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Prologue 

 

Torgar staggered out of the tavern with the blood of a stranger on his knuckles. 

“I want my sword,” he said to the four burly men who had persuaded him to leave. 

“Come get it when you‟re sober,” one said as he shut the door. 

“Well, at least give me my damn drink!” 

No such luck. The sellsword cursed and howled until his lungs hurt. He felt better afterward, 

though, so he made his way through the streets of Angelport back home. Home, of course, was 

his little room in the Keenan family‟s magnificent estate, as captain of their mercenaries and 

guards. Not that he needed to do much anymore. With the thieves‟ war ending near two years 

ago, his life had grown significantly quieter. And quieter meant boring. He wasn‟t quite as young 

as he once was, either. When he first agreed to work for Laurie, he would have crushed at least a 

dozen skulls before they flung him out the door of a tavern. Now? 

“Getting old,” Torgar grumbled, bracing a hand against the nearby walls to steady his walk. 

“How in Karak‟s name did that happen?” 

Surely it wasn‟t that long ago he‟d been a feared mercenary. The Bloody Kensgold 

was...gods help him, seven years ago? He turned and spat. On that night, he‟d hunted thieves, 

drunk himself stupid, rescued Madelyn Keenan from Thren‟s little hideout, and overall had 

himself a glorious time. A shame those days were behind him. Well, all but the drinking part. 

Without his sword, he felt naked traversing Angelport‟s streets. Big as he was, he doubted 

any ruffians would be dumb enough to try hustling him. That, and he certainly didn‟t look like a 

man loaded with coin. But he liked having his weapon with him anyway. Even though he‟d had 

years of steady work for Laurie Keenan, he knew that all it‟d take was one bad turn and he‟d be 

back out on the streets. He encountered no one on his way. The streets were strangely quiet. 

Laurie had mentioned something about the elves; perhaps that was the reason. The whole city 

stank of nervousness. 

At the gates to the Keenan estate, he saluted the single guard keeping watch. 

“Morning,” Torgar said. 

“Not for four more hours.” 

Torgar grinned. 

“Aren‟t we picky?” 

The guard looked him over. 

“You‟re early. And where‟s your sword?” 

“On loan. Care to let me through?” 

Drunk or not, Torgar was still the boss, and the guard begrudgingly turned and unlocked the 

gate. 

“Take the servants‟ entrance at least,” the guard said. “Lady Madelyn‟s getting tired of you 

waking her up.” 

“I‟ll keep it in mind,” Torgar said, heading straight for the front doors. Halfway across the 

expansive lawn he began singing a tune, butchering half the lyrics but not caring. When he put 

his hand on the door handle, he stopped and sighed. Laurie‟s son, Taras, slept not far from main 
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entrance, and he‟d been having a devil of a time catching winks because of his newborn. 

Madelyn could rot for all he cared, but he‟d always had a soft spot for Taras. 

“Fine,” he said, thudding his head against the thick wood of the door. “You owe me, bud.” 

He left the main path and walked the worn dirt track around the mansion. Compared to their 

first home in Veldaren, it wasn‟t nearly as large, but it housed over fifty members of the family, 

plus guards and servants. Torgar spotted a couple hiding behind a tree, no doubt a guard and a 

maidservant having themselves a good time. He resumed singing to startle them, and grinned 

while imagining their surprise. Something seemed wrong about it, though, and he looked back 

just before turning a corner. 

Neither was moving. 

“Gods damn it,” he muttered, trying to think through his pounding head. “Asleep, right? Just 

asleep.” 

He went to check them anyway. Slumped against the tree, with their bodies positioned into a 

mocking embrace, were two guards, their throats slit, their armor soaked with blood. Torgar 

stared at them for a full second as the alcohol in his brain gave way to his many years of training. 

He grabbed one of their swords and then checked his immediate surroundings, in case the killer 

lurked nearby. When he saw no one, he hurried toward the back door. So far no alarm had been 

raised, otherwise the guard at the gate would have known. The bodies were warm, blood still 

dripping from their wounds. Whoever this killer was, he wasn‟t far. 

The grounds seemed vacant enough, so he looked to the rooftops, desperately wishing he 

hadn‟t drunk so much. He saw several shadows that could have been men hiding, but with his 

headache, it was impossible to know whether or not his mind was playing tricks. No time, he 

decided. Raise the alarm. Get every guard armed and scouring the place. He was in no position to 

play hero. 

The servant door was locked, and he pulled out the key from a chain around his neck. As he 

inserted it and turned, he felt the hairs on his neck stand up. One of the shadows... 

“Shit!” he cried, flinging himself back. A dark shape descended, blade in hand. Torgar put 

his sword in the way just in time. Before he could react further, his opponent landed on top of 

him, elbows and knees ramming his face and chest. Collapsing onto his back, Torgar rolled, 

narrowly avoiding a stab to his throat. He continued rolling, and did the only thing that seemed 

logical. He hollered his brains out. 

“Killer!” he screamed. “There‟s a killer out here! Wake the fuck up!” 

He pulled out of his roll and onto one knee as his opponent‟s sword came slashing in. He 

tried to parry it, and was only partly successful. Blood splashed across his vision as the edge tore 

through his face. He spun from the force, landing on his stomach. Teeth clenched, he waited for 

the killing blow to land. It never did. Looking back, he saw the door was open, his key still in the 

lock. 

“You left me alive?” Torgar asked, struggling to his feet, his free hand clutching his face. 

“Big mistake, you bastard. I‟ll make you pay.” 

He felt warm blood spilling across his fingers and mouth. A huge gash bled across the 

bridge of his nose, and he wondered if he‟d pass out before the night was done. Cursing, he cut a 

large portion of his shirt and pressed it to the wound. It hurt like blazes, but it was the best he 

could do for now. Sword held high, he rushed into the mansion. 

