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Book Description
 
My name is Dagan. There are few alive with more blood on their hands than me. 
I have lived a life of degeneracy. I have studied the teachings of the dark mage Helosis and walked the path of the dead. I have been to the shadowrealm and emerged with my soul enact. I have challenged the Black Brotherhood and ridden with the Knights of Valamor as a brother-in-arms. I have spoken to Xune. 
My name is Dagan. This is my tale
 
...Thus began the story of one man's life. Now, in A Thirst for Vengeance, Part 2, that story continues. 
Rebellion is brewing in the heart of Hallengard. As Dagan seeks purpose in the aftermath of his mentor's death, he finds himself caught in the cross-hairs of a powerful foe. Desperation leads him to the most dangerous of havens: the Black Brotherhood. There, he discovers a place rife with corruption and deceit... and learns of a horrifying conspiracy centered around him.
 



Chapter One
 
The fire from the Arena ravaged Hallengard for days. Since it burned in the south, the Master did not give permission to the city watch to help those in need. Thousands died.
Chaos ruled the streets. All semblance of order was broken. The city watch erected barriers to keep refugees from fleeing north. Hallengard was divided in two.
Those were dark times for all involved. Smoke from the fires filled the air and obscured the sun in a permanent haze. South Hallengard was rife with corruption.
I will not sit here and claim that I was above it. I was right there in the midst, thieving and pilfering with the best
of them.
In fact, I was the best. I was still small, and thus easily overlooked. I knew how to hide in the shadows and stay away from watchful eyes. I could blend in. I could be invisible. 
At least, until it came time for me to strike.
After the finality of Blackstone’s death had sunk in, I became numb. The morals that compelled me to set the slave children free had cost me my best friend’s life. I considered myself wholly responsible for his death.
It is a burden I have never been able to unload.
I witnessed, in the days that followed, the basest of human behavior. Mobs ruled the streets before splintering off into rival gangs. They clashed with each other as much as with the city watch.
The Master had commanded the watch to keep disorder contained in the south. He did not want it spreading to more affluent parts of the city.
Containing the chaos was like trying to hold the lid on a boiling pot of water. Sooner or later, the building pressure inside would burst. The longer you waited, the worse the resulting explosion would be.
You have to understand: People lost more than just their homes in the fires. They lost their hope. They lost their trust in the ruling class. They lost their belief in the natural order of things. They saw that the Master of the city, along with the counsellors, were there only to oppress them.
It was the early stages of a revolution. Looking back, I can see how frightened the prospect made the nobles. I can understand their desire to keep the people in check.
So, in an act of desperation, the Master and his counsellors turned to an unlikely ally:
The Church.
I spoke before of the Church’s meteoric rise to power over the course of my lifetime. It all started there, in the city of Hallengard. It all began because of the fire Blackstone and I started.
The Church had ministries all over Hallengard, of course. However, the majority of them were in the south. The poor and desperate made for easy converts. Easy, at least, compared to the rich, powerful, and content nobles. 
But control of Devil’s Bane was the carrot that granted the Church access to the north. Their false religion, completely unfounded by history of the early gods, was only tolerated by the nobles because of the Church’s monopolistic control over the drug. The priests and church officials were not fools. Nor were they righteous men. They were greedy, corrupt, and power-hungry.
They were, in short, just like the rest of us.
So, when they saw panic rising in the courts of North Hallengard in the days that followed, they stepped in smoothly and offered their help.
They would tame the unrest, they said, in return for a simple favor. A seat on Hallengard’s closed council.
One seat was all they asked. One seat added; none removed. The council of four would become a council of five. None would be supplanted. No trouble would be stirred.
Of course, prior to that point, the closed council had been four for just one reason: to grant veto power to the Master.
He counted as one of the four. Ancient decree ruled that matters pertaining to Hallengard’s prosperity always be decided upon by a majority vote of the committee.
The unspoken rule, therefore, was that the Master’s opinion was given double weight in contentious issues.
The granting of a fifth seat changed the power dynamic. No more was the Master’s rule absolute. Now, divisive decisions could go either way. If the Church was granted its fifth seat, it could rule against the Master with three other council members and sway decisions in its favor.
I was too young to understand the significance of the change at the time. But it is no stretch to say that the day the Master accepted the Church’s offer, Hallengard was changed forever.
It took less than a week for the Church to regain control over the south. They did very little, in truth, except appear before the closed council with their offer at exactly the right time. People in south Hallengard were tired of disorder. It was easy for the Church to step in and establish themselves as new rulers.
But the Church’s motives were more sinister than that. The Church knew the common people were looking for a leader. They were looking for someone to guide them. 
So the Church stepped in to willingly fill that role. They had begun to build their army.
But that story does not concern me. At least, not for many years. I have told you before that the Church had been both an ally and a foe to me. The fact still stands. I will get to that at its proper time.
What did concern me, while all this was going on in the background, while people rioted and buildings burned, was sustaining my livelihood.
It is obvious that, after two years off the streets, I had grown to rely on Blackstone. I did not look upon him as a father, or as family. But he was a friend. And now, he was gone.
Gone. Gone, because of me. Gone, because of my mistake. 
I did not allow myself the luxury of grief. I wanted to be hardened by death. I wanted to be immune to the emotions that followed.
Perhaps if I had grieved, things would have turned out differently. Perhaps if I had, I wouldn’t be sitting at this table today. Perhaps I wouldn’t be telling you my tale.
Perhaps my greatest wish would be granted, and my name could be erased from the pages of history forever.
Alas, such things are not in my power to command.
So there I was, back on the streets, alone and with no place to go. The skills Blackstone had taught me were serving me well in the commotion after the fires. I could steal anything I set my mind to.
Unfortunately, there was not a lot to steal. And even less worth getting caught for. With absolutely no order, the simplest crime would not be punished by a stained right thumb.
It would be punished by death.
I did not care. I had become numb. I dulled down my emotions to a vague nothingness in the back of my head. I acted as an automaton. I left no room in my mind for conscious thought.
So I began to steal indiscriminately. I picked pockets and snatched coin purses. I took any trinkets that caught my eye. I hoarded dimes, pennies, and marks. 
Within days, I’d built up a collection double the size of the biggest payouts given in the gambling district. I was, in a matter of speaking, rich.
I did not feel rich. I did not feel anything. I fed on the commotion going on around me, and thrived on the disorder. I could not allow myself to feel. I was afraid that if I did, the torrent of guilt would overwhelm me.
I may have avenged Alicia by killing Three-Grin. But what did it matter? I had lost Blackstone in the process. 
Thus began my journey down a dark and dangerous road.
 



Chapter Two
 
Dagan paused and looked up. He saw Patch, perched on the edge of his stool, eyeing him with undue admiration. He saw Earl, regarding him with a lingering sliver of pity on his face. The old man pretended to be tough and hardened, but underneath it all—Dagan knew—was the boy who had never gotten over the loss of his first love.
His companions did not interrupt him this time. They sat there, looking at him, waiting for him to continue his story.
The next part gave Dagan pause. He had never described the four years that followed Blackstone’s death to anyone. In fact, he preferred not to give those years much thought. They had shaped the man he had become, undoubtedly, but that did not mean he enjoyed reminiscing.
“This next part,” Dagan said, “may be difficult for me to recall. A lot of things happened in very quick succession. It was the perfect turn of events. Fortune left me powerless to impose my will or desires on them. I was as helpless as a leaf in a storm.”
He looked at Patch, then continued. “I told you that this story is about the folly of being a hero. But to emerge in a position where heroism is possible, I had to first become somebody at the other end of the spectrum. I had to be corrupted. I had to become a murderer. I had to become a man—” he swept his gaze to Earl, “—of the Black Brotherhood.”
 
***
 
After the Church had calmed most of the rioting, south Hallengard returned—more or less—to normal.
While living with Blackstone, I had become very far removed from life on the street. I had a bed. I was given clothes. I did not need to worry about food, or a knife in the gut. I could practice with my blades.
But being on my own, I had no illusion of having any of those things. The thing that irked me most was the inability to practice.
I could not do it for multiple reasons. One, I could not risk attracting attention to myself. Two, I only had my ivory blade.
Blackstone’s throwing knives were lost the night of the fire. His home had been sacked and robbed in the aftermath. I had gone there, hoping to find that old chest, and left bitterly disappointed.
Not only had the landlord rented out the space to new tenants as soon as he could, but he had also taken the liberty of burning all of Blackstone’s belongings that had survived the looting. There were rumors on the streets that the old inhabitant had dabbled in necromancy. With the Church’s rule, nobody wanted to be associated with that dark magic.
So I could retrieve nothing from Blackstone’s home. I had nothing, in fact, except for his amulet. His amulet, and the white, narwhal ivory knife he had gifted me.
The ivory blade never left my side. I slept with it tucked under my ribs. When I roamed the streets, my fingers would graze over the hilt unconsciously. It was mine—only mine. Nobody could ever have it.
That is why I dared not take it out. Even a flash of a blade like that would set the most reluctant gossiper talking. I did not want to attract attention to myself, and that meant hiding the knife.
I was also fiercely protective of the amulet. For obvious reasons, it meant so much more to me than the lost mark ever had. The amulet had belonged to Blackstone. He had given it to me seconds before his death.
Wearing it on my neck, as he had, was unthinkable. It would be worse than sacrilege. I kept it wrapped up in a dirty red rag that I kept tied to my upper leg, beneath my pants. Nobody would ever notice it. And, just like the knife, that small bundle never left my person.
It did not take long for me to fall into a regular rhythm of burglary and theft. I was like a black rook. My stash of coins grew by the day. Aside from buying myself meals, I did not spend the money on anything else.
Perhaps it was my way of trying to replicate the game Blackstone and I used to play. Perhaps it was my attempt at feeling less alone. Maybe it gave me a sense of purpose. Whatever it was, my daily ritual of pickpocketing and stealing quickly turned into an obsession.
The rigors of Blackstone’s training had left their mark on me. They had taught me discipline. Discipline was what I craved. Discipline and order. None of it could be found on the street.
No matter what we did, Blackstone would have some sort of metric to gauge my progress. “If you’re not making process, you’re standing still,” he once told me. “And when you stand still, you let the world pass you by, which means that, in fact, you regress, simply by doing nothing.”
I did not want to regress any more than I wanted to do nothing.
So my way of measuring progress came in increasing my daily hoard. It did not matter that I had no need for money. I had become a kleptomaniac. I stole and hoarded. I stole, and hoarded. I stole and hoarded, again and again and again, over and over, each day, until the need to better yesterday’s haul drove every decision I made.
My behavior spiraled down so quickly because stealing was easy for me. Coin purses and hidden pockets came undone to my nimble hands. I felt no qualms about bilking the poor. All my victims were poor, because they all lived in south Hallengard.
Age or gender made no difference to me. A mother carrying bread for her three sons and two daughters, all under the age of five? Snip. Off comes her coin purse. A hobbled old man pausing to rest on the stairs of a mortar building, his face lined with age? Swipe. Out come all his coins from one filthy pocket.
And so on and so forth. I stole from priests and nuns. From merchants, from guards, and from other urchins. I stole because I had nothing better to do. And nowhere else to go.
Remember: Up to this point, there had never been a time in my life when I was truly alone. My behavior had never been so unregulated. When I was in Three-Grin’s dungeons, my existence was defined by him. When I first came to Hallengard, and met Magda, her approval always weighed on the back of my mind. Of course, after her came Blackstone.
Now, I was wholly and entirely on my own. 
One day, fancy took me to check in on Magda’s hut. There was nothing left. It had burned in the fires. As for my old crates? Well, I was pleasantly surprised to find them still intact, and in exactly the same spot I had left them. I was too big to sleep under them now, of course. But, it felt strangely reassuring to know that the spot I’d picked as safe more than two years ago had proven itself so even in the wake of mass rioting.
I had no permanent place to call my own anymore, nor held any desire for such. Most nights I spent on the rooftops, sometimes sleeping, sometimes planning my next break-in. Night time, I learned, was more prosperous for skillful thieves.
Besides, it was safer to sleep on the side of a busy street in the middle of the day than anywhere in the open at night.
One month after the Church established control, I had accumulated a substantial amount of wealth. It was ridiculous, really, how much a boy of ten could steal.
I kept all my dividends in multiple small stashes hidden all over south Hallengard. That way, I never had to worry about one being found and taken. I could make it up. 
Besides, it was not hoarding that drove the madness of my obsession. It was the actual process of thievery.
My unfettered success was going to my head. One month in, I got caught. That single event defined me forever.
 



Chapter Three
 
It was a day like any other. I was awakened near dawn by the sound of rattling wheels on the cobblestone. 
I opened my eyes and saw the plaza before me. It was mostly deserted, except for a handful of early risers. Bakers needing to prepare their flour before customers arrived. Merchants readying their storefronts for the day. And so on.
By instinct, my hands went to the sheath of the ivory knife. It was still there. Then, I checked on Blackstone’s wrapped amulet. There as well.
Satisfied by this short rising ritual, I sat up and stretched. My neck ached in a dull, throbbing sort of way from having been slept on the wrong way all night. I considered masking the feeling through the Flame of Souls, but thought better of it. That was reserved for more serious ailments.
Like my leg and fractured rib. The leg wound from the sword was healing faster than the cracked rib I had gotten in the fight with Three-Grin. I knew that was because Blackstone had actually tended to it. 
One thing I regretted was never picking up a sliver of healing from Magda. Perhaps if I knew more about her blend of Physiks, I could have sped up the healing process of my rib.
But, I was in no position to complain. I had the Flame of Souls, and it let me function as if the injuries did not even exist. Every morning, I loosened that tight ball of pain at the back of my mind just to check on the healing progress. Today, both felt better than ever.
The thought energized me as I rose to my feet. I took a deep breath of the cool city air and exhaled. More than a month after the fires, you could still sense the lingering smell of charred wood. It didn’t bother me. In fact, I kind of liked it.
The people trudging to and fro along the street paid me no mind as I stepped out of my corner and into their midst. Automatically, my eyes went to their belt pouches, coin purses, and wallets. My fingers itched to nab something. It was all-too-easy to pickpocket somebody still half-asleep and only vaguely aware of his surroundings.
I stayed my hand. I had promised myself that I would not steal from anybody in the vicinity of the place where I had been allowed an undisturbed rest. It was a way to appease my much-subdued conscience.
I wandered away from the plaza, trailing one hand along the rough siding of the buildings lining the alley. When I moved, I preferred the tight, small, back alleyways to the busier streets. Here, it was easier to tell if I was being followed or watched.
Not that I expected myself to be faced with either. Who would care about some homeless ten-year-old kid?
I had no real destination in mind as I walked. I wanted breakfast. But, thought I would probably skip it in favor of lunch. I had one mark, three dimes, and a few dozen pennies in my pocket. Food was not a priority. I could afford whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted it.
I found my path angling down toward the hells. I realized it only when the faint smell of the open sewers drifted up to me.
I stopped. I hadn’t been back to the hells since the night Blackstone died. Since I had freed the slaves and set fire to the Arena. Since my mistake had cost my mentor his life.
I wouldn’t say that I consciously avoided the place. I simply had no reason to go back. Aside from that last, stray, guilty thought, I had not let myself dwell on all I’d lost that night. I was not sentimental. I already told you that my emotions were as dull as retired blades.
So, instead of turning away, I decided to keep going. A sort of masochistic curiosity compelled me to see what remained of the Arena.
I walked through the back alleys and side streets while south Hallengard came to life around me. As the sun slowly inched its way into the reluctant sky, the quiet of the morning was being replaced by a city rousing from sleep. Voices started to fill the air. People began to leave their homes and go about their business. When the early hawkers started trumpeting the virtues of their wares, I knew that the day had officially begun.
It is interesting to note that the closer I got to the hells, the stronger the stench of human waste became, but the less it bothered me. In fact, it soon felt as natural as the air itself. It was simply a part of this place. No more and no less.
I stepped out onto a main road when the alleyway I was skulking down came to a dead end. It was a main road, but less crowded than it would be elsewhere.
My appearance caused a few heads to turn. An old man briefly met my eye and then looked away. A middle-aged woman, carrying a full jug of water, glared at me with that look mothers give children they know are up to no good.
I greeted her with my most winning smile. She huffed, stuck her nose in the air, and stalked away.
I looked ahead, and saw the reason this road was less crowded than others. There was a massive black pit, deep in the ground, extending to either side for the length of many city blocks.
The remains of the Arena.
People avoided this place, these days, because of the Church. When the Master of Hallengard granted the Church power to act in his name in south Hallengard, one of the first things they did was ban mention of the former betting ring. At first, of course, everybody thought it was a joke. But when ten men were hanged by the city watch, on orders of the Church, for speaking of the fire a little too loudly in a rundown tavern, people realized the priests were deadly serious.
I looked up and saw ten carcasses dangling in the wind. Ten bodies, all in a row, with some scraps of skin and muscle still hanging from the decrepit shapes. Ten men, of all ages and sizes, hanged for blasphemy by the Church.
When that happened, people understood the Church was serious. They were too tired and too hungry to fight back. So, they simply accepted the new rule. Afterwards, they began avoiding this area by day.
I did not go to the public hangings, even though word of them had reached my ears. I had no interest in such things. Not when there were coins to steal.
You must realize how deftly the Church managed to increase its influence in the few short weeks after the fires. They sensed weakness, and they pounced. They gained a priest in position to whisper lies in the Master’s ears. They gained control of south Hallengard as decreed by the city ruler and acceded to by the people. After the hangings, they demonstrated their ruthlessness, and thus demanded respect.
Yet still they did one better. With the Arena destroyed, they knew that the common people had to go elsewhere to quench their thirst for blood. The Church satisfied that by staging the public executions.
They were masterminds of manipulation and deceit. They were patient. They waited for their one chance, and they seized it.
They have not given up power since.
I walked over to the remains at the far, far end of the street. I did this, I thought as I stared at the blackened wood. This happened because of me.
I looked over my shoulder to where the motherly woman had long since disappeared behind a corner. She had no idea who she had just locked eyes with. Nobody who saw me did.
Just then, a swell of voices caught my attention. It was coming from behind me. It sounded like a muted uproar, or some sort of celebration. Far away and distant for the moment, but coming this way.
I turned back and looked down the long, empty street. At the very end was a procession of mounted riders, all in arms.
Riders? I thought. I hadn’t seen riders of the sort since I was rescued from the back of the cart by that mysterious man who had given me the mark. Certainly never in Hallengard. Certainly never in south Hallengard.
The riders weren’t alone. Around them, following them, milling about them, was a small mob of people. More of a crowd than a mob, really. None were richly dressed. They looked like they belonged in south Hallengard.
Suddenly, I understood the real reason for the street being so empty. It wasn’t just that people preferred to stay away. This was broad daylight, and every street in a big city should have somebody on it during the day.
It was because the people had all surrounded the riders.
The horses, riders and crowd were getting closer. A proud man sat at the helm, chin up, head forward. He did not spare one look at the people around him. He led his horse with his knees, and set the pace of his companions.
As they approached, I saw that the riders were wearing the colors of the city watch. But such splendid armor I had never seen before. Their chest plates were burnished a ruby red, after the Master’s own colors. A sigil of a hummingbird in flight was etched into the left breastplate, opposite a second sigil of a rising sun.
The rest of their armor was a pale, white gold. Real gold or not, I could not tell from afar, but undoubtedly the attire was strictly ceremonial. Nobody could fight in armor like that. 
When I realized that the riders were coming directly toward me, I hurried to get out of the way. I knew my way with a knife, and I had killed before. But, I was not so arrogant as to abandon caution—at least, not at that point of my life.
The riders and stragglers passed me by. I counted twenty-five armed men on horseback, led by the pompous one in front. They made an impenetrable wall that separated the common people from whatever was inside.
I was not tall enough to see over the horses. So, I ducked down and looked through their feet.
I saw the turning wheels of a small carriage.
Immediately, my curiosity was piqued. These were not ordinary wheels. Their spokes were studded with glittering jewels. The wood was rich, dark cedar, the type reserved for magnificent tables at banquets hosted by the richest nobles. It was lacquered and, like the riders’ armor, gleamed in the sun.
I stood back and considered. Who was in the wagon? What were they doing here, of all places?
I sniffed the air. The smell of human decay and waste was as heavy as ever. What type of person would come to south Hallengard—to the hells, no less—riding in a carriage like that?
Twenty-five mounted guards was an impressive force, but they would be nothing against an angry mob whose passions had been stirred by the sight of such riches.
And yet, there was no mob. There was just the crowd of followers. Even they were not rowdy—at least, not excessively so. Mostly, it seemed like they were just clamoring over each other trying to get a better look inside.
I was interested in finding out, too. So, instead of simply letting the group pass me by, I stepped into the throng of people and joined their rank.
From the outside, the incoherent jammer of speech had been too jumbled up to really make out. But now, jostling for position amongst the bodies, I heard a certain phrase repeated over and over:
“The Master!”
“The Master’s here!”
“The Master’s come!”
Most of those proclamations were uttered as if the speakers themselves were uncertain of the veracity of their words. Still, there was an undeniable excitement in the air.
Even I was not immune to it. The Master? Here? Could it really be?
The soldiers on either side of the carriage did nothing to discourage the whispers. I found that interesting. Word of the Master’s apparent arrival would bring in hundreds, perhaps thousands of people to try to catch a glimpse. It was not often that nobility was sighted in south Hallengard. Even an upper noble was a novelty to clamor over for days. 
The Master was at the very top of the echelon.
Maybe a crowd is what they wanted. Maybe the guards’ impassivity was a way to build anticipation and arouse curiosity. Maybe the mystery was what they were trying to propagate.
As the man at the head of the circle led his group around the remains of the Arena, I decided that I had had enough. I would never find out whether it really was the Master or not inside the carriage from here.
So I slipped away, casually walked into a back alley, and scrambled to the roof.
Crouching, I made my way to the ledge and looked down. From my vantage, I could finally see the full magnificence of the carriage within.
The jewels on the wheels were just the beginning. The sides were lined with impressive plates of glittering yellow metal. This was real gold. I had no doubt of that. One door had the same sigil of the hummingbird taking flight that I had seen on the soldiers’ armor.
I followed the parade below me as I ran over the roof tops. The street curved, and I saw the door on the other side of the carriage. It had an equally impressive engraving of the rising sun.
The hummingbird was the mark of the Master’s royal family. Everybody knew that. But the rising sun? I had never seen it before. 
I ran along a plank and leapt over the small gap to the next building. The voices from the crowd were getting louder. Bolder. More insistent.
“The Master!”
“He’s here. The Master’s here!”
I knew that if the guards did not put a stop to it soon, the area would be swarming with people like bees around an upturned hive.
But that, I was starting to suspect, was exactly what they wanted. I stopped following and watched as the procession was led around the charred skeleton of the Arena. I guessed that this was still their destination. When the riders completed one full circle and reached me again, I knew I was right.
By then, hundreds more had joined the throng. When I stood and looked back, I saw even more approaching. 
Suddenly, a strange ripple of discomfort ran down my back. I was about to witness… something. What it was, I did not know.
The riders stopped. They were in the middle of an area that had once been a city square. I knew it well. Blackstone and I had rolled barrels of explosives down into the Arena basements half a block away.
The square was the largest expanse of flat, empty land around the wreckage. I saw the ten bodies hanging in the air a short distance away. It was probably the same spot the Church had used.
The leader of the guards stepped out. His horse snorted and shook its head. A few people standing too close edged back.
He did not say anything. The simple act of stopping was enough to signify to the people that something was about to happen. Two other officers stepped out beside him. They shouted orders, and a space formed between the riders and the crowd.
The carriage was now standing on the precipice of the ruins. It did not need to be guarded from the back, because nobody could approach it from there. The remaining soldiers made a solid semi-circle between it and the crowd.
From my perspective, the whole thing looked almost like two opposing armies preparing for war. You had the crowd of commoners on one side, growing in number every minute. You had the expensive carriage on the other, rimmed by its wall of guards.
Except, the entire thing was at an impasse. Nobody seemed to know what to expect. It was as if either side was waiting for the other to draw its first breath.
I certainly did not know what to expect. All I knew was that, someway, somehow, I would steal a jewel from the carriage wheel.
At least one. Maybe more.
As I began scheming the best way to do that, an uncomfortable ripple ran down my back again. I froze, and looked over my shoulder. There was nobody there.
I rolled my neck from side to side to dispel my discomfort. I’ve experienced the feeling of being watched before. It was like an unbearable itch between your shoulder blades. This was different. This was a definite, undeniable ripple, almost as if my skin had become a body of water that somebody had dropped a pebble into. It was strange, uncomfortable, and very unnerving.
I touched the knife at my side to calm myself. Feeling the ivory beneath my fingers always offered me comfort. It was an anxiolytic. I knew it had to do with the magic inside the blade.
I returned my attention to the spectacle below. The crowd was growing. People were pushing past each other to get a look at the guarded carriage. Of the many voices below, the word “Master” could be made out most often.
The event was peaceful—for now. The common people had no great love for nobility. They remembered that it was the Master who had ordered south Hallengard closed off during the riots. Fewer people would have died if they had been allowed to flee north.
Then, I noticed a certain group of individuals in the crowd. They were dressed almost like the rest. Almost. Their clothes were meant to blend in. But, they were made from fabric a touch too rich. Maybe in the midst of the bodies, the difference wasn’t noticeable, but from my vantage, it was clear as day.
At least, clear to one who’d been trained to look for inconsistencies.
The group entered from the back and spread themselves into the crowd. There were maybe thirty, thirty-five men. All tall and with strong bodies. All confident in the way they stood.
No, these were not inhabitants of south Hallengard. These were trained men. Soldiers, perhaps, though dressed in civilian clothing.
Sent by whom? The Church? The city watch? Why?
I realized then that the group of men had been the last to join the throng. No others were coming. I wondered why. News of the Master’s appearance, real or not, would be spreading through the poor. Thousands should be clamoring to get a look.
But a larger audience was not forthcoming. I stood up carefully, looked back – and saw why.
The streets leading to the former square had been barricaded. From the rooftops, I could see that each of the four entrances was now guarded by teams of mounted men. These ones did not wear the ostentatious armor of the ones encircling the carriage below. They wore the regular garb of the city watch.
So. That meant something interesting was about to happen. I saw the city watch turn away anybody who wandered too close. The area had been effectively sectioned off.
I turned to look down. I saw the men I had picked out earlier spread themselves throughout the crowd. Each of them wore a cloak too heavy for the heat of day.
You’d have to be an idiot not to understand that they were hiding weapons under those cloaks.
The captain of the guard scanned the sea of faces before him. He seemed to be doing a count. I saw each of the thirty men make brief eye contact with him. Whatever was about to happen was going to begin soon.
My eyes darted back to the carriage. The gems on the wheels made my fingers itch. Poaching one of them would be the ultimate challenge. It would be a theft unrivalled by anything I had done before. And accomplishing it now, here, in the broad daylight? That would be a feat to boast of for a lifetime.
And if I got caught, so be it. Of course the venture was risky. But risk was what made it so appealing.
I considered my options. The mounted guard presented a formidable force. But they were far from impregnable. Each wore a helmet of shining metal with a rectangular slit for the eyes. It limited their peripheral vision. And each of the soldiers had his attention directed forward, at the crowd.
If I was careful – and very, very lucky – I could sneak up undetected from the side. Someone in the crowd might see me—would see me, no doubt. But even if they tried to raise a cry of alarm, their voice would be lost in the general cacophony.
I shielded my eyes and looked up at the sky. The sun was crawling up to its noonday peak. Already, the air was hot. It would soon become sweltering. The guards around the carriage, in their heavy, metal armor, would be sweating like pigs on a spit.
I saw one of them slump forward and quickly jerk back up. I smiled. Already, the heat was taking its toll.
I could get by them, then, I knew. Approach from the side, where they wouldn’t see me. Slip through as their attention was waning. Dart toward the carriage. Hide behind it, out of sight, and when the opportunity came, pry one of those jewels out with my knife. 
I would have to use my knife. I touched the hilt. I was not eager to do so, but it was the only way to get the gems free.
Would it really prove that easy? No. But, I had to plan for contingencies.
For example, what if one of the cloaked soldiers in the crowd noticed me? That would prove disastrous. They were positioned to control the crowd, most likely, and their attention would be away from the carriage—but it was a stupid risk to take. Especially since I knew about them. Had I stayed on the ground, they would have been invisible. But I did not, and I knew of their presence. To dismiss them would make me a fool.
It wouldn’t be an approach from the side, then. I could not just run out into the open. I’d have to go head-on, through the crowd. If I really wanted to steal one of the gems, I had to adapt to the situation at hand.
I’d have to cause a disturbance in the crowd. Some sort of commotion that would occupy the hidden soldiers. In the ensuing confusion, I might find my chance.
It was less certain this way—but more exciting. More reckless. If I could somehow ignite the passion of the crowd…
Without warning, the captain of the guard thrust an arm in the air. People noticed, and the murmuring died down. Silence fell.
The captain, sitting proud on his horse and flanked on either side by his men, stood tall in his stirrups. His hands came to his helmet and he lifted it off.
He was neither a young man, nor old. He was somewhere in his middle years, with a face that would probably be considered handsome, were it not for the unfortunate scar that stretched from one eye down across his nose. 
He had loose, yellow hair that matted around his ears. I could not see the color of his eyes, but even from afar, I knew they were piercing. They were eyes that never missed a thing. 
They reminded me of Blackstone’s eyes.
Would I have dared the caper if I knew Blackstone had command of the guard? No. Never. I would not succeed.
But Blackstone was gone. This man—whoever he was—might possess a similar gaze, but Blackstone he was not.
I would not let something as insignificant as familiar-looking eyes stop me from trying.
A murmur arose in the crowd when the captain revealed his face. He held his hands up, and silence fell again.
I tilted my head forward and listened.
“Fair people of Hallengard,” he began. I noticed he did not use the designation of south Hallengard. That was smart. People here were prickly about the distinction. “It is my great honor to stand before you today. I am Marcus, first of the city watch, commander of the Watching Wolves, and leader of the guard protecting—“ he bowed his head as he swept one arm behind him, toward the carriage, “—his excellency, the esteemed Master of Hallengard!”
One gloved hand darted out from the window of the carriage and offered a perfunctory wave.
An explosion of noise rose from the crowd. A tsunami of voices, yells, and exclamations.
“The Master!”
“It’s the Master!”
“He’s here! He’s here! The Master’s here!”
Marcus sat back and watched, pleased by the reaction his announcement had received.
I could not believe it. Were the people such fools? All they saw was one hand, and they were ready to accept that it was really the Master who sat in the cart?
Something about the whole thing felt off. I looked down, and saw the men I had picked out. They were yelling and cheering with the best of them. In fact, I would have bet silver to iron that they were the ones who initiated the crowd’s response.
Then it hit me: it didn’t matter if the Master was actually in the cart. By planting the shills in the crowd, whoever had organized this whole façade ensured the proper reaction. The city watch guarding the streets let just enough people in for stories of the event to be plausible. A story grows in the telling. Maybe all these people had seen was a gloved hand, but by nightfall half of south Hallengard would be convinced the Master had visited the grounds of the Arena. The other half would be grumbling that it was just a sham—no matter what the reality was.
Just as the cheering was dying down, and Marcus looked ready to resume his speech, a third ripple ran down my back. At the same time, a sharp jolt of power sprang from the ivory knife beneath my fingers and rushed up my arm, to my collarbone.
I was so surprised that I stumbled back. I lost my footing, tripped, and fell. 
I sprawled on the ground, arms outstretched, heart racing, as Marcus’s voice filtered up to me.
“…the Master wishes all of you, his loyal subjects, health and prosperity for long days into the future. He thanks you for your cooperation in matters relating to…”
Slowly, I pushed myself up. The shock of feeling that unexpected surge of magic had subsided, but not my sense of alarm. 
The knife hadn’t done that to me since the first time I pulled it from Blackstone’s chest. Blackstone said it was because I had a chip of another stuck in my shoulder.
That chip was now gone. So what had caused the outburst this time?
I suspected it had something to do with that unnerving ripple that had run down my spine at the same moment. The first two times it had happened, my knife was sheathed. This time, my fingers were caressing the hilt.
I looked around. The rooftop was still empty. Marcus’s words floated up to me. But, they did not register. Something had triggered my knife. I had to know what.
And then, as if in answer to my unspoken question, a man stepped out of the air in front of me.
I simply stared. I was too shocked to do anything else.
He wore heavy, dark robes. They may have been brown, once, but had long since dirtied with age. They did not flutter and flap around him as regular cotton robes would. They hung heavy and still, untouched by the wind.
He was tall, and so close to me that I could reach out and touch him. I almost did, against my better judgment, just to prove to myself that he was real.
What kind of man appears out of thin air, after all?
In the back of my mind, I’d already formed an answer. I was not yet ready to acknowledge it.
I remembered the story Blackstone had told me of the dark mage Helosis, and his battle with Xune. I remembered that the Black Brotherhood had formed originally as disciples of his teachings. I knew that Blackstone had once been one of them.
He had told me that he had stolen the ivory blade I had on my waist from the only active cult of sorcerers in existence.
The tall man’s attention was directed away from me, over the short ledge of the building. His back was turned, so I could not see his face. All I could see were those heavy, unmoving robes.
I started when he took a step forward, and an edge of the robe brushed over my fingers. It was icy cold. Deadly cold. The sun above did not touch it.
To be completely frank, I was too astounded to think. Here was a man whom I had to assume was from the Black Brotherhood. I had seen him appear from literally nowhere. It was not a trick of smoke and explosions like the assassin who had come after Blackstone had used. This was magic. Real, unadulterated, magic.
Why had he come? For me?
The robed figure peered over the edge for a long, quiet moment. I felt an oppressive heaviness press onto me. The sounds of the crowd below and of Marcus’s words faded away into nothing. 
They did not matter. Nothing mattered, aside from the man who stood before me.
I debated running. Even my interest in the jewels was overshadowed by an immediate need for self-preservation.
There was an aura around the man. It was a sort of palpable energy, encircling him like wisps of thin, dark clouds.
Don’t get me wrong. The aura was not strong. It was nothing like the surge of power I’d felt come from my knife.
Nonetheless, it was undeniable.
I had never encountered anything of the sort before. Blackstone had told me that he had been in the Black Brotherhood. But he also said that he did not possess my natural gift for magic. My body was attuned to it. The reservoir each of us carries on his person was strong in me.
I suspected, at the time, that it was what allowed me to discover the Flame of Souls by myself. I later found out I was right. Real control of magic required one to be intimately in touch with the expanse of one’s mind. It is more than simply having the ability to be introspective. It is being able to distinguish your own thoughts and channel them into multiple, simultaneous streams. It is coaxing the sleeping mind out of hiding and allowing yourself conscious control over its processes. It is having the ultimate amount of willpower, determination, dedication, and clarity of thought. There is no room for delusions. If you want to know magic—real magic—you cannot lie to yourself. You must be clear in your understanding of both your strengths and limitations. In short, you have to know who you are. If you don’t, the smallest stray thought could overwhelm you.
Those are the things I learned later, of course. Magic is not a gift or a privilege, but an angry foe. It does not want to be tamed. It does not want to be directed. It does not want to be manipulated. It wants only to remain in its natural form, full of disorder, commotion, and disarray.
That is why it was feared, and why people conspired to lock it away. It was unpredictable. When it roamed free, and anybody could access it, precious few were able to do anything grand with the ability. Precious few had the strength of mind required to tame the beast.
I did not know any of that as I sat there, sprawled on my ass, staring at the mysterious figure before me with a mixture of apprehension and awe.
I was not an idiot. Blackstone had taught me well. I could hold my own in a fight against even grown men. The experience in the Arena had proven that. But I could not fight Blackstone, for example. I could not fight those actually trained in the art of combat.
Blackstone had been trained by the Black Brotherhood. Here was a man of the Black Brotherhood. A man whose command of magic far exceeded what Blackstone’s had ever been.
If he had come to kill me, I could not fight him. Well, I could, and pride would demand that I do, but I could not win. Not against someone who knew real magic. Not against someone like him.
And yet, I did not think he had come to kill me. If he really wanted to, he could have stepped out behind me and slipped a knife through my heart before I could even blink. The way he’d just appeared… 
The man spoke.
“You have an ancient blade on you,” he said. Hearing his voice made me bolt upright. It was a deep baritone, with the slightest hint of a lisp.
But, those were not the qualities of his voice that surprised me so. It was its projection. It came from the man, but somehow was magnified. It seemed to bounce off the air around me, almost as if we were enclosed by an invisible sphere. I glanced over my shoulder. I could see far into the distance.
Yet I felt that if I tried to flee, I would run face-first into some kind of invisible barrier.
“It is a blade of great power. Few know its true worth.”
My fingers wrapped protectively over the hilt.
“It was given to you by one who did not have it in his right to give. Therefore, the gift was false. The blade does not belong to you.”
I clutched it harder and glared at the back of the figure’s head. “It is mine.”
“It is not!” The man whipped around and flung his hood back. The face that looked at me belonged to no creature of this earth.
Red eyes, contained in two vertical slits, bore into my skull. The skin on his cheeks was like flaking leather. A faint impression of dark scales extended from under his chin, down his neck and onto his body.
His lips were non-existent. Whether burned or cut off, I did not know. The skin around his mouth simply ended in a smooth, featureless ridge.
He was a man, of course. But he was also something else. Or maybe, halfway to becoming something else.
All control failed me. As did all my training. It was impossible to look into those eyes and not feel fear. They were evil eyes, possessed by an evil man, dabbling in evil magic.
If the Black Brotherhood were all like this, I understood why Blackstone wanted to get out.
The eyes rooted me to the spot. I could not move. I could not speak. I could not do so much as utter a squeak.
Desperate, I tried to claw my way into the Flame of Souls. There, I could be far enough removed from the situation to govern my body again.
I tried—and hit a wall. The man sneered. I tried again. Reaching the Flame was impossible. It was like groping at the glass protecting a golden necklace. I could see it, but I could not reach.
“I do not think you should retreat from this, Dagan,” the man whispered.
I started at him. He knew my name. Of course, if he knew about the narwhal knife, it should come as no surprise that he would also know my name. But having him say it out loud cemented the reality—and urgency—of the situation in my mind.
He had not come here for anybody else. He had come—I swallowed—for me.
“Who are you?” I finally managed. “What do you want?”
“I am called Vilture,” the man told me. His lisp emphasized the soft ‘t’ sound. “What I want, Dagan,” his mouth curled into a bloodless smile, “is your attention.”
He had it. Nobody could see a face like that and look away. The aura of magic around Vilture hissed and swirled faster.
“I am also here… on an errand.” He took a step toward me. A slow, leisurely, unhurried step.
Suddenly, I felt very cold. The sun beating down on the rooftop offered no heat. When I breathed out, a mist formed in front of my mouth.
Vilture looked at me. His eyes had control over my body. I could not do anything to get away.
“Do I frighten you?” he asked softly.
Once, I might have lied and said no. But this man did frighten me. Very much so. He would frighten anybody.
Moreover, I had a feeling he knew the answer based on my reaction alone. Or maybe by seeing into my mind. He had, after all, known that I had tried to enter the Flame of Souls.
How?
I nodded, ever so slightly.
“Good.” The man smiled. He turned away, breaking eye contact.
Suddenly the sensation of fear was gone. The feeling of cold had vanished. It was like a great weight had been lifted off my chest. I felt like I could take my first real breath in ages.
Vilture brought his hood back up. “In time, you can learn to do the same, Dagan. We can teach you. The Black Brotherhood would welcome one as talented as you into our ranks.”
“You’re from the Black Brotherhood,” I said. It was not a question.
“Yes,” Vilture answered. “And we have been watching you, Dagan. Do not think your actions have gone unnoticed. There are higher powers in this word than your meager mind can comprehend. There are more eyes on the street than you know.”
“What—” with the cold gone, I was starting to regain my courage. “What do you want from me?”
“Compliance,” the man said simply.
I did not understand. “Compliance?” I asked.
“You have something of ours,” he continued, speaking as he looked over the ledge. “I have come to get it back.”
Again, my fingers curled around the ivory knife’s hilt. I would die before giving it up. 
“You cannot have it,” I growled.
Vilture turned to me. His eyes were hidden in the cowl of his robe. I breathed easier, knowing that I would not need to face them now.
“Not that,” he said dismissively. And then, he moved.
He moved faster than I could believe. He moved faster than any man had a right to. He moved with the speed of a dark thunderbolt. With the grace of a leaping cheetah. He moved so fast that by the time my brain had told me to react, he was already back in his original position.
He had, in the tenth of a second, ducked toward me, produced a knife, slit the upper part of my pant leg open, and ripped free the dirty red rag I had hidden there.
I sat, shocked. I could have done nothing to stop him. By now, Vilture was already striding away, toward the edge of the roof.
Outrage was slow in the coming. I felt awe, more than anything. Awe that he could strike so fast.
I brushed trembling fingers over the hole in my pants. My skin was smooth. Untouched. Vilture’s cut had been absolutely perfect.
Such precision, coupled with unnatural speed, left me breathless.
And then, slowly, like the delayed groan that announces the falling of an axed tree, the magnitude of what he’d just done barreled into me.
He’d stolen the amulet. Blackstone’s amulet. The only piece of him I had left.
Rage erupted inside me in a white-hot pillar of flame. I leapt to my feet, snarling, already in the process of pulling my knife from its sheath.
Vilture had his back turned, and gave no indication that he had noticed me move. I surged forward, blade in hand, ready to die to get the amulet back—
And was felled when a sudden, enormous onslaught of pain exploded in the arm holding the knife.
I toppled over. The pain was unbearable.
It was as if the knife had suddenly transformed into a white-hot branding iron and I was left clutching the end.
I could not let go. The pain, the heat, all of it tore into me with the strength of an angry avalanche. The Flame of Souls might as well not have existed for all the distance that stood between me and it. The knife burned in my hand. I writhed on the floor, screaming, unable to let go or siphon away the pain.
My screams should have brought attention to the roof. The soldiers guarding the carriage, and the hidden ones in the crowd, should have looked up. They should have heard.
They did not. The unnatural enclosure that Vilture had erected kept the sound inside. My voice rang off the invisible barrier and slammed back into me, magnified ten-fold. 
Vilture stalked toward me as I continued screaming. My world was consumed by pain, by fire. But, somehow, through some trick or magic, Vilture’s presence was given equal weight in my consciousness.
“You see what happens when you try to strike, boy?” Vilture hissed. He circled me. “You see what happens when you try to fight using forces beyond your understanding?”
He raised both arms in the air and started to laugh. The sky darkened. The sun was blotted out by black, roiling clouds that came from behind the peak of the mountain. Day had turned into night.
And on and on I screamed.
Suddenly, like a tap being shut off, the pain stopped. The dark clouds evaporated into nothing. My hand opened, and the knife rolled out. 
I was left gasping on the roof.
Vilture came closer. I felt too weak to lift a finger. He knelt down and picked up my blade.
A feeble sound of protest dribbled from my lips. Vilture ignored it.
He examined the blade closely. “Precious, yes,” he said. “Very, very precious. And yet look how easily it was turned against you.”
He straightened. “This blade is powerful in the right hands.” A hissing sneer sounded from the shadows of his hood. “And completely wasted in the wrong.” He held it up so the blade shimmered in the light. “Potentially dangerous, too, to those unaware of its true power. It does not belong to you, Dagan, but I did not come here today to take it back. Here.”
He tossed it down as if it were worth no more than a rusty nail.
It clattered against the mortar rooftop and stopped inches from my face.
A wave of nausea hit me when I saw the knife so close to me. I closed my eyes and tried to will it away.
When I opened them again, Vilture was crouched on the ledge, looking down at the assembly below him. Some of the strength was returning to my body. The pain had faded away, but the memory of it was still fresh.
Laboring, I pushed myself up to hands and knees. I avoided the knife. I did not want to think about how it had betrayed me.
“Fools,” I heard Vilture mutter. “All fools. Look at them, crowded below. Not one of them has any idea that Death is watching them from above.”
He turned his head. That movement let the sun reflect off his horrible, red pupils. A flash of red, and it was gone. But, it was enough to make me waver.
“Come closer, Dagan,” Vilture said. “For you are about to witness the start of revolution.”
With that, he stepped forward and dropped into the crowd.
Whatever remnant of the spell that had been cast on me shattered. Strength returned to my limbs. The oppressive tightness pressing down on my body disappeared. I could breathe again.
I rushed to the edge of the roof and looked down. I spotted Vilture right away. He was moving through the mass of bodies with the ease of a snake slithering through tall grass. He made no disturbance. In fact, nobody seemed to even notice him.
The thought that I might be the only one who could see him was not lost on me. I remembered the assassins who came after Blackstone. I remembered him telling me that I was the only one at Lamore’s who could see them. 
It would come as no great surprise if the same applied here.
But Vilture was more than just a paid assassin. Much more. Of that, I was sure.
The three men who came after Blackstone were like children compared to him.
My eyes focused on his dark shape as he walked forward. His cloak remained unmoving around his body. The crowd seemed to split in front of him in advance of each step, and then fill the space again when he’d passed.
I had never seen anything like it. The tightly packed bodies might as well have not been there for all the resistance they gave him. A path opened wherever he wanted to go, and closed as soon as he was gone.
He was advancing on the carriage and the guards. I looked at the ones I had picked out before in the crowd. They were as oblivious to his presence as the commoners.
A knot of anticipation tightened in my gut. I felt like I was the only one within a hundred leagues who actually knew that something very significant was about to happen.
The guard at the front of the carriage—Marcus—capped off an elaborate speech with a grandiose bow, and reined his horse to the side. He proclaimed, “And now, my good people of Hallengard, I give to you… our Master!”
Trumpets blared around him. The carriage rolled forward, pulled by two magnificent steeds. The crowd buzzed with excitement. 
Vilture was now in the front row.
The carriage stopped in the space that had been cleared for it, still within the ring of guards. The door swung open. That gloved hand gripped the outer edge of the doorway. And the Master stepped out.
Since I had never seen the Master before, I had no idea what he looked like. But if this man was an imposter, he was the greatest imposter the world has ever known.
Everything about him was grand. He was larger than life. His presence alone demanded attention.
It was in the way he held himself. It was in the way his shoulders were rolled back and hip cocked oh-so-slightly to one side. It was in his long, rich, curling hair that fell in waves far below his shoulders. It was in the rich assortment of clothes he wore—clothes that signified magnificence and wealth.
He was garbed in his family colors. Red cloth of every shade hung from his body. He wore a cape made of sleek, black fur. The edges were trimmed with gold. 
There were rings of all sized on his fingers. But, that was just the beginning. Jewels of every kind were present on his person. Some were tied in his hair, others embedded in his clothes. He had three chains around his neck, each a different hue of silver, and each more marvelous than the last.
Looking at him, I would guess that he was a man in his early fifties. But there was no frailty about him. His closely-cropped goatee was jet black with no hint of grey. He stood like a man at the peak of his life—not one on the decline.
He was tall and fit. Riches and opulence had not slowed him. If anything, they made him stronger.
He was, in short, everything a leader should aspire to be.
The crowd erupted when he emerged. It seemed that some, like me, were a little skeptical of whether the Master was actually the person inside the carriage. But seeing him now, with their own eyes, cast all doubt aside.
The Master smiled and acknowledged the cheers with a wave that made the crowd go crazy. A great wave swelled forward, only just handled by the guards. 
And still Vilture stood there. Unmoving. Like the black harbinger of death.
After a minute or two, the Master raised both hands in the air and signaled for quiet. It took a long time for the people to settle down. But, eventually, a reluctant sort of silence fell.
It was not complete silence, of course. The air buzzed with energy.
The Master stepped up onto a raised dais that Marcus brought forward. He smiled again, and spoke.
“My good people,” he began. His voice was rich and deep, and perfectly fitted to the man. It reminded me of the dark oak inside the rooms of the most expensive inns. “My people of Hallengard. Yes, it is I, the Master of your glorious city. But Hallengard does not belong to me. It belongs—” he paused, “—to you!”
An uproarious cheer greeted this proclamation.
Now,” the Master smiled sadly. “I know that you have suffered through trying times. I know of what you have gone through. I have seen the smoke of the fires ravaging our fair city. I have tasted the ashes of burning wood on my tongue on many mornings in recent weeks. I have witnessed as this—“ he gestured behind him, “—the Arena, the great edifice
of the people, was destroyed on that horrible night not so long ago.
“You, my people, lost much that night. But today, I have come to offer reparations. Today, I have come to announce…” he trailed off, letting anticipation build, “…to announce that, from the money of my own pockets, the Arena SHALL BE REBUILT!”
For half a heartbeat, a sort of stunned silence reverberated through the crowd. The Arena would be rebuilt? What? How? Hadn’t the Church banned mention of it?
But then, the initial shock of the Master’s words wore off. The meaning began to sink in, and the people really started to cheer.
Vilture struck.
He moved with the speed of a loosed arrow. Like a flash of lightning on a dark night, he moved. Nobody even saw him.
One moment, he was on the ground, in the front row of spectators. A good fifteen feet separated him and the Master. The next, he was running forward, his unmoving cloak cast around him like a wet carcass. 
He was invisible to all except for me. He leapt, propelled by such force that no ordinary man could command. He soared straight over the guards toward the Master.
His hands moved. I could not see what he did. My vision was blocked by his back. All I knew is that when Vilture landed, mere feet away from the Master, the other man was still standing. Standing, yet frozen in place. 
His eyes were already dead.
A line of red formed across the Master’s throat. Blood started to leak out. And still he stood, one arm raised in triumphant acknowledgment of the crowd. His features were permanently locked by some strange magic.
Marcus was the first to notice something was wrong. He gave a yell and hurtled toward his charge. Vilture stood inches away as Marcus passed.
By then, others in the crowd began to notice the red mark on the Master’s neck. The leaking blood became a surge. People cried and pointed. The jubilation was cut off.
And there stood the Master, blood gushing from his neck, one arm still raised, and his dead eyes watching the crowd.
Marcus reached him and tackled him to the ground. The rest was lost on me as the other guards rushed in to surround the Master. Pandemonium erupted in the street.
People screamed. Some ran. Cries of, “Murder! Murder!” echoed through the crowd.
I decided now was the right time to disappear. The rooftops were an inauspicious place to be found in the best of times. I imagined they would be much worse now.
I lingered for another second, taking in the madness below. Then, I turned and ran. I ran for my knife, knelt down to pick it up—and Vilture reappeared.
Again, he’d appeared out of thin air. A ripple cascaded down my back. Vilture stepped on the blade just as my fingers curled around the hilt.
I gaped up at him, but had no time to think as he tossed something red and glittering to me. It looped through the air. I snatched it with both hands. When I opened my fingers, I found a large, cold ruby cradled between my palms.
It was one of the jewels from the carriage.
“A gift from the Black Brotherhood,” Vilture said as he looked down his nose at me. “One that, unlike the blade, now belongs to you by right.” 
He lifted his foot and kicked the knife toward me. “I will ask you to keep this safe for me. Until such time that I shall need to retrieve it.” His gaze swept over me. Even though his eyes were hidden in the depths of his hood, I felt the shrill wave of fear run over my body. 
“The Black Brotherhood has been watching you for a long time, Dagan. We feel you would make a fine addition to our ranks. Consider this your initiation. When you are ready, you may join us.”
With that, he turned away.
My mind worked furiously. “Wait!” I called out. Vilture looked over his shoulder at me. “How will I find you?”
“Signal us, like your friend did once before,” he said. “We will come.”
Then he stepped sideways, and his body melted into the air.
I stared at the spot he’d just occupied. Signal them? Like my friend had?
He meant Blackstone, undoubtedly. But Blackstone had a letter to burn. Where would I find one such?
Yelling on the street below jolted me back to the present. I had dawdled for too long.
I picked my knife up, tucked the ruby in a safe pocket, and set off as fast as my legs would carry me.



