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      Blaine sat alone in the darkness beneath the great amphitheatre, listening to the crowd above as they bayed for blood. Trumpets offered a funereal fanfare to the accompaniment of stamping feet; the sound a signal that the tide of the fight was turning and that the crowd was on the verge of witnessing the slaughter that they craved. The clash of steel rang out, followed by a sudden silence.

      The sudden surge of noise from the spectators drowned out the screams of the dying man.

      There was an ever-present aura of death in the underground chamber. Men who moments before strode out through the gates to conquer the world came back through them lying inert on stretchers, either dead or so close to it that the difference hardly mattered. There was no glory in the fight, Blaine knew. It was a lie; perhaps the greatest lie of all. Fighters like him were adored by the people simply because they offered the crowd the ability to observe the spectacle of life and death from a safe distance, to believe they were a part of the valiant struggle while at the same time being forever removed.

      And yet they continued to fight.  Continued to die.  Blaine was surrounded by the cries and moans of the wounded, by the blood and the gore, and yet, when they called his name, he knew he would get up and walk out into the arena just as he had so many times before. Fighting was in his nature. It defined him.

      Even if it were not, fighting was preferable to going back.

      He felt old. Too old. Younger, stronger men had taken the long walk into the arena to face him only to return on a stretcher. Last time it had been young Berra. Stupid, hopeful, Berra. He paid the ultimate price for his arrogance. The stretcher bearers had carried his body back into this very room with a wound in his side deep and wide enough for a fox to climb inside. Blaine had made that opening with a single thrust of his sword and then stepped back to watch his opponent's guts tumble out onto the sand. They all wore that same final look of amazement when they died, as though they couldn't believe what had happened to them. Berra cursed him as his life bled away, cursed him to Hell and back through tears that stole whatever last shreds of dignity the boy might have hoped to cling to.

      Blaine felt a gnawing ache inside at the pointlessness of it all.

      Outside, they were calling for him. He could hear his name echoing around the great amphitheatre, only it wasn't his name, not the one he’d been born with at least. Here, they called him Carrion. The word sounded like thunder. In truth they knew nothing about him except the spectacle that he chose to show them. They knew nothing of the gentle man he had been, the poet, the lover, the friend. No, none of that. They knew what they needed to know; that he was death to those who faced him.

      Let them wait, he thought bitterly, but he was fooling himself. He would go to them just as he always did. Once it might have been different but now the fight was all that he had.  He had become the very thing the crowd expected him to be; a savage killer. Never in this life had he written a poem. Never in this life had he been gentle. He had been raised with violence into violence. It wasn't easy to admit the truth but then he was a liar and he always had been. Should it be any different now because he was lying to himself? Blaine let out an abrasive bark of a laugh as he pushed himself to his feet. He checked the buckles on his breastplate and greaves, and then lowered his visor over his eyes.

      It was a long walk to the surface, made longer by the haunting echo of footsteps and the muted whispers of dead men remembered forever by the tunnel’s sandstone walls.

      How many men have walked this same tunnel on the way to their deaths?

      Too many, was the answer. Men dressed as Croakahn's pet demons guarded the entrance to the pits. Images of Croakahn himself, Lord of the Dead, lined the tunnel walls, whilst the face of Cador, the conductor of souls into His underworld, dominated the floor mosaics. The fighters called it the Long Walk, fully aware of the duality of the name.

      Blaine waited in the last shadows before the tunnel mouth opened into the arena. He offered up a silent prayer to Maenner; it was an old habit that refused to die. Making his peace with his god, the man they called Carrion strode out into the pit amid roars from the banks of spectators. It was raining. He savored the feel of it on his skin, every nerve-ending coming alive to its touch. He stopped in the center, the blood of other men staining the sand at his feet, and turned to face the King's Box.

      The Beggar King, Kester Jahalen, sat high up in the stands with his sycophants all toadying around him looking to curry favor. Jahalen savored the day's slaughter with all of the relish the power over life and death brought. Blaine waited for the self-proclaimed King of Pelcadorn to meet his gaze. The man was bald and obese. The skin on top of his head had been smoothed over strangely contoured bones. From a distance he looked disturbingly reptilian, his eyes lost in the shadow beneath the bulging shelf of his brow.

      Someone shouted his name and the crowd took up the chant: "Carrion! Carrion! Carrion!"

      He let the sound wash over him, coming truly alive for the first time since he donned the armor.

      The story was that Jahalen could trace his heritage all the way back to Devon D'arla, the Butcher of Summer himself, and that he enjoyed over three hundred years of royal blood flowing through his clogged veins. He was the rightful heir of the Summervale, not Ardeus D'arla, despite the fact that he was a royal bastard. Three hundred years of royal blood or thirty odd generations of cutthroats, whores, murderers and pirates. The truth was a curious beast in the hands of a man like Jahalen. It was unlikely anyone really knew the entire truth but the sycophants and the toadies were all familiar with the Beggar King's bitterness about this accident of birth and those close enough to the fat man fed the flames of his mad delusion, their worm-tongues whispering about injustice and the cruelties of Fate's fickle gifts. D'arla The Usurper was living the life of a king in the Summervale whilst he was forced to sweat like a pig in his hovel of a palace, shunted away to the far ends of the earth where he wouldn't be an embarrassment.

      Listen to those sweet sounding words long enough, Blaine thought, staring at the fat man, and who knows what kind of stupidity a fool like you might be capable of, eh fat boy?

      He shrugged it off. It wasn't his problem. He was one of the Beggar King's pets now. He was protected from the man's insanities as long as he kept the fat bastard happy.

      Blaine didn't recognize the man closest to the Beggar King but having seen him once he was sure he would never forget him. He met Blaine's stare levelly. Trails of sticky, translucent fluid tracked like tears down the man's pock- marked cheeks. His skin was slack, his body deformed beneath his robes. Tremors pulled at his body and flecks of spittle clung to his lips as he smiled down at the fighter in the pit. His gaze filled with sick longing as he looked toward the shadowed entrance of the pit. Blaine refused to be drawn into looking for his opponent. He would live or he would die; looking back now would do nothing to alter that.

