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Epigraph
 
Beauty is the veneer obscuring the soul.
 

Chapter 1: Gold And Garnet
Suspect that your friend may be your enemy, and treat your enemy as your friend; one day their roles may reverse—The Book of Chaos, The Sacral Compendium
 
Only a few times in life stick with a man long after the deed has passed: the first time he laid with a woman, the first time he took a life, and the first time he feels a pistol pressed into the back of his head. 
Maro was experiencing the latter at the moment.
“Do nothing stupid,” said the man holding the pistol. His thick accent made understanding him difficult.
“Stranger,” Maro replied, “the only thing I’m thinking about right now’s not shitting myself.”
“Good; you not stupid.”
Well, that’s fucking debatable.
“Nice and easy,” said Pistol Man.
Damn the Autarch, what in the seven hells is he saying?
It sounded as if the man’s swollen tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.
Maro let out a pent-up breath. He’d been caught at a bad time, an awkward moment, the tail-end of a fistfight with his quarry. The hog tie for his hands lay half-finished, and Maro stopped while straddling the man. Introducing a third person put the scuffle on pause. Maro glanced down at his victim, the man losing the confrontation, and he wasn’t smiling. This newcomer wasn’t his friend, either.
There were a lot of things Maro could’ve said, but such words fled him at the crucial moment, so he stuck with the simple, even if it made him sound like a backwater country bumpkin. “So, can I help you?”
“Maybe,” said the foreigner with the gun. “He’s my bounty, stranger.”
A bounty hunter? Really?
“Funny,” Maro countered. “I’d say you’re interfering with the apprehension of mine.”
The man circled around Maro’s left side, coming into his peripheral. The cold, hard pistol never left his skull, the barrel dragged across his scalp. Between the darkness of night and the flickering firelight, not to mention glancing at him from the corner of his eye, Maro couldn’t discern his features.
Not the most important thing, at the moment.
“You bounty hunter?” Pistol Man asked. “Name? I may have heard.”
I fucking doubt that!
Now that the man was closer and upwind, Maro detected the not-so-subtle scent of wet dog.
How’d this bastard get the drop on me?
Maro grunted. “I’m new. Maro Prakk. Joined up in Tepress under Horace.”
The other paused for a moment. “I’ve heard.” He nodded more to himself, then waved a dismissive hand. “Nine months, yes? You have proof?”
Maro frowned, his eyes narrowing, trying to follow the man’s words. This foreigner couldn’t articulate his words for shit, a second or third language at best. “I’ll grab my chit, so long as you don’t get trigger-happy.”
“Left hand, nice and easy.”
Maro reached into his coat pocket, fishing for the small metal disc with his name stamped on the back. On the front, it held the initials BHG for the Bounty Hunter’s Guild.
They ain’t the most imaginative, but gotta keep it simple for the stupid, which is seventy-five percent of the population.
Below the initials read: Tepress, where Maro had signed up. Grasping it between two fingers, Maro withdrew his hand with deliberate care. Holding it aloft, Pistol Man plucked it from his fingers. His fingers were rather cold when they brushed Maro’s.
“Ha, you bounty hunter!”
Damn the Autarch, he keeps dropping words, makes him sound ignorant.
The pistol withdrew from Maro’s head, and the wet-dog foreigner holstered it. Maro let out a held breath. 
“Runnel Bloodbane.” The man thumped his chest with pride. “Bounty hunter!”
The tension leached out of Maro’s shoulders, and he finished hog-tying the prisoner’s hands, who squirmed and grunted but otherwise lost the will to fight. Now, with the two of them, escape turned impossible. Checking the taut rope, Maro dismounted the criminal and stood to his full height. No longer preoccupied, he sized up Runnel Bloodbane.
The man stood taller than most, but Maro held the lead by half a boot. In fact, Maro once heard his height put him in the top five percent of men across the world of Atar.
Fat lot of good that does me, not when attached to this face.