The hallway was mostly dark, with only small oil lanterns burning at the various 

intersections. He had no clue who this assassin targeted, but Torgar knew who paid his wages, 

and therefore belonged at the top of the list to protect. Hooking a right, he headed for Laurie and 
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Madelyn‟s room. He tried shouting for help, but it hurt his nose too much. His eyes watered, 

hampering his already blurred vision. Several times he rammed into a wall, adding more bruises 

to his aching body. All throughout, he heard cries from the guards. Most were tracking positions, 

calling out all clears. But every few moments, they let out frightened shouts, if not death 

screams. 

Reaching Laurie‟s room, he felt hope at seeing the door closed. He kicked it open and 

barged in, only to have something hard and blunt strike the back of his head. Torgar dropped to 

his stomach, and he vomited uncontrollably. 

“Damn it,” Torgar said, glaring at Laurie standing to the side of the door, dagger in hand. 

His wife sat on the bed, also holding a blade. 

“I thought you were the intruder,” Laurie said, offering his hand. Torgar ignored it, instead 

using the wall to brace himself as he stood. 

“You‟re an idiot, Laurie. Why the hilt?” 

“I wanted you alive for questioning.” 

Torgar looked back to the hallway, listening for sounds of battle. 

“Next time, use the pointy end,” he said. “Stay in here, and bar the door.” 

A trio of guards approached, and Torgar saluted with the hand holding the bloody bandage. 

“Any clue where the fucker is?” he asked. 

“Toward the front,” one said. Torgar‟s ears were still ringing from the blow, his vision so 

blurred he couldn‟t make out the man‟s face. He took a wild guess at his name, not caring if he 

got it right. 

“Stay here, and guard them with your lives,” Torgar said, nodding toward Laurie‟s door. 

“Gary, you‟re in charge.” 

“Where are you going?” asked the one on the left. 

“To make him pay for this,” Torgar said, gesturing to his nose. He rushed toward the front 

half of the mansion, and sure enough he heard sounds of battle. His gut sank at the noise. This 

was no normal assassin sent to smother a sleeping man or pour poison into a bottle of wine. The 

guy could fight. Torgar listened for steel hitting steel, or people dying. All around him, he heard 

doors locking, the servants barring their rooms and staying inside like he‟d trained them. Good. 

Last thing he needed was a bunch of frantic idiots crowding the halls. 

As he neared the front entrance, he stumbled upon five corpses of his guard, their blood 

staining the blue carpet. Torgar could hardly believe the sight. Surely it wasn‟t just one man 

doing all this? 

And then he heard a scream. 

“Taras,” he whispered, his blood running cold. 

It took him a moment to remember the way. Gods, what he‟d give to be sober. He passed by 

three more dead guards, confirming his dread suspicion of the assassin‟s target. Despite the pain 

it caused, he screamed as loud as his lungs were capable. 

“Everyone to Taras! To Taras, now move your asses!” 

At his friend‟s bedroom, he found the door already open. A dead guard was propped against 

it, the wood‟s white paint stained red with gore. Heart in his throat, Torgar stepped inside. 

Despite his years of training, warfare, and executions, he was still not prepared. 

The assassin knelt amid the carnage, his sword deftly slashing at a bare spot on the floor. 

Torgar must have made a noise of some kind, for the assassin looked up. His face was hidden by 

a heavy black hood, his body wrapped in cloaks. Torgar lifted his sword. 

“Come on,” he said, wishing he felt as tough as he sounded. “Come die, you sick fuck.” 



7 

 

The assassin stood, and his head shifted so Torgar could see a faint glimpse of his face in 

the dim moonlight streaming through the broken windows. He was smiling. 

“Not tonight,” the man said. Smoke burst at his feet, flooding the room. Torgar coughed as 

it stung his eyes and throat. He slashed wildly a few times, but no attack came. When the smoke 

cleared, the man was gone. Torgar walked to the center of the room, creating footsteps in the 

drying layers of blood. His sword shook in his hand. 

Taras and his wife Julie lay dead, and in pieces. Their maidservant‟s body was slumped 

against the closet door, her throat opened by a gash that went from ear to ear. As Torgar‟s heart 

caught in his throat, he heard a horrific sound break the silence—their newborn girl, Tori, 

wailing. Guards flooded the room as he picked up the child from the stained bed sheets. Her 

wrappings were bloodied, but she was unharmed. 

“Where‟d he go?” a guard asked as the others gasped and cursed at the sight. 

Torgar shrugged, having no answer. 

“Like a damned wraith,” said another. “We‟d see him, and then he‟d be gone.” 

Hearing a cry, Torgar looked back to see Laurie fall to his knees before the doorway. 

Madelyn stood behind him, her face like glass but for the tears that ran down her cheeks. They 

dared not enter, for there was no reason, no way to clutch the bodies to their chests. The 

massacre was too horrific. Too complete. 

“Who?” Laurie asked. “Why?” 

Torgar looked to the symbol at his feet, drawn in Keenan blood. 

“I don‟t know,” he said. 

“Give her to me!” Madelyn cried, her sudden outburst startling. 

Torgar carefully stepped across the gore-coated floor, gladly handing Tori over. All he felt 

was rage. Having a child in his hands didn‟t seem right. 

“I‟ll find out who did this,” he said. “I promise I‟ll make him pay a thousand times over.” 

Little comfort for any of them, but it didn‟t matter. The assassin had left his calling card, 

and because of that, it would be his death. Few crossed a member of the Trifect and lived. As 

Laurie and Madelyn were led away from the scene, Torgar stabbed his sword into the very center 

of the symbol, which seemed vaguely familiar. He‟d seen it before, years ago, or at least heard it 

discussed. And then it hit. 

A single open eye, drawn in the victim‟s blood. 

“The Watcher,” whispered Torgar. 
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Haern pulled his hood low over his head and tied his sabers to his belt as the leader of the 

mercenaries, the wizard Tarlak, sat at his desk and watched. 

“Do you want our help?” Tarlak asked, picking a bit of dirt off his yellow robe. 

