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	This novel is dedicated to my family.

	To my folks: thank you for everything, I guess I turned out alright…

	To my brother: a best friend ever since we’ve gotten past those bickering childhood years.

	And to all our other brothers and sisters, that while not of blood are family just the same, that family we’ve chosen over the years. Though over the years our paths have split and reconnected time and again. Though some have been stretched so thin across state and country lines and so rarely rejoined. Though far too many have been severed too early, perhaps to be reconnected in whatever abyss follows this one. There is always a place in my thoughts for all.

	I love you all.
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Prologue

	 

	The Age of Kelril
Approximately 5,000 Years Before the Emrosian Empire

	 

	The Eastern Lands

	R


	ain poured over the grassy expanse. Thunder echoed across the land. Heavy black clouds filled the sky, blotting out the light of the moons. Crackling lightning lit the sky above the stone walls surrounding the sprawling City of the Plains. A fire raged at its center, spreading rapidly outward. People ran about in a panic. A final, desperate attempt to flee.

	Atop the largest tower of the city the Emperor of Ash stood, arms raised toward the sky as lightning sparked around him. Flames danced about his fingertips as he cackled maniacally. He brought down his right hand and gouts of flame burst from the ground below scorching all within reach. The sickly-sweet stench of burning flesh filled the air.

	To the north of the city one building remained untouched. Within its walls, deep beneath the ground, awaited those of the city the Emperor deemed worthy to survive. Those faithful followers and worshippers beholden to the old ways.

	Those that ran through the streets below had earned his wrath. He had built this Empire on the ashes of the previous, doing so again would be but a minor inconvenience. No cost was too great, and the ashes of entire civilizations would be the fertilizer for the Emperor’s next great achievement.

	A lone figure walked the streets below, unhindered by the walls of flame closing in. Their pace was slow and never quickened, even as flames licked at the trailing hems of their dark robe. The figure sought the charred remains of those too slow to escape the fire. A dark hand, scarred with marks, an intricate patchwork of tattooed and branded symbols, extended in a warding gesture toward each corpse. And each corpse withered to dust upon the figure’s passing.

	 

	*

	 

	Age of the Legends
Approximately 4,000 Years Before the Emrosian Empire

	 

	Southern Firlos

	The gathered warriors assembled near the border with Alhu. The Chieftain of the Drakniir Isles held her axe high, her commands carrying across the winds to all the warriors that followed her. This night their march would begin down through the mountain passes and into the Alheen territories to the central settlement of the tribes. As the moons waned their march would begin. And when the sky lacked the light of either moon, their battle would begin against the demons of the south.

	The woman pointed her axe southward and gave a final roar. A heavy, chill wind blew from the north kicking up colorful autumn leaves in its wake. For the first time the Firlosii clans had united into a singular army against a common threat. The winds of change stirred in the south.

	Massive, long horned drakniir pulled heavy wagons of supplies down winding mountain paths as the Firlosii clans began their march to the aid of the Alheen tribes. Quite possibly to the aid of the world.

	 

	*

	 

	Fall of Empire
Approximately 3,800 Years Before the Emrosian Empire

	 

	Eastern Coast of the Imperial Peninsula

	The followers and worshipers of the Emperor of Ash fled their homes, setting off into the unknown ocean waters to the east. The Empire’s once great cities smoldered once more, though this time they would not be rebuilt.

	He stood engulfed in flame, facing the seven sorcerers, grinning wildly. He raised his arms to the sky calling forth the world’s very essence, the power they feared so. 

	With a flick of the tall woman’s wrist a mighty wind picked up. The flames wavered and died out. The Emperor’s face twitched as his fingers danced, sparks igniting along his hands.

	The bald sorcerer stepped in, the air growing chill, his breath pluming before him. The winds continued. The Emperor of Ash was no fool. He knew his time had run out as the sorcerers closed in. Their power had grown. A masterful calling of the world’s energies that matched his countless centuries of mastering it. The bald man barely moved as he willed his power toward the Emperor of Ash. Ice burst forth from the ground, dousing the last bits of flame as it incapsulated the Emperor.

