
 

 

 

A Dance of Blades 
 

by David Dalglish 

  



 

 

BOOKS BY DAVID DALGLISH 

 

 

THE HALF-ORC SERIES 

 

The Weight of Blood 

The Cost of Betrayal 

The Death of Promises 

The Shadows of Grace 

The Sliver of Redemption 

 

THE WORLD OF DEZREL 

 

A Dance of Cloaks 

A Dance of Blades 

Guardian of the Mountain 

  



 

 

 

1 

 
 

Haern watched the ropes fly over the wall, heavy weights on their ends. They clacked against 

the stone, then settled on the street. The ropes looked like snakes in the pale moonlight, 

appropriate enough given how the Serpent Guild controlled them. 

For several minutes, nothing. Haern shifted under his worn cloak, his exposed hand 

shivering in the cold while holding an empty bottle. He kept his hood low, and he bobbed his 

head as if sleeping. When the first of the Serpents entered the alley, Haern spotted him with ease. 

The Serpent looked young for such a task, but then two older men arrived, their hands and faces 

scarred from the brutal life they led. Green cloaks fluttered behind them as they rushed past the 

houses and to the wall where the ropes hung like vines. They tugged each rope twice, giving 

their signal. Then the older ones grabbed a rope while the younger tied the two weighted ends 

together and looped them about a carved inset in the wall. 

―Quick and quiet,‖ he heard one of them whisper to the younger. ―Don‘t let the crate make a 

sound when it lands, and the gods help you if you drop it.‖ 

Haern let his head bob lower. The three were to his right, little more than twenty feet away. 

Already he knew their skill was laughable if they had not yet noticed his presence. His right eye 

peeked from under his hood, his neck twisting slightly to give him a better view. Another 

Serpent appeared from outside the city, climbing atop the wall and motioning down to the others. 

Their arm muscles bulging, the older two began pulling on the ropes. Meanwhile the younger 

steadily took in the slack so it wouldn‘t get in their way. 

Haern coughed as the crate reached the top of the wall. This time the younger heard, and he 

tensed as if expecting to be shot with an arrow. 

―Someone‘s watching,‖ he whispered to the others.  

Haern leaned back, the cloak hiding his grin. About damn time. He let the bottle roll limp 

from his hand, the sound of glass on stone grating in the silence. 

―Just a drunk,‖ said one of them. ―Go chase him off.‖ 

Haern heard the soft sound of a blade scraping against leather, most likely the young one‘s 

belt. 

―Get out of here,‖ said the Serpent.  

Haern let out a loud, obnoxious snore. A boot kicked his side, but it was weak, hesitant. He 

shuddered as if waking from a dream. 

―Why…why you kick me?‖ he asked, his hood still low. He had to time it just right, at the 

exact moment the crate touched ground. 

―Beat it!‖ hissed the young thief. ―Now, or I‘ll gut you!‖ 

Haern looked up and stared into his eyes. His lips curled into a smirk. He knew shadows 

danced across his face, but his eyes…the man clearly saw his eyes. His dagger dipped in his 

hand, and he took a step back. Death was in Haern‘s smirk, and steel in his gaze. As he heard the 

sound of the crate softly thumping to the ground, he stood, his ratty gray cloak falling aside to 

reveal the two swords sheathed at his hips. 

―Shit, it‘s him!‖ the thief screamed, turning to run.  



 

Haern felt contempt ripple through him. Such poor training…did the guilds let anyone in 

now? He took the young man down, making sure no hit was lethal. He needed a message 

delivered. 

―Who?‖ asked one, turning at the cry.  

Haern cut his throat before he could draw his blade. The other yelped and stepped back. His 

dagger parried the first of Haern‘s stabs, but he had no concept of positioning. Haern smacked 

the dagger twice to the right, then slipped his left sword into his belly and twisted. As the thief 

bled out, Haern looked to the Serpent atop the wall. 

―Care to join the fun?‖ he asked, yanking out his blade and letting the blood drip to the 

street. ―I‘m out of players.‖ 

Two daggers whirled down at him. He side-stepped one and smacked away the other. 

Hoping to provoke him further, Haern kicked the crate. With no other option, the thief turned 

and fled back down the wall. Disappointed, Haern sheathed a sword and used the other to pry 

open the crate. With a loud creak the top came off, revealing three burlap sacks within. He 

dipped a hand in one, and it came out dripping with gold coins, each one clearly marked by the 

sigil of the Gemcroft family. 

Interesting. 

―Please,‖ he heard the young thief beg. He bled from cuts on his arms and legs, most 

certainly painful, but nothing life-threatening. The worst he‘d done was hamstring him to prevent 

him from fleeing. ―Please, don‘t kill me. I can‘t, I can‘t…‖ 

Haern slung all three bags over his shoulder. With his free hand he pressed the tip of his 

sword against the young man‘s throat. 

―They‘ll want to know why you lived,‖ he said. 

The man had no response to that, only a pathetic sniffle. Haern shook his head. How far the 

Serpent Guild had fallen…but all the guilds had fallen since that bloody night five years ago. 

