
Table of Contents

Dark God Emergent

Copyright Page

Dedication

Author Forward

Contents

1—Freedom’s Price

2—The Guildmaster Returns

3—Snaring the Spymaster’s Apprentice

4—Guild Business

5—Guild Member

6—Tunnels and the Tillerman

7—The Duke of Hartender

8—Grunwol, the Garitzik and the Shadow Fey

9—Grunwol and the Wizardess

10—Brianda, Mika and Aral

11—Hartender’s Plot

12—Retrieval and Reconnaissance

13—In Hartender’s Cells

14—A Well-Timed Escape

15—What the Wizardess Saw

16—Raomar and Enshul

17—Of Kings and Gods

18—Scrying on the Wizardess

19—A Visit Discovered

20—King Takes Wizardess

21—Of Gods and Goddesses

22—Cast Out and Abandoned

23—Obligations

24—The Crone

25—A Strategic Withdrawal

26—The Crone’s Refuge

27—Rescue and Confinement

28—The King Prepares

29—To Walshira’s Table

30—Ceremony Interrupted

31—Battle Joined

32—Escape and Flight

33—Elemental Lords

34—Wildejun’s Edge

Terms and Characters

Author Notes—C.M. Simpson

Other Work by C.M. Simpson

About C.M. Simpson

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dark God Emergent



[image: image]


Chronicles of a Dark God #1

––––––––
[image: image]


C.M. Simpson

––––––––
[image: image]


A spymaster’s apprentice, a warrior from the Lands of Ice, and a high priest of the goddess of the night.
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A wizardess who can tap the realm of magic, and three apprentices of notable power.
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A king suborned by an ancient god.

––––––––
[image: image]


With a dark power rising and the gods caught by surprise, can priest, apprentice and warrior save the lives of those sought for sacrifice by a deity from a near-forgotten pantheon?
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NOTE: This novel was originally published as Shadow’s Rise, but the second edition, titled Dark God Emergent, was substantially re-written, re-covered, re-edited and re-titled to update it, and place it solely in the world of Entalamorn. This version of the story is a third longer than the original version, and many events and scenes have been reworked to provide greater clarity, and improve story flow. This third edition sees that major rework coupled to a revised chapter structure, and given new and updated front and back matter.
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This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase a copy for yourself, and Thank You for respecting the hard work of this author.
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To everyone who believed in me until I finally had to believe in myself.
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Thank you.
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Welcome to the third, and final, edition of Dark God Emergent. Originally titled, Shadow’s Rise, this story’s first edition was replaced by a second edition that was the result of a substantive rewrite in 2021, where between 30,000 and 40,000 words were added to the original story as it was transitioned to the world of Entalamorn, and all traces of its old setting erased.

At the time of its release, it was thought editing, and the beta readers, had caught all the errors that needed correcting, but the advent of author readings put paid to that illusion, and the book went through a full audio-edit, and was updated in the process. This time, although the story remains the same, it was restructured to improved flow, and new chapter breaks were added.

Dark God Emergent is, as the title suggests, a dark tale, centered around the rise of a deity of ancient evil, one that was imprisoned by the pantheon to which it belonged, as the current pantheon began to rise. As such, it, and the series to which it belongs, explores the nature of Entalamorn’s deities, as well as their politics and machinations, and considers what happens when a deity dies, although it does not ask the question: ‘Do all gods go to Heaven?’—at least, not in so many words.

It also looks at pantheonic succession, and how gods might rise and fall, and what factors might influence that, what part a worshipper might play in their deity’s service, and the growth of that deity’s power, and how the battle to defeat a great evil might play out. It explores how, in victory, as in life, even the smallest things can tip the balance.

But why a new edition? Why not just update the content and be done with a simple announcement?

To be honest, I checked to see if I had to make the change, only to discover a new edition was required when structural changes were made, and when things like a new preface...or author forward, were added, so even though the cover remains the same, and the story very similar to that told in the second edition, the chapter restructuring, and this forward, as well as the updated author notes and back matter, meant I needed to issue a third edition, and take the second edition down.

I did this in late November, 2024, when I was working on what I hope will be the final version of Book 3, Dark God’s Demise, and doing the audio-edit on Book 2, Dark God’s Rise. Once this trilogy is done, I have a quintology in the works, as well as some work to do regarding a certain elven assassin, but those are stories for another day. For now, welcome to the world of Entalamorn, and may it, despite its sometimes grim demeanor, provide you with the same escape and shelter, that it has provided me.
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Raomar caught the carriage as it left the Hartender city mansion. He flipped the driver a single gold coin, paying for his silence and the risk he took. It might do little to ease the man’s conscious, but that would assume the man had one...and given he was already hiring his master’s coach to a stranger, that was doubtful.

Raomar made a note to keep that in mind for future dealings.

He stepped up on the running board as the coach slowed to make its turn from the driveway to the street, opening the door and sliding inside before anyone realized he’d gotten aboard. Despite the gathering dusk, he kept his cloak’s hood pulled low over his face and hid his hands beneath long sleeves and dark gloves.

No one knew his race or rank—and he preferred it that way.

As head of Deverath’s thieves’ guild, and a kevarag living in a city of humans, it was better he went unnoticed—and unnoted. Tonight, he would meet the hunters of his kind and give them another man’s life in place of his own.

Latching the door firmly closed, he settled back in the padded leather seat and wondered what Duke Joseph Hartender would say, if he knew who’d commandeered his private carriage. The man might not be amused to know it was being used by the guildmaster of Deverath’s most powerful illicit traders to transport a cat burglar from one form of confinement to another.

The burglar had been caught and convicted of breaking into the Harbor Master’s office, and then sentenced to hang in a gibbet at the city gates. He’d thought Raomar’s offer a godsend.

Raomar stifled a snort. Little did he know.

The coach rumbled over cobbled streets, the horses’ steady pace not breaking until the coachman reached the city gates. Here he slowed and rough voices demanded what business had him leaving so close to nightfall.

Inside the coach, Raomar tensed, worried the guards would insist on searching the coach.

“Who knows what passes through the master’s mind,” he heard the coachman reply. The man’s brusque tones hinted at resentment. “I get paid for doing what I’m told and not asking why.”

It was the right answer for the guards, who ushered him on.

Raomar relaxed as the coach moved through the gates at a walk. The slow pace made it feel like he was reluctant to leave the protection of the city walls...and for all Raomar knew, he was. He settled back in his seat. The man was very good at following instructions.

He heard the dull boom of the gates closing in their wake, and the coach slowed again. The coachman was following his orders to the letter. The man would soon get down and make a show of checking the horses’ harness.