	He stood there frozen, watching as the remains of his city crumbled. Soon the ashes would scatter and the cities would be lost to the world. A sea of grass would take their place marked only by crumbling towers and decayed ruins where once stood great cities. But beneath the land would sprawl the catacombs of his greatest achievements. The city even these sorcerers knew not of. The true treasures of his reign, they would remain, secreted away, a lingering hope of returning power. He would escape his prison; he would rebuild after all.

	“Not this time,” a shrill voice spoke from behind a scarred mask of wood as a familiar hunched form approached the Emperor within his tomb of ice.

	I could grant you power, greater than any you have known. The Emperor of Ash willed his thoughts to this one, knowing the chaotic nature of his mind. You could become a god.

	The masked figure paused a moment and let forth a burst of shrill laughter. He clutched one hand at his side. His scarred fist clenched the handle of a serpentine cane as he resumed his approach.

	“I shall,” he rasped as he reached the Emperor of Ash, raising a black-bladed dagger. A green gem, gripped in the maw of the serpent-like hilt, glistened as the man used it to carve out the heart of the Emperor of Ash.

	 

	*

	 

	The Death of Wonder
Approximately 2,400 Years Before the Emrosian Empire

	 

	Alhu

	The great central city burned. Those few survivors dispersed into the surrounding forests hoping to find succor somewhere far from the devastated lands. The charred soil was littered with the corpses of the slain. Alheen and Firlosii warriors, their allies the stout folk of the distant Mountains of Ice, as well as the southern demons.

	The trail of the dead led south, a hundred miles of carnage. A swath of destruction carved into the land, leading to the mountains from whence the demons spewed forth.

	Deep below the ruined city a dozen figures surrounded another. Exhaustion clearly wrought about each of their faces as they looked, solemnly, to the one standing at their center.

	“Are you sure of this?”

	“There is no other option. They must be kept at bay. This power must be controlled. They cannot handle it.”

	“Then so be it.”

	“I am sorry my friend.”

	“It is the only way.”

	Sorceries flared from each of the dozen, wrapping about the central figure, his body contorted with pain as he was lifted from the ground. He aged millennia over the course of mere moments. Wisps of light spiraled about the man as he was locked into a timeless prison of agony. His flesh withering and wilting, turning to a shade so pale it took on a blueish hue.

	The others turned their backs on him. There had been no other choices. They did as they must. For themselves, for Alhu, for the world.

	 

	*

	 

	Age of Conquest
The Dawn of the Great Emrosian Empire

	 

	Emros City

	King Keltan stood beneath the moons of the Great Hunt as Ghanray slowly slipped beyond Skelis, avoiding his grasp, and beginning their endless pursuit once more. His hands gripped the battlement of the keep as he looked out over the great western city-state.

	“I have seen glimpses of possible futures,” the old seer said, “a great empire shall be born. Spreading across the continent, connecting the oceans, embracing all of this land as well as others under its banner.”

	The Emrosian King turned toward the seer, looking into the gaunt man’s pale eyes. Why should he trust this old wizard?

	“Power, King Keltan, and notoriety. Your name will be remembered for ages to come, none shall forget the great Keltan the Conqueror, he who founded the Emrosian Empire.” The seer’s long, white beard fluttered in the breeze as he stared back into Keltan’s eyes. “Of all the possible paths that may be taken, that does not change. You are destined, King Keltan, you cannot shirk destiny.”

	 


Book One:

	The Knife

	 

	


Chapter 1: The Last Job

	1091st Year of The Great Emrosian Empire
Spring’s Dawn

	 

	The Ruins

	T


	arel Ydani gazed down at the fat, bald man as he cleaned the blood from his knife. Silence settled on the plain as the man shuddered his last breath. Tarel sheathed his knife and turned from the corpse at his feet. Few travelled the Ruins beyond the trader routes or outside of the scattering of rundown towns and villages. Coyotes and crows would likely dispose of the mess before anyone discovered it. It didn’t matter though; he’d be long gone well before anyone could possibly discover the remains.

	He took a deep breath of the cool night air as he removed a piece of parchment from a pocket. He crossed off the last name with a nub of charcoal and tucked it away. Releasing a deep sigh, a slight grin tugged at the corner of his mouth, it was long past time to put this entire ordeal behind him. Rot’s End was a long walk south. Toward the southern horizon a tower loomed above the relatively flat countryside. Collecting his belongings, he began walking at a brisk pace.