      "Do you have something to say to me, warrior?" Jahalen bellowed. His voice echoed around the amphitheatre, enhanced somehow so that his words carried to every seat.

      "I do," Blaine intoned. "As a man about to die, I salute you, my king." He slammed his forearm against the bronzed breastplate and then punched the air with his clenched fist.

      Servants of the Beggar King, dressed as a whole pantheon of demons and demigods, moved out onto the killing floor behind him. The band started up once more, playing a tense melody whose notes eerily matched the uncertainty of Blaine's mood, his opponent still unknown.

      Something was different. Wrong.

      Nine years Blaine had been fighting in the pits for the Beggar King, expecting each day to die. Nine years undefeated whilst the hungers of the crowd grew evermore bloodthirsty. For nine years he had remained as their hero, their champion, the one they called Carrion because he fed them all the dead meat they could handle. Their worship made him immortal. On the killing floor he was a god but as the old Kushmarran proverb went the time must come when all gods dies, and as the traps opened on the lion pits, Blaine felt doubt for the first time in years. It was a strange sensation; a quickening in his chest. The realization that this flesh, this body, didn't belong to him, that it was a gift from the Creator. Intellectually he knew what he was feeling: fear. Was this what the others felt when they faced him? He felt a surge of pity for them, the young who had fallen to his sword in this very arena. Were they somewhere now, in the Halls of the Dead, pitying him in turn?

      He saw the ugly little man smiling down on him, saw Jahalen seemingly hypnotized by the creature that emerged from the darkness of the lion pits, and turned at last to face his fate.

      From a distance it bore a startling resemblance to a huge grizzly bear as it shambled forth but in truth it was like nothing he had ever seen.

      Is it that time, Maenner? Is my life counted now in seconds? And then more bitterly: It is if you think it is, fool. Fight for your damned life!

      For the moment at least the ropes of the demon-masked servants held the creature at bay but the sheer brute strength of the bear-thing promised that they wouldn't hold it for long.

      "As one about to die…" Blaine whispered, reaching over his shoulders for the two short blades he carried sheathed on his back. He slid them clear, his world narrowing down to the weapons in his hands and the creature he had to kill to stay alive for another day. His knuckles were white. His hands were shaking.

      Where a bear had fur the creature's skin had been stripped away, revealing the blood pumping through veins as delicate as butterfly wings that lay barely beneath the surface. Blaine understood why the men down there wore masks now. It was to hide their fear. If the creature fought loose of its chains he had no doubt that thing could tear them limb-from-limb and there would be very little any of them could do about it, and they were making damned sure they stayed out of the way of its claws as it pawed the air.

      The rhythm of the music changed subtly, shifting into a discordant jangling crescendo that mimicked fear.

      The ugly little man leaned over and whispered something to the Beggar King but Blaine was in no position to wonder what.

      Kester Jahalen was laughing. His laughter, like his words before, was amplified. The sound rolled around the arena, taunting Blaine as he stood down there in the middle of the killing floor.

      He felt the mood of the crowd change, as though they were no longer content to be satisfied by mere blood; this thing, this creature, offered them the chance to witness slaughter and to a man they were hungry for it.

      The bear-thing came forward slowly, a curious kind of recognition on its twisted face. Blaine studied the bear as he would any other opponent, gauging it for weakness, assessing its strengths. There was something vaguely familiar about the way it moved; an almost human confidence to it. Arrogance. It knew that the ropes and chains binding it couldn't hope to hold if it put up a real struggle, just as it knew that the ones holding those ropes and chains were nothing more than meat.

      And then Jahalen gave the signal and the slaves released their hold on the binding ropes. For a second the world froze, the creature in the midst of slipping its bonds, Jahalen's mouth wide in laughter, Blaine's swords bare in the rain, and then all hell broke loose in the arena with the demon-masked slaves running for the dubious safety of the tunnel.

      Blaine didn't move so much as a muscle.

      He had always wanted to know what it would feel like to die and wondered absently if the time had come for the answer to be revealed to him.

      The bear-thing shambled forward, loosing a baleful howl.

      Still Blaine didn't move.

      He stood square and watched the creature as he would have watched any other opponent, facing it down, showing no fear despite the fact that he was suddenly aware of every drop of blood pumping through his veins and the very real mortality it ensured. The creature had weaknesses. Everything did. The trick was believing that fact and not succumbing to the bone-freezing fear called doubt.

      Doubt would kill him faster than his opponent.

      The bear-thing circled him, its massive claws raking the wet sand. Blaine's grip on the twin blades tightened. He swept the swords through a dazzling combination that appeared to slice through the raindrops themselves, warming up his muscles while at the same time letting the creature, and the crowd, know that he would not go down without a fight. The showmanship had no noticeable effect on the creature. It continued its relentless circling, claws churning through the sand.

      A deathly hush settled over the arena.

      Blaine held his ground, content to let the bear-thing exhaust itself going around and around in circles.

      He flicked out once with his left, testing his foe. The bear-thing swatted the steel blade away as though it were an irritating fly. Still, the force of the blow reverberated down the length of Blaine's arm, giving him a very real idea of the sheer brute strength of the thing he faced. The creature let out a bellow of rage and lunged forward. Its claws raked across Blaine's cheek before he could spin away, the wound stinging unnaturally as whatever residue they had been doused with burned itself into his skin.

      Poison?

      Blaine spat at the dirt.

      If that's the way you want to play it you double-crossing son of a whore.

      Ignoring the fire beneath his skin the fighter threw himself at the bear-thing, his twin blades ripping into the creature's thick hide. The bear shrieked; a distressingly human sound. The crowd roared; a shockingly animalistic sound.

      Blaine could feel the effects of the drug working its way into his system. His hands were shaking and it was becoming increasingly difficult to keep a grip on his swords as they seemed to grow heavier and heavier by the heartbeat. He looked up at Jahalen in the stands but the Beggar King was gone. The freak was there though, gloating. Blaine spat a wad of bloody phlegm onto the wet sand.

      Wounded, the bear-thing was more dangerous than ever. The echo of human cunning blazed behind its eyes. Blaine understood then what it was he was fighting: a cross-breed. Half-man, half-bear. Somehow it retained the natural abilities of both, making it twice as deadly.