When he did, Raomar slipped out of the coach, using it to shield him from view of the gates. Working his way back to the wall, he looked for the thief. He found the man crouched in a shallow ditch at its foot. He jumped when Raomar’s hand descended on his shoulder.

“Guildmaster?” he whispered, and Raomar laid his hand over the man’s mouth.

“This way, Andern.”

At mention of his name, the man relaxed. He didn’t waste breath arguing but followed Raomar as he led the way back to the open coach door and inside.

“Do you remember our agreement?” Raomar asked as the man settled into the seat opposite.

Andern colored and nodded.

“A child, sir.” He hesitated. “To one such as you. What did you mean by that?”

Raomar sighed, feeling the coach rock as the coach driver climbed into his seat. The carriage lurched forward and he glanced toward the thief, keeping his hood low over his face. As the vehicle picked up pace, he sighed again and flipped back his hood.

He knew his yellow eyes gleamed in the coach’s shadows and sat close to the window so his features were lit by the rising moon.

Andern gasped, startling in his seat.

“You’re...” He gulped. “You’re kevarag.”

Raomar nodded.

“Tree cat,” he explained shortly.

“And I’m to have a child with one...like you?”

Raomar nodded, and the man rushed on.

“And...and after that, I’m free?”

“Once the child’s survival is assured.”

He watched as the man digested the news, saw the question he didn’t ask. How long? It was written on his face.

In truth, the man would never return to the city. Once Raomar delivered him to the kevarag, he would end his days with them, a slave to their whim. Raomar was just glad...

“And will you come to fetch me?” the thief asked.

Raomar looked at him—and lied without shame.

“I’ll send the carriage,” he informed the man. “Grunwol will come, if I do not.”

That last part went from mild untruth to blatant lie. The Northlands barbarian knew nothing of his master’s bargain with the kevarag hunters. He hadn’t been around when Raomar had made it.

Raomar looked out the window and sighed. It had taken a sleeping spell to ensure he kept that pact a secret, tonight. The barbarian had pledged his life for Raomar’s, swearing to protect him at all times and at all costs. He refused to listen when the elf told him he had no debt.

Raomar’s mouth curled, memory of the hunters bringing the bitterness of defeat. He’d left his lands without permission, evaded the hunters sworn to keep his people contained and ‘protected’—and he’d done so for twenty-three long years.

No one outran them forever, though—and the price for his freedom had been set at ten lives for every year he’d stayed free...and two for every year since his release. He’d owed two hundred and thirty lives and been given scant time to pay it...but he’d made his payments ever since. Andern would be the second for the coming year, and Raomar was free of debt for another four seasons.

He gave an internal shrug. There’d be more mistakes. By the time the next payment was due, he’d have enough.

Feeling the man’s uncertain gaze on him, Raomar glanced over.

“What is it?” he asked.

The man blushed, Raomar picking up the color change with eyes adapted to the dark.

“Well?” he prodded, and the thief ducked his head.

“It’s just that I’m...I’m not used to...” He let the words trail off, trusting Raomar to understand.

The guildmaster nodded.

“Not used to selling your body,” he concluded, and the man gave a hasty nod, and was momentarily silent.

Raomar watched as he screwed up the courage to ask the next question. It would have been a surprise if he hadn’t.

“Is there... I mean, can I pay the debt another way?”

Raomar sighed. “Perhaps...” he began, drawing the dart he carried for just this occasion.

The man gave him a hopeful look, and Raomar was grateful humans did not see so well in the dark. When he moved, it was lightning fast. He shifted across the coach in one swift movement, burying the dart in the side of the man’s throat.

Andern gaped at him, and Raomar met his eyes.

“No,” the kevarag told the man. “There is no other way. Your life was forfeit the moment you failed me. I lied. You will not be returning to the lands of men, but will end your days among my kind as their slave.”

The man’s eyes clouded with confusion, hurt and betrayal filling his features as he struggled to move against the fast-acting poison. Raomar used his body to pin Andern to the seat, holding the dart in place to ensure the full dose entered his bloodstream.

“You will wake properly when I order it,” he told the man, as he felt Andern’s body relax beneath him. He patted the thief’s cheek. “Now, sleep.”

“Yes, guildmaster,” Andern replied, his voice drowsy in obedience, but Raomar kept him pinned until his eyes closed and he drifted into slumber.

Once he was sure the man wouldn’t stir, Raomar took the dart from his throat and returned to his side of the carriage. Andern remained slumped in the opposite corner, now fully apprised of his fate and completely under the kevarag’s control.

Soft laughter filtered through the silent air around him, and Raomar blushed. The medallion he wore around his throat grew warm against his chest.

Trust the goddess to find my discomfort amusing, he thought, and whispered a small prayer of gratitude to her. It was her temple who’d sheltered him from the hunters, and her priests who’d given him a new path to tread in the world to which he’d fled.

Enshul was the human goddess of the night and shadow. All things that happened between sunset and sunrise fell into her domain. Thieves, assassins, and deceit all fell under her purview but she held equal seniority with the god of the moon and the stars and fortune tellers were part of his domain over hers.

She didn’t seem to mind the lack, however, embracing all who came to her for aid in the shadier dealings of society...and enjoying the game of spies and diplomacy. She’d welcomed Raomar when he’d fled to the sanctuary of her temple, and walked with him still.

Her presence made him smile. Asharma cared only for her own people, but Enshul... Raomar’s smile broadened. Enshul cared for all who walked the shadows and called on her name. The sense of the goddess’s presence faded and he knew he neared his destination, and she was giving him the space to make the trade.

Asharma was a jealous goddess. It was bad enough that Raomar had shunned her priesthood, worse that he should choose to serve her human counterpart. He hoped she stayed away, this time. The hunters didn’t like defying a goddess when the debt was paid. If he failed...

Raomar shuddered.

If he failed to make the necessary payment, Asharma’s people would be waiting.

A glance out the window told him they’d arrived at their destination, and Raomar used the hilt of his dagger to signal the driver to stop. Rapping sharply, three times, he waited, relaxing when the coach slowed. As it came to a halt, he nudged Andern with his boot.

“Time to rise,” he told the man, and knew the drug still held when Andern blinked and nodded. “Follow me.”

He slipped from the coach and turned to help the thief descend. There was no point in delivering damaged goods to the hunters.

He shivered, wondering which of the clans had won the honor of collecting his tribute. Tree-Cat, Tree-Rat, Sky Falcon and Cavern Spider produced the best hunters of the clans, but they weren’t the only clans there were—and the hunters forsook clan ties to become part of the elite force the kevarag use to track down any who left their lands without permission.

His own capture had been made by a combination of Tree-Cat and Sky Falcon...and memory of it sent another shiver over his skin. They had taken him beyond the pursuit of his friends, as well as the protection of his goddess...and they’d forced him to accept the pact of lives or forfeit two hundred years of his own.