“No,” Haern said, shaking his head. “This one needs to be a message for the underworld of 

the city. I‟ll do this on my own.” 

Tarlak nodded, as if not surprised. 

“What about Alyssa?” 

Haern tightened the clasp of his cloak. They‟d heard word that Alyssa planned some sort of 

retaliation against the thief guilds, though the reason had been unclear. Their source was fairly 

respected in the Gemcroft household, so much so they had to take it seriously. There was to be a 

meeting to discuss the circumstances at their mansion, at some unknown point in the night. 

“After,” Haern said. “I‟m sure you understand.” 

“I do,” said Tarlak. “Good luck. And remember, I can‟t pay you if you die on me.” 

“I won‟t be the one dying tonight,” Haern said, feeling the cold persona of the King‟s 

Watcher coming over him. 

He left the tower and ran the short distance toward the city. A dozen secret passageways, 

ropes, and handholds were available to him as a way to cross the wall, and he drifted to the 

southern end before climbing over. Alyssa‟s potential conflict with the thief guilds was a greater 

threat in the long run, but Haern could not bring himself to focus on it just yet. His target was a 

piece of scum named Brann Goodfinger. He operated in the far south of the city, and it was there 

Haern went. 

Normally he felt pride as he traversed the rooftops, carefully observing the doings of the 

various guilds. Ever since the thief war ended, the factions had settled into an uncomfortable 

truce. The first few months had been the worst, but Haern‟s sabers had spilled the blood of 

hundreds. Through sheer brutality, he had brought both sides to their knees. He was the silent 

threat watching all, and tolerating nothing. But this accomplishment felt bitter. For the first time, 

his plan had been turned against him in a most cruel, personal way. 

Thieves who stole from the Trifect died. They all knew this. And so Brann had recruited 

children, a bold dare against the Watcher‟s threat. 

“Where is it you hide?” Haern whispered as he lay flat atop a roof. For two days Brann had 

eluded him, and his children had gone unchecked. No longer. He spotted one of their youngest, a 

boy surely no older than seven. He was exiting the broken window of a shop, a handful of copper 

coins clutched to his chest. He ran, and Haern followed. 

The boy tried to vary his pattern, as he‟d no doubt been trained to do, but against someone 

like Haern it was a minor inconvenience, nothing more. Haern kept far out of sight, not wanting 

to alert him to his presence. Twice he‟d tracked Brann‟s child-thieves, but one had spotted him, 

abandoned his ill-gotten coin, and fled. The other had been killed by a different thief guild before 

he could question him. Children bled out on the streets of Veldaren. The Watcher‟s wrath would 

be terrible. 

Haern turned a corner, and watched the child slip inside a warehouse. Approaching the door, 

Haern slipped into the shadows and looked through the crack near the hinges. A faint lantern 
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burned inside, and from what he could make out, two other children were within. Hoping it was 

Brann‟s hideout, and not a simple gang of orphans, he drew his sabers. There would be no 

stealthy entrance. This wasn‟t a time for quiet deaths in the night. 

He slammed the door open with his shoulder at full charge. Without slowing he took in the 

surroundings, his finely honed instincts guiding him. The storehouse was full of crates and bags 

of grains, limiting his maneuverability. At least twenty children gathered together in a circle, and 

before them, his dirty face covered with a beard, was Brann. The man looked up. His jaw 

dropped, and then he turned to run. 

“Stop him!” Brann shouted to the children. Haern swore as they drew small knives and 

daggers. He leapt between them, twirling his cloak as a distraction. A sweeping kick took out 

three, and then he pushed through the opening. The storehouse was divided in two by a high 

wall, and Brann vanished through the doorway in the center. Haern raced after, again slamming 

aside the door with his shoulder. To his surprise, Brann was not the coward he‟d believed. His 

sword lashed out from behind the door. Haern‟s speed was too great, though, and he leapt 

beyond Brann‟s reach, pivoted on his heels, and jumped again. 

Brann was only a gutter snake, vermin who bullied with numbers and stabbed from 

shadows. Haern had fought his kind, knew their tactics. With three strikes Brann‟s sword fell 

from a bleeding wrist. Two kicks shattered a kneecap, and then he fell. Haern clutched his hair 

and lifted it back, his saber pressing against Brann‟s throat. 

“How dare you,” Haern whispered. His hood hung low over his face, and he shook his head 

to knock it back. He wanted Brann to see the fury in his eyes. 

“You hold this city prisoner and yet ask me that?” said Brann. 

Haern struck him in the mouth with the hilt of a saber. As Brann spat out a tooth, the 

children rushed through the door, surrounding them both. 

“Stay back,” Brann said to them, and he grinned at Haern, his yellow teeth stained red with 

blood. There was a wild look in his eyes that made Haern uncomfortable. This wasn‟t a man who 

cared about life, not his own, nor others. 

“What game is this?” Haern asked, his voice a cold whisper. “Why the children? Did you 

think I wouldn‟t find out?” 

“The others are scared of you,” Brann said, laughing. “But I know what you are. They think 

you‟re as bad as us, but you‟re not; not yet. Once the thief guilds find out, they‟ll have your head 

on a spike.” 

He gestured to the children, all prepared to attack. Haern didn‟t want to imagine what Brann 

had put them through to achieve such a level of control. 

“Kill me,” Brann said. “Do it, and they‟ll swarm you. You won‟t die, you‟re too good for 

them, but you won‟t escape without killing at least one. So what‟ll it be, Watcher? Can you take 

my life if it means taking the life of a child?” 

Haern looked at the twenty. Some were as young as seven, but others were maybe eleven or 

twelve. All it‟d take was one lucky stab by any of them and he might go down. 

His saber pressed harder against Brann‟s skin. He leaned closer, so he might whisper into 

his ear. 

“Nothing, Brann. You know nothing about me. You die, they go free. This was never a 

choice.” 

