things work, I’m pretty sure.”

“No.”

“Thievery,” he answered anyway. Faron ignored him. “They think I tried to steal something, but I was only borrowing it.” He stretched the word, as if stretching the limitations of its definition. 

Faron shook his head. This couldn’t be happening. How could they have thought Faron was to be blamed for this? The council had so easily written him off as an arsonist and thrown him in here for execution, all while the real killer hid inside the city’s walls waiting for spring to slip away.

Murderer, they had called him when he came to them for help. He screamed in frustration. Sadagon, the white-haired man, had his sister somewhere in the village. If only he could convince them of the truth, they could search the city and find them before it was too late. There was still time! No one could leave while the snow covered the earth, not without being eaten.

He had to escape, had to find Hadria. His eyes flicked around the cell, searching for a way out. He felt the panic sinking in. 

“Getting executed tomorrow?”

Faron ignored him.

“Me too.” He pointed his thumb at himself. Was he smiling? What in the dead gods’ names was there to smile about? “I’m not worried, though,” he went on to say, pushing his face to the bars and speaking in a hushed tone. “I’ve got friends, after all.”

Faron perked up. “You mean, like the type to get you out of here?”

He smiled again, the look a fox gives a cornered mouse. “That’s exactly what I mean, and you know what? They can be your friends too—for a price.”

Faron had not a mudpence to his name, but he had nothing left to lose. His entire world had just burned to the ground.

“What price?”

“Your soul,” he whispered, staring intently through strands of hair and bars of iron. Red torchlight flickered off his glassy eyes, and Faron shivered.

The sound of tinkling metal upon metal came from the hallway outside, and two forms entered through the heavy door, one gleaming with metallic reflections, the other dim and thin.

Being closer to the door, the light-haired boy saw them first. When he did, he looked back at Faron, an interesting expression on his face. 

“The tavern keeper?” he asked. “Not who I expected, I’ll be honest.”

Sure enough, Faron recognized Ulric as he stepped into the better light, but he walked straight past the other cell, coming directly toward Faron.

“Ulric!” Faron cried, jumping to the bars between them. “Are you here to get me out? You believe me, don’t you?”

“No, I’m not here for that, but aye, boy. I believe you. I can’t bring myself to believe that those louts who call themselves councilors don’t.” He twitched a full, gray mustache.

The guard spoke up. “Those are our eldest. Don’t disrespect them here.”

“How about you plant your snowing backside by the door where you belong, Geoff, or I’ll charge you triple to drink at my inn if I let you in at all.” The guard grumbled, but surprisingly, he obeyed, leaving the two of them with limited privacy.

Ulric breathed deeply. “I believe you, Faron, but I can’t help you—not yet. I’m trying, though.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Ulric leaned in close and whispered, “I’m just a barkeeper, boy, I’m not powerful, but I know someone who might lend me a favor and… well, it’s better you don’t know. Just know that I’ll mortgage a lifetime of favors to keep you alive.”

Faron nodded, feeling himself breathe easier. “Thank you, Ulric. Atha’s mercy, thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet, boy,” he grumbled. “I can’t promise anything, but I want you to know that I’m trying everything I can.”

“Hadria,” Faron cut in, changing the subject. “He has her, Ulric. He has her somewhere in the village.”

Ulric shook his head, raising a warding hand, but Faron cut him off again.

“If you organize the guard, you can find them. They can’t have gone far! Please, Ulric, you have to help me, before he… before anything happens to her.”

“Calm, boy,” Ulric said, in tones that couldn’t be argued with. “I already have. I’ve been calling in favors all morning.” Faron could tell he was holding something back. His hesitation made the remaining hairs on his neck bristle.

“And?” Faron said.

“It’s not like that, boy. Don’t get your hopes up. You aren’t going to like it.” The hesitation in Ulric’s voice was ominous.

“What?” 

“He found tracks, Faron—old tracks—mostly covered and near impossible to track, but you know Jarrick. He followed them all the way to the north gate.”

“And?” Faron asked. “Where did they go from there? Were they his?” 

“That’s just it, Faron,” Ulric said, scratching his stubbled chin. “Out. The tracks left the village.”

Faron’s brow furrowed as he tried to comprehend. “But that’s…”

“Impossible, I know.” Ulric nodded. “But that’s what he found, Faron. The snow had been cleared away and the gate pulled open across the ice. He left the village.”

“That’s not possible,” Faron replied. “It’s suicide.” The worm of dread that burrowed in his heart turned to lead. “He took her into the White? He’ll kill them both!”

“That’s not all, boy,” Ulric said, eyes flicking nervously and hands kneading. “Just inside the trees outside the gate, Jarrick found… well…”

“What?” Faron said, panic spiking. “What did he find?” His eyes were wide.

“A body. Her body.”

Every inch of Faron’s skin shot over with goosebumps, the weight of the world settling on him. 

“No.” He was going to be sick.

“I’m sorry,” Ulric said, voice choked. “I—”

“No.”

Screams. Hadria’s scream tore through him, worse than before. Faron couldn’t hear the rest of what Ulric said for a long moment, consumed with the panic that coursed inside of him. He felt the tears stinging his eyes as visions of red-eyed snow wolves came to mind, ripping and tearing and… He tried to banish the thoughts, but they were too powerful.

“Why would he do that?” Faron choked. “He took her just to kill himself? Did they bring her back? We can’t leave her there.”

“You know that we can’t, boy,” Ulric said. “Anyone who tries is a dead man.”

“We can’t let them have her!” Faron screamed. “They’ll eat her! Gods, Ulric, help me!”

“I’m sorry,” the old man said, wringing his hands. “I can’t. I can’t help her, boy.”

“Please!” Faron begged, skin breaking on the rough pocked iron of his cell. “Help her!”

“It’s too late,” Ulric said. “But it’s not too late for you. I’m doing everything that I can.”

Screams.

Screams.

Screams.

They overcame him, and he lost his grip on the iron bars, slipping onto the floor of his cell. He didn’t bother righting himself, leaving his thousand tears to pool on the floor. If Ulric spoke again, Faron did not hear it. Eventually, he deposited a brown paper parcel inside the cell and left. Faron hardly noticed.

Hours later, when the tears had dried up and Faron only stared despondently toward the ceiling, the blond boy in the adjacent cell leaned back into the light, eyes serious. “It looks like you have friends of your own, don’t you.” It wasn’t a question.

Faron didn’t respond. He saw only the raging inferno of his home on fire, felt only the searing heat burn away his nerves in his shoulder and chest and palms, smelled nothing but the rancidity of burning hair and flesh, and heard one clear peal of terror. Her scream tortured him anew, hearing it in his head as he imagined snow-white beasts chasing and tearing at her in a frozen hellscape. 

White, red on white. Screams. 

He forced his eyes open, latching onto the only real thing that might help him forget, if only for a moment. He had to forget. His gaze locked with the light blue eyes of the boy in the other cell—foreign eyes. “You said you were in here for theft. What did you steal?” he managed to make himself ask, knowing that he didn’t care one way or the other.

“A saddle,” he said. “And a few other things, like a bit, four horseshoes, and something to carry them all.”

“…a horse?” That was a far more serious crime.

“Borrowed,” he replied, lifting a finger.

Faron’s head fell again into his sensitive hands. This wasn’t helping. “Right.” 

“What’s your name?”

He shrugged. “Faron.”

“Synick. Pleasure to meet you.”

“Sure.”

Uncounted hours passed as Synick chattered away idly, occasionally asking questions that never got answered. Synick spoke of Blackwood—the northern trade city and his home—and all the various foods he would steal when not being watched closely. He was hungry, and no food came for the boys, so Faron gave up the small parcel Ulric had left for him—sweet onion bread, like what he had brought for them the day Hadria sang in his tavern. Faron certainly wasn’t going to eat it.

The sleepless night passed slowly, Faron alternating between nervously checking the door for Ulric or guards and staring endlessly into space, caught up in the scream and fever dream in his mind. The end of the long night, as far as he could tell, was punctuated by the oak door slamming open, a group of four guards pouring in. They went straight for Synick’s cell, it being closer to the door.

Synick lay on his cot casually. “You blokes finally figure out that I’m innocent?” he inquired. They didn’t respond, except to open his cell and seize him by the arms. 

“It’s not just me!” he said, pointing toward Faron. “Take him, too!”

Faron shrank back into the corner of his cell.

“I’m not alone!” he said, growing frantic, kicking at the men pulling him. “Take him, too!”

The door slammed behind them, and the commotion was over as soon as it began. 

Faron narrowed his eyes to slits. Was he being dragged away for execution? Why hadn’t they come for him? Synick, it seemed, had been a coward in the end. Faron managed to feel heated for a moment, but it slipped away. He couldn’t blame him. He was a coward, too. 

Only a few more minutes passed before four more guards entered, different from the ones before. They approached Synick’s empty cell with a key ring.

“What in the Iron Halls?” one of them said. “It’s empty!” They searched the other cells, but he was nowhere to be found.

Faron furrowed his brow. If these guards didn’t know Synick had gone, then who were the men who came for him earlier? Were those Ulric’s friends? Had they come for Synick and not him? He felt his pulse increasing. Synick had mentioned friends of his own. Could they be the same people?

Either way, the guards were here now. Ulric’s friends, whoever they were, had not come through. Pandemonium ensued as the real guards tried to figure out where their prisoner had gone. They questioned him, but he just shrugged despondently. The hope Ulric gave him was snuffed out.

The group split apart, but two of them came for him. It seemed they would still execute one of their prisoners. Faron recognized the tall man from the day Hadria had sung in the tavern. He was one of the men who had not tipped her. What was his name? Ailred? With unnecessary force, they hauled him through the door and up the stairs, eventually turning into a stone room covered in shackles. Some hung from pegs; others were affixed to the wall. They looked mostly unused.

A short and bulky guard removed one of the hanging shackles from the wall and clamped them down on Faron’s wrists. The device was crude and too large. He noticed, with a spark of hope, that with just a little bending, he could pull free from them. His bandaged hands would protest, but he could do it.

“Wait,” Ailred cut in. “Those cuffs are too large. He’ll slip out.”

“They’re the smallest we have. We’ll just have to watch him close.”

Ailred’s brow furrowed. “Remove his shoes and shackle his feet, too,” he said. “That will keep him from running.”

“Remove his shoes?” the first guard asked. “His feet will freeze right off him.”

“And? What need has he for them?” He leaned in close to Faron and looked him in the eye. Faron dropped his gaze. “We’re going to his hanging, aren’t we? In a few short minutes, he won’t need his neck either.”

His breath sent shivers down Faron’s spine.

“Stop,” he pleaded with them. “You know me, Ailred. You should be helping me find the killer, not putting me in chains.”

“Arson’s a hanging offense, boy. The Elders might have shown you mercy, except for your lying about this white-haired man. If you’d just been honest, they’d have let you off with a sentence of labor.”

“I’m not lying!” Faron cried, hands clasped together. “You should be helping me! Jarrick said that he saw tracks leading out of the village. How could I have done that?”

“Jarrick saw no such thing,” Ailred cut in. “Your filthy lies won’t help you. Henri, get those shackles on his feet. Alhalow hasn’t had an execution in years, and I’ll be damned to the Iron Halls before I lose another prisoner.”

The first guard offered no argument and did as he was told. These shackles had much longer chains between the cuffs but still not long enough to allow for effective running. As they were clapped around Faron’s ankles, he immediately felt discomfort. The cuffs were too large and dropped into his heel, digging into skin with every movement. They would bleed before he’d gone a quarter mile.

He tried to reason with them, tried to make them see, but they were beyond words. With him in the center, they shuffled outside into the bitter air of winter, one in front and one behind. The brightness of the world outside was blinding compared to the dungeon they’d come from. Before his eyes could adjust, he was shoved out the door. He instinctively fell to his hands and knees, cutting them on something sharp on the ground. It was cold. Finally, the brilliance came into focus, and he saw snow, frozen nearly solid.

The first man, Henri, picked him back up and placed him on his feet. “Move,” he said. “We’re a ways off from the gallows, so make what you can from the walk. Say your goodbyes, so to speak.” 

Faron began hyperventilating, eyes flickering from place to place. He was going to die. The guards shoved him along. 

“Don’t do this,” he pled, but they had heard it all from him before. They passed Lake Daowa, frozen over in a single white sheet, and entered the thick woods that separated the village from the Councilor’s Hall. It wasn’t far now. 

Blood trickled down his ankles as his skin finally broke under the weight of the iron cuffs. He clenched his teeth as tears sprang into his eyes, blurring his vision. He tripped on a stone in the snow. Chains on his wrists and ankles kept him from pinwheeling his arms or stumbling to regain balance, and he fell heavily onto his side. The air left his lungs in a rush, and tears and blood dripped from him in equal measure.

“Atha’s grave,” Ailred snapped.

Faron felt strong hands grip his arms, hoisting him into the air and placing him back on his feet, but they wouldn’t support him. He crumpled back into a ball in the snow and ice, convulsing in the cold. He had been given no coat to make this trip. 

“Get back on your damn feet, patricide,” Ailred said again. “Don’t make me prod you.”

“I can’t,” Faron said through shaky tears. “I can’t. Please. Help me.” His breath came in quick gasps, panicking at the rope that waited for him on the other side of this forest. 

“Alhalow hasn’t had a hanging in years, boy, and with two in one day, there’s a crowd drawn, even in this snow. With one of you gone missing, there’ll be damnation to pay, and I’ll be frozen before I let this hanging be interrupted again.” He drew his rusting sword. “So, get on your damn feet.”

“I didn’t kill them!” Faron screamed through his ragged breaths. “I swear on Olsu’s lost grave, I didn’t kill them! Please, let me go!”

“Swearing on a dead god will get you nowhere. Get on your feet!” Spittle flew from his mouth.

Faron shook his head, huddled in the snow. He couldn’t—he wouldn’t—walk willingly to his death. 

Screams. 

Hadria, Bouren… dead. Orange light filled his vision, and he was in the fire again. A dark shape grinned from the lower level at him, and even in his mind, he looked away. A towering figure wreathed in devouring flame clutched Hadria’s writhing form, a scream that drowned out even the roar of the inferno splitting from her.

“No,” he cried, reliving it all again. “Please.” 

A boot struck his gut, knocking the wind from him, but he wasn’t there to feel it. There was no air to escape his lungs, only smoke. A whip struck him across his bandaged back, splitting the damaged skin underneath, but it felt like red embers. A scream of his own pulled him back to reality where Ailred’s small switch marked across his side, arms, and face. He cradled his head and pulled tighter into himself. 

“Stop, Ailred!” the other guard said. “Dead gods, can you not see this isn’t helping?”

The taller guard turned on his companion. “Shut up, Henri. I’ve a job on the line here, and so do you.”

“That’s no reason to be cruel. He’s going to his own execution. Let him have a moment, for Atha’s sake.”

“A moment is more than I have! I’m on thin ice already with that idiot boy escaping, and if I keep the hangman waiting, I’ll be lucky to find work as a caravan guard; and, mark my words, Henri, if I go down for this, you’ll go down further.”

Faron muttered pleas while they argued, but they didn’t hear him. 

“Can you not see his heels? He’ll have no tendons to stand on at all at this rate.”

“He’s going to a hanging. What’s he need them for?”

“Damn it, Ailred, take them off. I want no part in this.”

Faron pulled on the snow, trying to crawl away, but a heavy boot stepped into his back, pressing the bandages deep into the burns. He cried out in agony more terrible than even the fire itself. 

Henri shoved the leg away. “Lateness isn’t the quality Garron will see you out on your ear for, Ailred. It’s your cruelty he hates. How do you think he’d react if he learned how you treat those hounds of yours?”

It was silent for a long moment. “Are you threatening me, Henri?”

“Dead gods, just take the snowing cuffs off his legs, and we’ll get there in the hour; or, we can wait here for you to listen to reason. Let’s be done with this. Sandra is home alone, and I’m in need of a pint.”

The taller man grumbled, and Faron felt the freezing iron unclasp from his ankles.

“There,” Henri said. “Now best do as he says, lad, or it’ll be worse for you.”

He was placed on his feet again, and this time they held. He took a weak step, then stopped. 

Through a quivering lip, he said, “I don’t want to die. I swear I-I…” He couldn’t make the words come. They were dead, gone. “I didn’t kill them.”

“It’s not for me to say,” Henri answered. “But there must be something in the void beyond, gods or no gods. Maybe there’ll be peace for you there. Come on. There’s nothing for you here.”

Swallowing his fear, Faron bowed his head and did the only thing he could. He obeyed. 

The forest grew thicker the deeper they went, leafy branches webbing overhead, dimming the already cloudy sky. He was shoved to move faster but didn’t increase his speed. This was as fast as he would go. 

He stopped shivering somewhere underneath those ancient oaks and aspens, a warm feeling washing over him along with dizziness and a sense of calm. Icy air stung his burnt lungs, but it felt warm to him. Was this cold sickness? He looked down to see his bare toes a deep purple in the snow, leaving red marks with every step. Was he dying? He hadn’t thought it would be so comfortable. Maybe he would see them again, his sister and father, in whatever world awaited the souls of the dead. 

He realized after a moment that he’d stopped walking to stare at his toes, and he was suddenly shoved from behind, hard. 

“That’s enough!” Ailred growled. 

Too numb to catch himself, Faron was tossed forward. He flailed and tried to pinwheel his arms to regain balance but was caught again by the chains on his wrist. He fell and felt a tearing sensation along his thumb. On hands and knees, he lifted his bandaged hand to inspect it and saw red. A long line of skin had torn away. His mind took a long moment to process the hand, and in a flash of understanding, he realized what had happened. His wrist had been pulled from the too-large cuff. He was free. 

His guards realized what had happened a moment slower than he did, limbs hidden underneath him, and it gave his freezing body time to respond. 

Drowsy warmth was shoved aside by a powerful heat, and his beating heart drove out all sound except the pumping of blood. He was free. Exhaustion forgotten, he rolled to his side just as Ailred and Henri drew their swords. They yelled something in surprise, but he didn’t hear it. He was already gone. 

Feet somehow underneath him, he dashed into the woods, leaping over stones and thickets of scrub oak and raspberry. The cuff struck him in the face as he jumped, dangling from his left hand, but he didn’t care in the slightest. 

Faron ran like a wolf, snarling at thorns and leaving a bloody mark in the heel of every print, but that didn’t matter. The guards in crude iron armor had longer legs but were weighed down. Still, they stayed just behind him. 

The forest whipped past, and the shouting of the guards felt like hot breath on his neck. Desperately, he ran, disoriented and uncaring of the direction. It didn’t matter that the village’s snow wall surrounded them. It didn’t matter that even if he got away and managed to sneak through one of the two gates, he’d quickly become food for a snowbeast. He just ran.

The guards were no fat bankers, though. Despite his animal desperation, they were gaining on him, and his initial burst of strength was waning.

At full speed, he extended his arm and caught a thin trunk, swinging around it to change direction. His burned palms protested in true agony, but he ignored them, checking over his shoulder. The two guards were nearly on him, and Ailred’s face was twisted in fury. 

Strength flagging, Faron ducked under a branch and darted away, panting heavily. If his throat had hurt before, it was tortured now. 

A whistle split the air, and Faron flinched, bracing for what sounded like an arrow to hit him. When it didn’t, he spun around to see Ailred tumbling in the snow, a shaft protruding from the gap in his armor just under the armpit. He hadn’t even screamed. 

Faron didn’t stop to consider where the arrow had come from or who shot it. He just got back onto his feet and ran again, full tilt into the trees. Henri didn’t follow. He looked back to see the shorter man spinning his blade about, searching out the attacker.

Faron came to an immediate stop as he slammed into what felt like a wall and fell flat on his back. A black-haired man with sharp blue eyes stared down at him, dressed all in black leather and silver clasped belts. He looked like an executioner. 

Faron got back on his feet and tried to run but was seized from behind by another pair of hands. Two more men appeared from behind trees, and Faron was surrounded. 

“Let me go!” he cried, trying to shake away from them. 

The man he’d run into said in an unconcerned voice, “Faron, I take it?”

He didn’t answer. Hands bound behind his back and no longer wearing armor or a sword, Henri was dragged up beside them. 

“This one surrendered, Lord,” a scruffy man said, but he was waved to be silent. 

“Was this man chasing you?” the man dressed in black leather said. His eyes were the sharpest blue, and his chin was unnaturally smooth, as if he’d shaven only an hour before.

Slowly, Faron nodded.

Henri shook his head. “You killed him,” he said, sounding shocked. “Atha’s corpse, he’s dead. He’s dead.”

The guard who had spoken earlier hit him on the back of the head, effectively silencing him.

“Was this man going to hurt you?” the obvious leader asked again. His torso was thin, but his arms were tight and powerful underneath that black leather. 

Faron panted but managed to speak through breaths, nodding slightly. “Taking me to the hangman. Who… Who are you?”

“I am Dageran,” the first man said. “And I am your savior and protector. Will you accept my protection?”

“You killed him,” Henri whispered, staring at the ground. 

Faron glanced at him nervously. “Will you let me go?” 

Dageran smiled pleasantly, the way a man smiles at a new breed of puppy. “Oh, I mean to set you free, Faron, though perhaps not in the way you expect. Tell me, do you accept my protection or do you not?”

The men holding Henri by his arms pulled him to his feet and turned him to face Faron. 

“Should I give him back his sword?” Dageran asked in a patronizing sort of way.

“No!” Faron snapped. “Please. No, I accept your protection.”

Dageran smiled again. 

“You killed him,” Henri said again, addressing Dageran this time. “You didn’t need to kill him.”

“No?” Dageran replied. “And I suppose I don’t need to kill you either?”

Henri swallowed, as if realizing for the first time the danger he was in. 

“No,” he whispered. “I have no quarrel with bandits. I saw nothing, no one.”

“Bandits?” Dageran mused. “Not hardly.”

“Please,” Henri whispered. “I have a wife. She’s expecting.”

“A wife? Is she wealthy, perhaps?”

“We’ve nothing, my lord. We’re people of no consequence. I was only doing my job. Please.”

“Then you’re hardly worth more to me alive than dead, aren’t you?”

His eyes grew wide as he realized he’d said the wrong thing. “I’ve silver in my pocket. I’ll give it to you. Please, just let me go. I want no trouble.” 

“That’s already mine,” Dageran replied. “John?” A man behind Faron shoved a loaded crossbow into his hands, which he fumbled with, surprised. 

Dageran turned to face him. “My first gift to you, Faron, is this.” He gestured at Henri. “He’s not worth enough silver for ransom, so I give him to you.”

Faron’s brow furrowed, not understanding. 

“Revenge, Faron,” Dageran explained. “This man was going to have you killed only moments ago. I put him in your power if you want it.”

Henri met his gaze, and Faron looked down at the weapon. Was he meant to shoot him?

“Please,” Henri whispered. 

Faron dropped the crossbow, heedless of the coiled string. “I don’t want to kill him!”

Henri exhaled in relief. “Thank you. Oh, thank you, boy. I believe you, you kn—”

“Jakal?” Dageran cut him off. 

Another man behind Faron, who he hadn’t seen until now, stepped out dressed in a leather vest and legs, exposing huge arms and deep onyx skin. Faron had never seen anything like it before. He released Faron’s arms and, in a single motion, drew a thick curved sword from his side and took off Henri’s head.

Faron yelped in surprise and disgust as blood spurted from the stump of Henri’s neck, and he fell backward in the snow. 

“Don’t look like that,” Dageran said, voice still smooth as lamp oil. “I offered you the chance.” 

Jakal wiped his blade on Henri’s tan shirt, lust in his eyes. 

“Dead gods,” Faron whispered, feeling sick.

“They have nothing to do with this, dear apprentice,” Dageran said. “The gods are long gone and their justice with them. Men control souls now, not them. Do you understand?”

Faron could hardly hear, absorbed by the grisly corpse. “No,” he managed to answer.

“It’s simple, really. This man was going to see you dead. The void was due a soul, and I sent it his instead of yours. You’re mine now, Faron—my apprentice and my slave.” Faron jerked his head up in both confusion and fear. “Don’t worry, apprentice. I own your soul now, and I’ll protect you, so long as you give me reason to.”

Dageran gestured toward the corpse. “Now, search his pockets and the other one, too. Bring me what you find, but keep a tenth for yourself. You’ve had a hard day.” He patted Faron on the head. “Jakal, see that he doesn’t run.”
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Faron’s head felt fuzzy, vision blurring. The world spun around him and threatened to pull him down. Hadria? Alive? It was a direct contradiction to the fate he’d learned to cope with, or rather, had been unable to cope with. He maintained no illusions about the end she had surely met—defiled, her corpse left where they could see her but not reach her.

“I-” he stammered. “How can I believe you? What could I even do about it if I did? There’s a whole world to search, and I—” His voice choked off. “I can’t leave, Ulric.” The brand on his neck felt as hot as the day it was burned into him. “I’m his.”

“Not alone, no, but that’s why you’re here, Faron. I mean to help you.”

“Regardless,” Faron said. “Where would I even begin? I’ve never been farther than Blackwood in all my life, and the world is so vast.”

“I know that helplessness you’re feeling. It’s why I lied all those years ago. You were young. You thought you were invincible. If there was even the slightest suspicion Hadria was out there, you would have fled to search under every stone with no idea where to start, and that psychopath of Dageran’s would have had your head. Now, though? Faron, I might know how you can find her.”

Faron’s knuckles turned white as ash as he gripped the tabletop. “Where?” he whispered. “How?”

“Not two days ago, a courier made his way into my tavern. Said he came from the southern pass.”

“Through the snow?” Faron objected. 

“You yourself came from Blackwood only this morning. The snow is melting, Faron—finally. It’s been another long winter, but just north of us, it’s been spring nearly a week. Anyway, stop interrupting. He’s one of Dageran’s men, the kind that charges for information before it loses its value. Evidently, an entire orphanage has gone missing.”

The mention of an orphanage made him think of Clarath and the misery he had resigned her to. He shook his head. “Missing? How does an orphanage go missing?”

“Burned to the ground, that’s how,” Ulric said. “But”—he lifted a finger—“not a single body was found in the ash.”

“That’s a good thing,” Faron said. “It means they got out in time.”

“Only they didn’t get out. Not a soul could be found. There are no bodies anywhere and no survivors either.”

“Well then, where are they?”

“Nowhere to be found.” Ulric lifted his palms to the air. “Same messenger brought back a host of gossip, though, and would you care to guess what other interesting tidbits I learned?”

“What?”

“Folks are saying there’s a new winter beast that looks like a man,” he said. “Walks like a man, talks like a man, but pale as death with white hair and black scars along the veins of his arms.”

Faron’s blood ran cold. 

“Sound familiar?” 

“Sadagon.” 

“Or one of his men,” Ulric agreed. “One of his freak immortals on an errand for Lord Pyre.” He shook his head in a way that bespoke disappointment. “Our broker has it that this man arrived with the snow in the dead of Oktem. Popped in out of nowhere, then disappeared just as suddenly. What do you think the odds are that he vanished the same time as this orphanage?”

“A man who can travel through the snow,” Faron said. “And bearing the same scars as my father.”

“Who else would spirit away an entire enclave of young ones? Most hardly take the time to step around them. Sadagon, though? That’s currency to him—time.”

“How, though?” Faron asked. “How could one man abduct so many children at once? Iron Halls, Ulric, how can anyone travel through the winter without being ripped to shreds?”

“I can’t say. I only know what the messenger passed on. He charged a pretty gold kingpence for it, though.”

“It doesn’t add up,” Faron said, shaking his head, feeling strangely resistive. “Why would a hidden organization leave a trail like this?”

“Trail? Boy, the only people alive who know the first thing about Sadagon Pyre and his immortality are you and me. Now, stop tripping yourself up. There’s a question you haven’t asked me.”

Faron knew the question he meant. It throbbed in his mind, begging for an answer. Still, a small part of him didn’t want to know. To leave meant to die. He almost felt Jakal’s shadowy form behind him already.

He shook his head. “Ulric, I can’t. If I set foot outside of Dageran’s permission, I’m as good as dead.”

“Oh? And what are you now? Is this life?”

“I can’t,” he whispered. 

“Ask,” Ulric insisted. “Ask the question.”

“Where?” He caved, almost yelling as it burst from him.

“Fayevew, the lake city.” 

North. A loud snort came from Synick’s table before fading back to a regular snore. He had evidently passed out.

Fayevew. Faron was no master of maps, but he knew it wasn’t far—not in terms of countries and continents. Could it be true? Could Hadria actually be alive, caged like an animal for slaughter, and all a few weeks travel away? Could he live with himself, knowing that she needed him, and he had done nothing but hurt and burn others for his own advantage? Could he even bring himself to try and escape Dageran’s clutches? Could he stay? His hands shook, but the scream was still gone.

“Easy, lad,” Ulric said. “This is why I didn’t tell you earlier, but now we know where to look for a trail at least; and damn it, Faron, you might have a chance. I can tell Dageran I’ve kept you a few days and earn you a head start. You can find her, Faron.”

A long silence passed between them as Faron studied his shaking hands, breath fluttering in and out. 

“No.”

Ulric’s brow furrowed deeply, and he opened his mouth; but, Faron cut him off. “No, don’t speak,” he commanded. “Damn you, Ulric. Ice take you, but I want to believe you. You’ve told quite a compelling story, but it all hinges on your word. Nothing you’ve said matters if I don’t believe you.”

“What?” Ulric sputtered. “Why would I lie to you, boy? Get your wits collected and think.”

With a wave of the hand, Faron silenced him. “Dageran wants me gone. His patience with me hangs by a thread, and he knows I trusted you.” He shook his head in the dim loft. “I can’t trust you again, Ulric. You said yourself you have no proof, and you have no reason to help me.” He stepped away from the table. “Is he using you? Is he trying to test my loyalty? That’s all he needs, isn’t it? An excuse to take my head off.”

“I’m not lying,” Ulric said. “Damn it, boy—”

“No,” he cut in. “I can’t trust you, Ulric. Not after what you did to me.” He felt himself beginning to panic. There was so much to process, so much to think through. “I know you’re in league with him,” Faron accused. He stepped farther from the table. “I won’t be persuaded to my death—not by his hands and not by yours.” 

Fast as a fox, Faron was over the railing, dropping to the common room below and out the door. Ulric protested desperately, but Faron wasn’t there to hear it. He left the tavern and ran, choosing roads and alleys at random, becoming lost in the embracing night. 

Mortal gods, immortal men, heresy of another time. He pushed off a wall and kept running. Hadria’s voice was strangely absent from his mind even though he wore the ring. Could she really still be alive? No. He couldn’t live with that. He couldn’t live with the idea that he had failed her not once, on the night of the fire, but every night since when he’d failed to go after her. How dare Ulric use his own sister against him, toying with his emotions, and how dare he accuse his father of such atrocities?