Thren Felhorn, the legend, had failed in his coup, bringing doom upon the underworld. 

Thren…his father… 

―Tell them you have a message,‖ Haern said. ―Tell them I‘m watching.‖ 

―Who?‖  

In response, Haern took his sword and dipped it in the man‘s blood. 

―They‘ll know who,‖ he said before vanishing, leaving only a single eye drawn in the dirt as 

his message, blood for its ink, a sword its quill. 

He didn‘t go far. He had to lug the bags to the rooftops one at a time, but once up high, he 

slowed. The rooftops were his home, had been for years. Following the main road west, he 

reached the inner markets, still silent and empty. Plunking down the bags, he laid with his eyes 

closed and waited. 

He woke to the sounds of trade. Hunger stirred in his belly, but he ignored it. Hunger, like 

loneliness and pain, had become a constant companion. He wouldn‘t call it friend, though. 

―May you go to better hands,‖ Haern said to the first sack of gold before stabbing its side. 

Coins spilled, and he hurled them like rain to the packed streets. Without pause he cut the second 

and third, flinging them to the suddenly ravenous crowd. They dove and fought as the gold rolled 

along, bouncing off bodies and plinking into various wooden stalls. Only a few bothered to look 

up, those who were lame or old and dared not fight the crowd. 

―The Watcher!‖ someone cried. ―The Watcher is here!‖ 

The cry put a smile to his lips as Haern fled south, having not kept a single coin. 

 



 

It had taken five years, but at last Alyssa Gemcroft understood her late father‘s paranoia. The 

meal prepared before her, spiced pork intermixed with baked apples, smelled delicious, but her 

appetite remained dormant. 

―I can have one of the servants taste it, if you‘d like,‖ said her closest family advisor, a man 

named Bertram who had loyally served her father. ―I‘ll even do so myself.‖ 

―No,‖ she said, brushing her red bangs back and tucking them behind her left ear. ―That‘s 

not necessary. I can afford to skip a meal.‖ 

Bertram frowned, and she hated the way he looked at her—like a doting grandfather, or a 

worried teacher. Just the night before, two servants had died eating their daily rations. Though 

they‘d replaced much of the mansion‘s food, as well as executed those they thought responsible, 

the memory lingered in Alyssa‘s mind. The way the two had retched, their faces turning a 

horrific shade of purple… 

She snapped her fingers, and the many waiting servants rushed to clear the trays away. 

Despite the rumble in her belly, she felt better with the food gone. At least now she could think 

without fear of choking, or convulsing to death on some strange toxin. Bertram motioned to a 

chair beside her, and she gave him permission to sit. 

―I know these are not peaceful times,‖ he said, ―but we cannot allow fear to control our 

lives. That is a victory you know the thief guilds have longed for.‖ 

―We‘re approaching the fifth anniversary of the Bloody Kensgold,‖ Alyssa said, referring to 

a gathering of the Trifect, the three wealthiest families of merchants, nobles, and power brokers 

in all of Dezrel. On that night, Thren Felhorn had led an uprising of thief guilds against the 

Trifect, burning down one of their mansions and attempting to annihilate every last one of their 

leaders. He‘d failed, and his guild had broken to a fraction of its former size. On that night, 

Alyssa had assumed control after the death of her father, victim to an arrow as they‘d fought to 

protect their home. 

―I know,‖ Bertram said. ―Is that what distracts you so? Leon and James have both agreed to 

delay another Kensgold until this dangerous business is over with.‖ 

―And when will that be?‖ she asked as another servant arrived with a silver cup of wine. ―I 

hide here in my mansion, fearful of my food and scared of every shadow in my bedroom. We 

cannot defeat the guilds, Bertram. We‘ve broken them, fractured many to pieces, but it‘s like 

smashing a puddle with a club. They all come back together, under new names, new leaders.‖ 

―The end is approaching,‖ Bertram said. ―This is Thren‘s war, and he champions it with 

every bit of his strength. But he is not so strong, not so young. His Spider Guild is far from the 

force it used to be. In time, the other guilds will see reason and turn against him. Until then, we 

have only one choice left before us, and that is to endure.‖ 

Alyssa closed her eyes and inhaled the scent of the wine. For a moment she wondered if it 

was poisoned, but she fought the paranoia down. She would not sacrifice such a simple pleasure. 

She couldn‘t give the rogues that much of a victory. 

Still, when she drank, it was a small sip. 

―You told me much the same after the Kensgold,‖ she said, setting down the cup. ―As you 

have every year for the past five. The mercenaries have bled us dry. Our mines to the north no 

longer produce the yields they were renowned for. The king is too frightened to help us. How 

long until we eat in rags, without coin for servants and wood for fires?‖ 

―We are on the defensive,‖ Bertram said, accepting his own cup of wine. ―Such is our fate 

for being a large target. But the bloodshed has slowed, you know that as well as I. Be patient. Let 



 

us bleed them as they bleed us. The last thing we want is to inflame their passions while we still 

appear weak and leaderless.‖ 

Alyssa felt anger flare in her chest, not only at the insult, but also its damning familiarity. 