They’d promised to ensure he survived to the end of his debt.

And not much longer, he’d thought, and read the confirmation in their eyes.

The memory chilled him but he led the way away from the carriage, not looking back when he heard the coachman click his horses into a walk. His capture had shamed his goddess, making her seem weak before two pantheons—an advantage Asharma had tried to use for her own gain...and failed.

Raomar smiled grimly, and draped an arm around Andern’s shoulders, drawing him into the night. They crossed the verge and climbed a fence in need of repair, Andern’s voice signaling the drug was wearing off, although his suggestion that the thief would only wake properly when he commanded it, still held.

“Master?” The slur in the thief’s voice made it clear he still hadn’t come to grips with his situation.

Raomar cast him a happy smile. “This way, Andern. It’s not far, now.”

The look on the man’s face said he thought he should be afraid, but didn’t know why. Raomar reached out and clasped his shoulder.

“Come,” he told the man. “Our friends are waiting.”

Looking slightly reassured, Andern followed. He hesitated a little when the elf led him into a shadowed grove of aolmar trees.

Raomar let the thief catch up and fall into step beside him.

“They will meet us here,” he told the man. “Stay close.”

The shadows of the copse engulfed them, and a thick silence descended, broken only by Andern’s heavy breathing. Raomar laid a hand on the man’s arm, feeling him startle.

“Not far now,” he reassured the man, even as the air shifted around them and a soft breeze touched their skins.

There had been no breeze in the fields they’d left behind...and this one smelt of rain.

Raomar felt Andern tense beneath his hand. he heard the man draw another shaky breath, then hold it, as he sought to control his fear. He was sure the effects of the dart had completely worn off, and pulled the man further into the trees.

They crossed the boundary, the grove revealing itself to be much larger on the inside than it was on the outside. The aolmar gave way to other trees, these ones more tangled and older than was possible for the copse they’d entered.

Raomar didn’t give the thief time to think about the grove’s age or impossible depth, but drew him forward until they came to a sun-filled clearing. Here, Andern did pause.

He came to a complete stop, pulling against Raomar’s grip. The elf halted, letting the pressure ease, and then pulling him forward. This time, Andern obeyed, following the guildmaster to the clearing’s center.

“We are here,” he declared softly, his words both a warning to his guildsman and an announcement to the hunters. “Now, wake.”

Movement drew their attention to the clearing’s edge, in time to see the first of the hunters appear. His heart sank. Of all the clans...

The woman who stepped through the hanging leaves had golden skin streaked with slashes of green. She moved with sinuous grace to come to a halt before them, her presence capturing Andern’s stunned attention. 

Raomar tightened his grip on the thief’s arm, and the woman smiled.

She was wearing a sheath of finely spun spider silk, split so it revealed most of her thigh. Her gaze passed across Andern as though he didn’t exist, and she addressed Raomar in a tone as distant and cold as the southern mountains.

“What is the human doing here?” she demanded, as though she didn’t know.

Raomar knew the question as part of the handover’s ritual wording, and ignored Andern’s worried look as he replied.

“He pays a debt to me by providing a service to you,” he replied, not relinquishing his grip on the thief’s arm.

The woman laughed.

“Perhaps to me,” she corrected, running her gaze up and down Andern’s body as though he were a piece of meat and his clothing didn’t matter.

The man tensed beneath Raomar’s grip, and the woman smiled. She tilted her head from side to side, continuing to assess the thief as she moved around them. Only Raomar’s grip on Andern’s arm prevented him from turning to face her.

A fine tremor shook the man and he swallowed as though his throat had gone unexpectedly dry...and so he would, Raomar thought, given the way he was being inspected. The woman’s next words made the thief jump.

“He will do,” she finally agreed. “Do your terms remain the same?”

“Unless the hunters have changed their price,” Raomar replied.

The woman’s mouth quirked into a humorless smile.

“Hunters do not change the terms of their pacts,” she answered.

Andern gave Raomar a startled glance, but Raomar kept his eyes on the woman’s face.

The grass rippled around them, and four more golden forms rose above it.

Andern’s body tensed under Raomar’s hand, and he tightened his grip, turning slightly so he could watch the thief’s reaction. A shiver rippled through the man, and Raomar did not blame him. Of all the tales told about the kevarag, their ability to change to the form of their totem creatures was not one outsiders knew.

He kept his grip tight as the golden serpentine forms rising above the grass thickened and grew limbs, their heads shifting from snake to humanoid as their bodies changed.

“Clan Viper,” Raomar acknowledged, giving one of the most feared clans of the kevarag their name. “I am honored.”

The clan speaker tilted her head, appraising his sincerity.

“We fought for the honor,” she told him, and he noticed her pupils had become upright keyholes as she met Raomar’s gaze and held it.

A scale-like shimmer marred her flawless skin, and she flicked a surprisingly long tongue as she hissed at one of those newly risen from the grass to join them. The man dipped his head in acknowledgement and turned toward Andern.

Raomar felt the thief pull against his grasp, and held him harder, shaking him slightly.

“Master...” Andern began, realizing his situation. He crowded closer. “Master, please...”

Raomar leant in close. “Kneel,” he whispered, emphasizing it by pulling down on the man’s arm. He paused, before adding, “Kneel, and you might live.”

“Master?”

Raomar turned to face the thief and laid his free hand on the man’s other shoulder, pushing him to his knees and holding him there, until the Viper hunters came alongside and rested their hands beside his.

As soon as he was sure of their grip, Raomar stepped away. Fear filled the thief’s gaze.

“Master... I beg you,” he began, as Raomar took three swift strides away.

Raomar turned and met the guildsman’s eyes.

“I made a pact with the hunters, Andern,” he told the man, “And you made a pact with me. My pact is complete. Make sure you honor yours.”

“But...”

Raomar turned to face the woman.

“He is yours,” he told her, and she dipped her head with a sultry smile.

“He may well be,” she replied, tilting her head so her gaze slid over the kneeling thief.

Andern caught the intent in her eyes and shot a terrified look at Raomar.

“Plea—” he began, and received an open-handed slap for his trouble.

“Silence!” the viper-hunter ordered. “You have no master. Prostrate yourself before our Mistress of Venom, Valineth, Third Lady of Clan Ashmoreth Viper. It is her mark, you will bear on your shoulder, your chest and your cheek, and her whim that keeps you alive.”

Andern gulped, his eyes wide with fear as he looked from Raomar to the woman. The hunters pushed him forward until his forehead touched the earth. The man’s protest was partly muffled by grass and earth and the woman glanced toward Raomar.

“Mistress Valineth,” the guildmaster acknowledged and turned to walk from the clearing.