      How had they fashioned this abomination? Why?

      The questions flashed across his mind even as the bear-thing slammed its fists against its chest and then leapt forward.

      Blaine threw himself to the floor as the thing’s claws raked through the air where his head had been a second before.

      It launched a second desperate attack before Blaine could scrabble to his feet.

      The crowd was screaming. The beat of the musicians’ drums intensified.

      The thing came down on top of Blaine, its powerful jaws closing like a vice around his nose and the side of his face. The pain was incredible. Fifty wounds punctured his ruined face. Blaine screamed – a real full-bellied desperate scream – as he fought the all-consuming blackness that threatened to engulf him. He felt his own piss run down the inside of his legs. This wasn’t how he wanted to die. There was no honor in it. No redemption.

      Instead of finishing him, the bear-thing released its death-grip and tilted its head down so that it could gaze upon the ruin it had caused.

      Blaine’s head swam with sickness. He was suddenly terrified he was going to puke or shit himself. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

      There was joy in the creature’s eyes, Blaine saw, right until the last, when his short blade rammed up into its chest, parting hide, bone and flesh in a killing thrust. In that last second of life a flicker of recognition passed between them. Blaine saw the boy behind the dead bear’s eyes.

      Berra.

      “What have they done to you?” he whispered but Berra was gone. He pushed the dead breed to the side and struggled out from beneath it. The spectators went wild.

      Struggling to his feet, Blaine felt their sickness wash over him.

      He found the freak with his eyes.

      The freak did not look happy.

      Wiping the dead breed’s blood from his blade Blaine sheathed his swords and accepted the cheers and the applause his survival had won.

      When he looked back, the freak had gone.

      Then a wave of dizziness took him and he collapsed.
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      Kane stumbled down the slope in the gathering twilight with a heavy heart and weary limbs. Behind him, Blenkathra and her snow-capped peaks reared, reaching into the bruise purple sky. Before him lay Chapfallen, the white-laced leaves of the ancient forest rustling like living things while the north wind whispered fragments of the wood’s darkest secrets through them; hints of the hearts it had stilled, the dreams it had buried in its rich soil. The nearness of the forest was oppressive.

      Kane shook off the uncomfortable sensation of eyes watching him and resumed his laborious trudge down the mountainside, the wind crying traitor in his ear. He ignored its mocking voice, knowing that the whispers would be endless and unforgiving. It was the burden of being a survivor. You left ghosts behind you to whisper and taunt with the voice of your own guilt.

      Ghosts that could never forgive you for being alive while they rotted in some unmarked grave.

      Kane pushed on until he came to the edge of a frozen tarn, his thoughts introspective, jagged memories weighted down with the sorrows of a man who had turned his back on his friends when they needed him most.

      “What good would it have done for me to die with you?” he yelled at the wind, finally sick of its taunting. His voice was thick, raw. Strained.

      It’s not about dying, the wind whispered, it’s about living. You left us to die so you could go on living…

      He might have stood there, frozen, for an hour or a day, listening to his guilt echo off the rocks. A man on a mountain being judged and found unworthy by the ghosts inside him.

      “I could lie down now.“ He barely breathed the words, taking their silence as judgment. “I could close my eyes and let go at last. Sleep and never wake up. The cold would take me before dawn. Is that what you want?”

      But the wind had stopped listening to the survivor’s lies. It knew he could no more lie down and die than the sun could cease to shine or the seasons to stop turning. It was a survivor’s nature to survive, to go on living no matter the costs to those around him. A survivor would find a way.

      He wiped the sweat from his brow before it could freeze there and kept going. His lips were chapped from the wind’s perpetual kiss. Kane didn’t realize just how thirsty he was until he came upon the flat surface of a frozen lake.  Kneeling, he brushed away the thin coating of snow from the surface and then used the wooden handle of his knife to chip a series of cracks in the ice, breaking a small slab free. He pulled his gloves off and pushed the ice under so he could scoop a handful of water to his lips. It tasted heavily of minerals and dirt but it could have been wine to the lips of a drunkard. He drank deeply, wiping at his beard where the water ran down his chin, and scooped up another mouthful.

      When he lowered his cupped hands from his face, Kane faced a miracle reflected in the still water. Not one face but three looked back at him: his own drawn, exhausted reflection, and two faces he knew better than his own. Faces haunted by the death he had left them to back at Sahnglain. Could it really have been less than a week ago? Ethan’s face, inked with tattoos that crawled up from his neck, around his ears and across the dome of his shaved head like some colorful infection stood in stark contrast to the simple innocence of Jacob’s finely-boned features and tightly-drawn ponytail. The agony of betrayal drifted in the depths of the dead eyes that stared at him out of the water.

      Ethan and Jacob. Fellow members of the Del Carpio. They were the closest Kane had ever come to knowing a family. Souls to whom he had sworn himself when he had taken up the blade offered by Gideon. Brothers in arms bonded by ties deeper and more lasting than blood. Ties like honor, duty, love.

      “You are dead,” he told them quietly, yet it sounded wrong in his ears. How could they be dead? They were eternal. Their blades were like snakes of lightning on the battlefield, weaving a deadly magic as they danced. Kane’s fingers moved toward the illusion painted so thinly on the water, wanting to reach out, not to comfort his friends or beg their forgiveness but to banish the illusion. To drive the dead away.

      He plunged his fist into the icy water.

      The image changed as it reformed around his fist. A sad smile now touched Ethan’s ink-stained lips and the skin around them paled, blue veins of death rising to the surface. A wound opened in Jacob’s temple, the tears of blood it wept hardening on his cheek like flakes of rust.

      Kane swirled the water with his fist, dragging it around the small hole in the ice to drive the faces of the dead men away.

      “The cold,” he told himself even as his nostrils flared at the scent of death carried by the wind. “It’s the cold making me jump at ghosts.”

      He pushed himself back to his feet, the last of the Del Carpio, and was about to continue his trek down the mountainside when he happened to glance back over his shoulder and caught motion out of the corner of his eye.

      He paused, staring.