He couldn’t believe it, and if he couldn’t believe that, then he couldn’t believe anything else the old man said either. 

For all that, he ran still, panting in the stinging cold of the night but feeling only heat. He wore the wolf ring on the forefinger of his left hand, but Hadria’s voice had abandoned him. He thought of her and heard nothing. That, more than anything, disquieted him: overwhelming, unknowable silence. 

Hadria was dead. Bouren was a butcher. That truth was far simpler.

But there were those scars and the portrait of his father’s face—he shook his head. Ulric had no proof.

Panting, Faron leaned against an unfamiliar wall, realizing that he had succeeded in losing himself. The village looked foreign in the dark. A heavy weight crushed his lungs, and he breathed hard; but, he couldn’t get the breaths to stay. Without the memory of Hadria’s last scream, he felt lonelier than he’d ever thought possible. He twisted the wolf ring and thought of her face, but no sound rang in his mind, no scream or song or haunting cry. He was alone, abandoned.

Air would not stay in his chest, and he felt like he was drowning. Gradually, Faron slid down the wall until he rested on his haunches. Another whisper crept inside him, slower, softer, and quieter than the scream he knew so well. The sweet susurration of that endless pit called to him again. He saw in his mind’s eye the invisible swirling of the blackness that yearned to embrace him, the coldness of the dark and the promises it made.

Forget.

Pain redoubled in his soul, made sharper for the seed of hope he’d felt—pain for the violence he’d caused, the lives he’d ruined, including his own, pain for the acts he’d committed and choices made, pain for the memory of his sister which he couldn’t carry any longer.

Forget.

Face contorting in a feral agony, he found tears again, and they bathed his face. Why couldn’t he just forget? Finally, his sister’s scream came back to him, filling his ears with the echoing cry. He choked on his sobs, but they didn’t relent. Gripping his knees and burying his face, he shook, keening for the comfort of that blackness.

A hand touched his shoulder, and he jumped, recoiling in surprise. Synick stood above him, an incongruous look of melancholy on his face. Faron turned away from the soft moonlight, hiding his tear-streaked cheeks. Idiot, he berated himself. Tears had stopped coming to him years before when they had seemingly gone dry, and now they betrayed his mortal fragility with every bead.

To Faron’s surprise, Synick made no overwhelming paternal movements as he had on the bridge. He didn’t even make sport of the breakdown. He was acting very odd. He wasn’t even smiling. In place of his slanted grin and irritating jibes, he dropped a single heavy sack on Faron’s gathered knees. It clinked softly.

“What’s this?” Faron asked after a moment to calm his breathing.

“A significant portion of my life these past months, but I want you to have it.”

Faron eyed the sack. “Why?” he croaked.

“You think he’s right, don’t you? You think your sister is still out there somewhere.”

“She’s dead, Synick. I’m no fool.”

“Then why would you feel so vulnerable inside that tavern, prompting you to run all the way out here?”

“… aren’t you supposed to be drooling drunk?”

“Oh, I am drunk, just not too drunk. You get better at it eventually. Besides, no amount of alcohol will keep me from a good eavesdropping, especially when I have to keep an eye on you.” He smiled, then frowned. “Don’t change the subject. You think he’s right, don’t you?”

“No!” Faron shot back angrily. “Anyone can spin a tale. That doesn’t make it true.”

“Yes, and anyone can take that tale and shred it to pieces, forming their own narrative that’s easier and more convenient to believe. And anyone could just as easily find a detailed drawing of your father—a butcher and a nobody—and have an explanation for mysterious scars that aren’t replicable or natural. Plus, you would certainly have run away into these muddy alleys if the old man’s words had no effect on you. Everyone does that, right? And”—he lifted a finger—“Ulric clearly has so much to gain by deceiving you.”

“Enough with the sarcasm.”

“Alright, fine then.” Synick crouched down and joined Faron against the wall. “Look, we’ve known each other a long time. You’ve never really had both feet in this business, and things have been…” He hesitated, trying to find the right words. “Hard, recently.” Faron looked down, cheeks stinging. “This is an unexpected opportunity. I know I can’t watch you all the time, and you’ll never be happy here. Sooner or later, you’re bound to do something stupid, you know?” He didn’t get a response. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think you should go.”

Faron wiped his eyes with an arm and gave the older boy a confused look. “You of all people?”

“I know. I love it here, but that’s me. You never seem to be able to forget and have fun. Besides, the way you drag your feet taking jobs, either you or Dageran will have you in eventually. At least if you run, you have a chance.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. You said yourself not two days ago that I wouldn’t make it two hours before Jakal found me. What’s changed since then?” Before Synick could answer, he added, “No one escapes the guild, Synick. Everyone knows that.”

“Well, no one’s ever had help, have they?” Faron was silent, questioning. “I mean, I wouldn’t be directly involved, but in the shadows, and Ulric said he wanted to help, too.”

“You would help me escape?”

“If only to be rid of you, sure.”

“If we’re caught, you’ll be killed.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. If we’re caught, you’ll be killed. Dageran loves me. Besides, you’re working so hard to do yourself in anyway. I figure, what’s the risk?”

“What’s the risk?” Faron repeated. Ulric might be lying, and Faron would undoubtedly be killed if he was; but, if he wasn’t? He’d have to accept that Hadria needed him, and he had let her go. He had slept on a framed bed with piles of furs, and she had slept in a cage. He would have to accept that he had failed her every day, and not just once. He’d have to accept that his father wasn’t who he said he was. Could he live with that? If he did, he could find her. He could free her. “What’s the risk?” Faron repeated again.

“That’s the spirit!” Synick said, and Faron nodded, rising to his feet. “Now come on. I imagine that wrinkly geezer has more he wants to tell you.”

Faron inhaled deeply. “I still don’t know if I believe him. How much of that did you hear anyway?”

Synick looked surprised. “What, you really need to ask? All of it. Atha’s tits,” he cursed. “Who do you think you’re dealing with? Anyway, I think he’s being honest with you. He believes what he’s saying.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Dunno.” He shrugged. “You’ve said yourself that your sister’s hair is a golden blonde. That’s really rare this far south. Everyone else in this backwater village is dark-haired. It makes sense that you probably came from somewhere else.”

“Your hair is blond.”

“Barely, but that proves my point. I’m also not from here.”

“That’s just one minor detail.”

“Still, it’s something.” He shrugged. “And besides, this doesn’t feel like Dageran’s hand, Faron. I’m not saying he’s above laying traps for his apprentices, but this doesn’t feel like him. Dageran lacks subtlety. What I’m saying is, I think Ulric is telling the truth.” Faron shivered. “Look, it’s snowing freezing, so are we going to get your sorry backside back in that tavern or not?”

Faron sniffled and nodded slowly, glad for his friend’s support. He let Synick tug him to his feet and tow him back to Ulric’s tavern. The steps creaked under Faron’s feet as they climbed back into the empty loft, and the old man turned around, addressing Synick first. “You’re a ripe piece of shite, you know that?”

“I won’t pretend to misconstrue that as a compliment, but it really does bring me pleasure to hear you say it. But come now, look. I brought him back, see?”

The old man turned his attention to Faron, seeming wary. “He practically followed you right out. Was probably listening the whole time, blast him.” Synick beamed and sat.

Faron cut through the small talk. “Why do you want to help me?”

“I’ve always wanted to help. That’s why I brought you into the guild in the first place. I don’t expect you to appreciate it, but it’s why you’re still alive.”

Faron interrupted him. “If you’ve known all this before, why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“What would you have done if I did tell you? Run off into the sunset searching at random? No. You would have stayed where you were, or worse—ran off and lost your head to that Kaorn madman. I’m only telling you now because there’s a chance you can do something about it.”

“The orphanage?”

“Yes,” he emphasized. “They never found any bodies—that is, none of the children. There were a few caretakers pulled from the ashes, but not a single child’s corpse was found.” He lifted a finger. “Not one. In my opinion, that makes it even more likely, not less, that Sadagon is involved.” He looked from Synick to Faron, clearly uncomfortable talking in front of them both. “And if you find Sadagon,” he speculated. “You’ll find her.”

“That’s a wide conjecture,” Faron rebutted. “It could have just been an accident. Their bodies could be in the lake.”

Synick cut in with a shake of the head. “Bodies in that lake don’t go unnoticed. They get pulled up in nets and on fishing lines if they aren’t seen floating. That’s not it.” Faron gave him a quizzical look but didn’t pry further.

“I know it’s not what I told you years ago, but they never found Hadria’s body either,” Ulric said. “And I’ll wager it’s for the same reason. They’re not dead. They’re taken. With the rumors of the man with the scars, it’s too much to ignore, boy. I’m telling you, Hadria lives.”

Faron breathed slowly. He wanted to believe, but it was difficult beyond words to release the image he’d held for so long of her corpse on the snow. Past that, believing came with a host of other issues. It only just occurred to him that if Hadria was still alive, so was Sadagon. Whatever problems that brought with it, it also meant he could kill him. Strange how motivating that felt.

“I don’t believe a word of slander you’ve said against my father,” Faron said. “But… I will go to Fayevew.” The words felt like how he imagined wind under wings must feel.

Ulric glanced at Synick, who was watching them openly. “I don’t think we should be talking around this one.”

“He’s fine. He wants to help. But where do we start?”

“He’s Dageran’s pet.”

Synick’s smile never wavered as he replied. “True, but you see, I just hate Faron something fierce, on account of him never bathing, so I’m keen to be rid of him.”

Ulric repaid him with a flat stare and said, “That’s everything that I know, boy, about your father, your sister, and the man who took them both from you. I know you hate me for bringing you into the guild, but I did what I did to help you; and, I don’t regret it over the alternative, at least. You asked earlier what you’ve been saved for? Well, this is it. You can choose not to trust me or believe a word of what I’ve said. It doesn’t matter. It’s true. I think your sister is out there somewhere, waiting for you, and despite my best interests, I care, boy. Winter storms, but I do.”

Faron stared at the flickering candle, wolf ring spinning about his finger.

Silence. Her voice was gone again. It felt less like abandonment this time and more like an answer. Hadria was alive. No matter the truths it came with, he could believe. Once again, peaceful silence filled his thoughts along with a powerful resonating feeling he did not immediately recognize. It bloomed within him like an ice lily in a frozen crag until he finally recognized what it was—a sense of purpose—and it banished the guilty scream inside his mind. Hadria was alive, and he would find her.

Unexpected tears leaped unbidden to the corners of Faron’s eyes, this time tears of joy, but he still held them back. Finally, he nodded, a true smile touching his lips. “Okay. Where do we start?”

“Tonight,” Synick interjected. Ulric and Faron both cast him a look. “You go tonight. You’ll never get a better chance than now.”

“Tonight? I don’t have supplies.”

“Rushed work is sloppy work,” Ulric said. “You’ll only be stumbling over your own feet in the dark. Sleep here, then make your way in the morning. A night’s rest will do you well, and I’ll have a chance to see you properly supplied.”

“No,” Synick cut in. “You leave tonight. A lack of supplies might kill you, but Dageran’s hunters will if they know where to look, and they always have before.” He let it sink in. “This is the only way.”

“If I leave right now, I’ll indict you in the process,” Faron argued, stomach flipping as he said it. Was he really doing this? Could it truly be happening? “Better that I slip away quietly.” 

“Not if I’m the one to report you,” Synick argued. “That’ll free me of suspicion.”

Faron just furrowed his brow.

“If you leave tonight on horseback and I leave at the same time on foot, by the time I reach the guild to report that you’ve run, you’ll be half a day past Blackwood already. Hopefully enough of a head start for you and a small enough time gap for me that I won’t be suspected. What’s more, I’ll tell them that you fled toward Silvercrest and perhaps Murcosta. That’s a small enough lie that I should be able to slip it past Dageran.” He hesitated for a small moment. “Maybe.”

“Do you…” Faron struggled to voice his thought. “Do you think you could tell him…” He flushed with shame.

“Tell him what?” Synick prodded.

“Tell him that I’m dead? That I jumped into the chasm? He wouldn’t chase me at all then.” Faron’s eyes flicked to Ulric as if he’d overheard an intimate confession, then focused back on Synick.

It was silent for a long time before Synick shook his head. “It’s a good idea, but no. He’ll smell that lie on me a mile away. I don’t think I could even slip that one past Jakal.”

“But—” Faron started.

“I can’t do it.” Synick reaffirmed with an edge to his voice. “He’ll know. I can sell them the idea that you’ve ran off and maybe skew the direction a little if I’m not asked too directly, but I can’t tell them you’re dead. He’ll know, Faron. He’ll read it in me like a book.”

Ulric nodded in affirmation. “I’ve never known a man to lie to that madman and live. Even something as small as the wrong gate is a massive risk.”

“I can sell it,” Synick confirmed. “Trust me. Not being followed at all is obviously preferable, but this I can do. With luck, they won’t ever even pick up your trail. That’s more than anyone has ever had to work with, and if anyone is capable of outrunning Jakal, it’s you. You sleep, what, three, four hours a night?”

Faron nodded. That certainly explained the deep bags under his eyes, but at the moment, he couldn’t feel them. Excitement filled him. Escape! Just the concept made his heart burst with alacrity. A determined energy he had not felt in years, and never so powerfully, filled him to his core. No accusatory scream rang within his mind. All was silent. Hadria was alive, and he was going to find her, no matter the costs.

Faron reflected on the evening’s events. Had all this really happened in one night? Waking up that morning felt like it was weeks ago, and staring into that bottomless pit felt like months. He was a whole new person—younger, stronger—like how he used to imagine he could be.

He tightened a fist. Faron wasn’t exactly what he’d imagined in his youth. He was dangerous now: cunning, cruel, and skilled with both knife and crossbow. Skills forced upon him by Dageran’s ruthless persistence would now aid him in escaping that very same brotherhood.

“I can do this,” was all he said.

Ulric nodded his consent. “That just might work. I don’t like it, though. It feels rushed. ‘Haste makes waste’ my father always said.”

“And where is your father now, hmm?” Synick butted in. Apparently, he had been silent and serious for too long. “Perhaps a little haste is what he needed.”

Before Ulric could curse and wave Synick off, Faron objected, “No. He’s right, Ulric. It’s the only way. Either I leave now or not at all.”

“You’ll have to gather supplies for him,” Synick said. “I’ll send him with coin, but he’ll need far more—food, blankets, a travel saddle, and pack—those kinds of things.”

“I have a fine pack I can spare, and I’ll fill it as well; but, I can’t speak for a travel saddle. The stable masters would have one, certainly, but not at this hour; and, I won’t abide you thieving from these merchants, either.” He gave Synick a pointed look.

“Fine, you’ll have to buy one once you reach Iron Shoals. How far is that, anyway?” Synick asked. Faron did not know either.

“I forgot that you guild rats never leave that cave of yours, except for Blackwood and here. I thought Dageran would have let you venture out farther, at least,” he said to Synick. “It’s a five-day journey on horseback, more if you’re walking. I’ll also have to find you a suitable map, I suppose, and a compass as well.”

“That’ll be fine then,” Synick concluded. “Your current saddle has enough bags to pack for five days, but you’ll have to buy something better once you reach Iron Shoals. The distance from there to Fayevew is nearly three times that, if the maps I’ve seen are accurate.”

“They are,” Ulric confirmed. “It should be roughly fourteen days from Iron Shoals to Fayevew, with next to nothing in between. Fayevew must have some satellite villages, but I’ve never heard of them before.”

Synick shook his head. “It doesn’t. Not close, at least. Fayevew uses boats to travel quickly, so their supporting villages are much farther out and all to the north where their quarries are. They won’t help you. It’ll be a straight shot to the lake city.”

“And how do you know that?” Faron asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Synick said. “It just is. The point remains that you’ll need a much larger pack saddle than the one you’ve got. You’ll have to resupply there as well. There should be enough money in that purse I gave you for both and plenty more besides. There’s gold in there.”

“What about snowbeasts?” Faron asked, suddenly cautious.

“You shouldn’t have to worry about that,” Ulric said. “It’s not common, but the more determined travelers make it safely before even the snow is melted. Winter beasts know better than to wait around for the sun to cook them, usually. Besides, Dageran’s informant just made the trip, and he started two weeks ago. The snowbeasts are either gone or dead by now.” Faron nodded, but still felt concerned. 

“Oh, you’re always so worried about snowbeasts,” Synick said. “Honestly, it’s like you’ve spent the last half-decade outside city walls, not in a snowing cave. You’ll be fine.”

Ulric stood from the table. “I’m going to see what supplies I can find. What’s in that pack, though?”

Faron counted. “A flint and steel, a change of clothes, and my blacks.”

“The blacks can double as traveling clothes. They’re fine leather. No brambles or light rain will bother you in those. As for the flint, it’s a nice sentiment, but I’ll fetch you a true tinder box. As for you”—he pointed at Faron—“eat something. Decent meals will be few and far between for you now, so fill while you can. I’ll send up that worthless assistant of mine with something.”

Though Faron had eaten recently, the night was getting late, and their conversation had run long. Besides, he now found he had more of an appetite than he could previously remember. When a tired-looking Byrd came up the stairs with a generous plate of lamb and small winter potatoes covered in steaming brown gravy, Faron let himself enjoy it, eating more than he had in years.

Synick, eyeing the plate, mumbled, “I’m pretty sure that’s meant for both of us, evidenced by the single fork and knife.” Faron, surprised by himself, loosed a laugh, and they shared the fork.

Before the hour had turned, Ulric walked back up the steps with a great armful that he deposited at the end of the table. It held blankets, a bedroll, a backpack, several lengths of rope, a small carving knife and sheath, a tin tinderbox, a glass lantern and oil container, a canteen and water skin, and a bag stuffed with brown paper parcels. Ulric picked the bag up. “Bread,” he said. “Do not pack it next to these.” He lifted another heavier bag filled with carrots, apples, nuts, berries, and a few other fruits. He deposited a third bag, also containing brown paper and a reddish-brown wax. “Dried beef,” he explained, “and cheese. As much of it as I can spare. Each wheel of cheese will spoil within a day or two after opening it, so eat it quickly once you do. However, the beef will dry out long before the cheese goes bad, so eat it first. Make sure that this bundle does get packed next to the bread.” 

He laid out the bedroll and showed Faron how to roll it so it would work even when wet. 

“I don’t have a reliable way for you to pack water, so you’ll have to refill the water skin at streams along the way if you can’t find snow.” He pointed to a map. “They’re marked on there. You know how to use a compass? Good.”

Faron surveyed the pile. “Will I need a pot or something to cook with?”

“What you need is haste,” Ulric countered. “You might not like it, but I’ve packed you mostly dry foods that don’t need cooking. Time spent cooking is time Dageran’s trackers are catching up to you. You mustn’t bother with it. You have bread, heavy and unleavened but filling, dried meat and cheese, and some fruit and vegetables. None of it needs to be cooked. You’ll hate it all before the week is out, but anything that saves you time might save your life. You can be sure that Kaorn tracker of Dageran’s won’t be packing a saucer and kettle if he thinks he has to chase you far.” He tied the bedroll and showed Faron how to organize the rest of his assortment.

“Eat in the saddle when you can, but don’t sleep. Your horse won’t lead himself. If you must sleep, do so when the horse is tired, and make sure he’s had enough water before you do. Only create fires from dry wood, and keep them small. Smoke will give you away to anyone who follows you, and never look into the flames.” Faron raised a confused eye. “They will blind you to your surroundings. If someone wants to kill you, they won’t even have to sneak if your eyes are fixed on the brightest thing in the night.”

“How do you know all this?” Faron asked, a little surprised by the tirade of advice.

“I traveled once when I was young.” His eyes became sad. “I would go with you if I thought I could keep up, but I’m as much a slave as you are, boy. Besides, I’m old. I’d only slow you down.” Faron looked surprised. “You’re not the only one who wants to escape Dageran’s clutches. I wish I’d never started with him in the first place. I suppose I’m just an old man out of his depth.” He changed the subject. “Come on, help me carry these to the stable.”

Faron changed into his blacks and followed. The cold was almost unnoticeable in the soft leather clothes. Ulric helped him organize his saddlebags and distribute the weight around the deep black horse.

“You should go,” Synick said. “I’ll give you an hour or so head start, then I’ll have to lose this horse somehow and make my way back to the guild. Jakal will follow you. I’ll try and send him west, but you know how well he tracks. Assume he is always right behind you, and you might just make it far enough that he won’t follow.”

Faron nodded. “Thank you, Synick.” He lifted the heavy coin purse. “For everything.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Wait until you’re riding like a prince in a molded leather saddle.” He winked. “For what it’s worth, Faron, I hope I never see you again.”

He smiled, understanding the statement for what it was. “Goodbye, Synick,” he said, unsure of how to depart. Unprompted, Synick pulled him into a quick embrace and then released him, as if embarrassed. Without a word, Faron climbed atop Onyx. “Goodbye, Ulric.” He paused. “Thank you. For convincing me, I mean.”

“Just don’t die, boy.”

“I won’t go easily,” Faron said, leading the horse out of its stall.

“Wait!” Synick said, causing Faron to pull on the reins. He pulled the crossbow and quiver off his back. “Take this,” he urged, “in case of snowbeasts—or Jakal.” Faron accepted the weapon and bolts with a nod and a word of thanks, slinging them both over his shoulder. 

“There’s one more thing you should know,” Ulric said, catching Faron’s gaze. “Did I mention that city of Sadagon’s? The one built around the life spile?”

Faron nodded. 

“Well, if Sadagon or whoever it was isn’t in Fayevew anymore, then they’ll be there.”

Faron’s brow wrinkled. “Do you mean the Lost City?”

He nodded. “I do.”

Faron had to force his heart to maintain a steady pace. “Ulric, the Lost City is just that—lost. Not a person or map exists that remembers it. Even the name is lost.”

“Not to you,” Ulric said. “I don’t know where it is, how far, or even the first idea how to find it, but Bouren told me this much: Its name is Vam Aranath. If she’s not in Fayevew, she’ll be there. Find out what happened at that orphanage, and you’ll find her.”

Faron nodded and took a moment to commit the name to memory.

“Faron,” Ulric said with finality. They made eye contact, and he hesitated. “Don’t bring her back. If you find her, you take her far away, away from Dageran.” Faron nodded and, filled with a newfound determination, turned and rode into the night. The sleepy gate guards gave him no trouble when he demanded to be let out, and he soon found himself outside the city wall, with no light other than the moon and his small lantern and no eyes to watch him.

“I’m coming, Hadria,” he whispered into the darkness. “I’m coming.”

Silence.








  
  
  The Mountain Pass

  
  




Growing up, Faron’s idea of the outside world mostly consisted of small hills covered in green-yellow grass and patches of pines and aspens, all outnumbered by an army of small oaks. In more recent years, he had seen only ebony and stone, the trademarks of Blackwood. Now, he had passed them both and left them far behind, the jagged ranges of the Therodran peaks swallowing him, pulling him deeper and deeper into their stony bowels. Ranges he had once gazed upon as a child towered above him in powerful majesty. The night had been long but the most wonderful of his life. The sky had since turned gray, and the earliest morning rays were peaking over the distant horizon, striking the highest tips of the mountain range with violent shades of pink and orange. Faron felt he had never seen anything so beautiful.

Reveling in his freedom, Faron slowly led his horse away from the pursuit that surely followed. Onyx had been faithfully persevering through the long hours of the night and could go no faster. Soon, she’d have to stop completely. At the top of this switchback, still only a fraction up the side of the tremendous cliff, he allowed her to rest. He dismounted by a fresh patch of new grass shoots. “There, girl,” Faron said, patting her side. She had performed admirably for a loan horse. Already, she seemed completely comfortable around Faron, though she had only known him for a day. 

He hurriedly ate an apple while his mount grazed wearily. Under the cover of night, he had felt a sense of relative safety, but he hadn’t been the only one traveling. Somewhere to the west, Synick had walked the long dark tunnels underneath the two cities and had reported to Dageran by now. Whatever illusions he’d maintained about safety were fleeing quickly. 

Onyx nibbled at the grass tiredly, and Faron felt anxiousness return to him. Jakal’s beast wouldn’t go half as slow up these hills. Massive, ashen, and muscled like an eel, his horse thundered if it moved at all, and it never tired. Legend told of the great horses of Kaor that could run for weeks without food or water. It was said the only thing the Kaorn valued more than their horses was the defense of their borders. They were a mysterious and violent people. Suddenly, Synick’s false trail and short delay didn’t feel like such an advantage.

When scanning the forested and hilly surroundings for signs of pursuit proved fruitless, Faron fed the remains of his apple to his tired horse and furrowed his brow when she was still hungry. Jakal could track a rat in a city. If he didn’t keep moving, he was as good as dead.

“That won’t do,” he said to himself, and an idea struck him. Spying a thick patch of yellow stalks just off the road, he jumped into the midst of them and uprooted as much as he could. Within a few minutes, a large armful lay bundled under one arm. The pollen made him sneeze, but only once. The dead grass was wet after a long winter. “Come on, girl,” he said to the horse, waving a handful of the stuff. She eyed it appreciatively and accepted the gift, quickly pulling it down her gullet with large, flat teeth. “There we go,” he said, patting her as she chewed. That made things much faster. After a few handfuls, Faron untied her reins and mounted the saddle, long stalks still under his arm. The horse seemed reluctant to be back on the road but obeyed all the same. Leaning over the saddle, Faron caught her attention with a handful of the dead shoots and fed them into her mouth. She chewed past the bit and seemed to swallow just fine, so he gave her another.

After coming startlingly close to walking off the edge of the cliff face, Faron realized that Onyx deviated to whichever side he fed her from and made a point to change hands each time they rounded a switchback. Apart from that, there seemed to be no issue feeding her from the saddle, so Faron let her eat as she walked and silently hoped she didn’t develop a stomachache—if horses had those kinds of things.

Eventually, the grass ran out, and Faron increased their pace, promising to find Onyx a beautiful patch of something green to nibble when they stopped for the night. He gnawed a heavy piece of unleavened brown bread as they made their way up the path, the air growing colder every hour. Patches of snow became more and more common this high up, despite the sun’s presence on his soft black leather. He couldn’t help but feel anxious over the white mounds, even with Ulric’s reassurance. The cold wind didn’t help either, although his blacks broke it nicely. He shrugged his shoulder as if to be sure the crossbow was still there. 

Finally, with Faron’s backside feeling sore as a burst blister, they mounted the final rise, and the path sloped down, back toward the earth that sprawled out below them. He felt the tugging desire to stop and stare at the mountain peaks below him and the closeness of the clouds, but he felt Dageran’s anger more. There was no time to appreciate the hard-earned view. 

In the shadow of the mountains, the path descended into a winding valley that pointed toward the ocean, a thing Faron had heard of but never seen. The air grew warm again, even as the sun began to descend, signaling the end of his first day as a free man. He stopped by a stream engorged with melted snow and tied Onyx with a long rope. The grass here was tall and fresh, and she was eager to stop. Faron would be lying if he said he felt differently. 

Under the protection of a small, leafless tree, Faron built a weak fire from the driest sticks he could find. The breeze drifting down from the mountains had a cold bite to it. As always, when Faron looked into the flames, he thought of his father and sister. Ulric’s words about them left him with mixed feelings. On one hand, Hadria was still alive, which was both wonderful and terrible, but on the other hand, to accept that truth meant to accept the horror of his father’s past and the men he worked for. Could he believe one and not the other?

Silver wolf ring twisting around his finger, Faron lay down beside the fire, which was slowly burning to embers. His troubled thoughts felt strangely alone in his silent mind, which somehow unnerved him more than Hadria’s scream ever could. He forced his thoughts away and drifted off to sleep.

When he woke, he felt sorer than he had thought possible. His back hurt from riding, even with the saddle, and his neck ached from looking over his shoulder so frequently. The moon had fallen below the horizon, and the embers beside him had gone dark, though they still emitted a soft warmth. 

Faron rose from his bedroll and waited for the feeling of groggy confusion to slip away. When he remembered he was not in his carved stone room, he flipped his eyes about, searching for a light in the darkness. He was alone. His heart thudded with what came close to panic, but he quickly calmed down. For the moment at least, he was safe. Onyx slept beside him, white puffs of breath escaping into the air through her nostrils. The night was surprisingly noisy with crickets and other insects out in force. Somewhere nearby, an owl hooted.

As the grogginess slipped away, so too did the bleariness in his eyes, and he gaped when they cleared completely. The sky stretched above him a million years into the past, oceans of stars glittering and gleaming red, blue, yellow, and orange. It had been years since he’d seen such a perfect display, and it was staggering. Even though he worked mostly at night, Blackwood’s light pollution blurred out the greater portion of the night’s light, and sleeping in a cave did little to provide opportunities to stargaze. Besides, Faron hadn’t had the presence of mind to see beauty for years now. 

A large, white streak of numberless stars created a brilliant rift in the sky, like a scar in the ceiling of the world. At the base of the white fissure crossed a deep red swatch of twinkling lights, pulsating deeply and faintly. Faron stared, awestruck for several minutes as the celestial display twinkled and shone for his amazement. When he regained his breath, he woke Onyx from her standing slumber, and they made their way along the dark path, lit only by his small lantern. 

Despite his fear of creating a beacon for anyone behind him, the fear of Onyx misstepping or even walking off an unseen cliff was more immediate, so he trimmed his light to a high wick and kept his eyes ahead. 

Without any stops, the early morning passed, and the world turned from black to gray, then finally to the full colors of the stony cliffs that surrounded them. At the sunrise’s peak, he picketed his horse and allowed her to eat, laying on his side while she did. If his backside had been sore before, it was inflamed now. Gingerly, he shifted further onto his side. Onyx’s trot was not jarring, but neither was it pleasant. Faron had never spent so much time on a horse before, even collectively. He suspected his small proficiency at riding held some blame for his misery. 

After a few minutes, he took advantage of the stop and refilled his canteen from the water skin. They had not passed a stream since the night before, and Ulric’s map indicated that they likely wouldn’t until later that night. Faron helped the black horse drink heavily from the water skin and was surprised how little was left after she was sated. He would have to be careful, but a few hours without water was the least of his worries. For now, he could pack snow into the skin and wait for it to melt. 

He tenderly sat on a stone overlooking the path behind while chewing a large chunk of dried beef. It was flavorful, if dry, and he ate a good portion of it, gathering up more bundles of grass once it was gone. 

He found in the morning light that the path had descended deep into a canyon between two towering mountains, and trees once again surrounded him on all sides. The trail was thick and well worn, matted with dark brown earth and leaves. The smell of loam was deep and permeating. 

Looking back the way he had come, he felt a sudden spike of anxiety. The section of path he could see was short. Jakal could be less than a mile away, and Faron wouldn’t even know it. Wasting no more time, he jumped back into the saddle and continued eating up the miles between them and Iron Shoals.