Silence followed him, and then Andern began to scream.

Raomar winced at the agony he heard there, remembering that Clan Ashmoreth Viper branded its slaves with a dilution of its namesake’s venom. Venom and acid. The scars remained for life.

Andern’s cry died to a whimper, and then his voice rose, again, this time begging for mercy before transitioning to a second drawn-out wail. It faded as Raomar reached the border relieved to feel the chill of Toramar’s cooler air, once more.
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The Duke of Hartender greeted Raomar by placing a sword at his throat, and the kevarag elf froze. Had the coachman betrayed him? he wondered as the duke growled out a demand.

“Who are you and what are you doing on the road so late?” he demanded.

Raomar sent a hasty prayer to Enshul, and cast a hasty glamor.

“You don’t recognize me?” he asked, relieved when the duke stared at him, squinting as though not quite believing his eyes.

If the magic had worked, the duke would be seeing a slim dark-haired man with hazel eyes. A human about whom he’d feel a faint sense of familiarity.

“It’s Ramon of Wildejun,” Raomar explained, quickly building on the impression. “We met on your last visit there. Don’t you remember?”

He watched as the duke’s eyes narrowed, holding himself still as he watched the man’s mind work. It was a relief when the man lifted his sword away and sheathed it.

“You still haven’t told me what you’re doing meeting us this far out of the city,” he stated, settling back into his seat, and rapping on the ceiling to signal the driver to continue.

“You don’t remember?” Raomar managed to inject a little hurt into his voice, but the duke wasn’t falling for it.

He shook his head, his expression speculative.

“You told me that if ever my journeys took me close to your estate, I was to look you up. I was on my way there, when I saw your carriage and flagged it down.” He watched the man’s face, then added, “Your driver recognized me...”

The duke’s lips twitched.

“He has an eye for faces,” the duke remarked. “I’m glad he saw you.”

Raomar almost breathed a sigh of relief, but hid the emotion with a brisk nod. “Since you haven’t thrown me back into the night,” he added, “I’m guessing you’re agreeable to letting me accompany you to the city?”

“Yes,” the duke admitted, warily.

Raomar didn’t hide his relief at the answer.

“Then I won’t impose on you beyond that,” he told the man. “I have business to attend, and must return to Wildejun post-haste after. I have an inn I usually stay at.”

“Will it be open?” the duke asked. “It is late.”

“It’ll be open for me,” Raomar told him. “I pay well enough.”

The duke gave him a deprecating smile. “I can imagine.”

He glanced out the window, seeming disinclined to talk. Raomar didn’t push him. The glamor would only hold so far. They settled into an easy silence, with the duke directing his driver to drop Raomar off at the inn.

“Thank you.” 

The duke waved him away.

“It’s a small matter between old friends.”

Raomar managed a small smile, but there was something about the way the duke said ‘old friends’ that worried him. Was the glamor wearing off? Had it worked at all? He made a note to look into the duke and why he might be resistant to magic.

The inn wasn’t too far from his next destination. Raomar turned into a non-descript side street, before walking the half mile he needed to cover in order to reach a small supply store—and it was a simple matter to pick the lock on the front door.

Once inside, Raomar closed and locked the door behind him, before traversing the shop interior and exiting through the back door. The alley behind the store was called Stinking Alley because of the offal rotting behind the butchery at one end and the fish scraps behind the fishmongers at the other.

In between them, however, plant life festooned the alley walls, and flowers bloomed from unlikely spaces between the buildings. Flashes of blue and red and orange revealed the presence of tropical birds and an unseasonal warmth drove away the crisp cold air of early autumn.

The sorceress responsible for this transformation ran a store for rare herbs. She was also responsible for the glamor at each end of the alley that added to its name, just as it was she who ensured both butchery and fishmongers stayed at either end. Their rubbish and offcuts strengthened her illusion of dark, foul-smelling shadows shrouding the narrow laneway.

Most people avoided the alley like a plague.

Ducking under a particularly virulently colored hanging fern, Raomar tapped a quiet rhythm on the stones of the wall beyond, murmuring ‘Enshul’ as he did. Pausing long enough to take a breath, he stepped through the illusory stones that filled the newly formed opening where he’d tapped them.

Most of his guild members used another entrance three alleys over. This one was a secret held between himself and the small group of priests who served the goddess of night.

The wall closed behind him as soon as he stepped across the threshold, his weight sufficient to trigger the mechanism that controlled it. A narrow staircase opened up before him, blue-flamed torches springing to life as he descended.

Raomar didn’t stop in the small temple at the foot of the stairs, but turned down the side hall leading to the thieves’ guild. Once again, murmuring Enshul’s name, he passed through the door, then took himself to his quarters.

He passed his bodyguard’s quarters and saw the note he’d left had been opened. Seeing it, he relaxed, knowing the man believed him safely inside the temple, which meant Grunwol had left on the task Raomar had set him.

Crossing the hall, he slipped quietly into his quarters. As the door closed behind him, he caught a glimpse of himself in the lamp-lit mirror beside the entrance.

His passing caused the lamp to flicker and, for a moment, his amber eyes gleamed gold. Turning to face the glass, Raomar flipped back his hood and bent to inspect his image.

He wasn’t particularly tall, standing a shade under six feet, and was lightly built, like all his race. The face staring back at him was crowned by a mane of straw-blond hair touched by two streaks of blue which marked the goddess’s favor.

The mottled green and brown patterning his skin was reminiscent of the fur of his clan’s totem, as were his amber eyes, and when he smiled his teeth were the teeth of a predator. It was no wonder he wore a hood.

Satisfied with his appearance, Raomar stalked down the corridor to his room. There, he’d employed the sorceress to make his quarters more like his homeland. The air was warm, just as it was in his homelands, and the walls were festooned with the plants of home, lending his chambers a slightly earthy scent.

If it hadn’t been for the stone walls surrounding him, he’d have thought he was once more in the forests where he’d grown up. That thought caused the smile to fade.

He’d fought against his kin and knew that, despite the bargain he’d struck, there was no home in the kevaragan lands behind him. Even if he could return, he’d find only death.

No...he didn’t yearn to go back. He had all he wanted here, including the freedom he’d craved badly enough to risk his life for, but even so...

Shaking himself free of the melancholy that accompanied such thoughts, Raomar pushed the memories away. He moved through his personal chamber via a vine-shrouded doorway that led to a bare stone room.

In it stood a low ebon-wood table with a low ebon-wood stool. In the center of the table stood a large water-filled bowl of smoky crystal. The room was the only chamber in his suite that was devoid of plant life, and it was cloaked with a silence so intense it almost made his ears ache.

That was a good sign. It meant his quarters had been undisturbed.