Runnel, however, resembled an animal, the kind you find in a dark, cramped cave—one who’d been starving all winter and ready to eat. Not to mention covered in fur too thick for a bullet to pierce. A bushy, black beard obscured most his face and hung in tangled strains down to his torso. The same curly mess roosted on his head, and both together resembled a helmet and face protection rather than actual hair, and if Maro had to guess, attributed to half his smell.
Probably keeps him warm, too. I hate him already.
Runnel went well with the surrounding terrain, rolling hills with tall, wild grass, and a smattering of trees as varied as the cock pox in a brothel. Maro heard rumors of caves in the hills further south, and Bloodbane might’ve stumbled out of one.
“Hey, fellas,” the man on the ground said, his voice shaky but coated with a country twang. “Not sure what’s going on here, but you’re mistaken.”
Runnel sent a swift kick into the man’s gut, and the wind rushed out of him in a sudden gust.
“Quiet,” Runnel barked in his maddening accent, but his voice brokered no argument. Maro used similar tones while in the army.
“What’d you do that for?” whined the man. “I didn’t mean nothing.”
Runnel pulled out his pistol and cocked the hammer back.
“Hey!” Maro said, but Runnel was already kneeling beside the man.
“Open,” Bloodbane said, shoving the metal barrel into the man’s mouth.
Maro contemplated interceding, but the wanted poster said dead or alive. Plus, the interaction would give him a moment to evaluate the foreign bounty hunter.
“We talk, just hunters, and you lay quiet. Be like good whore, no talk with dick in mouth. If quiet, I won’t shoot. Deal?”
The wanted man nodded frantically.
Runnel dipped his head once and stood, holstering his weapon. He stretched his arms out wide, standing on his toes. “By Autarch, I love hunting.”
Maro, with a slow movement to not draw attention, turned his body sideways so the man couldn’t see his holster or drawing hand. Runnel wore a massive coat, and while not fur, it looked like the dark brown of a bear.
Damn thing’s half my weight.
“Hmm. Well then, you won’t mind showing me yours, would you?” Maro knew he risked offending the man, but better than going on blind faith. If Runnel Bloodbane was one of them, he’d have a chit and adhere to the code.
Runnel’s dark emerald eyes narrowed and hardened; they looked like flint chips, or the sharp end of steel.
Shit, a shootout?
Maro only had one ball in his single-shot pistol, but so did Runnel.
The whites of Runnel’s teeth split the dark, tangled growth on his face. “Smart kid! Sure.”
His hot breath almost made the ex-soldier vomit in his mouth. Putrid would curl cream; this shit would decompose live bodies.
Bloodbane fished for his chit while Maro took a step back from the reeking plume and mulled over being called a kid. A few months ago, Maro celebrated his first birthday out of the army, and he, a ripe old twenty-four, with all the shit he’d seen and done, had abandoned childhood long ago.
“Ah,” Runnel said, finding it and pulling it out, “here.” He flipped it to Maro, and his attention reverted to the tied-up man.
Maro didn’t miss the gaze, and he took a moment to size up the newest member of their trio. Runnel resembled an ox … that got fucked by a grizzly bear, and he outweighed Maro by a few mountains. Thick of chest, arms, and legs, not to mention the slight keg around the gut, Maro wouldn’t stand a chance. From the collar of his gray shirt, Maro spied a thick forest sprouting from his chest.
This foreigner would snap me like a twig.
Maro was tall, gangly, and filled with brittle bones; the army folk took to calling him Scarecrow, and the name stuck. He flipped the chit over in his hands, and on the back, Runnel Bloodbane’s name. On the front, under the initials BHG, he found Goldar stamped in the metal.
“What parts are you from?” Maro asked.
“Sindel,” Runnel answered without delay. He turned his attention to Maro.
“Heard of it, but where is it?”
“North. Different country. Waedusa.”
Maro grunted.
Explains the accent.
“What?”
Maro shrugged. “Nothing. Never knew anyone coming out of that ass crack of a place.”