	As he reached the ruined tower, he could already hear the cackling of coyotes in the distance as they closed in on the dead merchant. He guided his way with a hooded lantern, seeking an opening into the tower that would lead him into the network of a once vast, ancient city below ground. Once, the stone structures were likely interconnected throughout this land. Now, several lay in ruin, marked by the occasional tower or section of wall, still somewhat intact above ground.

	None knew the truth behind the underground fortresses, if they could be called such, some of the hidden trails stretching out in such magnitude as befit an entire underground city. Tarel believed few even knew of their existence. The legends of the Ruins mostly pertained to the crumbling towers and keeps seen from the plains. The cursed cities of some ancient fallen empire, many thought them to be. The few that travelled the expansive grasslands gave the ancient stone structures a wide berth. Only the desperate few risked venturing within, seeking shelter when caught out in a storm, or in the vain hopes of discovering riches that likely never existed. Or those fleeing the Bandit Clans that controlled the plains, though rarely had they provided succor for those fleeing the clans that held reign over the region. Tarel had learned of the sprawling underground mazes at a young age. Throughout the years he had told none of his findings. Had shown none the cavernous tunnels.

	His lantern shone upon a crack in the stonework, near the ground, just wide enough for him to squeeze through. Removing his pack he knelt down lowering himself toward the opening. His hand shook as he reached his lantern within. It had been a long day, exhaustion threatened to claim him. The light reflected on spiraling stone stairs that lead down the tower, deep underground. He eased his way within, dragging his possessions along behind him, through the narrow opening.

	Thick, musty air hung within the caverns in which Tarel travelled. He wandered the meandering corridors until founding a room to his liking. Large enough. Securable. A considerable distance from where he had exited the stairwell. He settled into the room, deep within the catacombs of the city. A wooden door, in solid enough condition that seemed impossible of its unknown centuries, was set in the center of the southern wall, several slots carved into the wall above. He gathered a scattering of broken, wooden furniture, that had littered the chamber, to the center of the room and removed the tinder box from his pack. It took but a moment for Tarel’s practiced hands. Spark kindled tinder and bloomed to flame. Once lit, smoke curled from the small fire, forming a thin layer below the ceiling and gradually drifting out above the doorway.

	He pulled his knife from its sheath. Sitting in front of the small fire, he spun the blade in his hand, examining it. It was the knife his father left him. Well, that was one way of putting it. Many regrets swarmed his mind, but that had not been one. The man was an awful bastard; he got what he had coming, it was amongst the few events of Tarel’s past he had not regretted. When Tarel closed his mind to the world around him, he could still hear the screams of his mother and brother. He shuddered. He could see his father’s face, bloodied and beaten, moments before Tarel brought that same knife down on him. It was the beginning and the end. The life that existed before was no longer, the miserable existence it was. A new man emerged that night. It was the moment that began his spiral down the path to where he now found himself. Good or bad, it mattered not. It just was.

	Calloused fingers pressed and massaged at the tightness in his calves as he forced himself to remain awake. Knots of tensions worked away, he stretched out on the floor, his eyes drooping until it was a struggle to keep them open. The night would be spent within the cavernous ruins, the sleep was needed. With dawn he’d continue to Rot’s End. Were he to hold any luck to his name, he would make contact with one of Lord Malrek’s agents there. He had no desire to travel any further and hoped to never step foot in the city of Chende again. With his contract on the fat merchant fulfilled and his list completed he could buy the freedom he had lost to the Lord of Chende.

	 

	Tarel Ydani awoke with a start, sweat beading his forehead. Ghosts. Memories. The lingering regrets of his life. A deep breath, collecting himself, he wiped the sweat from his brow and rose from his bedroll. He rummaged through his pack and withdrew a carcass of rabbit he had roasted the previous morning. He grabbed his father’s knife and began carving away strips of crisped flesh. The meat prepared, he set to gathering some small, dry sticks he had brought with him and threw them atop the coals of the previous night’s fire before taking a deep breath and blowing on them. The coals blossomed back to life, flames licking the kindling. He blew again. Slowly, he brought the fire back and set the strips of rabbit beside it to warm.