By midday, Onyx’s loyal footsteps had become so languid and exhausted that Faron gave in and stopped. He knew that the depleted horse had traveled far longer than she probably ever had in such a short amount of time and on far less sleep. If he drove her this hard for much longer, he could permanently injure her, so he grudgingly stopped for a few hours to let her sleep. It was all the time he could afford, and even then, it filled him with great anxiety. Jakal would not be resting.

He thought of the rage Dageran flew into whenever an apprentice ran. It was worse if Jakal or his other hunters didn’t return within the first day. Faron frowned as he thought of Clarath and the injuries she might soon bear in his name. Dageran could be frighteningly out of control when he lost property.

No, Faron thought fervently. I will not feel guilt for Dageran’s actions. He is the monster, not me. He needed to whisper it a few times before he believed it. Even so, he would do whatever it took to escape Dageran’s clutches, but he could not flee on a dead horse. He would give her one hour, he decided, then it would be time to move. 

Onyx spent that hour sleeping by a small brook with high Rhododendron bushes on the far side, free of leaves and flowers. They had reached the stream hours earlier than Faron expected, and he was pleased. They were making good time. Every minute he outpaced Jakal was one minute closer to Fayevew, where he might have a chance to hide among the thousands of the lake city.

They pushed on after their rest and continued until nightfall. The next day the path led near the coast, a hazy blue smear obfuscating the line between ocean and sky. On the third day, Faron passed the white body of a fox, its red eyes forced closed. Even with the warmth surrounding them, Faron put an arrow in it before getting too close, just to be sure. Faron couldn’t tell if it had died when the snow melted or if it was killed by something larger, and he didn’t stop to find out. That night, though, he took extra precautions, just in case. 

By now, Onyx seemed to grow more accustomed to the odd schedule Faron kept, sleeping more deeply during their rests and eating more quickly with him on her back. It hardly seemed healthy, but it was better than dying. Still, if Onyx was tired, Faron was exhausted. Each night came with less and less sleep, worrying about where his pursuers might be.

When the light of day faded, and Onyx’s steps came with more and more effort, Faron dismounted. The path had taken them to another mountain, and they had made good progress up its slope. The road was harder here, having been dry longer, and they left less visible prints. There was that to be grateful for, at least.

Leading her by a tether, Faron guided the panting horse through a grove of tall, leafless aspens. They moved far enough in that the barren trunks became thick between them and the road. A patch of scrub oak, still clinging to dead leaves, made for a convenient picket and hiding place for them to sleep, so Faron stopped there. It was a better hiding place than they’d had the previous night. Faron thought he might actually be able to find some sleep here.

The ground beneath them was soft, packed with decades of dead leaves and degrading branches. It made for a good bed but poor grazing. Opening his dwindling supply of food, Faron gave his horse the last of his carrots and apples, which she ate happily. He petted her mane a few times and nodded as he examined the sky above them. Clouds had rolled in earlier in the day and threatened rain, but it looked like they had cleared up. 

Without a fire, Faron rolled out his blankets and promptly fell asleep.








  
  
  Popping Sap and Blistered Skin

  
  




Thunder rang across his ears, and he woke with a start, heart leaping into his throat. It wasn’t thunder from the sky he heard but the thunder of pounding hooves. Leaping from his blankets, he crawled around the thicket of oak, peering toward the road. The sound of hoofbeats became louder as he watched, familiar but no less threatening because of it. 

With no sign of a lantern and at a full gallop, the silhouette of a tall, lithe figure streaked across the road, backlit only by thousands of stars. Still, Faron barely saw it. His heart stopped all the same—Jakal. How was he riding without a light to see by? And how could he see anything at that speed? Faron counted himself lucky that he hadn’t yet gone back to the road. 

Too frightened even to breathe, Faron waited as the hoofbeats continued down the path. 

Keep going, he thought, hiding like a mouse from an eagle. Keep snowing going.

The hoofbeats stopped.

Lifting off the ground slightly to peek into the night, Faron saw the tall man wheeling around on his horse, head toward the ground. 

My trail, Faron realized with dread. He can see my trail. But at that speed? In the dark? It was impossible. And yet, the hunter turned back around, studying the dirt. More slowly now, the giant horse and rider retraced their steps.

Gods. Faron panicked. He can see my prints. He’ll come right to me. 

Something silver reflected a sliver of moonlight. 

Dead gods, he’s found me. All the pushing and scrambling to maintain his lead was for nothing. Jakal was here, and Faron was as good as dead. If he couldn’t outrun the man with a significant lead, he couldn’t get away without one. Could he fight the assassin? Faron glanced at his crossbow, but it wasn’t loaded. If Jakal didn’t hear him moving, he’d certainly hear the crank, and he’d never kill the hunter with a knife. 

His breath came faster and faster until he breathed so hard, he thought for sure Jakal could hear him. He couldn’t run, he couldn’t hide, and he doubted he’d fare well against this man in a fight. Faron was good with a knife but nowhere near Jakal’s level of skill. He’d have to ambush him. Slipping his dagger from the sheath, he pushed himself up into a crouch and mastered his breathing. He wouldn’t go down without a fight.

Moving to step around the thicket of oak, a leather flask at Onyx’s side caught his eye—lamp oil.

Fire—fire and screams.

He didn’t have a choice. Grabbing the flask, he unstoppered the cork with his knife and spread the contents all across the ground, steering clear of Onyx. Still on horseback, Jakal came closer and closer. The horse was stepping with more care than Faron thought he could do himself. It was a dangerous animal. Fishing through his pack for the striker, he crept to the far side of the thicket where he picked up the lantern. It felt full. Praying that there was enough brush between them, he turned his back and sent a small shower of sparks onto the wick, shuttering the blinds before the light could grow. Small lines of light peaked through the shades, but he hid them with his body.

Flames—flames rose in his mind. Twisted scars across his chest and shoulder flared with pain like he was being branded. His hands fared no better, shaking and hurting terribly. 

Jakal was close now. Heart drumming almost loud enough to hear, Faron hid behind his horse, waiting. Like a wraith in a graveyard, Jakal rounded the corner of the thicket, directly above the pool of oil. Faron threw the lantern with all his might. It shattered with a crash of glass.

Fire leaped into the air, scorching the horse’s underbelly and painting the trees with a sickly light. Faron dove behind Onyx, who reared in terror, but she wasn’t alone. For all his majesty, Jakal’s horse spooked too, rearing and kicking as the fire burned him. Jakal was tossed from the saddle. 

Not waiting for Onyx to come back down, Faron leaped up behind her and seized both saddle and mane. Eyes wide and nostrils flared, the horse bolted, not waiting for him to get situated. He managed to hold on. 

Wind whipped his hair as Onyx ran like he’d never seen, the fear of awakening to fire spurring her to move. Even as the trees whistled past, Faron heard the singing of a knife as it hurtled through the air. With a sharp clang, it glanced off a nearby tree. 

Whipping his head around, he saw firelight dancing on the hunter’s dark skin, another arm raised with a silver blade. His gray-white horse screamed several feet away, startled and fearful but not wholly spooked. Fire raced across the forest floor, consuming the bone-dry branches and leaves with frightful speed.

Faron cursed. He had hoped Jakal’s horse would run, but it was more obedient than that. Reaching for another oil vial, he unstoppered it with his teeth and emptied it in a long line across the ground. If he couldn’t strip Jakal of his superior steed, he would strip him of a path instead. The oil hardly seemed necessary. The fire followed him almost as quickly as a horse could run, but when it reached the beginning of his oil trail, it caught up to them almost instantly. It soon raced ahead in an unbroken line off to the side, growing thicker and thicker with every heartbeat.

Screams, blistering skin—his vision began blotting from the bottom right. 

He shoved the memory away and urged Onyx even faster. Glancing behind, he saw Jakal through the trees, Kaor steed nearly settled. Glancing again, he saw the fire spreading even farther.

Hurry, he wished. Faster. 

The fire raced across the narrow road. By the time Jakal had a foot in the stirrups, the shrubs and trees blazed in an orange light. Everything burned, except the path ahead and behind. Onyx still dashed through the trees, the smell of smoke and sight of fire terrifying her in a way only animals could understand—animals, and Faron.

A curtain of flame surged beside them, leaping from one branch to another and tree to tree, threatening to cut them off from the road. Releasing his death grip on the saddle, Faron reached for the reins and steered Onyx toward the path on the left. Terrified as she was, she could only run so fast in the undergrowth, and an unexpected turn could throw Faron into a tree. Onyx resisted for a moment, fighting the bit, then relented. Crashing through the thicket, they outpaced the fire and careened onto the path.

Behind them, the flames rose higher and higher, sparks and smoke ascending into the sky and then falling again nearby, spreading the fire even further. With a sick feeling in his stomach, Faron realized they were in the heart of a dead forest. Few things in the world would burn faster, and he was in the thick of it. The path was nearly invisible, but he did nothing to slow his horse, trusting instead that she would not strike a stone in her blindness. 

Another whistling blade split the air, and Faron ducked. It went high. From the blazing path behind, Faron glimpsed Jakal’s monstrous horse storming up the narrow way. Savagely, he kicked Onyx’s sides, and she managed to run faster, heedless of holes or roots in the path that might fatally trip her up.

Cursing, Faron pulled at the crossbow on the saddle and loaded a bolt. He cranked quickly on the handle. 

“Go back!” he yelled over the inferno. “Leave me alone!” There was no answer from behind, so Faron swiveled and loosed the arrow. Jakal ducked, but he didn’t need to. The arrow missed, implanting in a tree and catching fire as quickly as it flew. 

To the left and right and far ahead, new fires burst into existence, caught by the showers of sparks and popping sap. The slope changed. The short reprieve of downhill running ended, and the incline became steep. The small lead they gained on the fire vanished almost instantly as the devouring flame surged up the hill behind them. Jakal did the same. 

Faron expected more knives to scream past or bury into his back, but none did. Was Jakal out? Faron could only hope. Fueled by adrenaline, Onyx pounded up the hill, losing her lead with every step. Hunter and inferno closed in on them, uncontrollable flames rushing ahead at speed. Fire leaped overhead from branch to branch, hissing, popping, and cracking as the sap in the old trees heated and expanded. Dead grass covering the mountainside was quickly consumed in the frenzy. Faron urged Onyx on, the world now so bright he could see the trail clearly. 

Trees ahead of them burst alight, spreading hot death through the forest. 

Screams. 

Jakal charged closer and closer, seemingly immune to the heat, when over the rushing wind, Faron heard the sound of protesting wood. An ancient tree, thick around as a bear—except for its rotten base—leaned toward the ground ahead of them. The sound of snapping wood and popping sap reached his ears, and the tree began to fall.

“No!” Faron shouted, willing the tree to remain. It didn’t. Slowly at first, then with the sound of dying wood, the burning tree toppled, slowed only by the branches it broke in its descent. Kicking Onyx desperately and leaning into her stride as best he could, Faron ignored the fire around them, ignored the murderer behind, and urged his terrified horse faster. 

Smoke clawed at his lungs, scars seared with agony, and screams echoed across consciousness. He remembered fire mixed with reality, and his vision began to darken from the bottom right, resisting his focus this time. 

It fell faster, directly above them now. It would crush them. Thin branches slashed Faron’s face and back as the massive tree consumed them in its plunge, but he didn’t feel them. Smashing through the outer branches, they passed under the great trunk and limbs just before it slammed to the earth behind them. With a crash that shook the ground, the massive tree exploded into a thousand sparks—a million—each with the intent to start fires of their own. They had nearly been crushed to death by that flaming tree. The scars all across Faron’s chest, shoulders, and palms flared in painful memory. 

Somehow, over the inferno, Faron heard the desperate whinny of a doomed animal and turned back to see it rearing through the branches, Jakal upon its back. They were trapped. 

The fire closed around them. 

Burning sap, ejected from the fallen barrier, landed upon Faron’s back and arms, stinging his neck, but he elated all the same. Escape! There was no possible way Jakal survived the inferno that swallowed him, but Faron wasn’t free yet. The fire raged still. 

The incline lessened and turned, and for a few moments, they were able to regain a few precious feet on the flames, outpacing the smoke. Sparks streamed ahead of them. A fire sprung to life on Faron’s right, then another on his left, but they avoided being swallowed completely. 

For a brief moment, he thought he could hear the screams of a man consumed by fire, but it was only a memory. The path grew darker again, but the trees and brush at its sides reflected a pale-yellow light, revealing its shape all the same. Onyx panted harder than before. The smoke had ravaged her lungs.

“Keep going,” he whispered to her. The wind picked up.

The fire behind them was so high now it created its own bellows, sucking the air inward in a gigantic wall of wind. Columns of smoke billowed into the sky. The wind doubled in strength, then tripled, pulling them toward the inferno so hard Faron thought they might be blown completely over. The rushing air was clean and pleasant to breathe, but it also fueled the flames. 

The incline sloped upward again, and their lead was lost. The fire raced up to meet them. 

A thin sliver of blood trickled from Onyx’s equine nostrils, but they couldn’t stop. Faron could feel the searing heat once again. 

Memories of burned skin and ash leaped to his mind, unbidden. The darkness that inhabited the corner of his vision swelled, threatening to block his sight entirely. Suddenly, in his mind, he was standing in his childhood home, walls and ceiling aflame. A low hanging branch whipped him, but to Faron, it was a falling strand of thatch. He could not tell if the sparks that stung his cheek were present in the forest or only his mind. They stung all the same.

Clenching his teeth, Faron managed to shove the memories aside. Now was not nearly the time to confront them. Fire raged up the mountainside on their left, and the right was not far behind, swallowing them almost completely. A hole of darkness appeared in the hellish light, and Faron fixated on it. A break in the trees? He leaned forward, far in Onyx’s saddle, and tried to match her rhythm once again. A spark stung his cheek. 

Several yards behind, another tree fell over the path. The fire was far ahead of them now. If it closed over the road, they would be cooked alive. Ahead, the dark night sky was visible through a break in the trees, and they bolted for it. The heat became unbearable as aged branches leaned over the path, wreathing their way in flames.

A branch fell in front of them, nearly branding Faron’s face with its heat. He swatted it away with a forearm and flicked the reins, pleading with the memory of the gods to grant them speed. He would have screamed if he could breathe. Sparks caught in a rogue wind swallowed them, stinging his neck, hands, ears—anything exposed. Onyx fared no better. A great branch crashed down from above, covering the road in fire.

Like a fish escaping a net, Onyx jumped over the blazing branch and blew past the tree line, darkness once again enveloping them. Cold air caressed their burns, and Faron wretched out the thick smoke. The trees fell away as the mountain sloped downward, illuminated by the mountain-torch behind. The path was clear. They made it. Without the multitude of dead branches, the fire would slow, and they would be safe. Faron’s heart pounded violently. The memory of his home smothered him like a lead blanket, and he breathed hard, both from the flight from the fire and the visions of his past it summoned. We’re alive. Somehow, we made it. Jakal. Fire. We made it. In the ruddy light, Faron could see the path leading to the plains below. 

Onyx tried to keep running, but Faron persuaded her to a canter and then a walk. Slowly, they both earned a grip on their panic. The air was still rushing furiously toward the inferno behind, but they were safe. The fire could not pursue them downhill, especially not without the forest to burn. 

Breathing hard, Faron led his exhausted mount into the overwhelming darkness with no lantern to guide by. His lantern, along with his bedroll and changes of clothes, had burned on the mountain behind them. When he felt they were far enough away, he dropped out of the saddle and led the poor beast on foot. She’d done enough for him.

Turning around, he took one final look at the rocky peaks of the mountain that had so nearly become his grave. A sea of sparks swirled into the sky, illuminating streams of smoke above the red and orange beacon that was the mountaintop. The fire had spread drastically in all directions, covering dozens of square miles, and was still growing. Faron swallowed hard. 

Thunder rumbled above, and Faron cast his eyes up. Adjusted to the mountain behind, he couldn’t see anything and had to focus before he saw clouds rolling in across the blanket of stars. He glanced back at the fire. Jakal lay within. 

An immeasurable sense of relief washed over him as he realized what it meant. Jakal was dead. Nobody could survive those flames. Faron was free. He almost laughed but didn’t have the strength. He had done it. Onyx had carried him far enough, fast enough, and he was safe. Dageran couldn’t touch him anymore. 

He did manage a laugh now, an exultant release of the pent-up horror that was his life. For the first time since he’d met the man, Faron was free. He cast his mind forward to finding Hadria and felt a hope that had been lost to his youth. 

Spying an outcropping of rock that would shelter them, Faron pulled onyx into its shadow and flopped onto the ground. He had relived the fire, and he had survived. Now, he would sleep.








  
  
  Iron Shoals

  
  




When the morning came, it brought the rain with it, and Faron woke chilled to the bone. It was better than the stinging heat of those flames. The mountain still burned behind him, not so bright in the light of day and not quite so high as before, but burn it did. Large black swatches covered the majority of the peaks, and char floated softly all around them, like a gray and black snowfall. 

When Onyx finally woke, Faron led her from the front, grateful to her for carrying him so far already. She grazed tiredly on patches of grass, and Faron let her. For all he cared, she could graze all day after what they’d just done. Eventually though, they were both soaked from the rain, and they trudged ahead through the muddy trail. Over only a few rises, the land opened up to a view Faron had never experienced before. A vast expanse of endless water sprawled before him. Blue-gray, it tossed salt into the air from large white waves, and he stared numbly for several minutes, trying to comprehend the incalculable vastness of the sea before him. As the trail curved closer and closer to the Iron Sea, he could see that the water was even rougher than it appeared. He could hear thundering waves crash on cliff sides, shooting a foamy spray into the air. The smell of salt was a welcome change from the smoke.

For several miles, the trail stretched within a few hundred feet of the cliff edge above a massive drop to the ocean below. On the map Ulric had given him, he noted the name: Banshee Cliffs. He recognized the name from stories of vengeful ghosts from his childhood. Hadria had been particularly fond of them, but he had never believed in nonsensical things like ghosts. Somewhere in the cliffs was a hole that led all the way back to Dageran’s caves, but Faron had never seen it himself.

The sight of the ocean and the relief of freedom kept Faron’s mood from souring, and before the day was half done, the outline of a city came into view—Iron Shoals. Mounting a large hill, Faron could peer right over the city’s beast wall and see inside. It was built into the side of the cliff like a natural fortress, everything erected of stone and with generous use of iron. It was the same stone that surrounded everything in the mountain range, with varying shades of gray and a few patches of brown. The buildings were utilitarian and drab but somehow still impressive. Wrought iron spikes, adorning the tops of the stone wall, surrounded half the city. Faron’s brow furrowed as he failed to comprehend what he was seeing.

The snow wall surrounded only half the city. How did they protect themselves from snowbeasts if there was only half a wall? And then he saw it. Likely doubling or tripling in size, the massive stone wall descended deep into the raging water. Those waves would never freeze and were as effective a wall as anything. Faron realized with an impressed look that with this half-wall, the city would be open to the sea all year long, winter beasts or none. Floating docks, rugged and crude, lay in the water at the city’s base, harboring its namesake. Iron fishing boats bobbed up and down on the waves, with some in the docks and others hard at work casting nets and reeling in entire schools of fish. The sea was stormy, and the rain was still heavy; but, the little boats seemed unaffected by the inclement weather. Faron wondered at the use of iron to create something that floated on the water but was not shocked. He had heard of the village before, though surprisingly never about its odd snow wall.

For a village built of stone, the structures seemed oddly haphazard. The small city was nothing like Blackwood, with its evenly aligned homes and perfectly straight roads. Houses here seemed to be built wherever they would fit and at whatever angle was convenient. There didn’t seem to be a town center from what he could tell, which was admittedly little, as the rain obscured his view.

By evening, Faron entered the fishing village, leading Onyx behind him through a main door. His stomach rumbled for something hot to eat. There had to be an inn somewhere in here.

Under the dim, cloud-filtered light, Faron found a stable master first, where he purchased a larger saddle with Synick’s coin. While he waited for the stable master to procure the saddle, he stood by a coal-burning fireplace and steamed profusely. His leather blacks had done an excellent job at keeping out the rain, but the amount of time he’d spent without a roof had him soaked to the bone anyway. He would need to find something better.

After a few suspicious looks and even openly hostile ones, he realized that however dirty he was, he was wearing the garb of a thief. He would have to cover them with something. For now, he rubbed a thin layer of mud over the soft leather, effectively dying it a light brown. 

When the larger saddle was procured, Faron found his way to a market and resupplied with all the dried food he could find. Beef was at a premium, likely because of the distance to any suitable grazing pastures, so he instead bought bundles of dried fish meat and mushrooms. The fish was too strong, but the mushrooms were excellent.

Bread, cheese, and meat resupplied, he purchased a bag filled with more apples than he could eat. Onyx deserved an extra treat or two for a few nights. He also refilled his tinderbox and lamp oil and purchased a new bedroll and a green travel cloak to ward off the eyes of villagers. The woman merchant asked him before he turned away, “From where did you come, traveler?”

He hesitated, preparing a lie, but stopped himself. Jakal was dead. Where was the harm in telling the truth? “Blackwood,” he said.

“The Blackwood pass,” she said. “It burns. Did you come from the southern route?”

“No,” he answered. “I am likely among the last to make it over the pass before the fire started. Why?”

She looked crestfallen. “I had hoped,” she said. “The Blackwood pass burns, and our fish will need to be shipped soon. They were meant to make for the city yesterday, but the fire was spotted on the pass.”

“Is the southern pass longer?” Faron asked, painfully aware of his lack of geographical knowledge. 

“Only a day or so,” she answered. “Trouble is, our scouts say it is still snowed in. I had hoped you proved them wrong.”

Faron felt the sharp sting of guilt. He had started that fire, and it raged still, threatening the livelihood of merchants. Even now, I’m a danger to those around me. He placed a silver pencemark on her stand. “I am sorry,” he replied. “I wish I could do more.” 

She smiled. “Well, you’ve gone and bought more than half my stock, bless you. You’ve done plenty.” She accepted the coin, though. It’s raining, he thought. I’m sure the fire will be extinguished soon. He left, tucking the green cloak around himself. 

Faron passed a tavern on the way back to the stables. Warm light fell from the windows, drops of rain smashing into the glass panes and tinkling as they hit. The smell of some unfamiliar soup hung on the air near the door, and his stomach rumbled. He had not realized how hard it was to feel full when eating only dried food and only as snacks while riding. His stomach rumbled loud enough to be heard across the street. He almost stepped straight in but stopped himself. He needed to load his saddle first and give Onyx a few apples, and then he could order a bowl of hot soup and a bed—or maybe three bowls and a bed.

The sun was setting when he arrived back at the stables, and Onyx was chomping happily on a bag of oats. He opened his mouth to order extra feed for her, then froze. A lithe, dark figure stood in the open-walled stable, touching his forehead to a magnificent gray-white horse. Burns covered them both, red and angry.

Faron dodged away and pressed into the back of the stable wall. Jakal was alive. 

How? Panic spiked his pulse, and his breath caught, not releasing for several seconds. How had he survived? Who could live through that forest fire? Faron cursed to himself, questions whirring in his head. The entire mountain was on fire. He should be dead!

Faron felt nearly palpable fear when the tall man stepped out of the stable, silhouetted by the lanterns behind. With long, quiet strides, he made his way toward the tavern. When he fell from view, Faron dashed into the stable, surprising the stable master. 

“Hey, there was a fellow here just asking after you. One a’them Kaorn fellows—trader type he said—and your friend, too. He just left. You might be able to catch him a’fore he heads too far if you hurry. Or would you prefer I call?”

“No,” Faron snapped. “Please don’t.”

“Is that your friend, then?”

“No,” Faron answered, an idea striking him. “He’s been following me for three days now. I think he means me harm.”

“Well, that’s a might presumptuous of ye. What makes you think something quite like that?”

“He lit the pass on fire to stop me,” Faron lied. “I think to kill me.”

“He WHAT?!” the man bellowed. Faron shushed him with a quick finger. “My pa can’t run his trade until that fire dies. No folks around here can. I’ll see him at the end of a rope, I will. Kaorn bring trouble with every step, my father always says.” Rolling up his sleeves, the stable master pushed his way into the street. 

“No!” Faron interrupted, grabbing the fuming man by the arm. “The man is a killer, I tell you. Shouldn’t you call for the guard?”

Recollection seemed to come over the man. “Why would a killer be chasing someone as young as yourself? Who be you, anyway? For all I know, you set that fire!”

A fresh sweep of guilt washed over him as the man stabbed at the truth. What would Synick do in a situation like this? Faron wondered, and then instantly knew. Synick would fight truth with truth or at least a version of it.

“I stole from his master,” he whispered. “I was starving and had little choice.”

The hairy armed man seemed to soften a little. “I ought to let him have you then, but nay. Your crime is forgivable, but his?” He ground his teeth audibly. “That forest was ancient—none like it in the world, there was. And that pass is the only thing sustaining this city besides. I cannot let such as he walk free. Aye, I’ll assemble the guard, my boy. Wait here where it’s safe. I’ll soon return.” This time Faron let the man stalk off into the rain.

Moments after he departed, Faron dropped a multitude of coins in an empty feedbag and snatched up a bag of oats, a mirrored lantern, and a flask of oil propped up behind a desk. Before leaving, he stopped, consideration furrowing his brow, and dropped a few more pence in the bag. He wanted to be certain he wasn’t stealing. Adequately resupplied and utterly terrified, he pulled Onyx out into the rain.

Could Jakal not die? Was he some sort of immortal? He nearly ran, tugging on Onyx’s reins.

“I’m sorry,” he said in a whisper. “But we’ll have no rest tonight—or ever.” He pulled her through the drenched ground, but before he had gone more than ten steps, he hesitated and turned back, looking at Jakal’s artwork beast. It was tall, proud, and broad-chested. It seemed tired, but he did not doubt that the horse could still run a quarter mile in half the time Onyx could. He made a snap decision. Jakal couldn’t catch him if he didn’t have his horse. Compared to having his head thrown into Dageran’s black pit, the idea of stealing the assassin’s horse seemed easy.

Faron dashed up to the Kaor steed and reached for its reins. Unexpectedly, it reared back, kicking its hooves in the air. Faron rolled backward, avoiding taking a kick to the face or chest. He had not anticipated the horse resisting him. More slowly this time, he reached out and tried again. Again, the horse shied back.

He furrowed his brow and changed tactics. Faron pulled a length of rope from his saddle and managed to loop it through the leather step attached to the beast’s own saddle. Tying a quick knot, he grasped the rope and yanked firmly, mounting Onyx. The horse resisted. Faron kicked Onyx’s sides, prompting her to move, and tugged on the bigger horse. It reluctantly followed. 

The beast was loyal. That was a problem. How could he steal a horse he couldn’t ride? He had heard it said of Kaor steeds before that they chose only a single rider, though he had never believed it until now.

Faron’s complexion fell from moody to downright stony after leading the two horses through the city’s main gate. He ignored the concerned looking young gate guard and attempted a casual gait. He would need to get well out of earshot. He made it the better part of a mile before the Kaor steed seemed to become more jittery than complacent.

“Fine,” Faron whispered as small beads of rain pelted his hood. “We’ll do it here, then.” He grimaced as he pulled out the crossbow. Could he let it loose? Maybe it would just run. He shook his head. The moment he let it go, the beast would go straight back to those stables. There was an uncanny intelligence behind those eyes. He considered simply tying it to a tree in the woods off the road, but that would barely even slow Jakal down. No, this was the only way. 

“I’m sorry about this,” he said quietly, pointing the weapon at the horse’s chest. “But I’d rather it’s you than me.”

He tightened his finger on the trigger but stopped. He remembered the pigs in Galvin’s farm. He had killed them all for a man who would kill him if he had not. This animal had done nothing to him. It was incapable of sharing in the blame its master carried. 

“You’re just a stupid horse,” he said, mostly arguing with himself. He readjusted his grip on the weapon. Rain pelted him for several minutes as he grappled with his nerves, increasing from a shower to a torrential downpour. The dark sky rumbled overhead. Faron held the bow level, trying to think of a suitable alternative, the horse eyeing the glimmering arrowhead nervously. He could think of nothing.

He set his jaw and steeled himself. “I’m sorry. I don’t have a choice.” He pulled the trigger.

The majestic beast screamed as the quarrel buried itself deep somewhere on the left side of the horse’s chest. It reared, then turned and fled into the darkness. Faron briefly considered grabbing the uncoiling rope at his feet but didn’t. He would only be jerked off balance and dragged. He had missed the heart, he was sure, but to be fair, he didn’t actually know where a horse’s heart was located. He just had to hope that it would run off and die somewhere. Jakal could always find a new horse, but none would be as swift as this.

An ember of anger remained as the horse disappeared into the brush off the road, screaming in agony. The violence against the defenseless creature was beneath him. With an angry grunt, he stowed the crossbow on his back and hardened his heart. For Hadria. 

He had a newfound reason to live, and he wasn’t about to give it up over a horse. There was plenty to keep him awake at night already. This was nothing in comparison. He mounted Onyx, who was quite nearly spooked, and rode up the path, guided by the bright new lantern he had acquired. He remembered his crossbow and groaned. He should have found a blacksmith and refilled his quiver while he was in town. He was already running low.

Faron kicked Onyx’s sides, putting her at a quick trot. See Jakal follow him now. He didn’t expect the local guards to distract him for long, and if anything, he was concerned for the guards’ lives by putting them in his path; but, even if he did avoid capture, he wouldn’t be able to hunt Faron at nearly the same pace anymore. Now, all he needed was to reach Fayevew. He could hide there among its tens of thousands.

With a flick of the wrist, he urged Onyx on through the rain, her hooves churning the cold, loose mud.

Several hours later, in the dead of night, Faron stopped and allowed Onyx a rest. The rain had let up, and if ever there were a time Jakal would be delayed, it was now. He left her to graze for the better part of an hour but did not sleep. He saw movement in every shadow and remained alert for the sound of hooves. The crossbow lay loaded across his lap. Jakal wouldn’t sneak up on him unprepared again. 

When his paranoia grew uncontrollable, he gave Onyx an apple, and they moved on. Synick had been right about the larger saddle. It was soft and comfortable, and his aching backside seemed to fade away on top of it. With Onyx minding her feet, Faron dozed off on her back, trusting her not to step too harshly.
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The following days passed with frequent looks tossed over Faron’s shoulder and a more consistent schedule of riding, walking, napping, and feeding. Despite waking up in terror almost every time he slept, Jakal never showed himself. Still, Faron maintained their rigorous pace. He doubted the assassin had given up the chase, and he doubted even more that he’d actually been arrested; but, either way, without that monster of a horse, Jakal was nowhere to be seen. 

Faron tried to think of where Hadria might be and what he could do to find her, but he simply didn’t know enough to get started. Would she be in Fayevew or in the Lost City that Ulric had named? What had he called it? Vam Aranath? Besides deliberating on the orphanage and the missing children, there wasn’t much good he could do by dwelling on the subject, so he simply put his energy into gaining every inch of ground that he could. Even the elation of escaping Dageran and his assassin was swallowed up in the focus his pace required.