Haern slashed, spilling blood across his clothes. Hoping to move before the children reacted, 

he turned and leapt, vaulting over their circle. They gave chase, not at all bothered by the death 

of their master. Haern rolled to his feet, his sabers crossed to block their weak stabs. A quick 
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glance showed no exits except the door he‟d come through. Doing everything he could to fight 

down his combat instincts, he shoved through the group‟s center. His cloaks whirled and twisted, 

pushing aside feeble attacks. 

Pulling out of the spin, he lunged for the door. One of the older boys was there, and Haern 

felt panic rise in his chest as he saw the deadly angle of the boy‟s thrust. He reacted on instinct, 

blocking hard enough to knock the dagger free, then following it up with a kick to send the boy 

flying. Breaking back into a run, he kicked off a pile of crates to vault into the air, catching a 

rafter with one hand. Swinging himself up onto a perch, he stared down at the children, several 

of whom gathered around the body of the one he‟d kicked. 

“Listen to me,” Haern said to them, trying to forgive the children‟s attack. They didn‟t know 

any better. “You‟re master is dead. You have no hope of winning this fight.” 

“Fuck you,” said one of the kids. Haern swallowed down his anger at such disrespect. They 

were frightened punks living in a world Haern knew all too well. If reason would not work, he 

knew what would. 

“Say that again, and I‟ll cut out your tongue.” 

The boy stepped back, as if stunned by the coldness in his voice. The rest looked up at him, 

some ready to cry, some angry, but most were heartbreakingly indifferent. Haern pointed to 

Brann Goodfinger‟s corpse. 

“Take his coin,” he said. “Go, and make better lives than this. Remain thieves, and you‟ll 

fall to the guilds, or to me. I don‟t want to kill you, but I will. There is no future for you, not in 

this.” 

“None for you, either,” said another, but Haern could not tell who. With practiced efficiency 

the children took everything of value from Brann‟s corpse and vanished into the streets. Haern 

didn‟t know where they went, nor did he care. He only felt fury. Brann had died quick, hardly the 

example Haern desired to set. As for the boy he‟d kicked... 

He dropped from the rafter, landing lightly on his feet. With a lump in his throat, he knelt 

down and rolled the child over onto his back, then pressed his fingers against his neck. He 

waited, and waited, but no matter how long he stayed there hoping, it never happened. No pulse. 

“Damn you, Brann,” Haern whispered. “I hope you burn forever.” 

Leaving the body there was not an option. Haern considered himself better than that. Lifting 

him onto his shoulder, he rushed out to the streets, praying no gutsy member of a thief guild 

spotted him and tried something incredibly heroic and stupid. There were several gravekeepers in 

Veldaren, plus another who burned bodies instead of burying them. Haern went to the burner, 

picked the lock of his door, and went inside. The owner was asleep on a cot in a small room, and 

Haern woke him with a firm prod of his saber. 

“What? Who are...oh, you.” 

The elderly man, Willard, rubbed his eyes, then reopened them when Haern dropped a 

handful of coins onto his lap. 

“Spare no expense, and bury his ashes.” 

“What was his name?” asked Willard, looking over the boy‟s body as Haern set him down 

on the floor. 

“I don‟t know.” 

“Then what shall I engrave on his urn?” 

Haern went to the door, then looked back over his shoulder. 

“Victim,” he said. 
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In a foul mood, he raced off for the Gemcroft estate, wishing he could put the prior events 

out of his mind, and knowing there‟d be no such luck. 

Scaling the fence was easy enough, though avoiding the guards was another matter. There 

was a secondary building in the back, where he‟d been told the meeting would take place. Most 

of the patrols kept close to the mansion, which helped tremendously. Haern lurked beside the 

gate, running along it when outside the patrols‟ vision, and lying flat amid the shadows when 

they passed. At last he reached the small building. Timing the patrols, he knew he had about 

thirty seconds to slip in and out without being seen. Faint light burned within. He pressed his ear 

against the door and heard no discussion. 

Too late, or too early? The door was unlocked, so he opened it and slipped inside. The room 

was surprisingly bare, containing only a single bed atop a padded floor. Hardly the servants‟ 

quarters he‟d expected. The lone lantern kept the place dimly lit, with plenty of shadows in the 

far corners. So far, it appeared empty. 

“Damn,” he whispered. 

He headed for the far corner, figuring to wait a few hours just in case the meeting was yet to 

transpire. In the center of the room, though, he stopped. Something in the corner wasn‟t right, the 

shadows not smooth... 

Haern lunged for the door, his instincts screaming trap. Before he could get there, something 

latched onto his cloak and tugged, hard. He spun to the ground, torn between attacking and 

tearing free his cloak to flee. Already furious because of Brann, he kicked to his feet and 

attacked. To his surprise, his sabers clashed against long blades, his thrusts perfectly blocked. He 

was already preparing a second strike when he saw his opponent‟s outfit. Long dark wrappings 

covering her body—all but her shadowed face. 

“Enough, Watcher,” said Zusa, her slender body contorted into a bizarre defensive 

formation. “I am not here to kill you.” 

Haern pulled away, and he put his back to a wall, the door at his side. 

“Then why are you here?” he asked. 

“Because I desired it,” said a voice at the door. Haern turned, then dipped his head in a 

mock bow. 

“Lady Gemcroft,” he said. “It is good to see you, Alyssa.” 

The ruler of the Gemcroft fortune smiled at him, not at all bothered by his tone. Zusa 

sheathed her daggers, though her hands remained on their hilts. She joined Alyssa‟s side, her 

dark eyes never leaving him. Alyssa herself seemed relaxed, far more so than when he‟d last 

seen her. Of course, he‟d been trying to kill her at the time. She wore a slender dress underneath 

her robe, her red hair let down loose about her shoulders. Haern almost felt flattered she‟d 

dressed up for him, as if he were some noble or diplomat. 

“I was told of a meeting concerning the thieves,” Haern said. “Was there any truth to this?” 