Whispering softly in his native tongue, Raomar broke the spell giving the room its silence. His words made the lanterns in the wall sconces flare to life. 

Blue light from blue flame banished the black shadows in the corners, softening the harshness of the bare walls. Raomar noticed the color of the flame and felt a part of himself relax.

The goddess was with him still.

With a soft breath of relief, he raised a hand to lift the mottled green soapstone hanging around his neck clear of his tunic. It was carved in the shape of a winged weaver, one of Enshul’s chosen forms. The warm stone felt almost alive in his hand as he raised it so he could see the gemstones set down the weaver’s center.

“Filameth,” he whispered to the goddess. “My name is Raomar Filameth...and I am both guildmaster and your faithful servant.”

The gemstones flared once in acknowledgement and Raomar smiled. Seating himself behind the table, he tucked the weaver back inside his tunic and laid his hands on either side of the bowl. His hands looked like mottled green and brown smoke through the crystal.

His reflected eyes stared back at him from the watery depths that lay, becalmed, before him. Their tawny amber gleam shone attentively back, challenging him to begin. Raomar answered that challenge by blowing softly across the bowl’s surface.

Waiting until the ripples subsided, he focused his mind, preparing the spell he needed. When the water was once again still, he spoke, imagining he could see the words settle to its surface. Once the last syllable lay drifting between the bowl’s crystal walls, the water shimmered, and an image obscured the sides of the bowl.

Raomar froze, hardly daring to breathe.

He had found the spymaster’s apprentice.
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3—Snaring the Spymaster’s Apprentice
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The spymaster’s apprentice moved swiftly along the broad street leading to the town gates. Her green eyes danced warily in all directions as she searched her surroundings for the dangers she knew were lurking. The tension of her pose and the tilt of her head betrayed her alertness and her fear.

Watching her, Raomar snorted softly in derision. She had chosen not to obey his instructions. Attempting to leave the city, now, would not keep her from him.

She’d swear allegiance to the guild, or she’d become an example for the rest.

Much as he hated doing it, Raomar knew he had no choice. If he didn’t enforce his will here, there were others who’d challenge his right to be in charge. As his mind drifted, the water clouded, the image of the apprentice wavering.

With a soft growl of impatience, Raomar forced himself to concentrate, bringing the picture back into focus and zooming in on the slender figure making for the gates. There was a moment’s hesitation, then the water cleared.

The apprentice was as lightly built as he was, and moved as silently as a wraith. Her movements were as graceful as those of any child brought up in the faraway courts of the plains and Raomar wondered how well she could ride. It would be unusual if she couldn’t.

With another soft word, he altered the spell to give him sound, as well as sight, and adjusted the picture. Somewhere, in the nearby darkness, Grunwol would be following.

Raomar knew the big man wasn’t far away, that he’d have been tracking the apprentice as she made her attempt to leave the city in defiance of the guildmaster’s orders. He wondered where the Northman had concealed himself, since the apprentice seemed unaware of him.

She was also unaware of the Northman’s partner in this hunt.

Raomar frowned. Why Grunwol had thought he needed a partner was beyond him, but the man had insisted on the shadow thief’s company and Raomar had agreed. He’d learned to trust the barbarian’s instincts for the hunt.

Dart was also somewhere in the confines of the bowl, and it would be futile to look for her. Raomar resisted the temptation to try and see where the shadow thief was hiding. She wouldn’t appreciate the intrusion and he knew she had the means to know when she was being scried, if not by whom.

He sighed, watching the apprentice progress through the streets.

No, upsetting Lady Dart was not something he wanted to do. She was far too valuable an ally to annoy.

The soft scuff of footsteps on not-so-distant cobbles drew his attention back to the bowl. Raomar frowned, surprised to hear any sound from the apprentice. It took him a few seconds to realize the apprentice wasn’t making any noise...and that she seemed as puzzled by the sound as he was.

*   *   *
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Brianda Bloodbriar tensed as she heard the sound of footsteps on the road behind her. She didn’t want to look, not wanting to alert those following, but knowing she’d have to check soon. The footsteps had sounded closer, this time—like they were closing.

It was yet another sign that all her carefully laid plans were coming rapidly apart. She’d wanted to leave the city two days ago, before she’d drawn the attention of the city’s guildmaster.

Nobles, she thought sourly. Her contact had refused to bring their meeting forward, even when she’d stressed the urgency.

“His lordship is out hunting and cannot be disturbed.”

The senior servant had been as supercilious and unsurpassable as most of his kind, and had become even more rigid when she’d tried to insist.

Brianda had waited the two days he’d demanded, then delivered the commission her master had died retrieving. It had been one day too long, and her funds had run out. She’d had no choice but to lift a few purses to pay for her lodgings, and had hoped it would go unnoticed.

It hadn’t, as she’d discovered when a Northman dressed in light-weight tunic and trousers had tapped her on the shoulder.

“The master bids you leave, or pay your dues,” he’d told her. “You have until sunset.”

He didn’t specify which master, or why, but he’d slipped a wooden token into her hand and walked quietly away, leaving her standing shaken in the middle of the street. A Northman...

She’d had nightmares that night, dreams of pain and blood and terror, that had left her sweating in a twist of sheets and seen the inn-keeper pounding at her door.

“Dreams,” she’d explained. “Just dreams...”

He’d given her a doubtful look and asked her to dream more quietly, so the rest of the guests could sleep, and Brianda had quietly agreed. Dawn had seen her knocking on the duke’s door, and being sent swiftly on her way.

“He’ll see you in the morning.”

She’d been refused the right to wait in the foyer, and left standing on the doorstep after the door had closed. Another night had passed, with restless dreams haunted by glittering green eyes and the snap of a lash that sent her downstairs to end the night before the warmth of the common-room’s fire.

The duke had arrived late, then taken his time reading the missive she’d brought. She’d been fed and watered with scant attention, then paid.

“Thank your master,” he’d told her shortly, then left without another word.

He hadn’t even asked why her master had sent her, instead of attending the meeting himself. Brianda had left, her heart sinking at the gathering dusk and rapidly approaching night. As much as she wasn’t looking forward to spending another night on the road, she hoped the guards would let her out.

The sound of footsteps came again, and Brianda resisted the urge to break into a run. If she was lucky, she’d reach the gates. She’d camp outside the guardhouse if she had to, but she was leaving.

Someone had to carry news of her master’s demise to King Strevani’s court. There, at least, his presence would be missed, and he’d be grieved as he should be.

The sound of boots scuffing against cobbles came again, bringing Brianda back to her current predicament.

There had to be at least two of them trailing her steps...and it was past time she tried to out-distance or out-maneuver them. She had to reach the relative safety of the gates—and she had a feeling her current pursuers weren’t about to let that happen.