That was easier to do now, he found. Whenever his thoughts wandered too far before, he would come up against the wall that was Hadria’s scream. No matter where he was or what he was doing, it would come to him, always bringing his thoughts back to her, never letting his guilt rest. Suddenly, though, with his last memory of her pushed away by a newfound sense of purpose, he slept without nightmares or memory, and his thoughts went where he directed. He felt like a new man.

The road to Fayevew was easier now that he had left Iron Shoals behind. Where there had been mountains, there were now hills, and the thick tangles of underbrush were matted down by an ocean of soft needles. The burns he’d already earned from the sun were soothed under the shade of the vast pine forest, and the cloak helped, too. The way was easier, and progress was quick. Faron’s saddle soreness faded too as the landscape shifted and slipped away.

Two long weeks passed under the endless evergreens. It was with an unusual combination of joy and dread that he crested a massive stone slope and witnessed the land fall away before him, opening up to the incredible view of Faye Lake. Water stretched north farther than the eye could see, and to the east and west, the lake was hemmed in by massive ranges of mountains. It was more of a sea than a lake. The ocean had been massive and unknowable, but the lake before him glittered with a beauty that had no rival.

Uncounted rays pierced through the patchy bed of clouds above, showering the lake with golden spots of vivid illumination. On the lake itself, well outside the snow wall, lay seemingly half the city. Wooden docks rose and fell with the gentle waves. Houses, shops, and stalls were tied together with docks, boats, and barges in what could only be a cacophonous assortment. Faron had heard of the bizarre city before, but it was still a surprise to see. 

Connected to the docks by a series of portcullis in the snow wall was a uniform structure that climbed as far up the side of a mountain as the wall would allow. It was built from polished gray stone, brick roads, and quarried stone houses that competed for precious space. The higher up the homes and stores went, the bigger and more ornate they became. The social system was evident even this far outside the city. 

With a great sense of anticipation, Faron descended into the open gates of Fayevew.

Minstrels and jesters played in the street, crowds gathering around them and throwing coins, though they could barely be heard over the men and women hawking their goods. Signs and posters erected everywhere on the crowded roads advertised plays, famous bards, or largescale events. Everywhere, he could hear the laughing of children, groaning of laborers, and the sound of doors opening quickly or slamming shut. 

Faron was impressed and shy of the busyness of it all. He had thought Blackwood was large, but compared to this, it was tiny. Blackwood had accumulated wealth for the few that owned the rare ebony forests, and industry had caused it to swell within its walls; but, it was nothing like Fayevew. Its central location and mild landscape made it a key supplier through the broken empire, with things like lumber, fish, and quarried stone bringing riches for those who traded in them. Even the boats of fishermen were painted and glossy. 

Faron wandered the city completely at random. He intended to visit the orphanage but had been forced off his horse so quickly by the packed crowds and their glares that he needed to find a stable before he could begin. He walked without direction, choosing roads and streets one after the other with no particular method. If he didn’t know where he was, maybe Jakal wouldn’t know where to find him. Maybe Jakal wouldn’t arrive at all. He didn’t know whether to scoff at himself or keep his fingers crossed.

The size of the city was baffling. Faron walked the streets for hours, never setting foot on the same road twice. He passed dozens of taverns, maybe hundreds. The streets were far more haphazard than Blackwood, which was laid out in a neat grid, but no less packed because of it. Streets turned and sloped, but always, they rose to the south. The massive mountain at the lake’s southern edge nearly reached the water, creating a flat space where the majority of the city lay. As the mountain rose up, though, the city rose with it, all the way to the edge of the snow wall itself. 

When he had led Onyx far enough down the busy streets, he stopped at a stable and picketed her there, paying the charges for renting the space. He fed her the last three apples then and there and patted her side affectionately. She would get a good long rest now. Faron suspected she would sleep an entire day and night. He called for the stable boy, who in truth seemed to be his own age, and handed him a pencemark—a denomination worth three pence. 

“If someone asks after my horse or myself, I’ll pay to know it. Alright?”

The boy was soft-spoken but answered. “A’right. I can manage that, sir.” 

Sir? That was a first. 

“Will you be staying in the Cloven Hoof, then?” Faron must have looked puzzled because he added, “This inn, I mean.”

“Yes,” Faron lied, figuring there couldn’t be too many false trails for Jakal to follow. “I’ll be checking on her often, so take good care of her.” He scratched behind Onyx’s ears one last time before entrusting her to the stable keepers. He went back into the street and sought out another tavern, preferably one not too close. If Jakal showed up searching for him, his horse would be far easier to find.

A block and a half away, he made reservations at an inn for a single night. In the morning, he would relocate to another, and the day after, he would do the same, assuming he was still here at all; but, for now, it was time to get to work. If there was even the smallest trail that could take him to Hadria, he’d find it, and the orphanage was the best place to start. 

Faron took to the streets and asked for directions but only got an answer when he asked with a bronze pence. Were his blacks too apparent under his green cloak? He pulled the cloth tighter around himself and made his way to the site of the fire. It would have been faster with Onyx, but the streets were so stuffed full of people at times that it just wasn’t feasible. 

Eventually, he came to the blackened remains of the stone structure. The foundation and some of the walls were made from the same gray granite as most of the buildings around, but the interior was made with the heavy use of pine, all now reduced to ash and char. Many of the stones had collapsed, perhaps pulled down when the roof caved in. 

Faron entered the destroyed building, and the ashen remains reminded him powerfully of his old home. It all assaulted him at once—heat, screams, singeing flesh, and burning hair, then blindness from the corner of his right eye. The fire on the mountain had brought him back here too, but the sight and smell of a charred building were somehow more uncomfortable even than that. Faron clenched his teeth and fists, enduring the pain that had scarred his chest and hands once again. When he regained control, his jaw popped in relief. 

All around him, black bits of char scattered the floor in piles, shadows of what had once stood there. Rows of beds were now nothing but the iron skeletons of bed frames, and blackened glass was shattered everywhere on the floor. Above the glass was the broken frame of a window. Other rooms contained burnt chests that had been opened and emptied, and a dining room held the thin remains of a table. Faron studied the floor for footprints, but if there had been any that could teach him anything, they had been long obfuscated by others. There was frustratingly little to learn. Growing exasperated, Faron searched the chimney, pairs of bedrooms, and the small surrounding grounds. He found nothing worthwhile. A passing constable found him then and ejected him from the premise, threatening to kick him with a hobnailed boot. Faron was so irritated, he almost wanted the man to try, but he left without causing trouble.

Frustrated by the lack of leads, he stomped away. How was he supposed to gather information about this? Hadria could be in this very city, right under his nose even, and he wouldn’t have the first idea how to find her. He kicked a loose stone, sending it clattering across the neat bricks. He wasn’t well equipped for this. Even with the skills Dageran had forced upon him, he was no investigator. If he needed something from a safe, he would know what to do, or if he knew someone had information, he could tease or extract it from them; but here, he was out of his depth. He simply didn’t know where to start.

Irritable, he kicked the rock again, following it aimlessly. The day was getting well into the evening, and it was quite a walk back to his rented room. He cursed himself. He should have waited to find a tavern nearby. His pack and, therefore, food and regular clothes were stored there, far away and of no use—not to mention his crossbow. He couldn’t very well carry that around the city, but he still wanted it nearby. 

An idea struck him. Could there be multiple orphanages in Fayevew? It was a massive city. He took to the streets again, asking merchants, fishwives, and shoppers, but when someone finally knew or didn’t just shrug him off, it took another pence to get an answer. Faron already hated these people. When he finally did get directions, it was to two different locations. Faron’s stomach grumbled angrily for a hot meal, but he ignored it. He could eat later. For now, maybe the owners of the other orphanages could give him an idea of what happened. 

He made for the closest option, but still, the sun was getting low when he arrived. The city was large and took a long time to traverse, especially while scanning the crowd for familiar faces. Hadria might be here, after all. On the other hand, Jakal might be here, too. Unfortunately, that was the far likelier scenario.

This orphanage, in the southwestern part of the city, was also constructed of stone. Faron hesitantly let himself in the front. He was greeted by a slightly confused older woman. 

“We don’t abide thieves here,” she immediately snapped. 

Faron maintained a level gaze as he responded. “They’re my traveling clothes, and I’m just off the road. I have some questions for you if you have a moment.”

“We can’t accept your age into the home if that’s what your question is about.”

Faron blushed. “No. That’s not it at all.”

“Well, what is it, then? Honestly, speak up. I don’t have all night.”

Age, it seemed, only soured some people. Faron took a moment to gather his thoughts. “Are you familiar with the orphanage in the Granite Quarter?”

“I suppose you could say that.” She fidgeted with a wooden bead necklace.

“I’m trying to figure out how it might have burned down. Is there anything you can tell me?”

“Are you some sort of deputy constable, then?” the woman pried.

Realizing that ambiguity was a far better option than the truth, Faron dodged the topic. “Please.”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint you. I don’t know anything more than you do, child.”

“You must have some idea,” he pressed. 

She sighed, looking irritated. “A child dropping a candle in the night, a stray ember in the kitchen—your guess is as good as mine. Why are you asking?”

Thinking quickly, he said, “I had a friend there.”

She softened visibly. “My condolences.”

Desperate for answers but knowing it would be fruitless, he asked, “Why were there no bodies found?”

“This isn’t a conversation we should have at your age or mine for that matter. It’s getting late. You should leave.”

“We are having it, though,” he replied, overcoming his social anxiety. “My friend lived there, and now he’s gone. The way I figure, if there’s no body, he might be alive.”

She sighed. “Listen, young one. That orphan home was lost in the middle of winter. Sure, no one has been found yet, but where could they be? The gates were closed and the edges of the lake frozen over. It’s not like they could have just left the city.” She tossed her arms in the air. “There were nearly twenty children in that home. If they were here, they would have been seen by now, and that’s the truth of it.” She hesitated, then added, “I’m sorry. Your friend is gone.”

Faron bowed his head, appearing mournful. “That’s what I suspected,” he said. “But it’s hard to accept.”

“Well, the sooner you do, the sooner you’ll move on,” she said with a wiry smile. Faron’s brow furrowed. Had he truly been in mourning, those words would have been no help at all. Faron didn’t consider himself good with social interaction by any stretch of the term, but this lady was downright bad at it. He shook his head.

“Maybe he’s here?” Faron asked, peeking inside. “Have you taken anyone in recently?”

“Not in the past three or four months, child. We have no room, like I said.”

“Oh.” He paused for a moment. “They threw me out of the old orphan hall when I went by. Would it be alright if I step inside? To say goodbye, in a way.”

“I suppose there’ll be no getting rid of you until you do. Come in then, but be quick and be quiet. The children are taking dinner.”

Faron let himself around the corner, trying to appear morose, and examined the area. A rectangular hearth burned low in the center of the large room, two long tables extending on either side. The positions nearest the fire seemed coveted as they were all taken, and only a few spaces adjacent were occupied. The children in the room ranged from roughly five to twelve, with one baby in the arms of a young woman in the corner, bouncing and humming softly. Most everyone had their backs turned to him, and he drew little attention. The atmosphere was quiet. He had not expected that. He had never seen so many children in one place be so silent before. Either the orphanage had strict rules, or these children were hopeless to the point of depression.

The orphans’ bowls contained a thin-looking broth with a whitish grain—poor man’s fair. He was not surprised. Orphanages were run as charities, not able to waste any money. Though his cold, angular features did not show it, he felt pity for the poor creatures. The generosity of the orphanage could not be doubted. The children were better off here than they would be on the street, but they were still far from being properly fed. A large part of him yearned to donate the remains of his purse to the children, but he resisted. He needed to find Hadria.

Slowly, the children noticed him, turning until most of the curious eyes in the room were on him. He determined that there was nothing else to be learned and awkwardly saw himself out. The sun was completely set now, and the stars were beginning to come out. Faron gazed up at them, sad at how drowned out they were by the light. The buildings here were a bit farther apart than in Blackwood, thanks to the wide roads, and he could see vast portions of the sky from anywhere in the streets; but, the city light masked most of their strength. Minstrels and musicians could be heard in the distance, playing happy tunes.

His stomach grumbled, and he finally admitted that he needed to stop and eat. Stalls were packed up for the night, and peddlers had ceased their hollering. Faron was unsure of where to find food. Inns would have their doors open, but Faron already had a room—granted, half a city away. He groaned, cursing his lack of foresight and thinking of the walk back. His legs were sore, his backside was sore, his arms were sore—everything was sore. After the frantic chase from Alhalow to Iron Shoals and then on to Fayevew, Faron was in desperate need of a meal and a bed.

He shook his head. Why had he even come this far? He should have let a room straight away and slept a week, then wandered fruitlessly looking for information. 

He came to a tall building with light and boisterous noises pouring from the windows. A sign hung above the door reading: Second Sun. An inn. The smell of roasted beef and beer wafted through the cracks in the door, and Faron’s mouth watered. He felt Synick’s coin purse. He didn’t want to be wasteful, but it was still heavy; and, there was even a gold piece inside. 

The door slammed open, and a man with a tall, floppy hat stumbled out, barely able to keep on his feet. The smells from the kitchens redoubled, and Faron made up his mind. He marched inside and went straight to the barkeep. That night, he feasted on roasted beef, stuffed peppers, cooked carrots, mashed potatoes, and hot bread. On three separate occasions, he thought he couldn’t eat any more, then ordered another plate anyway, proving his will over his stomach’s. With it all, he enjoyed sides of pickles, eggs, and not a single ounce of fish. He ate more than he ever had before.

After his feast, exhausted and dizzy, he purchased a detailed map and a room at an exorbitant price, but he didn’t argue. He was too full and too tired. Once inside his room, he sat at the square table and studied the small map of the city.

From what he could tell, the wealthier districts were farther south with more businesses per street and buildings dedicated to entertainment like a theatre and bathhouse. From the directions he had been given, or at least what he remembered of them, the next orphanage he intended to visit was much farther north within the Dock District. Nearly half of the city was built out on the surface of the lake, well outside city walls. What did they do about the snowbeasts? Faron was certain the monsters would swim in icy water if they thought there was a meal at the end of it.

Faron imagined dealing with winter on the water would be even worse than normal, with the fog and the wind coming off the lake. He shook his head. He didn’t need to worry about that. Come winter, he’d be long gone—hopefully. Blinking drearily at the fuzzy map, Faron determined to pick up his things from the first tavern in the morning and then visit the other orphanage. Maybe it would lead somewhere.

Staggering to his feet, Faron unbuckled his knife and placed it on the nightstand just within arm’s reach of the bed. He pinned the already locked door with a chair and went to sleep.
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In his uneasy dream, he saw a pale form huddled in a flickering light cast by a red fire. Harsh shadows fell from iron bars, striping the bare-legged and bare-armed girl with darkness—Hadria. She shivered. The fire was far away, and it helped little to stem the cold touch of the stone floor and the wintry snows outside. She looked just as he remembered her—young and full of energy—but somehow diminished. Her head shifted, blonde curls moving to reveal her gaunt face. It was thin and pale. Suddenly, she appeared starved.

Her leg moved slightly, touching one of the freezing iron bars that were her cage. She gasped a small intake of breath and recoiled. A cold wind swept through the large room, stirring the flames with its chill touch. The girl in the cage hung her head low. All the children in the other cages did the same. The wind meant an open door. In his mind, he felt he knew what it meant. They were coming for more blood. She peered down, not looking to see who was chosen this time. A key rattled, and a young scream came from somewhere nearby. 

Footsteps could be heard, pounding with pronounced finality, and he saw a shadow descend upon his sister, consuming her in darkness.

* * *

Faron woke in a cold sweat. His hands flashed to the thick bladed knife at the table, and his eyes glanced at the door. It was still wedged shut by the chair. He calmed, slowing his breathing. It had only been another nightmare, if a new one. He forced off the impending feeling of dread. It was just a dream.

After weeks of becoming accustomed to nearly no food—and never consumed at his leisure—he assumed the large meal from last night would still feel heavy in his stomach this morning, but it was not so. He felt hungrier even than he had all throughout his journey. He bought a loaf of fresh bread and a soft cheese to smother it with. Synick’s purse was feeling lighter now, but it still had the single kingpence inside. He could subsist off that alone for at least a week. When it was gone, he’d have to figure out something else. 

Consulting the map he had purchased the previous night, he navigated his way through the city, subtly clinging to shadows and walking a close distance behind taller men. He didn’t think about what he was doing—he didn’t even realize he was doing it—but the urge to remain unseen and unnoticed was so strong that he hid in plain sight all the way back to the first tavern, the name of which he still didn’t know.

It took longer than he expected to find the inn. He had been good and truly lost when he chose it, and it proved elusive for the better part of the morning. When he eventually did locate it, frustrated and muttering, he let himself into his room and was shocked by what he found. His pack lay open, supplies scattered across the floor. The crossbow had been thrown onto the bed, nowhere near where he’d left it.

The hair on the back of his neck stood on end, sending goosebumps down his spine. Jakal—he was here. He’d followed Faron and found this place. What would have happened if he’d returned last night? He shivered. He couldn’t believe he’d managed to eat last night knowing Jakal might be near, let alone sleep.

Faron’s blood seemed to run cold as he realized the full extent of the danger he was in. If the assassin had found this place, then he was probably still here waiting for Faron to return. 

Fast as thought, Faron threw the chair against the door, barricading it, and scooped up his crossbow. In a flash, he threw the window open and had one leg out when a thud hit the door. The window shuddered and almost closed from the force. The door slammed again, this time bursting open, revealing the long, powerful form of Dageran’s assassin. His piercing eyes were furious, filled with thirst and hatred. They were the eyes of murder.

Before he could even take a step, Faron was out the window, dropping the two stories to the cobblestone below. He narrowly avoided landing on a thin fisherman and rolled to absorb the considerable impact. His shins stung with a thousand hot pricks from the force of the fall, but he didn’t let that slow him. He jumped from the roll into a full sprint. The crossbow made its way onto his shoulder and the quiver around his waist. Better not to leave it for Jakal.

Casting a look over his shoulder, Faron dashed into a bustling throng of people, taking a left and glancing down the street. Jakal was already pursuing him on long legs. Atha, he’s fast. Faron sprinted as only a lifelong thief could and turned a corner sharply. He had to put some distance between them. Pulling savagely on a random barrel, he toppled it, and hundreds of dead fish spewed across the cobbles. A woman gasped, but Faron was already gone. He took a right and then another, checking over his shoulder. Jakal was still there, less than fifty feet behind. His pulse pounded as his heart raced, adrenaline kicking him even faster.

A stone in a wall exploded next to him, causing him to duck and shield his eyes from the resulting rock shrapnel. Behind him, dark eyes filled with anger. Jakal held a crossbow—a small thing, meant for dueling. Instinctively diving away from the next blow he knew was coming, Faron dodged a silvery flash of steel that flipped through the air. The knife passed inches over his back and sliced a man’s shoulder, glancing off a bone. The man screamed in surprise and agony. Several women screamed with him when they saw him writhing against a wall. 

Faron had no time to pity the man, jumping back on his feet in an instant. I have to lose him! he thought. “Guards!” he cried at the top of his voice. “Killer on the streets! Guards!” Surprisingly, a few blue-trimmed guards turned to face him, some emerging from connecting streets. They saw the commotion and approached, but Faron wasn’t waiting for that. He sprinted on, hoping they would slow or even stop the assassin. A thrown glance confirmed that they did no such thing. He bowled right past them just as Faron had.

Frustrated and very nearly out of breath, Faron made another sharp right and an immediate right again, running back the way he had come. On his left was a busy street, and on his right was an open square he had passed moments before. His instincts told him to run into the crowded area and continue the chase as he had been doing, but he stopped. He had to do something unpredictable. He changed course and turned right again, bringing him back to the same street he had just escaped moments before. Not checking to see if he was seen, he dove into a wagon of grain sacks. The driver, blessedly, did not notice. Faron shrunk down and tried to be as innocuous as possible. He had just circled the large building. If his timing was off even the slightest bit, Jakal would have seen him enter the square and the wagon. 

He fought the urge to peer over the edge and see what was happening. Jakal would certainly see that if nothing else. He fought his screaming lungs and held his breath, listening. Another scream came from the square, and a deep voice said, “There!” Heavy, thudding steps took off down an alley, and Faron risked a look. A growing contingent of guards ran down the street—spears and swords in hand—after the fleeting figure of Jakal, who disappeared down an alleyway. Faron pulled his head back into the wagon. It was to be a game of cat and mouse then. He ground his teeth, relief seeping through him. It was a game he intended to win. 

He stayed hidden in the cart for several hours, refusing to leave his hiding place until the wagon stopped somewhere in the southeastern section of the city, the opposite of where he needed to go. Sticking to large crowds or back alleys, he carefully made his way north. 

Creeping through the city like a rat, Faron ground his teeth in frustration. If Jakal had found him already, he had certainly found Onyx, and if he did anything to her, he’d be in a heap of trouble. He didn’t have nearly enough gold to buy a new horse, and despite himself, he was growing attached to her. Beyond that, though, Faron was increasingly frustrated by how unimportant it all was. Hadria was alive, and this brute of a man wanted him dead for escaping slavery. 

Feeling the crossbow partially hidden under his cloak, Faron clenched his teeth. He wasn’t a child anymore. He was dangerous. Next time, he would be prepared. Next time Jakal dared show his face, he would put an arrow in it.

It took longer than he expected to reach the Dock District. His ride inside the wagon had taken him far in the wrong direction, and the town was larger than anything Faron was used to. When he reached the snow wall, he found dozens of portcullises along the length of the wall, all raised. Workers, shoppers, and observers strode about on the boardwalks at a variety of differing speeds. Faron bristled. It would be harder to hide out here. This far up the beach, everything was completely exposed. 

Farther toward the lake, the boardwalks floated free, tied together at common intervals. Here, however, the docks stood on tall poles pounded deep into the soft sand. All of the many docks here were exposed to each other with no real place to hide, but there was no way around; so, he tailed a group of aged men and hoped that Jakal wouldn’t think to look for him here. The one comforting thought he clung to was that Jakal didn’t know why he was here or what he was looking for. As long as that stayed true, Jakal wouldn’t be able to predict him. 

At the end of the piers, a long boardwalk dangled from their respective edges, connected only with a rope at both ends. The far end attached to the floating docks where the Dock District truly began. Faron assumed that the tide was drastic enough to justify the odd setup. On the water, below him now, was the true heart of the city. Boathouses, fisheries, homes, taverns, markets, and even warehouses crowded the docks, fighting for space. The floating buildings were tied to the docks with thick ropes, some green and covered in moss, others new and neat. Nearly all the establishments were covered in barnacles to one degree or another.

Everywhere he went, the sound of creaking and lapping water washed over him. It was strangely comforting. The sun was powerful overhead, and Faron marked its progress. The day had grown far later than he expected, and he was hungry again. Now that he was eating real food, he seemed to want more of it more often. He regretted the loss of his pack and supplies but purchased a medium-sized wheel of cheese to gnaw on while he walked, still sticking to shadows or groups wherever possible. 

The farther over the water he went, the more disorienting the city became. If he stayed still for a few seconds, he could see a distant portion of the city bend, rising above the rest, only to then fall below. Larger waves rocked the floating city the farther out it stretched, but the shoppers and workers didn’t seem to mind. In fact, several of them seemed to be enjoying it. Faron shook his head. He would never understand some people.

For over two hours, Faron walked across the water, hopefully distancing himself from the murderous Jakal. Eventually, the end of the docks came into view between cracks in buildings, and he could see open water. Boats of all shapes and sizes dotted the horizon—smaller ones fishing up close, larger boats farther out, presumably hunting deeper water fish. The mountains to the east had turned a soft orange color now that Faron could see them again. The day had passed alarmingly fast. Arming himself with the directions of strangers, he narrowed his search until he found the floating orphanage. The thick ropes that tethered it were a deep shade of green, and barnacles dominated the sides.

Bracing himself, Faron let himself in. It was dark inside, at least in the entryway. Beyond, a fire blazed in a stone hearth. The sound of laughter fell on his ears from somewhere behind. The silhouette of a man crossed in front of the fire, then paused, peering Faron’s direction. The shadow grabbed a lantern off the table and approached. Faron could see him more clearly as he entered the hallway. He was tall with sandy blond hair, not unlike Synick’s, that fell almost to his shoulders. Blue eyes and thin brows coupled with a thin frame gave him a friendly appearance that made him look younger than he was. He smiled. 

“You startled me! I didn’t hear you come in. What do you need, friend?”

Prepared now for the brusque rudeness of the previous two orphan hall heads he’d met, Faron was set off balance by the overt kindness this man showed. That was certainly a first for this city. Regaining his bearings, he said, “I have a few questions for the owner.”

“Well, that’s me. I’m here to help.” He lifted a finger. “Just one second, though. I won’t be a moment.” He dashed back into the room beyond, returning with a wooden bowl and spoon. “Whatever questions you have will be much easier to ask on a full stomach. You’re a little late for dinner, but it should still be warm.” He smiled.

Faron raised an eyebrow. People in the docks were evidently much friendlier than those on solid land. “Thank you,” he said, accepting the bowl. His extended fast and race to Fayevew left him hungry almost constantly. He tried a few spoonfuls. It was nearly cold but thick with vegetables and beans.

“So, before you ask those questions, let me ask one of my own. I think it might make the asking a little easier for you. Do you have a place to sleep tonight?”

Faron resisted the feeling of puzzlement welling inside him. Why did everyone assume he was homeless? Technically, he was, but he had coin yet to pay for his bed. The state of his clothes probably didn’t help.

“No. Nothing like that. I just need some information, is all, about the orphanage in the Granite Quarter that burned down.”

“That? Now that’s an odd thing to come to me for. What do you need to know?”

“Well,” Faron said, preparing the lie he’d fabricated earlier. “I think I had a friend end up there, and now, well…”

“I get it,” the man said. “You don’t need to say anything else. I understand. What do you need to know?”

“How did it happen?” he asked. Knowing where to start was difficult.

“Again, odd thing to ask me, but… I don’t know. I don’t think anyone does. It was a hot point of gossip for the whole city for a few weeks. Now, nobody seems to care anymore.”

“Well, I’m not asking you at random,” Faron said. “I was hoping that as the head of an orphanage yourself, you might have some insights. Has this kind of thing ever happened before?”

“You’re not from here, are you?”

Faron offered a slant smile. “No. Does that matter?”

“No, it doesn’t. I’m sorry. To answer your question—yes and no. It’s unusual for a fire to get so far before being put under control, but there are fires all the time. That’s nothing new, I’m afraid.”

“What about the bodies, though?” Faron asked.

“You mean how there were none? Small ones, at least.”

Faron nodded. “I figure maybe if there are no bodies, they didn’t die. Do children ever go missing from orphan homes?”

The young man appeared surprised but shrugged. “Sure. Sometimes they run away for a day or two, though they usually come back.”

“Not like that,” Faron said. “I mean, just vanish like they disappeared. I can’t imagine there would be much of an investigation if they did.”

The sandy-haired man was silent for a long moment before replying. “Is that what you’re doing? Investigating?”

“In a way, I suppose. I just want to know where my friend went. If there’s any chance he’s alive, I want to find him. Could they be hiding in the city together? Did they leave? Where do orphans go when they disappear?”

The orphan master searched Faron’s eyes for a moment, slowly, as if deliberating his answer. Finally, he replied, “They wouldn’t have left the city—not that group, at least. They disappeared just a few months ago in the dead of winter. Nobody travels then, obviously. More likely, they turned to thieving crews. It’s not… something we like to talk about, but there isn’t much we can do to change it, either. When our wards are old enough, usually between the age of eleven to fourteen, we have to send them away to make room for younger children who’ll die otherwise.” Faron raised his eyebrows. That was awfully young to send children into a city with no money, home, or employment. He continued, “We try to teach them a trade, of course, get them apprenticeships or foster homes when we can, but most often, they end up on their own, which means finding their way into one thieving crew or another.”

“And that’s where you think they went?” Faron asked, doubtful. “To become thieves?”

“The boys, sure. The girls? They usually end up doing… something else. It’s not like there’s a census for that sort of thing, after all.”

“So, they all just up and went into hiding? At the same time?”

“Well, it’s not quite that simple, but yeah. It happens, especially from the Granite District. Alfond, the man who ran the home, he… had problems. He inherited the home from his father and changed things when the old man died. Most of the money went to his issues with drink and blueclutch, and it wasn’t long before his wards didn’t have anything to eat. Several of them left then, but that was years ago. He’s been reprimanded by the governor since and apparently cleaned up his act, but well, here we are.”

Faron’s brow furrowed. “So, you think that happened again?”

“It’s the likeliest explanation.”

“Then why the fire?” Faron asked. 

“Look, I want to help, but I really don’t know why you’re asking me. Fires start. Sometimes people die. It’s not something an orphanage makes you a master of.”

“The man who abused his money, Alfond, where did he get the money from?”

“The governor, of course.” He gave Faron an odd look. “He gives us a stipend from the city treasury each year, but it’s a fraction of what we need. We make up other funds through adoptions, wards, work projects when we can, though no one has set foot through that door in months for the purpose.” He sighed. “Can you tell me why you want to know?”

“Do some homes get paid a larger stipend than others?” Faron asked, ignoring the question. It was the wrong thing to do. His eyes narrowed. Whatever this man thought of him, it wasn’t good. Faron had struck a nerve, apparently.

Time to go, he thought, before I make a scene.

“Look,” the man said. “I don’t know what you’re after, but you won’t get it. I think it’s time you left.”

Faron backpedaled. “Alright, I’ll go. Just one question, though. If I wanted to find someone who left the orphanage and joined a thieving crew, how might I do that?”

“I don’t know,” he snapped. “They almost never come back once we let them go.”

“Alright.” Faron stood to leave, confused. Why was he so upset all of a sudden? It was an honest question. “Thank you for the stew.” A child half Faron’s age dashed from the other room, followed by two others, giggling as they gave chase. They all wore thick wool sweaters that looked warm and fit neatly, with no holes or tears. That was a large difference from the other orphanage he’d seen. The children there were basically starving. Why was this home different? 

Suspicion born from years of thievery wormed into Faron’s mind, and his eyes lingered on the passing children a moment longer than was necessary. It was not lost on the sandy-haired man, who now watched him with dark eyes. With a nod and a mumbled apology, Faron let himself out the door. The differences between the two homes he had visited had been night and day. The first had looked to be on its last leg—children in ratty clothing eating boiled grain—among the poorest fare he could imagine. Here, however, there was quality food, quality clothing, and happy children. Normally, Faron would have suspected the first orphan hall of abusing funds, leaving too little for the children it protected, but he didn’t think that was the case. Something was shady with this man’s finances. He could feel it. The question was whether or not it was relevant to finding Hadria.