―Leaderless?‖ she asked. ―I have protected the Gemcroft name for five years of shadow war, 

brokered trade agreements, organized mercenaries, bribed nobles, and done everything as well as 

my father ever did, yet we are leaderless? Why is that, Bertram?‖ 

Bertram endured the rant without a shred of emotion on his face, and that only infuriated 

Alyssa further. Again she felt like a schoolchild before her teacher, and part of her wondered if 

that was exactly how her advisor thought of her. 

―I say this only because the rest of Dezrel believes it,‖ he said when she was finished. ―You 

have no husband, and the only heir to the Gemcroft name is a bastard of unknown heritage.‖ 

―Don‘t talk about Nathaniel that way,‖ she said, her voice turning cold. ―Don‘t you dare 

speak ill against my son.‖ 

Bertram raised his hands and spread his palms. 

―I meant no offense, milady. Nathaniel is a good child, smart, too. But a lady of your station 

should be partnered with someone equally influential. You‘ve had many suitors; surely you‘ve 

taken a liking to one of them?‖ 

Alyssa took another sip of wine, her eyes glancing up at the shadowy corners of the dining 

hall. 

―Leave me,‖ she said. ―All of you. We‘ll speak of this another time.‖ 

Bertram stood, bowed, and followed the servants out. 

―Come down, Zusa,‖ she told the ceiling. ―You know you‘re always welcome at my table. 

There is no need for you to skulk and hide.‖ 

Clinging like a spider to the wall, Zusa smiled down at her. With deceptive ease, she let go, 

falling headfirst toward the carpet. A deft twist of her arms, a tuck of her knees, and she landed 

gracefully on her feet, her long cloak billowing behind her. Instead of any normal outfit, she 

wore long strips of cloth wrapped around her body, hiding every inch of skin. Except for above 

her neck, Alyssa was still pleased to see. Zusa had once belonged to a strict order of Karak, the 

dark god. Upon her willful exile, Zusa had cast aside the cloth from her face, revealing her 

stunning looks and her beautiful black hair, which she kept cropped short around her neck. Two 

daggers hung from her belt, wickedly sharp. 

―Let me be the one in the shadows,‖ Zusa said, smiling. ―That way you are safe, for no 

assassin can hide there beside me.‖ 

Alyssa gestured for her friend to sit. Zusa refused, but Alyssa took no offense. It was just 

one of the skilled lady‘s many quirks. The woman had rescued her from rape and torture years 

before, and then helped protect her estate from Thren‘s plans. She owed her life to Zusa, so if she 

wanted to stand instead of sit, she was more than welcome. 

―Did you hear everything?‖ Alyssa asked. 

―Everything of worth. The old man is scared. He tries to be the rock in a storm, to survive 

by doing nothing until it passes.‖ 

―Sometimes a sound strategy.‖ 

Zusa smirked. ―This storm will not pass, not without action. Not with his cowardly action. 

You know what Bertram wants. He wants you bedded and yoked to another man. Then your 

womanly passions may be safely ignored, and he can rule through your husband.‖ 

―Bertram has no desire for power.‖ 

Zusa lifted an eyebrow. ―Can you know for sure? He is old, but not dead.‖ 



 

Alyssa sighed and drained the rest of her glass. 

―What should I do?‖ she asked. She felt tired, lost. She badly missed her son. She‘d sent 

Nathaniel north to Felwood Castle, to foster with Lord Gandrem. At least there he was safe from 

the thief guilds, and the training he received would help him later in life. 

―Bertram‘s question…are there any you have taken a fancy to?‖ Zusa asked. 

Alyssa shrugged. 

―Mark Tullen was attractive, though his station is probably lower than Bertram would 

prefer. At least he was willing to talk to me instead of staring down my blouse. Also, that noble 

who runs our mines, Arthur something…‖ 

―Hadfield,‖ Zusa said. 

―That‘s right. He‘s pleasant enough, and not ugly…little distant, though. Guess that‘s just a 

product of being older.‖ 

―The older, the less likely to cavort with other women.‖ 

―He‘s more than welcome to,‖ Alyssa said. She stood and turned away, trying to voice a 

silent fear she‘d held onto for years, a fear that had strangled her relationships and kept her 

unmarried. ―But any child we have…that will become the Gemcroft heir. Too many will shove 

Nathaniel aside, deem him unfit, unworthy. I can‘t do that to him, Zusa. I can‘t deny him his 

right. He‘s my firstborn.‖ 

She felt Zusa‘s arms slip around her. Startled by the uncommon display of emotion, she 

accepted the hug. 

―If your son is strong, he will claim what is his, no matter what the world tries,‖ she said. 

―Do not be afraid.‖ 

―Thank you,‖ Alyssa said, pulling back and smiling. ―What would I do without you?‖ 

―May we never find out,‖ Zusa said, bowing low. 