A narrow alley opened up to her left, and she turned into it, pretending it had always been her destination. Behind her, the footsteps paused, and the indistinct murmur of voices whispered softly in her wake. The words were too indistinct for her to hear.

Hearing them wasn’t necessary, she decided, rounding the corner and breaking into a run as soon as she was out of sight. She kept her footsteps as silent as she knew how, running with her head down until the corner was well behind her...and only then did she look up.

The street ended. Instead of an intersection, the brick and timber front of a cobblers rose in front of her. Boots and shoes lined its window front and Brianda gaped at them in disbelief. Moving into the shadows of its doorstop, she pivoted to look back down the street.

Maybe they weren’t following... Maybe they hadn’t seen her... Maybe...

Her mind raced as she tried to salvage something of her plans. Tucking herself back in the shadows she watched the street beyond the lane’s end, breathing a soft sigh of relief as two figures walked across it and kept going.

Brianda took a deep breath, thanking Enshul, goddess of thieves and the night as she listened to their footsteps fade. When the night was quiet, once more, she moved out of the shadows and trotted swiftly back the way she’d come.

*   *   *
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Watching her, Raomar nodded in slow approval, then shifted the scry’s focus to the rooftops, where he found his enforcer.

Grunwol was moving parallel to the girl, and had probably watched her from the roofs for most of the night—a routine task for the big Northman...until the two others had appeared. Retrieving the apprentice before she reached the gates was the man’s main priority, but discovering which of his competitors had sent similar pursuit rivaled it.

Raomar watched as Grunwol silently maneuvered his huge bulk across the roof tiles, descending the angled canyons and negotiating chimneys with an ease that many envied. The Northman tracked the apprentice’s path as she moved from a trot and bolted toward the end of the lane.

Seconds later, he watched as Grunwol dropped to a crouch. The two figures were back, two men, bulky in black leather armor who rounded the corner with the suddenness of good planning. Raomar saw when the apprentice spotted them and dropped into a brisk walk.

Ten feet from gaining the main street, and too close to avoid notice, the apprentice continued forward, slightly angling her path to keep out of arms’ reach as she went to pass the new arrivals.

“Evening, sirs.” Her voice showed no sign of the worry she had to be feeling as she tried to walk by them and into the street beyond.

They moved swiftly to block her way.

“Evening, miss,” one of them replied. “And what brings a lovely lady, like yerself, out at this time of night?”

The girl blushed—and well she might, Raomar thought, given she’d just been greeted like a common call girl in a tone that suggested her services were expected. He watched as she pasted a smile on her face and replied.

“I’m not for sale,” she told them. “I’m running an errand.”

The hint of something lethal lurked in her expression, and Raomar heard a certain hardness in her voice. If he’d been one of the men confronting her, he’d have taken a couple of steps back.

Messengers didn’t give more information than they had to...and most thieves thought twice about interfering with them, in case they angered someone more powerful than they could handle.

The two men exchanged glances, and then looked back at the girl.

“An errand, is it?” one asked, smirking. “Collecting or delivering?”

The girl frowned, and Raomar mirrored her expression. What was the man driving at? Did he already know who the girl was?

He had to admire the girl, as she answered with more confidence than she had a right to.

“An errand,” she repeated, eyeing them up and down. “Now, let me pass.”

“Just as soon as we’ve your name,” the speaker of the pair told her.

There was no threat in his tone, just matter-of-fact command.

The girl paused, and Raomar knew what was passing through her mind. Brianda Bloodbriar, Brianda of the Blood, Brianda Spikenard... Any of those would be enough to get her killed, as would Brianda the Assassin’s Daughter.

Raomar shook his head and wondered what was taking Grunwol so long to reach her.

In the meantime, the girl looked into her questioner’s eyes, tension running through every line of her body.

“Well?” the man demanded.

“Well, what?” Brianda asked, and the two men exchanged glances.

“I asked yer name.”

The girl swallowed, then glared at him.

“Bonnie,” she lied, her voice firm, her gaze never shifting.

Again, the men exchanged glances. Arching one eyebrow, the questioner looked the girl up and down.

“Bonnie,” he repeated, then asked the question she’d been trying to avoid. “Bonnie what?”

Brianda glanced away, looking past him as though looking for help. What she was really looking for was inspiration. She needed a name...a surname...one common to these parts and not the plains she came from.

There wasn’t much to choose from between the buildings crowding the lane, and its dimly lit confines didn’t reveal much. Dark lumps of refuse, the irregular pattern of cobbles...the lane’s name on a board at the entrance...

“Bonnie Cobbler,” she answered, flicking her gaze back to his face.

“Cobbler?” the man spat.

He glanced around, his gaze taking in their surroundings and passing across the sign as it did so. He snorted, amusement briefly lighting his features before he turned back. His smile faded.

“Absolute cobblers!” he snarled, stepping to grab her.

*   *   *
[image: image]


Raomar tensed, resisting the urge to deny the man’s actions with a shout. His grip on the bowl tightened and he pressed his lips together.

To make a sound, now, would end the spell, and he needed to see what happened next. The girl would be brought into the fold...or hunted to extinction. There was no other way.

It was bad enough he’d come out of his seat, and fortunate he hadn’t lost his grip on the spell. As it was, the water rippled, blurring the picture. It did not settle, until he’d sat back down.

Releasing a soft breath, he watched the water stir and the picture return to normal. Once it had, he murmured the word to shift its focus to Grunwol. The Northman balanced beside a chimney, observing the drama unfold in the lane below.

Raomar wanted to order the man to take out his rivals and make the capture, but knew his second-in-command had the situation under control, even if it didn’t look it. Resisting the urge to drum his fingers against the sides of the bowl, the beast elf waited.

With most of his bulk concealed by the chimney’s shadow, Grunwol reduced his chances of a stray glance uncovering his presence. Raomar watched as the big man unhooked the rope-and-grapple he carried, and reverse down the roof.

As he did so, a startled shout came through the bowl, and Raomar snapped the command to switch the focus back to the girl. He was in time to see her duck beneath her opponent’s hand. The man’s fingers brushed the back of her cloak and missed, and the girl didn’t give him a second chance.

Her palm slammed into the cobbles, as she threw herself into a roll and came to her feet. She didn’t look back as she raced for the end of the lane, dodging the second man’s grab as she went.

Raomar stifled a slight cry of dismay, forcing himself to sit as he watched her opponents go tearing after her. One of them pulled a dagger from his hip and flung it after her retreating form, and Raomar silently cursed.

If Grunwol didn’t hurry...