It was dark outside. A soft wind had picked up, and the creaking seemed to increase all about him. The scent of salt was strong on the air but not bothersome. Faron walked one street over and met the end of the docks, peering over the seemingly endless water. He breathed deeply, watching the swells. He would be safe here for a while, at least. To his right bobbed an empty building. Faron did not know its purpose, but large iron tethers on all sides made him think it was some sort of portable warehouse.

Several minutes passed with Faron staring out over the water, thinking about Hadria. Would he be able to feel her if she were here? Would he know? He ground his teeth. She could be two buildings over, but short of kicking down doors and searching at random, he didn’t have the first idea how to find her. He didn’t even know how to start.

That was what bothered him the most. Faron was free from his slavery, free to search out his sister and the man who killed his father, but he didn’t know where to begin. Even with that crazed murderer, Jakal, hunting him, he would search, but without a lead, he simply couldn’t begin.

One of the orphanages he’d visited was doing something illegal with their finances, but there was no way to tell if it was the establishment with enough to feed its charges or the one without. Even if he did dig deeper, there was no way to tell if it was related to the white-haired man or not.

Beyond that, Faron couldn’t help but wonder about the strangeness of this whole situation. Dageran hadn’t sprung from the darkness when Faron agreed to flee the guild, so Ulric hadn’t been in league with him; but still, the story he’d told was too bizarre to accept wholly—men who lived forever by killing children, and his father among them?

It went a long way to explain the mysterious scars on his father’s forearms and his father’s money too, but that wasn’t a thing he’d ever been concerned with. It all suddenly felt very outlandish, and Faron sensed the whispering sound of a distant scream coming closer. Head dropping into his hands, Faron leaned against the rope barrier between him and the water. He’d need to move soon. With Jakal on his trail, it wasn’t safe to stay in one place too long, but it wasn’t safe to move about either.

Maybe he’d been wrong to come here. Maybe he’d been wrong to defy Dageran and flee the guild. Jakal had already survived a blazing inferno, an angry village, and whatever guards had chased after him here. Faron was beginning to wonder if the madman could even be killed by natural methods. 

That was what Ulric talked about, wasn’t it? Immortal men and women? Did he know for sure that Jakal wasn’t one of them? Confused thoughts swirled around in his head, competing with one another just to addle him. Faron groaned, wondering if the blackness of the waves would be the same as the darkness of that pit he’d left behind. Maybe the scream inside his mind had finally driven him mad. It was back now, replacing the sense of hope he’d clung to so tightly. In fact, it was so loud that he failed to hear the footsteps behind him, if they were at all distinguishable from the creaking of the ropes and boards all around.

Deep in disturbed thought, Faron felt a heavy thud resonate through his skull, accompanied by a loud crack. He went rigid and was swallowed up in darkness.








  
  
  Bloodletting

  
  




Faron woke with a jolt—Jakal. Where was he? What had happened? His head thundered with pain. He lifted an arm to his head but was stopped. As wakefulness returned, he realized that his arms were tied together, and he was sat upright in a chair. What was happening? If Jakal had found him, he would already be dead. Did the assassin intend to torture him? 

He pulled sharply on the ropes at his wrist and was surprised to find that the knot binding it tightened when he pulled. That cinched the rope around one wrist but loosened the other. It was sloppy work. His legs weren’t even bound. Had Jakal done this? Faron blinked through a dizzying wave of pain from his head. Was it possible that he was simply being robbed? He almost dared to hope. Robbers he could deal with; he’d just rob them right back.

He tugged harder on the rope, cinching it down tighter on his right hand. There was almost enough room to pull his left out, but it would hurt. 

A door opened, and yellow light streamed into the large room. A dark figure carrying a lantern entered, and Faron felt truly puzzled. It was the sandy-haired man from the orphan home. 

“You?!” Faron proclaimed. “What on earth do you want with me?”

He took a chair from the shadows and pulled it toward Faron. “Oh, don’t play innocent. Let’s just be honest with each other, alright?” Faron wasn’t sure how to reply. “Look, I don’t want to do this. You shouldn’t have come prying into things that don’t concern you. Everything was fine, and you had to come along. Why can’t you people just let well enough alone?”

Despite himself, Faron felt confused. “Who do you think I am?” 

“I don’t care who you are, but I can’t have you ruining everything I’ve worked for. I’m not proud of it, but I won’t just let you destroy it either.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t,” the man interrupted. “Don’t ask questions. I’ll do the asking, alright? I need to know how much you know. Who sent you?”

“How much I know about what?”

His face went hard. “Who sent you?”

“Nobody,” Faron answered. “I came to you looking for answers myself. I don’t even know who you are.”

“No. Don’t you tell me that. I know someone sent you. Was it Garad? He’s been hanging this over my head for years now. Or was it Marethin?”

“Hanging what over your head?”

He was quiet for a moment, then said, “It’ll be easier for you if you tell me.”

“What’ll happen if I don’t?” Faron asked.

“I’ll… I’ll hurt you if I have to.”

Faron had spent the last five years among debased men who took pleasure in the pain they caused. He was familiar with their type, and this man was not one of them. “I don’t think you have it in you,” Faron said candidly.

The man actually looked a little abashed. “No. No, you’re right. I won’t hurt you, but I can still make your life miserable. I can make you a slave—make you work the rest of your life in a field somewhere. Is that what you want?”

Faron’s brow furrowed, and his blood pressure spiked. “What did you say?”

“Oh, don’t play coy with me. You and I both know that’s why you’re here. What I want to know is how you found out. Nobody’s ever figured it out before. Nobody cares about the fatherless, except to kick them out of their way or call the guard to have them removed from where people can see. I know someone told you, so tell me, was it Garad or Marethin? What do they want?” 

Suddenly, Faron knew what was happening. “You’re selling orphans into slavery?”

“I’ve already reached my contact, and they’re coming for you. They’ll probably be here before morning.”

Faron felt panic welling deep inside. No, no, I can’t. Not again. Dead gods, I can’t go back. He felt the animal fear surge within him until he remembered the loose rope around his wrists, then the anger quickly outweighed the fear.

Slavery, disappearing orphans—he ground his teeth and made a connection. There was no slave market in Alden. It had been outlawed with the death of the gods centuries ago. But if there were an underground market? Who would need a supply of young slaves more than Sadagon, the man who collected children as fuel for his warped immortality?

Until now, Faron hadn’t yet considered the possibility that Sadagon and his men, if Ulric’s story was true at all, might not be working alone. Could there be established underground markets for the buying and selling of children? The thought sent chills down his spine, but it made undeniable sense. Suddenly, the idea of men stalking in the night for lone children felt incredibly foolish. If there were an entity who survived off of young blood, they would be far more organized than that. It all made morbid sense to Faron. Of course it was a slave trade. How else would the children have all disappeared? And who else would want them?

Panic ebbed away, forced out by the rushing tide of fury that sent his hands shaking. Pulling so hard on the ropes that his right hand felt it might burst from the pressure, he yanked on his left and tugged it free of its bindings. The ropes around his chest loosened, and he yanked at them until he could duck underneath them and stand.

Surprise showed in the man’s eyes, and he stumbled when he saw Faron rushing toward him. He stepped back toward the door. Before he could take more than a few steps, Faron leaped, tackling him with a shoulder. While he might not be large, Faron was fast, and his momentum and fury pulled his adversary to the ground.

The slaver scrambled and tried to pull himself away, hardly even fighting back, but Faron showed him no mercy. He lifted the hand that was still bound, rope dangling from his wrist, and quickly tangled it around the man’s legs, tying a tight knot as he cinched the legs together. Squirming, the man rolled onto his back, and Faron kicked him in the gut. His breath left him easily. With the dexterity of a thief, Faron seized the hands and bound them, too. 

“Get off me!” he cried. Faron kicked him again. He stayed quiet. 

Fury seethed from Faron like river water off a cliff. It didn’t matter that this man wasn’t fighting back and had clearly never tied anyone up before. It didn’t matter that he was already crying at Faron’s feet, begging for mercy. If he was selling children into slavery, he was in league with Sadagon, and if he was in league with Sadagon, he would talk.

In the lantern light, he saw a dark wooden knob propped against a pillar—his crossbow. What fool would put Faron’s own weapon so close? He stormed over to it, loading a bolt and turning the crank. There were tears in the man’s eyes. “No. No, no. Please don’t.” He pushed his legs out in front of him, backing away toward the door. 

Faron grabbed a leg and yanked, throwing him onto his back and away from the door, farther into the light.

“Where is Sadagon?” Faron yelled, louder than was necessary. When no answer came, he yelled again. “Where. Is. Sadagon?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know. I swear, I’ve never heard that name before.”

Only turning angrier, Faron cuffed the man on the side of his face. “You sold children into slavery—orphans—children who turned to you for help, trusted you, and you betrayed them, exchanged their lives for profit!” He finished loading the crossbow. “Scum like you are what ruined my life, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let you stand in my way now that I’m trying to do something about it; so, give me one reason why I shouldn’t just end you right now.” His volume escalated as he went on until he was practically screaming at the man.

“Don’t!” the man sobbed. “Please! The orphans need me. They need me!”

“Then tell me where Sadagon is! Or I swear on Olsu’s justice I will bury this arrow in your throat.”

“No! Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t. Please,” he begged. “I’ve never heard that name in my life, I swear. I don’t know who that is.”

“Liar!” He leveled the crossbow.

“Please!” Desperate cries mixed with choking tears. “Please, I swear on Atha’s grave, mercy, and everlasting life. I don’t know who that is. Please.”

Faron breathed deep, beginning to realize that his assumption that this man knew Sadagon was irrational. Not everyone who sold slaves was likely to know the man who bought them. He narrowed his eyes. He was going to have to find someone who did.

“Then give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you.”

“The orphans!” he reasoned. “They need me.”

“To be sold as slaves?” Faron quipped. “How miserable of a man do you have to be to even find slavers in this kingdom?”

“I had no choice. Please! They came to me. I didn’t have a choice. Please! Just let me go.”

“They’ll be better off without you, slaver,” Faron spat. “But I have questions. If you want to live, you’ll answer every last one of them. Do you understand me?” The crying man nodded, eyeing Faron’s finger less than an inch from the trigger, the bolt pointed directly at his eye. 

“Who buys your slaves?”

“I, I don’t know.” Faron neared his finger to the trigger. “I don’t! But I do know someone who does! The man who pays me, he takes them, and from there, I don’t know where they go.”

“His name?” Faron demanded. The man’s eyes became squeamish and looked wet, as if debating between two forces that might kill him. Faron’s lust for blood was settling, and his headache returned.

“Look,” Faron said. “I don’t want to kill you. I’ve only killed a few men before and never on purpose. I don’t like it.” He stepped behind the man’s back out of his range of vision. “But I will if I have to. Now, I’ll do the asking, and you’ll answer. Let’s try again. Who is your contact among the slavers?”

He touched the sharp point of the crossbow bolt to his prisoner’s neck. The man jerked away. “Garad. It’s Garad. He lives in the Wood District at the bottom of the mountain. Dead gods.” He sniffled. “He’s going to kill me.”

Faron didn’t know where that was, but that didn’t matter right now. “And the slaves? Where do they go?”

“I don’t know. I assume somewhere in the city.”

“Why?”

“Because the slavers only buy during winter.”

“What kind of slaves does Garad buy and from who?”

“Children only. I don’t know from who else.” He hesitated. “Except, I know of one who certainly was involved.”

“Who?”

“Alfond. I can’t prove it, but I know. Before the orphanage burned, he sold twice the orphans I ever did—maybe more.”

“What do you know about that?” Faron inquired. “About the orphanage that burned down. What happened to the children inside?” he asked, though he felt he already knew.

He had finally stopped crying, head hanging low. “Gone. Sold—I’m sure of it. Alfond owed great debts. He sold them all at once and disappeared. I’d bet my life on it.”

“You are betting your life on it,” Faron reminded him. “How would a man disappear in the middle of winter? Where would he go?”

He shrugged lethargically. “Wherever the children go with those who buy them. It’s a big city. They could be anywhere.” He seemed very tired now.

“You aren’t much help to me,” Faron said, irritated. “But, it’s enough.” He paused, contemplating the man. He had condemned children to a life like Faron’s at best and a horrible death at worst. This was the kind of man who left a stain on the world. “I should kill you,” he thought out loud, fingering the crossbow.

All fatigue flew from his prisoner. “No, please. If I don’t care for the orphans, no one will.”

“Just what exactly has your help brought to the children you sold? Would they be worse off now had you not intervened? You speak of Alfond like what you do is so much better, but it’s not. You have as good as murdered those children—children you promised a better life.” Faron remembered with fervency his years trapped by Dageran’s lust for wealth and power, and his temper flared. “Without your help, they would be here, alive, and maybe even happy. You as good as killed them with your own knife. The smallest justice I can give them is to do the same for you.”

“I don’t know if I’m a monster or not,” the crying man argued. “But everything I’ve done, I did for them. If I sent one away, it was to feed the rest.” He grew in confidence, eventually meeting Faron’s eye. “My charges would have starved if not for me. I saved them all at the cost of a few. I might be a monster, but I do it so they can live. My conscience is anything but clear, but I did it to protect as many as I can. The rich of this city care nothing for the children that starve to death every day. There’s simply no other way to protect them all. If I didn’t send away those that I did, they would have all died.” He sniffed. “You’re right, I probably am a monster, but know that if you kill me, you kill them as well.” He wiped his nose on a shoulder. “Not that it justifies what I did, but you assume the children I sent away were sent to die. You don’t know that. They probably are forced into labor. That kind of thing happens in cities like this.” He seemed less certain than only a few moments before.

“A cornered rat will say anything to be set loose,” Faron said, but at the same time noticed something he hadn’t before. This man’s clothes were old, threadbare, and heavily patched—nothing like the new clothing on the backs of the orphans in his home. Whatever else was true about this man, he cared for his charges. Faron wasn’t sure if he felt more frustrated or relieved when he said, “I should kill you, but it won’t bring them back.”

He pulled out his knife and bent on one knee. The man flinched. Faron reached out and cut his ropes. “You’ve told me what I need to know,” he said, standing. “Now, you’re going to lead me to Garad.” If there was a trail of slaves and slavers that could lead him to his sister—and to vengeance—Faron was going to follow it.

Eyes wide, the thin-faced man noted the ropes falling from his wrists, unbelief showing on his face. “Atha’s mercy, thank you. Thank you. I’m sorry for what I did, I swear it. I only meant to protect them.”

“It’s the only reason you’re still alive, but know this: If I ever find you again and learn you’re still selling innocents, I will end you, just how you ended them.” Slowly, the man nodded. “Go,” Faron said, pointing toward the door. “Take me to Garad.”

Leading the way, the sandy-haired man opened the door to the docks outside, letting the starlight and noise in. Everything after that was a blur to Faron—the whistling sound of splitting air, a flash of silver, and a thud. The man crumpled to the ground, screaming. Faron’s mind took precious seconds to understand what was happening, and by then, it was too late.

The tall figure of Jakal rushed through the doorway like a snowbeast seeking ice. Dim starlight reflected off his deeply toned skin. Before Faron could even lift the crossbow to take aim, it was knocked from his hands. He jumped backward but was grabbed by the shoulders. Jakal held him in an iron grip. 

No! Faron thought frantically. Not now! I can find her! He swung his fists at the man’s sides, but they made no difference. Jakal was powerful and angry. In a moment of sick weightlessness, Faron was lifted off the ground and crushed into the floor. Stars sprung before his eyes, his already wounded head engulfed in pain. He cried out and reached for the knife in his boot. Struggling slowly, he managed to reach it and brought it up swiftly, intending to carve open the tracker’s sides. A hard boot slammed into his hand with violent force, and the knife clattered away. Again, he was lifted and slammed onto the hard, wood floor. 

More stars clouded out his vision, and for a moment, he could barely see. When his eyes readjusted, Jakal placed a heavy knee on his chest, crushing his lungs. Faron felt sure his ribs would give under the force. He tried to roll but was firmly pinned. There was no fighting Jakal’s brute strength.

“Stop!” he cried, voice distorted from pressure. “Let me go!” Jakal just shook his head. “I can find her! Please, you don’t have to do this.” 

Jakal’s long fingers descended on his throat, crushing his windpipe with practiced strength. “You mistake,” he whispered in his thick rolling accent. “I do this not because I am compelled. This is what I love.” And he squeezed the soft flesh on Faron’s neck. He choked, face turning red as he struggled to get a breath, flailing his arms and legs, but to no avail. 

Jakal leaned in close and whispered bitterly, “You should not have hurt Mysala, traitor. I would have killed you quickly with a knife in the back. Now, you will die from my hands, and it will be slow.” He flashed teeth in a wicked smile. “Do you want to feel your little bones snap?” Faron’s vision began to fade, turning a dirty shade of red. His lungs screamed for air, and his head swam. He was going to die; he could feel it. There was no way to escape this. 

As Faron’s vision darkened, he saw a large, dark shape fall through the air above him and slam into Jakal’s head. It was a long wooden board, the type that might kill a normal man. Jakal released his grip and stumbled onto the floor. Faron rolled onto his side, wheezing, desperately summoning the strength to stand, and the board fell again. To his shock, his savior was the sandy-haired orphan master who he had nearly executed. A knife wound marred his shoulder, bloody and wet.

Too dizzy and out of breath to bother with a look of surprise, Faron stood and kicked Jakal in the gut as hard as he could. It was surprisingly weak. Jakal caught the kick and twisted, sending him to the floor. The dark-skinned assassin sheltered his head, but the board made contact again, and he released his grip. Taking a deep breath, Faron kicked again, harder this time. Despite being stunned, Jakal absorbed the kick well, so Faron—unsatisfied, scared, and angry—kicked him in the head. His neck jerked back awkwardly, but there was no snap. Jakal stopped trying to rise to his knees, though. 

Years of fury and desperation flew out of Faron as he kicked and kicked the man who had pursued him and killed so many young people with nonchalance. Here lay the foremost reason he had never run from Dageran’s brotherhood, and he was completely under Faron’s power. There would be no mercy. Jakal shifted to his knees, far more resilient than a normal man, but Faron landed a fierce kick on his throat. 

Flames—flames and darkness, spreading from the bottom corner of his vision. He felt a hellish heat on his arms and neck and smelled his own flesh burning. Crackling flames and falling thatch filled his ears as his mind took him to another place—another time—where he had felt a similar hatred. This time, however, Faron was in control.

Jakal warded off Faron’s kicks with a hand, so Faron crushed it under his boot. He tried to rise to his feet, so Faron smashed his ankles. Stomping, kicking, and snarling, Faron attacked with years of suppressed hatred. Jakal curled into a ball and stopped fighting back, but Faron did not relent. Part of him wanted to resist, but Hadria’s final scream filled his head. He quieted his conscience, kicking even harder. Blood pooled on the ground, and bones broke under Faron’s heel; and still, he destroyed the man. Every finger of each hand shattered. Every little bone in his ankles and ribs fractured and cracked. A quiet part of him was sickened at his violent rage, but he silenced it with cruel fury. Only when he was absolutely sure the man would never stand again did Faron swallow his temper. The flames and darkness receded, and his hands trembled. 

The orphan master cowered several feet away, terror in his eyes. He had narrowly avoided the same savagery. 

Breathing deep, Faron crossed the floor to where his crossbow fell, still loaded. Jakal, somehow still conscious and not screaming, cracked open the eye that wasn’t swollen shut and saw Faron standing over him, a crossbow pointed at his windpipe. Faron had to breathe for several seconds before he could speak. Jakal’s large black eye stared up at him through a swollen purple lid, blood dripping into the other. The tiny part of Faron’s mind that worked so hard to maintain his innocence screamed at him. Never had Faron killed a man so directly—once with fire and once with poison, both by Dageran’s decree. If he loosed the bolt, he could no longer hide behind the pretense that Dageran was responsible for his actions. If Faron killed this man, it would be by his own hand and on his own head.

Staring him in the eye, Faron lowered the bow a fraction of an inch, and again, his mind fevered. Flames, hot and close, searing his skin—he could feel them. By Atha, he could feel them. A spot of blackness obscured his vision, hiding what he refused to see. Vengeance—the fire called for vengeance. Only then would it be slaked. The familiar scream he had not heard in weeks returned—angry, fearful, haunting. He felt the fire rise higher, and his hatred returned, mind-numbing and consuming.

For Hadria.

With venom only a slave could procure, Faron spat, “You should have let me go.” 

He pulled the trigger.

The flames died away. The screaming left. Vision returned as the spot of darkness retreated, blood splattering across the floor. Faron stood above the body as it spasmed, and he finally lost his nerve. Trembling and sweating, Faron doubled over and choked, then vomited on the growing pile of gore. It didn’t help the trembling.

Out of breath and filled with adrenaline, Faron watched as Jakal stopped writhing. He shook, then fell to his haunches. Had this gone beyond the bounds of self-defense? Had he become a murderer?

He was pulled from his reverie by the sound of the orphan master spilling his own bile upon the floor. For the moment, Faron had forgotten he was there.

“Thank you,” Faron said in a raspy voice.

“Dead gods. Olsu curse me to the Iron Halls. I hope I did the right thing.” He couldn’t rip his eyes from Jakal’s body.

“You have no way of knowing, but you did,” Faron affirmed. He rubbed his temples. “Thank you.” After a pause, he added, “Why did you help me?”

The man shrugged. “You let me live. I don’t know if I would have done the same if our roles were reversed.” He looked down. “I wouldn’t, in fact. If you killed me, you would have been in the right, but…” He trailed off. “But, you didn’t.” 

Sluggishly, Faron leaned to the side and reached into a pocket to pull out the remnants of his coin purse. It still held the kingpence, though there was precious little else. He threw it at the feet of the man. “For the children. And for your help.” He would need more. If he were to discover where the slaves and slavers disappeared to, he would likely need time, and that meant money; but still, he felt compelled. If a few coins could prevent a child from enduring the fate he had known or Hadria’s fate, he would gladly give them up. He eyed Jakal’s broken body. There would be more there.

“I, uh, thank you. It will be needed. I know it doesn’t need to be said, but I’ll find another way. I won’t sell another soul—never again.” Faron nodded silently, somehow grateful for the man’s presence. “My name’s Aerik, by the way.”

“Thank you, Aerik.” He rubbed his throat. “You don’t know what you’ve done for me.”

“Saved your life? Well, you spared mine. I think I understand a little.”

Faron shook his head. “That’s not even half of it. Without you, I’d be searching out a thieving crew for information or searching the city at random. I appreciate your help with the assassin, but thanks to you, I know where to start.”

“Uhm, start?”

Faron leaned forward and rolled Jakal’s warm corpse onto its back, then worked his hands through his pockets. He quickly found a heavy coin purse which contained several gold pieces, possibly the payment intended for Synick and Faron himself for the Clarath contract. He swallowed hard and shoved the purse in a pocket.

“I’m Faron,” he said, searching through Jakal’s other effects. “If I didn’t say that already.”

“You didn’t,” Aerik said. “Uhm, what are you doing?”

Faron found a belt of gleaming silvery knives on a strap inside the dead man’s jacket. He deposited them at Aerik’s feet. “Sell this when the orphanage needs coin.” He pointed at the swirling lines in the metal. “That’s Kaor steel, and it’s worth a small fortune.” He found a dagger made of the same precious metal and gave it away as well. He also found the small crossbow he’d used earlier, a length of chord meant for strangulation, and a small bag filled with tarnic root. Faron raised his eyebrows at that. When dried, the root was said to give unending energy to those who ate it and a sharpness of mind, too. It was also extremely addictive and poisonous. Faron discarded it with a flick of his wrist.

“Come on, help me drag him,” Faron said when there was nothing else to find. Aerik looked like he might throw up again, but he helped all the same. Leaving a red trail, they heaved the dense corpse out of the dark building and over the edge of the dock. Faron watched as darkness consumed his would-be killer. He felt horrible. 

Why should he feel so weighted by guilt at the death of a murderer? Minutes ago, Jakal had been trying to squeeze the life from Faron. He should be reveling. Dageran’s sharpest tool had been taken from him. Not only was Faron free from his clutches, but others might now be bolstered to escape where before they were trapped. He should be happy. 

He felt none of that as the killer slipped beneath the surface—only baseness, cruelty, and nausea.

He would do it again all the same—for Hadria. Nothing else mattered.

The only thing that Faron felt more strongly than his disgust with himself was his fury for any man who enslaved another. He had spent the better half of a decade under the knife of a slaver—whatever he chose to call himself—and Hadria was likely the same. 

Faron quelled his desire to vomit again and set his jaw. Sickness and guilt be damned, he would follow the trail of slavers wherever it took him, and he would slaughter every last one of them until Hadria was free and his father avenged.

For the first time in Faron’s life, he felt as if nothing could stop him. He would follow the trail of slaves and discover where it led. When he found its end, he would find his sister and the white-haired man who had ripped her from him and murdered his father: Sadagon. Faron envisioned the violence that would be the vessel of his vengeance and Hadria’s deliverance, and for a time, he felt almost immortal.

“Take me to Garad.”








  
  
  Interlude

  
  




The fire roared beside the aging tavern keeper. All his patrons were either asleep or gone. It had been a long winter, but business was finally starting to trickle back in through his doors; and, Ulric was able to recoup some of his costs accrued throughout the winter. Despite this, Ulric cradled his white-haired head in his hands, an old man’s tears sliding down his cheeks. 

He had been right—Faron, that was. The past five years had been hard on the boy, harder than he could likely ever know. Had he been right all those years ago to send Faron to the guild? He could see no other option, then or now, but that had made it no easier a thing to do and no easier a thing to live with.

Just then, Byrd—Ulric’s pale and greasy-haired assistant—walked in from the kitchens. 

“The kitchen is clean, Master Ulric, save the pig over the embers. I—” He cut off when he noticed Ulric’s tears.

“Leave me be, boy!” Ulric roared through his thick white mustache. “Can I not have even a moment’s peace from my good-for-nothing assistant in my old age?” Without a word, Byrd ducked his head and made for the exit, heading home for the night. “Bless him,” Ulric wheezed through short, panicked breaths.

With the guarantee of privacy, he returned to his task. A small stack of papers lay on the dimly lit table before him, a candle’s unsteady light wavering and flickering uneasily. On the pages lay lists of all Ulric’s worldly possessions. He would handle this before he confronted his troubled thoughts. It was only paperwork. 

With careful pen strokes by a stick of charcoal, Ulric signed each carefully written page, effectively signing over ownership of the tavern to Byrd.

From his father and his grandfather and his father before him, The Rusty Knife had been passed down through his bloodline for generations. He thought for certain he could feel his ancestors rolling in their graves with each signature laid down. That link would break with him. He had known that for years now, ever since his Emileth and Vallor passed, but it made the action no easier.

The least he could do was give the inn to Byrd. He had been a trusting and deserving companion these last few years, even if Ulric did develop a habit of hollering at him. That just showed he cared for the boy, though. It was when Ulric wasn’t yelling that you needed to be worried.

With a few more careful brushes of charcoal on paper, he signed away ownership of what had represented every waking moment of his life. Elbows aching, he reached into his coat pocket and retrieved a brass key and a folded note with instructions on how to find the hidden chest it opened. Slowly, he stood and put the stack on an empty shelf, high above the countertop. No one would think to look for important documents there, except Byrd, of course, who would assume it to be a note left by a patron. Hopefully, it would come as a pleasant surprise after all the trouble he’d be leaving him with. Ulric cracked a small smile at the thought. Now came the hard part.

Ulric stood in front of the kitchen door, hand raised to push it inward but several inches away from its surface. He tried again, but his hand resisted. It began to shake, and tears again sprung to his aged blue eyes.

“You’re a blasted coward,” he scolded himself. “A snow cursed old fool.” This is how he redeemed himself. This is what he had chosen, but like all the other activities of the day, his resolutions made it no easier to go through with them.

Say it, he thought forcefully. Maybe it will make it easier.

“I am afraid to die,” the old man whispered to himself. At the proclamation, new tears formed and redoubled in strength, passion contorting his face. For decades now, Ulric had thought of little else. With each passing year, his body betrayed him further, and his age became more apparent. He had known for a long time now that death was coming for him, and he had always fought desperately against it. It was his fear of death that had allied him to Bouren over a decade ago and ultimately what drove him into the arms of Dageran’s brotherhood, though it had been run by a different psychopath then.

Certainly, that alliance had given him the funds to try expensive foreign medicines and cures for his old age, but it also made him painfully aware of his cowardice. He was terrified of dying. The Remembrants he’d met always spoke of the ancient religion of the past. The twin gods, Vam Atha and Vam Olsu, ruled humanity in life and in death centuries ago. Would Ulric still fear death so potently if he knew that gods still existed to guide his soul to an afterlife? He figured he probably would. He had ransomed his soul for coin long ago by joining that ice-cursed brotherhood. If anything, he should be glad the gods were dead so he wouldn’t have to pay for his crimes. Many men—friends even—had lost their livelihoods over the information Ulric had gleaned and passed on to Dageran’s thugs.

Breathing deeply, Ulric calmed himself. Atonement, that’s what he desired, for his sins and for the life he had given Faron, even if the alternative had been death. He had decided upon this path irreversibly, and he could not back out now.

Overcoming his cowardice, Ulric pushed on the oiled door and entered his kitchen. He could see nothing out of the ordinary inside. He stood ruggedly still and glanced about the room. Up above, barely visible in the shadows, he could see the top of one of his wine barrels left open. Another tear flowed quietly down his wrinkled face.

Soft as a falling feather, Ulric felt the stirring of darkness behind him. Blood for blood, the old man thought as a dagger pierced him from behind.








  
  
  Garad

  
  




Garad sat in his armchair, watching the thick, whitish smoke rise to the ceiling and hang in a dense cloud. He sighed contentedly. His house creaked as the waves lapped upon it, rocking slightly. He puffed a few more times on his cigar, then put it down where it wouldn’t burn something. He liked cigars but only about halfway through. After that, he didn’t like the flavor anymore and started a new one. Surrounding him were dozens of half-smoked rolls of tobacco, many of them unraveling from their cheap paper. He rolled another.

“Wish I could have someone do this for me,” he grumbled. “Buy them made—damned expensive.” He lit the end on his lamp wick and began puffing again when a knock came from the door. “Who in the frozen—” He cut off as he stood, pulling on the arms of the chair to help himself up. Snows, he was getting old.

“Hold just a moment,” he called over his cigar, moving his girth to the door. It was a messenger boy.

“Message for you, sir.”

“Let’s have it.” He rolled his hand impatiently. These idiot messengers always took so long to get to the point.

The boy handed him a letter. He snatched it and shut the door in the boy’s face, not tipping him. Hungrily, he unfolded the note:


I know the buying season is just past, but I trust you know how to make contact. I have one for you. It’s urgent. Meet me tonight at the arranged location.