Alyssa waved her off, then retreated to her private chambers. She stared out the thick glass 

window, beyond her mansion‘s great walls, to the city of Veldaren. She found herself hating the 

city, hating every dark corner and crevice. Always it conspired against her, waiting with poison 

and dagger to… 

No. She had to stop thinking like that. She had to stop letting the thief guilds control every 

aspect of her life through force and fear. So she sat at her desk, pulled out an inkwell and piece 

of parchment, and paused. She‘d sent Nathaniel away to protect him, to be fostered with a good 

family. Not so long ago, her father had done the same, and she remembered her anger, her 

loneliness, and her feelings of betrayal. Once more she understood her father in a way she never 

had before. He really had hidden her because he loved her, not to get her out of the way like she 

once thought. 

Still, how angry she‘d been when she returned… 

Her decision made, she dipped the quill in the ink and began writing. 

My dear lord Tullen, she began. I have a request for you involving my son, Nathaniel… 
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Biggs kept watch at the door while the rest of the Hawk Guild cleared away the bodies. 

―How many will be with him?‖ asked one as he wrapped one in its dark gray cloak. 

―Depends,‖ said Biggs. 

―On what?‖ 

Biggs rolled his eyes. ―On who is coming. If it‘s Veliana, only a handful. If it‘s Garrick, 

though…maybe twenty.‖ 

The other thief‘s face twitched at that. There were only ten of them weaving through the 

empty tables and quiet furnaces of the smith‘s workplace. 

―So what do we do if it‘s him?‖ 

Biggs turned, grabbed his shirt and yanked him close. 

―I didn‘t betray my guild and execute my friends so you can turn tail and run,‖ he said. His 

knife was in his hand, and he pressed it against the shaking thief‘s belly. ―We hide, and we kill. 

You know how to do that, right?‖ 

Biggs shoved him away and turned back to the door. They still had ten minutes until the 

expected rendezvous, but it wouldn‘t surprise him if either showed up early. He‘d worked the 

deal himself, a supposed trade between the Hawks and the Ash involving a powder hallucinogen 

that many nobles had taken a fancy to. The money was absurd, by far the best score for the ailing 

Ash Guild in over a year. And now his former guildmates lay dead, and once their leaders fell, 

Biggs knew he would take control. The Hawk‘s guildleader, Kadish Vel, had promised it. 

―Into position,‖ said the present highest ranking member of the Hawks, a thin man named 

Kenny, whose nasally voice annoyed Biggs to no end. ―And for the love of the gods, keep it 

quiet.‖ 

Kenny slid beside Biggs and glanced up and down the dark streets. 

―You sure they‘re coming?‖ he asked. 

―I know what I‘m doing,‖ Biggs said, glaring. ―A deal this big needs one of the two leaders 

to show. I hope it‘s Garrick, but it‘ll probably be Veliana. Not a bad thing, though. She‘s the 

scary one, could kill Garrick in a clean fight, and even easier in a dirty one. Not sure why she 

hasn‘t taken control yet, but I ain‘t giving her time to change her mind. If she‘s the one, you 

make sure you get her first.‖ 

Kenny lifted his small, custom crossbow and winked. 

―I‘ve shot the nipple off a whore at twenty yards,‖ he said. 

―Bastard. What‘d she do to you?‖ 

Kenny laughed. ―After that? She did everything I asked, of course.‖ 

Biggs chuckled despite himself and their need for quiet. 

―Remind me to never…‖ 

He stopped, for he heard a scream from the other side of the building. 

―What the fuck?‖ asked Kenny, spinning about. ―The Ash send more scouts?‖ 

―Doubt it,‖ said Briggs. ―Watch the door. I‘ll take care of this.‖ 



 

He tightened his grip on his dagger and ran through a maze of anvils and firepits. While the 

full moon kept the streets bright, inside the smithy was dark and confusing. He heard a second 

scream, and when he turned toward it he smacked his knee into the edge of an anvil. He sucked 

his breath in through his teeth and tried to ignore the pain. 

―What‘s going on?‖ he asked, deciding stealth and silence were pointless with the Hawks 

howling bloody murder. He heard the sound of scuffling, then rattling of weaponry. When he 

reached where the shop opened up into various displays of blades, hilts, and machinery, he 

stopped. There was another door in the back, and it was open. Moonlight shone through, falling 

upon bodies that lay crumpled about. At first Biggs thought them Ash guildmembers, but then he 

saw their cloaks and knew otherwise. Standing over them was a man. 

―Who the fuck are you?‖ asked Biggs. 

The man looked up and smiled. His skin was dark, and his long hair darker. He wore the red 

robes of a wizard, though he held a dagger in hand instead of a staff. Blood dripped from its 

edge. Covering his features was a mask of gray cloth pulled tight across his face, with two large 

slits to allow sight. His brown eyes sparkled with amusement. 

―I have no name,‖ said the intruder with blood on his hands. ―But if Karak asks who sent 

you to his Abyss, tell him the Council‘s reaper, the outcast, or the dark man in red.‖ 

He was chuckling, and the sound raised the hairs on the back of Biggs‘s neck. 

―You‘re crazy,‖ he said. ―You know who you just killed? You‘ll have the fury of the Hawk 

Guild come down on you.‖ 

He was blustering, of course. He‘d made a quick count of the bodies, and knew that besides 

him and Kenny, only two others remained alive in the smithy. Still, he couldn‘t act weak. It took 

all his concentration to keep the dagger from shaking in his hand. 