	After his breakfast he scattered the fire, stomping out flames. Despite the distance from the surface and no glimpse of the outside, Tarel’s instinct told him dawn had come and it was time to begin back through the tunneling hallways, heading, to the best of his knowledge, southward. He hadn’t had the ruins memorized; in fact, it was likely he had never even been in the area in which he had camped. He knew easily enough how to find them and how to gain entry. However, once inside, it was a maze, he relied solely on instinct and common sense… and perhaps more than a bit of luck. Finding one’s way back above ground was simple enough, following a particular path was another story.

	As he journeyed down the winding pathways his mind wandered as it was wont to do. The memories of his decline haunting him still in his waking moments as they did in his slumber. After he killed his father, he never saw the rest of his family again. Chende was a cruel place, a sprawling city of mud nestled within the massive rainforest of northern Azal. The city functioned within its own set of laws, largely unhindered by the Emrosian Empire. He never did find honest work and had to survive by that damned knife. Thieving for small gangs, lucky to never be caught, never to lose a finger, or worse.

	Life as a mere thief provided little. What he stole was given mostly to those in charge of the gangs, often leaving Tarel with little more than a small allotment of food enough to survive, but never enough to flourish. Such a life was not for him, he had set his aims higher, he had refused to accept life in struggle to make another richer.

	At last, he emerged onto the vast eastern plains of the Ruins once more, in the far west he could see the peaks of the Seaguard Mountains. He smiled weakly and continued southward. He looked forward to returning to Rot’s End. The small town wasn’t much, but he had always felt welcomed there, something he could not say of many places. Upon his arrival, he’d go directly to Madam Delena’s Wayhouse, relax, and drink some ale.

	Relax. It wasn’t a thought that crossed his mind often. A life led making up for past mistakes. A potential squandered. The struggle to sever ties that bound him to those mistakes.

	 

	Rot’s End came into view. A grin spread across Tarel’s face. Here, the faces that haunted his dreams would not find him. Malrek’s influence had not reached north into the Ruins. Not yet, at least. Rot’s End held its independence and would not give in to the crooked lord’s rule, regardless of his desires. There, he could find some solace, even if only briefly.

	His hand went to his pocket, feeling for the parchment within.

	For fifteen years he had killed for the crooked Lord Malrek. He would no longer. With the last name crossed off from his list his debts were paid. His mistakes amended. His heart beat loudly against his chest, his breaths grew shallow at the thought of freedom, a tear rolled down his cheek. Freedom? A concept as foreign as rest. The killing weighed heavily on him, and there had been much. Drinking helped at times. But, drinking also led to poor decisions. Poor decisions led to debt. Debt left him right back where he had started, in Malrek’s clutches.

	He never sent his earnings to his family. And it was far too late to change that. His debts had cost him dearly. Only now would he crawl out from the beneath burden of those decisions. He’d never return to Chende again. He’d no longer live in fear of Malrek’s hunters tracking him down.

	He reached Madam Delena’s Wayhouse, the three-story log inn, the largest building in Rot’s End. He let loose a sigh and chuckled. I finally made it. Taking a deep breath, he shoved open the double doors and stepped inside. Thick smoke wafted his face, the pungent sweet scent from pipes of tobacco or Gods’ Leaf and the spiced aromas of incense. His eyes watered, but his smile widened. He headed straight for the bar. He was home.

	“What’ll it be?” the elderly barkeep asked.

	Tarel felt at his pouch of coin, salvaged from dead merchants. “Dark ale, friend.”

	A woman walked out from the back room wearing a long, flowing red dress decorated with black lace. Her long hair, bleached blonde with constant exposure to the sun, was gathered and tied above her head. She glanced toward Tarel and grinned, walking calmly through the crowd, her head held high, pausing briefly to greet other guests.

	“Mister, I think this is for you.”

	Tarel turned to see an emaciated child behind him, holding out a fold of parchment, sealed with green wax, a serpent’s visage stamped within. The boy’s eyes were sunken, his skin caked in dirt and filth. Torn and tattered rags wrapped about the boy’s feet, bits of bloodied and blistered flesh showing through where holes had worn into the wraps. Tarel accepted the message and gave the boy a silver slat; he was feeling generous and knew Malrek would never see his messengers well treated. A calm sense of serenity eased over him as he prepared to read the letter of his release, lost in his own relief as the boy clutched the coin to his chest and ran off.