      It was difficult to tell for sure with the sun almost set but Kane thought he saw two dark smudges cresting one of Blenkathra’s lesser peaks. From a distance they looked like ants on a sugar heap but as he watched it became clear they weren’t ants at all but horses churning up the snow with their haste. Kane wanted to believe that no sane rider would risk anything near a gallop on those treacherous slopes, and yet those twin black specks were taking on body and substance with alarming speed.

      Two riders, pushing their horses hard.

      That fetid aroma brushed his skin again, lingering around his nose long enough for him to be sure. Decay, death. The twin reeks of corruption. Kane knew them both well enough from the days spent walking through the fields of dead and wounded, looking for familiar faces among the fallen whilst the crows feasted on their bodies. Sahnglain had become a burial ground for good men. Men he buried with his own hands.

      Hoofbeats echoed like distant thunder rolling down the mountainside.

      Kane looked down at his hands as if he could still see the dirt and soil ingrained in them from the digging.

      “Why?” he asked, already knowing the answer. They were betrayed. By who and how, he didn’t know, but they were betrayed. Sahnglain had been a trap baited with a false funeral. Kane shook himself, unwilling to believe how easily they had allowed themselves to be fooled.

      Word had come that Gideon had died, passed away in his sleep, a feeble-minded old man unable to raise so much as a spoon to his lips to feed himself in the months after the pox had driven the strength from his muscles. If ever the Del Carpio had a leader, the old man had been it. Mentor and motivator to the young men that came for shelter beneath his wing, he was both the eyes and ears of the sword arm he created, and the wisdom and safety of the shield to those he gathered to him. Gideon Frate was the will of the Del Carpio given flesh and blood. He was the Del Carpio. The blood of fifty men flowed through his veins feeding him with their strength. So, it was only natural that those he left behind would gather to pay their final respects to the man they called Little Father.

      They should have been able to smell the lie for what it was, but no. They walked as brothers to their deaths, drawn back to the streets of Sahnglain like sacrificial lambs clothed in the black of mourning. All bar one, and he was left to stand in the shadows and watch the slaughter like a coward as, one by one, the men he called his family were chased down and butchered in cold blood.

      Kane’s head ached with the maze of truths he lacked the strength to untangle: how well their betrayer knew their secrets, how well he understood their debt to Gideon, their need to say farewell to the man that forged and tempered them, even where they would choose to hold their final farewell. Who else knew of Sahnglain and what it had meant to them? No one outside the brotherhood. But if that were true, it would mean that their betrayer was buried alongside those he had betrayed, put there by Kane’s own hands. It made no sense.

      Trying to grasp the enormity of the betrayal set Kane’s flesh crawling. That one of the Del Carpio could lead his brothers to their deaths… No. They were family.

      Yet the thought teased a bitter laugh from Kane. Family. He’d sat at too many firesides wrapped in his travel-stained cloak listening to troubadours and minstrels embroider the night with their flimsy legends of the Del Carpio to believe that they had ever truly been a family. The minstrels were in love with the sheer romance of the sword and the long road; it was the stuff of ballads, meant for songs in the way real life never was. They forgot or simply ignored the truth: there was no room for friendships or love in the Del Carpio’s wandering hearts. They were alone in a way the songs and their singers could never hope to understand. Alone until they could stand it no more and were forced to draw comfort from strangers.

      Kane grunted.

      “That way lies madness, my friend,” he chided himself, enjoying the warmth of his breath as it chased up over his face.

      The riders were nearing. Wisps of steam billowed from the horses flared nostrils as their hooves ate up the ground. Kane scanned the horizon, edge to edge. Something about the riders nagged at him. They were out of place in this snow-covered wilderness. No one came out here unless they wanted to lose themselves. So where could they be going?

      Not where, he realized slowly. They are like dogs following a scent. Hunting. Hungry for the kill. The touch of fear brought by that thought was like a fast-acting poison, working its way into his bloodstream. For a heartbeat, two, he was locked in panic, unable to move in case that poison found its way into his heart and stilled it. And then he was running, skidding and tumbling through the snow in his desperation to get out of sight.

      The air bit into his lungs, stabbing at their soft, inner tissue with icicles of cold. Tripping, his legs buckled and his hands dredged the snow, setting off a small avalanche. The snow fell away, its pitiful roar not enough to drown the thunder of hooves.

      You said you wanted to die? His ghosts mocked as he stumbled again. Another lie from a coward’s heart?

      No. Somebody has to pay for Sahnglain. Then I can die.  Kane promised them, pushing on, forcing his aching legs to run like they had never run before.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The sound of the hoofbeats drumming on the rocks was impossibly loud in Kane’s ears, drowning out every other sound this white wasteland had to offer.

      Run, he urged his legs as the screaming muscles began to knot up. Come on, come on!

      A cruel wind drove the clouds through the sky, continually masking and unmasking the sickle moon, so that the trees of Chapfallen appeared to shamble like rows of gnarled corpses climbing slowly up the slope. Exhaustion burned like a searing fire within.

      Got to reach the trees. Just reach the trees.

      A bird startled, flying up before his face in a panic of blurred wings. Kane stumbled, slid and slithered on his knees ten feet farther down the slope before he lost his balance completely and began to tumble, a strangled cry torn from his lips by the suddenness of the slip. The world tilted crazily around him and his shoulder cracked against the edge of a boulder buried beneath the snow, pain shooting through his body with the impact. Then his face was pressed into the snow with all the force of the fall behind it. It was all he could manage to get his arms up to ward off the blows of the buried scree. The sharp-sided stones cut at him like hundreds of vindictive knives as he fell. Ten, fifteen, twenty feet, his body being mauled by the mountainside as it was twisted and tossed into the air like a girl’s corn doll, until the cartwheeling gave way to sliding and the sliding finally stopped two hundred feet shy of the trees.

      Kane lay on his back, gasping for air. He tried to move, to sit up, but every muscle, every bone, cried out in agony in response and he collapsed back into the snow, half-expecting to see the shape of a black rider loom over him, sword raised silver in the moonlight to strike him down.

      The thought was enough to force him into trying again.