*   *   *
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Brianda’s palm stung from hitting the cobbles, but she was past her pursuers with the lane’s end clear before her. Running footsteps came from behind her as her assailants tried to catch up, and she hoped they didn’t catch her before she reached the corner.

She gave herself a one in one hundred chance, but it was still a chance.

Passing beneath the street sign, she lashed out to catch the corner and spun herself around it. Something whirred past her and clattered off the stonework beside her hand.

Brianda didn’t stop to find out what it was. She didn’t need to. She’d had daggers thrown at her before. She also knew the men wouldn’t be able to catch her, before she ducked down another of the alleys...and once she did that, she could be up on the roofs and away.

Neither of them looked like climbers.

“Thief!” The cry rang out behind her, and Brianda cursed.

That cry would bring out the locals...or the Watch...or both. It was the only chance the men had of stopping her, and they knew it.

“Stop! Thief!”

“A gold for the one who brings her to me!”

Cold fear coursed through her. That last call was enough to have everyone out of their beds and in the street—even those most determined to mind their own business.

“Thief!”

“A gold for your help!”

“Dammitall,” she muttered, as doors opened on either side of the turn she wanted to make. Two men, three boys, a girl, and two women with brooms converged to block her path, and she altered course.

She had to get out of the street.

Footsteps echoed above her.

Above? Brianda resisted the urge to look up. Above meant the rooftops, but she hadn’t...

There was no time to look. What she needed was another alley, one where the occupants of the houses flanking it hadn’t yet woken to her pursuers’ cries.

“A gold!”

“Stop! Thief!”

More voices took up the cry, adding to the volume and the likelihood the Watch would come.

She really had to get out of the street.

“Thief! Thief!” The shouts grew louder and became a chorus.

Doors opened in answer. Lanterns were held aloft.

“A gold for the one who stops her!”

Lanterns bobbed down stairs and footsteps scrambled over the cobbles. Very soon doors would be opening ahead of her instead of just on either side in her wake.

Brianda put her head down and ran harder.

The shouts traveled faster than she did, and doors started to open ahead of her, their emerging inhabitants moving to block her escape. Brianda looked around, hoping for an opening between the houses and shopfronts, but not seeing any.

She turned towards a vertical stretch of shadow, only to find a recess from which emerged a group of men hastily buckling their trousers. A brothel...with customers eager for more gold. She changed course, pivoting to avoid the grab from one of the other residents, and diving under the outstretched hand of another.

There was an intersection ahead.

Brianda put on a spurt of speed, avoiding yet another pair of hands and leaping over someone’s hasty attempt to trip her. Reaching the intersection, she bolted right—and slammed into a breastplate made of hardened steel.

She bounced off, the impact throwing her back onto the cobbles, her head ringing. Shaking her head, Brianda started to roll to her feet, all too aware of the mob racing toward her, and the armored figures closing the distance between them.

She wasn’t aware of the amber eyes blazing with frustration that watched through the rippling waters of a crystal bowl, or the big man who landed hard on the cobbles on the other side of the street. He raced toward her.

Brianda heard his footsteps, but kept her eyes on the watch sergeant and the leveled spears of the two watchmen approaching beside him. Scrambling back, she tried to get to her feet as well as get out of range. She didn’t expect to hit the solid wall of Grunwol’s boots or feel a large hand closing over her collar, her hair and the nape of her neck.

Brianda lashed back with a boot, and her captor shook her, making her teeth rattle.

“Enough,” he commanded, his voice soft enough to stay between them, as his grip tightened.

Brianda froze. She knew that voice! She drew a breath to explain she’d been leaving, but he shook her again, and the words fled.

Raising her eyes, she saw the mob had registered her capture...or, more importantly, registered who had made the capture. They also registered the presence of the Watch and turned quickly away.

“What’s going on?” a hard voice demanded.

The watch sergeant had halted two strides away, raising his hand to signal his men to stop. They still held their spears, but upright, the tips no longer pointed in her direction.

Brianda almost relaxed. If it hadn’t been for the man that held her, she’d have been happy with the change. As it was, she was in more trouble than if the Watch had caught her. She glanced at the sergeant, but he ignored her, his attention on her captor.

“Just a little in-house trouble, Sergeant,” the Northman replied, and Brianda’s hopes of leaving the city died.

Her captor’s grip had momentarily tightened, and she knew he wouldn’t let her go.

“We seem to have the cause of it well in hand,” the Northman added, giving Brianda another shake as he did so.

The answer made it clear there’d be no negotiation, and she was well and truly caught. Brianda’s heart sank, and she wondered if she’d ever see the plains city again...or if her master would ever properly be mourned.

“In-house, eh?” the sergeant asked, studying Brianda’s face. He was about to say more, when the guildsman spoke.

“Yes, in-house.” Again, the words were accompanied by a shake, and Brianda’s teeth rattled. “We were in the middle of dealing with it when you came, but there were...complications.”

The sergeant scanned the streets around them, and gave him a disgruntled look. After a minute’s thought, he came to a decision.

“In-house,” he repeated, then cleared his throat. “Well, deal with it more quietly in future...a little more in-house in fact.

The pressure on Brianda’s neck increased.

“We will, sergeant.”

She heard satisfaction in the reply, and the grip didn’t ease. Keeping her eyes down, Brianda watched as the sergeant’s shins and boots took a step out of her range of vision, then she listened as he walked away.

“Abouuut face!”

Boots slammed into the cobbles.

“Forward...march!”

Hearing the squad move away, Brianda took a chance. Hoping the guildsman’s attention was on the retreating patrol, she shifted her hand carefully, until she found her dagger’s hilt.

She might have been caught, but she didn’t need to stay that way. Curling her fingers around the hilt, she drew it carefully from its scabbard.

The Deverath guild was the only thieves’ guild she’d noticed...as in, she hadn’t been able to find evidence of another...and that meant she was in a lot of trouble, because there were only two ways a guild got that powerful in a city this size.

They were either brutally ruthless in enforcing their rules...or they had access to power from another realm. Brianda didn’t want to discover which.

The grip on her shoulder didn’t loosen, but her captor didn’t speak. Brianda guessed he was waiting for the Watch to turn the next corner...and she didn’t want to still be caught when they did. Her grip tightened on the dagger and she tensed her arm, preparing to drive it back into the man holding her.

Unfortunately, Grunwol didn’t hunt alone.

There was a brief snap of sound, and pain flared through Brianda’s wrist. She gasped and dropped the dagger, her hand opening under the impact of a long, thin dart. A jerk followed the sound of the dagger hitting the cobbles.

For a moment, her captor stood still, and then he flexed his arm, turning Brianda to face him. She lashed out, catching him in the stomach with her foot, and his green eyes flared with anger. She tried again, swinging for his face with her undamaged hand.