	“It’s good to see you, Tarel.” Madam Delena said as she reached the assassin.

	He grinned. “Always a pleasure ma’am.”

	“Buy your freedom yet?”

	Tarel raised the letter in his hand and nodded. “Right here.” He quickly broke the wax seal, unfolding the paper, and taking a deep breath. His heart raced as he held it before him. His eyes scanned the short lines of fine script. His throat constricted. A numbness fell over him and the parchment slipped from his fingers. A void began to form within his chest, forcing all within outward, forming a lump of anxiety in his throat.

	He looked into Delena’s eyes. The sounds around him were muffled, the beat of his heart seeming to echo within his ears. His body shook as he rose from his stool and he shook his head.

	“I need to return to Chende,” he said, his voice low and cracking.

	Madam Delena looked down toward the parchment on the floor, toward Tarel Ydani’s new list with her name at its top, followed by others of power within the Ruins. His work was never done. Malrek would never let it be.

	Tarel turned and left, his ale unfinished.

	 

	Tarel Ydani had a long walk ahead of him. His past flashed through his mind. The possibilities of his future gone. One path remained. He rested his hand on the hilt of his father’s knife staring toward the southern horizon. No, only one path ever existed. He was going home. And Chende would be forever changed when he arrived.

	 


Chapter 2: Lingering Past

	1079th Year of the Great Emrosian Empire
Fire’s Burn
 

	Chende

	H


	e was a tall, broad-shouldered boy of fourteen when he found himself stumbling from the small, thatch roofed cottage onto the muddy streets of Chende. Blood dripped from the antler-hilted knife in his hand. Tears dripped from his dark eyes, cutting swaths through the blood drying on his cheeks. Behind him his mother screamed in horror, her arms wrapped about his little brother, shielding him. He couldn’t stay, but he had done what he needed. He ended the bastard’s reign of brutality.

	The boy looked toward the center of the city, where the muddy paths gradually made their way to cobbled streets. Toward the palace of Lord Malrek. He’d work his way into the upper city, he’d work hard, save money, whatever was needed. He’d see to it his family was provided for.

	Dusk drew near as he wandered down the muddy paths, leaving behind family and home. Still holding tight his father’s knife. He had no skills to speak of but had muscle and the will. Would grunt labor pay well enough? Lending his strength to the merchants, hauling supplies? He looked to the knife in his still bloody hand, a pang in his guts, a worry at his future. He shook it from his mind, there was no time to worry, his choice had been made. Tarel Ydani set about his path, his resolve steeled.

	 

	The months were harsh and time proved but two things, no work was honest, and the city of Chende cared not. Greedy merchants took glad advantage of work offered, yet stingy hands withheld pay. Insistent remarks on Tarel’s part resulted in beatings and threats of setting the Blades of Honor on him.

	Hopes grew thin. Choices even thinner. Thinnest of all was Tarel’s stomach.

	Weeks of desperation and starvation led to rash decisions and a falling in with the street urchins that haunted the alleys of Chende. Pickpocketing and purse snatching became the standard, along with the occasional late-night trips to merchants’ lockboxes, some of those same merchants that had failed to pay him for honest work.

	 

	The young thief slipped beneath a merchant cart, sliding through rain and mud. He sprung back to his feet and darted down an alley. His fingers were wrapped tightly around the coin pouch. People shouted behind him, cursing his recklessness. Others shouted commands in their pursuit. Boots clomped and sloshed down the muddy street. At the far end of the alley piles of garbage were heaped up to the wall. He sprinted to the pile, hoping desperately to reach it before his pursuers reached the alley. Finally reaching the rubbish heap, he glanced once over his shoulder before diving in and burrowing down.

	Tarel slowed his breath, wrinkling his nose at the pungent stench of rot and filth. The sounds of the Low Market were muffled inside his cave of rubbish. Drops of rain dripped from overhead, pattering along with his racing heart. He heard no movement nearby. How long must he wait? He pressed his face into the crook of his elbow, to silence his breathing and in desperate attempt to filter the eye-watering odor.