Chapter Four
 
News of the Master’s death spread like wildfire.
It was the only thing on people’s tongues for days. Stories as elaborate as they were outrageous filled the streets. 
He had choked on a raisin at breakfast and died from asphyxiation. No, he had been killed in a hunting accident when someone mistook him for a wild boar. No, he had been poisoned by the Trial family, who had always had their eyes on the throne.
No, he had been assassinated right here in south Hallengard. His throat had been slit open moments after he had announced the reconstruction of the Arena.
The last rumor either got you laughed out the room or—worse—reported to the Church. Needless to say, people did not repeat it for very long.
I alone knew the truth of the matter. I had seen it. I’d seen Vilture drop from my vantage point and attack the Master. I’d seen him approach straight on, undetected by hundreds of eyes.
How? How did he do it? That was the prevailing question on my mind. I knew it was magic, of course. But, that was an unsatisfactory answer. I wanted to know what type of magic he’d used to do that. I wanted to know how I could do the same.
The second questioned, lessened only in urgency because it did not directly involve me, was: Why? Why had Vilture killed the Master? Who paid him to do it?
I knew the Black Brotherhood operated on bounties. The theory with the most weight behind it, spoken only in places where people were certain they would not be overheard, was that the Church had arranged the murder. The Church had plotted the killing. The Church had hired the Black Brotherhood.
Of course, that made the most sense. Who else had enough money to persuade the Black Brotherhood to carry out such a task? The Church had the most to gain from the Master’s death—and the most to lose if his latent plan came to fruition.
Not a single word was spoken of what the Master had announced that day. Not one word. The Church had doubled down on their edict. Even whispering the word, “Arena!” could warrant your death.
But I was there. I knew what the Master had said. I knew.
He wanted to fund a new Arena. He wanted to do it—just like he’d said—from his own pocket.
That meant it would have been a wholly private venture. It would have avoided scrutiny of the closed council. It would have bypassed the checks and balances of the political system. If the Master wanted to finance the construction of a new, enormous landmark, using private money, who could stop him?
Nobody. Which is why the conspiracy theory of the Church’s involvement made the most sense.
The Arena had been loved by the common people. It had been said that it was ‘tolerated’ by the nobles because it gave the peasants something to do and kept them in line. It kept them from getting restless and stirring up trouble.
Now, I knew that that was only half the truth. The Arena was not merely tolerated by the nobles. It was endorsed. Oh, maybe they could not come out and say so in public. However, in the secret back halls where the true tides of power moved, it was obviously so.
I assumed as much based on simple reasoning and the type of logic that Blackstone had drilled into me.
If the Arena had just been tolerated, the Master would not have made such a grand showing of coming south and announcing plans for reconstruction. If it had just been tolerated, its destruction would be seen—by him, and others in power—as the eradication of a long-standing nuisance.
Clearly, that had not been the case.
The Church gained the most when the Arena burned. Perhaps the Master realized how much power he’d ceded when he turned to them for help. Perhaps his great announcement was an attempt to wrestle that power back.
Whatever his motivation may have been, we will never know. Vilture saw to that.
The Church, whatever their real involvement in the crime, played their part in the aftermath well. At the Master’s funeral, they bequeathed to his family the most extravagant gifts, and unveiled a marvelous marble statue of the Master, in his full ceremonial attire, to be placed in the middle of the open plaza in front of their largest cathedral. The statue stood thrice as tall as any man. The stonemason who’d been hired to work on it must have had an intimate knowledge of the Master’s appearance, because it was a perfect replica.
They announced the day of his death an ecclesiastic holiday, reserved forevermore as a day of mourning for one of the greatest leaders Hallengard had ever known.
Of course, there were more sinister motivations at work. The tides of power had begun to shift ever-further in the Church’s favor. The Master had left no heir. The fifth seat on the closed
council was now vacant.
It would not be removed, yet suddenly, the Church had control of one-quarter of political power.
Little of that concerned me at the time. I am only telling you this to set the stage for things that would happen to me much later in my life.
Back in the streets of south Hallengard, I sat mulling my options. A week had passed since the Master’s death. Most of the hysteria had died down. People had returned to their daily lives.
For me, the urge to steal did not seem so pressing anymore. Vilture's words swirled through my mind, over and over again.
You are about to witness the start of revolution.
I was sure he meant more than the shift of political power.
I had seen him use magic. Magic of the sort Blackstone had told me was locked away.
Had Blackstone been mistaken? Was magic making a return?
Vilture's face was seared into my mind forever. The cold, unnatural fear I felt when I looked into his eyes had no equal.
Was he an ally, or a foe? Or did his true place lie somewhere in between?
I did not know, and I had no way of telling.
He said that I was being watched. Blackstone had taught me to hone my instincts. I could use them well. In most cases, I could feel a pair of eyes on me.
A pair of human eyes, that is. What about eyes that existed halfway between the world of the living and the realm of the dead?
I shivered. The Black Brotherhood knew about my ivory knife. Vilture knew about Blackstone’s amulet—and exactly where I kept it on my body.
It seemed my instincts were not quite as refined as I’d been led to believe.
I was jostled to my feet by the sound of a caravan approaching. Any type of rattling wheels tended to remind me of the cart in which I’d been brought halfway to Hallengard. It was not a comfortable feeling.
I stood up and moved out of the way. The driver was leading his team of mules slowly up the street, looking around at all the buildings and people while munching on a shiny apple.
Again, memories of my journey here came back unbidden.
He was a portly man with a big forehead. His face had a fair amount of dirt on it. Somehow, that made him seem more honest. He didn’t press his animals hard, nor did he erupt in a rage when pedestrians got in his way.
I glanced at the back of the caravan. The canvas was pulled up to reveal a handful of open barrels, stocked with various types of dried wheat and grasses. There was hay thrown over the floor.
I started to jog by the side of the cart. “Hey,” I called out. “Hey! Where are you headed?”
The driver looked surprised to be addressed directly. Then he burst into a great, wide grin.
“North Hallengard, little fellow,” he told me proudly. “Some ministers from the Church stopped by my farm a few days back and asked to buy some crops. Couldn’t very well say ‘no,’ now, could I? After a bit of haggling, it turned out these fellows wanted a whole lot more than they could carry back with ‘em. So Delta and Zeta here…” He leaned forward to pat each of the mules affectionately, “…had to be saddled up and brought up to see the big city. Didn’t know how much it’d changed since last we’d been here.”
“You’re going north?” I asked.
“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” The man eyed me in a peculiar way. “If you want to come with me, all you’ve got to do is ask. Been a long time since I’ve had any real company, and it’s been a lonely journey.” He lowered his voice as he pulled Delta and Zeta to a stop. “You know, company of the speakin’ sort. Climb on in, boy. What’s your name?”
“Dagan,” I said, taking the man’s hand and letting him pull me up.
“That’s a good, strong name,” He chuckled.
“Thanks,” I said. I remembered Magda. “I’ve been told that before.”
“And this won’t be the last time you hear it, either.” The man clicked his tongue, tossed the reins, and we slowly started moving. “My name’s Julio.”
 
***
 
The trip north took the better part of four hours. We could have made it in half the time, but Julio was in no great hurry. He also seemed extremely reluctant to push the animals.
“Delta and Zeta have been on the farm for twelve years,” he confided in me. “Now, I’d have thought they’d be too old to go along towing all this stuff—“ He glanced over his shoulder. “—up the steep roads leading to the city, but they proved up to the challenge. The exercise seemed to have energized them. Just look at the strut in their step!”
I looked forward, and saw two donkeys indistinguishable from any others.
“Ehh, I see your skepticism,” Julio muttered. “Trust me. These two were on their deathbeds before I hitched them to the wagon.”
“Why didn’t you just use other donkeys?” I asked.
Julio laughed. “Because these two are the only ones I’ve got left, D!” He’d taken to calling me ‘D’ for absolutely no reason. “Life’s not easy on the farm, you know. All you city folk are the same. You think it’s just lounging out in the sun all day for us farmers. Well, somebody’s gotta water the crop. Somebody’s gotta grow all the food that keeps the city thumping.”
Julio stretched his arms out and leaned back. “Yep. Life ain’t all roses and peaches down on the farm. There’s lots of work that’s got to be done, too. Not that I’m complaining, you see. It’s a lot of work, but it’s good work. Honest work. It keeps the mind sharp and the body strong.”
I glanced at the extra bulk protruding from Julio’s middle, but decided not to comment.
“Sometimes, though,” Julio continued, his voice taking on a wistful tone, “I do think about just leaving it all behind and moving up to the big city. I’ve got a few coins saved up. They start to add up as the years pass, you know.” He looked at the beautiful, expensive buildings lining the streets. “How much you think one of these places goes for, anyway?”
I didn’t know, so I shrugged. “A friend of mine once bought a mug of ale for a silver dime in a place like this.”
Julio’s mouth dropped open, and his eyes bulged out of his head. “A silver dime? That’s more than the best farmer makes in one season!”
“Best stick to your farm, then,” I suggested.
Julio looked at me and nodded. “Aye. Aye, I might just do that, lad. Besides.” He sniffed the air. “What’s up with the stink? Smells like one-too-many chamber pots have been emptied in the back alleys.”
I frowned, and looked at him curiously. I took a long, deep inhale, filling my lungs, and smelled nothing.
The air was fresh to me.
“What stink?” I asked Julio.
“Y’mean, you don’t smell it?” Julio asked. “Well, don’t mind me drawing your attention to it then. Probably best for me to avoid telling anybody else, though, huh? I think folk here wouldn’t take too kindly to an old farmer telling them their lacquered houses smell like shit.”
I burst out laughing.
Julio cast me a sly smile. “You like that, d’you? Truth be told, I did live in the city once, many years ago. Hated it. Can’t fill your lungs with air without some unnatural stink creeping in. I tell you, Dagan, people were not meant to live in such close quarters. Give me the silence of dawn and the wind on m’face over these little boxes the city dwellers call ‘homes’ any day of the week. I bet you can’t even sleep at night without some racket going on outside your window. Give me singings birds and grazing animals over—“ He glanced down a side street. “—nobles and whores.
“A dime for a mug of ale. Hah!” Julio snorted. “A good fire, laughter, and friends are all you need t’enjoy life. Nothing more. Not two month’s worth of work in a cup.”
I looked away. Mention of laughter and friends reminded me of all that I’ve missed since Blackstone died.
Julio noticed my sudden shift in demeanor. “What’s the matter with you?” he asked, his voice gentle. “Something got you down? I didn’t mean t’offend.”
“It’s nothing,” I mumbled. I hadn’t said more than a passing word to anybody since the fires. The congeniality Julio was showing me was threatening to loosen the tight hold I had on my emotions.
Staying here only meant compromising that control. I wasn’t ready. No matter what, I wasn’t ready for that.
Without warning, I jumped off the wagon. “Hey!” Julio cried out. “Hey! Where are you going? Dagan, I didn’t…”
The rest of his words were lost as I stumbled into the crowd. I pushed past people and ran headlong into the unlucky few who were not paying attention to where they were going. Neither was I. All I knew was that I had to get away.
I ran down one busy street, then the next. Storefronts and taverns gave way to opulent villas. My appearance caused a stare in the general population. What was I, some dirty urchin, doing in North Hallengard? I didn’t care. Let them call the guards. By the time they came, I would be long gone.
On and on I ran, over the cobbled streets and away from the main road. The main road—the one I had come to Hallengard for, and the one that would lead me to my destination now.
Except, I didn’t want to go there anymore. I just wanted to get away. Away from all the people, away from all the eyes, away from the haunting memories of Blackstone that Julio’s words evoked.
I ran until my heart was racing. A sharp pain jabbed my side. I did not shelter it away. Pain was a part of me now, and that particular one provided a locus for my concentration. I focused on it, breathed it in, and embraced it as part of me. On and on I ran, sharpening the stitch in my side, reveling in the way the pain grew stronger and consumed my mind—
 
***
 
“Wait up, wait up,” Earl said. He glanced sideways at Patch, as if uncertain of whether his interruption was warranted, then cleared his throat and continued. “Hold on there, Dagan. You didn’t tell us what you were going to North Hallengard for. What was your ‘destination’?”
Dagan looked surprised for a brief second. “I did not mention…?” he asked.
Earl’s eyes darted down to where Dagan’s fingers had left charred marks in the wood. He quickly drew them away. 
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “No, you kind of… er… glossed over that part.”
Dagan tilted his head down in acknowledgment of the error. At least, that is what the gesture looked like to his two companions at the table.
In truth, the subtle movement was what Dagan needed to get a look at the newcomer in the tavern: A man, slender as a willow stick and as inconspicuous as a piece of floating bark in the ocean at night.
Dagan doubted any but he had marked the man’s presence. He had not arrived through the front doors.
Right now, he was leaning against a pillar in a shadowed corner of the room. The torches giving light to the rest of the tavern had started to flicker and wane when the man arrived. It was only a subtle change. Dagan knew he was the only one to notice it.
He’d have to be careful, then. The slender man was not Death. Nevertheless, his arrival added an unexpected variable to the mix. And while he did not look their way, Dagan knew the man was listening to every word he said.
He put the cloaked man out of mind for the moment. Few of Dagan’s remaining enemies knew he had retreated to this part of the world. Allura was a forgotten village on the outskirts of an ancient mining town. It had been abandoned long ago when the people dug too deep into the mountain. Many people said the place was cursed.
Dagan knew the truth. It was not cursed, but possessed. 
With war ravaging the entire country, a respite in a peaceful place was a common desire. Perhaps the newcomer had heard tales of this village, passed over and dismissed as insignificant by the generals leading the war. People everywhere were affected by the ongoing battle, but here, in the shadow of the great mountain, Gorrier, here, in the village of Allura, where the winding spring was the only remnant of the mighty river, Tohlbar, here, in this tavern with no name, converted from an old mill, here, things were still a touch more peaceful. A touch less dangerous.
The promise of such a place could have been what lured the man here. It was what brought Patch. He’d heard rumors, and when his rank had been close, slipped out into the night and deserted.
Dagan could not blame him. This was not Patch’s war. The soldiers who recruited him were not his people. Two years of service—of survival—gave Patch more experience than some twice his age. He had been too young when he was taken. The young ones were always the first to die.
But Patch had not. Dagan did not know the full length of his story. The boy was not the most forthcoming. Yet Dagan suspected that there was a lot more courage in his heart than Patch himself even knew.
That was how he had come to terms with his decision to save Patch when Death came tonight. Allura would not remain untouched forever. Tonight could be a tiny sting or an enormous blow. It could be something as simple as a tavern fire, or a planned siege in the night. Dagan did not know. He knew Death was coming. But in what shape or form, he could not say.
“I had gone to north Hallengard for the great library. I had thought, in my naivety, that if there was one place I might be safe from the eyes of the Black Brotherhood, it would be inside the monument to Rel’ghar.”
“Were you going to try to become a Rel’aille, then?” Patch asked. He sounded anxious. “You’d lost the mark you were given. You couldn’t have thought they’d let you in.”
Dagan sighed, as if suddenly weary. It was mostly for effect. “I did not know what I wanted to do. I was lost. A leaf caught on an uncertain gale. My whole life was yet before me, but I did not know what to do. I had no dreams. I had no aspirations.”
He grimaced. “That is not exactly true. I had some dreams. I had some aspirations. But, they were lost to me after Blackstone’s death. They were tied tight in the bundle of emotions I carried everywhere with me. To peek inside was to risk unleashing them all. So, I did not.
“The conversation with Julio almost unhinged that control. That’s why I ran. I was a coward, Patch. Worst of all, I did not know it at the time. I thought that I was brave and strong. I thought I was strong for not letting myself grieve. I thought I was strong because I could numb myself from the world.
“I was wrong. That is not what strength is. Strength is finding the courage to look deep inside and embrace your flaws. Strength is acknowledging that you are not infallible, no matter how high you rise. Strength is knowing that you cannot be perfect, but better yet, that you do not have to try. Strength is admitting your vulnerabilities--not only to yourself, but also…” He made a point of meeting both Earl’s and Patch’s eyes. “…to the women you love.”
“Here, here,” Earl roared, raising his half empty mug high in the air. Some of the ale sloshed over the side and landed on the table. 
Dagan indulged him with a smile. That really set the old man going. He called the barkeeper over and ordered another round of drinks for everybody at the table. He helped Patch finish his, and then, laughing, gulped down his own.
There’s too much moroseness in my tale, Dagan thought as he watched. Xune knows that there is already enough of it in the world. Let them have their fun.
While that was going on, Dagan took a moment to sneak another look at the slender man. Half a glance was all he needed to see that the man had not moved—and that he was armed.
But he does not yet know I’m aware of him, Dagan thought as he picked up his mug. Let’s see where this situation leads us.



Chapter Five
 
Eventually, I came to a stop in an unfamiliar part of the city.
Of course, I was not familiar with much of north Hallengard, so that distinction does not mean much. My eyes were watering from the hard run. Pain stabbed my side. My entire body trembled in exhaustion.
I leaned against a wall and sank down. I hung my head between my knees and gasped in air. I had come close—oh, so very close—to relinquishing control and giving in to despair. 
But the moment had passed. I was safe. 
For now.
As my breathing slowed, I looked up. I was in an alley. Not far from me, came the sounds of a well-travelled road. The din was similar to what I’d come to expect in south Hallengard.
That did not surprise me so much. But, it made me stop and think. South or north, it made no difference: People were people. If they dressed richer or looked down their nose at you here, who cared? They were still one and the same.
I was alone. Twenty people passed the entrance to the side street without one glancing my way.
I stood, and sucked in a sharp breath when the pain in my side twinged to life. I entered the Flame of Souls and bundled it away. I did not need to feel it anymore.
Somehow, the run had invigorated me. I was tired. But, it was a good kind of tiredness. It was the same one I’d felt after a hard day’s training with Blackstone.
Shit. Blackstone. I braced myself for the onslaught of self-pity that the stray thought would bring… and blinked in surprise when none came.
I frowned, relieved but also a little puzzled. I had thought of Blackstone—a subject I had purposefully avoided for the longest time—and felt… nothing.
Was it because I had come so close to the precipice and survived? Maybe. I didn’t know, and, to be fair, didn’t care to know. I preferred remaining immune.
I looked up at the sky. The sun was shining bright overhead, much the same as it had the day the Master died.
I never kept track of the seasons before. But, I guessed now that it was close to late spring. I was grateful. It meant winter had passed. It would be a long time before I felt cold again.
That is, if I remained on the street for that long. Somehow, I did not think that would be the case. Vilture's last words stuck in my mind. Even if I did nothing, I was sure he’d find me.
There was his offer to consider, of course. I counted it only as a last resort. For one, I didn’t know how sincere it had been. Two, I was not certain if I was ready to involve myself with people like him.
He could teach me magic. But at what cost? I’d always been eager to learn. Yet life experience had taught me that there is no such thing as a free pass. Blackstone taking me in had been a fluke. I could not count on people’s generosity. That would be a sure-fire way to achieve absolutely nothing in life.
Besides, just because Vilture could teach me magic did not mean he would. The man—or maybe, half-man, half-beast—radiated such an unbridled aura of evil that I had to be on my guard with him. From my brief interaction, I knew there was no middle ground. He was all bad, and rotten to the core.
Could I rely on a man like that for help? Could I trust myself to his teachings?
No. Clearly not! I’d be a fool to. Vilture did not offer me entry into the Black Brotherhood out of a sense of mercy. It was obvious he had his own motivations—ones that I was oblivious to. 
He would use me for his own gain and not hesitate to toss me to the side the moment my usefulness had expired. 
That was the only way for me to consider the situation. That is why, despite the unspoken promise of learning magic, despite the allure of having a home, a purpose, and real, human interaction, I was not eager to accept Vilture's offer. Not yet. Not until I’d exhausted all my other options.
I pushed away from the wall and strode out into the street. I heard mutters of passersby when I emerged. I did not care. The worst they could do was call the guards who’d probably just escort me out of sight and then tell me to be on my way. I was not begging or loitering. Despite some of the opinions of nobility, being poor was not a crime.
At the worst, I could be considered an eyesore. As long as I stuck to the major roads and kept moving, nobody should trouble me.
I hoped.
And if I really started to get hassled, I could probably find a tailor all-too-happy to dress me as a young lord. At least, after I showed him the gold marks I had stashed in my back pocket.
I looked up at the sky again, searching for the magnificent spire that rose high above all the other buildings of Hallengard. To my surprise, I found it closer than when I’d jumped off Julio’s cart. It seemed like I owed thanks to my sleeping mind for leading me here in the midst of my blind flight.
An hour or so later, I placed one foot on the bottom of a wide set of steps that led up to the entrance of the library.
I’d come up to the structure more than forty minutes prior. It took me that long to summon up the nerve to go through with my plan.
The plan, for what it’s worth, did not amount to much. In essence, it all came down to the chance finding of a sympathetic ear that might listen to my story and offer advice. I was not expecting to be treated as if I had the stolen mark. I simply wanted to know what that mark would have granted me.
The man who’d rescued me from the carts told me to come here and show it to the first person I saw inside. He told me that it would be enough for them to take care of me.
As you remember, that never came to fruition. However, the idea of what might have been was never lost on me.
In fact, that curiosity was the reason I was here now. I wanted to know what [Duke/Butch] had stolen from me. I wanted to know if I should bother trying to get it back.
Most of all, I wanted to know if I could find a purpose in my life again. A purpose more meaningful than obsessive kleptomania. A purpose that would fill the empty hole that Blackstone’s death had left.
I glanced up at the imposing face of the grand cathedral. “Thousands of books,” Blackstone had said. “Housed in crypts underground.”
If the books were all under the earth, what was in the stories above?
I hurried up the steps before I could change my mind. There were other people coming and going around me. All seemed happy. Content. Not a single one looked troubled by the Master’s assassination or what changes it might bright.
Then again, why should they? It was likely their lives would not change. The Master ruled the city, but the city ran itself. Commerce was the bloodline that gave Hallengard life. Blackstone had told me that. 
I reached the top of the stairs. Two enormous doors stood open before me, leading to a long, open hall. Each was at least the height of ten men, and twice as wide. 
I looked at the fine scrollwork decorating their fronts. Letters from a hundred languages circled in intricate shapes were carved in the wood. I reached out and brushed my fingers over the carvings. I shuddered. How long had these doors stood here? How long had they welcomed the citizens of Hallengard in this hallowed place of learning?
I did not know. All I knew was that I had finally reached the place that the man who had given me the mark had wanted me to go. More than two years after the fact, I stood on the threshold of the great library of Rel’ghar.
There was nothing left but to step inside. Yet still, I hesitated. Coming here felt almost like a betrayal to Blackstone. I was back on the path that had been set out for me before I had met him. Before I had lost my mark.
I owed everything that I knew to Blackstone. Without him, who could tell where I might have ended up? I’d probably already be dead.
But I was not dead. Not yet. Coming to the library, I had meant to find my purpose. It signified moving on from whatever path I’d been on before. It meant finally acknowledging the finality of Blackstone’s death.
I took a deep breath. Blackstone was not coming back. No matter what I did or wanted. It was either this, or the Black Brotherhood. Wallowing in the streets was not how I wanted to spend the rest of my life.
Neither did I want to become like Vilture. I wished Blackstone had told me more about his time in the Black Brotherhood. Perhaps, that way, I’d have a better understanding of my options.
But that topic had always been restricted. Blackstone never spoke of what happened to him there. He ignored any questions that hinted at the subject. I’d learned early on not to press my luck.
So, that left me with only one choice. I nodded to myself, sealing my resolve. I took one more deep breath and moved purposefully through the doors.
A great marble hall greeted me. It ran straight from the ceremonial entrance doors to a set of smaller ones far away that gave access to the actual library. Benches stood along the sides. Most of them were occupied by chatting friends or couples. Grand pillars cast shadows across the floor, and a gentle breeze ruffled my hair as I walked forward.
I reached the next set of doors. These ones led to a small, circular hall. It was much less grandiose in nature. The ceiling, for example, was only half the height it had been in the lead-up.
That still meant it was four times taller than any ceiling I’d ever seen before entering this place.
Four separate entrances rimmed the outer wall of the circular hall. Each had a waist-high metal barrier erected in front of it, with a sort of gate built in. Three of them were open. One was not.
There was a huge oak desk in the middle of the floor. Like the hall, it was also circular. I imagined that if I had a higher vantage, the layout would remind me of an eye.
A pretty young girl sat there, gazing idly at the ceiling.
When I saw her, an unfamiliar sensation of nerves made my stomach clench. Something about seeing her right there, alone, did it to me.
I glanced around. Even though it was daytime, I was the only one in the chamber. Well, aside from the girl.
She sighed wistfully and brushed her thick hair over one shoulder. It was a deep brown with a hint of gold. In the sunlight, it shone with magnificent luster.
It was beautiful. She was beautiful, and no more than a handful of years older than me.
Suddenly, I wanted nothing more than to turn around and disappear before she saw me. I knew what I looked like, and the impression I must give. My clothes were worn and old. I’d patched up the cut Vilture had made on the inseam of my pants myself instead of buying new ones. Appearances did not seem important at the time.
But they did now. Never before had I felt self-conscious about my clothing. Yet standing there, in the great chamber of that ancient library, all I had were my clothes. Soiled and dirty was not how I wanted to introduce myself to her.
Before I could conjure enough sense to leave, the girl’s eyes fell on me. She gave a tiny, inaudible gasp, and I cursed in my head.
The battle had been lost. She’d seen me like this. There was no changing that.
The endless flipping of my stomach made the long walk toward her unbearable. I approached, wishing desperately that there had been an old hag sitting there instead. I wouldn’t have worried about the impression I gave then.
I tried to smile, but it felt forced. Everything was wrong. My clothes were too tight. My walk too awkward. My breathing too heavy. It all felt off.
I’d never reacted this way to anybody before. All it took was one glance from her—a simple look—and already, I felt like a fool. What was I thinking, showing up here, dressed like this? I didn’t even have my mark. I shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t…
Step by agonizing step, I made my way toward her. The girl’s eyes were focused squarely on me, now. Her gaze made my heart beat faster than it had at the hardest point of my run. 
She tilted her head to one side, an expression of mild curiosity replacing the one of horror.
Great, I thought to myself. Now she thinks of me as an idle oddity. Just great, Dagan.
I forced my uneasy smile wider and stepped up to the desk. How is it fair that a girl I haven’t yet said one word to could make me feel so off balance? How is it fair that she could make me so nervous with just her eyes?
Magic, I decided. Though one of an entirely different sort.
I cleared my throat. “Hi,” I blurted out, and again cursed myself for my nervousness. Her eyes stayed on me, unblinking, large, beautiful. A lump formed in my throat and I had to swallow it down to make the next words emerge. “I was wondering if, um…” I trailed off, unable to take anymore of her mystifying stare. I looked away.
“Yes?” the girl asked. Her voice was soft and hushed, as if we were speaking at a funeral. It made my loud greeting seem all the more inappropriate.
“I was wondering if… if.. ,” I stammered, not daring to look at her for fear of letting her see the obvious embarrassment on my face. “…if you could help me with something,” I finished lamely, focusing on a spot on the counter between us and blushing furiously.
“Of course,” the girl replied. She had a sweet voice. “You don’t need to be frightened,” she told me gently. “The Library of Rel’ghar is open to all. You won’t find anybody here objecting to your presence.”
She reached out and touched my hand.
The sudden contact was so unexpected, so jarring, that I almost jerked away. Without thinking, I looked right at her—and found a genuine smile on her face.
That smile meant everything to me. It made the tightness in my chest lift. The weight on my shoulders lessened. The dark cloud hovering over me parted. And I felt like myself again.
It wasn’t horror that made her gasp, I reflected. It was surprise. And she thought that the reason for my awkwardness, for my stumbling, was fear of being kicked out.
Well, nobody said I had to tell her the truth.
Mostly, however, the unexpected touch kindled something in me that had long been absent: Acceptance. Human contact. Warmth. Kindness.
The girl represented all those things. To think, I‘d just been nervous because of her!
I smiled back, actually feeling it this time. She withdrew her hand, and immediately I yearned for the lost connection.
“Now then,” the girl said. “What can I help you with? A book to find, perhaps?”
I began to reject the offer, but quickly changed my mind. Blackstone had told me of the great stacks housed in the library. He said that anybody could request a book, and have it brought up by one of the Rel’aille.
A book. A book with real knowledge. It couldn’t replace a live mentor. But a book was a great place to start.
It was so obvious that I wondered why I hadn’t thought of it before.
“A book would be wonderful,” I said. I wondered where to start: I had so many questions, so much uncertainty, that almost any bit of knowledge was bound to help me. “Do you have anything about…” I lowered my voice, “… about the Black Brotherhood?”
The girl smiled and nodded. “An adventurer, are you?” she asked, standing up. “Come with me.”
I followed her away from the main desk and through one of the open gates. A palpable excitement grew inside me with every step. 
It had been that easy. All I had to do was ask, and it had been that easy.
Blackstone may not have told me anything about the Black Brotherhood, but with the right book, I could learn more than I ever imagined.
We walked through the doorway and emerged into a long, dark room. Shelves upon shelves of books ran along either side of us, making a narrow corridor. The girl picked up a closed lantern, adjusted the flame to make it brighter, and beckoned me after her.
I gaped at all the books that we passed. Halfway through, the girl noticed me looking. “Impressed?” she asked. Her voice was even softer than before, barely a touch above a whisper. “I was right in my guess, then. This is your first time here?”
“Yes,” I answered. “A friend once told me about the stacks, but I never thought I’d see them.”
The girl giggled. “You think these are the stacks?” she asked.
I looked around me again. Every once in a while, a little gap appeared amongst the shelves. When we passed, I could see another long corridor extending from there.
“Yes,” I said.
She brought one hand over her mouth to stifle another giggle and shook her head. “These aren’t the stacks. These are the public archives. Anybody can come in here and take a book from the shelves without special permission from the Rel’aille.”
The air became heavier as we progressed deeper. Tiny slits in the walls above us allowed thin light rays in. I could see no people.
“Where do they read?” I asked.
“There’s a large sitting room off to the side of the entrance,” the girl explained. “I’ll show you after we get your book.”
She stopped and turned to the shelf, tapping her lips. “Now, let’s see… the Black Brotherhood, the Black Brotherhood… Oh! Here’s one.” 
She reached out and grabbed a heavy book off the shelf. My eyes bulged at its size. It must have been one thousand pages or more.
I couldn’t wait to open it and see what secrets were contained inside.
“That’s not all,” she said. She started picking other books off the shelf. “There’s also this, and this, and this. Oh, and this one, too.” She knelt down and grabbed three more. “These ones, too,” she said, putting them on top of the growing stack in my hands. I had to lift my chin and press it against the top book to keep them all from toppling.
“There!” the girl announced happily. “That should be enough to get you started. Now, come on, let me show you to the sitting room.”
 