The Northman snarled, then dropped to one knee, shifting his grip and slamming her into the cobbled road with enough force to drive the breath from her lungs. Brianda’s head hit hard and she saw stars for the second time that night.

She was still trying to catch her breath, when he flipped her onto her stomach and pulled her hands behind her back. Brianda turned her head and caught a glimpse of his face. His silvered hair glimmered and fury rode his expression.

For a moment, she was reminded of another Northerner, and panic rose like a cold sea in her gut. No! Gravarik! She tried to pull free, but he was too heavy.

“We haven’t the time to waste,” he growled, and her panic ebbed.

Not Gravarik... Breathing fast with fear, Brianda stilled.

Not...Gravarik... she reminded herself. Just another...only another... Someone different.

She hoped she was right.

“Nice shooting, my lady,” the big man murmured, and Brianda wondered who he was talking to.

She hadn’t shot anyone.

“Please...” she began, as hopeless as it was. “Let me...”

“No,” he told her shortly, slinging her over his shoulder, like a bag of wheat.

Behind them, she caught a glimpse of the empty street, and saw two familiar figures backing away from several more. Curious, she watched, and saw her original pursuers taken quickly from their feet, their bodies carried away.

Ruthless, she thought, remembering her master’s assessment of the guild situation in Deverath. That thought was almost comforting.

Ignoring what she thought, the guildsman carried her quickly off the main street and into a smaller lane. Every stride rippled through him, travelling into Brianda’s stomach.

“You can put me...” she began, and was cut off.

“No. Be silent.”

Brianda wondered what he’d do if she threw up down his back. The movement was making her feel ill, and her wrist ached, both from being tied, but also from the dart. She wondered idly if he’d bound it, or if it was bleeding...and why that even mattered.

As well as feeling nauseous, she was also starting to feel clouded...like she’d been drinking...or...

The dart had been poisoned?

Brianda wondered if the guildsman knew...and what would come first, oblivion or vomiting.

She was still pondering the question, when darkness took her.
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4—Guild Business
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Crack!

The ringing slap startled Brianda to wakefulness. She tried to protest but her tongue felt thick in her mouth and the words came out garbled. Trying to sit up proved pointless, since she was already sitting, a large hand propping her against a rough wooden wall as the one that had slapped her caught her other cheek in the backswing.

Pain brought tears to her eyes and Brianda tried to pull away. Her eyes flashed open, but then drifted closed again. Another slap brought another garbled shout, and she decided if her captor kept it up, he was going to get a dagger between the ribs.

In answer to her protest, however, she was tipped to one side and her hands released. Pins and needles flooded her wrists as she was shifted upright, again, and then let go. This time, when she opened them, her eyes stayed open.

She almost wished she hadn’t.

The Northman was crouched two feet away, watching her intently. Brianda returned the favor, ignoring the sudden surge of fear as she made herself study the man.

He was big—both tall and broad, his face craggy with weather and whatever journeys he’d taken. Green eyes stared into her own, and his hair showed the first signs of silver.

Funny, she hadn’t thought of him as old, when they’d last met. She wondered if it was part of a glamor.

Cautiously, she began to rub life back into her hands, and to look around the room.

It was bare, and appeared to have been uninhabited for some time. It was also on a ground floor if the dust-covered stone beneath her was any indication. There was no fire in the hearth behind the guildsman, but light came from a candle set in a brass holder, going green with age. Sacking hung across the only window she could see.

As she watched, it stirred, and the guildsman spun into a defensive crouch, dagger in hand.

“Speak now, or die,” he ordered, and soft laughter greeted his words.

Brianda reached for her dagger and found the scabbard empty, but the guildsman only glanced in its direction.

“It’s a wonder they still call you a barbarian,” a woman mocked, sliding through the window and dropping to the floor. “You’ve more manners than most.”

Not ground floor, Brianda corrected herself as the Northman relaxed, but basement.

She sighed, taking in the newcomer’s features as she approached.

She had a solid build, copper-brown hair and dark brown eyes.

“You have something of mine, Grun,” she stated, holding out her hand.

“I do.” The Northman drew a long dart from a belt pouch, and flipped it toward her.

She caught it mid-flight, and then turned to the door.

“Thank you,” the big man added, and she shrugged.

“All part of the job,” she answered, laying her fingers on the door handle.

The Northman watched her every move, looking like he wanted to say something else, but didn’t dare.

Brianda wondered what that could be, but the Northman spoke again.

“What was it?”

“Sleep-tip,” the woman replied, looking back over her shoulder as though waiting for what might come next.

“Slow working,” the guildsman noted, as Brianda decided now might be a good time to leave.

The window wasn’t that far away.

She gathered her feet beneath her.

“Don’t go anywhere, Bonnie Briar.”

Brianda froze. Only her master had used that particular name. He’d said it was because she made him happy when she was around. Her breath caught, and she lost her balance, falling unexpectedly onto her side.

The woman frowned, then reached into her cloak. Drawing out a vial, she tossed it to the Northman.

“Antidote,” she explained. “Get her on her feet, faster.”

As if that was a good thing. What if they didn’t want her on her feet faster?

The Northman put the lie to that as soon as he’d caught the vial. Snatching it out of the air, he shifted to kneel beside her, and hauled her upright. Brianda couldn’t help it, she flopped, rag-doll like.

With a growl of frustration, the Northman propped her against his side, and uncorked the vial, supporting Brianda’s chin as he raised it to her lips.

“Drink,” he ordered.

Brianda opened her mouth, sipping at the vial as he tilted its contents into her mouth. They came out in a rush and she gulped them down, almost choking on them. The guildsman held her jaw closed until he was sure she’d drunk it, not letting her go, when she sagged back against him.

The antidote clung to her tongue and throat, making her gag with its bitterness. It burned its way down her throat, before erupting in her belly and sending fire through her. Her vision exploded into white fuzziness and she screwed her eyes shut.

When her mind cleared and the lethargy left her limbs, she opened her eyes, discovering she could see clearly, and that her hands had formed fists by her side. Twisting out of the Northman’s arms, she rolled into a crouch to face him.

He kept his hand curled around her bicep and met her gaze, the sight of his eyes and his white-blonde hair making her flinch. It was all she could do not to run, to make herself face him, and remind herself that this was not the Northman that haunted her sleep.

His eyes were green, green not blue. Not blue. This was not Gravarik, whose eyes were a perversion of the summer sky.

Brianda closed her eyes and let out a long, shuddering breath. When she opened them again, again, he was still watching her and the woman was nowhere to be sensed or seen.

“The guildmaster is waiting,” the Northman stated, his grip tightening. “If you try to leave before we get there, I will remove your hands. Understood?”

The expression on his face left
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