	Calm began to settle in. He had to have lost them, or they would have nabbed him by now. Had to. With practiced caution, he began to ease his way from beneath the pile, moving slowly, quietly. Shuffling aside small bits of rubbish at a time, he created an opening to peer through.

	A hand gripped his cloak, and Tarel’s heart sank, seeming to cease in its beating entirely. Time had frozen. The hand jerked and ripped him from the filth. Tarel was dragged from the rubbish pile to find himself eye to eye with the spice merchant. The scents of spices from around the world were nearly strong enough to overcome the stench of the alley… nearly.

	The man was dressed in fine silk robes, the hem spattered with mud from the unpaved streets of the Low Market. His brow furrowed as he looked into Tarel’s eyes. In the distance, a large figure observed, wrapped up in a dark cloak, his face hidden within the shadows of his hood. The figure seemed to watch, but gave no sign of interference, merely loomed at the alley’s edge. Watching and waiting.

	Tarel knew the merchant would have him brought to the Blades of Honor, the guards of Chende, the crooked Lord Malrek’s goons. He knew he’d lose his first finger. He knew he’d not eat for several days without the purse he’d stolen. Unacceptable.

	His right hand struck out. It met brief resistance which he pushed past. Flesh parted beneath the force behind the blades edge.  His father’s knife plunged into the merchant’s throat. The merchant’s eyes flashed wide before he dropped to the ground, releasing his grip on Tarel. Warm blood flowed over his hand. Images. Memories of his father flashed before his eyes.

	“Well done, lad.” A hollow voice came from the cloaked figure as they moved at last, taking their first step into the alley. “Stealing isn’t your trade. Come, there’s another path for you.”

	 


Chapter 3: The Return

	1091st Year of the Great Emrosian Empire
Spring’s Dawn

	 

	The Pass

	O


	ver his shoulder Tarel could see North Gate slowly sink into the horizon. He passed through the fort as quickly as he could, passing through the check points with only the most minimal, necessary niceties exchanged. False names given; forged paperwork already prepared. Habits of the job, he had been well trained. It would be foolish to abandon caution now. He didn’t believe there to be a link between the Crooked Lord and North Gate, in fact he found the old Overseer to be a kind man, but Malrek’s strings reached far and wide and there was no telling where his goons were hidden. Even after years in his employ, Tarel could only begin to imagine the scope of Malrek’s network.

	His hand played idly at the hilt of his knife, as it often did. Anxiety churned his stomach, his head craning at regular intervals as he continued checking over his shoulder. The vast expanse of bridgework behind him was empty. It had been empty. He continued his checks anyway.

	The waters of the Barrier Sea churned below as he continued his quick pace across the vast expanse. The bridge was a wonder of craftsmanship and engineering that still left builders in awe of its creation. The secrets of its design long dead with those that constructed it. Tarel had heard the stories, had appreciated the feat, but there was no time to take in its majesty. As was always the case. Never had he crossed the bridge without work on the mind.

	 

	The sun was beginning to set. Tarel estimated himself a bit more than halfway across the Pass. He had been making good time, but to cross in one day was unlikely. Were he to maintain his current speed and continue through the night, there remained the possibility of reaching the Azalian side by dawn. His calves already tensed with the miles put behind him. Years of travel, bloody work, and sketchy situations had taught him many things. Most he had learned at a young age, such as the importance of rest. The importance of utilizing whatever was at one’s disposal to aid in accomplishing one’s goals. Well, almost anything. He still refused to stoop so low as to use poisons.

	Bile rose in his throat, while he had fallen into his trade well, he despised poisoners. The yellow-eyed assassins that had conditioned themselves against the vile tools were nearly as detestable.

	He strained his eyes looking first south then north, across the length of the Pass. He could see no one. That didn’t mean it would stay that way. Despite rumors of curses and threat of banditry, the Ruins were not so untravelled as people thought. Merchants’ caravans, roving mercenaries, and the Bandit Clans themselves were most common amongst those that utilized the Pass, as were the Blades of Honor. He would not risk being discovered. Could not risk it.