***
 
Two minutes later I was settled down at an unoccupied marble table in the ‘sitting room’.
Amphitheatre was more like it. After the gloom of the public archives, I expected the sitting room to be equally dark and oppressive.
I was wrong. The sitting room was as magnificent as the grand hall leading to the entrance of the library. A hundred or more long, marble desks made two rows in the middle. Huge windows let in the glorious sun, tinted red and yellow and blue and green by the stained glass panels. Large armchairs with thick, impressive cushions were positioned by the windows. Many were occupied by patrons quietly reading books. Some people had just one book, while others had more than a dozen littered at their feet.
I saw more Rel’aille, too. They strolled back and forth down the aisles, keeping an eye on things. Each wore the same dull-grey robes as the girl at the front desk. I took it to be their uniform. Every once in a while, a patron would flag one of them down and hand him a tiny slip of paper. The Rel’aille would go scurrying off, and come back a few minutes later with the book specifically requested by the person.
Other Rel’aille would wheel long trays along the sides and pick up any books abandoned by patrons who had already left. They never bothered the readers—not even those with enough discarded books around them to make a fortress. I thought that those particular people might have been there for days.
I turned my attention away from everything going on around me and focused on my books. My body thrummed with a type of excitement I had not felt for a long time. I laid each book out on the table in a neat row. My fingers itched to open the covers and dive in. But, I made myself wait. I aligned all fourteen books in neat rows of three, and then looked them over. I didn’t know where to begin.
My initial instinct had been to start with the heavy one the girl had first handed me. But others caught my eye. They bore exotic names like The Black Dagger Brotherhood and The Shadows. The covers had symbols embedded in them. They looked mysterious. They looked powerful.
They looked like exactly what I needed to learn the truth about the Black Brotherhood.
Casting a glance over my shoulder to make sure no one was watching, I brought my hand over the books and picked one at random. I opened it.
Inside was nothing but pictures.
I frowned. They weren’t elaborate diagrams or great works of art. They were simple, colorful pictures, the kind that a child might find amusing.
I flipped through the book. All the pages were the same: pictures, pictures, and more pictures. No words. Images, and no words. The pictures told a story, no doubt, but it was one catered to the simplest of minds: a cloaked man in the night sneaking into barns and kitchens to steal useless, pathetic things.
I set the book aside. It wasn’t a book, it was a… a picture story. Meant for children.
I smiled to myself as I reached for the next one. The girl who’d helped had certainly done a thorough job. I asked for books about the Black Brotherhood, and she’d given me everything she had—children’s tales included. 
I opened the next one, and found it little better than the first.
I had to give the creator of this book credit. He hadn’t assumed his audience dumb enough not to understand a few words strung together. In this book, the vibrant images on each page were accompanied by one line of text. It told the story, helped along by the pictures.
Tossing the second book aside with growing disgust, I picked up a third. A sinking feeling formed in my stomach when I found it full of pictures, too. No words.
Quickly, I scavenged through the rest. Only pictures. No words. Images, no writing. I opened books as quickly as I discarded them. They were all the same: all picture books. All children’s books.
Except… I looked at the last one left in the middle of the table. The only one I hadn’t yet touched. It was the first book the girl had given me. It was heavy and thick and imposing. An encyclopedia? It had to be. 
I thumbed the pages, not daring to look inside for fear of what might await me. They were thin pages. Fragile pages. Surely, they were not the type of pages that would be in a book meant for children…
I threw the cover open—and groaned.
Inside the book was text, all right. And my guess of it being an encyclopedia was not far off.
What I didn’t expect was for it to be an encyclopedia for children.
Each page had two entries. That’s all. Two. There was the word, followed by a brief description, followed by a drawn picture to enhance its meaning.
I flipped through the book, despondent. The entries were simple things: Knife. Hood. Pot. Fork. 
The girl thought that I couldn’t read.
Resentment welled up inside me. Leaving the “books” abandoned, I turned away and stalked to the exit.
The desk in the antechamber was empty when I arrived. There was an abandoned parchment and quill on it that told me the girl had not left for long. I set out to wait.
I saw few people while I stood there. I could hear the distant hush of conversation outside, in the open hall after the great library doors. It seemed that more people were happy to use it as a social venue, and did not come here for the books.
A noise behind me alerted me to someone’s presence. I looked back, and found a white-haired old man starting at me from behind the single closed gate. 
Except, he wasn’t staring. His eyes were cloudy white. He was blind.
He wore the same robes as the other Rel’aille. I shifted on my feet, disliking the unnatural sensation of being examined by a blind man. I moved to the left… and his head followed.
Just as I was about to speak, I saw the girl. She emerged from the doorway behind the man.
She saw me, too. She patted the man’s arm, whispered something I couldn’t catch in his ear, and turned her attention to me.
“You’re back,” she said brightly as she approached. “Did you have another question?”
“Those books you gave me,” I began, wanting to continue feeling angry but finding myself unable to do so under her beautiful eyes. “They’re for—children.” I was going to say “imbeciles,” but corrected myself at the last moment.
“Yes,” she smiled at me, sitting down behind the desk. “Did you like them?”
“Like them?” I sputtered. “No, I didn’t like them.” Some of the fire was returning to my voice. “I wanted books about the Black Brotherhood. Their history, their structure, everything about them. I came here to learn about the guild. And all I got were—children’s tales.”
The girl cocked her head to the side, as if not understanding. “The Black Brotherhood is a children’s tale,” she told me. She shook her head. “They’re not real, you know.”
I thought of Vilture, and what I’d seen him do. Oh yeah? I thought to myself.
I exhaled. “Look,” I said. “I’m not illiterate. I can read. I know I don’t look it.“ I picked at my clothes. “But I actually came here to find information that I can’t get anywhere else. A man I once knew, a friend of mine, told me that this library contains the sum of human knowledge. Is that true?”
The girl sighed. For a moment, she looked strangely melancholy. “Partially,” she said under her breath.
“He told me that only the Rel’aille have access to the stacks, but that anybody can come and request a book. Is that true?”
She gave me a grim look. “More or less.”
“Well, I want to know more about the Black Brotherhood. Not stories about them. Not picture books. Real books, with real information. Books written by scholars and academics. Something I can learn from.”
The girl regarded me for a long, quiet moment. I did not back down. I’d made my demands, and was going to stand behind them, for better or for worse.
“Who are you to be so interested in the Black Brotherhood?” she asked, almost as if to herself. She looked left, then right, and then leaned closer to me.
“The books you’re asking for,” she whispered, “they do exist. I’ve seen them. There’s not much contained in the pages, but maybe you would have found what you need inside. Unfortunately,” she straightened, “after the Master’s death, things have become… different. There are certain subjects we’re not allowed to speak of. Your questions about the Black Brotherhood fall into that category. . If you’d have come before the order was passed, I might have been able to help you.” She shook her head. “But not anymore.”
“What order?” I asked. “An order made by whom?”
She snorted. It was a distinctly un-ladylike sound. “They don’t tell that to the likes of me. And even if I knew, I certainly wouldn’t be able to share it with you.” She chewed on her lip. “No offense.”
“What else is restricted?” I asked.
“Oh, many things,” she told me with a sigh. “Books about the history of Rel’ghar. Books about the founding of the Church. Books to do with the study of magic and secret cults and arcane rituals. Anything, really, that would make people ask questions.”
“What sort of questions?”
“Dangerous questions,” she answered. “The sort you seem eager to ask. You’re lucky you’re talking to me, and not—“ She motioned behind her with her hand. “—one of the ancient clerks.”
I glanced past her, where the blind man was still standing. He was looking straight at us, and made no pretense of being interested in anything else.
Can he hear from so far away? I wondered. Has he been eavesdropping on this whole conversation?
I put him out of my mind. I did not need to concern myself with lurking old men.
“So you’re saying the books that I want exist. That you’ve seen them. And that, by some unlucky stroke of fortune, I came just too late for you to give them to me?”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t do anything about it.”
But you’ve already done so much, I thought. Immediately, my thieving mind started scheming ways to get back in here after dark. If the books existed, and they were in this building… Well, I could break in and find them. I was confident of that.
I didn’t know how long it would take, though. Breaking in would be easy. Finding the books would be the difficult part.
“Do you know how many books there are in here?” I asked casually.
The girl bristled. “Of course I do. There are more than two million volumes in the stacks. Less than half of those are still accessible, and less than half of those can still be found. In the old days, when the library was first built, there was a great movement organized by Pappil, First of the Rel’aille. He wanted to catalogue every single book that was present here.”
She brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “It was a massive undertaking. Impossible, in fact, for any but Pappil. He devoted his life to it. Back then, Hallengard was rich and prosperous. Pappil was a close friend of the Master. He recruited an army of scribes to help him on his supposed life purpose: the organization of all the books contained here.
“But,” she lowered her voice as another Rel’aille passed behind us, “Pappil was also greedy. He mobilized his army of clerks, but only gave them the barest instructions of what to do. He did not share the details of the system he was planning with anybody. Books were moved and shelved and carried from one place to the next with none but Pappil knowing the true scheme of it all.
“And then, thirty years into the greatest reorganization that had ever been attempted, he… died.” For a moment, the girl looked bashful. “One morning a clerk simply found him slumped over at his desk.”
She shrugged. “Thirty years of work lost, just like that. Since no system had ever been written down, nobody knew what to do with the volumes. They were left abandoned, forgotten, underground.”
“What do you mean when you said less than half are accessible?” I asked. “Why?”
“Oh.” The girl dropped her voice to make it seem like she was letting me in on a big secret. “Those were the tomes Pappil had brought to special vaults built in the deepest levels. The story goes, he would walk around the workers, pick stacks of books, seemingly at random, and command them brought to any one of the vaults. There were hundreds of them, each larger than even the sitting room. A third are empty today. But the rest? Full. Full, and barricaded from the world.”
“How are they barricaded?” I asked. “Why?”
“Nobody knows. But as soon as a vault was filled, Pappil made sure to lock it. Permanently. There’s something more than mere mechanical locks that shield those doors. Attempts were made to break them down, after Pappil’s death, but they were not successful. There is…” she lowered her voice, “it’s said that there’s magic sealing those doors, and that they will never open. That is why half the volumes are lost. They are locked in Pappil’s vaults.”
Why would you seal away half a million books? I wondered.
“Of course, most of us assume that the only reason Pappil did it was that he was hiding something,” she offered, as if reading the question on my mind.
I glanced up at her. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that he didn’t just put books in there,” she told me. “He left something else. Something he did not want discovered. The vaults, the entire re-organization…It was all a pretense.”
“For what?”
“I don’t know.” The girl smiled pityingly. “It’s just a rumor. One with a little more substance behind it than those children’s books you were so quick to dismiss.”
I felt my cheeks grow hot again. Why a single comment from her could affect me so, I had no idea.
“There’s more wisdom contained in the simplest children’s stories than some of the greatest works of literature ever written,” she confided. “Simple truths, but universal. Life lessons. Things like that.”
She cleared her throat. “Anyway, I’ve let you distract me for too long. Is there anything else you need? Otherwise,” she glanced down at the parchment on her desk, “I need to get back to work.”
I felt an immediate pang of loss. I enjoyed talking to her. Even if her presence was enough to make me second-guess every other word that came from my lips, I didn’t want the interaction to end just yet.
“Why did you say that only half of the remaining books can be found?” I asked, hoping she’d clarify.
She clicked her tongue. “Weren’t you listening? Pappil’s great re-organization threw the entire library into disarray. Since he never actually wrote his system of classification down, most books were just abandoned or forgotten down below, after his death. It’s taken over two centuries for us to just be able to arrange what we do have in some semblance of order. That’s what I have access to.” She looked at me coyly. “And that’s what you would have had, too, if you’d just showed up a few weeks ago.”
I nodded, only half-listening, because I was finding myself enjoying the sight of her so much. In the back of my mind, I was reformulating my plan to break in. Trying to find a specific book amongst a mass of five hundred thousand? That would be a fool’s errand. Worse. It’d be impossible. 
“Is there anything else?” she prompted, shifting me from my thoughts. “I really need to get back to work now.”
“Just one thing,” I said, suddenly remembering my original purpose in coming here. “You said that some books are restricted. You still know where they are, though, don’t you? You can still read them?”
The girl sat straight. “Of course. It would take more than an order from the Church to bar a Rel’aille from her books.”
“The Church?” I asked, surprised. “I thought you said you didn’t know who passed the order.
She cast a look around the room, looked like she was on the verge of saying something more… and then slumped back down and rubbed at her eyes. 
“Forget it,” she said, shaking her head. “A slip of the tongue.”
“But if the Church—”
“I said, forget it!” she snapped. I stepped back, surprised by the sudden vitriol. Then, I noticed the old man behind her had crept even closer. He was edging around the side of the desk, now, making his laborious way toward us.
The girl cast a surreptitious glance at him, then mouthed to me, Find me later.
I nodded, cleared my throat, said a loud “Thank you,” and scampered off.



Chapter Six
 
I went to wait in the sitting room, not knowing what to expect. I thought about what the girl had told me. More importantly, I wondered about what she’d left unsaid.
I came out looking for her an hour later. When I did, she was gone.
The white-haired blind man had taken over her post.
Having no desire to speak to him, I turned back and sat down at my large marble table. The fourteen picture books were still there, arranged in three neat stacks.
I’d already taken the time to look through them, following my conversation with the girl outside. I had wondered if, perhaps, there was more there than met the eye.
There was not. At least, not in any way that I could tell. They were no different from before.
The only reason I had assumed I might have overlooked something was because of the secretive way the girl told me to find her after. What did she want? More importantly: What did she know?
I could tell that she was not happy with the decree from the Church. Her mention of the institution had not been a mistake. 
She was too intelligent for that. She wanted to tell me something. But, she couldn’t do it with the blind man around.
Maybe she just wants to see me again, I thought, without, to put it bluntly, thinking.
My eyes widened in surprise. I shook my head immediately, dismissing the idea. Although…
No. There was no “although.” Whatever the girl wanted to say had nothing to do with the strange, unfamiliar sensations that she provoked inside me.
I derided myself on the spot for being a fool. I had done and seen a lot at that point in my life, but I was still young. Too young, for someone like her. She was at least three, maybe four years older.
At our ages, a gulf like that was unfathomable.
But still I waited, checking the front desk every half hour. The only person I found there was the sour-faced old man.
Finally, when the light was beginning to dim outside, somebody tugged on my elbow. I bolted up—I’d dozed off on the table—and instinctively began to reach for my knife…
Until I realized, that it was just her.
She wore the same ashen grey robes as before, but had taken the time to braid her hair. The look suited her even more. It was a proposition I would have found preposterous had it been presented to me earlier. I thought she’d been perfect the way I met her.
“You’re still here,” she whispered, with a touch of surprise in her voice.
“You told me to find you,” I said. I gestured at the entrance. “I kept checking, but you weren’t there.”
“Did you talk to him?” she asked, suddenly alert.
“The man who took your spot?” I shook my head. “No.”
“Good.” She exhaled. “I was hoping you wouldn’t. But, I couldn’t be sure.”
“Who is he?” I asked. “And what would have been so wrong with me talking to him?”
“Not wrong,” the girl corrected. “Just… dangerous.”
My senses perked up. “Dangerous how?”
“Or maybe not,” she said, slipping into a seat beside me. “Maybe I’m going crazy, and this is all my imagination.”
“Hold on,” I said. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”
“His name is Aerek,” she confided. “He came from the Church. He used to be a Rel’aille, like me, but was disgraced and forced to leave the library many years ago.”
“Why?” I asked. “What did he do?”
“I don’t know,” the girl answered. “They never told us. But he was the first Rel’aille to be banned from the library in over a century.”
“I take it that’s a serious punishment, then,” I told her.
“It’s the worst,” she said in a hushed voice. “Books are our lives. The library is our home. The other Rel’aille are our family. To be cut off from all that… to be ostracized…” she trailed off as a shudder took her. “I wouldn’t know what to do with myself.”
“So then, what’s Aerek’s story? How did he come back?”
“He arrived the day before the Master’s passing. He had a signed edict, bearing the Master’s seal, reinstating him in our ranks.”
“And…?”
“And it was preposterous!” she exclaimed. “Garham—he was head of the Rel’aille, at the time—told us he’d be going to the Master the very next day to demand an explanation, except that he… died.”
“He didn’t die,” I said. “He was killed.”
“I’m not talking about the Master,” the girl said. “I’m talking about Garham.”
I stared at her. “What?”
“Maybe I’m grasping at straws,” she continued, “but it seems like too much of a coincidence to me. Then, the next day, Aerek produces another letter. This one signed by the entire closed council—that he is to be elevated to head of the Rel’aille.”
“What did the others say?”
“We all protested, of course. But, we couldn’t argue the will of the closed council.” She exhaled forcibly. “I don’t even know why I’m telling you this. Maybe I’m just hoping—I don’t know, maybe I’m just hoping that if somebody out there—“ She gestured at the darkening windows. “—knew of what happened. Maybe they could investigate. Maybe they could help.”
“How can we help?” I asked. I took myself to include to the group of outsiders. “You know way more about what goes on in here than an outsider. Why don’t you just go to the closed council—or somebody—yourself?”
She gave a small, sad sigh. “I would,” she said, “were it not for the rules. The privilege of accessing the stacks comes with one permanent drawback.”
“And that is?”
“The Rel’aille are never allowed to step foot out of the library.”
 
***
 
I stared at her, shocked. “What do you mean, never?”
“Exactly what I said,” she answered. “Only the head of the Rel'aille is allowed to leave. The rest of us cannot go outside.”
“For how long?” I asked. “Why?”
“Until the day we die, are banished, or promoted,” she said. “That is why Aerek’s arrival caused such a stir. He left. He was banned. And yet, with an order from Hallengard’s Master, he came back.
“You have to understand,” she continued, “that politicians never meddle with affairs of the library. We are in their city. But, they do not govern us. At least, that has been the unspoken agreement for generations. It allowed the library to thrive and grow. We are unrestrained in what we do, so long as we do it within the library walls.”
“Why are you telling me all this?” I asked.
“Because it’s too much of a coincidence. Aerek arrives after the Church inherits power. He doesn’t admit it. But most of us suspect he is a holy man. He is elevated to the top-most position of power in the library twenty-four hours after two very suspicious deaths. A few days later, an order comes down that certain books are prohibited to be given out. Normally, it wouldn’t be a problem. Nobody asks about those books, anyway. But then, less than a month later, you show up, ambling off the street, asking for information about the Black Brotherhood. Something just doesn’t add up. Few people would be brave enough to acknowledge the Brotherhood openly.”
“Brave, or stupid,” I pointed out.
The girl looked surprised to be interrupted. But then she smiled. “Yes,” she said. She touched my hand again. “Brave, or stupid. But there’s something else about you. When I first saw you, I thought you were just an urchin chased in off the streets by a gang of bullies. I assumed you came here for shelter. It happens more often than you think.
“When you asked about the Black Brotherhood, I didn’t really think that you wanted to know about the Black Brotherhood. So I gave you those books as a distraction. I doubted you could tell the difference. But then you returned, all angry-like, and demanded to be given the real books, and I… I don’t know. I guess your appearance surprised me. I didn’t think you’d be able to read.”
“I think we’ve established that,” I pointed out.
She nodded. “Right. So, anyway. The Black Brotherhood is exactly one of the topics that has been banned.” She looked at me, suddenly curious. “Why do you want to know about the Black Brotherhood, anyway?”
“Uh…” I stalled. I knew I couldn’t tell her the truth. Even if I did, would she believe me?
I settled on the middle ground.
“A man I once knew,” I told her, “claimed to have been a member of the Black Brotherhood. I thought—“
I was cut off by the sound of her laughter. I looked at her in mock-indignation. “What’s so funny?”
“You can’t be a member of the Black Brotherhood and just leave,” she told me in between giggles. “I’d know. As soon as Aerek relayed the order, the first thing I did was go down and look at the banned books myself. I didn’t read them all, of course, but I skimmed enough. They were all clear on one thing: Once you become a Black Brother, you are bound for life. Your friend is a liar.”
“Was,” I corrected her solemnly. “He’s dead.”
“Oh.” She gave a little gasp. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize…”
“Don’t worry about it,” I assured her, shifting only a little from discomfort. I didn’t like how easily she’d called Blackstone a liar. But, I liked the instant change in atmosphere between us even less. I tried to change the subject. 
“So you disobeyed Aerek?” I asked.
She snorted. “Nothing can keep a Rel’aille from her books. And marking something forbidden only makes it that much more alluring. Besides—“ she glanced at the far doors, through which I could see Aerek sitting at the front desk, “—I have no great respect for the man. But I didn’t disobey him. Not directly. The order was only to prevent members of the public from getting the books. What I’m considering doing next…” she paused and looked me up and down, “… will be disobeying him directly.”
“And what’s that?” I asked, feeling a distant excitement come to life inside me.
“I’m going to show you the books you came to see.”
 
***
 
Her name was Faren, as I learned after I properly introduced myself. She was born in north Hallengard to a family of rug merchants. She was the second-oldest daughter. While her mother and father both tried to interest her in the family enterprise, Faren had a mind for books. She’d spend days in the family library, she told me even when all her brothers and sisters were playing outside. Her father had accumulated quite a collection of books over the years, most of them received as gifts from wealthy trading partners. He’d converted the largest room in their house into a beautiful library, but it was only for show. Faren’s father had been very ostentatious, and liked to impress his guests by walking them through the library to show off his wealth.
He never opened a single book, though.
Faren, on the other hand, was different. She saw the books not as trophies to be kept, but as treasures of information. She devoured them, and nothing her parents said or did could dissuade her from her interest.
So it was only natural that, one day, she’d become a Rel'aille, she told me.
 
A brief sadness swept over her eyes as she said the words. I wondered what it meant. Lacking any sort of tact, probably from having gone so long without really conversing with anyone, I blurted out the question.
Faren looked taken aback for a moment, but then she spoke. “When you become Rel'aille,” she lectured me, “you forsake all ties to the outside world. The commitment to the library is one made for life. You’re allowed to remember who you are, of course, and where you came from, but you cannot think of anything you possessed before you said the vows as being ‘yours’. So, I have my memories of my mother and father, of my brothers and sisters, and I hold onto them. But, those people hold no relation to me anymore.”
It seemed a strange philosophy to adopt. “It’s not like you live in a dungeon, though,” I said, briefly allowing my mind to wander back to Three-Grin’s caverns. “Your family can still come to the library and visit you, can’t they? You said it yourself. It’s open to all.”
“It is,” she agreed. “But they wouldn’t.” A brief sadness swept over her as she said the words. I wondered what it meant.
“Why?” I asked.
Faren blinked, sighed, and spoke. “It happened when I was ten. I couldn’t sleep one night, so I went to my father’s library to read. I brought a hand-held candle with me for light.
“I didn’t even think twice. I did it all the time. I set the candle down at a table and went to pick out some books. I came back, put them down, and began to read.
“I don’t know how it happened. One minute, I was reading, and the next, I was slumped over the desk, fast asleep. An acrid smell woke me. I opened my eyes and felt heat blasting into my face. Still groggy, I lifted my head—and screamed.
“Somehow, I’d knocked the candle over in my sleep. A fire was raging all around me. The books—all the books—were aflame.
“My screams woke the family. My oldest brother burst into the room and found me in the smoke. He pulled me out. But not before…” she swallowed the words. “Not before I was burned.”
I watched, horrified and fascinated at the same time, as Faren started to roll up her left sleeve.
Gruesome scars began halfway up her forearm. The skin was red and angry and marred like the melted side of a candle. I felt horrible for the poor, beautiful girl.
“They reach all the way to my shoulder,” she said softly, “and go down my back.” She let her sleeve drop. Suddenly, she was perfect again. “My night shift caught fire and I panicked, I didn’t even try to get it off.”
I realized, then, just how lucky I’d been to escape the burning arena with nothing more than a wounded leg and a cracked rib. I hadn’t respected the destructive force of the flames.
It was a miracle I’d gotten out at all.
“Anyway,” Faren continued turning away to lead me deeper through the stacks, “My father was outraged. He said he’d always warned me what would happen if I wasn’t careful. He considered this—“ she gestured at her arm, “—insufficient punishment for my act. Worse, it was because of me that his precious collection of books was gone.” She snorted. “It wasn’t like I felt the loss any less. In fact, I was probably the only one rightfully allowed to mourn. I was the only one who’d ever feel the loss. 
“After I got a balm that numbed the pain, I didn’t even care about my arm. Not really. I was more distressed about all the books I’d destroyed.”
“So then, about a week later, my father burst into my room in the dead of the night. ‘Get up,’ he told me. ‘Get up! I’m taking you some place where you belong.’
“I had no idea what he meant by that, but I couldn’t protest. I’d already cause him enough grief. So, without a word, I got up and followed him outside.
“He put me on the back of a horse and then climbed up behind me. I clung to the horse’s mane as we sped away. I didn’t know where we were going, or why. My father was silent the entire time. And then we turned up… here.”
Faren motioned around her. “My father brought me to the doorsteps of the library. ‘If you like books so much, you can spend your life with them,’ he said. ‘Be thankful that I’m not more vengeful. From this moment on, I have no daughter.’ He set me down. I saw a grey-cloaked man waiting in a darkened doorway. He reached out and took my hand. I wanted to cry, but I held the tears inside. My father was abandoning me, without letting me even say good-bye to my family, but hadn’t he brought me to a better place?
“My father tossed a bag to the man. Full of gold, I imagined, when I heard the clink of coins inside. The man led me inside. When I looked back, father was already gone. It was the last I saw of any of my family.”
We walked in silence for a while. I still grappled with the question, “Why?” Why was Faren sharing so much of her story with me?
“I don’t have a family, either,” I finally said. 
You must recall, at the time, I did not know about the circumstances of my birth. My earliest memories were of the gypsy woman, followed by Three-Grin’s dungeons. I only learned the truth of my heritage when I returned years later to find my mother.
“You misunderstand me,” Faren replied. “I do have a family. The Rel'aille are my family. I just lost the family I inherited at birth.” She glanced back at me. “Don’t look so sad. It is a happy story. I ended up in the best place in the world for me.”
A family. Hearing Faren speak about hers made unexpected feelings of longing come to life inside me. Is that what I could have attained if I still had my mark? I wondered.
A life bound to the library? That did not sit well with me. No matter how many books there might be here, no matter how many crypts and secret passages there might be underground, being unable to step outside… for life… was not something I desired.
Besides, living with Blackstone had shown me what having a family was like. It had shown me the throes of loss that come when that family is ripped apart.
It was not an experience I wanted to ever relive. 
“Here.” Faren stopped suddenly. We were deep underground, in front of a closed door. The air had grown musty a long time ago.
The door was impressive. Metal beams ran diagonally across it, giving strength to the wood panels underneath. It looked meant to keep people out.
Faren withdrew a key from her pocket and stuck it into the lock. She turned it slowly, as if afraid it would make a sound.
But the hinges of the door were well-oiled. Once it was unlocked, the door swung inward with ease.
Faren hurried me inside and set the lantern she’d been carrying down in the middle of the floor.
I looked around. We were in a cramped, square room. It was empty except for multiple stacks of books piled haphazardly along the walls.
There was no order to them. Thin, skinny books lay atop thick ones. Most of the piles ended above my head. A few looked close to tipping over.
“This is where we brought the banned books after Aerek’s announcement,” Faren told me. “For temporary storage, before a more permanent place is found for them. Aerek is making sure the Rel'aille scour the entire public archives first, for any that may have been overlooked. We’ve already done three sweeps. But, he won’t be satisfied until we’ve done ten. Or more.” She shot me a quick grin. “That gives you a lot of time.”
“Time to do what?” I asked.
“Time to find the answers to the real questions you have.” Her eyes met mine, and I saw a certain solemnity reflected in them. She knew I hadn’t been completely honest about my desires before. She didn’t press me.
I respected that.
Faren dangled the ring of keys between us. “These provide the only way into the room. I had to sneak it out from Aerek’s chambers. That is why I took so long to find you.”
I stared at her. “You risked that for me?”
“It’s not much of a risk,” she shrugged. “Odds are, he won’t even notice them missing. Even if he does, I’ll just tell him I forgot to return them. I was the last one to use them. He lent them to me. Anyway, I don’t think you have to worry about him. It’s just about supper, and that’s the time he starts to get drunk.”
“I thought you said he was a holy man,” I commented. Even though the Church controlled the supply of Devil’s Bane, drinking was considered a sin.
“He is,” Faren answered. “But I think he does it to prove to us he’s not. Where else could he have spent all the years he was banished? The Church is a lot more corrupt than you might think. I’m afraid some of that is already seeping in here.”
She turned to go. “I’ll keep watch for anybody until dawn. The passages aren’t used much. Ever since the order, most Rel'aille avoid coming down here. It reminds them of what’s been lost. I’ll check in on you every hour or so. Take as much time as you need.”
“Faren, wait,” I said, reaching out to take her sleeve. She looked at me. Our eyes met. For a moment, I almost faltered, but then forced myself to push on. “I… thank you. For trusting me.”
She looked me up and down. The beginning of a devious smile played on her lips. “No problem,” she said and giggled.
Then, she stunned me by ducking in and placing a quick peck on my cheek. “You’re quite handsome.”
And with that, she was gone.



Chapter Seven
 
I must have spent half the time before Faren returned staring at the door in pure bewilderment. 
Handsome, she’d called me. I touched the place on my cheek her lips had brushed. The remnant of that kiss felt like it would leave a scorching mark on my skin forever.
Eventually, though, I snapped out of it. It was hard. The early tendrils of my first boyhood crush were wrapping themselves around my heart. I felt like nothing else in the world mattered.
I knew better. Other things did. It’s just that I’d spent so many weeks cold and alone that it was a shock to find myself now capable of emotion. Because of a girl.
Blackstone had not taught me anything about girls. I’d seen him with women—courtesans, he’s called them. But, when they came over, I was barred from going upstairs to his rooms. Given how much I’d come to rely on Blackstone for all my other skills, being unprepared for this seemed like a glaring oversight.
Shaking my head and vowing to put thoughts of Faren out of my head, I turned around and began examining the books before me.
These were much better than the ones she’d given me before. For one, they lacked any sort of pictures. Two, at least some were based on reality.
Many of the others were fictional accounts of the Black Brotherhood’s activities. The ones that had to do with other forbidden topics—magic, for example—were no better. They were stories, meant for an audience wanting to lose themselves in tales of knights and valor and great deeds.
But, every story begins with an inkling of truth. Each one of these authors knew something about the world on which they had anchored their tales.
I didn’t have time to ferret out the hidden knowledge. The candle was burning short, so to speak, and I wanted to learn something new by the time Faren returned.
I set aside most of the fictional books and any that covered topics other than the Black Brotherhood. The end result was a collection of just three tomes:
A Secret History of the Hidden Guilds. 
Helosis: Master Mage or Spectacular Fraud? 
Formation of the Dark Arts.

I considered all the other books in the room as I sat down with those three. Whoever had ordered the purge wanted to be very thorough. Any mention of the Black Brotherhood was enough to get a book banned.
Was there a conspiracy in the works? Why was the Church, as Faren believed, meddling in affairs of the library? What were they trying to hide?
It struck me then, that I hadn’t gotten an answer to the question that had brought me to the library in the first place. 
What would my mark have gotten me?
After hearing Faren’s story of her father’s abandonment, I was starting to reconsider my assumption that the mark had been something special. It was valuable. But, the library had taken Faren in with a simple bribe.
Maybe that was it. Maybe the library, through its relationship to Rel’ghar, put a premium on such marks. Maybe the value of a single one exceeded the value of a dozen other gold coins—for the library alone.
I still knew nothing about the man who had rescued me from the cart. But he knew something about me, I thought. 
I massaged the old scar on my collarbone. He saw something in me that amazed him. I remembered the way he first spoke.
What?
But those thoughts were for another day. I’d allowed myself to get sidetracked. For now, if I could learn more about the Brotherhood – if I could learn more about what Vilture represented, and who he was—perhaps the dark path before me would brighten.
I struck my nose in the books and began to read.
A Secret History did not offer much past the story of Helosis that Blackstone had told me. In fact, the account was written almost verbatim to his tale: Helosis was a great sorcerer. He had challenged Xune. He had fought the god, lost, and in the process unleashed dark magic into the world.
I had a strong suspicion that Blackstone had read the very same book.
Just as I was about to open Helosis: Master Mage or Spectacular Fraud? The sound of a key in the lock caught my attention. My breath hitched and my muscles tightened in anticipation. 
Relief came when I saw Faren slip into the room.
“You’re back so soon,” I said. I tried to keep my voice steady. I was afraid the erratic beat of my heart would be a dead giveaway to my nervousness around her. 
“Soon?” She fixed me with a funny look. “I’ve been gone three hours. Have you found what you need?”
I gestured at the books spread before me. “I only just got started.”
She did a peculiar thing with her lips that reminded me of a scowl. It wasn’t quite a scowl, because nothing could distort the true beauty of her face.
“Just got started?” she seemed offended. “What on this blasted earth have you been doing the whole time?”
Besides thinking about you? I asked myself. A sudden rush of heat flooded my cheeks at the guilty thought. I was glad for the relative dark.
“Looking,” I said instead. I glanced around the room. “The books weren’t organized, you know. It took me a lot of time to find ones that were relevant.”
“Well, time’s up,” she said. I noticed that she kept tugging the hem of her robe in her hands and realized, all of a sudden, that she was nervous.
I was up in a flash. “What happened?” I asked. “Did somebody find out? I thought you said I’d have all night.”
“Listen, Dagan,” she began, looking everywhere except at me. “Maybe… maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. I think somebody saw me when I was coming up after I left you the first time.”
Instinct told me that it was more than a guess on her part. “You were caught?” My voice was low and full of alarm.
Faren bit her lip and shook her head. I thought I caught the reflection of a tear in her eye. But, when I looked again, it was gone.
Probably a trick of the light.
“No,” she whispered. “No, but I don’t think you should stay here any longer.” Her voice quivered, and I could tell she was becoming distraught. All my self-preservation instincts were screaming at me that something was very, very wrong.
“Okay,” I said, trying to placate her. “Okay, Faren. That’s fine. I’m not angry.”
“I’m sorry,” she said again, her voice breaking. She kept her eyes glued to the floor. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help. I’m sorry you couldn’t have more time. I’m sorry—for everything.”
She dashed forward and wrapped her arms around me in a hug. I felt nothing. I had already entered the Flame of Souls and made myself cold to the world. 
Because, halfway through her apology, I had noticed the door start to creep open.
I had a strong suspicion of what was to come.



Chapter Eight
 
The oak door swung open. A tall, hooded man stood on the threshold. He wore a leathery cloak. Two thugs flanked him.
“That’s him,” Vilture hissed. “Go.”
The two men rushed forward. I did not try to run or fight. How could I? We were in an enclosed space, and the only entrance was blocked.
The first pried Faren off and the second thrust a sack over my head. My vision was lost. In the background, Faren began to cry.
“Hands,” one of them demanded. I lifted my arms and felt two heavy shackles clamp over my wrists. A short chain between them limited my movements.
“Legs,” he grunted again, and a moment later identical shackles were clasped around my ankles. A heavy chain linked them.
“Seems an awful excess for a little kid,” the thug who’d bound me grumbled.
“Oh, but he’s not just a little kid.” Vilture’s voice said. He was getting closer. “This is Dagan, friend of Blackstone, and our newest initiate.”
I could feel Vilture stop in front of me. If I reached out, I was sure I could touch him.
“Well done, girl,” he sneered. “Aerek will be pleased to know that your loyalties are so pure.”
“Go to hell,” Faren spat.
“My dear,” Vilture answered, “I am already there.”
 
***
 
Vilture and his two men led me out of the room and down a long, twisting path through the stacks. I didn’t need extra motivation to walk. But, that didn’t stop the thugs from taking turns prodding me in the back and laughing every time I tripped over the chains. 
My brain worked furiously. Faren had betrayed me. No! She had been forced. Aerek was in league with the Black Brotherhood. No! He was a member of the Church. Or had the Church enacted its newfound power and bought the allegiance of the Black Brotherhood.
I didn’t know what to believe. Worse, I had very little information to go on. I should never have assumed that Vilture would simply leave me alone.
Who was he? How much influence did he have? Moreover, why was he so interested in me?
It surprised me that, when we reached the first flight of stairs, we went down, not up. 
I didn’t say anything. I had no reason to. I doubted any demands I made would be taken seriously. I would learn what was to happen to me in due time. No earlier.
We walked for ages. It was a silent procession. Vilture’s two accomplices had grown tired of toying with me, so I’d been granted the privilege of walking without worrying about the next time I’d fall flat on my face.
Of course, that didn’t stop them from accidentally stepping on my chains every once in a while.
As we wound our way deeper and deeper into the earth, I was a little surprised that I felt no fear. I was cocooned in the Flame of Souls. And at least, this way, my life was starting to regain some purpose.
I was wanted. Vilture had sought me out twice. Instead of aimless thieving on the street, I was moving toward something more significant. I felt that deep in my heart.
Maybe the main reason I did not feel fear was because I did not consider myself a prisoner. Not yet, anyway. On the rooftops, Vilture had told me that, when I was ready, I could join the Black Brotherhood. I did not presume I was ready yet--not without knowing anything about them. It seemed the decision had been made for me.
Upstairs, Vilture had called me the newest initiate. 
As we went lower and lower, the air started to stink. At first it was faint, like the whiff of that unpleasant odor that lingered around the open sewers of south Hallengard. But, as we kept walking, it became stronger, until it was so foul that I began to gag on every breath.
It was much worse than mere human waste. It smelled like rotting—yet still-living—flesh. It smelled like the sick ward of a hospital when a quarantine is in place. It was a sickly-sweet odor that clung to the roof of your mouth and made you afraid that it would materialize into a lump of flesh at any moment.
The two men trailing me were not immune to it. They started cursing as soon as the stench became strong.
I ventured deeper into the Flame of Souls to avoid having the same reaction.
“I will allow you to do that this time,” Vilture said. 
His voice came as a surprise. It was the first time he’d spoken since we left Faren. “But soon, you will learn to appreciate the scent. To breathe it deep, and let it fill you with a sense of extraordinary possibility.”
To demonstrate, he sucked the air into his lungs, and exhaled with a lustful sigh. One of the men gagged behind me.
Vilture spun around. I knew it by the flapping of his cloak. It did not move much, which made me assume that it had been spelled. Only the most sudden of movements disturbed its uncanny stillness.
“The fools are weak,” he hissed. He placed a hand on my shoulder, and I knew he had stopped to speak to me. “They are unlike you or me, Dagan. They cannot fathom the power flowing through this place.” His grip tightened. Long nails dug into my skin. “You feel it, do you not?” he asked. His voice had taken on a frenetic, almost desperate inflection. “You feel it, Dagan! I know you do. Just open your mind. Release the Flame of Souls, and revel in the energy contained around you!”
I did not comply. I did not know if this was a trick or not. Leaving the Flame would make me vulnerable. In my current situation, it was not a risk I was willing to take. It would strip away the only layer of protection I had.
It was not a proposition I was comfortable accepting.
“No?” Vilture asked. “Very well. You will learn, soon enough, what it means to displease me. But you are not one of us yet, Dagan. So, I hold little authority over you.” He let go of my shoulder and rose. I felt a nudge between my shoulder blades that signaled for me to start walking.
I complied.
 