The stranger made a flicking motion, flinging tiny globs of blood. Biggs swore as they 

flecked across his shirt and pants. 

―They have to know I exist first,‖ he said, snapping his fingers. 

The blood caught fire, burning as if it were lamp oil. The heat came sudden and intense. 

Biggs fought an impulse to drop and roll. Magic fire would not snuff out so easily. As he felt his 

flesh burn, he lunged, his dagger aiming for the stranger‘s chest. Before he could reach, the man 

fled, still laughing, still mocking. Instead of chasing, Biggs turned and ran for the other entrance. 

―Kenny!‖ he shouted. ―Get your ass back...‖ 

It seemed his own shadow tripped him. There was no other way to describe the strange sight 

and sensation. His head cracked against an anvil on the way down, and the sudden pain 

disorientated him beyond all measure. His stomach heaved, and he thought he would vomit. 

When he got to his feet, he bolted, not knowing if it was the right way or not. He didn‘t care. He 

had to move; he had to escape that terrible man who could burn blood with a snap of his fingers. 

―Gods, Biggs!‖ cried Kenny as he plowed right into him. Biggs clutched him to remain 

standing, and this time he did vomit. The mess splattered across Kenny‘s shoes, but to Kenny‘s 

credit, he didn‘t bat an eye. 

―Kill him,‖ Biggs said, turning and pointing. 

The stranger approached, his dagger still in hand. 

―You have but a few left,‖ he said as the blood upon his blade burned like embers fresh 

from a hearth. The light danced across his masked face, casting an orange haze over the gray. 

Biggs stepped back, doing his best to ignore the pain of his burns and the throbbing of his head. 

―What, to kill you?‖ asked Kenny. ―All we need is me.‖ 



 

He lifted his crossbow and fired. The bolt bounced off as if the stranger‘s skin were made of 

stone. 

―A spellcaster?‖ said Kenny. ―Damn it, Biggs, what shit did you get us in to?‖ 

The man‘s grin spread, but he didn‘t laugh. It seemed the time for laughter was over. A 

gleam shone in his eye, like a predator ready to pounce upon its prey. From either side, two more 

thieves rushed from their hiding places. Kenny laughed, and Biggs realized it had been a trap all 

along, prepared while he ran headlong like a fool to see the reason for the commotion. The two 

thieves stabbed, but their daggers struck only cloth. The stranger twisted and fell, avoiding both 

blows. When he hit the ground, his hands became a blur of strange motions. An explosion of fire 

blinded Biggs‘s vision in the darkness, and then he heard the screams. 

―Don‘t worry,‖ Kenny said as Biggs took a step forward, doing his best to ignore the 

charred corpses before him. ―I keep this baby for special occasions like this.‖ 

Biggs saw him pull a bolt out from one of his many pockets, its tip glistening with silver. 

The stranger rolled along the floor until safely hidden behind a giant hearth. Kenny took a wide 

step around, trying to get a clear shot. 

―What are they paying you for?‖ Kenny asked. ―Wizards aren‘t supposed to get involved 

with mundane affairs, and they sure as shit aren‘t supposed to hire out as assassins. What‘s your 

game?‖ 

―No game.‖ Biggs kept close to Kenny, standing opposite his trigger-arm and keeping his 

dagger ready in case the stranger charged. ―And I am no wizard.‖ 

―A necromancer then?‖ Kenny asked. ―What‘s this to you?‖ 

Another side-step, each one slow and careful. Just as Kenny prepared his crossbow, so too 

could he be preparing a spell. 

―Not a necromancer. How are you so blind? You, the lowest rung of the world‘s ladder, 

cannot see what I am?‖ 

―Enough riddles. What‘s your name, and your price?‖ 

―Out of everything, you ask name and price?‖ the stranger said, suddenly stepping from the 

shadows and into their line of sight. 

The bolt fired. Biggs saw Kenny shift the crossbow to the side, just the slightest amount as 

if anticipating a dodge. None came. The stranger let the bolt hit him, and it pierced into his 

shoulder just below his collarbone. He gasped at the pain, leaned forward, and then to Biggs‘s 

horror, steadied himself and stood erect. 

―Name…price…I have neither.‖ 

―Reload!‖ Biggs shouted, stepping between them and holding his dagger out. Fire danced in 

the stranger‘s eyes, then to his hands. Knowing he had to buy his ally time, Biggs let out a curse 

and dashed in, swinging for the man‘s neck. He never made it. The fire consumed his clothes, its 

heat beyond anything he‘d ever felt. His legs refused to obey. As he collapsed, he looked back, 

hoping Kenny would at least kill the bastard who‘d done him in, but of course the rogue was 

long gone, running like the intelligent coward he was. 

―You died for nothing,‖ he heard the stranger say as the pain vanished amid a wave of 

darkness. His voice echoed in the chambers of his mind, slowly fading, slowly dying. 