	Removing his pack he set it upon the bridge’s wall and unclasped a length of rope connected to the pack’s underside. Fastening one end on to the low wall of the bridge, he double checked his knots, ensuring they would not loosen. Next from his pack he removed a small pouch, he upended it and dumped a fine chalky powder into his hand, pouring it along the width of the bridge. He tied the rope’s other end around his waist before slinging his pack back over his shoulders. With a final scan of the Pass he climbed over the bridge’s side and began lowering himself down, slowly passing the rope’s slack through his hands.

	He’d need to work fast as the little daylight that remained slowly faded. Beneath the bridge he pulled himself up into the slimy wooden framework. Ocean mist sprayed his face as the sea churned beneath him, crashing into the pillars of stone and wood. He moved with practiced caution pulling himself onto the wide timbers, where he could brace himself and free his hands. It would not make for a pleasant night’s rest, underneath the Pass, but it would have to do.

	He finished tying off his hammock just as the last of the sun’s light faded below the horizon. The rope he had climbed down was still tied to the bridge’s wall, though, he was confident it was not in plain sight. Hoped it would not be seen in the dark of the night. There were oftentimes things beyond one’s control, and the rope needed to remain. He pulled himself into the hammock, laid back with his hands crossed over his chest, and closed his eyes. His stomach rumbled in protest of the day’s exertion and lack of sustenance. He ignored it, he’d eat in the morning.

	His mind wandered for an unknown length of time, as he lay still and silent, before sleep finally overtook him.

	 

	The sun had barely peaked above the eastern horizon as Tarel Ydani pulled himself up the wall of the Pass. 

	His head peaking above the stonework, he peered along the length of the massive bridge. Nothing. He was still alone, so far as he could tell. Others would think him paranoid in his caution. Few others had ever crossed the Crooked Lord. Even fewer planned to repeat their mistake.

	Atop the Pass once more, he crouched down to inspect the thin layer of chalk he had spread across the walkway. Speckles here and there where the light ocean mist had spattered in the breeze. Toward the center of the bridge the fine powder remained largely untouched. As he neared the eastern side, he discovered what he had expected. Boot prints. A scuffling of boot prints. Those that had passed over while Tarel slept below walked in two columns. How many, he could not tell, though the tracks were varied enough that he had guessed over a dozen.

	It meant nothing. Not really. The Pass existed for the sake of travel. Why should it be suspicious that others used it? Still, the marks troubled him. Merchants would have wagons.

	 


Chapter 4: Tools of the Trade
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	rink it!” the fat man with the disturbing yellow eyes shouted. 

	Tarel had continued to refuse the vile liquid. He didn’t like the fat man, yet Ez brought him back every week. Tarel planned on killing him, but the time wasn’t right. And Ez would be disappointed in him. He didn’t want that. Ez had been good to him, since the day he took him from that alley. He had protected him and vouched for him before the Crooked Lord himself.

	“You must build an immunity. You must learn to use the tools of the trade, you foolish little shit!” Spittle spattered Tarel’s face as the fat man continued his tirade.

	He’d cut out his tongue first. Then he’d kill him. Throughout his years of training changes came over Tarel. Among those changes was the shortening of his temper.

	The fat man’s fist came down on the table, rattling the small vial, as it did every week. Tarel still refused, as he did every week. A large hand gripped his shoulder from behind.

	“That’s enough. You may leave.” Ez’s tone was firm, the fat man would not argue.

	Retrieving the vial, the fat man pulled a flask from a pocket sewn into his overcoat. He poured the small portion of the vile yellow-green liquid back into the larger container and replaced the flask. He wiped the vial clean with a handkerchief before grumbling as he turned to leave.

	“He’s not wrong, Tarel.” Ez stepped around to take a seat beside him. “There are many tools at our disposal, it is best to make use of them all.”

	“Not poison.” It was not the first they’d had this conversation either.

	“There will come a time when you shall regret this choice.”

	That was new.

	Ez rose from his chair. “Very well, he’ll not be returning. If you change your mind, seek me out before the end of the day. After that, there will be no going back, you’ll not be trained and conditioned to use poisons here. But know this, young Tarel, there will come a day that a knife alone will solve neither your tasks nor your problems.” Ez held his gaze for a moment, sighing. He nodded his head once, but Tarel remained silent. “Very well.”