Chapter Nine
 
I had been wrong to be impressed by the underground tunnels of the Arena. They did not hold a candle to this place.
Our path had circled down and down, going ever-deeper. When we finally did stop, I had a feeling that we were not far from the bottom of the earth.
My feet were aching. The crude shackles had carved raw blisters into my ankles. Maintaining the Flame of Souls meant that those sensations did not bother me, not that I was unaware of them.
The smell had not gotten any better. But—thankfully—it had not gotten stronger, either. Try as I might, I was unable to acclimate myself to it, like I had when I came near the hells in south Hallengard.
This smell was different. Somehow, it penetrated even the Flame. There was something unnatural about it that made your body fight against inhaling any more of it. I could not get used to it.
Almost as if to prove my point, at that very moment, one of the thugs behind me retched and spewed up the contents of his stomach onto the floor.
Vilture hissed in displease. “Leave us!” he snapped. Both men scurried away.
Long after the sounds of their running feet faded out of hearing, Vilture spoke again. “You are about to see something that only a handful of people alive can claim to even know of,” he said softly. “Once your eyes fall upon it, you will double the number of people still living who have seen it in the flesh. The other Brothers do not understand why it has to be you. But I know. It had been you from the moment you were born, Dagan.” His hand rested on top of my head, and slowly, he lifted the burlap bag that covered my head.
We were in a cavernous hall. The floor, ceiling, and walls were all made of red stone. Long, spiraling stalactites made an army of sharp teeth overhead. They looked close enough to reach.
But when I raised my hands to try, they recoiled from me.
“The Hall of Illusion,” Vilture said with reverence, seeing my shocked expression. “You must be careful here, Dagan. Reality is not what it seems.”
“This is what you wanted to show me?” I asked. The hall was empty. Aside from the strange ceiling, there was nothing around worthy of attention.
“No,” Vilture said. “This is but the entrance chamber. What I want to show you lies deeper inside.”
He pointed straight ahead. The air shimmered in front of his long finger, like the waves of heat that reflect off cobblestone on hot summer days.
The shimmering became a growing pulse that reverberated through the air. And then it snapped into place, and the spot Vilture was pointing to suddenly had the outline of a door.
“Did you do that?” I asked.
He turned his head to me. I flinched instinctively, remembering his evil red eyes. But they were hidden in the depths of his hood.
“No,” Vilture said. “The Hall of Illusion reveals only the things it needs you to see. A single man cannot control it.” I heard a flicker of something akin to distaste in his voice when he said the word man. “What it shows to one differs from what it shows to another.”
“Magic,” I whispered, feeling a sudden sense of awe.
Vilture nodded. I could just imagine his lipless mouth curl up into an emaciated smile. “That’s right, Dagan. Magic. Magic of the truest sort. Magic of the kind that makes the gods themselves tremble. Magic that can elevate one to become leader of all men!”
“Why are you showing me?” I asked. I knew that nothing in life came free. I had learned that there is a price to pay for every gain. For every privilege.
“Because, Dagan,” Vilture answered in his hissing way, “Because you can see. Watch.”
He stepped in front of me. He walked exactly halfway to the carved doorway on the wall, and then stopped. He spread his arms wide, like a scarecrow, and began to chant.
The incantation was of no language I knew. I doubted it belonged to the realm of men. It was full of sputtering and hissing and harsh clicking noises. Goosebumps rose along my skin, as the sounds grew louder. They reflected off the wide walls and doubled back, somehow gaining strength in the process. 
Vilture walked forward. The sounds he produced became louder. The light in the room intensified—though, as I just realized, it had no visible source. It was simply there, perhaps as a creation of the Hall.
Vilture’s sounds grew more heated. More violent. Spittle flew from the shadows of his hood as he hissed and grunted his way closer to the far wall.
The light began to pulse. It came in rhythm with the unnatural cadence of Vilture’s chant.
I had no idea what he was doing. I found myself fascinated by the process nonetheless. I could not look away. 
The pulsing became stronger. It turned into flashing, as if a thunderstorm had erupted around us. And still Vilture chanted on and on, the sounds building upon themselves to create something monstrous.
A great boom shook the room, as if one of Blackstone’s black-powdered orbs had exploded beneath us. Vilture started to laugh. He threw his hood back and cast his eyes up and laughed.
“Yes,” he screamed. “Yes! Give me power! Grant me the energy hidden in this place. Yes! Yes! Yes!”
Another shockwave rocked the room. Dust sprinkled down from the ceiling. I looked up, worried that one of the spires might fall and impale me.
But there was nothing there except smooth, flat stone. 
Back in the middle of the hall, Vilture was still laughing. He let his arms drop, and stepped out of the cloak that always draped him.
He wore nothing underneath.
He was facing away from me, so I could see only his back. But it was enough for me to become very, very frightened.
His skin was a misshapen, twisting mass of red wounds. They were raw, and glistened with corruption. The stench that clung to the place intensified. At that moment, I realized that it had always come from him.
Halfway down his back, and growing outward from his spine like a slow spreading infection were black scales.
Scales. The type found on a snake. They were not pure, either. They forced themselves out of his skin, poking through to leave their edges coated in dry blood.
He had no hair. His head was shaved. Hideous veins spiraled across his back like malicious spider webs.
The light continued pulsing. Vilture seemed to grow taller before me. The scales on his back rippled like the gills of a fish. The veins on his scalp throbbed. His raw wounds looked ready to burst open, like pus-filled blisters.
I did not want to watch. But, I found myself unable to look away.
Vilture simply laughed. He laughed, and laughed, and laughed. His body shook as he did. 
It was a horrendous sight. 
A black mist started pooling around his feet. I looked down, and jumped when I saw that it was flowing toward him from behind me. It rushed down the walls and seeped over the floor to collect in a swirling mass around Vilture. I did not know what it was, but standing in the path of its flow filled me with stark discomfort.
Yet, there was nowhere I could go. The mist had already consumed the entire floor.
Vilture raised his arms again. The mist flowed up over his body, roiling over his skin like a rising tide. And then—I blinked, not believing what I was seeing. 
It began to solidify.
I watched, fascinated, as the mist became a new cloak.
A great, blinding flash of light was accompanied by an explosion of energy. The force of the blast threw me off my feet. I flew back and landed hard on the ground.
The air left my lungs on impact. I tried to suck it back, but found myself unable to expand my chest. It was like I was in a vacuum. The pressure difference would not let me breathe.
 Panic gripped me. I floundered in that state for what felt like a lifetime. I clawed at my throat, desperately trying to suck in the life-giving nectar of air. The blast of light had rendered my vision useless. All I could see were large, white stars anywhere I looked. A ringing in my ears drowned out all other noise.
Then the pressure shifted. Blessedly, I could breathe again. I gulped down large, greedy breaths. My heart was racing. 
Slowly, the ringing receded. I waited for it to become a dull trill. Then, I blinked through all the white, and forced myself to sit up.
Vilture was on all fours. His shoulders heaved up and down with the rhythm of labored breathing. I could hear the raspy hiss that he made with each breath.
The mist that had surrounded him was gone. In its place, was another cloak. There was no sign of the first one that he’d discarded.
I had no idea what I’d just witnessed. Some kind of ritual, obviously, but for what purpose? I could not begin to guess. Was this the thing Vilture had wanted to show me?
Carefully, I lifted myself. I bundled my chains so that they would not clank against one another as I rose. For now, I wanted to avoid drawing attention to myself.
Vilture remained on the floor. His breathing was starting to become more level. However, as far as I could tell, he was still weakened.
I glanced behind me, at the entrance to the cave. I did a double take when I saw that it was no longer there.
“You cannot hide from what you’ve seen,” Vilture rasped. His voice was both strained and grating. “Nor can you run from me, Dagan. Come here. Help me up.”
I spared one longing look at the place where the entrance had been, swallowed, and ventured out toward Vilture.
He had half risen by the time I neared. As I stepped around him, I felt an unnatural pang of fear at the prospect of seeing his eyes.
He spared me the displeasure by bowing his head and lifting his hood. He looked up at me. I could not see his face. It was hidden.
But not by shadows, I thought as I looked at him. By the mist.
The dark was deeper than before. Vilture’s red eyes were somewhere beyond that barrier. For now.
His hand jutted out and wrapped around my wrist. I grunted as he pulled himself up. He wavered when he rose to full height, his grip tightening to steady himself. His sharp nails dug into my flesh.
Then he took one more deep breath, and let go.
 “What you saw,” Vilture spoke, “you cannot share with anyone. For if you do…” He leaned down, close to me, and finished in a whisper. “…your life will be forfeit.”
It felt eerie to be standing nose-to-nose with someone and be unable to see his face.
I nodded, although I did not understand why. “I won’t,” I said.
“Good.” Vilture turned back. “If you lie, I will kill you. I would prefer not to waste such potential as yours.”
I followed him, the chains rattling around my feet. “What potential?” I asked. “Why do people keep saying that?”
“You’ve heard it before?” Vilture sounded uncertain for a moment. “From Blackstone, I take it. What did he tell you?”
Not only Blackstone, I thought to myself, remembering the man who gave me the mark.
Then a realization struck. The man who had rescued me from the carts had a mist around him, too. Just like Vilture. 
Did that mean he was from the Black Brotherhood as well?
“He said I have affinity for magic,” I answered, not giving voice to my other suspicions. “He told me that if there had been magic still left in the world, I could have been the greatest sorcerer ever born.”
Vilture chuckled. It was an odd sound, coming from him. But after he’d gotten over the initial weakness that followed the ritual, he seemed to have grown, somehow… refreshed.
“He told you all that, did he? Blackstone was a traitor, but he was no fool. His appraisal of you, however, was perhaps too generous. You would not have been the greatest. I am!” 
Vilture started toward the doorway on the far wall. I turned my attention to it for the first time since the ritual began and realized it was still closed. That came as a surprise. Vilture said the Hall of Illusions was deeper inside. I thought the ritual would have opened the door.
He reached the doorway. He traced the outline of the top with one long, white finger. It was a strangely intimate gesture, like the caress of a lover over the skin of his inamorata.
“Still,” Vilture said, turning his back to the wall and facing me, “It is a shame that we lost him.” The flat treble of his voice made me doubt his sincerity. “But he was not far off. You can be strong, Dagan. Very strong. If you are willing… and possess the initiative… you have the potential to rank among the best of the Brothers in a generation.”
“And what if I don’t want to join the Brotherhood?” I challenged.
Vilture’s eyes bore into me. I could not see them. But, I could still feel them, drilling into me with the force of invisible augers. 
Fear started to come alive inside me… and I stomped it down. It was past time to be afraid. Fear was a response that Vilture knew he elicited. Yet he had revealed himself to me. I doubted any but I had seen the ceremony that had just occurred.
I could not be afraid. Fear was a weakness. Fear granted Vilture power over me. Though I knew little of who he was, and nothing about what he wanted me for, the very worst he could do was inflict pain.
I’d already dealt with pain. I’d been tortured and did not scream. I had the Flame of Souls. Vilture had once prevented me from entering it in our encounter on the rooftop. But I suspected that he could not pull me out of it after I’d embraced it. Otherwise, he would have done so already.
So, let him do his worst. He was not my foe—not yet. But, neither was he an ally. Until I knew more about his true purpose with me, I would remain guarded.
Guarded, yet unafraid.
I stood straighter and stared right back into the darkness of his hood.
“You think you have a choice,” Vilture said softly. “You think that after what you’ve seen, I can let you walk out of here alive?”
He shook his head. “No, Dagan. You will join us. The difference comes in how you do it. You are bound and shackled still. For now, you are a prisoner. Swear your life to the Black Brotherhood and I will release you. Resist, and I will starve you. In that case, it only becomes a matter of time until you say yes.”
Vulture pushed off the wall and walked toward me. His gait was steady. “If you tell me that you don’t want to join,” he continued, his voice a low, soft drawl, “then I will throw you in a cell with no light or clean air. A trickle of water down the side of one wall will be your sole source of hydration. Filthy water, leaking in as a deluge of discarded bathwater. It is all you will be allowed to drink.
“Each day, you will be given just enough food to be kept alive. No more. Hunger will haunt your dreams. You might think you can withstand it. I don’t doubt your resilience. You’ve proven it before.
“You might last a few months. Perhaps more. Eventually, however, you will cave.
“Your nails will be the first to go. They will become brittle and cause you pain. I know you can handle pain, Dagan. That will not be the worst. Your gums will start to bleed. Your skin will become dotted and patched with deep bruises. Your muscles will begin to atrophy.
“In time, your teeth will come loose. They will fall out. Tell me, Dagan. Will your precious Flame of Souls help you then?”
He walked a large, predatory circle around me. “Still, you will be given enough nutrition to cling to life. But only just. Your days will be spent in misery. You will be in the dark. Nights will bring no relief. You will become a shell of the boy who stands before me now. You will have no human interaction, be given no mental stimulation… until you say yes.”
Vilture stopped behind me. I felt the skin on my neck stand up. But, I refused to show fear. I clenched my jaw and looked straight ahead, ignoring the overwhelming discomfort that tried to overcome me.
“Now ask yourself,” he continued after a lengthy pause, “whether such resistance can be worthwhile. We will not kill you. But you will be weakened. Your growth will be permanently stunted. You have the potential to grow into an impressive man. However, you will throw that away if you refuse to join.”
Vilture took a step closer. I stiffened as his hand crept onto the back of my scalp. His fingers tightened. A sudden pain shot down my spine that I refused to cut off. He twisted my head back. I gritted my teeth as he brought his face inches away from my ear.
“Resistance will grant you nothing,” he hissed. I felt his breath, hot and damp, on my skin. The smell made my skin prickle. “But acceptance… acceptance will give you this.”
Without warning, Vilture was gone. I staggered to one side, off balance. A ripple ran down my back. The next moment, the light in the room extinguished.
I spun around, blinking rapidly, straining to see. I realized that the shackles were gone. Neither my hands nor feet were bound any more.
A dim glow appeared in the distance. It floated down from the sky like a large snowflake.
Go, a voice whispered in my head.
I jerked back. That was not my voice. It was Vilture’s voice.
What the hell was he doing in my head?
Go, he repeated. Go.
“Where are you?” I hissed under my breath. The sound trickled from my lips and was swallowed by darkness.
Go.
I looked ahead to the distant light, then down to my feet. I could not see the floor, but I felt its firmness beneath me. 
Cautiously, I took one step forward. My foot found solid ground. I took another. The same thing happened.
I knelt down and brushed my fingers over the surface of the floor. It was not the same rock from the cavern. It was something smooth and cool to the touch, like tempered glass. Yet it was not slippery.
Neither was it visible. Darkness surrounded me. Except for that distant glow, I could see nothing. 
Go.
I began to walk.
The light seemed to be far away, at first. But somehow, each step I took brought me much closer to it than I could possibly explain.
“What is this place?” I whispered.
Vilture’s voice in my head did not reply.
I stopped when I reached the edge of the distant glow. The light made a glowing orb twice my height. I could not see past the outer surface.
I brought one hand up, and tentatively reached for it. As soon as my fingers brushed the side, a freezing cold seeped into me. It was the cold of a hundred winters and a thousand frozen nights. It was the cold contained at the peak of the highest mountain in the world. It was the cold that brought death.
I ripped my hand away. The cold disappeared. I was myself again.
From nowhere, two hands thrust my back and pushed me forward. I collided with the light, and screamed.
But the cold I’d been expecting did not come. I stumbled through the barrier and emerged in a world opposite the one I just left.
Everything here was white.
It was exactly the same otherwise. The same nothingness surrounded me. When I bent to the ground, my fingers found the same cool surface.
I looked behind me, expecting to find some sign of the barrier. There was none. All I saw, anywhere I looked, was pure white.
I did a slow, full circle on the spot. This was some kind of trick. Some illusion conjured by the hall.
“Why am I here?” I wondered out loud.
“You are here,” a familiar voice answered, “to find me.”
I spun toward the speaker—and staggered back from shock.
My feet caught. I tripped and fell.
Blackstone was standing there, looking exactly the same as the day I saw him die. He wore the same clothes he had on when he entered the Arena. He had the same ridiculous beard that left his upper lip bare. The only difference was that there were no tears in his clothes from where Three-Grin had stabbed him. Neither did he have any wounds. He was whole, and he was here—with me—in person.
I lost control of the Flame. All the emotions I’d been keeping suppressed smashed into me. It felt like a gaping hole had been ripped open in my chest. All the feelings I’d kept hidden from myself pooled there in a violent mix: Guilt. Remorse. Sadness. Apprehension. Despair.
My mouth moved, but I could find no words. How could I give voice to the torrent of feelings coursing through me?
“Y-you’re dead,” I muttered. Blackstone watched, his expression fixed, as I staggered away. My feet caught, and I sat down hard. “I saw you die.” Hot tears started to form in the corners of my eyes. “You’re dead, Blackstone.” My voice cracked. “…Aren’t you?”
Blackstone did not answer me. He simply knelt down and touched two fingers to the ground. He scooped something up, and brought it in front of him in a closed fist. 
“Death takes us all,” he said. He opened his hand. There was a small pile of sand in his palm. “It is not up to us to resist or question its desires. It is like time, Dagan. Ever-flowing, and ever-changing.” Blackstone tipped his hand over. A stream of sand fell, and was caught by an invisible wind. The grains blew toward me.
I reached out to touch them. An unbelievable sadness filled me when they disappeared just before reaching my hand. 
Blackstone stood. He walked toward me. All I could do was stare and try to blink back the tears.
He extended his hand toward me. “Here,” he said. “Let me help you up.”
My whole body shaking, I nodded. I put one trembling arm forward. Blackstone’s fingers curled around my wrist… and passed right through me.
My arm fell. I sagged back. Disappointment of the worst sort flooded through me.
“You’re not real,” I whispered. “You’re not—”
I cut off when I saw what was happening. Even though I’d dropped my arm, an arm was still there. Hanging in the air, extending from me like a third limb. 
Blackstone’s strong fingers wrapped around it and pulled. For a second, I thought I was seeing double. Either that, or going insane. I sat there, watching, stunned, as Blackstone pulled someone up. Someone who looked… Exactly like me.
A misty replica of myself rose from my body. It had come out of me, but I felt no different. I felt no loss.
I looked down at my body. I was still whole. I patted myself, just to make sure. I was solid to the touch.
But when I looked up, I saw another version of me—another Dagan—standing beside Blackstone.
Cautiously, I came to my feet. Blackstone and the other Dagan were speaking. But, I could not hear them. I saw their lips move. I saw Blackstone laugh, and clap the other Dagan on the back. But I heard nothing.
I walked toward the pair, feeling completely dazed. Neither gave any indication of knowing I was there.
“Hello?” I ventured.
There was no response.
I stared first at Blackstone, and then at myself. OR, what I thought was myself. The lanky boy that had separated from my body was almost unrecognizable. He was taller than I thought he’d be. His face was more gaunt than I’ve ever seen mine.
I touched my cheeks. There was a certain hollowness to them. I reached out and tried to touch the other Dagan. My hand swept through his form as if through empty air.
“What kind of devilry is this?” I muttered. Blackstone had spoken to me—hadn’t he? And now, he was speaking to someone who looked like me.
I watched as Blackstone knelt down and put both hands on the other Dagan’s shoulders. He looked into his eyes and began to speak. I longed to hear what he was saying. The other Dagan began to nod, harder and harder.
It was too much. All of it… was too much. I could not hear a word even though I stood inches away. Who were these people? Ghosts? Apparitions? I was invisible to them, even though I could see both.
Tears welled in my eyes and threatened to spill over. A hot sense of longing and despair burned my throat.
Blackstone was here. And yet, he was not. I could see him, but I could not interact with him. 
Was it just a memory? Was I the ghost? Who—or what—had Blackstone pulled out of me?
I wished desperately that I were the other Dagan. I wished desperately that I could speak to Blackstone again. I needed his guidance. I needed advice. Seeing him here, seemingly in the flesh, just as I remembered him, opened all the old wounds.
He was so close, dammit!
Blackstone rose. His mouth continued moving. What was he saying? What—
He turned away. “Wait!” I cried out, reaching for him in desperation.
He stopped. My heart fluttered in my chest, and I allowed myself to think, for a brief moment, that he had heard me. 
He looked back. Our eyes met. Hope bloomed inside like the rising sun. And then… 
And then I saw that the other Dagan had also extended his arm toward Blackstone. In exactly—exactly—the same gesture.
The ethereal Dagan rushed forward. He ran right through me. I felt nothing. He ran through me, into Blackstone. The two embraced like father and son.
The whole time I stood there, alone and forgotten.
The light around me began to brighten. I had to shield my eyes with one hand. The vision of Blackstone and the other Dagan was being consumed by the whiteness intensifying around me. 
A sudden pain erupted in my temple. I fell to my knees, squeezing my eyes against the harsh light. Nevertheless, it pierced my eyelids. The pain began to consume me. I tried to find the Flame of Soul, but I did not have enough control. Not with my emotions running rampant.
I opened my mouth to scream. A hot, white pillar flooded my throat, burning me from the inside. My heart was thrashing against the intrusion. I looked up, desperate to know what was happening. Blackstone and the other Dagan were gone. I could see nothing. I could hear nothing. There was nothing left except the sea of pure, blinding light.
I felt my body being pressed from all sides. The pain was consuming me. I was like a grape trapped in a vise. There was the pressure from the outside, and that horrible burning from the inside.
My grip on reality wavered. I lost control of my mind. I fell forward, smashed into something hard, and lost consciousness.



Chapter Ten
 
I woke up in an empty room.
I felt weak. Not just physically weak, but mentally exhausted, too. Trying to form a coherent thought was beyond me.
I stared at the ceiling. I was not dead. I knew that much. Neither was I in the dungeon with which Vilture threatened me.
That meant my fate was not yet sealed. Vilture wanted me in the Black Brotherhood. Why, I did not know. He wanted me there badly enough that he showed me something I could never forget. He had revealed himself at his weakest. It bound me to him. There would be no escape.
So my fate had not been decided. But, truly, what options did I have? I did not hate the Black Brotherhood. They could teach me things. I had no great moral qualms about becoming an assassin.
But I did not want to be evil. And evil was the foremost association that sprang to mind when I thought of Vilture. 
Therein came the source of my hesitation. I did not want to become like him. I shuddered as I remembered the blistering wounds on his skin, and the serpentine scales growing from his back. I remembered the stink of corruption and decay that wafted from his body.
Why would anybody do that to themselves?
I also remembered the way he’d moved, sight unseen, through the crowd. I remembered the way the body of people parted for him. I remembered how easy it had been for him to get to the Master and kill him.
I wanted to possess that ability. I wanted to be dangerous. I wanted to control the elemental forces that Blackstone had spoken of. I wanted to learn magic.
Instinctively, my hand went for the ivory blade at my side. Alarm ripped through me when I found the spot empty.
I shot up in bed. A wave of dizziness hit me. I struggled to fight it off. I squeezed my eyes shut and waited for it to pass. It was a long time coming. 
When it finally did, I looked around the room. It was barren, aside for a small table on the other side.
Relief surged through me when I saw my knife lying there, on top of a small bundle of clothes. 
I threw the blanket off and rushed over. Then realized I was naked.
I looked down at my body. I was also… clean. I hadn’t been clean since before Blackstone died. There were no public baths available for those on the streets.
I touched the pink scar on my leg. It might have been my imagination, but somehow it seemed healed.
I lifted one arm and sniffed my armpit. I didn’t smell.
Suddenly, I realized what made me feel so strange when I woke up: There was no smell.
I assumed I was still deep underground, where that stench of corruption had festered. Like I said before, it was impossible to get used to. But I had learned to accept it. To find it absent made me realize I was finally somewhere else.
I could not tell where. The room had no window. Nothing gave any indication of where I was, or how I’d been transported there.
As soon as my fingers closed around the hilt of the knife, a feeling of calm washed over me. I exhaled, and goose bumps prickled my skin. I took the knife out of its sheath to inspect the blade. It was white, pure white, whiter than the cleanest snow. It was as white as…
As white as the place where I had found Blackstone.
My grip slackened. The knife fell through my fingers. It clattered against the floor.
That void. I had forgotten about it. Or rather, I had not devoted any thought to it. Probably because it seemed too much like a dream. Probably because it seemed so very unreal.
But it had been real. I had been taken somewhere—by Vilture or the hall, I didn’t know. I had been taken where Blackstone was still alive.
No. I shook my head roughly. No! That was a lie. Blackstone was dead. I left him in the Arena. I let him burn. I—
I jumped when the door behind me thumped open. I snatched the dark cloth from the table and clutched it to my body as I spun around.
A tall, wiry woman looked down her nose at me. She had a sharp beak for a nose, white lips that seem frozen in a permanent expression of distaste. Her flat, black hair was tied into a listless ponytail that hung like a limp flag.
“You’re up,” she said. “Though still not dressed. Go on! Put that on.” She nodded at the bundle I was holding. “You won’t be given anything else.”
I looked at her, expecting her to turn away, but she just shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere, Dagan. There is no room in the Brotherhood for modesty. You’d better get used to it.”
Deciding it was probably best to comply, I held out my arms and let the cloth unfurl. When it did, I saw that I was holding a black, single-piece robe. It was made of the same material as the sack that had been shoved over my head. 
I turned it over and slipped it over my head. The fabric scratched against my skin. I felt it itch against my shoulders and down my back. It was an unfamiliar, uncomfortable sensation. It took me a moment to figure out why.
Before, my body had been caked with dirt that acted as a protective layer over my skin. Now that I’d been washed, it was gone.
“Your knife, too,” the woman said. There was a note of… maybe curiosity?... in her voice. “It’s very unusual, but Vilture was particular about us not taking away the knife. New recruits typically give up all their possessions when they join us.” She arched a thin eyebrow at me. “Apparently, you are the exception.”
“Who are you?” I asked after I’d fastened the belt and knife around my waist. “And where are we? What is this place?”
“My name is Lydia, and these are the stables,” she said. “I am your stable master.”
I blinked in surprise. “What, like horses?”
She ignored my remark. She turned to the door. “Come with me.”
I followed her out of the room. We emerged in a long, narrow corridor. There was no light that I could see. Yet still, like the Hall, the place was dimly illuminated.
A question came to mind. I turned back and looked into my room. There was no light source there, either. And yet I could see everything inside perfectly.
Lydia noticed my pause and gave a perfunctory smile. “You’re wondering about the light,” she said.
I looked at her. “How did you know?”
“It’s the question all recruits want answered first,” she said. 
“I didn’t ask.”
“Not yet. But, you were about to.” She started walking down the hall. “Come on.”
“So?” I asked when I caught up. “What about the light?”
“There is no light,” she said cryptically.
“Then how can I see?”
“Nightflower.”
I waited for her to elaborate, but she did not.
“What’s nightflower?” I asked finally. Our footsteps were the only sounds that I could hear as we proceeded down the abandoned hall.
“The Brotherhood’s first gift to you,” Lydia said.
Again, she failed to elaborate. That made me frustrated.
“Why is the Brotherhood giving me gifts?” I questioned, deciding to be purposefully obstinate.
“The Brotherhood gives gifts to all of its recruits,” she said. She stopped beside a door indistinguishable from any of the others we’d passed. “After all, a life sworn to servitude must be properly rewarded.”
She opened the door, and pushed me inside.
I stumbled over the threshold. Before I could turn back and tell her that I was not a recruit, the door slammed shut.
There was no handle on the inside. I could not pull it open.
So, I turned to see where I had been brought.
I was standing at the side of an excavated clearance. The door I had been shoved through was part of a circular wall that went all the way around. I looked up, and saw the top of the wall, followed by an open ceiling.
Not a well, then. Some sort of fence.
Even though I’ve never been in the battle pit of the Arena myself, this enclosure reminded me of it very much.
High overhead, right above the spot I judged to be the middle, there was a large, unlit polycandelon. It was enormous: two or three times larger than even the room I had woken up in. It swayed from side to side like some ominous pendulum. The chains holding it up creaked audibly under the weight.
I still didn’t know where I was, or why I’d been brought here.
Suddenly, without any warning, an enormous flame billowed high above me. It was a jet of pure fire, coming from beyond the side of the tall wall and directed toward the chandelier. 
It was gone as quickly as it had come, but now I saw six fires burning along the rim.
A grand voice spoke.
“YOU HAVE SEEN THE WORLD AND FOUND IT IMPURE. YOU HAVE SEEN THE WORLD AND FELT ITS CORRUPTION. YOU HAVE SEEN THE WORLD AND FOUND IT WRONG FOR YOU.
“YOU HAVE WALKED THE PATH OF THE RIGHTEOUS MAN. YOU HAVE COME TO US WITH A HEART FULL OF VENGEANCE AND A SOUL AFIRE. YOU HAVE COME TO US BECAUSE YOU ARE NOT AFRAID. YOU HAVE COME BECAUSE YOU KNOW YOURSELF BETTER THAN THE LEECHES SWARMING THE OUTSIDE WORLD.”
I tried to pinpoint the location of the speaker, but I could not. The voice seemed to come from all around me.
“YOU HAVE COME SEEKING KNOWLEDGE AND POWER. YOU HAVE COME BECAUSE YOU WISH TO LEARN THE THINGS THAT ONLY WE CAN TEACH YOU. YOU HAVE COME TO MAKE YOURSELF A DISCIPLE OF THE GREAT MAGE HELOSIS!”
I turned round and round, trying to discover who was speaking to me. No! I wanted to say. I have not come for any of those things!
But I knew, deep in my heart, that the choice was no longer in my hands.
“DAGAN.” The voice boomed my name and made the room shake. “YOU HAVE COME TO BECOME A SWORN MEMBER OF THE BLACK BROTHERHOOD. DO YOU DENY THIS?”
“I… no,” I said. I stood tall and defiant. “No, I deny nothing.”
If I could not control my fate I would not be dragged whimpering toward it. I would face it proud and committed. 
“YOU ARE HERE TO JOIN US?”
“Yes!”
Six dark shapes fell from the sky.
They were small, each bundled in cloth. They made a ring around me when they hit the ground.
“THE BROTHERHOOD OFFERS YOU SIX GIFTS.” The voice boomed. “YOU MAY CHOOSE ONLY ONE. BE THOROUGH IN YOUR SELECTION. YOU WILL BE BOUND TO IT FOR LIFE.”
I took a step toward the first bundle. It was round, and the largest of them all. About the size of a watermelon.
I reached down and picked it up off the ground. As soon as I did, one of the lights above me snuffed out.
I glanced up, wondering who was watching me, then returned my attention to the unknown object.
Slowly, I peeled back the cloth. An uncomfortable feeling of apprehension started to fill me as I reached the final layers. I pulled the last one back, and saw what I was holding.
A head. Not just any head, but a human head. And not just any human head, either.
Blackstone’s head.
The sudden urge to vomit rushed through me. I wavered and nearly fell.
How? Was all I could think. How did they get this?
The head had been severed cleanly from the body. It did not smell. The blood vessels on the underside had been stitched shut.
It felt cold in my hands. Cold, and so very lifeless.
Did they want to shock me? Did they want to see me appalled?
Well, too bloody bad! Blackstone was already dead, and whatever Vilture had shown me yesterday was more upsetting than this.
Looking up to make sure my actions were noticed, I gracefully set the head on the ground, and moved on to the next object.
To this day, I am proud to claim that I did not falter once.
When I touched the second bundle, another torch went out above me. 
This bundle was much smaller. The object inside was the same size and shape as a coin.
As I unwrapped the black cloth, a suspicion about the contents formed in the back of my mind. The suspicion proved to be right.
I held, in my hand, an exact replica of the coin Duke had stolen from me.
I say ‘replica’ because I did not know at the time whether it was the same one. I learned, much later, that it was not. Neither was Blackstone’s head actually Blackstone’s head. It was a wax molding made in his likeness. But at that time, in the dark, in the ominous cavern that surrounded me, it looked very real.
The voice that had spoken to me had called the objects gifts. I did not know what I was supposed to do with them, nor what to expect from the rest. All I knew was that there were four more objects on the ground that demanded my attention.
I set the coin down. Letting it go filled me with more sadness than finding Blackstone’s head. That had been more of a surprise. The shock factor was lessened somewhat by my experience yesterday. Releasing the coin felt symbolic, somehow, of foregoing my entire past.
The third item made no more sense to me than did the others. It was a small red doll, about the size of my hand. As soon as I touched the bundle it was wrapped in, a third light went out. I found, curiously, that it was now harder to see in the dark.
I wondered if the effects of nightflower were wearing off.
I looked over the doll. It had no face or distinctive features. Inside, I felt something like straw.
I had heard of dolls being sold in the alleys by charlatans who claimed that with the right mixture of ingredients, one could punish an enemy with the figurine. Whatever sort of punishment you inflicted on the doll would be felt by your opponent in equal force.
Those had been nothing more than children’s tales. Anybody other than the most gullible knew the dolls to be a lie. I had never seen any of them, but presumably that was what I held now.
Every lie or rumor sprouts forth from a seed of truth. Seeing what I had in recent days made me acknowledge how little I actually knew about the world. The Black Brotherhood knew the teachings of Helosis. They were the only ones to still practice magic.
Maybe the stories about the dolls were true. Maybe the red, stuffed shape that I held really was one of them.
But what use would it have for me? I had few true enemies. Three-Grin was dead. Blackstone had already taught me to kill. I had blood on my hands, and I was not afraid to get them dirty again should the need arise.
Besides, all this was conjecture. I did not truly know whether the doll could do anything of the sort. My body was attuned to magic, yet I felt nothing odd or peculiar when I held the doll.
Maybe it was nothing more than a toy.
I set it down and continued my circuit.
The next bundle clinked when I picked it up. Another light went off. Only two were left overhead, and the room was definitely darker. Nightflower was wearing off.
The clinking sound was familiar to me. I knew what was inside before I even opened the bundle. Coins. Lots of coins.
I was not, however, prepared for their type.
They were Illandors. In all my thieving, I’d only come across one Illandor. 
It had been on one of my expeditions with Blackstone. He’d placed a worthless jewel in somebody’s pocket and I was set to retrieve it. 
I thought that I’d done a good job that day. Not only had I retrieved the little gem, but I had also snatched an extra handful of coins, just for sport.
I was rather proud of myself when I returned to Blackstone that day. But when he saw the coins that I had stolen, he became outraged. Livid. At the time, I didn’t know how to tell an Illandor from any other gold coin.
After that day, I did. One Illandor was worth a dozen gold marks. But that was just its monetary value. Because so few Illandors were ever made, they were a prized collector’s item. Noble lords boasted of their collections and competed with one another to hoard the most. Increasing their individual stashes became almost like a game to them. Having more Illandors than your friends offered you increased regard. It was not rare to hear of certain noblemen offering bounties worth a hundred gold marks for a single Illandor.
I reached my hand inside the small purse and ran my fingers through the coins. Experience allowed me to give a quick appraisal of how many were inside. At least fifty. Maybe as much as sixty.
Sixty Illandors. My mind spun at the wealth I held in my hand. Sixty Illandors, worth twelve gold marks each, and potentially ten times that on the collector’s market? It was beyond comprehension.
And the Brotherhood was offering all of them to me?
I took a deep breath and squatted down. Instinct made me clutch the coin purse very hard. If all the Illandors were mine, then I could—
I stopped that line of thinking before it could get me in trouble. I could what? I didn’t know. I was not told the terms of accepting the gifts. All I had to go on were Lydia’s last words: A lifetime of servitude should be rewarded.
I glanced around me. The dark, tall walls created an impenetrable perimeter. I could see no way out.
Besides, I had already committed. It’s not like I had anywhere to go if I had the coins. I would be joining the Black Brotherhood. There was no question of that anymore.
But I did not want to be in their debt.
Letting the coin purse fall from my hands was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done. But let it go I did, if only to prove to myself that I still had some sort of autonomy over my life.
I moved stiffly to the second-to-last package and picked it up.
The shape of this one also felt familiar, though I could not immediately say why. One more of the torches snuffed out. I only had one flickering shadow on the ground for company.
As soon as I saw the object, I knew why it had seemed familiar. It was an amulet, much like the one Blackstone had given to me. He had never told me anything about it, or why he always wore it, or even that it had come from the Black Brotherhood. I only figured that out after Vilture had retrieved it.
The difference in this one lay in the stone. Whereas the jewel in Blackstone’s had been a deep green, this one was a lighter blue. Aquamarine, almost, though it was hard to be certain in the dark.
I felt a certain resonance from the stone. A tiny quivering of the air around me that came when I picked it up. It was faint enough to be almost imperceptible. So faint, in fact, that I thought it might just be my imagination.
Of course, by now I knew better. I was not one to imagine things like that. My body was attuned to magic. I was in the one place in the world where that actually mattered. If I felt something strange, it was probably best to trust that feeling.
I do not know what the amulet did or what it represented. This initiation, this testing, whatever it was, made no sense to me. I had no idea what I was supposed to choose, or why. I did not know what my choice would mean to the Black Brotherhood. I had nothing to guide my decision except my own intuition.
So I set the amulet down and went to pick up the last package.
My fingers brushed the side. I waited. But, the final light did not go off. I looked up, and saw the single fire burning right above me.
I looked into the corners of the room. Whereas, only minutes ago, I could make out the shadows of the enclosing walls, now I could not see anything.
I imagined that was why the last light had been left on.
I picked up the bundle. It was square and heavy. Anticipation built inside me as I opened the wrapping.
The last layer fell away. I let the cloth drop to the ground. And in my hands, I held… a book.
It was not any book. This one felt old. Ancient. The cover was made of dark, coarse leather. It was bound by a wrap-around buckle with a single lock. 
The title was written in no lettering that I’ve ever seen. In fact, it looked more like runes. Yet underneath, scribbled in the corner in tiny, scratched handwriting, was a single name.
Helosis.
The name left my lips in an awed hush as I traced my fingers over the lettering.
At the sound of my voice, the final light went out.
I was cast in darkness.
My head shot up, but I could see nothing. The effects of nightflower had completely worn off.
A sudden scraping noise made me whip around. It was coming from behind me. It reminded me of claws scratching against stone.
“Choose,” a voice hissed. For a moment, I thought that it belonged to Vilture. But, the inflection was all wrong. It sounded more like somebody trying to imitate Vilture.
The scraping continued.
“Choose,” the voice said again.
I could not see, but I could still hear. The speaker was not the same man who had welcomed me here. He was not above me, either. He was here, on the ground, on my level. Circling me. And tracing something against the wall.
“How?” I asked.
“Not with your mind,” the slithering voice answered. “But with your heart. Choose the gift that will bind you for life.”
My mind flashed through the collection of objects. I skipped over the first one.
An amulet. A Rel’ghar mark. A small, red doll. A coin purse worth more than I could hope to steal in a decade. A book. 
The book? Could it be the one Blackstone told me of, where Helosis had chronicled his life work? 
Did each of the objects have similar value? If so, I was blind to it. How could the mark be worth as much as all the Illandors? Or, for that matter, how did the doll compare?
What about the book? If I selected it, would I be able to learn Helosis’s wicked brand of magic.
I knew nothing about the significance of my choice. I knew nothing about the Black Brotherhood. I was going in blind, and it infuriated me.
I could not say if there were different factions within the guild. I could not say how long my training would take, or what it would entail. I was not even sure that there would be training. What kind of place housed new recruits in rooms dubbed the “stables”?
All I knew was that I was about to join a very select cult. And the first thing they had asked me to do was select an object that would be bound to me for life.
“How?” I asked again. “Why?”
“Choose!” the voice snapped. The man had stopped in front of me. The scraping sound cut off.
“How can I make a choice,” I grated, “if I don’t know what it’s for?”
“It is for us to judge you,” came the answer. “And it is for you to make on your own. The item you choose will belong to you from the moment you select it until the day you die. It is the only possession you will be allowed to keep. These items were offered based on what we know of you. Each will help you achieve your deepest desires, though each in different ways.”
How can Blackstone’s head help me achieve anything? I asked myself. I voiced a different question, though.
“The doll. What does it do?”
“That is for you to discover on your own. All you can know is that each of the items serves a purpose.”
“And the book?” I asked. “What is written within?”
“I will say no more. Choose!”
I squeezed my eyes shut in frustration. Each of the items serves a purpose? A purpose known to them, maybe. I had no clue.
I felt the pressure building behind my eyelids. This was a choice I was to make with as little guidance as the time Blackstone told me to choose a knife.
I snorted a dry laugh. He probably got the idea from here.
Suddenly, something Lydia said occurred to me. She told me that Vilture insisted that I be left the knife. She said that other initiates give up everything in their possession when they come.
My mind started to race. Back on the rooftop, where I’d met Vilture, he said that the knife did not belong to me. He said that it was property of the Black Brotherhood.
And now, they were giving me a choice. One gift. One item. Bound to me for life.
I touched the knife at my side. I already had my gift. In their eyes, the knife did not belong to me. Not yet.
I could change that right now.
I stepped forward, out of the circle of six. “I have made my choice,” I proclaimed boldly.
“Refusing a gift is not a choice,” the man hissed. “You will not play games with me, child. Choose!”
I stood my ground, and faced the darkness where I assumed the man was standing. “I have made my choice,” I repeated.
“Oh?” The man sneered. “What is it, then?”
I clutched the ivory blade in my hand and pulled it out. “This,” I said.
An angry hiss greeted me.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
The sprout of flame roared over my head, illuminating the cavern. A moment later, it was gone, but all six of the fires were lit.
The new light gave me just enough time to see my attacker. A cloaked, hooded man, dressed in the same robes as me, lunged at me from the front. He had a slender scythe in one hand.
The attack caught me off guard. I was saved only by the instincts I had honed with Blackstone. Without any thought other than alarm, I leapt to the side and rolled to avoid the killing strike.
I landed awkwardly on my shoulder before scrambling to my feet. Pain jabbed my arm, but I opened myself to the Flame and stuffed it inside. It happened automatically, and so quickly that I didn’t even have time to consider what I would have done had I found the Flame blocked.
The man moved with lightning grace. I could not rely on speed to help me. I had avoided the first blow simply by luck. It would not happen again.
He turned to me, scythe gleaming in one hand. Behind him, I could see the marks the blade had left on the outer wall.
If he wanted to kill me, I thought, why didn’t he do it when I was in the dark?
Adrenaline pumped through me. My heart hammered against my ribcage. I faced my attacker, knowing that I could not fend him off with my short knife. The next time he struck, it would be to kill.
But I would not go down without a fight. If my entire life led up to this point, so be it. It was fitting, in a poetic kind of way, that I would die in a place that so much resembled the Arena.
The man angled his scythe forward, and flew at me.
I faced death with an eerie calm. Instead of fleeing, I pitted myself deeper in the Flame and locked eyes with my would-be killer.
He would have reached me, too, were it not for a massive black shadow that swept between us from high above. There was a sound like a thunderclap, and a burst of air knocked me off my feet.
I hit the far wall hard. My head cracked against the unforgiving stone. I blacked out. 
 