-A




“Stupid man,” he griped to himself. “I can’t do anything that quick. You’re too snowing late. I can’t contact those Kaorn trash after they’ve left. He shook his head, irritated. He was a middleman, not a miracle worker. Meet at the end of the docks? Tonight? Ice take that man. He was certainly overstepping his bounds. He would do no such thing; in fact, he was going to stay right here and take a nap, which was exactly what he did.

An uneasy hour or so passed, during which he woke no less than three times to smoke half a cigar. He had a problem—he knew—but he didn’t care. He could afford it, so long as the fellows from Kaor kept coming back and paying him for his unique merchandise.

He was just drifting back to sleep on his armchair when the door slammed open. He jolted. Hadn’t he locked that? Without a word of warning, a figure stomped through the doorway, a large, crude, crossbow holstered on his back and a quiver at his waist. It was a boy—no older than eighteen, he’d guess. His friends would pay extra for someone his age. Garad sized up the child—no, not a child. At first, the boy had looked young, but then he saw his eyes. They were dark, hollow, the color of cold pines, and filled with murderous intent. Those were the troubled eyes of a man who had seen atrocities.

“What in the snowing north do you think you’re doing?” he demanded. “Get out. I’ll call for the guards, I will.”

Air rushed from Garad’s chest as his lungs nearly collapsed under a kick so unexpected and savage that it broke the legs off his armchair, sending him sprawling onto his back. His corpulent form splintered the poor chair as he fell.

“Guards!” He called. “Gua—” With nimble fingers, the boy snatched the still smoldering cigar and shoved it flame first into Garad’s mouth, searing his tongue. He pulled it out, and Garad tried to cry out again but was backhanded across the face. The hollow-eyed boy held the steaming cigar near his face. It was still hot.

“This is what you’ll get every time you open your mouth for any reason other than what I tell you. Do you understand?” A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead near the spot of fire in the boy’s hand. He nodded. The cigar was pulled away, and Garad’s confidence returned. “We’ll start simple. What is your name?”

“I don’t have to take this from you, boy. I’ve ha—” The cigar flew through the air faster than an eyeblink and was in his mouth again, burning his tongue. He thought he tasted blood. He tried to scream but was smashed across the face again. He felt so dizzy all of a sudden.

“I don’t think you understand how serious I am about this,” the dark-haired boy said softly. “Aerik,” he called. The man entered through the open doorway, face lit by the yellow light of the only lantern in the house. 

“You!” Garad called. “You’ll pay for this, whatever this is. I’ll see that you never get another coin for that orphanage of yours again! I’ll, I’ll—” He realized that while flat on his back on a broken armchair, his threats weren’t exactly intimidating. He struggled to kick the remnants of the chair away and stand, but the young man’s booted foot pushed down on his chest. Something popped, and Garad stopped struggling. Aerik handed the maniac a large rag. The boy cuffed him again—hard—and he tried to yell for the guards before the rag was shoved deep into Garad’s open mouth. His tongue hurt. 

“That’s better, isn’t it?” the menacing young man said. “Nice and quiet. Now, I’ll give you one more chance to understand how serious I am before I’m forced to show you. So, I’ll ask again. What is your name?”

He pulled the rag from his mouth. “Ice take you, boy,” he spat. It went back in.

“The rope,” the boy said, “and that chair.” From a small bag, Aerik produced a long length of thin rope and brought another smaller chair from the kitchen with long wooden armrests. The boy leveled the black crossbow at his chest and pointed. “In the chair.”

He shook his head vigorously. The boy sighed and punched him in the gut with strength beyond his frame. He doubled over, a sickening nausea sweeping through him, and was pulled by a fistful of hair off the ground and painfully guided into the chair. It creaked as he sat his girth in it. With frightening expertise, the boy tied his wrists to the arms of the chair, his legs to the bottom, and his chest to the back. In only moments, Garad was completely immobilized.

With a lithe movement, a knife was pulled from a boot. “This is your last chance. I want you to understand that I know exactly who you are and what you do, so I’ll know if you lie. I’ll ask once more. What is your name?” He pulled the rag from Garad’s mouth.

“Demons of ice and snow take you,” he cursed. Instantly, the rag was forced back into his mouth. Did he knock out a tooth? Like a flash of lightning, the knife glinted and descended with force. Searing pain lanced up Garad’s arm, more pain than he ever thought was possible to experience. He looked and saw his hand fall to the floor, severed in one clean cut. A bloody stump spurted red where it had been. The cut freed his arm, which he whirled around frantically until the damned boy seized it and tied it again to the post near his head, spurting blood on his shoulder.

Garad screamed into the rag, eyes rolling nearly to the back of his head, but hardly a whisper made it past his teeth. For a good minute, he screamed, unable to wrench his eyes away from the bloody stump restrained just inside his vision. Tears streamed down his cheeks until another backhand to the face stunned him. The rag was torn from his mouth, replaced with the cigar. Surprisingly, it was the proper end.

“Breathe,” the soft voice instructed. He did. He pulled deep on the cigar, kindling the tip into a glowing red. “That’s it,” the boy said. He held it near his face again. It was far hotter now. “I’m going to keep your mouth open now.” He displayed the hot cigar. “This is what you’ll get every time you say something I don’t like. Understand?” Crying, Garad nodded. “Good. Let’s try again. What’s your name, slaver?”

Garad was in too much pain to feel surprised. Apparently, this stranger did know exactly who he was. “Garad. Garad Herinsson,” he panted. “Atha’s corpse, you took my hand!”

“And what is your trade, Herinsson?”

He hesitated. Should he speak? The monster of a boy seemed to know already, but Garad had made a long habit of never implicating himself.

“Don’t feel like talking? You may want to consider it. You’re bleeding at an alarming rate.” Aerik watched from behind, silent and pale. Garad felt dizzy but glanced down. Sure enough, there was a growing pool of blood on the floor, and his left arm was completely soaked, warm blood gushing out in surges. “I can do this all night—weeks, in fact. You, though? You’re not so lucky. In under an hour, I’d guess you’ll have bled to death.” His eyes flicked back to the growing puddle, and he knew the truth of it. He felt dizzier every moment.

“You probably don’t have much time, so I’ll make this quick,” the stranger said, ripping a sleeve from his own soiled shirt. “I’ll use this to tie you a tourniquet. I don’t expect you to know what that is—you have the look of an idiot about you—but it’s used to stop the bleeding. It’ll save your life, in fact. Tell me everything I want to know, and I might tie it for you.”

“Ice take you, filthy beggar,” Garad spat angrily. He didn’t take well to insults. 

Like a striking snake, the boy was inches from his face, cigar pinched between two fingers a hairsbreadth from his cheek, singeing it. “Make no mistake, slaver. You will answer my questions—all my questions. The only thing you need to ask yourself is how much blood and how many fingers and toes you’re willing to lose before you do.” The venom in his voice was terrifying.

He pulled away, but the burn still hurt. Garad glanced at his right hand—his good hand. Funny how he was already thinking in terms like that. His brain felt fuzzy. He glanced up and saw his mutilator’s eyes, so intense, so full of anger—hatred, even. He relented. “Slaver. I’m a contact for slavers. I find them people who won’t be missed.”

“What kind of people?” 

“Children,” he answered, broken. “Young. Please, tie my hand.”

In a flash, the cigar was in his mouth again, searing the inside of his cheek. As quickly as it was forced upon him, it was removed. “I’ll decide when you’ve earned the privilege. How old?”

Garad screamed, then flicked his tongue agonizingly. “No younger than twelve, no older than eighteen.”

This ignited a spark behind the boy’s eyes, though he didn’t relent. “Who collects them?”

He shoved his tongue into the open air, waving it frantically in an attempt to relieve it. “I don’t know them all. I only know my contact: Jaru’tal, a Kaor man.”

“Who else?”

“There’s no one else, only that damn Kaorn who walks like a snowing king.”

The horrible boy lifted the bloody knife and brought it slowly to Garad’s face. He pushed it into his cheek, forcing Garad to turn away.

“There was one other!” he cried. “Please! Damn you, let me talk!” The knife fell away. Through panting breaths and pain so intense his vision blurred, he said, “The Kaorn comes alone every year, but this time there was another: a pale man with scars like webs on his hands.”

“What was his name?” The knife came back. 

“He didn’t give me a name. On Atha’s mercy, I swear it.”

“Atha is dead,” the boy spat. “And you will be too if you don’t tell me his name.”

“Dead gods, I swear I don’t know!” The knife pushed into his cheek. “I swear! Gods, I swear it. Stop! Please!” Tears streamed down his face, mixing with the blood that soaked his shirt.

“Where did he come from?” the boy yelled, not releasing the knife’s pressure.

“I don’t know!”

A fist met his gut. “What did I say about lies?” the boy said, shoving the rag in his mouth. Garad breathed heavily through his nose, gagging on the cloth. With more force than was necessary, the boy pinched his nostrils shut. He tried to shake free, but the evil boy’s grip was too hard—painfully hard. His lungs burned, and his face began to feel hot. He kicked and pulled at his restraints. Only then did the boy release his nose and rip the rag free. Garad vomited on his rotund stomach and lap, gagging, gasping for air. The smell was nearly unbearable. 

“What did I say about lies?” the boy whispered again.

“Please.” Garad coughed, spitting out mouthfuls of bile. “Tie my wrist. I’m not lying, I swear. I’m not. Blackened body of Olsu, I’m not.”

The attacker stood, leaving Garad room to shudder and breathe.

“Where do they take the slaves?”

“Aru’barrahk,” he cried, relieved to have a question he could answer. “In the kingdom of Kaor. That’s where they go, you filthy little savage!” He screamed the last few words.

The boy’s brow furrowed deeply. Garad wasn’t sure if it was because of the information or the insult. A fist landed on his cheek, knocking a loose tooth out and onto the floor. “Don’t lie to me, slaver. Do you take me for a fool? Each time you sold your slaves, it was winter. No man travels beyond the beast wall while snow blankets the earth, so how could your contact be from snowing Kaor?” He backhanded Garad again, leaving a red welt on his cheek. He wanted to scream.

“Savage!” he cried. “You’re a little savage, white take you!” Tears fell off his chin, and blood spurted from his severed hand more slowly now. “I told you the truth, I swear it. I swear that I did.”

He was silent, those hollow green eyes piercing him from deep sockets, and then, seeming to accept what was said, leaned in close. “I wouldn’t call me the savage,” he responded. “It brings me no pleasure to inflict pain, even in a man like you—a man who murders, kidnaps, and takes advantage of the innocent for a profit. You’re the lowest form of life there is. Make no mistake, filth, I have no love for this, but I will kill you where you sit and let your body rot for days before a soul finds you in here, all alone, except for the flies and maggots eating your corpse.” He practically spat the words. “I will kill you, and I will hurt you unless you do everything I say.” He smashed a fist into his gut again, punctuating the threat.

“So, tell me,” he continued, after Garad’s fit of coughing. “If the slavers you sell to are from Aru’barrahk, how do they arrive in the middle of winter when no other man could survive the journey and why?”

“I don’t know,” Garad admitted, feeling so dizzy he was almost sleepy. “They don’t tell me anything, but they do it every year and always have.”

“You’ll have to do better than that,” the murderous boy said.

“Stop the blood first,” Garad bargained.

The boy made a show of gauging the blood on the floor. “You’ve lost a lot. You probably don’t have many words left. I’d choose them carefully if I were you. Tell me everything you know.” He lifted the knife again, holding it to the first knuckle on a finger. “Or I’ll hasten the sap of your veins along its journey to the floor.”

“A benefactor,” he cried. “It was a gift from the men who fund him—the man with the scars, his organization. I don’t know who they are or where they’re from, I swear, but they buy more slaves than the rest of Kaor and Alden combined.” He stumbled over his words, panting heavily, eyes nearly closing. “Only, they only buy children, so that’s what I do. I find easy slaves for Jaru’tal and his crew, and they pay me. That’s all I know. I swear on my father’s pyre!”

Garad couldn’t open his eyes enough to see if the words were believed. He was defeated.

“Where in Aru’barrahk are they sent?”

“To auction—I don’t know.”

The cigar descended again, stopping less than an inch from his face, creating a red spot of light on his cheek where it stung. Fear gripped him, and he woke enough to fear the pain that was promised.

“Aru’barrahk is the snowing capital, the biggest blasted city in the whole country. I don’t know where else they’d go!” He pulled away from the cigar unsuccessfully. “That’s all I know, I swear! Please, stop the bleeding. Please!”

“I believe you.” He leaned in close now and lowered his voice. “Where,” the boy said with steely distinction, “is Sadagon?” It was said with such purpose and finality that Garad could tell, somehow, that this was the entire purpose of the questioning—the most important question of them all—and he didn’t have a clue who he was talking about.

“I’ve never heard that name before in my life. Please, stop the bleeding.” His shoulders shook as he cried. How had he fallen so far so quickly? How would he live with only one hand? How could he roll cigars with only one hand?

“One more question,” he said, lifting a finger. “Was it worth it?”

“What?” He could hardly focus. His arm suddenly felt numb, and he shivered from the cold. How odd that he couldn’t feel his hand. It had been there only moments before, and now, when he tried to wiggle it, he felt nothing at all.

“Your sins!” he hissed with malice. “Capturing children and sending them to their deaths, preying off the weak and helpless, creating slaves from the innocent, and all in the name of coin. Tell me, was it all worth it?” He heavily punctuated the last few words. The confused and hesitant look on Garad’s face was apparently answer enough. The boy spat on the floor near him. “You can’t even regret what you’ve done. Uncounted children are dead or enslaved by your hand, and you can’t even properly show remorse?” He stood to his full height, and Garad’s vision swam.

“The world will be that much safer without you in it.” He seized and then raised the crossbow.

“No! Please, don’t kill me!” he cried, suddenly alert. Blood hardly flowed from his stump of a hand now. “Please! You said you’d tie my hand! Stop the bleeding! Please, let me go! I’ll stop, I swear! I won’t do it anymore, on my mother’s grave.”

For a long minute, the boy was silent, hollow eyes boring into him like augurs of soul. That gaze, for some reason, was the greatest discomfort of them all. He stood silently, not moving the crossbow, not pulling the trigger for several minutes, and Garad didn’t dare speak another word. Pain and fury played across the boy’s face, and under the fierce intensity of those cold eyes, Garad was pinned.

Without a word of warning or noticeable change in the boy’s demeanor, his finger jerked on the trigger. Garad heard a sharp crack of bowstring splitting the air and immediately felt his pain fade away into nothingness.








  
  
  Trail of Slaves

  
  




The tortured sound of gurgling faded, washed away by the lapping of the waves and creaking of wood. Faron stood panting in the gore of the second man he’d ever purposefully killed—hardened, darkened by the murder. His stomach turned, and he would have thrown up again if there was anything left in his stomach at all. 

Dead gods. Is that what he’d become?

“You lied,” Aerik said, looking as shocked as Faron felt.

Faron tossed the crossbow to the side, outside the pool of blood, and nodded. “Yes.”

“You said you’d bandage his arm, and…”

“And I killed him.” 

“Atha’s grave,” he cursed. “Protect us from what we have done.” 

With the deed done, Faron felt his bravado slipping and the trembling come upon him. “What we did was justified,” Faron said to Aerik but also to himself. “This man sent who knows how many children to their deaths. This was justice.” 

Aerik shook his head. “Still, we… you…” He shook his head. Would Garad’s screams haunt Aerik the way Hadria’s screams had haunted him?

“No,” Faron said. “Garad got what he deserved, but you had nothing to do with this. This sin is on my head.”

“I saved you,” Aerik muttered.

“That doesn’t make you complicit.”

“I led you here.”

“Aerik,” Faron said, standing in the expanding pool. “Let it be on my head.” Faron tried to hold the orphan master’s eye, projecting confidence. Inside, he was a roiling mass of guilt, disgust, and anxiety. Garad was a slaver and a murderer by proxy, deserving of neither pity nor mercy. Faron had wanted to give it all the same. He had hoped Garad would plea for forgiveness and atonement, but he didn’t. Faron had been forced to kill him, and now, evil or not, he weighed on Faron’s conscience. 

It was a weight, Faron found with unexpected strength, that he could bear. Men like Garad reveled in a godless world, escaping justice for their crimes in this life or the next, if there still was such a thing—men like Sadagon, who drained life from the innocent to consume for themselves. Faron clenched his fist.

He would be their justice. He would be their god, to ferry them to the afterlife. Their deaths were a weight he could bear—for Hadria. In the dimness of the creaking house, Faron resolved to mete out justice to slavers wherever he found them, regardless of the weight. He would start with this Jaru’tal in Kaor, and from there, he would go wherever the path of slaves led him until he found his sister. Then, when that was done, he would return to Blackwood and end Dageran’s reign with his head on a spike. 

“We should go,” Aerik said, snapping Faron back to the present. “Someone will have heard.” He was white-faced and wide-eyed. 

Faron nodded but started sorting through Garad’s ruined pockets until he found a small coin purse, which he took for himself. If he intended to travel all the way to Kaor, then he had a long journey ahead. Dangerous legends of the violent place were not enough to deter him. Faron considered searching the house for a safe or other valuables but thought better of it and slipped outside.

“Wait,” Aerik whispered from behind, stopping Faron in the door. “Are we…?” He trailed off. “You know, the body.” They had slipped Jakal into the lake.

Faron shook his head. “Let them find him. He’ll be a message to those who knew what he was.”

They retreated along the docks, completely devoid of people until they got closer to the center of the floating city. They walked away from the scene and the orphanage, but Aerik didn’t ask where they were going. Faron didn’t know, only that he had to put distance between himself and the man he’d made a corpse. When they found a distant and lonely boardwalk, they stopped to let the water pull the blood from their boots and sleeves. 

Finally, Aerik broke their silence. “Who are you?” he asked. “I’m sorry, but I have to know. Are you some kind of justicar? Or a vigilante?”

Faron shrugged in the starlight, hair falling in front of his eyes. “No, I’m not that. I’m not under the governor’s employ, and I’m not here to hunt criminals. I’m just…” He paused, unsure if he could trust Aerik, but figured they were past trust already. “I’m looking for someone.”

“Sadagon?” He fumbled the name.

“Yes.”

“And you think you’ll find him in Aru’barrahk?”

“I don’t think so,” Faron answered honestly. “I’ll find the slave merchant, Jaru’tal, and learn where his slaves are sold. I’ll follow this trail as far as it goes.”

“Will it be like…” He gestured in the direction of Garad’s house. “Like that?”

“Violent?”

“Brutal.”

Faron didn’t answer for a moment, staring out over the oscillating waves. “Brutality is a tool,” he eventually said. “A utility, despite its unpleasantness.” It was a phrase Dageran had used often and a concept Synick had drilled into him when he first learned how to fight.

Aerik only nodded, a halfhearted gesture. “Faron, is there any chance I can dissuade you from going? To Kaor, I mean.” Faron shot him a look. “They’re a ruthless people. You’ll be killed if they find you in their lands, and that’s if the desert doesn’t get you first.”

“If that’s where the slaves are sold, then it’s where I’m going.”

“Their borders are closed to all but the Kaorn,” Aerik continued. “If you try to cross it, you’ll die.”

Faron didn’t meet his eye. “I’ll find a way.”

Aerik sighed. “Whatever happens to you, know that you have my gratitude. I’ll find another way—whatever I have to do.”

“Good.” Faron nodded. “The assassin’s knives I gave you will sell for hundreds of pence. Use that money however you can.”

“Why was that Kaorn trying to kill you in the first place?” he asked, as if realizing for the first time that he had not asked before. 

Faron pulled his shirt to the side, revealing the brand on his neck. It was shaped like a snake, twisted over itself to swallow its own tail, above a naked tree with deep roots. Dageran claimed it was the symbol of the dead gods, and with them gone, it was his.

“He was sent by the man who gave me this—a man who called me his property and would rather I die than get away.”

Aerik’s brows rose, and understanding filled his eyes. “Thank the dead gods,” he said, “that I didn’t kill that man for nothing.” 

“Thank you for helping me, but I killed Jakal. You don’t need to blame yourself for that.”

Aerik only sniffed, rubbing his nose. “I should get back,” he said. “It’ll be morning, sooner than later, and my children will need me.” Faron nodded his agreement. “When will you leave?”

“I’d leave tonight, but I need to supply for a long journey; and, I still don’t know if my horse yet lives.”

“Why would he not?” Aerik asked, puzzled. 

“Jakal came a long way to find me and knew my horse by sight. If he didn’t find her, I’d be surprised. Also, last time we met, I think I killed his horse.”

“A Kaor steed?” Faron nodded. “Those are worth a mountain of gold.” He shrugged. “But still, I think your horse will be fine. The Kaorn practically worship horses. To kill them unnecessarily is a crime against their god.”

“The Kaorn still worship the gods?” Faron asked. “Even though they’re dead?”

“Not the Twinborn Gods,” Aerik corrected. “The Equine Spirit. Not a god in the literal sense, but a deity they claim exists without form.”

Faron frowned in confusion. The idea that there were gods beyond the Twinborn was something he’d never considered.

“An equine spirit? So, a horse?”

“I don’t claim to know. I only read a surviving copy of Mathuladon’s Travel, but from what I could understand, they believe that those who die are reborn as horses and the other way around, too.”

Faron shook his head. Strange as it was, it didn’t matter. If there was even a chance of finding Hadria’s trail—if not Hadria herself—he would take it. She might not be in the Kaorn city, but if there was a trail of slaves to be followed, it would lead him to her. 

Aerik spoke again, pulling Faron away from his thoughts. “Anyway, I’ll wager that your horse is unharmed. Maybe I’m wrong, but I’d be willing to bet on it.”

Faron nodded. “It’s getting late, and I’ll want to be going in the morning. Thank you for your help tonight—all of it.”

“Regardless of what happened tonight, I’m glad I met you, Faron. This ended quite fortuitously for me. My conscience has been restless for how I supported these children, and Garad has been blackmailing me about it for years. I’ll admit, I’m not sad to see him gone,” Aerik said, but he shuddered while he said it. “What I’m trying to say is, thank you.”

Faron began to accept the thanks and return it in kind, but he was cut off when Aerik pulled him into an embrace, awkwardly avoiding the crossbow. 

“Thank you,” Aerik said again.

“And you.” 

They turned and went opposite ways in the night. 

Taken aback, Faron found his way to the nearest tavern and, using Jakal and Garad’s stolen coin, rented a room for the night. He lay awake, consumed with thoughts of what he’d done. There had been bones breaking out of Jakal’s skin, but he’d kept stomping anyway. Garad had looked so terrified. It was hard not to feel any pity.

With the light of morning, Faron finally was able to rest and slept well past noon. He was no longer being hunted. He didn’t need to hide like a frightened animal. When he woke, the city was bustling and active, and he walked its streets as if for the first time, really seeing shops, stalls, and people. In almost everything, he saw his sister and where she might have been. He saw merchants selling knives and saw her whittling away at his wooden stand. He saw a formalwear store with glass windows and imagined her ignoring it for the candy maker next door. 

He was disappointed, he realized, that she wasn’t here. It had been, and still was, a distant hope, but he couldn’t help but feel mournful. She likely wouldn’t be in Aru’barrahk either. Ulric was right. It would be one city after another until he discovered where the trail stopped. How long would that trail be? Thinking about it made him nervous. It was already mid-Maia, and Hadria’s nameday was only three months away at the end of Auger.

Faron set his jaw and walked a little faster. With the help of his map, he eventually found the first inn where he’d rented a room and Jakal had found him, but his things were not there. When he asked after them with the innkeeper, he claimed not to know what had happened to them. Deciding against searching the innkeeper’s own rooms for his effects, he resolved to replace them in the markets. His purse was fat and filled with more gold than he’d ever seen before.

Retracing his steps from the first day in the city, he found the stable where Onyx was kept. She was right where he’d left her, unharmed and happily munching from a feed sack. He petted her sides affectionately, and she nickered when she saw him. She seemed far happier than the last time he had seen her. Her saddle still hung on the wall. Perhaps Jakal hadn’t found her after all. 

“You owe a day,” a vaguely familiar voice said. Faron turned around to see the stable boy. “For the horse.” He pointed. “Two if she’s gonna be here ‘rest of the day, too.” Faron had completely forgotten about that. With apologies, he paid for space and food for another day. 

“I’ll be back later,” he promised, smoothing Onyx’s thick mane. He had to resupply, and there was little room on the crowded roads for horses. When he was adequately convinced that she was being cared for, he left, heading for a nearby market square.

Faron’s first impression of the market was the overwhelming din of merchants selling their wares and shoppers haggling loudly. Everywhere he looked, shops with flung-open doors hosted crowds that flowed in and out, stalls stood at corners and lined streets, and an overwhelming number of people pushed through it all, trying to purchase anything from the day’s food to a meaningful trinket. Faron did his best to avoid the crowds while still completing his shopping. He kept a wary eye out for guards, but they didn’t seem to be particularly on edge.

Merchants advertised all kinds of goods, from nails to various cheeses to effigies. It took several trips to various stalls and shops, but he eventually managed to resupply for the long trip ahead. Dried beef went into a brown leather bag, which he also had to purchase, along with a dense biscuit-like bread, bunches of nuts rolled in honey, dried apples and mushrooms, and several wedges of cheese in bright red wax. He had to find another vendor for fresh apples, carrots, potatoes, onions, salt, and a thin hammered pot.

During his flight to Iron Shoals and the lake city, he’d been hunted and couldn’t stop for meals or even rest. This time, he’d be going much farther and would need to set a steadier and more sustainable pace. Jakal was dead. That meant sleeping full nights and cooking at least one meal a day. It would be easier going, with luck.

Over the course of the day, Faron replaced his compass, lamp oil, tinderbox, clothes, and a few other oddities he had not left in the saddle. He’d never done so much shopping in one day before, and he hoped never to have to again. The outrageous way most merchants expected to haggle was enough to set his teeth on edge. 

When all was collected and neatly packed away into Onyx’s saddle, the sun was hanging low on the horizon. Faron stared at the city gate, one hand on Onyx’s lead. Was it too late to leave? Could he afford not to? According to Ulric’s map, it would take the better part of a month to reach the isolated kingdom of the Kaor, leaving only Iune, Iulia, and most of Auger until Hadria’s nameday—his nameday.

He thought of the long road ahead, and his body ached. His head had recently taken a clubbing from Aerik in the dark, his back and legs were still tense from the ride to the lake city, and his throat still felt sore from Jakal’s fingers. 

One night wouldn’t make an impossible difference. Faron reluctantly paid for another night at the stable and let a room at the inn attached to it. A bath and bed might do more for his journey than an early start. 

He slept better than the night before, the previous day’s grisly acts less fresh and drowned out by the horror of arguing prices with shop keepers. With the rising sun, Faron led his horse along the bustling streets of the city and exited through the gate he had entered through only a few days before. He mounted up the moment he passed the snow wall. To the south, the path was wide and weathered, trodden by thousands of wheels, hooves, and feet. It was nothing compared to the cobbled path west to Murcosta and Empyrion, but still well defined. To the north, however, toward Aru’barrahk and the few small villages that lay in between, the path was thin. Very few traveled this way.

With a soft kick, he guided Onyx up the trail.








  
  
  Edge of the Desert

  
  




Spring was in full force, soft green shoots of grass and flowers poking through the thick carpet of evergreen needles, all fighting for light. It was a welcome release from the early winter that had stayed longer than it should. Now, the sun was hot, and even under the massive boughs of the great pines, there was warmth. The city quickly fell from view, and by midday, the path had curved into the depths of the forest, obscuring even the magnificent sea. Everywhere he looked, there were pines. He passed a family of deer laying in the shade of a great bough, squirrels chattering anxiously above. The air smelled of earthy pine and sap, even the smell of salt fading away until it was no longer noticeable.

The second day, clouds dominated the sky. No rays escaped from the gray blanket that covered the horizon. On the third day, those clouds turned dark and brought rain, sprinkles at first but heavier and heavier until the path was nothing more than a conglomerate of thousands of little rivers, all joining to find the easiest path down. Little lakes formed in Onyx’s hoofprints, her weight forcing deep indentations into the soft mud, which quickly filled with swirling water. They passed streams often, little things that fed into the great lake, but Faron took pains to fill their large waterskins during the rainstorms anyway.

Eventually, the path curved east, away from Faye Lake, and wound between the massive peaks of the mountains. On the fifth day, the path led nearly to the top of a steep mountain covered in evergreens, to the point that it must have looked like green fur from a distance. On its slopes, the trees opened up to an incredible view of the lake. 

Water dominated the landscape from Faron’s vantage. At this distance and from this angle, the lake looked almost silvery, glittering with thousands of flashing lights. He could see an opposing range of mountains that came right up to the water’s edge, far in the distance to the west, but the lake stretched as far as the eye could see to the north. He tried to remember every little detail about that view. Hadria would have loved it.

Each day, Faron would gain as much distance as he could without discomforting Onyx too greatly, and each night, he used his round black pot to cook a stew. He hadn’t expected much from himself in terms of cooking but was still disappointed in his pathetic meals. Still, he appreciated something hot to eat, even if it was mushy and bland. 

Nights were spent under the stars or pines, except for the nights it rained. Those nights he was forced to seek shelter in the severe overhang of a rock or a cave if he could find it, though he only managed that once. Inversely, one night he was forced to take shelter from the wind and rain under nothing more than a large oak. That night had been long and miserable, though he built a massive fire to keep warm.

As the days slipped by, the endless forest of ancient evergreens gave way to throngs of aspens, oaks, and maples, all tangled with smaller and younger vegetation hungry for sunlight. Leaves were beginning to bud on the thick patches of aspens, and some of the oaks were pushing off last year’s leaves that hadn’t yet fallen, replacing them with fresh new buds. Soon, every branch would be green and filled with life.

At times, the forests would break to wide grassy fields full of flowers, birds, and buzzing bees. The openings would vary in size between a few hundred feet across to several leagues. Faron found the breaks in the forest to be pleasant, especially when the sun was shining brightly, accenting the fields of flowers with its vibrant touch.

To many, traveling alone would be boring, but Faron had never felt such peace in all his life. Here, there were no walls to burst into flame around him. Here, there were no unexpected fires, except the ones that kept him warm. Here, there was no singing to remind him of his sister or evil tasks required of him. No one pursued Faron through the forests and hills. No one set his pace for him or made demands he couldn’t fulfill, and most important of all, there were no screams. For the first time since the night of the fire all those years ago, Faron was truly free. 

Beyond freedom, though, he was hopeful. Before the end, Garad had confirmed much of what Ulric had said and even given him a trail to follow. Not only was Faron free to find Hadria, he knew where to start. It was comforting but also disconcerting. There was so much he didn’t know. He would look for this Jaru’tal, but could he find a man who didn’t fear the snow? Snowbeasts prowled the White, laying in wait for anything or anyone foolish enough to be outside a wall during the winter. Yet, this Jaru’tal had clearly done it, and Sadagon as well. There was too much he didn’t know.