	As Ez left the room Tarel remained in his seat. He had waited it out and finally won the argument. There would be no changing his mind, never would he resort to the use of poisons.

	 

	Dezus

	“Remember what you’ve been taught. This is no simple alleyway assassination; this is the real thing. A mistake will make your life forfeit… if you even survive. Lord Malrek will not suffer a botched job, especially not this one.” Ez’s hands gripped the rail of the ship as they looked out upon the docks of Dezus. He did not look at Tarel as he spoke.

	Tarel could still feel the anger within Ez. The disappointment. He tried to ignore it as he looked at the flickering lights dancing throughout the city. The Jeweled City they called it. The only city young Tarel had ever seen was Chende. Even under the darkness of night he could tell how different this place was. And it was amazing. Lanternlight sparkled across the darkness lining the streets, glistening off distant metal fences, illuminating the city’s beauty. Warm light radiating from the city’s streets and houses, mingling with the cool glow of the moonlight.

	“I’ve put my neck on the line for you for the last time, young Tarel. If you betray my trust again…” Ez’s head dropped slightly, his tone lowering. “I will kill you myself.” There was pain in Ez’s voice. The man had been like a father figure to Tarel these past few years of his training. Perhaps that wasn’t the right word, had Ez reminded Tarel of his father he wouldn’t be standing beside him at the moment. A mentor, and a kind one at that. Ez had been a mentor and a caregiver… and, though it struck him as odd, a friend. Perhaps his only.

	Tarel’s training was not complete. Years had been spent doing small jobs on the streets of Chende, or in the small towns of the Ruins. But he had blown it. He could not have passed up the opportunity. He had burst into laughter as he cut the tongue from the fat poisoner’s mouth. As he plunged his knife into the man’s heart moments after. The Crooked Lord, it did not seem, found the same humor in it. The Master of Poisons was a valuable asset. Far more valuable than some street rat in training.

	Tall towers jutted skyward far beyond the docks of Dezus. Large stone walls ringed the various districts. Centered within the innermost walls stood a large palace, all brilliantly lit up by firelight. Tarel’s attention was torn. He found it difficult to pull his attention from the sights, but Ez’s disappointment in him hurt. It turned his stomach, but he could not understand why. He valued Ez’s opinion, his mentorship. But he still stood by his actions. The fat man had it coming. He was a trained killer now, anyway. What else did they expect?

	Execution by poison. Public execution by poison. It was rare Lord Malrek resorted to executions as a punishment, the Crooked Lord usually found a more useful way to deal with criminals. Tarel had known he went too far then.

	Ez had stepped in. Had saved his life. And not for the first time.

	“I won’t disappoint you again.” The words angered Tarel as they escaped his mouth, but he also meant them. The regret ate at him, despite his belief he had done nothing wrong, his regret was in earning Ez’s disappointment. “I promise.”

	Ez gripped his shoulder and nodded once. “Then be safe, young Tarel. You will be on your own in this. And you are not to be seen. Use all the tools at your disposal.”

	 

	He eased his way up the rope into the palace of Dezus. He needn’t concentrate much as he climbed, it was something he enjoyed doing, something he practiced as often as he could. He knew nothing of Talres. He’d never been to the small kingdom before, he’d never even heard of it before. But that was no big surprise, he knew little of the Emrosian Empire outside of Chende. He never had a care to learn more. It didn’t make a difference to his life.

	He reached the roof and pulled himself up to lay on his stomach on the clay tiles. Unfastening the rope from his harness he took a moment to look around. It was thrilling. Exhilarating. The city sparkled with the light of lanterns, a sea of twinkling flames spread across the darkness of the city streets, it was beautiful. He had thought so, looking upon the sight from the ship, but from up on high… he’d never seen such a sight. Could not imagine ever seeing its like again. He gave himself a moment to savor the view. Then it was back to work.

	He had never even imagined being tasked with a royal assassination. A job for Lord Malrek himself, no less. Punishment. Test. It mattered not; this was a step toward a future. This would be his chance. Not only to stave off his execution, but to move up in the ranks. He’d prove himself to be the best at his trade. He would catch Malrek’s attention for his professionalism, not his mistakes. 

	He need only murder the Queen of Talres.
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