***
 
I came to in the same room I had found myself in before. I opened my eyes. Everything was blurry. I blinked, trying to erase the distortion, and found it didn’t help.
I could hear voices murmuring from somewhere beyond me, past my feet. I thought I should be able to make out the words. But, my brain wasn’t able to recognize them. I focused harder, clinging to every spoken syllable…
Nothing. The voices may as well have been conversing in a foreign tongue for all that I could make out.
I knew, however, that they were not. The sounds were familiar. I should be able to understand.
But I could not. No matter how I strained, I could make nothing out. 
I tried to lift my head to see… and found it too heavy to move. Desperate, I let my mind flow out, checking my body for injury… and discovered that I could not.
Dread and despair built inside me. I could see—but barely. I could hear—yet my brain could not catch the words. I could move—but nothing other than my eyelids. 
My heart started hammering from an onset of panic. I felt too hot, too restricted, too cut off.
My breathing quickened and became hard. I tried to speak. Nothing more than a weak gurgle bubbled out.
A vague blurry shape appeared over me. Something was brought to my lips. A liquid, thick like honey, yet hot as the sun trickled down my throat. Moments later, I was asleep again.
 
***
 
The next time I came to, I kept my eyes closed.
I was not ready to face what I might find if I opened them. The overwhelming feeling of helplessness that came last time, when I realized I could not control my body, terrified me. 
But then I heard those voices again. Something about them was different this time. Something—
Wait. I almost bolted straight from sheer joy. I could understand!
“…unmoving,” a female voice was saying. “He’s been this way for a week.”
The speaker’s voice was clipped. She did not sound happy. But I thought I recognized her voice. Lydia?
“Shoren is being punished.” There was no mistaking the second voice. It belonged to Vilture. “So long as Dagan remains in this condition, Shoren will remain in the pits.”
“Need I remind you that it was not Shoren who caused the damage to the boy’s head?” Lydia’s voice again. She sounded angry.
“You dare take that tone with me?”
“You are not Master of the stables last I checked, Vilture.” Lydia’s retort cracked like a whip. “Dagan is under my care, and I have responsibility for him while he remains so. The stables are my domain. So, yes, I will take that tone with anybody who tries to interfere.”
I expected a harsh rebuke. This was Vilture she was challenging, after all.
Instead, there came a muffled apology.
“You are right, Sister. Forgive me.”
Lydia grunted in response.
There was a long, tense silence. I began wondering how long I could continue to pretend to be out. I wanted to hear more of the conversation. Information was vital. Thus far, I’d been given none while awake.
“I will return at nightfall,” Vilture finally said. “Report to me if his condition changes.”
A door opened, and then creaked shut. After another long moment, Lydia spoke.
“You can stop pretending now.”
Surprise at being addressed made me comply immediately. I opened my eyes, and was relieved when I could see everything with perfect clarity.
Lydia stood at the foot of my bed, arms crossed, glaring at me with unforgiving eyes. If I hadn’t heard it myself, I would have never guessed that this was the same woman who’d just reprimanded Vilture and been so protective of me.
Well, maybe I could see her reprimanding Vilture. It was that second part that made no sense.
Cautiously, I tried to sit up. Again, I was relieved when I felt I had full control over my body.
“How?“ I stopped. My voice sounded frail and weak. I cleared my throat, and tried again. “How?“ This attempt was no better. I swallowed my pride and decided to just get it over with. “How did you know?”
She barked a harsh laugh. “Know what? That you were awake, or that Vilture was a big enough fool not to see?”
My eyes widened at how easily Lydia spoke of Vilture in that matter. “Both,” I said haltingly.
Lydia glanced over her shoulder at the door. The momentary view I had of her profile made her features look all the more harsh. There was very little that was feminine about her.
She seemed to pause for a moment, maybe in thought, and then walked to the door and traced her fingers around the edge. She muttered some sort of incantation under her breath, and slowly, the crack between the door and the doorframe started to fill, until the pale light seeping in was blotted out.
Somehow, she had just merged the door with the wall.
I sat straight in attention. “What was that? How did you do it? Is it magic?”
“It is a use of the elemental seals,” Lydia told me. “It is not something you will be allowed to learn for a very long time. So, you needn’t concern yourself with it. For now, all you need to know is that it wards us from any eavesdroppers.”
My mind flashed back to the very first day I had met Blackstone. To our time in the tavern, where he threw a knife into a wooden plank and I could not get it out. For him, however, retrieving the blade had been as easy as taking a fork out of a fresh loaf of bread. He told me the difference lay not in our strength, but in something called the Elemental Seals.
Lydia, it seemed, had just done something similar.
She turned to me. “So. Dagan. Your arrival in the Brotherhood has not come without its share of problems. Already, one of us has tried to kill you.”
I shook my head. “I don’t understand. Why?” I thought back to her conversation with Vilture. “Who’s Shoren?”
“Shoren is the man who attacked you at the initiation ceremony. He is the one who fought most against your inclusion in the Brotherhood.”
“Why?” I asked again. 
Lydia sighed. “Those are reasons known only to Vilture and Shoren. Nobody else was made privy to their conversation. But Shoren’s opposition is known by all.”
“Who is he? If he wanted me dead, why didn’t he just do it before?” I looked up at Lydia. “You’re all assassins here, aren’t you? It should have been easy.”
She barked a laugh. “With that, you prove how little you truly know.”
“I know little because nobody’s told me anything!” I retorted. “I don’t even know where we are. Are we still under the library, or—“
“Oh, no.” Lydia’s voice became soft, and very grave. “We are about as far from the library as you can get. I warn you, Dagan: If you want to keep your head, do not make mention of the library again. At least, not when there are others who might hear.”
I screwed my face up in confusion. “Why? What’s so special about the library?”
“You ask a lot of questions,” she observed. “And don’t listen half so well as you should. Vilture assured me that you would be educated. But, it seems that your former master has done a pitiful job.”
Rage erupted within me from out of nowhere. The Black Brotherhood could tease me with visions of Blackstone. They could try to provoke me with his head. But insulting his memory, when I was within hearing? That was going too far.
“You take that back,” I growled.
Lydia’s eyes widened in brief indignation… and then she laughed.
“So! It seems you do have some fire left within you, after all. That’s good. It’ll serve you well here, and in life. It means your spirit will not be broken easily. But—“ she lowered her voice, “—if you ever address me with such disregard again, I will make sure that Shoren’s punishment feels like a walk in the park
compared to what I’ll give you.
I glared at her, defiant and angry, and looking for a weakness, but I saw none. Lydia was an imposing woman. While I might not be able to count on her friendship, I had listened as she defended me before Vilture. She was definitely not a foe.
I did not want to give her reason to change that.
So I lowered my head and backed off. “Sorry,” I said solemnly.
She grunted in reply. I took it that was her standard reaction after receiving an apology. 
“So,” I ventured after another moment, “why can’t I talk about the library?”
“Because I said so should be reason enough for you,” Lydia said. “That’s the only type of explanation you are bound to receive in the future, once your training begins. The masters will say ‘jump’ and you will be expected to already be in the air before the first syllable leaves his lips. That is the type of discipline the Black Brotherhood expects from you.”
Then she exhaled, and sat on the bed. Her back remained straight as a rod. “But you come to us under unusual circumstances. You’ve been here just over a week, and comatose most of the time. But already your arrival is the only thing anyone will speak of.”
“I still don’t understand.” I paused. “Err. Lydia?”
“Stable master,” she corrected. “That is what you will call me.”
“I’m sorry. Stable master. Why… does anyone have an interest in me? What did I do?”
“It’s not what you did, Dagan, but what you didn’t do. The story of how you rejected each of the Brotherhood’s gifts has spread like wildfire through the recruits. When they went through the ceremony, they would have pissed their pants from fear before even thinking of rejecting one of the gifts. You did it without pause.”
“Because I already had something,” I muttered. I did not need to touch the knife at my side to know that it was still there. I had felt its shape the moment I woke up.
“Yes, but only you and I know that,” Lydia said. “And Vilture, and Shoren,” she amended after a moment.
“You said it was unusual for me to be allowed to keep the knife. Why?”
“When young boys join the Brotherhood, they are told they are starting a new life. They swear themselves to us, and in return are provided shelter. Food. Training.
“Very few progress to the uppermost ranks. We have our share of deserters—those who found the training too hard, the lifestyle less glamorous than they imagined. Some join from desperation, others, from need: the need to get revenge. The need to seek vengeance. They think that they can come here, become beneficiaries of our training, and then just go about on their personal vendettas.
“What they don’t realize, Dagan, is that the Brotherhood is for life. Once you join, there is no way out. The moment you say the vows, you are bound to us until death.
“We try to instill that upon each new recruit. But there are those who think themselves smarter than us. There are those who fancy themselves cunning enough to make it on their own. Perhaps the life they found in our ranks triggered the same type of desperation that first drove them to join. Who knows? The Brotherhood does not concern itself with such matters. True members of the Brotherhood know that the words they say when they join bind them to us for life.
“What happens to the deserters, then?” I asked.
“We give them three days. If they change their minds and return, they are simply beaten. We break their ankles and their wrists as punishment. They are not given anything against the pain. We brand a mark on the back of their necks that identifies them a deserter for life. The ones who do progress, and are able to graduate to become true Brothers, are always seen as less. They are second-class citizens in their Brothers’ eyes. But at least they get to keep their lives.”
“And the ones who don’t return?” I asked. I had a feeling I already knew the answer.
“The ones who don’t return,” Lydia said, “are followed for another week. We see everything: what they do, who they talk to, when they shit. We give them another chance to show the type of people they are before making the final decision.”
“The final decision?”
“The manner of their death,” Lydia said with a cold casualness. “The ones who remain quiet are given the mercy of an easy death. A poison dart. A slit throat in the night. That sort of thing.”
“You kill your own students?” I marveled.
“After they leave us, yes. We cannot have half-trained recruits running around making claims to be members of the Black Brotherhood. We are a quiet organization. We prefer to stay hidden.
“Besides,” she added, “the Brotherhood takes the commitment you make very seriously. We give you what we know, and expect utter compliance in every regard in return.”
I wondered, then, how Blackstone had managed to get away. I saw him fend off attackers the night we met. Had there been other attempts on his life afterward? While he was training me?
If Lydia’s words were true, then there must have been. But I noticed nothing.
Then again, Blackstone had run me so hard that I barely had time to breathe, much less think. Did that type of training originate from what he’d been taught here?
I didn’t know. But I was certain I was going to find out soon enough.
I mulled over what I’d been told for a minute, and then spoke. “I didn’t try to leave. And yet Shoren still tried to kill me?”
“Ah. Yes.” Lydia nodded. “Another thing you did not do, Dagan. You did not die when Shoren attacked you. A marvel, truly, that.”
“Who is he?” I asked again.
“Shoren is the Master of Armed Combat. He will be one of your teachers here,” she said. “He is the harshest teacher you will have. All the students fear him. He demands perfect discipline. He is uncompromising. He has been with the Brotherhood for nearly five decades. Even now, pushing sixty, he remains one of our most skilled combatants. Perhaps he is not the quickest anymore, but he makes up for it with an ability to anticipate your next move before you even think of it. One on one, he is unmatched. He has not lost a duel his whole life.
“He attacked you. And yet,” Lydia gestured at me. “Here you are. Still alive. You did not die, Dagan. Already, that makes you a legend.”
“I didn’t do anything!” I protested. “I reacted on instinct. I jumped out of the way when he lunged. It was luck. If he had come again, I would have been dead. If that shadow hadn’t swept in—wait! What was that?”
“Vilture.”
I stared at her. “Vilture saved me?”
“Vilture has taken a strong, personal interest in you, Dagan.” She paused, her eyes searching my face. “It would be better for both of us if you could tell me why.”
I looked at her without comprehension. She didn’t know? I mean, I had some guesses, but I would have thought that Lydia, if anybody, would know more. Especially considering all that she’d told me so far.
I shook my head. “I have no idea.”
“Liar,” she accused. “You have some idea. You have suspicions, hunches, and guesses. You are not a log, Dagan. You are an intelligent young man. Now,” she softened her tone, “why don’t you tell me what you do know. As much as you can. And you leave the conclusion-drawing to me.”
I hesitated for a contemplative moment… and then began to speak. After all, Lydia had told me more than anybody else about the Black Brotherhood. Maybe, if she knew what I knew, she could tell me more.
“Do you know Blackstone?” I asked.
Lydia nodded. “Yes. Your mentor. He trained you before you got here.”
“He… died,” I said.
“I know.”
“Vilture found me after his death. Blackstone had an amulet. I did not know its significance. Vilture found me to take it back. He said that it belonged to the Brotherhood.”
Lydia bowed her head. “Very true.”
“Blackstone also gave me a blade. This one.” I reached down and pulled it out of its sheath. I extended my arm to Lydia and offered it to her.
I felt no concern about handing the knife to her. After all, I’d been unconscious for a long time, with her watching over me. If she wanted to take the narwhal ivory knife, she’d already had the opportunity.
Somehow, though, I did not get the feeling that she did. Lydia seemed to respect personal boundaries.
She reached for it—and at the very last moment, jerked her hand away.
“I cannot,” she said brusquely. She stood up and went straight to the door. Her hand traced the edge, and light began to seep in through the cracks again. Her shoulders quivered with palpable tension.
When she spoke next, her words were clipped. “You would do well not to make that offer to anyone, ever again. Vilture asked me to inform him when you awoke. I must go do that now.”
With that, she swept out the door, leaving me alone to ponder her unexpected reaction.
 



Chapter Twelve
 
I thought the next person I would see would be Vilture. I tried to prepare myself for his arrival. But, I could do little to calm my frantic thoughts.
Vilture had saved me. He had been the shadow that swept in before Shoren could have administered the killing blow.
He’d done something to knock me back. He’d channeled some blast of energy that spared my life.
But why did Shoren attack? For that matter, what about everything else that Vilture had shown me: The Hall of Illusion, the vision of Blackstone, the black mist that had swept in to envelope his body? What about Lydia’s warning not to speak of the library?
There were so many unanswered questions swirling through my head. I was caught knee-deep in the mires of some great conspiracy, and I knew nothing about it. Hell, I still didn’t know who Vilture really was. Obviously, he was important. Everything I’d seen up to this point proved as much. But beyond that, I knew nothing.
Things revolved around me. Of that, I was certain. I had a strong suspicion that it had something to do with my affinity for magic. The one Blackstone spoke of. The one Vilture had mentioned.
But how or why, I could not say.
The door creaked open. I sat straight. I felt a little numb, a little weak. Otherwise, I was in decent shape. Or rather, as decent as can be expected after having gone a week without nutrition. I expected to find Vilture.
The figure who stood in the doorway was not him.
It was Shoren.
My gut clenched in an instant wave of fear. Was he here to kill me? I was defenseless, facing a master assassin. 
Was he here to finish the job that Vilture had interrupted?
“So, boy.” The man’s raspy voice made my insides crawl. “Here I find you, alone and unprotected.” He took a looming step into the room. “How does that feel?”
My eyes darted around the room, seeking an escape. There was none. Shoren stood in the only passage in or out. 
His gaze fell on the knife in my hand. I clutched it harder, my fingers tightening around the hilt until my knuckles were the color of the blade itself.
“And you still have that,” he hissed. “Vilture is a fool for entrusting it to you. That blade will be the end of you, boy. You mark my words. Power like that corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. You will not last the year.”
With that, he whipped around and left, before I could even comment.
The door slowly swung shut on its hinges. I let out a shaky breath. Shoren had not come to kill me. At least, not yet.
Though, if Lydia’s words were true, and he was going to be in charge of armed training, I could think of plenty of ways a small accident might occur while I was under his tutelage.
 
***
 
I waited and waited and waited. I found that I could not keep my eyes open for much longer.
I was tired. Sleep called to me. The encounter with Shoren, however brief, had left me drained. I tried resisting the urge to sleep, but it soon became unbearable. Eventually, I closed my eyes and drifted off.
 
***
 
I dreamt of Blackstone. It was the first time such dreams had come to me.
It seemed I was not as immune to emotion as I once fancied myself. The constant reminders of Blackstone that the Brotherhood had thrown at me were starting to have their effect.
I woke with a gasp when the door slammed open against the wall. My linen sheet clung to my back, drenched in sweat. I felt uneasy, off-balance, and woefully underprepared. 
Those were not feelings you could survive with long on the street. Here, they were all I knew.
I looked at the doorway. A tall, skinny boy stood there, wearing the same black robe I had at my initiation.
A vague memory wanted to bubble up as I looked at him. He seemed faintly familiar, though I could not say why.
“Come.” He jerked his head to one side. “You’ve been summoned.”
It was only after I heard his voice that I recognized him. He was Thraugh, the boy who Magda had introduced me to more than two years ago.
“Thraugh?” I said, bewildered. I had known him as a short, scrawny kid. Somewhere along the way, he’d hit an enormous growth spurt. I thought he might even be taller than me.
He grunted in a moody sort of way. He tossed a dark, folded bundle of cloth at me. “Your clothes,” he explained, turning away. “Hurry up.”
I changed out of my wet undershirt and pulled the cloak over my head. Then I followed Thraugh.
I found him waiting for me at the end of the hall. Unlike the last time I’d made this passage, torches lit the hallway. I could also see light seeping out from under some of the doors.
I had a thousand questions for Thraugh. His abrupt disappearance now made so much sense. We’d been friends, of a sort, once before. Circumstances had undoubtedly changed us, but I thought that maybe our common past would make it easier to rekindle that friendship.
Thraugh, however, proved unwilling to give much in the way of conversation.
Where are we going?” was the first thing I asked.
“To the Eyrie,” he said. I waited for him to expand upon that, but he did not.
“How long have you been here?”
He ignored the question.
We reached a set of stairs made of crumbling stone. The railing that curved around the inside wall looked ancient. Thraugh started up.
“What’s the Black Brotherhood like?” I asked. “How many members are there? How many recruits? What—“
“Look.” Thraugh stopped and spun on me with a scowl. “If you don’t shut up, I’m going to cut your damned tongue out.” 
He pulled a small knife from his side, but fumbled the flourish. I tried hard not to laugh.
“Thraugh,” I said. “Come on. You know me. We—“
“That is not my name, you worthless worm!” he spat. Spittle flew from his lips. The knife in his hand quivered from rage.
I took a conscious step back to increase the distance between us. Not out of fear. I could judge how well a man fought by watching him move, and Thraugh did not have the grace or quickness to threaten me. I moved out of deference. I did not want to make an enemy out of him. Not when friends were so few and far between.
“Okay, okay.” I put both hands in the air in a placating gesture. “I’m sorry. You’re not Thraugh. You’re—“
“We’re told we have to forsake and forget our pasts when we become initiates,” he said quickly, as if suddenly ashamed. “And I can’t be seen making friends with you.” He glared at me, as if somehow, all of this was my fault. “Not after what you did.”
“What did I do?” I asked softly, not wanting to give him reason to lash out again.
He narrowed his eyes for a moment, almost in disbelief. “Come on. You beat Shoren. Everybody’s talking about it. Everybody knows you.”
He turned and started walking again, his steps brisk and forced.
“No more talk,” he warned over his shoulder. I noticed, however, that he had put his knife away.
 
***
 
The Eyrie, I saw when we emerged from underground, was a lone, central tower in the middle of the grounds.
Emerging into the open air after spending what seemed like a century inside was a blessed relief. I took my first long, deep breath in ages—and noticed how cold the air was.
“Where are we?” I asked. I looked around. “This isn’t Hallengard.”
“No,” he acknowledged with a sly grin. “It is not.”
That was all the information I could get out of him during our long walk to the tower.
I looked around as I followed Thraugh. We were on a landscape unlike any I’ve seen before. The grounds showed no signs of life. It was all black, flaking rock. There was no grass, no trees, nothing green anywhere.
The cold was something that seemed almost unnatural. As we got closer to the tower, my breath started to mist out in front of me. I began to shudder.
It had been late spring, maybe early summer when Vilture found me in the library. Hallengard had already been sweltering. How much time has passed since then? A week, at most.
How far away must we be for it to be so cold?
Thraugh stopped a good hundred yards from the Eyrie. “In there.” He pointed toward a small black door that blended into the side of the structure. “Walk through that door, climb the stairs, and wait.”
“Wait for what?”
Thraugh shrugged. “Nobody told me. All I know is that I was supposed to bring you here. Nothing more.”
He started to turn away. I looked at him in confusion. “You’re not coming?”
He barked a laugh. “Into the Eyrie? Hell no. Nobody goes in there, except… well, you know.”
I don’t know! I wanted to scream. I don’t know anything!
Before I could speak, however, Thraugh surprised me by pausing at my side. He put a hand on my shoulder and gave a quick squeeze. “Good luck,” muttered under his breath. “Dagan.”
And then off he went, hurrying back across the deserted grounds.
He does remember me, I thought. He was just scared to admit it.
I did not know why.
I face the Eyrie and took a deep breath. The cold air stung my lungs. I began to walk toward it. 
An unexpected pang of hunger almost knocked me over when I caught the faint scent of roasting meat. It was gone as quickly as it had come, but it made my mouth water.
I looked around. I was standing on a clear, flat field that encircled the tower. Past that, harsh outcrops of towering rocks walled me in.
I glanced down. The earth was flat, but not undisturbed. Even in the dust I could see hints of recent activity. A half-caked footprint in the mud there. A chipped rock that looked like it had split from the blow of a weapon there. That sort of thing.
This was not a graveyard, no matter how much it felt like one now. It was the Black Brotherhood’s home. Likely their training ground.
Except… where was everyone?
I’d find no answers standing still. I continued toward the tower. 
Every step I took forward seemed to decrease the temperature around me exponentially. Halfway to the tower, the air became so cold that I thought I might freeze in place. Another few steps, and my body’s shivering became uncontrollable. My teeth chattered against each other and I huddled into myself. That was little better.
By the time I reached the door, my entire face had gone numb. I had no control over any of my fingers. It felt like I was naked in the middle of the harshest winter storm known to man.
I fumbled with the latch, wishing desperately to find warmth inside but expecting no such thing. Eventually, it slid open, and I fell in.
I was expecting steps leading up, not down. That was what Thraugh had told me.
Maybe he lied on purpose. Or maybe he just didn’t know that to go up, you must first go down. Whatever it was, no sooner had I surged through the door than I found myself tumbling head over heels over hard, unforgiving stairs.
I forced my body to go limp so I wouldn’t break anything. But the cold had stolen all the feeling from my limbs. I had no way of knowing whether I actually succeeded or not.
After a torturous and seemingly unending fall, I finally came to a stop. I was flat on my ass, staring at the ceiling above me, wide-eyed and gasping for breath.
I waited for the pain to come. None did.
I blinked, confused—and then realized that I had entered the Flame of Souls unconsciously as soon as I’d started to fall.
My mind had protected my body. Or maybe, it was protecting itself. Either way, I had never slipped into the Flame like that before. Coming into it had always required a conscious effort. Even when I didn’t know what it was called, even when I was being tortured in Three-Grin’s dungeons, shielding myself from pain required that initial bit of concentration.
And now, I had slipped into it without thought. That was something new.
Slowly, tentatively, I released the bundle at the back of my mind, and checked by body for injury, piece by piece. My arms, shoulders, neck, and legs hurt from the fall. But it was nothing worse than some minor bruising. Certainly, I’d received much worse in Three-Grin’s care. My ribs were not cracked. I had no broken bones.
Thankful, I pushed all the pain sensations back down, rolled over, and picked myself up.
It was dark. I looked back at the stairs I’d fallen down. I could see the open door at the top, providing the only source of light.
I had no nightflower in my system now. How could I be expected to see in the dark?
At least it wasn’t cold anymore. Or rather, not as cold as it had been in the last few feet leading to the Eyrie. The walls of the tower offered some protection from the chill, it seemed.
I looked around and found that I was in some sort of barren, empty lobby. There were two doors in front of me. Only one was open.
Seeing I had little choice, I started toward it. I saw the beginnings of a spiraling staircase inside. It must be what Thraugh told me about.
I put one hand on the outside wall and began to climb. 
The light quickly dulled to a faint glow behind me, and then disappeared. I climbed the stairs in pure blackness, using my hand on the wall for guidance. I had no idea what lay before me. I didn’t know if my next step would send me crashing down another descent or have me falling through some pit in the floor.
It wasn’t long before I started to feel light-headed. I’d been out for over a week, I heard Lydia say. My body had been deprived of proper nutrition. Couple that with the new injuries from the fall, and the cold I had to walk through to get here, and you had the makings of a lot of stress on an already-weakened system.
I was glad, at that very moment that I had not chosen to resist Vilture’s initial offer. Starving in a tiny cell did not appeal to me.
I have told you before that survival is one of my key instincts. I certainly did not know it at the time, but that was the only reason I was still standing. Anybody else would have collapsed long ago.
That is not a boast. It is simply me being realistic about the situation. It is the truth as I know it through many hard years of life.
In fact, the unconscious slip into the Flame of Souls was my first real step toward honing that instinct. 
But I digress. Back to our tale.
I climbed and climbed and climbed. The stairs are good for one thing, I thought bitterly. They bring heat back to your body.
My legs had begun burning with the strain of supporting me. Still I pressed on, undeterred by the growing discomfort.
I did not know—though I guessed—that it would be Vilture waiting for me at the top. I could think of no other figure who could inspire such awe in Thraugh. Shoren was imposing. But he did not possess Vilture’s aura. Besides, Shoren had already come to see me.
I could also think of nobody else who would take residence in a tower like this.
Of course, I knew nothing about the hierarchy of the Brotherhood. There could well be someone above Vilture.
I doubted that very much, though. All the other members I’d encountered so far: Lydia, Shoren, Thraugh, the three assassins who came after Blackstone that night—hell, even Blackstone himself—were all very much human.
Vilture was… not.
He was doing something to himself. Something that had to do with Helosis’s old, dark magic. I suspected Vilture was deeper in it than anybody else.
Finally, I reached the top. I knew it was the top because when I lifted my foot for the next step, I found nothing but air. I lurched forward like an awkward drunk. 
I nearly fell again. My stomach muscles tightened just enough to let me keep my balance.
Straightening, I looked into the gloom. I could see nothing. I didn’t know what was in front of me. I didn’t know if my next step would send me hurtling off a precipice or bring me face-to-face with Vilture.
I shuffled one foot forward. A sound like rustling leaves came from behind me. I whipped back.
“Who’s there?” 
In the silence, my voice seemed to come as loud as a shout.
There was no reply.
I took a step back, hating the dark, hating how I could not see. I was not afraid, but I was not comfortable, either. I did not like feeling so vulnerable.
“Vilture?” I asked. “Is that you?”
The rustling sound came from behind me again. I twisted back. I was being circled.
“Vilture!” I hissed. “What do you want?”
“Do you fear the dark, boy?”
His raspy voice came so close to my ear that I jumped. My arms floundered out, trying to grasp something. They found nothing but empty air.
“Dammit, Vilture! I can’t see you!” I cursed. My heart was hammering in my chest. Being around him put me on edge in the best of times. Now, in the dark, everything was much worse.
“The dark is a treasured friend of the Black Brotherhood.” His voice came from somewhere far away. I knew how fast he could move, and how silently. That ability was on full display here. “Can you embrace that friendship, Dagan? Are you willing to give your soul to the night?”
“Are you giving me a choice?” I asked.
Vilture’s harsh laughter greeted me. “No. You’re right. You have no choice.”
“Where are you?” I swore, looking out to no effect whatsoever. Floundering in the dark made me feel distinctly disadvantaged. The security that vision brought was never more evident to me than when it had been ripped away.
“Right behind you,” came the reply. I felt his hand touch my shoulder, and nearly leapt out of my skin.
I started turning toward him, but his grip tightened, telling me to stop. “No,” he said. “Not yet.” I felt something press against my lips. “Drink this, first.”
I found the object to be a wooden mug. I took it, and my fingers brushed against his for a moment.
The contact was so brief that, had it been with anybody else, it would have been imperceptible. But when our skin met, I felt a sudden current of immense cold surge through me. 
It wasn’t that his hand was cold. It was much worse than that. It was the same cold that surrounded the Eyrie, yet magnified and condensed. It came as a powerful blast. Like the sting of a scorpion’s deadly stinger. It was the cold that comes just before a man’s last breath, just before the earth’s final embrace. 
It was the cold that all men fear.
I ripped my hand away, spilling a portion of the thick liquid over the side. Vilture, to my amazement, was not unaffected, either. He gave a gasp and jerked away.
I had no idea what that was. All I knew is that I never wanted to come in contact with his skin again.
“What—“ I began, but his command overpowered me.
“DRINK!”
I brought the mug to my lips and tasted the liquid.
It was thick and heavily sweetened. It numbed my tongue a bit, and as I got closer to the bottom, it became a coagulated mass.
I started to feel Vilture’s eyes on me as I drank, just as I had that time in the Hall. The sensation had not been there earlier.
He was watching me closely, I knew. For what? For how well I could obey orders?
Just to be safe, I emptied the entire mug, and then licked around the rim.
“Now what?” I asked. I put the mug on the floor.
“Now,” Vilture said, “we wait.”
I stood there for long, tense minutes, not knowing what we were waiting for. Vilture—wherever he was in the dark—made no sound. In fact, the only noise to reach my ears was the low rasp of my own breathing.
Just when I was starting to become impatient, something miraculous happened. The dark… began to lessen.
It was like the first faint glow over the horizon that announced the coming of dawn. The black became a hazy grey. Then I blinked, and realized I could distinguish shapes around me. Another few seconds passed. Those shapes became distant objects, far away from me but no less visible.
And then a dull glow settled over everything. It came from nowhere yet everywhere all at once. It was still dark, mind you, but now, I could see.
I must have made some sound of astonishment, because a moment after the glow appeared, Vilture stirred.
“And now, you are truly one of us,” he spoke from the side. “Bound to the Brotherhood by a magic more powerful than the Elemental Seals.” He knelt down to pick up my discarded cup. He tilted it toward me so I could see the bottom. “Bound to us by blood.”
I stared at the remaining liquid. I saw the red smear my lips had left on the side. I saw the distorted, bloody curdles left on the bottom. I touched my mouth, and looked at my fingers.
They came away red.
Without warning, I felt sick and retched to the side.
After a week of no food, there was precious little in my stomach—aside from the vile concoction I had just drank. Violent dry heaves rocked my body as it protested the disgustingly sweet brew. 
I fell on all fours. My insides continued convulsing. I felt like I was being burned from the inside out.
Vilture watched with an impassive solemnity. When I was done, however, he sneered.
“Pathetic,” he said. “That the sight of a little blood could do that to you. I thought you were a killer, Dagan. Did Blackstone truly teach you nothing?”
Anger surged through me. This was the second time someone had insulted Blackstone in front of me. It was a trigger point.
I rallied to my feet, ready to defend my friend… and realized that was exactly the reaction Vilture wanted. He was goading me. Was this another test?
So, with as much dignity as I could muster, I said, “I haven’t eaten in a week. Anything would have done that to me.”
“Hmm.” Vilture sounded unimpressed, but he made no further comment.
I looked past him. The shapes that had revealed themselves were still distant and strange. But at least, I could see them.
“What is this place?” I asked. “And how can I see? Is it nightflower again?”
“Yes,” Vilture said. “Nightflower is a powerful herb that few know about. The Brotherhood ensures it is kept that way. It augments your vision. When you are weak, it gives you strength. It restores nutrients to your body that are lost after a length of fasting.” He made a point of pausing and looking at me.
“It also has powerful healing properties. As such, it forms the basis of most of our poisons. The difference between life and death can often come down to little more than a difference in concentration.”
I nodded in understanding. Magda had told me something along the same lines. The difference between a poison and cure often lay in the skill of the one who administered it.
“Nightflower’s method of preparation and delivery alter its properties,” Vilture continued. “For example: When infused with the right blood…” I could just feel his eyes taking me in. “…it becomes part of your system forever. The first true gift of the Black Brotherhood, were you anybody else. As it stands, it appears to be the second gift.”
“You mean the knife,” I said.
“Yes.” Vilture started walking away. He glanced over his shoulder. “Follow me.”
I went after him. Following the laboring climb up the stairs, the intense cold, and the vomiting fit, I expected my legs to barely be able to carry me. 
Instead, I found them more surefooted than I could ever remember.
It seemed Vilture’s appraisal of nightflower was right. It was granting me strength.
As I trotted after him, I saw, for the first time, that all those shapes at the sides were carvings and statues of horrible beasts. Some were simply stone gargoyles, recognizable by anybody who’s ever spent time in north Hallengard. There, nearly every building had one of them above the front door. It was a tradition dating back to the time of Rel’ghar. Those gargoyles were made to look majestic and grand. The ones around me were cruel and twisted. Their snarling faces seemed so lifelike that I half-expected one of them to leap out at me.
There were also weapons on the walls: Swords and halberds and axes and long, narrow iron pikes. Suits of armor stood at the ready. Those fascinated me. Their plates were not made of metal but of a dark, heavy rock. I wondered how practical a suit like that would be in a battle. It looked very heavy.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“You’ll see,” came the reply. 
I walked after Vilture into a long, narrow hall. It was barren, unlike the room we’d just left. At the very end, stood a single door. We went toward it.
I had hundreds of questions on my mind. Tens of hundreds, each more urgent than the last. They were begging to be let out.
I left them inside. I could not count on Vilture’s patience. Besides, I was hoping that he would begin addressing some of the bigger ones.
Vilture stopped before the door and drew out a skeleton key. As he inserted it into the lock, his long, white fingers looked like naked bones in the dark. The door opened.
I had to blink through the sudden, unexpected light.
We were at the very top of the tower. The door Vilture opened led outside. The sun shone bright overhead, blinding me.
But the rays were not hot. They gave no warmth. Vilture stepped through the open door and bade me follow. Bracing myself for a second attack of that immense cold that surrounded the tower, I did.
But when I stepped over the threshold, the cold did not come. It was chilly, but no worse so than when Thraugh and I had first stepped out from underground.
Vilture turned to look at me, his face hidden in the ever-present shadows of his hood. “You were expecting something else?” he said in a smug sort of way.
“The cold,” I began. I thought it enveloped the tower.”
“The Eyrie,” Vilture corrected. “If you are to be a Brother, you must refer to things by their proper names.”
“Sorry,” I said. I was surprised at how light Vilture’s reprimand had been. “I thought the cold surrounded the Eyrie.”
“It does,” Vilture observed. “But something has changed in you since you entered, has it not?”
“Nightflower.”
He nodded. “Yes. Nightflower. Cold resistance is another property of the plant that makes it so prized.”
He walked toward the baluster and looked out over the grounds. “Join me, Dagan. Tell me what you see.”
I walked beside Vilture—and gasped. The grounds that had been empty were now a hive of activity. I could see rows upon rows of figures, congregated in precise groups. Running, sparring—training. The sound of combat reached my ears. The sound of steel on steel. Arrows thudding into straw targets. Knife play.
There was an entire army being trained below me. There must have been two, three hundred recruits. All of them were young, like me. 
Two or three hundred recruits who had not been there when I walked over the same grounds.
“No words?” Vilture mused.
I was too dumbfounded to answer right away. “Who are they?” I finally managed. “How did they get there?”
“Those are your Brothers and Sisters, Dagan,” Vilture said. His voice swelled with unmistakable pride. “Three-hundred and twenty-nine in all. Look at them, Dagan. When I first joined the Brotherhood, it was a weak and crumbling organization. A single year would give us no harvest greater than half a dozen recruits. And now…” he turned toward me. “Under my leadership, the Brotherhood has prospered. Those you see below you are but half of our current number. Master Shoren and Master Brower are the only full Brothers you see down there.”
My eyes skimmed over the grounds and picked out Shoren right away. He was screaming at some poor boy, punctuating every word by a hard thwack from a wooden sword. The boy cowered under him. My gut contracted in a mix of anger and hatred.
“You will join them, Dagan. Soon, you will be down there yourself, being trained by the greatest masters the Brotherhood has ever known. You will learn to fight. To kill. You will learn Physiks, and the art of stealth. You will learn to move like the shadows and be as silent as the wind. Those are all the things I would give you… were you anybody else.”
“What?” I turned to Vilture, confused.
“You do not come to us raw, Dagan. You have already been taught. Taught well, from what I’ve seen.”
The compliment was so unexpected that for half a heartbeat, I thought I’d misheard him. Vilture glossed over it and continued.
“To put you in the same place as all the other recruits would be an insult to your talent and a waste of our time. You stand apart from the rest. You are not like them.” His voice changed inflection, become a touch darker. “Some people, though, will work long and hard to make you believe otherwise. Master Shoren, for example.”
“Is that why he attacked me?” I asked.
“No.” Vilture shook his head. “Shoren attacked you because he took your rejection of the gifts as an insult. Also, because he believes that you have no right to that blade.”
My hand found the hilt of my knife. A fierce possessiveness gripped me. “You said that it’s mine!” I accused.
“Yes,” Vilture agreed. “I did. Shoren thought that I had overstepped my rights when I claimed it to so. He is the Master of Arms, after all. He insisted that the distribution of Brotherhood weapons should come only at his discretion.”
Vilture looked down at me. “I have already made my position clear when I found you in the library. Shoren thought he could tempt you into picking a different gift, thereby forsaking your claim to the knife. You saw through it. I told him that you would. But, he insisted on trying anyway. That was the arrangement made between us that let him assent to your inclusion in the Brotherhood.
“Shoren fought against your inclusion from the start. I feared he might try something. I was only alerted that the ceremony had begun at the last moment. I rushed there. You are quick on your feet, Dagan. That was the only thing that saved you. Shoren attacked you just as I arrived. If not for your prior training, you would be dead.”
A second compliment to Blackstone in a span of minutes? It was almost too much to believe. “So you agree,” I began, only a little hesitant, “that Blackstone did a good job?”
“Of course, I agree,” Vilture said with vehemence. “I’m not a blind idiot. Only those holding a grudge would deny that.”
“Does Shoren have a grudge against Blackstone, then?” I asked.
“I do not know,” Vilture replied. “Shoren has been Master of Arms for a long time. He taught me once, as he did Blackstone.”
I perked up at that. “So you knew Blackstone?” I asked.
“No.” The reply was harsh and quick. “I did not. You would do better not to mention his name in different company. Others are not so tolerant.”
“Then why did the Brotherhood offer me Blackstone’s head?”
Vilture, for all his seeming omniscience, was taken aback by the question. “What?”
“The first bundle that I was given contained Blackstone’s head,” I said. I was proud of how steady my voice was when I spoke of it. “Why?”
Vilture’s fingers tightened on the railing. For a long moment, he did not speak.
When he released his grip, I saw four smooth, even dents in the metal, right where his fingers had been.
“It must have been Shoren’s attempt to scare you off,” he said finally. Vilture’s voice was soft and low. It was the most frightening intonation I’ve ever heard from him. “I did not endorse such a thing. He will be punished appropriately for the transgression.
“By tradition,” he continued, “we do not speak of the gifts offered to recruits at the ceremony. They are a private thing. But in this case, I believe I am justified in asking: What else was offered?”
I listed the five other items. Vilture nodded at the end. “Shoren did not tamper beyond the first, then,” he said. “Still, I thank you for telling me, Dagan. Otherwise, I would not have known.”
“What about…” I wanted to ask about the vision Vilture had shown me in the Hall. But, seeing Vilture’s current displeasure, I changed what I was going to say. “What about all those people?” I asked, gesturing below us. “How did they get there?”
“Ah. That.” If I could have seen Vilture’s face, I would imagine he’d be smiling. “They were always there, Dagan. You just could not see them without nightflower. For all of them…” he spread his hands grandly, “…are in the shadow realm.”
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
I sputtered. From what little Blackstone had told me of the shadow realm, I knew that it was a dangerous place. Going there meant risking your very soul, and becoming something less than human. Every trip stripped away an essential part of you.
Also, I could see the assassins who came after Blackstone. They were visible to me—but only me—in the bar. Blackstone had said that was because my body was attuned to magic.
Why then, did I require nightflower to see them here?
“Another valuable property of the herb,” Vilture continued, turning away from the ledge. “It immediately enhances our innate magical skills. When it is made in the proper tincture, and mixed with certain other ingredients, it augments whatever ability you have. It wakes your body and mind to the power contained within you.”
“It sounds like a miracle herb,” I muttered.
A slight incline of the head let Vilture acknowledge my comment. “It is. Especially for us.”
Vilture started back inside. I took one last look at the grounds—at all the students I’d be joining—and went after him.
“How long will the effects last?” I asked when I reached him.
“The drink I gave you alters your body’s chemistry. The effects are permanent.”
“You mean, I’ll always be able to see in the dark?”
“The night is the Brotherhood’s greatest ally. We liberate that. The Black Brotherhood controls the night, Dagan. We are unafraid of it. Initiation into the Brotherhood means that you will need to embrace the night the same way. With nightflower’s gifts, we make it easy for you.”
The constant mention of ‘gifts’ made me wary. I did not think that the Brotherhood saw them as gifts at all, but rather as debts to be collected later. They hooked you with them, and thus, in conjunction with the oath you swore, bound you for life.
I was too far in to back out now, though. Not that I had any intention of doing so. I had seen amazing things here, and I did not want to leave.
The fact that I was almost killed within the first hour of my arrival did not dissuade me nearly as much as it should have.
Inside the Eyrie, Vilture led me to a small room located at the back. There was no light inside, but that did not matter. I could see.
This room was decidedly ordinary. There was an old table in the middle, and two benches on either side.
Vilture motioned for me to sit. I did. He lowered himself across from me, and tented his hands.
“Now,” he said. “I imagine you have questions for me. Ask them as you will, but do it now, because I will not dedicate so much time to you again. Once you leave the Eyrie and join your Brothers,” he paused, “you will be on your own.”
I had questions for everything. So many questions, in fact, that I did not know where to start.
“Time’s wasting,” Vilture reminded me as I stalled. “Remember that I have more important things to do than entertain you.”
I settled on the most obvious, then. “Who are you?” I asked. “What—“ I thought back to the Hall, “—are you doing to yourself? Why did you show me what you did beneath the library? What’s behind the door? Where are we?” I glanced around. “This isn’t Hallengard.”
An accurate assessment,” Vilture said. His hissing voice was low, and he sounded vaguely amused. “We are not in Hallengard any longer, as you have rightfully deduced. Tell me—“ He leaned across the table. “—what gave it away?”
I opened my mouth to speak—and promptly shut it again. He was mocking me! 
“Though perhaps I am not giving you enough credit,” he continued. “I can imagine how the world you’ve been brought into can seem overwhelming.”
“It’s not overwhelming,” I defended.
“Oh?” Again, that vague smug amusement threaded his tone. “Frightened, then?”
“No.”
Vilture leaned back. “Fine. We are not in Hallengard. We are in a place called Ix’hur. It is a valley cradled on all sides by powerful mountains. It is the place Helosis did battle with the mighty god Xune. Have you ever seen a map of the world, Dagan?”
I shook my head. I had not. Geography was not a subject Blackstone had much love for. “No.”
Vilture made an irritated sound in his throat. “And I do not have one present. Pity. Still, imagine a flat piece of land, Dagan, shaped somewhat like an upside-down whale. Hallengard is located where you imagine one of the eyes might be. And Ix'hur?” He trailed a long, thin finger through the air. “We are all the way north, at the very tip of the tail.
“Now, I know that speaking of such distances means little if you are not given a sense of scale. But think back, if you will, to the journey that brought you to Hallengard. The one you made on the back of that cart. The one that ended in your surreptitious rescue.”
“You know about that?” I marveled. “How?”
“As I said when we first met, the Brotherhood has been watching you for a long time.”
My mind spun with the possibilities. If they’d been keeping an eye on me since I left Three-Grin’s dungeons—hell, even before—did it mean that my whole life, from meeting Magda, to finding Blackstone, and everything since, has been orchestrated by a single organization?
Again, the most important question: Why?
“The distance you travelled on the back of that card, Dagan, is so small that it would imperceptible on the map. Think back to how long the journey took you. Now, consider the length of time that it would take to move from Hallengard…” Vilture placed on finger on the table, “…all the way to Ix'hur.” He drew a long, curving line. “If you were riding a horse.”
“Months,” I said softly. “At least that. Maybe even… years?”
“Two years and five months,” Vilture said. “And that is under the very best of conditions. Assuming a straight path for the length of your journey. The roads of the world are not as safe as when Rel’ghar stood in full glory.”
“But two years haven’t passed,” I said, hesitating a little. I couldn’t be sure. I’d passed out, and then woke up… here. “Have they?”
“Another astute observation,” Vilture mused. “No, Dagan. They have not.”
“Then how—“
“The shadow realm.”
I frowned across the table. “What?”
“To get here, I had to bring you through the shadow realm. Time and space are not the same there. With the proper manipulation, they become mutable. It is one of the great discoveries I have made over my lifetime.”
“You discovered it?” I asked. “What, you mean the shadow realm?”
Vilture answered me with a harsh laugh. “No, boy. Not the shadow realm. The way to manipulate it to serve your needs. That is the important bit.”
“When?” I asked.
“Many years ago. When I was still a pupil. Only a few winters removed from your age.”
“You’ve made more discoveries since?”
“Of course. I would not lead the Black Brotherhood today if I had not.”
That finally confirmed my long-standing suspicion. “So you are in command!”
“I am. Did you have any reason to think otherwise?”
“No. I just was never sure.”
I looked past Vilture at the darkness. Even with his explanation, things were becoming murkier instead of being clearer. Vilture led the Black Brotherhood. Why did he take such a swift and sudden interest in me?
I thought back to all the students I saw training below. How many of them could claim to have spoken with the leader of the Black Brotherhood for this length of time? 
I doubted there were any.
“So you brought me here?” I asked. “We travelled through the shadow realm? After you ambushed me in the library?”
He chuckled. “ Ambush?  That is a curious word. A strong word, to use with someone who saved your life.”
“That doesn’t make it any less true,” I said.
“No,” Vilture agreed. “It does not. A word of warning for the future, Dagan. When your life here truly begins, you will not find the masters as willing as I to entertain your questions. You would be wise to temper your… streak of imprudence.”
“I’m not—“
“You are.” He cut me off. “You fancy yourself better than the others. You will win few friends with that attitude. Most will hate you for it. The ones who don’t will merely resent you. But the few smart ones—the ones who can see past their own vanity to look objectively at the world—will know that you are, indeed, very right.”
Vilture surprised me by reaching across and momentarily touching my upper arm. ”I know you are better, Dagan. I know what you can do. I sympathize with you. Once, I was a boy in a similar position. Alone. Lost. Friendless. But, do you know the one thing that we both shared, that defined us beyond all the others?”
“What?” I asked.
“We are bound by our unshakable belief that we are the very best.”
“That’s not what I think—“ I began. But I was cut off once more.
“Just listen. Protesting will do you no good. I’ve seen your character, Dagan. I know I do not miss my mark. You and I share other parallels with each other. It was why I have been so tolerant of you.
“But such favoritism cannot last. I would be doing you a disservice by continuing to act as your protector. You are more than capable of looking after yourself. That is not my concern. I simply do not want you to lose time in your training. You must act meek for the masters. They will not take to you any other way.”
I chewed my lip, considering Vilture’s words. He thought he was acting as my protector? I guess, after what happened with Shoren, that it might be true.
But what about his attitude toward me the rest of the time? What about the way he’d trapped me in the library, or the threat of imprisonment that he hung over my head if I refused to join?
Vilture might be the protector I had, but he is definitely not the protector I wanted.
“Shoren fought against my inclusion in the Brotherhood,” I said after a contemplative moment. “Why?”
“Because he is an old fool.” Vilture’s words carried surprising heat. “He is a member of the old guard. He was here before I brought the Brotherhood to its current glory. He fears change, Dagan. By extension… he fears you.”
“Why me?” I asked. “What is so special about me?”
Vilture pushed himself up. “Those,” he said, “are questions for you to answer on your own. Come. Your Brothers are waiting to welcome you into the fold.”
“You said they’re in the shadow realm, which is why I couldn’t see them before,” I said as I trailed Vilture out the room. “Are we going there now? How do you enter it?”
“Dagan.” Vilture looked back at me. “You should know better than that.”
“What?” I asked, not understanding.
“You’re already in the shadow realm,” he said. “You entered it as soon as you passed through the doors of the Eyrie.”
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
In the weeks that followed, I learned just how accurate Vilture’s warning about the other Masters had been.
Shoren was not the only one who took an active dislike to me. Daehl, Master of Stealth, also shared Shoren’s opinion. Rora, Master of Physiks, was perhaps the only one who was indifferent toward me. I suspected that was because she was so tied up in her books and potions that she devoted little time to outside disputes.
I discovered that the Black Brotherhood was unlike anything I had imagined. I had assumed that it was just a small cluster of thieves and assassins operating as a secret guild in Hallengard.
I was way off the mark. The Brotherhood had posts in all the major cities of the world: from the east plains of Sollinder to the rich gypsy towns of Neital. Hallengard was but one of the locations where they made their presence known.
In those first few weeks, I learned many things that Blackstone had failed to teach me. I learned the need for humility—real humility. I was no longer on my own. That meant abiding by rules and restrictions set out by others. Rules that made no sense to me. Rules that I saw no need for. Rules that seemed designed solely to impede my progress.
I learned just how far ahead of everybody else I was. Classes were an exercise in tedium. I knew everything we were being taught, aside from Physiks. That was the only subject new to me.
We learned no magic. There was no mention of magic. Half our days were spent with Shoren, learning combat. I knew it all, but I could not show it. That was the most disappointing part. I had to learn how to keep my head down even when I was ready to scream in frustration.
Blackstone had taught me the knives. Those skills transferred well to other weapons. But I could not let anybody see. During training, I made sure to mimic the mistakes the other students made. When we shot the bow, I tallied the misplaced shots and made sure my aim was worse than average.
Having to hide my talent gnawed at me. If I wanted, I could shoot the arrow straight and true. But I had to aim off-target each time not to stand out.
I found no friends amongst the other recruits. Word had spread of my alleged “defeat” of Shoren at the initiation ceremony. The most anyone knew was that he had tried to kill me. And yet, there I was, still standing, still decidedly alive.
At first, that earned me a sort of grudging but silent respect from my peers. It did me little good. They all feared Shoren, and because Shoren made it clear that he hated me, no one was willing to risk his wrath and initiate contact. Because of what I didn’t do, as Lydia had told me, I was effectively ostracized from everyone around me.
I did not mind at first. After all, before Vilture found me, I’d been alone on the streets, anyway. 
I ate my meals by myself. I spent the rare free hours we were given reading or training in my room, with the door locked.
The problems began three weeks into my stay.
That was when the braver, more daring recruits first decided that I was not so unlike them, after all. 
So one day, in the dining hall, as I was eating in silence, I felt a small jab in the back.
I turned around, and found three other initiates spread out before me. I recognized two of them from my combat class.
The first was Geordam, a chunky boy about my age. Beside him stood two others: Perry, a short, much younger boy with yellow hair, and an angry-looking kid whose name I did not know. He had long black hair that swept over his forehead.
I looked from one to the other, not knowing exactly how to react. I hadn’t said more than a passing word to anyone yet. I was unwilling to assume that these three had come over to make friends.
“So you’re Dagan, aren’t you?” Geordam said. “Vilture’s pet.”
The two boys around him snickered.
I had seen fights break out in the dining hall. I wanted no part in one. I turned back to my food.
“Hey, I’m talking to you,” Geordam snarled, grabbing my shoulder and twisting me back.
By instinct, all the training that I had suppressed surged to the surface. One hand jutted up to trap Geordam’s wrist. The other struck his elbow, making him yelp more in surprise than in pain. I wasn’t trying to hurt him, only to get him off me.
I twisted my grip, using the leverage point to force Geordam down to the ground.
His companions did not stand idle. The one whose name I did not know tried to strike me from the side with a wooden tray. I caught the movement from the corner of my eye, ducked and rolled to avoid it. His attack found nothing but air.
Perry, the youngest of the three, started to yell, “Look! A fight! A fight!”
I ignored him. Geordam was back on his feet, scowling at me for making him look like a fool. Without warning, he charged. In the small confines between the tables, I had no chance to get away. His shoulder buried deep in my gut and both of us crashed to the floor. 
That was fine by me. I could grapple. I knew Geordam could not.
As soon as my back hit the ground, I used the momentum of our fall to flip Geordam over. I’d say he flew like a roasted pig, except that nothing could be further from the truth. We were about the same height, but he had a good twenty, thirty pounds on me. How much of that was fat and how much pure mass I did not know, but it made little difference. Our size differential should have given him an advantage on the ground, but Geordam did not know how to use it.
So, to be accurate, he labored over me in a slow arc and landed with a heavy thud on the ground.
I could have attacked him then. He was vulnerable. I was quick. I had the speed needed to maim, even with my bare hands. To kill.
Besides, I always had my knife with me. If I had really wanted, Geordam would have already been dead.
But like I said before, I wasn’t trying to hurt him. At least, not badly. I was fine being ignored by my peers, but I would never allow myself to be a pushover.
I was on top of him in a flash. Before he could react, I had his left arm pinned in a way that forced his face into the dirt.
The ease with which I did it surprised me. When I had trained with Blackstone, I never had the pure strength needed to force submission that way.
I guess I was growing stronger. It may have been the food—or maybe it was the nightflower. It did not matter which.
Geordam began to whimper as pain flooded down his shoulder into the rest of his body. He did not have the advantage of the Flame to block it off.
I twisted harder, forcing him deeper into the ground. I realized, in a distant sort of way, that I was yelling. I could not say what the words were, and I do not remember them today. All I can say is that they were the outpour of my long silence. They were all the things I wanted to say but never allowed myself to.
Now, they were gushing out of me like water from behind a broken dam. Anger came with those words. An anger I did not know I was capable of.
The next thing I remember, hands were wrapping themselves around me and pulling me away. Dozens of hands. Hundreds.
I fought against them with the wild ferocity of a cornered boar. I did not know what had come over me. All my ascetic self-control was gone. 
There were excited screams and shouting around me. Suddenly, Shoren’s voice cut through the boisterous din like a bolt of lightning striking earth.
“Helosis have you! What is this?”
Something tight and dark was ripped over my head. A sweet aroma filled my nose.
I blacked out.
 