      Biting back the simultaneous burns of ice and fire that screamed from his shoulder, Kane managed to twist around and get his hands underneath him so he could lever himself up into a crouch. His shield arm buckled. That was when Kane saw the blood that was spreading through the shoulder of his shirt. It stood in stark contrast to the simple white material.

      “Maenner, no. Not now.” Kane hissed, probing the wound tenderly. His fingers felt across the flat bones of his shoulder for the one he knew had to be broken. As they touched the edge of the splintered bone piercing the skin, a dizzy blackness surged out from the wound, threatening to overwhelm him.

      He could stand; he had no choice. A backwards glance showed the riders cresting the highest rise of the slope he’d just fallen down. They were wearing the black of the Hounds, but when did the Hounds venture this far from Dominion?

      The answer was obvious, of course.

      When they were sent by their rabid master to tidy loose ends.

      A shiver chased down Kane’s spine. His only hope was the pale shelter offered by Chapfallen; a man on foot could move faster through the tangles of bramble and vine that choked the old wood than a rider ever could. Maybe he could lose them in there, or at least lead them a merry dance and make them work for the kill.

      He would have to do it without resetting or splinting the broken bone; there was no time. Wincing, Kane drew his left arm across his chest and held his right shoulder. With his good hand, he applied steady pressure, trying to ease the bone beneath the skin. The movement ground the splintered edges of his scapulae against each other. The scream was torn from his lips before he could swallow it; Kane bit down on his lip hard, drawing blood in anger at his own stupidity. That scream would have carried across the mountains, and it had only one message to share with the riders who must have heard it: he was wounded.
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      His story was a common enough one for a Summervale boy with no real future to speak of: a series of petty thefts and equally petty larcenies, only a handful of which he'd actually been caught for, leading inevitably on to bigger things. Gideon Frate had found him strung from the village pillory in Maiston, his toes barely touching the ground.

      Streaks of blood ran freely down his back where Pastor Mawson's lash had bitten into it thirty-seven times; one lash for each pheasant and game hen Kane had poached from Lord D'arla's forests. The real number was up in the hundreds. Thrashing was the justice of the Summervale. At thirteen Kane was no stranger to it.

      It had been raining for eight days without letting up and he had been out in it for four of them, slowly drowning to death. His clothes, little more than soaked cloth really, hung off him like rags. For every stroke he had delivered the Pastor had mumbled something about letting it be a lesson to him because if he was caught again it would surely be the gallows not the lash that waited for him. He had heard it all before, of course. Mawson liked to sermonise his punishments with talk of Croakahn and Sammarkand, death and justice, violence and violent retribution, but there was an element of truth in it; there would come a day when the Justices didn't consider his crimes to be so petty anymore. And then the liberties of childhood would run out.

      It was inevitable.

      Eight days of near constant rainfall wasn't unusual in Maiston, what was unusual was how the rain had stopped. It was odd to think about it now but Kane had been lucky - one of the few who had been, given how it had turned out.

      The stranger had ridden down into the valley as the blaze raged through the Assizes and threatened to take the magistrates court and the gaol house with it. In a stone city like Durendarla or the mighty Chevaris such a conflagration might have been controllable, a few rooftops and timbers twisted, the masonry scarred by the heat of the blaze, but Maiston was a wood and thatch gathering and the fire was devastating. A single lightning strike was all it had taken, a single lightning strike that might turn out to be enough to erase all but the most stubborn remnants of habitation from the landscape. While the villagers battled the flames the blaze multiplied three-fold, taking with it the meeting hall and a number of smaller houses.

      Chained to the pillory as he was, there was little Kane could do except watch as his neighbors scuttled around like headless chickens trying to douse the fire with buckets of water drawn painfully slowly from the well on the edge of the town. The stranger stopped his horse alongside the pillory and smiled down at Kane.

      "What did they catch you doing, lad?"

      "Like you give a shit."

      "Humor me."

      "Stealing chickens."

      "Did you do it?"

      Kane thought about lying but found himself smirking instead. “Aye, and more than once.”

      "So how did they catch you?"

      "Everyone gets caught eventually, Mister."

      "True, son. Very true. I suppose a better question would be: Do you intend to stick around here until they hang you?"

      "Right now, I'm enjoying the fireworks but knowing my luck, the whole stinking place will burn to the ground and they'll forget about me hanging here and I’ll end up burning with it."

      ''It does seem likely, doesn't it? What say I cut you down and save the good villagers the extra worry?"

      ''Why'd you want to do that?" Kane asked, eyeing the newcomer suspiciously. "It ain't like I'm going to be eternally grateful and want to have your babies.''

      "True," he admitted, a very slight smile playing across his lips. "but I'm an old man. I don't have the energy for another wife anyway. My name is Gideon, Gideon Frate. I would offer to shake your hand but given the circumstances …" he looked meaningfully at Kane's hands trussed up above his head. "I hope you'll forgive me."

      "I'll live."

      "I am sure you will, young man. I'm sure you will."

      ''So why would you want to cut me down?"

      "I don't suppose you would believe me if I claimed to be doing it out of the goodness of my heart, would you?" Kane shook his head. "No, I didn't think so. So then, I am reduced to telling the truth. As I said, my name is Gideon Frate. I run a school of sorts. We call ourselves Del Carpio - The Chosen - though perhaps The Seized might be a more apt translation. An old word. Old words are always open to interpretation. We serve the Dolchec in Altobisco, though that servitude is through choice. The first Del Carpio were chosen by Eurric the Unifier. Fifty men who became brothers. These weren't the rich lords' sons. These were ordinary boys like you - some would say more trouble than they were worth - but the Unifier saw value in them, took them in, made them a law unto themselves and honed their fighting skills until they were without peer. He forged the Del Carpio into a true elite band of brothers. I have inherited his ideals and, like Eurric, I scour Sankara in search of men capable of becoming something special."

      "And that’s what you think I am?  Something special?" The sneer in his voice was unmistakable. "Last time I talked to my ma she didn't mention that I was born yesterday, Mister."

      "You've got quite a mouth on you, lad. Get you into a lot of trouble, does it?"

      "Only when I open it. So, changed your mind about cutting me down, eh?"

      "Not at all."