―Nothing…‖ 

 
Veliana led them down the alleyway, her daggers sheathed at her hip. Still, her hands never 

strayed far from their hilts. Something about this meeting felt worrisome. Perhaps it was the 

great amount of coin about to change hands. Ever since James Beren‘s death, things had gone 



 

poorly for the Ash Guild. James had been more than their leader: he‘d been a sign of stability 

during the chaos and bloodshed. He‘d died defying Thren Felhorn, and while in a nobler world 

that might have meant something, in theirs it brought about the near dissolution of the guild. 

―Hurry,‖ she whispered, ushering the rest of her guildmates along. They were at the very 

edge of their pitifully small territory. The last thing she needed was an ambush. Even if they 

fought if off, the delay might be enough to disrupt their sale. They were supposed to meet a 

wealthy, and eccentric, merchant from Ker. All it‘d take was a few minutes of fret and worry 

before he took his things and left. 

Assuming the men she‘d sent in advance let the merchant leave. 

They curved through the streets, which narrowed because of the stalls that sprang up along 

the sides. They were passing many leatherworks and metal smiths. Almost there. She stopped at 

an intersection with a main road leading toward the castle, looked about for patrols, and then 

continued on when she saw none. The sky was clear and bright, but still the chill seeped through 

her clothes and into her skin. She hated winter. It made her hurry, made her spend only four 

seconds checking a turn when she should spend five. If she were to make any prediction, it‘d be 

that when she was buried, it‘d be when the ground was cold and hard. Assuming she was buried 

at all. Given her life, even that was far from a given. 

―We‘re here,‖ she said. A quick set of instructions sent two around to the other side, and 

then the remaining six followed her through the main door. She let one of her guildmembers, 

Pryor, go first, just in case there was a trap. When she heard him gasp, she thought it so, and she 

drew her daggers. But instead, she heard her name. 

―Vel?‖ 

She followed Pryor in and surveyed the area. 

A man waited for them. He sat atop a large crate, presumably their red powder for the deal. 

His body bent over as if greatly burdened. He wore red robes stained with ash and blood. His 

skin was dark, and his hair darker. In one hand he held a dagger, the other, a long piece of gray 

cloth. When he lifted his head, she stared into his brown eyes and saw a combination of fury and 

hopelessness that frightened her. He was handsome, but she felt no attraction. How could she, 

seeing a gaze like that? 

All around him, burned to ash and bone, were bodies. 

―What is going on?‖ she asked, stunned by the sight. 

―You were betrayed,‖ said the strange man. ―One of your own helped kill the others so they 

might prepare an ambush.‖ 

―Who?‖ Veliana asked.  

The man slowly shook his head.―This is my time to speak,‖ he said. ―Ask your questions 

when I am done, for I need your ears listening and your mind open. I do not know who prepared 

your betrayal, but I am sure they are one of the dead at my feet. They are ash now, a fitting end 

given the name of your guild. Think now on what you see. I handled what seven men of yours 

could not. Where they died, betrayed, I came and killed the betrayers. I am alone, woman. Now 

ask yourself, what use might I be to you? Surely I am worth the seven that died.‖ 

―He‘s lying,‖ said Pryor. ―He killed them all! Greg, Brendan…he killed them!‖ 

The man shook his head, and his shoulders sagged further. 

―Don‘t make a fool of yourself. Fools die around me, as is fitting.‖ 

Veliana cried out for her Pryor to stop, but it was too late. He flung a dagger at the stranger, 

who avoided the hasty throw by a simple tilt of his head. His retaliation came swift, his dagger 



 

piercing a lung as it embedded into the thief‘s chest. The rest of the Ash Guild prepared to attack, 

but Veliana snapped at them to remain back. 

―Who are you?‖ she asked. ―What is your name?‖ 

For a moment his look shifted, and she saw an incredible sadness lurking behind those eyes. 

He lifted the gray cloth and let it unfurl from his hand, revealing the eyeholes. 

―My real name is lost,‖ he said. ―For it was banished from me by a power I cannot 

challenge. I have only the name they left me. I am Death, and this is my mask.‖ 

And then he smiled, and she found that just maybe she could find him attractive. 

―You‘ll start as the lowest rank,‖ she told him. ―You‘ll receive no special treatment, no 

favors. That acceptable?‖ 

He nodded. A quick word from her, and the Ash members hurried forward to grab the crate. 

‗Death‘ stepped aside, and he watched with disinterest. Veliana chewed her lip as she thought of 

what exactly she would tell Garrick Lowe, their new guildmaster. He wouldn‘t be too thrilled 

with the loss of men, but at least they still had their merchandise. As for this Death and his 

mask… 

She slipped closer. She wanted to understand him, his motives. He might be a trap, or a 

disaster she was blindly bringing in to their guild. The blame would all fall on her. 

―Don‘t betray me,‖ she whispered to him as the rest hauled off the crate. ―I don‘t care how 

strong you think you are, I‘ve fought stronger, I‘ve survived better. You walk into this willingly, 

but the only way you walk out is dead. Do you understand me?‖ 

He tied the cloth over his face, and through the holes in the mask, winked at her. 