***
 
When I came to, I was bound hand and foot to a cold metal chair. I was stripped to the waist.
It was not dark in the room. No. It was very, very bright.
Two great fires roared before me, their angry flames licking at the ceiling. Immediately, my mind flashed back to the Arena.
“So.” Shoren’s voice. Coming from behind me. “Decided to finally start some trouble, have you?”
I craned my neck toward his voice, but could not see past the wide metal back.
“I knew it was just a matter of time before you found yourself here.” He stepped out from the side and peered at me, his face a placid mask. His eyes, however, were a roiling sea of emotion.
Beyond him, the two great fires roared again, as if someone had just blown air on them with a bellows.
“You will now learn how we deal with rebellion in the Brotherhood.”
The two chains tied to my feet went taut and started to pull me forward. The heavy chair groaned as it scraped along the floor.
In a moment of sudden clarity, I realized that I was being pulled into the braziers.
I fought against my shackles. They were heavy and unforgiving. There was no way I’d be able to break free.
The fire loomed in front of me, spitting up great, licking flames. Heat blasted against my body.
“This,” Shoren said, “was the punishment I suffered for having made my opinion of you known. It is quite satisfying to see you face the same.”
The chains on my feet began to lift. I could not see what they were attached to, on the other side of the flames. Some mechanism, however, had the other end moving up like a beetle scuttling along a wall.
The front legs of the chair hit a block. It stopped moving. The chains continued to retreat, pulling me forward and up at the same time. In moments, I hung suspended in the air, my arms twisted back over my head as they were attached to the armrests, my legs out in front of me. I felt like I was on a skewer.
I did not know what was to happen next. The change in elevation made the blood rush to my head, making it feel heavy and leaden. In times like this, I did the only thing I was capable of: I sought the Flame.
My eyes bulged in terror when I found the way blocked.
“Ah, yes,” Shoren said, his face appearing inches above mine. “I’ve been told you have some special ability not afforded to many your age. It’s too bad you’ve been taught that little trick. You use it as a crutch, and that makes you weak. I asked our dear friend Vilture to preside over your punishment to ensure that you feel the full effect.” He gave a sickening grin. “After all, we wouldn’t want to grant you any undue advantage, would we?”
With that, he unlatched the chains binding my arms. I swung forward, upside-down, toward the great fire.
The chains on my legs shortened mid-swing and made me jerk up. I hung suspended less than five feet over the tips of the flames. I could feel their horrible heat lash at my body.
I was there only a few seconds before the chains contracted once more and pulled me up. Air, blessed air, rushed over my skin, cooling the blistering burns. I was jerked to a stop somewhere close to the ceiling. There, I was allowed a brief respite, and then I was plunged back down.
The punishment was like waterboarding of the worst kind. The air right above the fire was too hot to breathe. Every time I was dipped down, the scent of charred hair became stronger and stronger. I was not left above the fire long enough to physically burn, but the sensation was bad enough. 
It happened again, and again, and again. The chains twisted and made me spin, adding unbearable nausea to the list of ailments afflicting me. On each one of those turns, I caught sight of Shoren. His cold eyes glimmered with glee.
In Three-Grin’s dungeon’s, where I’d been tortured, I had the Flame of Souls. Here, that protection had been stripped from me. I resisted for as long as I could, but I was still a boy, after all. I began to scream.
Because, in the darkest times, even I had to acknowledge my humanity.
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
Patch looked across the table in disbelief. “They burned you?” he said, his voice hollow. “And you didn’t even start the fight!”
Dagan peered into his mug. Shoren’s revenge had been one of the most excruciating experiences of his life. The skin on his back and shoulders had never healed properly. Whenever he moved, he felt a tightness there, as if the skin was stretched too thin. For weeks afterward, he had been convinced that the slightest movement would cause the skin to tear. That was just psychological. But it was one of the scars from his past that he had never been able to overcome.
“He wanted revenge,” Dagan said. “Though I had done nothing, Shoren had a personal grudge. In the end, that grudge saw him dead. But, not in the way you might think.”
“Eh, so you killed him, then?” Earl ventured.
Dagan shook his head. “No. But I could have saved his life. Instead, I turned away.”
“Serves him right,” Patch said, wanting to appear hardened before his friends. The idea of a punishment like Dagan had described terrified him. He did not want the others to know—especially Dagan. “I would have done the same. I would have killed the bastard, if given a chance. If I was—“ He snuck a quick look at Dagan. “—like you.”
“You are more like me than you might imagine, Patch,” Dagan said. He sensed the young boy’s uncertainty, and his fear. He could see past the front he put up. 
Dagan could not have Patch frightened when Death came tonight. Fear made people do stupid things. Uncertainty made them hesitate. He needed Patch to be at full capacity if he was going to save him.
Dagan could guarantee his own survival, of course. He could not say the same of the boy’s. All he knew was that he would give him a chance. What Patch did with that chance was up to him. 
Dagan hoped his assessment of the youngest of their group was accurate. He needed it to be, if there was any hope of salvation for either of them.
“But remember this,” Dagan continued. “It is not up to you to say who lives and who dies. Vengeance, greed, avarice, and revenge are all sides of the same coin. They cloud your judgment and poison your mind. Blackstone warned me of their dangers. I am passing that same warning on to you. The choices you make in your life have consequences that range far beyond what you can comprehend. The choice to take a man’s life is the most serious. To snuff out the light of a living soul because of a grudge you hold is a grievous mistake.”
Dagan looked around the room. His voice took on a distant inflection, as if he were repeating some ancient creed. “Kill if you must. But, do so dispassionately. Do so with absolute clarity of mind. Do not act when your judgment is influenced by the lies of emotions.”
There was a long pause. Earl looked from Dagan to Patch, and then back again. When nobody said anything, he gave an uneasy, forced laugh.
He did not like the way Dagan had slipped into talk of cold murder mere seconds after warning Patch against taking a life. You’re sharing more than a beer with a more-than-complicated man, he thought to himself. It’d do you good to remember that.
Dagan’s head jerked down. He looked at Earl. “This is humorous?” he asked. Those hard eyes bore into Earl’s skull, until he could imagine the very same fear that young Dagan felt when he looked into Vilture’s eyes for the first time.
Then Dagan blinked, and the spell cast over Earl was gone.
“I…” Earl began.
“—did nothing wrong,” Dagan finished. His voice was a shade lighter than its usual. “It was me. I apologize.”
Earl grunted, and took a long, healthy swig from his mug.
“Back to the story?” Patch asked, hopeful again.
Dagan nodded. “Back to the story.”
 
***
 
Ix'hur was the secret stronghold of the Brotherhood only because Vilture made it so.
It lay in a dead and deserted land. If you got on the back of a horse and tried to flee, the animal would die long before you reached a different landscape.
Our source of water was a feeble stream that ran from the mountain. I did not like to think of what would happen to us if its flow was somehow cut off.
The stables, where all the initiates were housed, were below ground—as was everything else in Ix'hur. Only the Eyrie stood tall, like a massive, lone, black tree in the middle of a desolated land.
Passages underground connected the different sections of the school. I call it a school now, because, even if that designation was never used in my time that’s what it truly was.
Reflecting on my time, I can say that only Lydia showed us a semblance of compassion. It was not the warm, motherly compassion of a nanny or housekeeper. No. It was cold, distant, and easily mistaken for indifference.
Lydia was strict, harsh, and uncompromising. But at the end of the day, she was also fiercely protective of her charges.
That is why, in the aftermath of my punishment, Lydia was the one applying balm to my burns in the small confines of my room.
She did not speak. I could feel her disappointment in me, though. The silence made it very clear.
As soon as Shoren decided that I’d had enough, the fires were snuffed. I was dropped to the floor. A bucket of cold water, laced with what I suspected was Laciruss, was thrown over me. 
The sudden drop in temperature was worse than anything the fire had done. Agony tore through me, almost enough to make me pass out. In desperation, I reached for the Flame… and found my way open.
I burst into it, stuffing all the horrible sensations rocking my body deep inside without remorse. That was a mistake.
In a regular situation, the Flame would have lain in the back of my mind. But this time, because there was so much pain that I had to syphon off, the Flame of Souls consumed me entirely. It was no longer a compact ball in the back of my mind, but a billowing, thriving, angry inferno. Maintaining it consumed all the mental power I possessed.
The feelings and pain sensations roiled around inside, fighting to get back out. I was terrified of what would happen if they did. The sudden onslaught of feelings surging out would overwhelm my already-weakened mind.
I was afraid that if I lost control of the Flame, I would die.
I fought an internal battle that seemed to last millennia. I knew I had been mistaken to rush into the Flame of Souls so fast. I also knew there was no going back. The war in my head raged on and on, and I teetered on the edge of oblivion. I pushed down, and the Flame pushed back. It consumed my entire mind. I was more determined than ever not to let it win. I was determined not to let Shoren win.
Finally, blessedly, the struggle ended. The Flame of Souls retreated, and I was secure. 
I had backed away from the precipice that could have claimed my life.
The entire sequence took less than two heartbeats. But overcoming the internal battle was the single greatest achievement of my short life. 
My eyes fluttered open. They fell upon Vilture, looking down at me from afar, looking at me from beyond where Shoren stood. 
Our gazes crossed. Even though I could not see his eyes, I was certain, in the most primitive way possible, that he had been waiting for me to see him before leaving the room.
 
***
 
Back in my room, I ventured an attempt at conversation.
“It wasn’t my fault,” I told Lydia sullenly. “I didn’t start the fight.”
She greeted my comment with silence.
The stinging smells of the balm drifted up to my nose. I had begun to relax my grip on the Flame, letting the feelings out in small, safe droplets. Maintaining it still required most of my concentration, so I wasn’t entirely disappointed with the silence.
After Lydia finished, she wrapped my upper body in soft linen cloth. I was glad for the strong aroma of the ointment. Without it, I was afraid that the stink of my own burned flesh might make me vomit.
“You will be given one week to recover before you are expected to resume your training,” she informed me. “Sleep and rest. Your body needs to heal.”
I opened my mouth to protest. One glare from her made me shut it again. 
“Don’t be a hero, Dagan,” she scolded me. “Shoren craves revenge, and this gave him his first taste. He will try for more. Be on your guard with him, and try not to step out of line. Vilture and I both would be very angry if we had to lower your body into the crypts. Do not let that happen.”
She stood up. “Rest, because you are weak. When you are recovered, you can join the rest of the recruits.”
With that, she left the room.
I waited for a count of sixty to make sure she wasn’t coming back, and then eased myself up. The bandages made moving awkward. But there was no way I was going to lie in bed for a week.
I remembered how Shoren had appeared at my door the first day I found myself in this room. From the snatches of conversation I’d overheard, I knew he’d been subject to the same punishment. And yet, only hours after he was released, he was back on his feet, betraying nothing of what had been done to him.
I was determined not to let him beat me.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
The next morning, my appearance in the dining hall caused quite a stir. 
Whispers and murmurs sounded from all around me as soon as the first person caught sight of me. The comments died down at the tables I passed, only to start again as soon as I was out of earshot.
I picked up an empty tray and loaded it with food, carried it to my usual spot, and lowered myself into the chair. I was careful not to let any of the discomfort I felt show on my face.
The night before, I had mapped out my plan for the coming week.
I knew I could not attend class with my entire mind focused on maintaining the Flame. I also knew that if I released the Flame, the pain I held inside would consume me. I would have no choice but to take my week of bed rest.
Neither of those options sat well with me. So, in the dead of night, while the rest of the Brotherhood was asleep, I snuck out of the stables and crept along the long, twisting pathways towards Rora’s personal storerooms. I picked the lock, though not without considerable trouble. My hands were blistered just as much as the rest of my upper body. After struggling with it for far longer than was comfortable, however, I managed to break through.
Once inside, it did not take me long to find exactly what I was looking for: a tincture of Laciruss, along with the antidote. I thanked Rora’s obsessive organizational system for that.
After some hours of tinkering, I had made myself two draughts. One was a diluted version of the original Laciruss tincture. The other was a serving of the antidote. Physiks and chemistry were the two things Blackstone had never taught me. I owed my new proficiency in the art entirely to Rora’s teachings… as well as all those hours I’d spent reading alone in my room.
My plan was relatively simple. Yet simplicity is often a type of understated elegance.
Come morning, I would take my first sip of Laciruss. As soon as it dulled my senses enough, I would release my grip on the Flame, allowing my mind to focus on what was going on around me.
I would need to achieve a delicate, near-perfect balance if I had any hope of pulling the scheme off. At times when I needed to concentrate, Laciruss would act as a buffer for the pain. When that need went away, I would take the antidote, and bury myself deep in the Flame of Souls again.
I was fully aware of the dangers of what I was doing. Laciruss was only ever intended to be used as a topical ointment. That limited its effects to a certain part of the body. Systemic ingestion of it made it take control of your whole system. If you did not receive the antidote in time, you would not simply lose all feeling to your body—you would lose all control.
I have learned that ideas that seem brilliant in our youth are often looked upon with scorn and derision in our later years. 
This was not one of them.
If I had to relive that part of my life, I would not hesitate in my decision for an instant. Being in the Black Brotherhood was about more than just learning for me. I already knew most of what they were teaching me.
It was about pride. It was about status. And, though I did not know it at the time, it was about power.
Of course, it made sense that Vilture’s interest in me had to do with power. With great, terrifying power. He thought I was the key that would let him achieve it. And, though he was not exactly wrong, he was not precisely right, either.
But the desire for power is a truly wicked thing. Once you get your first taste, a foreign thirst comes to life within you. Those who succumb to it are the damned. Theirs is an unquenchable thirst.
Vilture was one. He had risen through the ranks of the Brotherhood because of that desire. But he could not be satisfied. He always wanted more. More power, more influence, more control.
Vilture, for all his faults—which I will recount for you later—had one great advantage over the others. He was a visionary. He could see potential in things other people could not. Potential is what brought about his interest in me. Potential is the reason he did not kill me when he had the chance, on the day he had come to claim the Master’s life.
In truth—and I only discovered this much later—he had come to kill me. Without my being aware of it, I had been deemed a danger to the Black Brotherhood. This happened before I was even an urchin on the streets. It happened before I met Magda. It happened before I even stepped foot into Hallengard. It happened before I found myself in Three-Grin’s dungeons.
It happened at some indeterminate time between my birth and the day my mother attempted to kill me. I began this tale by telling you that my mother was a wise and beautiful woman. I did not lie. But her wisdom lay in places much deeper than those accessible to ordinary men.
I will not speak of that now. There is a time and place for certain actors to appear in every play. It is not my mother’s time now.
I will, however, leave you with this to ponder: Would a woman who had no inclination toward the occult arts give up everything in her possession for a man who could sing and owned a horse?
Perhaps. Matters of the heart are difficult to understand, much less predict, with any kind of certainty. But, riddle me this: Would that same woman steal her family’s most prized possession, and then use that same possession to kill her third-born child? Would she do it unless she knew that something was terribly, terribly wrong?
My own instinct, if I could somehow detach myself from already knowing my life story, would be ‘no.’ 
But I will leave such matters for you to decide.
So, my appearance in the dining hall that morning, coupled with a lack of showing any lingering effects of the prior day’s punishment, quickly made me the topic of conversation on everybody’s lips.
When it came time for weapons training that day, I will not deny that I felt a great surge of pleasure when I saw Shoren’s eyes bulge out the minute he spotted me. Even though he quickly covered the show of emotion up, I was sure that I was not the only one to notice.
The great surprise of the day, however, came at second break, right after I had reappeared in the dining hall after sneaking off to take a measured dose of antidote.
My table, which was customarily empty, was crowded with people. Only my seat, which I had not yet claimed, was vacant. Somebody had placed a cushion on it.
I paused mid-stride, uncertain of what to do. One of the recruits at my table spotted me. He called out my name, and before I could blink, an entire chorus of voices rang out, calling me over.
Life on the streets, coupled with all my experiences here, made me understandably cautious. But there was something very infectious about hearing my name called with such unrestrained jubilation. For a few moments, I felt like a king.
I walked toward my table in a daze. Hands reached out and patted me on the back. My performance now was tantamount. I was caught in that awkward time when the antidote was just beginning to kick in, but when I dared not fully enter the Flame of Souls because I had to first be sure that the antidote was working.
So every hand that touched me felt like a stinging blow on my still-raw wounds. All I could do was grit my teeth, try to smile, and endure the pain. I could not have all my efforts undermined by a single stray grimace.
I stopped before my stool and looked down at the cushion.
“Come on, Dagan, it’s safe!” one of the boys cried out. He picked it up and pressed it together, showing me that it was, in fact, a regular cushion. “We heard what Shoren did to you—well, partially—and we thought if you were switched… you know, we don’t but if… you might appreciate something soft for your skinny ass to rest on!”
Laughter greeted the proclamation, and even I found myself smiling. I knew I was one of the more haggard-looking boys. That was mostly because I never ate enough. At mealtimes all I’d wanted to do was get in the dining hall, have a few bites, and get out as quickly as possible.
So I sat down, and even though I hadn’t been switched, the cushion felt heavenly. 
In the sea of faces before me, some familiar, others not, I found myself shocked to find Geordam. He ambled his way past the others until he stood directly across from me.
His appearance put me on edge. He did not look hostile, but I was not ready for another fight. Not now. Not when the majority of my mental power was dedicated to maintaining the Flame. Not without Laciruss.
“Listen, ah, Dagan” he began. An expectant silence fell across the table. Geordam shrugged uncomfortably and stuck his hands in his pockets. 
Someone prodded him in the gut. He oomphed, and then stared daggers at the kid. I heard somebody whisper, “Well then, go on!”
Geordam cleared his throat. “Dagan, look. I ain’t got nothing against you. About yesterday—“ He looked around. “—I’m sorry. I shoulda never started the fight. Perry here says you coulda killed me. But you didn’t, and, well…” He grunted, and then, without warning, stuck out his hand. “Well, shit, I owe you.”
I stared at his outstretched arm in equal parts bewilderment and amazement. A truce? From Geordam? I was astonished.
I felt every eye on me, then. Geordam was offering a truce. It was on me to accept. Would I take his offer of goodwill to heart? Or would I direct all my rightful resentment over what happened at him and turn my back, therefore cementing my status as outcast forever?
I did the only thing that made sense. I took his hand and shook it tight.
Tension oozed out of the crowd around us as soon as our hands met. A cheer rose among the other boys. Geordam, his face still bruised from where I shoved it to the ground, gave me a sheepish grin. I smiled back.
And so, from two adversaries came about two unlikely friends. I realized, actually, that all those I’ve ever been in class with were present at the table.
All, that is, except for Thraugh. I spotted him at the very end of the hour, glowering at all of us from the shadows of a distant corner. He was alone, as I’d once been.
Our eyes met. I felt hatred emanate from his gaze. 
My line of sight was broken by a passerby. When I looked in the corner again, Thraugh was gone.



Chapter Seventeen
 
My sudden, unexpected popularity made my plan to use Laciruss much more difficult to enact.
When I went to the next class, a group of people swirled around me. Slipping out of sight to take my dose of Laciruss so that I could ready my mind for the lesson was a test of patience and resourcefulness. At one point, I even thought that I wouldn’t be able to make it. I knew that I could manage. It was just Physiks with Rora. It did not demand as much of my full attention as weapon’s training with Shoren. Still, I didn’t want to take the risk.
In the end, I extricated myself with a lame excuse about forgetting my study books in my room. Lame, because they were right there under my arm. 
I broke free of the straggle and ran in the opposite direction. After rounding a few corners, all in the relative dark of the underground chambers, I found an empty hallway. I pulled out my stoppered flask and deposited three measured drops on my tongue.
Satisfied with my quick thinking, I turned back—and found the way blocked by none other than Thraugh. 
I cursed. How long had he been standing there? Obviously, he’d followed me. How much had he seen?
I should point out, at this time, that it was a measure of just how much mental power maintaining the Flame required that I would let myself be caught unaware. I had learned the dangers of unseen stalkers even before meeting Blackstone. In Hallengard, I had developed an instinctual sense for them. In fact, Thraugh was the one who’d taught me.
“You think you’re so great now that everyone loves you,” he said, in a distinctly unfriendly manner. He took a step forward. “Don’t you?”
I looked past him. There was no one there. It was just him and me, alone in a long, underground passage.
Slowly, I felt the Laciruss taking hold. The constant roiling of feelings inside the great bundle of my mind was calming. I could relax my grip on the Flame, and devote the proper amount of mental power to the present moment.
If Thraugh were looking for a fight, he’d find me ready to oblige. Although I preferred not to go that route.
“Thraugh,” I said, doing my best to sound placating. “What—“ 
“Shut up, Dagan,” he spat. “I know your secret. I know what you’re doing. Don’t think I won’t tell the others.”
My gut clenched in sudden apprehension. If word got out about the Laciruss, it would be my undoing. The façade would shatter.
But the voice of reason made itself heard. Even if Thraugh had seen me take the few drops, there was no way he’d know what they contained. It’s not like I’d labelled the flask I was using. Besides, I only knew of Laciruss because of Blackstone. Rora had not mentioned it in class once.
“What secret, Thraugh?” I inquired, calling his bluff. “I have no secrets from anybody.”
“I know you,” he challenged. “I know you from—“ He hesitated for a heartbeat. “—before. I know where you came from. I know who you are.”
“It’s anathema to talk of our pasts,” I reminded him calmly. “You were the one who told me that first. Or have you forgotten?”
“I haven’t forgotten, you entitled little shit!” Thraugh spat. “If it weren’t so widely known that you were Vilture’s favorite, I would kill you right now!”
“A lot of words, Thraugh, with little to back them up,” I said, examining my nails. Laciruss had encompassed my whole system by now, and—if it came to it—I was ready to fight.
Still, I preferred to avoid an altercation. I did not know when Thraugh had developed this seeming deep-seated hatred for me. I had never done anything to him.
Perhaps it was because we were linked, somehow, from knowing each other before. Maybe he was worried my unexpected popularity would supplant whatever position he’d built for himself in the social hierarchy here.
“Listen Dagan.” He stepped toward me. “There might be rules against talking of our own pasts… But, nobody said anything about speaking about others’. You need to go back to playing the mummer. Don’t draw attention to yourself. Don’t talk to anyone, and don’t make any friends. I’m warning you. Maybe then, I’ll forget about you. But if you keep doing what you did today…” He trailed off, and gave me a meaningful look laced with full-on spite, “don’t think I won’t tell all I know to the others. And believe me, Dagan—“ he poked my chest, “—I know a lot.”
With that, he turned around and stormed off.
It was only when he turned the corner that I released my grip on the ivory knife.
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
Thraugh’s warning gave me little in the way of true concern. I thought that he was just bitter about my unexpected inclusion in the social fold. I remembered the way he did not want to be seen with me when he first brought me to the Eyrie.
Later that night, when I had spent my very first free hour outside my room, with my peers, I found out that Thraugh had been the one to first warn everybody about the dangers of associating with me.
“He told us Shoren had a grudge against you,” Geordam explained. “We all knew that. But, he said it was because of who you were before you were accepted into the Brotherhood. In your…” He lowered his voice. “…past life.”
Despite Thraugh’s assurance that we could speak about the pasts of others’ without reproach, it was still a subject treated with appropriate caution and respect.
“What did he say, exactly?” I asked. In the back of my mind, I was keenly aware that I would have to retire to my room very soon to take the last few drops of antidote for the day. Already, I was nearing that dangerous zone where Laciruss was making it hard for me to speak. My words slurred because I could not fully control my tongue.
“Something about your family having a great feud with Shoren’s,” Geordam confided. “He was never really clear on the details. But we believed him.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Geordam, I have no family,” I said. “I never did. I was an orphan. And the Masters forsake all ties to the outside world, just as we do, when they join. How would a family feud make the least bit of sense?”
“Well, when you put it that way…” Geordam grumbled, shuffling his feet. “I guess it does sound a little farfetched. But we saw the way Shoren treated you! We thought the explanation could carry some weight.”
“None,” I assured him. The word came out as more of a long, drawn-out groan. That was my cue to go.
Without another word, I turned and headed straight for the door. Just as I was closing it, though, a snippet of conversation drifted to my ears. 
“…don’t know,” Geordam was saying. “Ran out without a word. Maybe he has to take a crap or something.”
 