      And that was it. It wasn't the most auspicious of beginnings but Kane came to love the old man in a way he had never managed with his own father. There was a brutal honesty to their friendship. In turn Gideon ushered him - kicking and screaming - into a world he had never dreamed existed. These people acted like knights and yet dressed like paupers. They talked about honor and justice, studied scriptures and history. Kane even learned to read and write. Frate insisted all of his children learn to write. And next to the old man, most of them were children despite the fact that they ranged in age from twelve to forty or more. They accepted Kane’s surly nature, though some of the older Del Carpio cuffed him around the ears a time or two when his tone or his manner lacked the proper respect for their Little Father.

      He made friends, Ethan and Jacob first, boys of a feather drawn together. It had started with a fight over a girl, Jennifer, who had been brought in by Frate six months after Kane. All the old man would say was that she had been through hell and had found a peculiar way to deal with it. While Kane fell in love Ethan and Jacob taunted the girl for being a freak. She made the mistake of telling one of the others that a voice in her head, a voice she’d named Aaron, made her do vile things. Vile things like kill the bastard who had raped her repeatedly, despite her screams, despite the fact that she was barely old enough to bleed. She killed him in his sleep and was due to be hanged for it when the old man had found her and brought her home. For Kane it was just another reason to love a girl he thought needed rescuing. Once Kane had ended up on the bad side of a beating from Ethan’s clubbing fists, he then had gone at the boy with his wooden sword in practice. Ethan had barely avoided losing an eye to a splinter from Kane’s makeshift blade as it shattered across his neck guard.

      The old man had been furious. He had forced the three of them to sit and listen to Jenn describe what had happened to her, and how, during the worst of it Aaron had come to her. Aaron, she said, was stronger than her. Aaron could deal with her father – and had, with a knife in the dark while he slept.

      They didn’t really understand at first how there could be a second person inside her body, but they could understand that things had happened to Jenn that should never happen to a girl and that she had found a way of dealing with them in Aaron. That they could respect.

      The four of them – though Jenn had often joked that there were five of them – had been inseparable after that. And Kane, well Kane had never really stopped loving her, though that love had become more and more akin to that of a brother, protective, adoring, admiring, and unconditional.

      Soon he came to learn all of their stories; where they had come from and what their lives had been like before they swore the oath of brotherhood to the Del Carpio. And in those stories he learned a truth more profound than any taught in the theology classes: Gideon Frate owned them all. They might not have been slaves but none of them were free. They were a family in the truest sense of the word, and Frate was their father.

      That was why it was so hard watching them die.

      He had been there. He had witnessed the slaughter with his own eyes. It was only the fact that he counted fifty of them from a distance that held him back and saved his life. Fifty riders made no sense. For there to be that many, he would have had to be down there as well, waiting to bury the old man with the others. Clearly he was not.

      The sight of the impostor sent his heckles rising. And then, before he could warn anyone, the trap was sprung and they came – the Hounds of Dominion – riding into the valley and the killing began.

      Ethan had been the last to fall, fighting with his very last breath.
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      Kane leaned against the lichen-smeared side of an ancient oak for support. The night was aging fast. The sounds of the forest were muted, the night crawlers strangely subdued. Somewhere close by, a stream broke over a weir, the fresh water dancing to its own haunting tune. A few speckles of moonlight filtered through the canopy of leaves, like silver coins scattered across the ground. The swirl of snow had settled, but the wind was still an angry voice moving through the forest.

      Kane tried to think, to recall everything Gideon had told him about the Hounds of Dominion. It was precious little. A few fairy tales that scared children half out of their wits; a few lies to build a legend. Kane dismissed the minstrels songs of the burning blood thirst that went hand in glove with the physical joining of man and beast the Hounds were forced to undergo before they were sent out to hunt. Pretty stories… but myths aside, what did he have? The Hounds were hunters. Did they track by scent? That would make them little better than dogs, but it also offered the slim hope that the same tricks used to confuse a pack might also fool them.

      Kane forced himself to leave the tree and go down to the water’s edge, clutching his damaged arm to his chest. The stream was waist deep, enough if these Hounds relied on their noses. He clung to the thought as he waded into the water. They were human. Flesh and blood. They could die. He reached out for the familiar reassurance of the sword at his side; drew strength from the cold steel.

      The numbing cold clung to his trews, crawled all over his legs, around his scrotum, the icy water splashing as high as his neck as he plunged recklessly through the stream. The shock of it worked to clear the muzziness from his head, bring his thoughts back into focus. Somewhere he was going to have to leave the river; even a fool wouldn’t follow the river’s course all the way into the heart of Chapfallen. Kane raised his head, tried to get his bearings, but without the stars to guide him he was as good as blind. He pushed on, dragging his feet along the streambed, deliberately kicking up as much water as he could with his shuffling gait, hoping to mask the aviary of aromas that clung to his clothes.

      His shoulder burned with an insidious pain. The intensity of it was gradually stealing all his other sensations. If he didn’t take the time to clean and dress it soon, the wound would fester, and he’d have more to worry about that just a broken bone.

      “Getting ahead of ourselves, aren’t we?” Kane asked himself, then threw a panicked look over his shoulder, suddenly scared his voice would carry too far in the stillness. Let’s see if we can survive the next few hours before we start worrying about infections, shall we?

      A quarter-mile or more into the thickening forest Kane finally forfeited the safety of the water and clambered up the riverbank. He scanned the snow-laden brambles strangling the rows of thick trunks before him, looking for a break in the tangle, something barely wide enough for him to wriggle through without causing the fine layers of snow to slough from the overburdened boughs or the thin branches to break as he forced a path between them.

      He found what he was looking for: a small break in the forest’s wall wide enough for a man to squeeze through without leaving a trail even a blind man could follow. The sodden fabric of his trews was beginning to freeze to his legs so he peeled them away. With his right hand, he tried to massage some feeling back into the aching muscles but all that succeeded in doing was reawakening the fire that smouldered in his broken scapulae.