“I assure you, Terrance is loyal to me, and me alone,” she said. The side of Haern‟s face 

twitched. Terrance had been his informant, of course. He felt himself at a disadvantage, with no 

clue as to the reason for their meeting. He didn‟t like that. The two also blocked the only exit. He 

didn‟t like that, either. 

“Then I was told a lie, just to bring me here. Why is that, Alyssa?” 

“Because I want to hire you.” 

Haern paused, then laughed at the absurd notion. 

“I am no pawn for you to force your will upon,” he said. “And if what you say is true, why 

this secrecy, and deception?” 
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“Because I don‟t want anyone, not the guilds nor the Trifect, to know. I leave for Angelport, 

and I wish for you to accompany me and Zusa.” 

Haern felt his hands fidget as they held his sabers. Answering such a request, with someone 

as dangerous as Zusa blocking his way out, was not his idea of a fair bargaining position. 

“What reason could you possibly have?” he asked. “I assure you, Zusa is quite capable of 

keeping you alive.” 

A bit of impatience finally pierced Alyssa‟s calm demeanor. 

“Someone broke into Laurie Keenan‟s home, slaughtered his son and daughter-in-law, along 

with a dozen guards. I go for their funeral services, as is appropriate. I want you and Zusa to hunt 

down this killer and bring him to us for justice while I‟m there.” 

Haern shook his head. 

“I can‟t leave Veldaren,” he said. “The peace I‟ve managed to create...” 

“Is no peace at all,” Alyssa said. “The thief guilds prey on each other, killing themselves in 

an endless squabble over the gold we pay them. The few that steal are more often caught by their 

own kind, not you. Every dead thief is one less person needing a share. No one will know you‟ve 

left, not for weeks. It‟s been two years, and you‟ve spilled enough blood to wash the city red. 

Those who remain have settled into their comfortable lives of bribes and easy money, and you 

know it.” 

Haern did know that, but that didn‟t mean he liked it. 

“This is your problem,” he said. “I‟ve had enough dealings with the Trifect to last a lifetime. 

Find your killer on your own. Now let me through.” 

Alyssa glanced at Zusa, then nodded. They stepped aside. As Haern walked out into the 

night, Alyssa called after him. 

“They found a marking,” she said. “Drawn in their blood.” 

Haern stopped. 

“What of?” he asked. 

“A single eye.” 

Haern turned, and he felt his anger rise. 

“You would accuse me of this crime?” 

“No accusation,” Alyssa said, stepping out. “I have already looked into the matter, and 

know you were in Veldaren both the night it happened, plus the nights before and after.” 

“This makes no sense, Alyssa. Why would someone frame me so far away? I‟ve never been 

to Angelport, nor used that symbol in years.” 

“It‟s not a frame,” Zusa said. “It is a calling. You‟re being summoned, Watcher.” 

Haern tried to think it over, but he felt so tired, so unprepared. The boy‟s dead face kept 

flashing before his eyes. 

“How do I know this isn‟t a trap?” he finally asked. Alyssa looked away, as if embarrassed 

by what she had to say. 

“Because of you, my son lives, and I brought vengeance to the one who tried to kill him. I 

will never betray you. Someone murdered powerful citizens of Angelport, my friends and 

colleagues, and is using their blood to send you a message. Help me find him. Help me stop 

him.” 

Haern sighed. 

“So be it,” he said. “When do we leave?” 
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“Today?” Tarlak said, leaning back in his chair with a bewildered look on his face. “You‟re 

leaving today? But we still have that contract with the Heshans, and I haven‟t tracked down that 

damn prostitute killer Antonil paid us to find. How am I supposed to find the bastard without 

your help?” 

“Start spending time with prostitutes. Well, more time.” 

Tarlak raised an eyebrow, then laughed. Still in his bedrobes, he stood and gestured about 

his office, which was a haphazard mess. 

“Clearly, this place will fall apart without you,” he said. “But go and do what you must. 

Can‟t have someone giving you a bad name, after all.” 

They embraced, Tarlak smacking him on the shoulder. 

“Don‟t get killed on me,” he said. 

“I‟ll try not to.” 

Haern exited the room onto the circular staircase of the tower. Heading up a floor, he 

entered his barren room. After stripping down to his underclothes, he slipped into bed and slept. 

When he awoke, it was to something poking him in the shoulder. He looked, then groaned and 

rolled over. 

“You‟re risking death, Brug,” he muttered. 

“You‟re the one heading off after someone brave enough, or dumb enough, to taunt you,” 

said the short, burly smith. “Besides, day‟s almost over. Get your ass up. Oh, and I have 

something for ya.” 

Haern rubbed his eyes, then looked again. Brug stood beside his bed, a pair of shoes in 

hand. 

“Shoes?” he asked. 

“Not just shoes!” Brug said, flinging them. They smacked against Haern‟s chest. “I‟ve spent 

two months making them things for you, so you could show some damn appreciation.” 

Haern sat up and examined them. They were gray, made of soft cloth thickened on the 

bottom. They would muffle any footsteps, though he wondered how long they‟d endure his 

chaotic sprints across rooftops. 

“You made these?” he asked. “I didn‟t know you could sew.” 

Brug blustered, and his neck went red. 

“That‟s not the point,” he said. “With Tarlak‟s help, there‟s a bit of magic in them. They 

won‟t wear out, but the bigger deal is they‟ll be quieter than...forget it, no reason I should tell 

you. Find out on your own.” 

He stormed for the door, stopping only when Haern called out for him. 

“Miss you too, Brug.” 

“Whatever,” Brug grumbled, but he hesitated before leaving. Once he was gone, Haern 

dressed, put on his soft leather armor, and prepared to leave. Delysia was waiting for him on the 

bottom floor, just beside the stairs. 

“Stay safe,” she said, kissing his cheek. “Is that all you‟re bringing?” 

Haern glanced at his single outfit, his sabers, and the cloaks he carried in his hands. 