***
 
The remainder of the week passed without incident. Because I knew I could not count on being alone the entire time, I distilled both the Laciruss and the antidote into small, single use vials. They allowed me to be discrete in my clockwork administration. And discretion is the mark of the greatest of assassins.
Another few weeks went by. Shoren still treated me the same. If anything, I thought he had begun to single me out even more during training. 
I endured it without being overly reactive. Class with Shoren was always a misery. But I consoled myself in the fact that afterwards, I actually had others to sympathize with. Shoren was a harsh Master for us all. Not once did I feel sorry for myself. 
Though after I had gotten accustomed to his teaching methods, the first inklings of a new plan came to mind.
At that point, I’d been in Ix'hur for nearly a month. I had a good sense of the type of things that went on in the facility. I’d watched and partook in training, both of the mind and of the body. I knew everything we were being taught—aside from Physiks—and could finally form my own opinion of whose methodology was better: Blackstone’s, or the Brotherhood’s.
There was no comparison in my mind. The things I learned with Blackstone in a day took weeks here. We were moving at a snail’s pace, but the lack of progress from those around me was astounding. Almost every day seemed a rehash of the last. I had the undeniable feeling that we were all wasting our time. Vilture had warned me about this. I only wished I knew how long it would last. I had had no interaction with him since the first day.
I was willing to endure, but only if my perseverance had a final destination. At present, I could see none.
After integrating myself with the others, however, I found time passing quicker. I also learned that I was not the only one frustrated by our glacial pace. Anybody with a semblance of talent or skill shared my sentiment. Only those who were too young or too stupid to have been allowed in in the first place withheld complaint.
I did not think our training should be catered to the lowest common denominator. This was the Black Brotherhood, after all. We were an organization both feared and revered by the outside world. We were killers, assassins, and thieves. Yet here, on the training grounds of Ix’hur, we were treated like children.
Vilture had cautioned me against displaying too many of my own talents. I did not consider them talents as such. They were simply skills I gained from superior training. 
So, I decided to use the free hours at the end of each day to try to teach what I knew to all those who were willing.
Combat was the easiest thing to start with. Shoren favored brute force. There were some—like Geordam, for example—who naturally took to it based on their size. But I knew that speed and agility would beat force nine times out of ten in a fight. Quickness was a trait accessible to all, if they trained hard enough. The same could not be said of muscular bulk.
The first night I made my suggestion, I was nearly laughed out of the room. After all, even if I’d made some friends, they’d all seen me falter, just as they had, in Shoren’s class. Rumors of my having “defeated” him at the initiation ceremony had long since faded away. The rest of my peers saw me as no different from any of them.
Except for Geordam. He’d been on the receiving end once. From that, he knew I was holding back.
“Shut up!” he barked at all those who started laughing. Despite his defeat at my hands, Geordam’s opinion still carried the most weight in our group. “Let’s see what Dagan knows. It’s a hell of a lot more than you, anyway, Matt.”
Matt, the first to start laughing, turned beet red and clamped his mouth shut.
I stood up, conscious of all the eyes on me. It was an unnerving feeling. Despite my prowess in certain areas of life, a performer I was not. Everything Blackstone had taught me was predicated on staying unseen, on remaining hidden, and on avoiding extra attention.
All things, in short, that I was going against right now.
I tried to picture Blackstone lecturing me, and attempted to channel that same collected, confident demeanor.
I walked to the front of the room, turned around, and cleared my throat. “So,” I began, somewhat unsteadily. Being the very center of attention made me suddenly very self-conscious. My robes felt too tight, my hands were starting to shake, and I felt a growing sweat drip down the back of my neck.
And then I remembered, out of the blue, the last time I’d had these feelings. They had come at the library, when I first spotted Faren.
I looked out over the sea of faces before me. I saw ten raggedly, dirty boys. There was not a single pretty girl anywhere.
There’d been no reason for me to be nervous with Faren. Certainly, there was even less reason for me to be nervous now.
So I collected my thoughts, corrected my posture, and began to speak.
“Shoren’s been teaching us how to fight with large weapons,” I said. “Swords. Axes. Halberds. Those sorts of things. But if we’re truly going to be assassins, that’s not what we need. What we need…” I paused for effect, reaching into my robe, “… is this.”
I pulled out my knife and held it before me. A shocked murmur of awe rippled around the room.
“Xune take me, it is real,” Geordam muttered.
Suddenly, I saw what I had done. I’d never shown the knife to anyone before. Every day, however, everywhere I went, I kept it on me. I’d grown so accustomed to it that I forgot that to others, it might be considered a special thing.
“Can we see it?” somebody in the back of the room asked.
My fingers tightened around the hilt. This was backfiring on me, fast. I had not meant the narwhal blade to cause a stir. All I needed was a knife—any knife—for my demonstration.
“No,” I said, tucking it away. “It—”
“Come on, Dagan, don’t be an ass.” Geordam’s voice. “You can’t tease us like that and then put it away. It’s not fragile, is it?”
I hesitated. “No,” I said carefully.
“Then we can’t break it,” he said. “Come on. We’ve heard so much about it.”
“Have you?” I asked, still very cautious.
“What do you take us for? Total idiots? We heard of what happened between you and Shoren. He attacked you because of that, didn’t he?”
“I… I thought you said you didn’t know about that!”
Geordam fixed me with a pitiful smile. “Come now. There are no secrets in the Brotherhood. Everything gets out.”
“Shoren wouldn’t be happy if he knew,” I said.
“Shoren can go choke on a pig’s heart,” Geordam said. “He’s not here now, is he? So, are you going to show it to us, or not?”
Again, I paused. The knife was my most sacred possession. It had already caused me enough trouble here.
What if, by some fluke, one of these boys would feel the same pull of magic that the knife evoked in me? I remembered how powerful that experience had been. If the blade awoke such strong possessiveness in me, could it do the same to one of the others?
The tension in the room was growing with every extra second that I hesitated.
“Dagan,” Geordam prompted. “Let us see.”
Drawing the knife away from my body and holding it out in front of me was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done. My hand trembled as I held the knife out in a clenched fist, palm up. One by one, I force my fingers to release their hold on the hilt. It felt like I was tearing away a small piece of myself with every raised finger.
The others in the room quickly converged around me. My gut clenched in apprehension as one of the older boys reached out. His fingers brushed the white blade.
And…
Nothing happened.
His fingers trailed along the dull edge, and then he pulled his hand away.
“Can I hold it?” someone asked hesitatingly.
I gave a halting nod. The second boy reached out… and took the knife from me.
“It’s light,” he marveled. He made a few graceless slashes through the air. “Fast, too. It feels like it’s part of my hand.”
I took an instinctive step toward him, ready to wrestle him to the ground to get my blade back. This is what I feared all along: that somebody else would feel an affinity toward it. I was just about to snatch it back, when he surprised me by handing it to the next boy beside him.
Somehow, seeing the ease with which he passed it on made me relax. Even though the Black Brotherhood dabbled in real magic, we hadn’t been taught any yet. Sure, we’d all been given nightflower, and our individual capacities for it were therefore enhanced. But, we hadn’t been taught what to do with that yet. Blackstone said my ability was a once-in-a-lifetime thing.
What were the odds that any of these other boys could actually feel the power in the blade? Infinitesimal. They were not selected as recruits because of their inherent aptitude
for magic. Maybe after they’d been taught, and their minds opened to the innate reservoir of magic that each of them possessed, they’d feel something. But, not at this stage of their training. Not this early.
The knife made its way around the room. It was trailed by reverent, awed murmurs. Eventually, it came back to me. I took it. Then, I felt Geordam’s hand on my forearm.
“Hold on,” he said. He licked his lips and considered the blade. “I haven’t held it yet.”
I did not hesitate once as I handed it to him. My previous fears had been unfounded. I didn’t even know all there was to know about the blade. What if, once it formed a bond with a person, nobody else could feel the pull?
“Here,” I said, passing it to him. I even managed an encouraging smile. I enjoyed having something in my possession that evoked such strong respect from my peers. 
Geordam’s hand wrapped around the hilt. He lifted the blade from my hand and muttered, “Whoa.”
Something in his eyes changed. They widened, at first. That was the most obvious. 
The change that concerned me was more subtle than that. It was in the flex of his forearm as his grip became tighter. It was in the sudden greed I saw reflected in his pupils.
Geordam, among all the others here, was my most trusted friend. Yet still, I feared the change that I saw coming over him.
He backed away, coming into the middle of the circle. He held the blade up in the air, toward the low-burning torch that gave light to the room. He turned it back and forth, almost in slow motion, transfixed by the dull reflection the ivory gave off.
“Geordam,” I said carefully. “Give it back, now.”
He shooed me away with a dismissive wave. His eyes hadn’t moved from the blade.
Alarm was starting to grow inside me. “Geordam,” I repeated, stronger this time. “Give me my knife.”
Instead of answering, he took a step farther away from me. He brought the knife down and cradled it with both hands, then stroked the flat edge with his fingers.
“Geordam!”
My exclamation spooked him. He looked at me. For the briefest glimmer of a second, I saw something quite feral in his eyes. 
It did not simply concern me. It terrified me.
Then he blinked, and the spell was gone. “What?” he asked, seemingly oblivious to what had just occurred.
“The knife,” I reminded him. I held my hand out. “I’d like it back now, please.”
Geordam looked down the length of his arm. He seemed surprised to find the knife still there.
“Sure, Dagan,” he said, stepping toward me. “Sure. Here—“
Geordam cut off and slashed at my face with the blade. The fact that I was already wary was the only thing that saved me. 
I leapt back. The attack missed by a hair. I could feel the quivering the knife left in the air.
Shocked exclamations rang out from around us. “What the hell was that?”
Geordam went instantly white. He looked completely aghast. With an effort that I knew took immeasurable will, he released the blade. It clattered to the floor.
“A joke,” he said gruffly. He did not meet my eyes. “Dagan’s reflexes are good. He can teach you.”
And with that, he shoved his way out of the circle, and left the room.
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
The silence that followed was enormous. All eyes were on me. I could feel the question on everyone’s mind: 
What had gotten into Geordam? What’s Dagan going to do?
I knelt down, and, as gracefully as I could, picked up my knife. A brief surge of energy jolted up my arm. I very nearly pulled back from surprise. 
I did not, however. “So,” I said, breaking the dreary quiet. “Who wants to learn how to defend themselves next?”
 
***
 
I was anxious to talk to Geordam after his failed attack on me. However, I was willing to put off the uncomfortable conversation for as long as I could.
So, it came as a great relief when Geordam did not show up at the dining hall the following morning. Neither was he in any of our classes. But when he didn’t even show up to dinner, or come to the common room during our free hour, concern started to eat at me. I sought out Lydia and asked her what she knew.
“Geordam has fallen ill,” she informed me. “He will be unable to take visitors in his room until he is better.” There was something questioning, almost knowing, in the look she directed at me after. I chose to pretend not to see it.
An entire week passed before I saw Geordam again. When he arrived at breakfast one morning, he looked pallid, hollow, and weak. His cheeks were sunken, his eyes had dark circles underneath them, and the usual color in his cheeks was gone, replaced by a deathly white.
I rushed to him as soon as I saw him. He was my friend, after all, and I was concerned.
“Hello, Dagan,” he said in a voice that lacked its typical energy. “Fine day this morning, isn’t it?”
I gave him a strange look. Fine day? We had the same weather outside as every other day in Ix'hur: dark, dreary, and grey, with unending cloud cover blocking out the sun. 
Not that we saw much of the outdoors, anyway, aside from weapon’s training with Shoren. Every other class took place underground.
“Geordam, everyone’s worried about you,” I said. “What happened—“
He stopped me with a raised hand. “Lydia said I’m not to speak of it,” he intoned in a flat, dead voice.
“Okay,” I said. I’d suspected as much. Geordam likely suffered a similar reaction to the one I had had when I first touched the knife. Of course, he didn’t have a fragment of a different blade embedded in his body. That probably kept him from passing out.
But I remembered the weakness I felt afterward, and the overwhelming longing that came over me for the ivory blade. The only time I felt right afterward was when I had it in my hands.
I led Geordam to an empty table. We avoided the one we usually sat at, with all the other boys. I wanted to speak to Geordam one-on-one, in privacy. 
We sat down. Geordam was looking glumly at the tabletop. After a few minutes in which neither of us said anything, I stirred. I got up and retrieved two trays of food.
“Thanks,” Geordam mumbled under his breath. He picked up a spoon and began dabbling at his soaked oats.
Oats were Geordam’s favorite food. I’ve never seen him have a bowl in front of him that he did not devour in minutes. But now, he seemed as disinterested in it as in everything else.
“Say,” he said after another long, drawn out moment. “Can I ask you for a favor, Dagan?”
The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I had a strong suspicion of what his favor would entail.
Still, I nodded, and said, “Sure, Geordam.”
“Do you…” he lowered his voice so it was barely above a whisper, “D’you think you could show me the knife? Just for a second?” He sounded like a little boy asking his father for permission to go on a hunting trip that had already been forbidden. 
“Just to see it,” he amended quickly when he saw my hesitation. “I don’t want to hold it or nothing. Just to see?”
I covered the knife with an extra fold of my robe. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Geordam. I’m sorry.”
“Oh.” His face fell. He looked absolutely despondent. “Lydia said you might say that. She warned me not to ask. But I just thought, you know, one look… What harm could one look do?”
“I think we better listen to Lydia,” I told him. “She is the Stable Master, after all.”
Geordam looked glumly across the table at me. “Yeah,” he muttered. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”
He dabbed at his oats again, not once bringing the spoon to his mouth. Another silence stretched between us. I began to pick at my own food.
“How’d you get that knife, anyway?” Geordam asked me, all of a sudden. “I mean, where did it come from? Did you steal it?”
“Can we talk about something else, please?” I said sharply. Normally, I wouldn’t have added the please, but I thought that in Geordam’s current state I should do my best to be as courteous as possible.
“Oh. Sure, sure,” he muttered. He looked even more downcast than before. “How’s Shoren treating you? Same as always?”
“Same as always,” I confirmed. “Maybe even worse, after missing his best pupil for a week.”
“I’m not the best,” Geordam grumbled. “You are. You just don’t show it. Why?”
I hesitated. I hadn’t spoken to anybody of my relationship with Vilture, or of the advice he had given me. Some things were meant to be held close to your chest.
But, I didn’t even know what that relationship was anymore. I hadn’t seen Vilture for weeks. He had brought me here, promised to teach me magic, said that I could be the second greatest sorcerer after him, and then left me to toil away in useless classes. All that after the big deal he made about not wanting me to waste my time.
“Somebody told me not to,” I finally admitted.
“Lydia?” Geordam guessed.
I poked at my food and avoided his eyes. “Maybe,” I said noncommittally
“Well, I think you’re an idiot for listening to her,” Geordam said. “Why hold back? Why not show everyone how much you really know?”
“Something about keeping my head down and staying humble for the Masters,” I said.
“Bugger that!” Geordam exclaimed. For half a second, some of his old fire was back. “I say, if you know you’re better, you’ve gotta show it. We all heard what you did with Shoren at initiation. That’s why we were all so frightened of you.”
I had to laugh. “You didn’t seem very frightened when you picked a fight with me.”
“That was a dare,” Geordam said uncomfortably, shrugging his shoulders. “Everyone saw the way you acted, and we thought there’d be no way you could have actually been the first to beat Shoren one-on-one.”
“That’s not exactly how it happened,” I admitted. 
“Doesn’t matter. All we knew was what we heard about you. And that Vilture personally brought you here. That was a big deal. But then, in class, you seemed…ordinary. So, we suspected it was all a giant hoax. At least, we did until you beat my ass.”
“It’s not like you gave me much choice,” I said, smiling.
“No,” Geordam agreed. “That’s true. But think! If you never held back, then we would have seen the truth of the rumors with our own eyes. We would have seen that you actually were the best among us. We wouldn’t have doubted you.” 
“Maybe if you didn’t, you and I wouldn’t have become friends,” I said.
“Maybe not,” Geordam said. “Funny, that.” Suddenly, he looked extremely rueful. “Dagan?” he asked. “Look, I’m—I’m sorry for attacking you. With the knife. When I held the blade… something came over me. I did not want to give it back. At all. I think you’re right. We shouldn’t talk about it anymore.”
“Agreed,” I said. “That’s what Lydia suggested, anyway, and I think she knows a whole lot more than she lets on.” I remembered the deference Vilture showed her when he thought I was still passed out. 
“So…” Geordam hesitated. “Still friends?”
“Still friends,” I confirmed, reaching out and clapping him on the shoulder. 
 
***
 
After Geordam’s return, I became more enthused about the lessons I was giving. I had to give the boys credit. They were much quicker studies than the Masters took them for.
Thraugh had not bothered me since the confrontation in the hallway. Perhaps it was because he could no longer find me alone. Anywhere I went, I was surrounded by those I was proud to call my friends.
I never expected to find friendship in the Brotherhood. But there, in the distant underground caverns of Ix’hur, I found more than that. I found companionship. I found that I belonged. I was no longer isolated, nor living by myself. 
Having spent nearly my entire life on the outside looking in, it felt wonderful to be accepted by my peers. To finally have peers, for that matter, whom I could trust and rely on.
Unfortunately, such an equilibrium was never meant to last.



Chapter Twenty
 
Early one morning, a month or two after making peace with Geordam, I was awakened by a rude pounding at the door.
It was hours before I was due to get up. In fact, I felt like I had only just gotten to bed.
The pounding continued, loud, intrusive, and obnoxious. 
Suffice it to say, I was not expecting anyone. Caution seemed to be the proper mantra. I clambered out of bed, check on the knife at my waist, and came to the door.
“Who’s there?” I called out.
“Just open the door, you rotten little shit!”
My heart instantly froze in my chest. The voice on the other side belonged to Shoren.
But what would Shoren be doing here, in the middle of the night?
A loud bang startled me from my thoughts. “Don’t make me wait on you, boy!”
I opened the lock and slid the door ajar. I found Shoren’s gnarled figure in front of me, leaning on his ever-present staff. 
“Yes, Master?” I asked, with the proper degree of respect.
“Save your supplication,” he spat. “You’ve been summoned.”
“Summoned? By whom?”
“By Helosis rebirthed,” Shoren snarled. He smacked the side of my head. “Stupid boy, asking stupid questions. You’ve been summoned by the Master Council. Let’s go.”
I pushed down my irritation as I followed Shoren through the unlit hall. Seeing in the dark had become so ordinary that it no longer filled me with awe. Trailing after Shoren, I was reminded vaguely of the time Thraugh had come to retrieve me.
He’d used the same word, then, too: summoned.
We emerged above ground. I was shocked to find a cloudless sky. It was only the second time I’d seen one such in my entire stay in Ix’hur. The first was when I stood with Vilture atop the Eyrie,
A large, heavy moon hung low in the air. It seemed to sag with its bulk. The glow of it provided enough light for me to see hundreds of yards in any direction. There were no stars.
I must have lost myself staring, because the next thing I knew, I was flat on my back, a searing pain tearing through my head. Shoren had struck me down.
“Dawdling idiot,” he cursed. He moved to kick me, but I quickly scrambled up to avoid the blow. “What? You’ve never seen the sky before?”
Not one like this, I thought as I glared at him. I stuffed the pain sensation into the Flame of Souls and got up.
We started toward the middle of the grounds. Toward the Eyrie. It was the only visible structure on the flat landscape, so I assumed that was our destination.
Yet I was greeted by another surprise when Shoren turned off the path just a dozen yards away from the tower. The night was still; the air, cold. It felt like the perfect time for murder.
Sudden alarm ripped through me at the thought. Had Shoren gotten me from my room on the pretense of bringing me to the Master Council—who I’ve never heard of before—while actually having much less noble intentions?
I looked at the figure ahead of me. I had my knife, but who knew what weaponry Shoren had stuffed under his cloak? He had that staff, for one.
Shoren came to an abrupt halt. “Here,” he announced.
I looked around, without understanding. We’d stopped on a plot of land indistinguishable from any other. It was just flat, black rock, as the rest of the training grounds.
Then Shoren reached into his pocket. I tensed, expecting an attack…
What came instead was something I have never been able to forget. When Shoren’s hand emerged, it gripped a single white, narwhal ivory knife. For a split second, I thought he had somehow pilfered mine, so similar was the resemblance.
But I felt the weight of my own knife on my belt, and my fear was assuaged.
Shoren muttered something I could not catch. His blade started to glow. It glowed in that faint, red aura that had surrounded mine the very first time I’d activated it. He brought the knife to his lips and murmured another illegible incantation. My mind instantly linked the language spoke to what I’d heard Vilture use in the Hall of Illusion.
Then he held the knife out, and traced an arc through the air. I watched, fascinated, as the knife’s tip left a red streak behind it, floating in the air.
Shoren completed the arced shape. It reminded me of an entrance to a cave. He drew a series of runes in the middle, and took a step back.
I felt an uncanny ripple travel down my spine. It was the same ripple I’d felt when Vilture appeared on the rooftop.
As soon as it had gone, the lines in the air solidified. They formed something very real, and very solid: a dark, black, stone door.
Shoren tucked his blade away and placed his hands on the symbols. He pushed. The door split down the middle and parted.
Inside, I saw stairs, leading up. That was miraculous, because when I looked behind the door, there was only empty air. 
Other than Lydia’s seal on my door, this was the first display of magic I’d seen my entire time here. I felt a grudging sort of respect build in my chest for Shoren. Even though he had tried to kill me, even though he had done all he could to make my life a living hell, he knew magic. Real magic. I could not deny him that.
He jerked his head roughly to the gaping entrance. “You first,” he said.
I took one more long look behind the portal. There was nothing there.
“Where will it take me?” I dared.
Shoren’s sudden scowl told me that I shouldn’t have asked. Before he could hit me again, I darted past and hurtled into the shimmering air.
The moment I stepped through, an icy coldness gripped me. No. It did more than that. It slammed into me from all sides like a vengeful lover. It tore into me with the force of an avalanche’s fury. It ripped through my body, seeking, surging, needing to destroy any lingering trace of warmth I possessed.
And then, just like that, it was gone. The shift was so sudden, so very abrupt that it made me wonder if I hadn’t imagined the entire thing. Perhaps I was going mad?
But, no. Madness would manifest itself in other forms if it took me. Besides, there was the entirely too-real possibility that I have always been mad, and this entire adventure with the Black Brotherhood was me falling deeper into the gopher hole.
Smirking to myself at the comfort I found in that line of thinking, I tucked my excess worries away and took stock of my surroundings.
I was in a vast hall. The stairs I had seen before were still there, but they looked different now. It was as if a veil had been lifted to reveal the magnificence of this place the moment I stepped inside. What looked like dirty rock from the outside turned out to be rich, dark marble from the inside.
This was a place of opulence. It was nothing like any part of Ix’hur that I knew.
Then again, the rational part of my mind told me that I was no longer in Ix’hur. The cold I’d felt when I stepped through the gate was reminiscent of what I fought off in my first and only venture to the Eyrie. It had just been compressed into a briefer length of time. That did not mean it had been any less intense.
I heard a grunt behind me. I turned back to see Shoren stagger through. 
“Damn passage takes more and more out of me every single time,” he growled under his breath. I did not think I was meant to hear.
He took his knife out again and slashed it once through the open door. I watched, entranced once again, as the space he’d cut through retreated into itself. There was a flash of red, and the exit was gone.
“Where—”
“No questions!” Shoren barked. His voice echoed through the hall with unnatural amplitude. I was relieved, though a little surprised, that he made no attempt to hit me this time.
He motioned for me to follow. I decided to do it without saying a word. Observation was an essential skill Blackstone had drilled into me. You had to be aware of your surroundings if you were ever to take advantage of them. “Most people walk around with their eyes open but their minds firmly closed,” he had told me. “It is as good as being blind. Open yourself to the power of all your senses, and you will find few who can better you.”
So, I did just that.
As I was led up the stairs, I saw the thin layer of charcoal dust that remained in hard-to-reach crannies. I breathed through my nose and smelled the faint, acrid aroma of burning leather. I reached out with one hand and traced it along the railing, feeling the fine grain of marble beneath my skin.
But… beyond all that… I could sense power. It was faint and distant, almost like the fading remnant of a beautiful dream. Yet it was there, and undeniable all the same.
I felt a faint pulsing at my side. When I looked down, I was startled to find a red glow emanating from my knife.
I touched the hilt in wonder. It hadn’t glowed like that since my very first days with it.
“Don’t,” Shoren warned. I started, and looked up at him. He spoke over his back, never breaking stride, not once looking my way. “Whatever you’re thinking of doing with that blade, boy, don’t. I warned Vilture that it would be a mistake giving it to you. While I’d like nothing better than to be proven right, now is not the time nor the place for experimentation. Don’t touch it.”
I curled my hand into a fist and forced it away from the knife.
At the top of the stairs, a hallway split three ways. We took the path to the right. It stretched out before us for a seemingly infinite length. As we strode down the long hall, I wondered who the palace belonged to. Or where it was. 
The logical deduction was that it belonged to Vilture. Yet there was a type of serene beauty here that I did not think he would appreciate, or endorse. 
Eventually, the hallway came to an end. Shoren and I stood before a set of grand, closed oak doors. At least, I thought they had been oak. Now, all I could say for certain was that they were made of a rich, black wood that by its presence alone added weight and significance to the palace.
Shoren looked at me. “When we go inside,” he growled, “you are not to speak. It is a privilege and honor to be summoned by the Council. You will not embarrass me by talking out of turn. You will listen and obey. Do you understand?”
I nodded. It’s not like I had any other choice. I didn’t even know what this council was yet. 
But it sounded important. If being in this palace made even Shoren behave—he hadn’t sworn once since entering—I would do well to follow his caution. 
Shoren grunted, turned back to the doors, and placed three sharp, precise knocks on the wood with his staff.
We waited. For half a second, I thought I felt a draft blow down the back of my neck. 
I looked behind me. The air was still. There was nothing there.
Shoren stood and waited as patient as a statue. The quiet around us stretched. I counted to one hundred. Two. Three. 
The waiting gnawed at me. Maybe they didn’t hear you? I wanted to say. But I heeded Shoren’s warning about speaking and kept the question inside for now.
Four hundred. Five. The silence was becoming unbearable. Six. I had to speak. I had to say something. Seven—
A gong sounded on the other side. The reverberation could be felt through the floor. It came as one deep, rolling sound that passed through me and made my bones tremble.
The two doors slid open. 
I heard Shoren make a muted sound of satisfaction. He stepped through, and I followed.
We had come into a long, empty chamber. Empty, except for the cloaked and half-hidden figures standing in a circle at the far end.
Shoren prodded me between the shoulders. It wasn’t a hard push, but it set me moving. I walked forward, not knowing who or what I was approaching. 
Who were the unmoving figures?
What did they want from me? 
 Why had they summoned me on this particular night, compared to any other? 
 What was it about them that made Shoren so reverent?
As I came closer, I saw that there was a short dais in the middle of the circle. A narrow, white pillar of light shone down from some crevice in the ceiling right onto its center.
I paused at the entrance of the circle. The figures were all still. They had been so since I first spotted them. Their cloaks hid their faces, and the long shawls made their shapes all alike. I could not tell if they were men or women, or both.
My hesitation was brief. But, it had not gone unnoticed. One figure on the other side stirred. It extended an arm and beckoned me forward.
“Do not be afraid, young Dagan.” It was a woman. And she had a glorious voice. It filled the air and flowed around my body like a gently swirling river. It enveloped me from all sides like a mother’s warm embrace. It bound me, fascinated me, and tugged at me like the lapping of a lake on a warm summer day. It made me feel comfort in all the ways I had forgotten I could.
I was entranced. I was captivated. I was spellbound. Those six words were all it took. In that moment, it did not matter who the other figures were or what they wanted. All that I knew was that I would act, without hesitation, without second thought, on any request the woman asked of me.
I could not see her face, but I felt her smile at me, then. It was a smile filled with radiant beauty and immeasurable warmth. It was the kind of smile that made men leave their families, forsake their wives, and trail after a woman with no more than the hope of seeing it one more time.
The contrast of the warmth, the love that I felt then, compared to everything that I had been expecting should have set alarm bells off in my head. The Black Brotherhood dabbled in dark magic, not the made-up sort that filled children’s tales of faeries and benevolent spirits. The Black Brotherhood was a guild of killers, assassins, thieves, mercenaries, mages, and who knows what else. Feelings of warmth and kindness should not be felt here.
“Come to us,” she said. Her beckoning numbed the worries growing in my mind. I stepped to her like a bee drawn to a blossoming rose.
The circle parted slightly as I came through. Some far corner of my mind put their count at thirteen. I thought that should concern me: Thirteen was an unlucky number. 
It did not. Nothing mattered compared to hearing the woman’s voice again. I had become mindless, existing solely as an automaton, and open to manipulation as easily as a puppet by his puppeteer.
The circle closed behind me. My eyes were glued to the woman’s hooded face. I wished desperately to be able to see past the shadows, to glimpse, even for a second, the beauty that I knew must be contained there. Nightflower did me no good. The black was as impenetrable as it always was with Vilture’s hood.
I knew then that the dais, and the ray of light, were both meant for me.
“Closer,” the woman cooed. “Stand tall, my love, and let me see the whole of you.”
I put one foot on the edge, and, without further thought, stepped into the light.
A torrent of sudden pain tore through me. I opened my mouth to scream. But no sound came out. 
Images ripped through my head. I saw the founding of the world, the destruction of Rel’ghar, Helosis’s battle with Xune. I saw the great rains that drowned Molhen, the awesome tremors that tore open the earth and birthed Ix’hur with pillars of flame. I saw death and ruin, destruction and peace. 
The images pulsed through me like successive bolts of lightning, none leaving more than the briefest impression. They were overwhelming; a cataclysmic blur that threatened to wipe away my already-tenuous sanity. I saw the Great Library being built. I saw beautiful cities and amazing plazas, crafted in the days before magic had become feared. I saw darkness fall with the night and be broken by the sun. I saw civilizations rise and crumble into dust, forgotten on the winds of time. I saw Possmar, Fellaira, and all the other gods. I saw—
As abruptly as they began, the images stopped. Somehow, I was still standing. My mind felt raw, stretched beyond its very limit. It could not comprehend everything that it had been given. The images faded, the memories having no chance to form. All I was left with was the faint hint of an impression that I had witnessed something marvelous.
It was all too much, you see. My mind could not comprehend all it had been given. It chose to reject the truths rather than be overwhelmed by them. It had to shelter itself from the memories.
For memories they were, forced into me by in inexplicable magic. They were the memories of a thousand different men, of a thousand different lives, that were lit and extinguished long before my time. They were the memories of great warriors, of heroes, of kings. They were the lives of thieves and paupers, courtesans and politicians, stable boys and crooks, and knights and jugglers and—
I’m getting ahead of myself. The flashes of memories that I saw were all that and more. They were not given to me at random. Each one had a single thread that bound it to all the others. I did not understand their significance at the time.
How could I? I was only a boy. Perhaps if the same ritual had taken place when I was older, I could have retained some of what I saw.
But, no. The sheer mass of thoughts, ideas, scenes, dreams, and images that were pumped into me was too much for any man to handle. Even today, were I given the chance to do it once more, I would deny it. My mind may be sharper, but it would be no more prepared for the influx now than it was then. In fact, I do not think I would survive a second experience like that. My mind would crumble under the weight.
All I was left with, after the visions faded, was that impression I spoke of. The impression that I had borne witness to something wondrous. Something wondrous, but at the same time, something very, very wrong. Something… evil. Something no mortal should be privy to.
I was right. What I had glimpsed in those few blinding seconds belonged to the domain of the Gods. The cloaked figures around me had funneled all their power into a single stream, and made me the conduit. They channeled their magic through me.
What none of them expected, or perhaps realized, was just how strongly my body was attuned to magic. What I saw on that dais was an order of magnitude larger than what they intended me to see. Ten orders of magnitude. A thousand. It was a torrent of unimaginable size, flowing through me because my body was so receptive and ready to be used.
Alas, my mind was not. Everything I saw, all the unspeakable things I experienced in those brief moments were lost on me. Like the first spark of a match that finds no tinder. The experience was there, it had come—and then—it was gone.
I am not a religious man. In my life, I have seen the lies of the Church and the corruption holy men bring forth. I never possessed much compassion for the zeal that some of their numbers speak of Xune.
However. The experience I had on that dais could only be considered in a transcendent, metaphysical light. It was what priests seek when they smoke Devil’s Bane. 
It cannot be attained with an herb. Speaking of it now, to you, I am afraid I have done little justice to the overwhelming immensity of the feelings that I experienced. But speaking of such a thing is not meant to be. It is like trying to explain the exact sensation of sex to someone who has never had it before. It cannot be done. The best that can be reached is a crude approximation that ultimately falls far short of the actual thing.
Perhaps with the right combination of words from a master story-teller, you can begin to understand a little of what I felt. But such wishes are folly. I possess no great gift for speech. I cannot compose verse that will enrapture an audience, as Ontal the Poet could. I cannot sing songs that would make maidens weep, as my father could. I cannot—
***
“You’ve held our attention pretty good,” Earl muttered.
Dagan, lost in the memory of reliving that transformative experience, blinked. Then he stopped, surprised.
He cast a quick glance around the table. Earl and Patch were both hanging onto his every word.
And then, seeing that, realizing that Earl was right, the rarity of rarities occurred. Dagan’s lips curled up. A brief, ephemeral lightness settled over his heart. And for a short but glorious moment, he felt almost free.
But the darkness that always haunted his soul swirled, and he was swept right back under the surface.
“Next time,” Dagan said gruffly—too gruffly, in repayment of the gift Earl had just given him—“don’t interrupt.”
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
The woman’s glorious voice pulled me back to the present. “Tonight, you will prove your worth, and your willingness, to become a full Brother. You have said the words. You have committed. Do this task…” Though I could not see her face, I heard the pitying smile carrying her next words. “…or die.”
The phrase had the finality of a dismissal. My gut clenched. Not in fear of death, but in fear of never hearing the woman’s voice again. 
“What is it you want me to do?” I asked, desperate to hear her speak once more.
My wish was not granted. A hoarse, crude male voice answered me from the right. 
“When you leave this chamber,” he said, “you will be paired with one other, and sent to kill. You will both receive a sealed envelope with the name and location of your target. You are expected to execute the order flawlessly.” His voice was as flat as if he were discussing the price of bread.
Paired with one other? One of the other recruits, surely. But who? As far as I knew, I had been the only one summoned tonight.
“Remember.” The woman’s voice came again. I turned to hear as eager as a dog heeding his master. “You cannot refuse this task. All you have seen tonight will aid you in the future. But the things we have shown you may be known by none other than Black Brother. It is Helosis’s final gift to you, given without lien. You are bound to us now, young Dagan. There is no turning back.”
From the corner of my eye, I noticed a black mist starting to swirl around the figures’ feet. I paid it no mind, though seeing what I’ve seen with Vilture, I should have. Yet I could not. I was too enthralled by the woman’s hypnotic voice.
That proved to be a mistake. With no warning, the black mist swelled up and surrounded me. My world turned to black. An enormous pressure exploded along my entire body. The mist swirled up my nose, into my mouth, blocking my air passages and suffocating me. I tried to scream, thought that I should want to scream, but for whatever reason… I did not. There was no pain. There was just the pressure, and the darkness.
It was a darkness devoid of life. Even though it had surrounded me, I felt like the intruder. I was—
As quickly as it had come, it was gone. I found myself lying flat on my back, staring up at the monstrous moon in the exact same spot where Shoren had opened the strange portal.
My chest expanded, and cold air rushed into my lungs. It came with such force that it made me dizzy. I blinked, trying to steady myself. I fought off the wave of nausea that came next.
Then I sat up, thoroughly perplexed, and wondering what the hell the summons had been. Was it another illusion or vision, like the one Vilture had shown me beneath the great library? Or was it something else? Was it—
“You too, huh?”
It was a measure of my discord that I had not noticed there was somebody else there with me. I turned back, and found Geordam, sitting on the ground with his legs sprawled out in front of him. He had a dazed look of wonder on his face. I guessed that it mirrored my own.
“Were you…?”
“There with you?” he finished.
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “All I know is that Shoren woke me in the middle of the night and said I’d been summoned.” Excitement filled his voice. “I never thought it would happen so soon, Dagan.”
“You mean, you were expecting it?” I asked.
“Of course,” Geordam said. “Only… you know… not so soon. Everybody is summoned when they’re judged ready to take the next step toward true Brotherhood.” He looked at me curiously. “Weren’t you expecting it?”
“No,” I said. “I had no idea what it was about. And what do you mean, ‘take the next step’? Aren’t we doing that here?”
Geordam looked at me as if I’d just sprouted wings. “Dagan, you’re not serious, are you?”
“Serious about what?” I picked myself up and offered a hand to help him. 
“About not knowing,” he said, standing beside me.
“Yes, I’m serious,” I snapped, suddenly irate. I hated feeling like I was always the last one to know. “Nobody ever tells me anything!”
“You mean…” Geordam lowered his voice. “You don’t know about the Night Mother?”
“No, I don’t know about the Night Mother,” I mimicked, placing derisive emphasis on the title. “Who is she? Some haggard old witch?”
“The Night Mother leads the Black Brotherhood,” Geordam said. He sounded both shocked and appalled by my lack of tact. “She is the one who chooses which of us gets to move on.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “Vilture leads the Black Brotherhood. He told me so himself.”
“In public, yes,” Geordam admitted. “But behind the scenes, it’s the Night Mother who commands all.”
“Then how come I’ve never heard of her?” I challenged. “I’ve been in Ix'hur for a long time. How come I haven’t heard her mentioned, even once?”
“Because she’s not supposed to exist,” Geordam confided. “Because any who get caught speaking of her are thrown out.”
“Then how do you know about her?”
“Everybody does, Dagan.” Geordam shrugged. “I assumed you did, too.”
“Well, you assumed wrong,” I said, the lingering venom still in my voice. “Tell me, then: What else do I not know? And when can I expect to meet this Night Mother myself—assuming she’s not another fairy tale.”
“You already did,” a cold, hissing voice said from behind me.
Geordam and I spun around. We found Vilture standing there, not two feet away from us. Knowing everything I did of him, it should have come as no great shock that he could have snuck up on us so easily. But the irritation that had taken hold of me was growing. Being caught unaware two times in one night made me even more frustrated.
“She spoke to you, Dagan,” Vilture continued. “Or have you already forgotten?”
He did not wait for my reply. He simply turned toward the Eyrie and beckoned Geordam and me after him. 
“She spoke to you?” Geordam hissed at me as we walked. “And you still didn’t believe she was real?”
“I didn’t know that was her!” I hissed back.
“Spoke to you,” Geordam muttered, shaking his head. “All I got was some old geezer.”
“He said something to me, too,” I added.
Geordam continued muttering to himself all the way to the Eyrie.
Vilture stopped in front of the structure. “I hope it’s not too much of a stretch,” he began, that sneering inflection clear in his voice, “to assume that you two have realized that you have been paired for the night?”
I looked at Geordam. Personally, I’d been too caught up in everything else to spare that detail any thought. It made sense, though.
“We really get to kill someone?” Geordam asked. I heard both eagerness and wonder in his voice.
It struck me, then, that Geordam might never have taken a life before. For him, unlike for me, the allure of killing was fresh. It probably filled his head with idealized conceptions of the entire procedure.
I knew better. I had killed, and had no great desire to do so again. I knew death not as some romantic fantasy, but as the gruesome, cold reality it truly is.
I took no pleasure in taking a life. I could do it, sure. Blackstone’s training guaranteed I could do it better than most.
Maybe the security afforded to me by that knowledge was what separated me from Geordam. I knew I could kill, whereas he was still unproven. He’d dedicated his life to the Black Brotherhood by choice—unlike me. Though I was no longer bitter about that, I could see how the difference might result in the varying degrees of eagerness between us.
“Yes,” Vilture addressed him. “You will kill someone tonight. Your success or failure will determine the continuation of your training. Do it right. Do it quick, and you will graduate from the grounds of Ix'hur and be taken to meet your full Brothers in outposts all over the land. I felt Vilture’s gaze shift to me. “That is when you will first step into the world of Helosis’s magic.”
I perked up at the words. And the reality of my time in Ix'hur dawned on me. This was not the true training ground. Not for a full Brother, anyway. It was a place to herd the raw recruits, to separate the wheat from the chaff.
That is why training progressed so slowly here. That is why Vilture told me that I would be wasting my time. There was nothing here for me to learn. There never had been anything here for me to learn. All the secrets, all the mysteries, all the answers lay elsewhere.
“But,” Vilture continued, “should you fail, there is no going back. You have been to the Master Council. You have seen things only true Brothers are allowed to see. Fail tonight…” He drew up both hands and lifted his hood. “… and your life will be forfeit.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Geordam was visibly shaken by Vilture’s appearance. As we followed the tall man up the winding stairs of the tower, he kept shooting nervous glances around, as if expecting someone or something to jump out and ambush us in the dark—nightflower or not.
When we reached the top floor, Vilture walked out to the middle of the room, and then stopped.
“You were both brought to the Council tonight through use of powerful magic,” he said. “You were returned to Ix'hur by a cruder, more primitive method. The final result of both ways of travel was the same. I think it obvious, though, that you preferred the first.
“It is a grand way of travel, but wasteful. The palace you entered was but an illusion. It does not exist except to protect your mind from the dangers of the shadow realm.”
“Aren’t we in the shadow realm now?” I asked.
For a brief moment, I thought Vilture might strike me down for speaking out of turn. We did have an audience, after all. No matter what my relationship with him, appearances had to be kept.
He surprised me, however, by indulging me an answer.
“We are,” he agreed. “Being in the shadow realm protects our existence from discovery by the outside world. Only those who can traverse both planes can find us. The only ones to do that follow the teachings of Helosis.”
“Brothers only, then?” Geordam asked. His voice quivered only a little bit.
“Yes.” Vilture turned his attention to him. Geordam shrunk back. “Only Brothers may find us here. But there is more at work than either of you know. Ix'hur is protected by wards circling the grounds. It allows weak, untrained minds to find sanctuary here. Minds like yours.”
I heard a touch of pride in Vilture’s voice when he mentioned the wards. I wondered if he’d been the one to set them.
“So we’re in the shadow realm, but, at the same time… not?” Geordam ventured.
Vilture barked a crude laugh. “You, dear boy, have a brilliant mind for deduction to be able to reason something like that out.” I knew he was mocking him. Geordam felt it, too. He bristled.
“Time and space are different in the shadow realm,” Vilture continued. “Those who can take advantage of that property can learn to move great distances in the blink of an eye. That sort of power resides in but a few individuals. Shoren is one. Lydia is another. I am the last.”
Vilture’s red eyes flickered to me. I fought down the urge to shudder.
“You know what you have to do tonight,” he said. He withdrew two envelopes from his cloak. “You will open these only when you return to the world of the living. The name and description of your target will be found within.” He handed one of the envelopes to me, and the other to Geordam. “Do not share the contents of your letters. They are individual, for your eyes alone. I will draw a portal here that will take you to the proper location. How you proceed from there is up to you. Know, however, the members of the Brotherhood will be watching. Your actions tonight will determine both of your futures. Do not take that lightly.”
He drew back. I traced the seal of my envelope with my fingers. It looked exactly like the one I had been told to deliver to Blackstone what seemed like a lifetime ago.
After seeing the way Shoren produced the portal, I expected Vilture to take out his own narwhal ivory knife. 
He did nothing of the sort.
Instead, he just spread his arms and hissed a long, slow syllable. A shimmering doorway appeared out of thin air. It was made of a shining, silver material that looked like molten metal. It flowed and ebbed like the water in a small pond.
Vilture looked at Geordam. “You’re first,” he said.
Geordam nodded, his expression set. He stepped toward the opening, and then hesitated for a moment before it. He reached out and touched the silvery surface with one hand. The material, whatever it was, clung to his fingers. He drew back, and it snapped off, rebounding into itself to cause a cascade of ripples to run through the surface.
Geordam looked back at me. I gave him a small, encouraging nod.
That seemed to help his resolve. He turned back, stepped into the mirror, and disappeared.
I went to go next, but Vilture’s hand on my shoulder stopped me. “This is the first true test you will face, Dagan,” he said under his breath. “Do not make me regret my decision to shelter you.”
He let go. I stepped through the shimmering air.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
The moment I stepped through the portal, I found I had been transported to a new place. There was no great voyage to bring me there. No grand palace to roam through. No strange and mystical sensations to endure. It was as seamless and unremarkable as stepping through an ordinary door.
I wondered if the reason there was no palace this time was that Vilture’s magic was simply stronger than Shoren’s. Thus, he did not have to shuttle us through a safe space.
The surprise came when I saw where I had ended up. I was in a new place, yes—but one infinitely familiar to me.
I stood before the entrance of the Great Library of Rel’ghar. 
The heat, of course, was the first thing I noticed. The heat and the humidity. Even though it was night, the air was stifling. I had grown accustomed to the cold, dry climate of Ix'hur. Returning to Hallengard meant that every breath I took filled my lungs with moisture. It made it very hard to breathe.
I looked around for Geordam, and found him a few feet away, gaping openly at the enormous structure before us.
Without thought, I grabbed his arm and jerked him into the shadows. The fool was standing right in the middle of the street, visible to any who might look his way! If those were the instincts he’d developed in Ix’hur, I was afraid he would not live past the night.
Of course, I had to grant him a bit of leeway. He had been in remission ever since holding my knife. In fact, this night was the best I’ve seen Geordam act since the unfortunate incident. The excitement of being summoned by the Master Council must have renewed his vigor.
He seemed to understand what I was doing and did not resist my pulling him. I motioned for him to stay low, and to say quiet. Then, using all the skills I had developed with Blackstone, I found us a safe spot to strategize under cover of a nearby eave.
“Where are we?” Geordam asked after I mimed to him that it was all right to speak. “Do you know this place?”
“Yeah,” I nodded. “We’re in Hallengard.” I motioned to the building looming over all the rest. “That’s the Great Library.”
“That’s a library?” Geordam sounded amazed. “I’ve never seen anything like it. What do they do with so many books?”
“Collect them, I guess,” I said, distracted. I had just felt a ripple run down my back. It made me positive that Vilture had followed us here. We were already being watched.
“Come on,” I prompted. “Let’s open those envelopes and get this whole thing over with.”
Nodding, Geordam took out his own and tore it open. Before I could do the same with mine, he shoved his letter into my hands.
“What are you doing?” I exclaimed, aghast. “Vilture told us we couldn’t share!”
“Yeah, but…” Geordam trailed off, wringing his hands and looking anywhere except at me.
Apprehension started to come over me. “But what, Geordam?” I stressed.
He glanced around, and then hissed, “I can’t read!”
I sputtered. “What?”
“I can’t read!” he said again, his cheeks burning red.
I took a step back in amazement. “Geordam, what are you talking about? Of course you can read. How have you gotten through Rora’s classes otherwise?”
“Perry does the work for me,” he mumbled. “I’m not proud of it, okay? But I’ve gotten by. It’s no big deal. Just tell me what the letter says, and don’t—“ His eyes bored into me. “Don’t tell this to anyone.”
I held my hands up defensively. “Okay, Geordam,” I promised. “I won’t.”
“Go on, then,” he urged. “Tell me what it says.”
I looked up at the rooftops, trying to catch a glimpse of Vilture, knowing it was in vain. Resigning myself to having no choice but to break the rules, I opened his letter and looked down.
The letters on the page were miniscule. They flowed across in rows like tiny, marching ants.
“That’s an awful lot of writing for a single name,” Geordam said, peeking over my shoulder.
“They’re directions,” I told him after a moment. I had to squint to make out the writing. “There is no name.” I looked up at him. “It just says that your target is inside the library. It tells you how to get there.”
“So what are we waiting for?” Geordam sprang to his feet. “Let’s go!”
I pulled him back down. “Hold on, there’s more written here,” I murmured. Through some trick of the light—or perhaps not the light, but nightflower—the ink on the page seemed to shimmer, as if the words were tempted to rearrange themselves at a moment’s notice.
But that was ridiculous. Ink didn’t move any more than the stars moved in the sky. 
Unless, of course, the letter was infused with some sort of magic.
“What?” Geordam asked. “What else does it say, Dagan?”
“Never mind,” I grunted, shaking my head. “It’s nothing. Here.” I handed the letter back to him.
He looked confused. “Don’t we need it to get inside?” he asked.
“I know this place,” I answered. “Besides,” I tapped my head, “I’ve got it all up here.”
His eyes widened. “You remember everything it said?”
I shrugged. The feat did not seem impressive to me. I’d had to memorize just as much, and under significantly more pressure, with Blackstone. 
“Wow,” Geordam whistled. “You’re like, a genius or something.”
“Let’s not get carried away,” I murmured. “I’ve got my own letter too, remember?”
“Right.” Geordam nodded. “Take it out then. See what it says.”
I did. I found it to be identical to the other. I wondered why Vilture warned us of secrecy.
“The same,” I said, seeing Geordam’s inquisitive look. “We’ve both been given the same target.”
“I wonder who it is,” he muttered. “It’s probably someone important, don’t you think? Otherwise, why send us both?”
Why indeed? I wondered. Something about this entire expedition, especially the way it’d been set up, seemed amiss. Why had I been given absolutely no warning of the summons before? Why was I always going into everything blind?
I did not know. 
As it turned out, there was a very good reason for it. I only learned of it much later, when the darkness of the organization I’d been forced to join was finally revealed to me. 
I will not spoil that part of the story now. It will come at its natural place. I will give you only the objective facts, untainted by any feelings I may still harbor toward the Brotherhood.
Let me say this: The happy, uncorrupt home I found in Ix'hur was nothing more than an elaborate illusion. I learned as much at the end of that very night. And my initial impression of Vilture, when he’d first appeared on the rooftop… the impression of evil, of darkness, of secret cunning… that was an impression I should have never forgotten.
One thing is sure. If I had not, and if I somehow managed to stay away from him, I would have been a very different man today than the one who sits before you now.
Yet I do not regret anything I did. I cannot. Regret is a poison every bit as malicious as revenge. It paralyzes you. It renders you incapable of action. It makes you live in the past and forget the present.
I do not regret what happened to me, no. I am simply stating that in retrospect, I should have never lost sight of my first instincts about Vilture.
Doing so would not have changed things. I was still very much in Vilture’s sights, and had been there for far longer than I suspected. He needed me. He would have gotten me no matter what I did.
The only difference would have been in my reaction when the depths of his plot were made known to me.
But we are a ways off from that part, yet.
Back in the quiet alleys of north Hallengard, I led Geordam toward the library entrance. The letter said that we would find an open window on the ground floor, leading to the kitchens. From there, we were to proceed through the byzantine maze of halls and stairways until we found the room of our target. He would, presumably, be asleep in his bed.
As Geordam and I stalked around the empty streets, ducking into the shadows every time we heard someone approaching, I could not help but feel that this was all too easy. Nightflower guaranteed us near full immunity from being caught. For a rite of passage that was supposedly meant to prove our worth, this task did not seem very challenging.
Of course, I did not yet know who the target was. Perhaps we’d find ourselves facing armored guards in the room and be expected to get past them. Perhaps some other challenge lay ahead. I simply was unable to tell.
I didn’t feel the ripple down my back again. Even so, I knew we were being followed. Followed, and closely watched. I found myself glancing up at the rooftops at every intersection, even though I knew better than to expect to see anyone. Vilture, if he were here, would never be careless enough to reveal himself.
If it were Vilture who was following us. Remember: Despite what I said about his interest in me, at that point, I thought that he had grown distant. Detached. I’d had no interactions with him in Ix'hur during my entire stay. The display in the pits did not count.
So we made our way around the massive building, and finally came upon the open window. It was hidden behind a stack of crates. Were it not for the instructions, I doubted we could have ever found it.
We pulled the crates aside, careful to make as little noise as possible. Geordam went through first. His bulk made the entrance difficult. But, with an extra push, he made it through.
I went next. Just as I was lowering myself, my cloak caught on a stray nail. I heard the fabric start to rip as soon as I dropped. I winced. The noise seemed as loud as a crow’s screeching caw to me. But there was nothing to be done about it.
My feet hit the floor inside. Immediately, all my senses went on high alert. 
I found the storeroom empty. That made me relax—but only for the length of time it took me to notice Geordam staring at my waist with utter fascination.
“Your knife,” he said in a hushed whisper. “You brought your knife.”
Hastily, I picked up the ripped cloth and wrapped it around my now-exposed sheath.
Geordam took a cautious step toward me. “Could I…” he licked his lips. “Could I see it, Dagan? Please? It looks so… so very pretty. I just want to see it. I won’t touch.”
I gripped the hilt through the fabric and backed away. “No, Geordam,” I said firmly.
His brow furrowed. A dimple formed between his eyebrows, as if he was in great agitation. “I just want to see,” he said, a trace of anger entering his voice. “Why won’t you let me see?”
I angled my body to the side where the knife was furthest from him. “Let’s not forget what we’re here for—”
“Damn it Dagan, give it to me!” Geordam roared and leapt forward. I was prepared for something like this, however, and darted out of his reach.
He turned to me and scowled. “It’s not yours, you know,” he threatened, a dangerous, feverish quality in his voice. He stepped one way, and I went the other. We were circling each other like two alley cats. “Shoren told me. It’s not yours. It doesn’t belong to you. GIVE IT TO ME!”
He came at me again. I ran around a large barrel, using it as a separator between us.
“Geordam, stop it!” I cried out. I was all too aware of how easy it would be for our raised voices to give us away. 
“Give it to me! I want it! Give it to me!”
“Remember why you’re here!” I pleaded. “Remember what we have to do!”
He froze mid-stride, both hands outstretched. He blinked.
Suddenly, his eyes went blank. A pained sort of expression washed over his face.
Then he staggered away, and all that was gone. His arms fell. He stumbled.
“I’m sorry,” he said. I saw tears forming at his eyelashes. “I’m sorry, Dagan. I’m… so sorry.”
He collapsed against the far wall and, like a man who’s just lost everything in life, began to sob.
I watched the spectacle with a detached sort of fascination. If just the sight of the hilt could provoke such a strong reaction in him, there was no telling what would happen when it came time for me to actually take the knife out and use it tonight.
I vowed to avoid that if I could. I had no other weapon. But, I was sure I could find a decent replacement somewhere in the kitchens. An ordinary butcher’s knife would do. 
It would have to.
As I looked at Geordam sobbing on the floor, I felt no pity for him. My possessiveness of the knife ensured that. But because, for better or for worse, we were still friends, I wanted to help him.
I walked toward him cautiously. He did not look up as I squatted beside him. Silent sobs rocked his body.
I hesitated, not knowing what to do. Then, I simply placed a hand on his shoulder. Displays of affection or intimacy were not familiar to me. My upbringing ensured that they were all but burned out. How could I comfort someone if I’ve never been comforted myself?
After what seemed like eternity, the sobbing quieted. Geordam looked at me through red-rimmed eyes. Our gazes met. 
“You’re still here,” he whispered, with a trace of fascination.
“Yeah,” I said softly. “Yeah. I guess I am.”
“I’m sorry, Dagan,” he murmured. “When I saw it again, something came over me. I had to—“
“You don’t need to explain yourself,” I cut in. I thought the less we dwelled on the subject, the better. “Are you ready? There’s still much we need to do tonight.”
He wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand. He took a deep, steadying breath, put both hands on his knees, and pushed himself up. 
“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
The directions contained in the letter made finding our way through the secret halls of the library easy. I made sure to always keep Geordam in my line of sight. I could not have his thirst for the knife overtake him and risk his attempting something stupid.
I wondered what would happen to us if we were caught. Probably nothing, I reflected. Two boys who decided to sneak into a building when they found an open window might arouse minor suspicion, but nothing beyond that. We’d probably be taken as wannabe thieves. However, given that neither of us had anything of value from the library on our person, it couldn’t get us into much trouble. Being armed, such as we were—me with my knife, Geordam with whatever weapon he carried—would not distinguish us from any other urchins. Most walked around with some means of protection.
What worried me more was the very real possibility that Geordam and I were stepping into a trap. This was too easy. Too smooth. Too simple. Nightflower ensured that we could see far down the unlit hallways. The open window we’d come through ensured we did not have to break in. The directions in the letter meant that we would not get lost.
Perhaps the real test lay elsewhere. Perhaps it awaited us at the very end. Many recruits were capable of boasting of being brave, of dedicating their lives to the Black Brotherhood. Geordam had. But perhaps they would find themselves unable to act when confronted with the reality of taking a life.
We’d turned the final corner and came upon a long hallway of closed doors. The look and feel of the area gave the impression of the inside of a dormitory. Our target, according to the letter, would be behind one of those doors.
“Which one is it?” Geordam asked.
I closed my eyes in thought. Finding that I could not retrieve the answer with absolute clarity from memory, I had to consult my letter. I pulled it from my pocket and spread it on the floor.
I scanned the shimmering ink. “It says the eighth door on the left,” I said. “Go on. You first.”
Geordam nodded, and began to creep along the hallway in a low crouch.
I was in the process of rolling up the letter and tucking it away when a strange new feature of it caught my eye. I stopped, opened it again, and looked closely at the bottom of the sheet.
There, in the space that had previously been blank, were two very faint words.
 