―The only way I leave will be as your guildmaster,‖ he said.  

Because of the mask, she could not see if he smiled, or search his features for tells. In the 

end, she decided it didn‘t matter. 

―Come with me,‖ she said. ―You‘re bound to make waves, so I think it best Garrick meet 

with you now…assuming he trusts you enough to be in the same room.‖ 

He moved, faster than she thought possible. His left hand wrapped around her waist. His 

right grabbed her wrist, and he pulled her close. She tried to draw her dagger, but he held her 

tight. Their eyes locked on one another. 

―You were brave enough to come this close,‖ he said, his voice nearly a whisper. ―And even 

in my arms, you do not tremble. I will remember that. Tell me, woman, what is your name?‖ 

―Veliana,‖ she said. 

He let her go. She slapped him, and he straightened his mask. 

―Deserved, and well worth it,‖ he said. ―Lead on, Veliana. I wish to see your guildmaster.‖ 

 
She waited until they‘d secured the powder in a separate safe house before taking the strange 

man with her to meet Garrick. They‘d moved around many times, a result of their weak status 

and constant war with the rest of the guilds. Only recently had they made peace with most, 

though the Hawk Guild still preyed heavily upon them. If not for this…Death…then Veliana 

knew there was a good chance she‘d be a corpse. 

Assuming he wasn‘t part of the trap. 

Their current base was in the confines of a small merchant guild, one desperate enough for 

coin that they‘d accepted Garrick‘s bribes. As lairs went, it wasn‘t the most secretive, but at least 

it was warm in the winter months, and moderately well furnished. Veliana led them through a 

side door. Four steps down they stopped at a basement door, with small lamps burning for light 

at either side. She frowned at the lack of guards. No doubt they were on the inside. Garrick liked 



 

having his protectors there with him at all times, even if it wasn‘t safer. They should have been 

out in the cold, keeping watch so they could lock and bar the door if something went awry. 

But of course the door was locked and barred anyway when she tried to open it. Rolling her 

eyes, she knocked twice, then once. She heard the scraping of metal, and then a slit opened to 

reveal a bloodshot pair of eyes. 

―Say the pass,‖ said the guard. 

―Veliana. Now open the damn door.‖ 

There was a password, of course. Three, even, in case she needed to alert them to a hidden 

threat. But she was in no mood, and she knew the guard on the other side was too spineless to 

refuse her entrance. The slit closed, and as they heard a loud thumping, Death chuckled behind 

her. 

―Your professionalism is astounding,‖ he said. ―I know I came with few expectations, but 

still, I feel them failing to be met.‖ 

―Quiet,‖ she said. ―And stay here. I‘ll need to introduce you to Garrick first.‖ 

She paused and gave him a glance. The mask hid his face, but she couldn‘t fight off the 

feeling he was smirking at her. 

―Just how should I introduce you, anyway?‖ she asked. 

―I told you, I have no name.‖ 

―That makes for a poor introduction. Should I call you Death? It‘s a little over the top, but 

I‘ve heard worse.‖ 

―Death might be too great a mantle for me to wear,‖ said the man. ―But I can bear no name 

for the curse given me. All I have is my mask. Perhaps you can call me that.‖ 

The door opened, and she stepped inside. A guard stood at either side, their daggers drawn. 

The room was well lit with many lanterns. At one end were tables of maps, documents, and a 

locked chest for guild funds. At the other were blankets, pillows, and illegal measures of 

comfort. Amid the meager luxury sat Garrick, his eyes glazed from the substance he smoked 

through a short pipe. Several other men lay scattered about him, their senses just as dull from the 

smoke and liquor. 

―Veliana!‖ Garrick said, standing. ―Did the trade go through as…‖ 

He stopped as Veliana‘s guest shoved his way inside, so fast that he was beside her before 

the guards reacted. He made no threatening motion, only stayed at her side. With an elaborate 

bow, he greeted the guildmaster. 

―Mighty Garrick, how the shadows tremble when I mention your name,‖ he said, and 

Veliana felt anger burn inside her at the obvious sarcasm. Garrick, however, seemed oblivious to 

it. Instead, he appeared worried by the newcomer‘s strange attire and sudden entrance. He 

stepped back and ran a hand through his long brown hair, a sign Veliana knew meant he was 

nervous. 

―And who are you?‖ he asked. ―A friend of Veliana‘s?‖ 

―This is…Death‘s Mask,‖ she said. ―He helped us tonight, may have saved many lives. 

We‘ve been betrayed, Garrick. When we…‖ 

―Do you still have the powder?‖ Garrick interrupted. 

―I…yes, we do.‖ 

―Good, good,‖ said Garrick. He sat back down on the cushions, drew his dagger, and held it 

in hand while he listened. ―Now what is this betrayal you speak of? And tell me again…‖ – he 

made a sound like a cross of a laugh and a cough – ―who this Death…Deathmask is?‖ 



 

―One of your men betrayed you, killed the rest, and hoped to have the Hawks destroy your 

guild as you came to make the trade,‖ said Deathmask, accepting the name without pause. ―I 

killed them as a way of showing you my worth. I wished to join your Ash Guild, and Veliana has 

accepted me.‖ 

Veliana opened her mouth to correct him, then shut it. It was pointless to argue now, and 

Garrick‘s eyes flared at what he‘d heard. He set his pipe aside and gently touched the tip of his 

dagger. 