“Yes?” he said. 

The priestess laughed. 

“Ever the poor boy,” she said. “Good luck, and make sure you come back.” 

He bowed low. 

“I wouldn‟t dream of doing otherwise,” he said. “Keep Tarlak in line for me while I‟m 

gone.” 
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Feeling uncomfortably exposed in the daylight, Haern traveled south to where Alyssa‟s 

caravan waited. It was only three wagons, far smaller than he expected. Alyssa had told him she 

wished to leave with little fanfare in hopes the thief guilds would not find out. Turned out she 

wasn‟t kidding. He found her sitting in the first wagon, with Zusa beside her. They both tilted 

their heads as he approached, and he realized without his hood, and under the bright sun, they 

could clearly see his face. 

“Watcher?” Alyssa asked, as if to confirm just in case. 

“Haern,” he said, standing before them. “That‟ll do for now.” 

Zusa offered her hand, and he took it. 

“To Angelport?” he asked as he sat across from them. 

“Indeed,” Alyssa said before calling out the order for their driver to begin. 
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Eravon used the cover of night to hide his exit as he put the walls of Angelport far behind him. 

Spring had officially come, but the air still had a bite to it, and he kept a thin cloak wrapped tight 

about him as he followed the path north. Though he‟d lived for centuries, for the first time ever 

he was experiencing the sensation humans called „feeling old‟. His joints throbbed in the cold, 

and the days seemed to pass ever faster. Though the elf‟s skin was smooth, he knew that in 

another hundred years or so he‟d start to add a few wrinkles to his face, and his time among the 

humans would be at an end. 

Not that he‟d miss them. 

The signal was subtle, just a few leaves placed in a specific way, with pebbles atop them to 

ensure they did not scatter in the wind. Eravon left the path, climbing up a nearby hill. On the 

other side was a tent, without a single torch or fire to give away its location. Eravon tightened his 

cloak, then approached. The tent was large, the front flap open. When he stepped inside, he 

bowed to the two elves waiting for him. 

“It is good to see you again,” said the first, a young elf barely a hundred years old. His hair 

was short and golden, his eyes a vibrant green. Eravon accepted his embrace. 

“You as well, Maradun,” he said before turning to the other, who remained seated. “Does 

your leg trouble you so much that you cannot stand, Sildur?” 

The silver-haired elf waved a cane, the only sign that he walked with a limp, and that he was 

even older than Eravon. 

“We have much to discuss, and little time to do it,” Sildur said, motioning to an empty seat 

before them. “Sit, and tell us what the spoiled children of the brother gods have to say.” 

Eravon sat, and he accepted an offered cup and pitcher from Maradun. He drank, 

purposefully delaying his report. Sildur might have outranked him back in Quellassar, but they 

were in human lands now, and Eravon was their ambassador. His importance could not be 

denied. That, and Sildur was always a dour one, as if Celestia had made him with mud in his 

veins instead of blood. 

“Talks are yet to officially begin,” Eravon said, setting down his cup. “What I know is only 

bluster and promises, which humans possess an infinite capacity for. But in this, I do not feel 

they will back down. Either we grant them access to the forest, or prepare for bloodshed.” 

“Blood has already been shed,” said Sildur. 

“More blood, then.” 

“Can we not come to some sort of compromise?” asked Maradun. He glanced at the two of 

them. “Surely they do not desire war.” 

“You know what they did to our Dezren brothers,” Sildur said, fire in his voice. “Chased 

them halfway across the continent, and burned Dezerea to ash. Their desire for war runs deep in 

their veins. All our talks are nothing but a waste of time. You know what they want from our 

forests. Humans are weak, their minds fragile. Anything to escape their short lives, to forget their 

coming deaths, is something they‟ll spend every scrap of wealth to obtain.” 

Eravon sighed. Sildur spoke the truth, no matter how harshly. He only echoed what they all 

knew. 
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“I see little choice,” Eravon said. “We must cede parts of the forest to them. It should be 

enough to sate their appetites, as well as calm their lord.” 

“Ingram is a fool who pales at the very sight of us,” said Sildur. “He will not be calmed until 

we are dead and gone from all of Dezrel.” 

“But what else can we do?” Maradun asked. “I myself have slain several who came to our 

forests with axes, yet every week their numbers increase. What do I tell my masters in 

Quellassar? We continue to overlook many excursions, all seeking to prevent escalation, but we 

must come to an understanding soon.” 

“There is another way.” Sildur‟s eyes sparkled. “We seek war instead of running from it like 

a frightened beast. We embrace it, and turn our bows and our blades toward their cities. The 

humans are like animals, and will learn only when struck.” 

The three fell silent. Eravon put his hands upon the table and forced himself to keep calm. 

Sildur said nothing he had not heard a thousand times before over the last decade. Against that, 

he had the same tired argument, but no matter how tired, it remained truth. 

“We might slay ten to our one,” he said. “But our numbers dwindle, while the humans 

spread like insects. We must not forget the lesson of the Bloodbrick, where our greatest died. 

Despite the thousands our casters killed, the humans have recovered, while we will never see 

those ten replaced in our lifetimes. No matter our skill, there is little we can do when they come 

with fire and pitch, outnumbering us over a hundred to one. You cannot stop a swarm of ants 

with an arrow or a blade. If we come as the aggressor, the King will send troops from every 

corner of Neldar.” 

Sildur‟s eyes flared wide, and he opened his mouth to argue, but then stopped. Eravon felt a 

chill pass over him, and he turned, following his companion‟s gaze. A man was hunched at the 

door, his body covered with dark clothing and a long cape. A sword hung from his belt. Despite 

Eravon‟s excellent vision at night, his eyes could not penetrate the deep shadow across the 

intruder‟s face. Only his mouth and chin remained visible. He was smiling. 

“Who are you?” Sildur asked, his hand subtly drifting to the long dagger at his hip. “Speak 

your name!” 