Faron pondered as he rode but got no nearer an answer to his questions. Eventually, the days and nights melded then burned away, passing by in swift succession. 

On the tenth day, Faron finally reached the north end of the lake. Nestled in an open grass plain through the narrow valley just beyond was a small village: Lower Daen. As he descended the winding path on the mountainside, a vast plain opened before him. The tree line stopped by the side of the great lake, only a few patches of forest visible in the open grass fields that expanded out before him. Faron had never seen so much open land before, undisturbed by anything and stretching into eternity.

He made his way off the mountain, ears occasionally popping, and approached Lower Daen’s snow wall, happy to see a town properly surrounded for once. According to his map, it was the last village between himself and Kaor, so it became a crucial point of resupply. Despite adding the occasional rabbit to his stews, his supplies were dangerously low. He pet Onyx happily and gave her the last apple, soft and nearly overripe but still sweet. 

Inside the wooden palisade, he could see pastures full of horses. Short wooden fences laid out plots of acreage for paints, grays, roans, sorrels, and other types to graze, run, and play. Everywhere he looked, there seemed to be horses—some in their pastures, some picketed outside homes or businesses, others walking down the large dirt streets. It seemed the animals outnumbered the villagers in this town three to one.

Faron realized that this small village must be a supplier of mounts throughout the empire, a loosely used term. To the west, he spied a gate with a well-worn path pointing toward Murcosta and Empyrion, Alden’s capital. With some surprise, he realized Onyx might very well have been born in this town of flat pastures.

The village market was a pitiful thing, only a few hundred people living in the town. The potatoes and carrots he purchased were those that had survived winter storage and were soft with a few white growths. Additionally, he had to pay a steeper price for them than he would have thought fair for even fresh vegetables. He sighed as he bought them. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be able to tell after they were cooked. He was getting better at that. At least the merchants didn’t try to haggle here. He refilled his lamp oil, bought oats and apples for Onyx, and purchased a hot meal for himself at the local tavern, The Horse’s Haunch.

He was given a large slab of red meat with mounds of green broccoli. Apparently, the inn’s name wasn’t metaphorical—horse’s haunch. He was too hungry to be timid about where the meat came from, but he tried not to think about Onyx while he ate it. 

Faron’s rented room, which seemed long unused, had a large tree trunk in the corner, bark still clinging to the wood. The buildings in this town used entire trees as supports in their construction, each home having at least four trunks at the corners. Most had more.

The fire returned that night. In his dream, he remembered the burning of his home, and little sleep came to him. For years, he had seen those flames every time he closed his eyes, but after killing the slaver in Fayevew, he seemed to have earned some reprieve. Now, they were back. In the morning, Faron woke with a start, coughing on smoke. He wretched and began to breathe too quickly, casting his eyes around the burning room. The scars on his chest and shoulder blazed with pain, and he smelled searing flesh. 

He grabbed his head with both hands and pulled on his hair. Hadria’s scream sounded in his ears. The familiar phantoms of his past were joined by a swollen dark eye staring down the shaft of a crossbow bolt and the severed stump of a man’s hand, gushing blood in large sanguine spurts. They, too, haunted him. 

First, the fire fell away, then his vision cleared, and the screams followed, leaving him panting on the bed. He released fistfuls of dark hair and fingered his broad-bladed dagger. Was he wrong about being strong enough to carry this? He had killed two men, one in cold blood. Would they haunt him forever like Hadria’s scream? Could he bring himself to do it again if needed? Jaru’tal. The foreign name rang through his mind. He shivered and pushed himself off the bed and into his clothes. He could worry about that when he got to it. For now, there was a path between him and Hadria, and he would attack it with renewed vigor. 

Without waiting for breakfast, Faron mounted his horse and departed the equestrian village.

Nothing lay ahead of him now but open plains. The grass had grown long, nearly to his hips in some places, and all around, the wind swept the green fields with rippling waves of air. Soon, the mountains shrunk behind him until they disappeared entirely. With the use of Ulric’s map, he found watering holes and springs, which were far fewer than in the mountains behind. With no landmarks and no change in scenery, the days quickly blended together. 

On the third day from Lower Daen, it began to rain. The drops were small and warm and not nearly as annoying as the massive cold drops that fell near and around Faye Lake, but it churned the ground underneath Onyx’s hooves and made progress slower. The thin path turned muddy and soft until they abandoned it altogether, keeping to the grass just to the side. Come nightfall, the rain didn’t cease, and Faron wished he had bought a tent. Not a single tree or stump broke up the monotonous plain, and there was no shelter to be found. Recognizing that he would get no sleep that night, he trimmed the lantern wick high and lit Onyx’s path, urging her through the night.

He hoped to walk until the rain let up, but eventually, Onyx’s steps grew languid; and, Faron felt compelled to stop. The rain didn’t seem to bother the horse, who steamed in the darkness. Faron, however, hadn’t anticipated the unbroken plains and had no idea where to seek shelter. Not sure what else to do, he uprooted as much grass as he could and made a bed, hopefully tall enough to keep him off the worst of it. It wasn’t. His shoulder immediately pushed through the wet grass and into the cold mud, and he groaned softly. There was no wood anywhere to create a fire, so he just lay quietly, muttering curses to himself and listening to the rain splashing against his hood. After a few miserable hours, he decided his horse had rested long enough, and they moved on. 

The precipitating rain fell ceaselessly until the fifth day and then off and on until the seventh. No part of him was dry at that point, water somehow finding a way into everything. During the second night in the rain, he found no sleep, but by the third, he simply lay on his side in the water and managed to pass out for a few hours before waking up cold and stiff. The flesh on his fingers and palms was soft and wrinkled, and his leather blacks were sodden. Most of the dye had faded away now, between the sun and rain, leaving them a dark brown. When the rain finally let up on the tenth day, it was noon, and despite the muddy earth, he immediately lay down and took a nap in the mud.

Storm clouds only came twice more after that, alternating with a sharp whipping wind. On the seventeenth day from Lower Daen in the light of midafternoon, he approached the first change in scenery since leaving the horse village, and the change was drastic. The massive field of grass stopped at an almost uniform line, giving way to sand that slid down a great slope over a thousand feet long, forming a large dry bowl before him. At the bottom of the basin, Faron could see thousands of peaked golden hills, cutting through the landscape like hundreds of winding snakes. Hot wind lifted up from the ocean of sand and tossed his hair about his shoulders. It felt dry.

During the past few days, sparse shrubbery had appeared, and it was next to one of these that Faron picketed his mount, collected small twigs, and started a fire. Staring down into that great basin, he came to understand how real of a threat this land could be. It was often said that the Kaorn were dangerous and protective of their lands, and below, in that ocean of sand, they could be hiding behind any hill.

He eyed the desert with a mix of awe and fear. If it weren’t an obstacle, it would be beautiful. He crouched down by his fire and made an early stew with dried horsemeat, potatoes, and leeks. His easy pace was at an end. Down there, in that world of sand, it would be back to sneaking and hiding. He would eat, sleep, and wait until nightfall, and then he would descend. 

Despite being dry and warm, Faron slept very little. His nervous anticipation was too strong to allow for restfulness. He had next to no idea what to expect down in those endless dunes or how he would survive, but he was going all the same. Aru’barrahk was somewhere in that desert, and Jaru’tal would be there. When he found him, one way or another, he would learn where Hadria was being kept, and he would find her. He fingered his dagger and tried not to remember the horrified look on Garad’s face or Jakal’s defiant eyes.








  
  
  Descent

  
  




When darkness finally fell, Faron sighed for his weariness and roused his tired horse, leading her on foot down the steep incline of white-gold sand. He was surprised to notice the air growing colder as they descended. Weren’t deserts supposed to be hot? Under the light of the unfettered moon, Faron reached the basin. Curious, he stooped and ran his fingers through the loose sand. It was coarse and rough, not much different from sand everywhere else, except it was everywhere. It was like walking in mud, but softer, and with less resistance when he pulled his foot away. It was the same for Onyx, if not as bad, and one of the strangest things he had ever experienced.

Progress was slower than he imagined. For every step Onyx took, the sand sunk back, and it took an extra half step to cover the distance normally covered in one. The air was cold, and he could see his breath hanging before him like in winter. Earlier, staring down at the sand, he had felt a hot wind. Where was that now? Where was the fabled heat of the desert? He didn’t mind, of course. His leather clothes would protect him from cold, but he was perplexed all the same.

All was silent in the night, except for the steady pace of the wind across the tops of the hills of sand, until hours later when Faron heard the rough sound of laughing men. His hair stood on end, and he wound his way a few dunes over. When the disturbance faded away, he increased his pace.

Come morning, Faron learned where the desert heat had gone. The rays of sunlight seemed to boil the thick air, and it quickly grew hot—stiflingly hot. He stopped and dismounted, panting in the burning air. He promptly removed his sweltering leather clothes in favor of a single layer of white linen with the sleeves rolled up.

That was more bearable for a time, but his skin quickly began to turn a shade of red where the sun touched it. For someone who had spent years in a cave, except for nights, this sun was dangerous. Even during the past weeks, his traveling had been mostly done under trees, clouds, or both. He hadn’t realized how woefully unequipped he was to deal with something as simple as sunlight.

Reluctantly, he pulled his sleeves back down, sweating horribly. How did anyone do this? Onyx seemed to be having a hard time of it as well, her deep black hide glistening with sweat. Finally, Faron saw a small dead tree, roots covered in sand, and stopped below its meager shade. His lips were already cracked, and the back of his neck was hot and sensitive. They couldn’t keep on like this.

They took long drafts from the water skin, which he felt growing concern over. How would he refill it? His map didn’t indicate any rivers running through this barren wasteland, and it certainly wasn’t about to rain. Just thinking about it made his throat itch. Together, they huddled under the short tree, occasionally digging a few inches to get underneath the burning sand. It wasn’t even midday.

As the day wore on, the tallest of the dunes cast a shadow, and Faron moved there. The relief was almost palpable. Onyx fell to her knees and lay down in the cool sand as she rarely did, and Faron fell flat on his back, utterly exhausted. Sleep called to him, and he didn’t fight it, trusting Onyx to stay close.

He woke to the sound of yells and whooping. His eyes flashed open, and he lay very still. The muffled sound of horse hoofs on sand whispered against his ear, along with more yelling and laughter. Border guards—he was sure of it—and they couldn’t be more than two dunes over. Faron didn’t imagine sound traveled very far in this soft landscape.

Slowly, he rose to his knees and crawled up the side of the hill. With every step he took, a thousand grains of sand slid down in an avalanche of gold but, thankfully, made no sound. Everything felt muffled in the desert. As he reached the top, he peered over, the sun already sweltering on his neck. Below, in the shade of the far hill, rode five dark-skinned men on horseback, following the long wave of a great winding dune. Something of a path seemed visible before them. They wore knives on their shoulders and bows on their backs. Faron’s stomach flipped. They were looking for something and were about to pass by the opening in his dune. 

Though the wind had erased any evidence of their footprints by now, he could not shake the feeling that they had seen his trail. He slid down the sandbank and made to rouse Onyx from her sleep but stopped. If she whinnied when he woke her or made noise when she stood, she might give them away. He remained silent. 

The group came into view, walking away from him. At the gap where his dune ended, he could see them plainly, and they would see him too if they turned. He looked down and held his breath. He had felt eyes on him too many times to feel safe staring. Slowly, they passed behind another winding hill and fell from sight. Faron released a gasp. They were traveling in the same direction as he was. Best to let them get ahead, as to not stumble upon them by accident. 

He leaned back against the soft dune, cool in the shade. It was surprisingly comfortable, though he felt harsh grains of sand sneak down his back. Those were scratchy and course. Onyx continued her rest as the sun traveled overhead, but Faron did not. He kept a vigilant watch on both sides of the mound and on the top, keeping a careful lookout for anyone that might discover them. Despite his best efforts to avoid it, he kicked down great heaps of sand onto Onyx and his pack, which he had to extricate a few times before he eventually came down to rest.

When the sun turned red on the horizon, sinking below the earth, Faron sidled over to his mount and pulled a loaf of unleavened bread from the pack. He gnawed on it with a weary jaw. The movements woke the horse, who flicked her ears and stood. The heat was quickly dissipating with the light, and the evening was becoming much more bearable. After Onyx was finished with a few handfuls of oats, they started back up, careful to avoid the thin trail he had seen on his left and careful not to lose it. If there was a path, perhaps it led to water.

Hours later, Faron noticed a light in the darkness—several lights, he realized as he got closer. He approached with caution. Soon, he saw the red and yellow stone wall of homes and buildings, torches on sconces attached at the sides. Something felt incredibly wrong and unnatural to Faron as he gazed upon the homes, and then he realized it. There was no wall. No surrounding structure separated the village from the rest of the world, protecting it from snowbeasts. The village simply lay there, almost naked in the darkness. It was an alien concept.

How could anyone feel safe without a wall around their home? The desert was hot in the day, certainly, but it was also cold at night. Could it get cold enough for a snowbeast to survive this far? The lack of a wall was answer enough, though. Seeing the exposed city melded with the rest of the world was a strangely uncomfortable experience. It did, however, present an unprecedented opportunity. 

The desert sun had proven to be far hotter than Faron was prepared for, and already, his water was nearly gone. This village must have been built around some sort of water supply—a well, perhaps, or a cistern? Either way, considering the reputation of the Kaorn, he didn’t expect the townsfolk to let him wander in and purchase what he needed. He’d have to steal it.

It was strange how easy that thought occurred to him. Only a month ago, Dageran had been pushing him to steal of his own accord, and he’d resisted tooth and nail. Now, he took it for granted that he could break the law because his need was great enough. He shoved the thoughts aside. He was too thirsty to contemplate such things. He needed water, and it was here. Everything else could wait.

A few lonely bushes grew alongside the village, deep in shadow. Faron tied Onyx to this as quietly as he could and loosely. He opened Onyx’s waterskin, the largest, and allowed her to quaff the last of it. Lighter now, he took the water skins and snuck around the side of a rough sandstone building, peering into the village. It was small—no more than thirty homes at most—less than half the size of his childhood home in Alhalow.

At the very center of the town was a perfectly circular structure of mortar and stone, shaded by a cloth canopy above—a well, smaller than he expected but there nonetheless. Near the well was a bored-looking man holding a too-large spear—not a man, a boy—who seemed to be roughly two or three years younger than Faron and was guarding the town’s supply of water. He was right, then. They probably would consider his taking it an offense.

With sharp eyes accustomed to working in the dark, Faron scouted the area, searching for people. He saw no others—not surprising as it was well after midnight. 

The boy walked around the well, digging a soft line in the sand. Faron tried, unsuccessfully, to swallow. With one well-placed arrow, he could dispatch the young guard and have at that well. He shook his head. He’d never be that thirsty. There had to be water somewhere else. Faron ducked and changed direction.

Only a few buildings down was an ornate, open building, iron used decoratively in its construction. It was a stable. From the inside came a soft, flickering light, and he could see no less than five Kaor steeds. The horses were so rare and valuable in Alden that he had never considered that they might be commonplace in their homeland. Faron confirmed this when he stole inside and found it devoid of people. No one stood over the living fortunes in the stable, but someone saw fit to guard something so simple as water? The desert was a strange and uncomfortable place.

Inside the stable were several full water troughs for the horses. Quietly, and only with a shallow dipping noise, Faron filled the precious liquid into Onyx’s water skin. It was incredibly heavy. He stoppered the leather bag and filled his own smaller water skin. Despite being well cleaned and maintained, the stable smelled like horse, and the water did, too; but, Faron took it anyway. Before he finished, he lowered his cracked lips to the surface and drank as much as he could stomach. He had been right about the taste but was grateful all the same. Feed bags lined against the far wall caught his eye. They looked heavy. A door on that wall gave him pause, but Onyx was hungry; so, he crept over. There was precious little for her to graze on in the desert.

He pulled a bag from its hooks and peered inside. Squishy, brownish-red fruit, slightly resembling massive wet almonds, filled the cloth sack. Faron had no idea what they were, but the other horses were eating them; so, Onyx could, too.

He shouldered both burdens and made his way out of the stable but paused when the shadows swallowed him. He may not consider stealing water a crime, but the feed certainly was. He felt no moral restraints. He was about to steal for himself for the first time in his life, and he thought almost nothing of it. It simply didn’t seem important compared to his quest to find Hadria and his thirst for vengeance. A part of him stood aghast that he could think something like that. Less than two months ago, he had very nearly ended his own life over the guilt theft brought him, and now, here he was, nonchalantly making off with a bag full of food from a small village. He considered tossing a coin into the stable, then decided against it, moving back into the shadows. Compared to the sins he had already committed and would commit again, this was meaningless. Finding Hadria was the most important thing, and he would need every advantage.

Faron hauled the heavy bags through the sand, sticking to the deepest shadows until he reached his horse. He tied the bags to Onyx’s saddle, resolving to organize them later, but for now, he needed to get away.

Untying Onyx’s lead, he pulled her back toward the open desert when a cry came from behind. He snapped his head sharply around to see the young boy who had been guarding the well looking straight at him. He cried out again, raising an alarm.

Cursing, Faron jumped atop Onyx and kicked her to a gallop. The boy’s cries stirred life into the village. Small doors opened, and tall people came from sandstone homes to see what had caused the commotion. Several of them carried some sort of makeshift tool as a weapon, but Faron was already gone, riding into the night with his prize.

Few people were born as talented thieves. It was those who knew how and when to run that earned the chance to hone their craft. With the night to hide him and the wind to hide where he’d gone, he would have no pursuit. Faron wasn’t as good a thief as Synick, but he always had a route of escape. He allowed a small, self-satisfied smile as he fled.








  
  
  Death March

  
  




The water did not last. Only five days after the theft, it was gone, with no other villages or wells in sight. On the sixth day, he felt dry and shriveled. His mouth and throat ached and were tight. Never before had Faron been so thirsty that he actually experienced physical pain. Now, he wished desperately to return to that state of naivety. In his bag, he foraged and found the cheese he had purchased in Fayevew weeks ago. The red wax on the individual wedges was soft and mushy, no longer holding its original shape. When pierced, the melted cheese flowed from the wax, an even mixture of liquid and curd. Faron half drank, half chewed the resulting flow. For Onyx, he had the strange juice-filled brown fruit, which she ate gratefully. This sustained them through another two days, but they were miserable.

They clung to the shade whenever possible and began resting through the whole of the day. Travel was easier at night, and the blistering sun stole less moisture from him if he cowered in the shade. During the morning of the tenth day, Faron felt the rising sun on his right, a feeling he had learned to resent. They had lost the thin excuse for a trail days before, but Faron didn’t care. His compass guided them north in the general direction of Aru’barrahk. The city was supposed to be one of the largest in the world, containing almost the entire population of Kaor. He wasn’t worried about finding the city. He was worried about reaching it.

Ten days into the desert, and he had been long without water in any form. No town or village appeared on the horizon, though he checked constantly. He had even considered turning back for the little village he’d taken water from in the beginning, but he quickly refused. He was closer now to Aru’barrahk than the nameless village. If he was gauging his map correctly, there were four or five days at most until he reached Kaor’s capital. He didn’t consider what he would do when he got there, only that he would find water once he did.

A raging migraine danced deep behind his eyes. It hadn’t left in four days. The skin on the back of his neck was bright red and peeling horribly, and his face was no better, though skin was the least of his worries. Large blisters had formed on the back of his neck and hands and ruptured on their own. In the severe heat of the desert, the wounds oozed liquid constantly, and he could practically feel the water leaving him, like from a punctured wineskin. His lip was in constant pain and bled from a dry crack.

If his throat had hurt before, it was aflame now. He imagined it would be harder to find a drier surface in all the world than the inside of his own throat, and his stomach hurt terribly. Constant dizziness had settled upon him as well, and he truly began to feel desperate. Despite the long hours scanning the tops of dunes, Faron could find no sign of a village or source of water anywhere. The only thing he could see above the cursed sand was shimmering heatwaves that almost looked like water themselves. The image taunted his suffering. Far in the distance, he saw the beginnings of a line of mountains, but they were not close.

Feeling like hell itself, Faron and Onyx huddled in the shade of a long dune, waiting for the murderous sun to pass. For all his misery, Onyx wasn’t faring any better. Every step she took was languid and slow, and her breaths were short and quick. They were still now, cowering from the day’s awful tyranny. Faron found it hard to believe he had ever thought of the sun’s rays as comforting. 

He thought of Hadria, blonde curls bobbing around blue eyes as she spun to throw a quip the way she so often had back before his life ended. What would she think about what he’d done to find her? Would she scream and hide when she heard about Jakal and Garad, or would her laugh be filled with the realization of vengeance? 

Head muddied by dehydration and pain, Faron listened quietly as Garad and Jakal whispered evils to him. He was a monster, he was no better than them, and Hadria would only fear him when he found her. He tried to wave their shimmering images away but didn’t have the strength to raise his arm. They whispered how he wasted his time searching for a dead girl and that he’d thrown away his newfound freedom in the desert. All he could do was shake his head and listen until his dreams took him. They were no better.

He dreamed of Hadria when he didn’t dream of Garad, or Galvin, or any of the others he’d hurt. He dreamed of the time she buried him in snow and built a snowman out of him. He had been terrified the whole time of snowbeasts, but, as usual, Hadria had been able to coerce him into it. He dreamed of the time she had gotten into serious trouble when punching the snotty daughter of a town guard. He remembered her iron strength of will and boyish demeanor and the way she insisted on wearing men’s clothes like women from the cities. He remembered climbing trees and happy moments together, but mostly, he remembered the last time he saw her. He dreamed of flames and heat and the smell of searing flesh. He dreamed of screams.

Screams.

He was going to die in this hell. 

Faron opened his eyes when he woke and saw the red sun lower below the endless sand. For a few blissful hours, the air was wonderfully cool, and miraculously, he and Onyx both stood and continued on. He led her now, knowing that she was every bit as tired as he and couldn’t carry him. Together, he led, and she faithfully followed, waiting to see which step would be their last, until they stumbled upon a little patch of green in a shallow basin between dunes. It took a full minute for his sluggish mind to comprehend what he was looking at—grass.

Too tired to whiney, Onyx bent her head low over the soft green stems, as if not even she were able to believe their change in fortune. She sniffed. Not waiting to see if Faron was going to stop, she lowered her head and began grazing tiredly. She was not in good condition. Faron fell to his knees in the tall grass, wondering if he too could try and wrest moisture from the thick blades. With red, blistered fingers, he pulled up several stalks and chewed them. Hardly a bead of moisture came from the horribly bitter plant. He tried a few more times, desperate, before he noticed the trees in the clearing. He was so dizzy he could barely see. 

With great effort, he stood and approached the trees. The leaves were thin, with long thorns ribbing the sides. With trembling fingers, he pulled them from the tree and freed them of their thorns. He chewed on them with the same level of success as the grass. Somehow, they were even more bitter.

He cast his gaze down. The sand was thicker here, almost like regular soil. He fell to his knees and felt at the blades of grass. How could they grow if there was no water? How could these trees survive if there was no water? They couldn’t, was the simple answer. Where, then, was it? He could hear no stream and see no pool in the small oasis. 

Confused, mind thick and pained, he peered down. It was there, under the surface. All he had to do was follow the grass roots, and he would find it. Slowly, at first, and then more quickly, he sacrificed the last of his energy tearing at the grass, scooping handfuls of soil toward himself and digging like a dog.

Flecks of sand stung open blisters as he pulled at the dirt, and the few that hadn’t yet ruptured burst apart, mixing pus into the earth. Sand became dirt as he pulled, wedging it underneath his fingernails, and dirt became loam as his vision began to fade. With strength born from desperation, he pulled at the soil, widening his hole and deepening it. The earth was cold. For hours, he found the strength to dig with nothing more than his fingers and a knife, but nothing happened. No water sprang forth to fill the hole. No moisture even dampened the sand.

He refused to give up. It was too late to give up. There were plants here. That meant there was water. It must mean that.

His vision faded away entirely, but he kept digging. His mind almost came short of formulating thought, but he kept digging. The mark of fire on his palms and fingertips flared with agony, but he kept digging. He pulled and pulled at his scar in the earth’s dry crust, but still, nothing changed. He reached forward one last time to free soil from the declivity, but his arms disobeyed him; and, he fell into the shallow grave. It was hardly deeper than he was wide. He lay on his side and lost consciousness.








  
  
  The Fire

  
  




FIVE YEARS BEFORE

The world was white. Death and purity, renewal and blood—snow was all these things. Winter had come from the north, and the world was frozen. Snowbeasts and other ferocious monsters prowled the night, seeking food throughout the White. Large wooden walls lay between them and Faron, though it did little to dispel his fears—or anyone’s fears, for that matter. Shops were opened late and closed early, and that was only twice a week. Nobody went outside in the winter if they could help it, walls or no walls. Already, monstrous white wolves had been seen sniffing and digging by the gates in groups of three and four, searching with red eyes for a way in.

That was not the real threat, though. The enormous posts that made up the palisade wall were buried deep into the icy ground and were thoroughly checked for weakness every spring. The greatest danger was the snow itself. Already, the guards fired bolts and arrows over the wall from tall watch towers toward glowing red eyes, but with every storm, the snow piled higher and froze harder. If winter was long enough, the flesh-hungry monsters of snow would climb the drifts and leap the wall. It had not happened in over ten years, as Ulric told it, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen now.

Mounds of snow covered everything outside Faron’s home—the shed, the garden, the hedges—everything but the door and window. Bouren took pains to keep those cleared for his long treks to the village he took twice a week. It was times like this that Faron hated how far they lived from the village proper. Bouren would only be gone a few hours at a time, but Faron was still anxious every time he left, concerned he wouldn’t come back. 

“Oh, stop your worrying,” Hadria droned from near the fireplace. “I can practically hear that brow furrowing.”

Faron tore his gaze away from the window. “I’m not worrying,” he argued. “I’m just… looking.”

“Mh hmm,” Hadria grunted. She had a way of conveying emotion without using words or even actions. 

“What? I’m not,” he lied. “I’m just thinking.”

“About the snow?”

“… yes.”

“And snowbeasts?”

“Maybe.”

“And how the wall is falling down near the south gate?”

“It is?!” He panicked.

Hadria finally looked up from her book and snorted a laugh. “You should see your face! Oh, you were so worried!”

“That’s not funny,” Faron complained. “What if one day I’m eaten by a snowbeast? You’ll feel bad for laughing then.”

“If you give stomachaches the way you give headaches, I’d feel worse for the wolf.”

“Oh, you’re awful,” Faron moaned as Hadria chuckled to herself.

“Look,” she began, a more serious look on her face. “You’re not going to feel any better by staring out the window wondering when he’ll be back, so just do something to distract yourself.”

“Something like what?”

“Want to play hide and seek?”

“No,” Faron moaned. “I’m tired of that.”

“How about we go play in the snow? There’s still a little light left.”

“Outside?” he blustered. “Are you crazy?”

She just shrugged. “You see, that’s why we play so much hide and seek.”

“Because it’s better than getting eaten,” he interjected.

“At this point, I’m really not so sure.”

“Fine then,” he sighed. “You pick what to do.”

“I did pick something to do,” she said, blonde curls bobbing as she turned a page in her book. “And I’m perfectly happy with it.” 

“Well, then pick something else—something we can do together.”

“Alright. Let’s go outside.”

“Not that!”

“Okay,” she said patiently. “I’ll stay inside and read this book.” Faron just groaned. “Look, if you want to find something else to do, you have to come up with it. I’m happy reading.”

“What book is that?” Faron inquired. 

“A love story!” She shot up, suddenly full of interest. “A tale of two brothers who love the same girl in a hamlet on the Banshee Cliffs! However, the girl can’t make up her mind, so the two brothers compete for her hand; and…” From the way she went on, she must have thought Faron was mostly ears. His eyes glazed over from the overwhelming weight of boredom, and his head rolled back, eyes staring at the yellow thatch ceiling.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door, and Faron bounced to his feet with alacrity. Bouren didn’t usually knock, but maybe he was carrying something. With a creak, there was a loud rushing of air, and a freezing wind swept inside, carrying drifts of snow with it. Already, there were piles by the corners of the door. The sudden wind lashed the candles and made them sputter, nearly putting them out and obfuscating the man in the doorway. It wasn’t Bouren.

Surprise and a little fear rang through him as he peered up at the man framed by winter. Intense blue eyes gazed out over a long angular chin and well-shaved cheeks. His hair was white and thick as the snow that lay piled behind him in the dying light.

Faron waited for the man to introduce himself, but he said nothing, only staring. 

“Who are you?” Faron asked cautiously.

Filling in for his impoliteness, Hadria called, “Please, come in!”

With long, powerful legs, the white-haired man stepped into the room, not bothering to brush the snow off his arms. Faron closed the door behind him, and the house began to warm up again. It was then that Faron noticed the peculiar cloak. A long mass of the purest white fur fell from his shoulders to his heels, trimmed to the perfect length. It looked like snowbeast fur, but that couldn’t be. Snowbeast fur was diseased and deadly. Still, it looked warm. 

Underneath the cloak, the man wore fine oiled black leather, also cut to a perfect trim. Despite its obvious utility, it was embossed with decorative sewing, and on the inside of a glove, Faron thought he spied actual velvet. Bouren was considered wealthy in Alhalow, but there was more wealth in this man’s coat than their entire house. What was he doing here?

Again, covering for Faron’s inquisitive stare and furrowed brow, Hadria chimed, “What may we call you? And to what do we owe the pleasure?”

The white-haired man smiled and stifled what seemed to be laughter or, perhaps, a half-choked sob. “We will become better acquainted, but for now, you may call me Sadagon.” He examined them with those intense yet friendly eyes. “As to why I’m here? Well, I’m here to speak to an old friend, and I was told that this is where he lived.”

“Oh, you mean Da?” Hadria asked. “He’ll be home soon, but you’re welcome to sit with us until then.”

Characteristically, Hadria made him smile. She made everyone smile.

“I had hoped to find Bouren here, but I cannot state how overwhelmed I am to finally meet you two,” Sadagon announced. “You seem to be everything a man could want in his children.”

“Thank you.” Hadria smiled, folding down a corner of the page in her book. “That’s a very nice thing to say. I’m guessing you have a son you’d like us to meet?” 

Faron grinned. That was the usual routine—shameless flattery followed by requests to meet an appropriately aged son. He didn’t know how Hadria handled all the attention. 

The stranger smiled. “In a manner of speaking.”

Still concerned and surprised, Faron interjected, “Did you say you were a friend of Father’s?”

“Old friend,” the man confirmed, though it sounded more like a correction. “Long ago, in a place far from here.”