―And how did you know this ambush was to take place?‖ he asked.  

Deathmask smiled but did not answer.  

―No matter,‖ Garrick said. ―I take it our betrayer was killed?‖ 

―Painfully,‖ said Deathmask. 

―Good. The more pressing question, then, is why the Hawks are so eager to come down on 

us. I must think about this.‖ 

―Think?‖ asked Veliana. ―We need to counter, and quickly, before they know their ambush 

failed. Surely there‘s a few of theirs scouting our streets. If we can mark our borders with their 

blood, we can send a message.‖ 

―We will do no such thing,‖ Garrick said. He winced as he pierced his skin with the 

dagger‘s tip, but instead of cleaning it, he watched the blood trickle down the blade. ―I will 

handle this in my own manner. Kadish Vel is no real threat to us.‖ 

―With all due respect,‖ said Deathmask, ―he‘d have killed either of you today if it weren‘t 

for me.‖ 

The room turned silent, and the rest of the thieves lounging about watched as if awaiting an 

execution. 

―Is that so?‖ asked Garrick. Veliana tensed, wondering what he would do. ―Then it is a good 

thing we have you now, isn‘t it? Patrick, take him upstairs and get him fitted for a cloak. 

Wouldn‘t want him showing the wrong colors, would we?‖ 

Deathmask bowed, shot Veliana a wink, and then followed his escort out of the basement. 

Garrick stood and looked to the others. 

―Out,‖ he told them. ―You‘ve smoked enough of my wealth. Get out!‖ 

They all jumped to leave, all but Veliana. She could see the way he stared at her and knew 

herself exempt from the command. As the last shut the door, Garrick strode over and grabbed her 

by the throat. 

―Have you lost your damn mind?‖ he asked. 

She kept her breathing calm as his fingers tightened. He wouldn‘t leave a bruise, not yet, but 

if he did… 

―And have you lost yours?‖ she asked. He raised an eyebrow. The veins in his eyes pulsed, 

their edges yellow. In answer to his question, she drew one of her daggers and pressed its edge 

against his wrists. 

―Tighter,‖ she said. ―I dare you.‖ 

He let her go and stepped back. Blood dripped from his finger, and he glared at the stains on 

the floor. 

―I am your guildmaster,‖ he said, as if that should have meant everything. 

―I could replace you in a heartbeat.‖ 

―But they‘ll never follow you,‖ Garrick said, gesturing toward the door. ―Them out 

there…they‘re savages. They‘re pigs. If they thought the only thing standing between them and 

ruling this guild was…was a woman, they‘d strip you naked and take turns owning you.‖ 



 

―They‘d die if they tried,‖ Veliana said. She knew Garrick thought himself worth far more 

than he really was, but this was the most brazen he‘d ever been. Something had changed, given 

him confidence…but what? 

―Some, yes,‖ said Garrick, and a gleam shone in his drug-maddened eyes. ―But not all. You 

need me, Vel. They listen to me. They trust me. I kept this guild together after James‘s death. I 

kept our dealings going. I kept our coffers from emptying and our territory from becoming 

nothing more than a single penniless street.‖ 

―That was me,‖ Veliana shouted, not caring if others might hear from behind the door. ―I‘m 

the one who bloodied her hands. I‘m the one who gave them stability.‖ 

―But do they know that?‖ he asked. He stepped closer to her, a smile growing on his face. It 

was the drugs, she thought. It had to be the drugs. Ignoring the daggers, he gently ran a hand 

along the wicked scar across her beautiful face, cutting from forehead to chin, discoloring her 

right eye from a dazzling violet to a red orb of blood. 

―They won‘t follow you,‖ he said again. ―You‘re damaged beauty. You‘re dangerous, and 

they respect that, but they won‘t submit to it. They listen now only because the specter of my 

authority hangs over you. Just like it did with James. You need me, just as I need you. More, 

even. Never forget that.‖ 

She bit her tongue and fought down a thousand fantasies of plunging her daggers deep into 

his throat. Garrick walked back to his cushion, retrieved his pipe, and began the laborious 

process of filling it anew. 

―I don‘t care how powerful that freak is,‖ he said, meaning Deathmask. ―I want him killed 

by tomorrow night, no matter how you do it. He‘s clearly trouble, and in someone‘s pocket. Cut 

his throat before he can accomplish whatever task he was sent here for. Deathmask? What a 

stupid name.‖ 

―If you say so,‖ she said, nodding her head. ―I‘ll be in my quarters. I trust you‘ll handle the 

matter of the Hawk Guild in an appropriate manner?‖ 

Garrick smiled as she headed for the door. 

―Dear Veliana, there are a thousand promises and lies between us all. You aren‘t aware of 

half of them. Trust me. We‘ll be fine.‖ 

She left without giving him the dignity of a response. 