For a moment, Runnel’s face went placid, still, stony with anger, and his eyes darkened like a thunderhead on the distant horizon. Then, he tilted his head and gave a belly-rumbling laugh.
“Huh huh huh. Ass crack! You right!” He wiped a tear away from the corner of his eye. “But come,” Runnel said, slapping him on the arm. The impact almost made Maro stagger a step.
Damn, that’s going to bruise.
Bloodbane waved his arms as he spoke. “We sit, we eat,” he pointed down at the man tied up, “we talk about friend.” Runnel moved closer to the crackling fire and took a seat, leaning against Maro’s saddle on the ground.
I was going to sit there …
Runnel pulled a bag from the other side of his body, and for a moment, Maro thought he’d brought his own. Instead, the man produced Maro’s pack, and he rummaged through the contents, pulling out his stale bread, hardened cheese, and jerky.
What the—?
“Not much here,” Runnel grumbled with disapproval. “I get bag.” He hefted himself up and disappeared into the darkness.
Well, it ain’t like I offered to share.
The crickets, as if being granted permission to chirp again, struck up a tune, filling the silence. Maro reclaimed his seat in front of the saddle, keeping his eyes on the man he’d hog-tied. Maro’s saddle, a thing of beauty and comfort, was his most prized possession other than his horse, Bastard. In the nine months of hunting, Maro had spent every crown he earned, which wasn’t much. The nice pile of coins he’d received for all the sold weapons after rescuing the girl, Maribel, fled faster than a wife leaving a man who lost all his money. But after paying his dues, buying a new saddle, finding a livable hovel, purchasing a cantankerous young mare, adding to his sparse collection of tattered clothes, he didn’t have two coins to rub together, and the most entertaining and affordable thing involved his hand and some alone time.
Sad story of my life.
Runnel returned, his bag hanging from his right hand. When he reached Maro, he leaned down, plucked the saddle up from behind Maro, and dumped it on the ground before reclaiming his seat.
What a son of a bitch!
Bloodbane leaned back against his reacquired backrest and opened the top of his pack. “Nice saddle. I buy!”
Maro grunted. “Ain’t for sale.”
“Everything’s for sale, for right price!”
Not everything.
Maro thought back to one of the many reasons he left the army: his sadistic captain with nonexistent morals. Runnel pulled out a flask from his pack, took a swig, and passed it off.
Maro shook his head at the offered drink, but damn, did his mouth water. He could almost smell the sweet succor from here.
“No?” Runnel asked, surprised.
“Don’t partake anymore.”
Bloodbane gave a single shake of the head. “Don’t trust someone who doesn’t drink.” He leaned close, and Maro breathed in the spirit fumes. By the gods, he wanted a drink now. “Hard for us to work together.”
“Hmm. You won’t like me when I’m drunk.”
“Oh?” Runnel leaned close again with mocking tones. “Stick Man be angry drunk?”
“Something like that.”
Runnel took another swig, screwed the lid on, and dropped it into his pack. He sniffed through his nose, then rubbed it until it turned red in the firelight. He pointed to the man tied up. “You know?”
Maro’s eyes went to the prisoner. “Yeah, he’s my prisoner, after all. Tristan Bolag. Wanted for stagecoach robbery and horse thieving.”
Bloodbane grinned ear to ear and nodded his head in affirmation. “No.”
“What?”
“Not him. I mean, yes, it’s … er, alias. He has other name, and I want words.”
Maro took a moment to collect his thoughts. “What kind of words?” The fire crackled with a pop, punctuating the question. “The kind that kill?”
“Important ones.” Runnel cocked an eyebrow at him. “Make me rich.” He tapped his finger to his nose. “Be smart, let me have.”
Maro’s eyes flickered to the man’s fingers, not the one tapping his nose, but the others. There, a gold and garnet ring clung to his middle finger with an engraving on the side, but Maro couldn’t make out the details.
“So, I go talk?”
Maro swallowed. He knew firsthand the methods of getting someone to talk
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