The intruder let out a chuckle. 

“I‟ve heard many amusing names given to me, but if you insist, I will choose one of them 

for you. I am the Wraith.” 

“Wraith,” said Sildur, hardly impressed. “What brings you here with your face masked and 

your identity hidden?” 

The Wraith leapt from where he stood, landing atop the table with a clatter of cups and 

silverware. A hand on the hilt of his sword, he grinned at them all. 

“Why do you discuss in secret?” he asked. His voice was strangely soft, and would have 

seemed charming if not for how coldly amused he sounded. “Do you fear the ears of man? Do 

you plot his downfall, or wonder for a way you might go crawling to lick their boots while 

somehow maintaining your dignity?” 

Eravon prepared to draw his own sword. He would endure no insults from such a 

disrespectful whelp. 

“I don‟t know how you found-” 

He stopped as the Wraith whirled on him, staring with unseen eyes. The intruder grabbed 

his face with his fingers, in a movement so fast Eravon did not have time to react. 

“I found you by following the stench of cowardice. You leaked piss all the way from 

Angelport, like a frightened dog.” 
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Maradun stood, a sword flashing in his hand. 

“Let him go,” he said. 

The Wraith laughed. 

“As you wish.” 

He shoved Eravon aside, then spun atop the table. His foot lashed out, the heel smashing 

Maradun‟s face before he could lift his sword to block. Eravon drew his sword and slashed, but 

the Wraith pulled his own blade. As the sound of steel rang out, the elves leapt away from the 

table, standing at the far reaches of the tent. Only the Wraith remained in the center, turning so 

his back faced none of them for long. 

“Do you fear me?” he asked. “Good. Then perhaps you will remember the message I bring.” 

“What is that?” Eravon asked, stealing a glance at Maradun, who clutched his face with his 

free hand, blood dripping between his fingers from what Eravon guessed was a broken nose. 

“Do not ask as if you don‟t intend to listen, Eravon.” 

The Wraith leapt, his body changing from relaxed to taut in an imperceptible moment of 

time. Eravon blocked his brutal chop during the descent, but his skills were in words and 

schemes, not the blade. He parried the next few swings, then overextended to block what turned 

out to be a feint. Before the other two could come to his aid, the Wraith‟s sword pierced his side. 

Gasping in pain, Eravon fell to one knee. When the Wraith pulled the blade free, blood poured 

across the grass. 

“Don‟t do anything foolish,” the Wraith said, turning on the other two. “I will kill you all if 

I must.” 

“Speak,” said Sildur. “Give your message.” 

Eravon tried to stand, but his head felt light, and his muscles refused to cooperate. He 

collapsed onto his side. Beneath him the grass warmed from his own blood. With fading vision, 

he watched the Wraith approach, his footfalls frighteningly silent. 

“You are not wanted,” the Wraith said, grabbing Eravon by the hair and lifting his head 

back so they might see eye to eye. “Leave, tonight. The people here do not need your meddling. 

Stick to your forests. One day, axes and fire will come for your borders. Remember that the next 

time you think of returning to Angelport.” 

Eravon‟s vision was nearly dark, but he still saw Maradun launch himself into an attack. 

The Wraith let him go, then twirled, his sword a blur. Eravon felt something wet splash across 

him, and then Maradun fell clutching a bloody stump, his arm gone from the elbow down. 

Trying to stand, Eravon succeeded only in rolling onto his back. The Wraith stood above him, 

looking down. Still smiling. 

His sword sliced into Eravon‟s flesh, never deep. The sharp stings were nothing compared 

to the deep ache in his side, but still his anger grew. 

“We‟ll kill you for this,” he said, coughing. 

“Many will try,” the Wraith said, his sword twirling in his hand, flicking blood all across the 

tent. “But not you.” 

The blade descended straight for his eye. 

 
“There it is,” said Alyssa, hopping down from the wagon. “Angelport.” 

Haern followed, and as the rest of the travelers set up camp, he looked out over the city. It 

was smaller than Veldaren, but not by much. Three walls formed concentric circles enveloping 

the city, all of them stretching out into the water. A sprawling port lined the far side, and in the 

light of the setting sun the boats shifted about like ants. Guessing at least a hundred, Haern was 
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stunned by the sight. He‟d never seen a single ship before, so to find so many coming into port or 

sailing out for the far reaches of Dezrel, impressed him greatly. 

“Why do we camp here?” Haern asked. “The city is not far.” 

“Because I want to make sure you know your part in this charade,” Alyssa said, looking him 

over, then sighing. “Gods help me, you couldn‟t appear more uncomfortable if you tried.” 

Haern rolled his eyes and then went to help the others unpack. They‟d kept a small supply of 

kindling and firewood, replenishing it as needed during their journey. Once their bonfire was 

roaring, and tents set up for those who would not sleep in the wagons, the servants began 

cooking their meal. One continued on the path, sent to receive word on the state of the city. 

All the while, Alyssa drilled Haern on customs. 

“Deepen your bow depending on their station relative to you,” Alyssa said, smoothing out 

his silk shirt. “Since you‟ll be a distant relative of mine, that means nearly every member of 

nobility and the Trifect is significantly higher than you. If in doubt, bow low and avert your eyes 

for only a brief moment. Just make sure you don‟t ever tip your head to a commoner. Kind words 

in greeting are fine, but don‟t overdo it.” 

“I‟d rather stick to killing people,” Haern said. “Can I do that instead?” 

She gave him a look he‟d seen many times on their journey. The first had been when she 

realized he had packed a single set of clothes to wear for months at a time, his dark gray shirt and 

pants coupled with his cloaks. Wishing he‟d heeded Delysia‟s advice, he found himself 

inheriting a wide assortment of outfits from Alyssa. They were poofy, silken, and more 

expensive than anything he‟d ever owned in his life. And they itched. 

Alyssa continued grilling him, seemingly determined not to risk the slightest error. 

“Tell me your name,” she said. 