Faron was not satisfied with that answer, but Hadria interrupted them. “Your accent is so smooth. Where are you from?”

Sadagon chuckled freely. “Oh, you would not know it if I told you. Suffice it to say, it is far away.” Finally, he pulled the cloak off his shoulders and moved to hang it on the empty coat rack. “May I?” he asked Faron, interrupting himself. Faron nodded his approval, and his opinion of the rich foreigner increased slightly. After the unfathomably beautiful cloak, he tugged off his black gloves and hung them as well. His skin underneath was pale and appeared soft. They were not hands that knew hard labor.

Under the cloak, the man wore the finest traveling clothes Faron had ever seen or could even imagine, but he wore them in a way that made them feel less gaudy than they really were. Stepping away from the coat rack, he turned to Hadria. “You look so very much like your mother, young one.” Faron’s spine stiffened with surprise, and Hadria’s eyes almost bulged from her head. 

“You knew our mother!?” Hadria cried, standing so fast her chair toppled. The man laughed again.

“Yes, very well, in fact.”

“How? When? Tell us about her!” Hadria exclaimed, grabbing Faron’s wrist and tugging him near her at the table. “Nobody here knows the first thing about her,” Hadria explained. “She died in childbirth, you see, and Father never likes to talk about her; so, I must know everything. Was she tall? Beautiful? Good at climbing trees? How did she wear her hair? What was she like?” All pretenses dropped as pure curiosity poured from Faron’s twin, reflected but not spoken by himself.

“Now, that’s an awful lot of questions.” The man chuckled. “And I promise I’ll answer them all, but let’s, perhaps, begin one at a time, shall we?”

Hadria nodded her approval just as the door flung open, Bouren striding inside. When had it started raining?

“Faron, could you fetch the shovel? I’d—” He cut off as he saw the cloak and gloves on the coat rack, and his eyes flicked up toward the kitchen. He went pale when he saw who stood there, dropping the thin pack from his fingers. 

“Look, Daddy,” Hadria chirped. “An old friend’s come to visit you.” For a full half-minute, Bouren stared at the tall man, who returned his gaze with a hidden intensity.

“Hello, Baranor.”

Finally, Bouren responded, “Go upstairs.” Faron and Hadria dropped their smiles and shared a worried look. “Now!” he ordered. Frowning, they scampered around him and up the stairs into their loft. 

Hadria closed the door behind her, nearly slamming it shut. Immediately after, she slowly lowered the handle and pushed softly. It opened without a noise. “What’s going on?” Faron whispered.

“Shh,” she hissed back. “I don’t know. Let’s listen.” They crowded around the door. 

“I must say, Baranor, I’m surprised. Had you not killed Garroh and Seris, I never would have found you here. You used to be so careful.” 

Who was Baranor?

Bouren’s voice came next. “No. That’s not who I am. I’m Bouren now.”

“You can change your name, old friend, but it doesn’t change who you are: a thief and a killer.”

Turning his head around to face Hadria above him, Faron whispered, “What did he say?”

“Shhhhh!” she shot back. 

“I’ve told no one,” Bouren said. “Haven’t breathed a word about the city, the cloaks—anything.”

“Do you honestly think that will save you?”

There was the shortest of pauses. “Are you going to k—” The rest was inaudible. 

“Yes.” 

“But I didn’t kill them!” Faron heard his father say. He sounded frightfully desperate. “Doesn’t that mean anything?”

“Baranor, that’s why I’m going to kill you.”

Hadria sucked in a sharp breath.

Sadagon continued, “Moments ago, I was resolved to become a god, to do what was necessary for the salvation of us all. Part of that meant proving to myself that I could hold power over those I hate and not kill them. Now, though… Now, I don’t have to. Thank you for that, old friend.”

“I can’t hear them,” Faron whispered. Hadria smacked the back of his head with a soft palm.

“You would kill me in front of my children?” Bouren responded. The white-haired man laughed. It was a pained, bitter noise.

“Don’t feign love for them Baranor. We both know what you are and what you see them as.”

“They’re my children,” Bouren said. 

A sharp clap sounded from down below. “You have undone a century of careful planning! Decades of maneuvering to save this people, and you destroyed it all in one fell stroke. Don’t pretend to love them, Baranor. You are the architect of their deaths as well as every other man, woman, and child on this earth.”

“You don’t know that!” Faron’s father pled. 

“The Veil grows.” The simple words were spat with the weight of a planet. The rain began to fall heavier, soft thuds against the yellow thatch and sharp against the windowpane just behind Faron. It made it difficult to hear more than every other word.

“You don’t know that,” Bouren said again, weaker this time. 

“Baranor of Vam Aranath, for the crimes of sabotage, murder, thievery, and intent to commit genocide, I sentence you to die.”

For all he struggled to hear, Faron understood that part plainly. 

“Move!” He pushed Hadria out of the way and opened the door, peeking around the corner into the kitchen down below. Bouren was on his knees, begging before the white-haired man who was supposed to be his friend. 

“Father!” Faron yelled, attracting the gaze of both Bouren and Sadagon.

“Leave, child,” Sadagon commanded. “You should not witness this.”

Bouren seized advantage of the distraction, and from his knees, slipped a dagger from his boot. Faron didn’t know that he carried one. Bouren sliced upward with the short knife, cutting a small gash into Sadagon’s gut before the white-haired man caught it by the hilt. 

Faron gasped at the sight of the bleeding wound, but the other man hardly seemed to notice at all. 

“What a waste of fresh blood,” was all he said before dancing into motion. 

Faron stood in shock as he watched his father push the attack and slash at the stranger over and over again, only narrowly missing his target each time. Growing increasingly desperate, Bouren charged, knife held high, and this time, the white-haired man did not dodge away but stood his ground. When the knife descended, Sadagon caught it. 

He held Bouren’s wrist aloft and rammed a fist into his gut—once, twice, three times. The blows looked hard—very hard. The dagger clattered to the ground. Bouren coughed, and Faron thought he could see blood in his spittle.

“Daddy!” Hadria screamed from the top of the staircase, next to Faron now. Both Bouren and Sadagon peered up at her, a heavy load of books in her outstretched hands. She threw them with all her might at the man on the landing below. Deftly, he sidestepped the projectiles, and they landed harmlessly on the floor, bindings ripping and aged parchment scattering wildly. He did, however, release Bouren, who toppled to his knees.

Good idea, Faron thought, searching frantically for something to aid his father.

“You don’t understand, child,” the white-haired man began. “There is so much you don’t know.”

There! Faron thought, spying the lantern at the top of the stairway. It burned on a low wick. Not pausing to consider, he seized the lantern and tossed it with all his might at the man called Sadagon.

“Faron, no!” Hadria cried, but it was too late. The glass lantern missed him by inches, shattering on the hard, wooden floor atop piles of ruined books. Yellow flame raced across paper and lamp oil, instantly painting the room a sickly shade. The books blazed in a spout of fire nearly as tall as a man, and both Bouren and Sadagon stepped back, surprised by the sudden furnace. The line of heat ran between the two of them, separating them from each other, but Sadagon was on the side by the stairs.

Faron’s heart turned leaden as he realized what he’d done.

With only a moment to consider, Sadagon began stomping on the line of flame, desperately trying to put it out. Bouren, however, jumped to his feet and kicked the remains of the glass lantern. Covering his foot in fire, he sent the lamp hurtling toward the stairs, spreading the line farther and cutting Sadagon off from the staircase. It cut off Faron and Hadria, too.

Hadria screamed and began rushing down the stairs, only to stop when Faron tugged her back. 

“Blankets,” he said. “We need blankets.” 

“What did you do?” she cried, staring at the floor of their home on fire. 

“Help me put it out!” Faron screamed back.

She nodded her agreement and ran back toward the bedrooms, seeking something to smother the growing fire. Bouren and the white-haired man began yelling again, but Faron couldn’t make out what was being said.

Hadria returned with an armful of blankets, but it had spread far too quickly. From the top of the stairs, she threw them at the source of the flames—the shattered lantern. For a few moments, they spluttered underneath, then seemed to go out. As quickly as it died, though, new life leaped into the inferno, and the blankets burst alight, a sick smell pouring from them. The walls were all painted in an orange light now.

“If you kill me,” Bouren yelled, the fire crawling up his leg, “then you’ll have to kill us all!” He loosed no howl of pain and made no attempt to put it out. Reaching down, he scooped up the fallen knife and attacked again, slicing the air around the white-haired man. Again, Sadagon caught his arm and punched Bouren fiercely in the gut. This time, he was thrown off his feet and landed hard on his back atop the pile of burning blankets. He screamed then, and Hadria did as well; but, he quickly returned to his feet.

“Again, when everything hangs in the balance, you show your true colors.” Sadagon’s tall form was framed by the fire. “You would hold the world hostage to save yourself? You are a shadow of who you once were.” He turned away from Bouren, who was stumbling to his feet, clothes burning weakly. The fire had spread to the stairs now and the wall they protruded from. Stamping with a foot, he moved to put out enough of the fire to leap up the stairs. 

He’s coming for us, Faron thought with shock. Hadria screamed again and seized Faron’s arm in a death grip. Sadagon was leaping up the stairs now, but in a flash, Bouren was there with him, legs and back ablaze. He seized the taller man from behind, halting them both in the intense heat. Sweat poured from their faces.

Pulling vainly for a moment, hand extended toward Faron and Hadria, Sadagon turned and struck Bouren across the face and broke free, vaulting the rest of the stairs. The flames roared higher as he did, climbing the walls and engulfing the entire lower floor. Smoke filled the air. 

Down below, the door burst open, and several dark figures stood in the doorway, bracing themselves against the heat of hell that poured out upon them. The ceiling burned now, bits of thatch falling and erupting in gouts of red and yellow. With long legs, Sadagon reached Faron and Hadria, and in the span of a single second, he gripped them each by an arm. He was strong. 

“Let go!” Faron cried as he swung a punch at the attacker’s face. Sadagon let it land. Furious and scared, Faron punched again, but it did nothing. Hadria, on the other hand, bared her teeth and bit the hand that gripped her. That, at least, got a reaction as he let go with a curse. 

Once again, Bouren appeared behind Sadagon, a furious look that bordered insanity in his eye. It terrified Faron. With a thrust, he sunk his knife deep into Sadagon’s back. With a soft gasp, he cringed and released Faron as well, turning with murder in his shock-blue eyes. Bouren stood, wreathed in flame at the top of the staircase.

“Get him!” Hadria screamed, tugging Faron back farther into the hall where the heat wasn’t quite so intense.

He made to stab again, but Sadagon was fast. 

“You killed my children!” Bouren screamed. 

Faron shrank back into the smoke-filled hallway, terror rising in the shrinking cage of flames. 

“I was bound by the law!” Sadagon screamed, but Faron couldn’t hear it over the blood pounding in his ears. 

Bouren slashed again. “The law that you made.”

Whirling around, Sadagon caught Bouren’s hand in mid-strike, punching his throat with the other. Bouren fell to his knees, but the white-haired man did not let it end there. With a sickening snap, he twisted, and Bouren’s wrist broke, the knife falling from his useless hand. Sadagon caught it with feline reflexes.

“The law you agreed to.”

“Damn you, Inquisitor,” Bouren spat. 

“You think you can use names from my past against me, like a knife in my soul, but really, old friend, you’re doing everything I need to enjoy this.” He turned the dagger over, examining it. “Is this the blade you killed her with?”

Bouren struggled against Sadagon’s grip with his remaining good hand but didn’t answer.

With one fist, he reached down and lifted Bouren by the throat, flames licking at his back. The smell of burned hair permeated the hall. High into the air, Sadagon lifted him—higher than any man should have been capable. 

“Remember,” he seethed. “You chose this.” Sadagon tightened his fist around Bouren’s neck and stabbed him deep in the gut, then twisted the blade. Bouren’s eyes bulged as his arms went limp, relinquishing their hold on Sadagon.

“No!” Faron screamed, echoing his twin sister beside him. 

Sadagon dropped the body, and, with a thud, that section of the lofted hallway ripped away from the wall, flames devouring the underside. It crashed to the lower landing, and Bouren’s lifeless corpse slid off into the midst of the fire. Faron leaped from the safety of the end of the hallway and ran to what was left of the banister. Ignoring the trace lines of flame licking their way by his feet, he peered down into the hell that had been his home. 

“No!” he screamed again, emptying his lungs. His hands clenched on the railing, flames and all. He hardly even felt it. “No, no, no!” he cried. Tongues of fire licked his father’s face, hair already burned away. The knife still protruded from his gut. Lightning flashed outside, pouring in through the windows and the open door where men still waited ominously. That image framed itself in his mind, and for a moment, all time seemed to stand still—his father’s body sprawled in a bed of flame, his skin blackening to a cinder beyond recognition. This couldn’t be real. He was dreaming. This couldn’t be real. Staring at the impossible, he felt dizzy, and his vision started to go dark. 

Small hands grasped him from behind as time resumed, and he became aware of the white-haired man reaching out for him with long fingers. Hadria heaved on him from behind. With a fierce twist, she tugged him out of Sadagon’s path, extended fingers missing him by inches. They reached for Hadria instead. 

Crying out, she threw Faron as hard as she could, and he toppled onto his side farther down the hallway.

“Run!” she screamed, kicking and shoving their father’s killer.

With a crack and a shower of sparks, a large beam fell between them, enveloped by red and orange embers. As it fell, it crashed through the weakly supported floorboards of the hallway, and fire poured in from the massive gaping hole it created. The small section that still supported Hadria and Sadagon shook from the impact, tipping dangerously, but caught, and they maintained balance, although barely.

Gouts of flame burst through the new opening in the floor, climbing the wall and barricading Faron in on his side.

“Hadria!” he yelled, reaching across the gap. She reached back but was pulled away by the attacker’s inhuman grip.

“Don’t be foolish!” Sadagon yelled to him across the lofted hallway. “These flames will consume you. Come to me, and I can save you!” Hadria shook from side to side violently as she tried to break free and, for the first time, noticed her father wreathed in flames on the floor below. An earsplitting scream burst from her as she saw his blackening corpse withering in fire. The scream tore through Faron like an axe—long, wraithlike, and full of blinding terror. It rang in his ears, reverberating back and forth, haunting and accusing.

This was his fault.

Suddenly, her island platform shifted, steeping its angle toward the floor, which was nearly completely engulfed in ravenous flame. Only the section that had fallen earlier and had carried Bouren down was dark.

“Run!” Hadria screamed, but it was too late.

A deep groaning shook the house, and a massive wooden beam fell directly on top of Faron, crushing him into the floorboards. Hadria screamed again, but he barely heard it over the sudden pain that manifested in his chest. The beam was on fire, and hot black and red embers seared through his shirt, burning into the right side of his chest and shoulder. He smelled his own flesh searing. Pain like nothing he had ever known welled up from within him, and he lost the ability to breathe or even scream.

He grabbed at the beam with shaking hands and heaved, lifting it off his lung but only for a moment. It came down again and forced out the small breath he’d gained. He screamed now. Barely able to see over the board, he glimpsed Hadria’s eyes, glistening and full of shock. She stared at him with an open mouth and teary eyes, too stunned to scream.

What he saw in her eyes scared him more than anything else. He saw, deep within her, the realization that he was going to die. It was the same look reflected in Sadagon as he picked her up about the chest, binding her arms to her side. He cast one last look back at Faron—pinned and surrounded by fire—and leaped off the burning platform. 

Through the corner of his eye, he saw the floor down below and watched, indirectly, as the white-haired man landed on a fallen platform that wasn’t yet entirely burning. With a blood-curdling scream from his sister, the man raced through the flames toward the open doorway, fire clinging to him hungrily, and out into the raining night.

That left Faron alone in the crumbling house—alone, except for the wicked grin of his father’s skull, ashen skin pulled tight across it like black parchment. Faron’s head was forced against the last of the railing slats, and he couldn’t turn it any farther; but, he could see the skull in the bottom right corner of his vision. His father’s desiccated corpse grinned up at him, a knife in his gut. Already, his face was little more than a charred skull.

This was his fault.

“No. No, no, no,” Faron cried, looking anywhere but at his father. “No!” he screamed as the flaming beam burned deeper into his shoulder and chest and hands. He heaved, but it would not move. Flames licked at his feet, melting the soles of his boots. The wall at his left roared with heat and light, singeing his arm, deadening his nerves. Pain swallowed him as he screamed, pushing the beam with all his might.

Faron was going to die—of that, he was certain—but the worst part wasn’t the heat, or the pain, or the clawing smoke; it was being stuck where he could see his father’s charring remains staring up at him with a knife in its stomach, like a demon from legend. He heaved and heaved, but the beam remained, burning his flesh. The melting skeleton he had made of his father stared up at him all the while.

You did this, that black corpse said.

Faron screamed in agony and rage and fear and shoved at the beam with the fury of a god. It shifted. Like a snake, he slipped out from underneath, bloody hands sizzling on the crumbling embers like a side of beef. As he dropped the beam, the poorly supported hallway shook, and he scurried to his feet. He ran down the now flaming hall toward a window at the far end. Even here, where the flames had just barely spread, it was too hot to bear.

Coughing on black smoke, he pounded at the mottled opaque glass, hoping to shatter it. Fat raindrops pounded back. The glass was thick, and he couldn’t summon the strength to destroy it with his ruined hands. Bits of molten skin stuck to the glass where his hands struck, and he recoiled. There would be no jumping through it. The hallway shook as the beam that had pinned him fell the rest of the way to the ground, and a portion of the roof collapsed in on itself, directly where he had been trapped only moments before. A large section of the walkway tore away with it as rain and wind began screaming through the hole.

The wind whipped the fire into a searing inferno, towering tongues of flame twisting about in the air and through the collapsed section of ceiling and wall. 

Heart pounding, Faron choked on the billowing smoke, but the collapsed wall brought some relief. Turning back to the window, he threw his elbow at it, but it rebounded painfully. He tried again to the same effect and raised his arm to try a third time when he realized that behind him, where the wall had ripped open and through the ravenous maw of flame, he could see the old oak outside. Thousands of flying sparks drifted between its dead branches, each one hoping to consume it as well.

Desperately, he cast his eyes about the hellscape he had created. Laying in a bed of fire, the corpse that had been his father was thin, charred, and reduced nearly to bone. It grinned at him, and he looked away as his sight fled to hide from him the reality of what he’d done.

What have you done? he heard Hadria say over and over again in his mind. 

He had to get out.

Fire draped the walls and every inch of the floor. The triangular roof dropped flaming thatch and sparks, and everywhere around him was the red light of hell—everywhere, except the small part of the wall and ceiling that had collapsed, the hole through which surged wind and rain, stoking the flames higher and higher.

Unable to breathe, Faron sprang for the darkness in the fire, leaping with all his remaining might off the burning platform and through the hole where the wall had been. Freezing air washed over his burned body, but he couldn’t feel it. Hanging for a moment in the air, high above the ground, Faron blindly reached and grasped for a branch of the old oak. Small twigs broke off in his fingers, and he found no purchase. His gut lurched as his momentum ran out, and he fell with nothing to stop him until a thick limb smashed into his back, crushing the air from his lungs.

Choked and trying to scream, Faron’s back scraped against the branch as he slid off. Again, he tried to grip something to slow himself, but bark came away in his fingers or the other way around; and, he fell, crashing through smaller branches until he landed hard on frozen piles of snow, sopping and heavy from the pounding rain.

For over a minute, he lay there, writhing, desperately clawing air into his lungs until he could breathe enough to crawl painfully away from the crumbling foundation. 

Like thousands of hornets, the icy drops stung his neck, cheeks, and face, a sharp contrast to the fire that somehow seemed equally painful. Coughing from the smoke and his hard impact, he pulled himself over the terrifying mass of snow onto the small hill behind the remnants of his home.

“Hadria!” he screamed, throat hoarse and ragged beyond recognition. Thunder rumbled in the sky above. “Hadria!” he screamed again. “Where are you?” There was no reply. He breathed deeply to clear his lungs and scream louder, but the roof finally collapsed on his home, drowning out any noise he might make.

The night was inky black everywhere but the firestorm that consumed his home and life. “Hadria!” Faron screamed into the darkness and stinging rain. “Hadria!” he cried again and again, but it was lost. Somehow, he lost his footing and fell on his side, deep in the sharp, icy snow. His sight flickered black and almost extinguished completely, but not in time for him to miss the walls falling into the flame. As his vision slowly faded, he was forced to watch as what had been his life went up in flame and fell out of existence.








  
  
  The Last Chapter

  
  




Heat radiated from Faron in waves of pain that struck with every weak beat of his heart. A brilliant whiteness pulsated beneath eyelids that felt sore, rough, and raw. Faron forced them open but saw only a bright light, tinged with a dark penumbra. The pain in his head and neck increased tenfold, and he felt something move above him, a darker shape against the light. The shadow came lower, and something touched his lips. It was warm and leathery, but it was wet.

His mouth gasped open—water. Sucking in a ragged breath, he opened his mouth wider and tried to swallow the faint trickle of life-giving water but only coughed and spilled it onto the sand as his tortured throat refused to function. His eyes split open, but he saw nothing. He was blinded by light and pain. A rough hand propped up his neck, and his hearing slowly returned. Somewhere nearby, a horse was dying.

“He is alive,” a foreign voice declared.

Faron tried to speak, but only rasps escaped his throat. More water trickled in, and he succeeded in swallowing this time.

“Who… who are you?” he managed to ask.

“To most we are no one, to some we are killers, and to others, thieves, but to you we are slavers; and, we are very fortunate to have found you.”








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




Synick lay face up in his bed, staring at the ceiling. This was Faron’s fault—all of it. Things had been easy before he’d tried to swan dive off that snowing bridge. Framing merchants? Simple. They were cheats, one and all. Stealing inheritances? They didn’t deserve it anyway. Robbing scowling old women? With a smile. Old women were often the meanest of the lot. Framing nobles or stealing their heirlooms? With absolute delight. It was great, but not anymore. Now he thought he was actually starting to feel bad. 

Life was much simpler when thieving was just getting even at an uncaring world for its cruelty and negligence, but now he couldn’t see it that way. Somehow, Faron had gotten in his head and made him see that he wasn’t getting back at the world’s cruelty; he was adding to it. Even dipping into the dangerous arena that was his memory couldn’t spur him to hate the masses enough to get over this new guilt. Now, he could barely cut a fat purse without seeing Faron’s dead-eyed gaze staring into that deep abyss, and that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst part was his father.

He remembered, and what’s more, he understood what he couldn’t as a child—the gambling, the drinking, the debts, the money lenders and their repossessors, and most of all, the dangling form of his father, hanging from a rope in the slatted light. Always, he saw it now, haunting his every moment, waking or otherwise. He had worked hard to suppress those memories and had quite nearly forgotten them until that obnoxious basket case of a friend decided to step off that bridge. That had brought it all rushing back with such perfect clarity. It was like a nightmare he couldn’t wake up from. Now, it seemed to be about the only thing he could focus on, so he did his best to distract himself.

Piles of bottles and stacks of empty or near-empty tankards lay beside his opulent bed. The stench permeated the carved stone chamber deep underground, the lack of airflow not allowing the smell to dissipate, but he didn’t care. He’d take any distraction right now, even bad ones. At first, he had taken on more contracts than he could handle—to keep his mind away from his father’s suicide—but that only summoned images of Faron’s face. With every job, he thought of that haunting stare into the depth of that unknown pit, longing for it. That was the right word—longing. It was apparent in his eyes. Faron had yearned to give himself to that darkness, and that’s all Synick could see in these jobs now.

Where was Faron, anyway? Had he actually managed to escape, or was he rotting somewhere, his head long removed from his body? As much as it turned his stomach, he knew which option was likelier. Normally, Synick would take jobs to clear his mind from hauntings such as this or of his father, but now they only reminded him of both.

How was he supposed to find diversion from his diversions? Faron had made a real mess of him, that was certain. The past two weeks, Synick had rarely moved from that bed, except to piss into the deep cavern outside his quarters. It wasn’t a financial issue. He could easily afford it, but sooner or later, Dageran would come around with questions.

In his hands, he fumbled with a glass oval, a curiosity he stole from the shelves of a nobleman while framing him for corruption. It was a thing meant to be stared into and admired, but Synick played with it. Glass was expensive, and that might help remind him of the finer things in life. He tossed it into the air, catching it in his fingertips until it struck his palm, bounced, and shattered on the polished stone floor. He winced. That would be difficult to clean up, and it’s not like he could just pay Faron to do it or something.

With a heaving sigh, he lifted himself off his bed. Maybe he’d go to the pools. It had been nearly a week since his last visit, and he knew it was obvious. He used to enjoy the pools so much that he went every day, sometimes twice a day, but now it just seemed pointless. Skirting the shattered glass that he vowed to maybe clean up later, he opened the door and stepped out onto the wooden walkway that connected to the main bridge. He jumped in surprise when he came face to face with Dageran. His eyes were red and puffy, and his gaze locked on the floor.

What in a snowbeast’s pestilence-ridden coat was going on around here? First, Synick discovered he had a conscience and might even be bordering on lonely, and now, Dageran had been crying? Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. Synick’s instincts told him that. Dageran was anything but stable.

“Well, hello then,” Synick said when it seemed Dageran wasn’t going to greet him. “Got a job for me?” He struggled to make his voice sound his usual level of chipper and annoying but fell a hair short.

Dageran’s icy pale eyes lifted from the floor to flick searchingly, back and forth, between his own, as if seeking answers. Finally, he whispered, “Ulric is dead.” 

A sharp jolt of panic leaped into his heart. Dageran knew. That was why he was here. He must know. There was no other explanation. Still, though, Synick couldn’t just take this in stride, and he couldn’t run either. He wouldn’t get ten feet. “Well, I suppose it’s about time then, isn’t it? He was, what, a hundred and fifty?”

“I think you know how he died, Synick.” Synick swallowed. “There was no lead to Silverstone.”

Panic—pure, unadulterated panic filled Synick’s gut. “Look,” he interjected. “You can’t honestly be mad at me for Faron up and scampering. I’m the one who told you he’d run off. If anyone, be mad at that supposed tracker of yours for not bringing him back yet. Man doesn’t seem to be earning his keep if you ask me.” Dageran took a step closer, eerily calm. These were the most dangerous of his moods.

“I didn’t want to see it.” He took another step forward, and this time, Synick paced back; but, Dageran caught him by the lapels and pulled him within inches. “I entrusted him to you, Synick. I trusted you with a soul, and you betrayed me.”

With no success at keeping the panic from his voice, Synick cried, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I swear it.”

“He was not yours to free!” Dageran struck him across the face, all coolness replaced by white fury. “You stole him from me! His very soul is my property, and you plotted to bereave me of him. You, who I trusted above all others. You, who I gave such privilege and skill.” He struck Synick again. “You owe a life, Synick, a life you cannot hope to replace.”

“No,” Synick croaked. “I… I thought he’d gone to Silverstone. You don’t understand.” With force greater than his frame suggested, he lifted Synick off the ground and slammed him into the rough stone outlining his bedroom door. His head thundered as his vision blurred. 

Once again, Dageran’s voice and face were calm. “I understand perfectly, promised one. You knew his time was coming, so you helped him flee from me. I understand that you have spat on the hand that feeds you, that cares for you. I understand, Synick, that you have spurned my offer of life and have chosen death instead. What I don’t understand is why.”

Synick didn’t dare bat Dageran’s arms away; he’d have a blade in his ribs in seconds if he tried. Instead, he’d go for his knife—slowly. He had to move slowly, or Dageran would see. “Why do you even care?” Synick blurted, dropping all pretenses. “You were just going to kill him anyway. If it helps you sleep, just pretend you did and be done with it. It makes no difference either way.” Closer now, carefully.

“He was my property,” Dageran hissed. “You have no right to life if I do not give it. You exist as vessels for my will and nothing more. If you shower yourself in gold and wine and women, it is because I choose it. If you wake to draw breath, it is because I choose it. If you leave this brotherhood, it is because I choose it. There is no word of law here besides my own. There is no will, no desire, no thought that does not belong to me!”

He nearly had the knife now. What was he doing? Was he going to stab the guild master? He wouldn’t make it an hour before someone hunted him down. Where would he even go? He didn’t know, but he’d like to live to find out.

“If you have a point, you should get around to it,” Synick snapped.

“The point, young chosen, is that as far as you or anyone here is concerned, I am God.”

With a flash, Synick clutched the knife and lashed it toward Dageran’s heart. Faster than a snake, Dageran seized his wrist and stopped the blade less than an inch from his flesh, all without breaking eye contact. He had been waiting for it. His iron grip crushed Synick’s wrist, lighting his nerves with fire, but he did not drop the dagger. 

Leaning in, Dageran whispered, “You were meant to be my heir, you know.” A small tear slid down his cheek, and in it, Synick could see his flipped reflection, gaunt and unshaven. The trail it left was silver and gossamer in the red torchlight. With strength far surpassing his own, Dageran inched the blade away from himself and back toward Synick. 

In that instant, Synick saw his entire life in a single flash of light on the razor edge of his blade. In a single moment, he saw his father, feet dangling above the floor, swinging in a weak breeze, the slatted light pouring over his form from numerous cracks in the walls. He remembered the years afterward, starving in a cold orphanage and stealing bread and apples to fight the clawing monster in his belly. He remembered brawling and savage beatings from the other orphan boys when he spoke of his father, seeking solace. He remembered sneering faces from high above, kicking him, spitting on him, calling the guards to chase him away—men and women with wagonloads of food who wouldn’t spare even a rotten potato for the street urchin that was Synick.

In the selfsame instant, he was aware of all those he had hurt in his desperate plight to outpace those memories—to hide from who he really was. His sins galled him as he recognized them for what they were. He felt the loneliness and self-hatred he would never allow himself to acknowledge, and it keened within him. He saw the reflection of himself that lived in Faron, and he understood it all. 

Hopefully, the gods were truly dead after all. 

Never relinquishing his grip on the cold steel blade, Dageran turned the knife and thrust it through Synick’s gut.

“I loved you, Synick,” he whispered, releasing the dagger and pulling himself to Synick’s ear. “I loved you like a son.” With a small shove, Synick toppled off the bridge and into the endless chasm.
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Following his sister’s trail into the desert of the Kaor, Faron is taken by a band of slavers who intend to sell him off to a powerful merchant of men. When an unexpected opportunity turns to a bloody interrogation, an ancient map resumes the hunt for his sister and the lost city that hides her, leading Faron into a race with men and monsters as the growing Veil descends. Into the certain death of the unknown north, Faron must cross a gate of wolves and winter before time runs out, and Hadria is given to the Spile.




And the world is freezing all the while.  




A Gate of Wolves and Winter, book two of The Growing Veil Trilogy, is a story of blood and sacrifice, exploring dark themes of betrayal, the blurred line of morality, and the true meaning of family.




Find A Gate of Wolves and Winter at tshoward.co/agowaw.
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