      The branches were like the constant battery of wings against his body as he moved, forcing him deeper into the woods, away from the stream, away from the sounds of the mountainside. Kane followed the path his boots wanted to take him. He noticed the earth had taken on a new hardness beneath his feet. Kneeling, he scratched away the thin dusting of snow. He expected to see a crust of ice formed over the rich black soil, not the chipped and broken cobbles of a causeway his fingers revealed. Who would have built such a rich road in such an inhospitable place? Kane raised his eyes from the ground, trying to see through the dense foliage. The forest had reclaimed this road for its own, but it had led somewhere once. Maybe it still did.

      In the directionless distance Kane thought he heard laughter. The callousness of the sound, so utterly alien among the whispering trees, placed a chill in his heart that was colder and more intimate than anything the winter held to torment him. It was all he could do to not sink to the ground in surrender. The Hounds were snapping at his heels, mocking his attempt to escape. He doubled over, gasping for breath. Raised his head again, listening for the echo of hoof beats hunting him. Nothing. The silence was somehow more threatening. Kane was sure he was going to die.

      Yes, die like a coward, running, his ghosts chided, back to haunt him anew.

      “I am not going to die here,” he hissed in response, wanting desperately to believe it but the edge of panic in his voice betrayed his doubts. He stumbled on, close to exhaustion, a detached part of his mind hoping to drive his body into the ground long before the Hounds could sink their teeth into it. Let them find his body in the snow, meat for the wolves. Nothing more and nothing less.

      His shoulder was numb with the pain; not a good sign. Sweat or fever beaded his brow, the first blush of sickness fed by the freezing wind. He was shivering.

      It rose like a vision before him; crumbling walls and empty windows between the climbers and trees offering sanctuary. The red stones cried mortar tears and splinters of broken glass lay half-buried in the snow. The walls had been scorched with fire but that had happened far enough in the past for the forest to have grown hungrily over the blackened stones. A candletree lay in the snow at his feet, left where it had fallen, threads of colored wax still clinging to its rusted iron stem. He nudged it with his boot. Beneath it, a shard of glass wearing the painted face of a dead saint was revealed.

      To Kane, the whole place reeked of old death gone stale. A monastery of some sort. Sacked and burned, whatever was worth stealing spirited out of Chapfallen; the gold and silver of the sacred relics melted down for ingots, the vellum scrolls and books that had once lined the scriptorium walls sold off to some petty lordling with more money than sense.

      A huge timber door still hung drunkenly on broken hinges, offering the shelter of darkness within, and Kane moved carefully out of the light.

      The air inside smelled older still then the ruins around him and held the silence of devotions. The candletrees that should have lit the way were gone, sconces empty save for deeper shadows. His footsteps echoed eerily. Bones lined the floor, some greened with moss, others as pearly as pulled teeth. They had been scattered in a series of meaningless patterns, almost as if the murderers had used them to foretell the future; a jumble of broken ribs within a circle of femurs, a wheel of destiny that promised nothing but death. A fractured skull had been left in the center of the floor to stand guard over the doorway. Kane imagined the slaughter, heard the desperate screams of the unarmed men as they tried to defend their home, throwing their hands up to greet the blades. Heard the hushed whispers of the murderers as they walked calmly through the halls of the brothers butchering the acolytes and devotees alike.

      “And he said unto them, come my lambs, let us join in the slaughter. Let us feast on the blood of the innocent as if we drink the wine of the worthy.”

      The voice was so familiar and yet so different.  A thin, icy chill of revulsion trickled along Kane’s ribs as he turned.

      Two black-clad figures walked through the human debris, their hands making raven’s claws around the hilts of their swords. Rictus-like smiles spread slowly across their faces as they dragged their swords clear.

      Kane knew them both.

      “Ethan,” he breathed. “Jacob.”

      It was them and yet…not.  His brothers moved with none of the grace they had owned in life, each step like the jerk of a marionette being puppeted from above. Their movements were slow to the point of clumsiness, but still - and this was the thought that sank like a smooth-sided pebble to the pit of Kane’s stomach - they were more than a match for a man driven far beyond the point of exhaustion. A man who couldn’t move without wincing at the blazing pain in his broken shoulder, let alone wield a sword in his defense. Their eyes were stripped of whatever magic had made them alive. They stared at Kane as if he were no more than meat.

      The tattoos that marked Ethan’s face writhed disconcertingly, the blue inks offering glimpses of the future that awaited Kane; a thousand deaths delivered by a thousand cuts. They opened up a world of pain inside him, doorways into his soul. Kane hooded his gaze before they could draw him in any deeper and a tibia splintered beneath his boot as he backed towards the archway that led to the cloisters.

      Ethan’s smile widened at Kane’s move, his thin, bloodless lips peeling slowly back from the white of his carnivorous teeth. Teeth he had filed into the sharp points the day Gideon had welcomed him into the Del Carpio. At his side, Jacob was speaking, his mouth moving over and over but no words emerging. Kane saw why: there was a wound across his throat where his vocal chords had been cut out. Whatever he wanted to say, whatever message he wanted to convey to Kane from beyond the grave, was lost in silence.

      “You should know me by now, brothers,” Kane said into that silence, his voice far calmer than he felt. “I’ve no intention of dying today or any other day.”

      He stared at the dead men, the men he had put in the ground with his own hands, looking for some flicker of humanity. They advanced on him, the thin steel of their swords whispering sweet promises of death.

      Kane answered in kind, pulling his own sword free while screaming in sheer agony from the motion yet determined to face his end with weapon in hand.  He wasn’t sure what good it would do him; the single-edged blade might relish the dance of steel on steel, but it would be of little use against ghosts like these. He banished the thought from his mind before it could take hold, refusing to give up even that much to the enemy.

      He looked at the ground they had chosen for the kill: the corridor wasn’t wide enough for them to come at him two at a time. Not such a poor place to make a last stand, he thought ironically.