“Haern Gemcroft, third cousin by marriage.” 

“And Zusa is?” 

Haern rubbed his eyes. 

“My wife. Zusa Gemcroft, originally of the Gandrem family line, having fallen for me at a 

ball celebrating the appointment of the new head of the Connington family.” 

“And why are you here?” 

Haern muttered through his answer, wondering for the hundredth time why he‟d agreed to 

go. As nice as it felt to get away from the dark streets of Veldaren, he was completely out of his 

element amid the wealth and traditions of the Trifect. 

“It‟s our...honeymoon,” he said. “You agreed to take us so we might see the port and buy 

presents from afar.” 

Alyssa sat down beside the fire, accepting a bowl of soup, and frowned at him as she sipped. 

“I hope you can put on a better act when we‟re inside the city.” 

Haern accepted his own food and ate. Alyssa finished, and while Haern took seconds, she 

went off to their wagon to see how Zusa fared. She, too, had been unhappy with Alyssa‟s scheme 

to get them into the city unnoticed. Wherever Alyssa went, they would be able to follow, yet at 

the same time, they had a readymade excuse for when they needed to search the city. Of course, 

come nightfall, the real work would begin, and he could don his cloaks while Zusa covered 

herself with her wrappings... 

Alyssa stepped back into the light of the fire, Zusa trailing. Haern nearly choked on a piece 

of potato. The slender woman wore a loose dress with a wide V cut between her breasts that ran 

all the way to the belt at her navel. Her skirt was long and violet, swaying about her legs. 
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Apparently lacking Haern‟s discomfort, Zusa twirled once, then curtseyed as if she‟d been raised 

in court her whole life. 

“It‟s a bit...revealing,” Haern said, immediately realizing that was far from the compliment 

he meant to offer. 

Alyssa looked ready to murder him. 

“It‟s the style there, brought over from Ker by their sailors. Be glad I dressed you in 

Veldaren fashion. You‟d have half your body exposed otherwise.” 

Haern scratched at his neck. 

“Would it be less poofy?” 

“More and more I doubt the wisdom of your assistance,” Zusa said. She ran her hands 

through her short hair. “At least you are handsome. None would believe me marrying you 

otherwise.” 

“No one‟s going to believe it anyway,” Haern said. “I‟ve still got scars from when you tried 

to kill me.” 

“You tried to kill Alyssa first, remember?” 

“Such doe-eyed lovers,” Alyssa said, sounding the tired mother. “I swear, sometimes I 

wonder why I brought either of you.” 

Haern laughed. He‟d feared awkwardness given her station, and his history, but she seemed 

sincere about her gratitude for what he‟d done for her son Nathanial. Currently he was up in the 

north, under Lord Gandrem‟s protection. Haern almost wished he‟d come. It would have been 

nice to have a familiar face around, even if Nathanial had never been conscious when he carried 

him to safety after an attack by an ambitious lover of Alyssa‟s. 

Zusa left to change into clothes more suitable for sleeping. While she was gone, the servant 

returned from the city. At his sour expression, Alyssa urged him to speak. The servant glanced 

once at Haern, then continued. 

“Lord Keenan has cremated them both, and delayed the burial for your arrival,” he said. “He 

is thankful for your appearance, and looks forward to your company. As for the city...the 

business with the elves has grown significantly worse. Not long ago, a cloaked man killed the 

previous elven ambassador and wounded those with him.” 

Haern straightened, and he exchanged a look with Alyssa. 

“This man,” she said. “Do they know who it was? Did he leave a symbol or name of some 

kind?” 

“While the two survivors watched, he cut an eye into the ambassador‟s chest. He calls 

himself the Wraith. That is all anyone would tell me, though I would not be surprised if Lord 

Keenan knows more.” 

Haern swallowed, his mouth dry. Alyssa dismissed the servant, and when Zusa returned in a 

simple robe, they informed her of what they‟d heard. 

“First the Trifect, now elves,” Haern said, his voice low as he stared into the fire. “What 

does he want with me?” 

“Have you ever heard that name before, this Wraith?” 

Haern glanced at Zusa, then shook his head. 

“No. I‟ll need to speak with the elves who survived, learn anything I can of him.” 

Another servant arrived, carrying a small cask of wine and a trio of cups. They all accepted, 

and then Alyssa led their toast. 

“To a long life,” she said. “Something I feel none of us shall ever have.” 

Haern clinked his glass against hers. 
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“A wonderful toast,” he said, trying to imitate Alyssa‟s noble attitude while bowing low. 

“Laurie will never, ever believe you are a member of my family,” Alyssa said, sipping from 

her glass. “Let‟s pray he‟s more understanding when he realizes you‟re there to keep me alive.” 

“And find his son‟s killer.” 

Alyssa downed the rest. 

“That too. Good night, Haern. Tomorrow morning, we ride into the city. Try to sleep well. It 

will be a long day.” 

She left Haern alone with Zusa. He shifted uncomfortably beside the fire. Zusa always made 

him feel awkward; he was never sure of what she thought or might say. She often stared at him, 

and was never self-conscious enough to hide it. 

“Do you know where we might start looking?” he asked, breaking the silence. 

“We start with Keenan‟s mansion,” she said. “From there, the elves. After that, we listen for 

rumors, and search for others he might have killed that we do not know of. I found you, Watcher. 

We can find this pale imitator.” 

“That servant said something about the business with the elves having grown worse. What 

did he mean by that?” 

Zusa glanced to the city. 

“I don‟t know much, but what little I do know is grim. Tomorrow, we ride into a pile of 

kindling and oil. The slightest spark will set it off.” 

Haern chuckled, earning him a raised eyebrow. 

“Nothing,” he said. “I just have a feeling, given how my life has gone, that we‟re about to be 

that spark.” 

Zusa lifted her glass, and finally she smiled. 

“To starting fires,” she said. 

Haern smiled in return. 

“To starting fires.” 