Your target:
 
But past the colon, there was nothing. 
Intrigued, I brought the letter closer, trying to get a better look. The moment I moved it, the words faded away.
I stared at it, perplexed. I took a small step forward… and saw those faint words form again.
They did not simply fade in. They scrawled themselves across the page as if written by an invisible hand. I stared, and took a step back.
The words disappeared. I stepped forward. They came again.
It must be proximity to the target that’s triggering it, I thought. I glanced up and found Geordam beside the door, gesturing furiously at me to follow.
I went toward him. Every step I took made the letters of the words stronger. I could not doubt the presence of the two new words anymore. Yet, the space after them remained frustratingly blank.
“What took so long?” Geordam demanded when I reached him. “This is the right door, isn’t it? I counted eight.”
“Yeah,” I said absently. “This is it. But the letter. Geordam, the letter… changed. Quick. Let me see yours.”
“Changed? How?” Geordam asked as he handed it to me.
I offered him mine as I unrolled his. “The two words at the bottom,” I said. “They weren’t there be---“
I trailed off. I had seen his letter. It was the same as mine, except that the space after the new writing was not blank.
It contained a name.
Faren Molantar. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
My mind spun. I felt dizzy. Weak. Nauseous
Faren: The girl who’d been so kind to me when I arrived at the library. Faren, who’d risked everything to get me, a complete nobody, into the forbidden section. Faren, who’d been forced to betray me by Vilture and his thugs. Faren, who I thought of every night as I fell asleep.
Faren, the first girl to kiss me and call me handsome.
My palms went clammy. I could not think straight. Rationality and reason flew out the door to make room for panic.
We’d been sent here to kill Faren. Why? What had she done to deserve death? She was the kindest, sweetest person I’d ever met. And now, I was standing here, outside her door… prepared to kill her?”
“Weren’t there be-what?” Geordam asked. His voice jerked me back to the present. “Dagan? Hey, are you okay?”
“Weren’t there before,” I mumbled. The shock of seeing Faren’s name was too great.
A desperate, primitive, and tiny part of my mind held out hope that I was wrong. I did not know Faren’s surname. She never told me. Maybe the same first name was just coincidence, maybe—
No. A dark, sinking feeling in my heart told me the truth. This was no coincidence. I had been sent to kill Faren. My Faren.
This was no mistake.
“So?” Geordam prompted. “What do they say?”
I bit my lip. I couldn’t kill Faren. And I couldn’t let Geordam do it, either. 
“They say,” I stalled, trying to buy myself time. “They say…”
“They say what, Dagan? Come on, out with it!”
And then I saw my exit. It was like a ray of light in the dark, giving hope when all was lost. Geordam couldn’t read. He had no way of knowing where we were actually supposed to find our target. If I could backtrack now, tell him we were at the wrong door—
But I waited too long. Geordam’s impatience—or maybe excitement about being so close—got the better of him.
He tried the handle. It was unlocked.
The door swung open as smoothly and quietly as a summer breeze.
He looked at me, wide-eyed with excitement. I grabbed his arm to pull him away, but he jerked free. He’d sighted his target—our target. He was not going to let up now.
The room was a vast bedchamber. There was a single bed in the middle. A window stood open on the other side, the curtains rippling slightly in the breeze. It was dark, pitch-black, in fact, but that did not change anything for us. Geordam and I both had our assassin’s sight.
“Come on,” he hissed, and snuck through the opening.
Dread pulsed through me as I followed. Of course, the door would be unlocked. Getting here was not the challenge. Going through with the kill was.
I could see the small, slumbering shape on the bed. Even in the dark, even from afar, the shape was distinctly feminine.
I remembered the words of the Night Mother. “Do this task… or die.”
There was something so very wrong about sneaking into a sleeping girl’s room this way at night. It had nothing to do with the objective I’d been given, either. It was just the natural aversion I possessed for doing something so… so very much against my nature.
I respected women, girls, the opposite sex. And being here, unannounced and uninvited, felt like the biggest crime in the world.
Geordam, meanwhile, shared none of my discomfort. His eyes shone with a maniacal light. He was a hyena that had found wounded prey.
“Geordam, wait.” I grabbed his arm. He glared at me. I saw that he’d withdrawn a small dagger, about the length of my hand. 
It was an ordinary, unremarkable weapon. Yet seeing it unsheathed here made it more vile and evil than any weapon I’ve ever encountered in my life.
“What?” he demanded, his voice low and urgent. “Dagan, our target’s asleep! This couldn’t be any easier. All we had to do is drive the dagger through his heart—“
“It’s a girl, Geordam!” I hissed. “It’s not a he. It’s a she!”
Geordam stopped. He looked at me, and shook his head. “So?”
“So?” I stared at him, aghast. “Geordam, it’s a defenseless girl! We can’t just kill her!”
“You said this was the right room, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” I admitted. “But—“
“But nothing. We knew we’d have to kill someone tonight. What difference does it make if it’s a man or woman?”
“It makes all the difference,” I pleaded. Images of Alicia choking on her own blood came to me, unbidden. “Please, just wait. Let me think this through…”
“There’s nothing to think through,” Geordam stated, heat rising in his voice. “Do you want to move ahead in the Black Brotherhood, or not? We were sent here to kill her. So, let’s hurry up and do it.”
“No—“
He jerked free. “Fine! If you’re not going to help, then I’ll do it myself.” A determined glint shone in his eyes. “Here.” He shoved my letter into my chest. “Just don’t get in my way.”
And off he went, stalking toward the still form on the bed. 
My heart raced with adrenaline. At the same time, I was frozen by indecision.
I’d led Geordam here. Even if I didn’t kill Faren, I’d be the reason she would die. I already harbored guilt over Alicia’s death, and—more recently—Blackstone’s. My conscience could not take adding a third person to the list.
That sealed my decision. I could not—would not—let Geordam kill Faren. I would rather die. Forget the Black Brotherhood. Forget the promise of learning magic. Forget Vilture and all his lies. If I could save Faren, if I could somehow prevent her death… then whatever happened afterward was inconsequential.
The letter that Geordam had shoved at my chest fluttered to the floor. Just as I was about to make my move, a new feature caught my eye.
There was a name written on the bottom. It had not been there before. And, only when I saw it, did I understand why we were not to share our letters with each other.
The name on my letter read, Geordam Pall.
Geordam was closing in on the bed. The shock of seeing his name on my letter paralyzed me for another second. Geordam was in the process of raising his knife…
“NO!” I yelled. My cry woke Faren. She jerked upright in bed, her eyes large saucers of fear, just as Geordam began the downward stroke that would end her life.
I moved faster than a bolt of lightning. To this day, I cannot understand how I got there in time. But I did, tackling Geordam from behind, throwing his thrust off.
He wasn’t expecting me. The two of us crashed to the floor.
All the noise scared Faren. It must have. But she could see nothing in the dark. While I was trying to wrestle Geordam into submission, who was thrashing and cursing me at the same time, Faren ran for a lantern.
I do not know why she did not scream. I do not know why she did not run for help. 
I wish she had. Things might have ended differently then.
“Dagan, what the hell are you doing?” Geordam screamed at me. “Get off. Get—“
Faren’s light came on. The sudden brightness was blinding. Pain shot through my eyes as if two great stakes were being drilled through my skull.
It affected Geordam the same way. But whereas I had the Flame of Souls, he did not. He cried out and tried to block the light with his forearm. I embraced the Flame, then moved quickly to get a strong grapple hold on him.
He thrashed and struggled. “Geordam, listen to me!” I screamed at him. I had no idea what Faren was doing behind us. “Geordam, you were sent here to kill her. But I was sent to kill YOU!”
That made him stop moving. “What?”
“My letter. It had your name.” The words left me in a rush. “They want me to kill you, Geordam, not her!”
 “You… came to kill me?” Faren’s voice then, thin and frail and light as a butterfly, drifted in from a far corner of the room.
“You lie!” Geordam spat. He started fighting me again. I had to push hard on his twisted shoulder so he wouldn’t break free. “Let go of me! She’s still here! We can still kill her!”
“We’re not—Aah!” I cried out as something big and heavy smashed into my head from behind. I felt glass shatter on impact.
The blow knocked me off Geordam. At the same time, the light in the room disappeared.
Faren had struck me with her lantern. As I fell to the floor, the only thought I possessed was for her: 
What have you done?
Geordam, free of me, twisted around and grabbed Faren’s foot. She shrieked. I knew I had to get up. I knew I had to stop him. I knew—
Faren surprised everyone when she produced a thin sliver of a knife from beneath her silks and slashed at Geordam’s hand. Her blade found flesh. Geordam screamed in pain and jerked way. Faren kicked herself free.
I pushed myself to hands and knees—and wavered. I blinked, trying in vain to stabilize my swimming vision. I could not. The Flame of Souls did not protect me from such blows as I’d received. I could only watch, fully aware of my own inadequacy, as the horrendous scene played out before me.
Faren did not know that by striking me, she had given away the one advantage she had. Maybe she thought she could protect herself better. Maybe she thought she’d be able to flee, if there was no light. Maybe she judged herself able to navigate the room in the dark and find the way out while her assassins floundered in the pitch-black.
She could not have been more wrong.
By rendering me useless, she had given up her only protector. By breaking the lantern, she had lost her sight.
Geordam took advantage quickly.
As soon as she’d gotten free, Faren darted for the door. But Geordam, lumbering after her, and seeing her shape clearly in the dark, caught her before she could reach it.
She screamed as he grabbed her. His bleeding hand—injured by Faren’s knife—left red smears all over her shift. The wetness allowed her to slip out of his grasp for a moment. But, he caught her again a second later.
Do not get the wrong impression. I was not simply lying there, watching. The entire time, I was desperately trying to get to my feet. But I found that my brain no longer had full control of my body. Everything swam. My limbs either refused to move or gave out the moment I put any weight on them. I’d been concussed before. Nothing matched this.
“No!” I choked, when Geordam caught Faren the final time. Her screams should have been enough to cause all the other Rel’aille to come running. 
They did not. In my state, I could not possibly imagine why.
Faren struggled and fought and kicked and shrieked. Her knife made useless attempts to ward Geordam off. I thought I heard him laugh when he finally caught her wrist in his bleeding hand.
“Enough of this, you fucking bitch,” he snarled. There was a venom and hatred in his voice that I had only heard once before: The very first time he’d tried to take my knife. He backhanded her across the face. Her lip split.
Still, she fought. Geordam grunted in surprise when her knee caught him between the legs. The momentary distraction was enough for her to squirm free, but Geordam was on her moments after. This time, he tackled her straight to the ground.
“Dagan,” he said to me, pinning her arms. “Are you watching? This is how a true Brother acts.”
He pried her knife from her fingers and sunk it deep into her belly.
I made a wordless, heart-rending cry. I managed to raise myself to hands and knees—only to fall back down again. I felt weak, pathetic, and utterly useless on the blood-stained floor.
Geordam got up over the still-breathing Faren. Her wails shook the room. He approached me.
As he did, in the dark, in the night, he looked like a monster. His hand was dripping with his own blood. The front of his cloak was stained with Faren’s. And in that moment, there was no single person on the face of the earth whom I hated more.
In a desperate, last-ditch effort, I reached for my knife. My hand found the sheath. My fingers curled around the hilt. And for a moment, such power flowed into me that I thought I had reawakened the magic that had been lost.
The feeling lasted only as long as it took Geordam to kick the blade from my hand. The connection severed. I dropped back onto the floor.
Geordam regarded me from above. He retrieved my knife. A shudder of ecstasy ran through him when his fingers closed around the hilt.
He stood up slowly, eyes on me. Now, he had a knife in either hand. One was mine. The other Faren’s.
Geordam crouched down at my side. I burned with fierce hatred. He had been my friend. I had considered him my closest confidant. And, in the moment of truth, at the time where true allegiances are shown, he demonstrated how little that meant to him.
“This really is a beautiful weapon, Dagan,” he said slowly. He turned it over in his hand, inches away from my face. I willed my limbs to move. For some reason, they would not.
My incapacity went beyond the simple effects of a concussion. That was the only way my utter weakness made any sense.
I wanted to reach out and snatch my knife from him. I wanted to plunge it deep into his gut for what he’d done to Faren.
I could not.
“Shoren,” Geordam began, “told me that it would come to this. ‘The knife will kill you,’ he’d said. ‘Unless, you kill him first.’”
“Geordam… what are you saying?”
He laughed. “And to think. You fell for that whole sob story about me not being able to read. How thick are you, Dagan? Did you really think I could have gotten through two years in Ix'hur without being able to read a word?”
I stared at him, a horrible realization starting to form in my stomach.
“No,” he said. “But you were easy enough to fool. Shoren told me you were weak. I didn’t believe it. Not after I’d seen the way you could fight. But then, he let me in on a little secret…”
Carefully, and with deliberate showmanship, Geordam withdrew a tiny, red feather.
The point was sharpened like a quill.
“All it took was one prick,” he told me. “A single prick, and your greatest strength was turned against you.” He bent closer. “You think the Flame of Souls protects you?” he whispered. My eyes went wide. He knew? I tried to speak. But my tongue had become thick and rubbery. “You slip into it as easily as breathing, Dagan. On the floor of the storeroom, when you sat beside me, all it took was a quick poke. Look!”
He grabbed my cloak and cut it open, then pulled up the pant leg underneath.
I stared at my leg in horror. The skin around my ankle was purple, like a deep bruise, but somehow… worse. Thin blue veins spidered away from the blotch, carrying the corruption to the rest of my body.
In a moment of utter clarity, I understood the reason for my incapacity. It had not come from Faren’s blow—though that had helped. I’d been poisoned.
“One prick, and you didn’t even notice it.” Geordam spun the feather between his thumb and forefinger, hypnotized by its movement. “That’s what you get for relying on the Flame of Souls, Dagan. You didn’t even feel the venom entering your blood.
“Now.” He stood up. “I was given one more letter, before I found you passed out on the grounds. Do you know who gave it to me?” he asked. “Guess.”
I mumbled something incoherent. I was sinking, being pulled beneath the surface by long, unrelenting tentacles that I could not fight.
“Shoren,” Geordam whispered. He knelt down again, and took a small, rolled-up parchment from his sleeve.
“Do you know what it says? Go on. Take a gander. Oh, wait!” He laughed again. “You can’t.”
Without warning, he leapt onto me. Ordinarily, I’d have been able to fight him off. But this was not an ordinary situation.
He sat heavy on my chest, his bulk making it even harder to breathe. He stunk of blood---his blood, Faren’s blood. Mine was not in the mix yet. I knew it would come soon.
He also stank of sweat. The night was hot. Chasing Faren around the room ensured he was sweating like a pig.
“It told me,” he whispered. “To kill you.”
My mind was reeling with the implications. Geordam was sent here to kill Faren. And—as a personal favor to Shoren—to kill me, too.
He could not have done it had I been able-bodied. That is why he had to use the feather. That is why he had to cheat.
It is said that poison is a woman’s weapon. That is wrong. Poison belongs to the realm of the craven, of the weak, of the most despicable type of men. Poison is for those who are afraid to fight.
I hated Geordam. But, I hated myself more for allowing friendship to blind me to his true nature.
I should have been on my guard with him ever since the first incident with the knife. But I thought, in my naivety, in my desperation for acceptance, that it had been the weapon that compelled him to act like that.
Not the other way around.
He thrust Shoren’s letter in my face. My eyes swam to make out the writing. When they finally focused, I saw the harsh, crude letters of the instructions:
Kill Dagan.
“So it’s nothing personal, you see,” Geordam explained. He tossed Faren’s knife aside and pressed mine into the soft flesh of my neck. Somewhere, far away, Faren’s cries had ended. “The blade can only have one master. Shoren said it would have to be so. He said it would come down to you and me.”
The blade pressed deeper into my skin. “It’s a shame,” Geordam said. “I do like you, Dagan. But only one of us was meant to survive the night. By this time tomorrow, I will be on my way to becoming a full Brother. While you? You will be a corpse in the ground.”
So do it, then! I screamed in my head. I burned with hatred for Geordam. My eyes shone at him, daring him to kill me, daring him to end my life. I stared at him so he would know that the only reason he had won was because he had cheated. If nothing else, I wanted this memory to haunt him for life.
You see, I was not afraid of death. Maybe it was because I had nothing left to live for.
But, much more likely, it was because I knew, somewhere in the back of my mind, that it was not my time to die yet.
A ripple shimmered down my back. The room exploded in a red, terrifying glow. Geordam gasped, and then was flung off me by an invisible force that struck him in the chest.
Vilture had come. 
The ripple I felt was enough to give it away. 
I heard his voice, cold and angry, yet heated like iron, and as deadly as the rattler’s hiss at night. “So,” he said, sneering. “Shoren has chosen his champion. And he gifted him with a red feather. A nasty poison, that.”
Vilture knelt by my foot and touched my skin. An icy cold washed over me, as if I had crashed through the sheet of a frozen lake.
Then the cold was gone, and with it, all my weakness. I felt the strength flood my limbs. The numbness that had coated my body disappeared. I had control again.
“Lucky for us,” Vilture said, “poisons that are crafted with magic can be undone with magic, too.” He stood, and took a step back. He seemed to melt into the wall like a shadow. “Each Master has given his pupil one advantage,” he said. “What happens next… is up to you.”
Geordam was beginning to stir. Vilture’s force had sent him crashing into the far wall. But it had not hurt him past driving the air from his lungs.
Vilture had not come to save me. He had simply come to even the odds.
I saw my blade lying halfway to Geordam. I saw Faren’s still body lying in a pool of her own blood.
And I saw Geordam, the traitor, the backstabber, desperately trying to get to his feet. His eyes were wide with fear. His advantage had been lost.
The hatred that had been burning in me exploded. I sprang to my feet, and did not waver once as I swept up my knife and attacked Geordam with the unrelenting force of my fury.
I shall spare you the gruesome details of that fight. Suffice to say that it was over quick. I burned with both hatred and with the need for revenge. I had to get him back for what he had done to Faren. I had to get him back for what he had done to me.
So I flew at him, superior in all my skills, and I slew the coward on the floor. It was not a clean fight, nor was it an easy death. I did not intend for it to be. I slashed and stabbed, fueled by hatred, fueled by the need for revenge. I kept going long after I had delivered the killing blow, consumed by a maniacal ferocity that came from the very depths of my soul.
When it was over, I stood over him, drenched in hot, stinking blood. Geordam’s face—my friend’s face—was nothing more than a twisted, gnarled mass of angry welts and deep red fissures. Not even his mother could have recognized him.
And still the anger, the hatred, pulsed through me. It beat against my chest and blazed within me like a relentless inferno. I felt one with the blade, and satiated in the destruction it had wrought. 
I had done it for Faren. For Blackstone. For Magda, and Alicia. I had channeled all the hatred I felt for Shoren, all the betrayal I’d ever known in my life.
Geordam never stood a chance. I felt no pity for him when he died.
A hand tightened around my shoulder. It made me stop. I realized I was breathing hard.
I looked up, then, and found Vilture beaming at me. He had opened his hood.
For the first time ever, I felt no fear looking into his eyes.
“The bloodlust has taken you,” he said. “That’s good. You will need to channel that feeling if you are to become a full Brother. I have great expectations of you, Dagan. And this—“ He gestured at the two mangled bodies, at the endless blood. “—has been a glorious start.”



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Patch stared at Dagan, waiting for him to go on. But the man that the rest of the world knew as the Blind Assassin said no more.
A silence crept up and encircled the three men. It embraced them, much the same way as the cold embraces a fallen soldier about to die. It surrounded them, cutting them off from the sounds of the rest of the tavern. And—though this would not be expected by any who saw the men now—it comforted them.
In that last regard, it offered something different to each of the three.
To Patch, the silence represented stability. It gave him a chance for reflection. His young life had been hard, yes, but it was nothing compared to the youth that Dagan had described. 
Patch had seen war and killing and horrible crimes. Nothing affected him on the same personal level as hearing Dagan’s story had.
To Earl, the silence gave a contemplative reprieve. When he’d first met Dagan four years ago, alone, soaking wet, and barely alive, he had no idea what type of man he was offering shelter to. But leaving folk out on the road to become carrion was not something Earl had ever had the heart to do. That single act of kindness, seeming centuries ago, seeded the roots of a true friendship. And though the man Earl had taken in disappeared the next morning, he’d never been able to forget his fearsome eyes.
It was only a few months ago that fate had brought them together again. In truth, Earl had never expected to see the peculiar man after their first meeting. But Dagan, without even telling his name, had left such an impression on the gnarled, old man that Earl was certain he’d never forget him.
And yet, Dagan surprised Earl by hailing him by his first name as he was tilling the fields one dewy morning.
By then, news of outside events had reached Allura. There was a war being fought. The greatest in generations. Nations allied with former enemies and armed themselves against steadfast friends. Centuries-old alliances were torn apart. The royal families were in disarray. The tenuous peace that had ruled the land for the last twenty years had been broken. And it’d been said—though this was only rumor—that those who commanded true magic had come back to claim the world.
With the Seals of Regor open, what was to stop them?
Earl had no idea, at the time, how much of those events had been influenced by the actions of a single man. He could not have guessed—nor would he have believed any who told him—that the man who’d influenced so much was standing right there on his farm, with nothing more than a thin cloak around his shoulders and a small sack over his back.
In truth, Earl still wondered about that. Dagan had not been exactly forthcoming about his past. At least, not until tonight. 
Earl sensed a change in Dagan that morning. When Patch had been called over and told to sit, and Dagan began to relate his tale… well, that was when Earl got the suspicion that Dagan intended to die.
Dagan was a proud man, however, and would not want his story forgotten. Earl mulled that over in the yawning silence. He had not given voice to his suspicions yet. But he knew, when the time was right, he would not simply sit idle and let Dagan throw his life away.
Yes, Dagan had seen much. He had experienced much. Perhaps as much as twenty men his age put together. Perhaps more.
But he had not seen it all. Though his soul might be weary, his body was still young. His mind was as sharp as ever.
Earl would not let Dagan throw that away. He did not know what he could do yet. But experience had taught him that, when the time came, he would know. 
He vowed that, no matter the cost, he would do everything in his power to prevent Dagan from going through with his plan.
Not yet. Not when he was still so young.
Last of all, there was the silence’s effect on Dagan.
It had none.
He knew the silence for what it was. A red herring. It was the calm that lay before the storm. It was the falsehood that lulled weary men to sleep at a time when they should have been most alert.
It was the call of the siren: low, sweet, and seductive. It was the pull that lured mortals to their deaths.
Dagan was no mortal. His soul was not pure. He had given up on salvation long ago.
The darkness that clouded his mind ensured that he could never be free of his past. He could not dispel it any more than he could dispel the sun’s heat on his skin on a blistering summer day. 
But he refused to hide from it. He refused to hide, and so, he had adopted it as an integral part of himself.
There was no other choice. Adapt or die. As always.
The irony of the thought was not lost on him. He could not die. Not in his present state. Not with the debt that he still owed.
Behind him, the hidden listener to his story moved a single step closer. 
Dagan dropped one arm under the table and found his knife. Death had arrived at the tavern door. Dagan’s body began to thrum with the latent energy that Death’s proximity always brought.
The fourth man took another step toward their table.
And so it begins, Dagan thought.
He closed his eyes.
 
 



The End.
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