      The thought had barely registered when Jacob lunged in sudden attack. Kane managed to parry the blow, rolling his wrist to lessen the impact. He turned slightly to shield his shoulder, eyes narrowing to encompass nothing beyond his brother-turned-assassin and the sword that hungered for his blood. Somewhere, Jacob had exchanged the simple Del Carpio blade he had worn throughout much of his life for a black-hilted blade with hounds’ teeth bared at the cross. Whatever its owner might be, phantom or the dead risen from the earth he had placed him in, the sword was real enough. Jacob lunged again, sword snaking out towards Kane’s face. Kane threw his own sword up to block, but only succeeded in partially parrying the blow. He felt the bite of the dead man’s blade slicing into his cheek, the sword thrust imparting a chill of ice all the way down into his soul. Three times more Jacob threw himself forward, his blade flashing by Kane’s throat as it sought a killing blow. Three more times Kane parried the blows, but each strike pushed him back towards the open space of the cloisters.

      Kane knew it was only a matter of time before either the dead man drove him far enough back to allow Ethan to circle behind him or Jacob himself managed to breach Kane’s defenses and gut him like a slab of whitebait. The reality was that Kane lacked the strength to hold off even a child indefinitely, and with a sword in his hand, Jacob was no child. Even in death there was a sick artistry to the way he handled a sword, pressing forward with all the mercy of a tidal wave.

      Kane parried two more thrusts, catching one on his sword’s cross with a hissing clash. The blow sent shockwaves rippling the length of his arm.  His face twisted in a grimace as he gritted his teeth against the soaring pain. He fought with the desperate fury of terror, lifting his blade to answer every one of Jacob’s blows. The discordant music of steel filled the cramped corridor. A high cut split his brow and opened a gash that bled into his right eye, bathing the world in a wash of red. Instinctively, he ducked under a wild slice aimed at cleaving his head cleanly from his shoulders, and slashed a riposte that should have opened a gaping hole in Jacob’s black shirt deep enough for his guts to spill through. Instead, his sword passed through cloth, skin and bone as if it owned no more substance than air. The move left Kane dangerously unbalanced, but for once Jacob failed to press home his advantage. The dead man’s fingers played over his stomach, feeling out the wound that wasn’t there. The ghost of a smile flitted across his blue lips.

      Kane scrambled back, bringing his sword up to guard his stomach. He cast panicked looks left and right, but he was hemmed in by walls on either side for a good ten paces. He backed up slowly, keeping his sword between them. He couldn’t hope to escape, he knew that much. In the last few seconds he’d confirmed what he had always known; there was no way to kill a ghost. Within these walls the Del Carpio would die out, not with a battle cry but with a whimper of pain spurred on by a broken shoulder.

      The taste of defeat was bitter in his mouth.

      There was nowhere to go except back. A brittle bone cracked dryly as Kane stepped on it. The blood was filling his eye but there was no way he could wipe it away without crippling himself in the process.

      Jacob came forward, his eyes expressionless; there was nothing of his friend left. Death itself didn’t frighten Kane, not a clean death delivered by a swift sure sword, but whatever drove Jacob and Ethan went beyond a clean death. They hunted with the Hounds of Dominion, as ethereal as ghosts, demons his sword couldn’t bleed. What unholy desire had dragged them from their graves and set them on his path? Kane shook his head, seeking to quell the tide of thoughts he felt rising, but it was too late. A cold voice whispered directly into his soul: this is the death that awaits you, Kane D’muzi. A death spent wearing the black. A death passed as a faithful Hound.

      Ethan stepped alongside Jacob. Broader and more muscular, he filled the corridor like a landslide. Without realizing it, Kane had allowed them to shepherd him into the width of the junction where the corridors crossed. Against two blades at once he stood no chance. Cursing himself for a fool, Kane made a feint as if to plunge his sword into Ethan’s chest, then canted on his heel and threw himself into a roll that carried him down the right side of the crossing corridor, ten paces clear of his opponents’ weapons. He came out of the roll on his feet, but swayed, an all-engulfing black agony swelling up to drown him. He sank to his knees but somehow didn’t fall. It was stupid to risk everything on one reckless move, but it bought him a few precious seconds. He clung to the threads of consciousness, swaying as the monastery floor tilted beneath him. It felt as if nails were being driven into his shoulder, neck and skull.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” he yelled defiantly, forcing himself to his feet. It took every ounce of strength he had left just to move, the tip of his sword left to drag across the ground in front of him as he didn’t have enough energy left to lift it. He stepped back, not looking where he was going, not caring. Back was another step away from the Hounds.

      A frosted spider’s web brushed against Kane’s head and shoulders as he walked through it. He kept stumbling backwards, watching Ethan and Jacob’s relentless advance, watching the way their fingers caressed the hounds teeth set into their blades, until he felt cold air wrap him in its loving embrace.

      Kane stood between rays of moonlight., his retreat having taken him into a vast domed hall. The pews where the monks had knelt for prayer decades before were stained thickly with their blood. Some had been overturned. Others bore the wounds of axes and swords. He tried not to see the bones laid out where the men had died.

      The cold owned this hall. Ice had frosted over the stone floor, widening the cracks between the granite slabs. The sad sound of the wind blew through the room. Every color of glass lay like jagged teeth in the snow beneath his feet; glass that had been stained with vivid dyes and set into the domed ceiling to bathe the chamber in a miracle of shifting colors as the monks offered their prayers.

      The death was complete here, the life and the hope of the building ripped from its body by savage hands. Ivy and white-flowered climbers crawled through the wounds in the ceiling, the first signs of nature absorbing the monastery into its green heart.

      As Ethan stepped into the hall he swept his arm out in a gesture that encompassed the entire chamber. “Time to join the dead, brother.”

      Jacob stepped up beside him, his hand still held protectively over his stomach as if Kane’s slash really had unmanned him. His smile as he saw the vast array of bones littering the frateria was grotesque. Jacob came two steps forward and then stood motionless, his hands falling to his sides as he drank in the brutality that clung to the room. His smile widened as he allowed himself to savor the memories of murder that murmured with the wind.

      The color-splashed moonlight fell across Ethan’s face. Through the skin inked with shifting tattoos, through the bone beneath, Kane could see the weeping plaster and the whisper-thin vines that crept along the wall. It was as though the touch of the light leeched the illusion of flesh from Jacob’s body, leaving in its place a ghost, a wight, a translucent thing of the ether.

      Kane shook his head. It had to be a trick of the light, had to be.

      As one, the Hounds raised their black blades to their lips, kissed the cold iron, and then together, they closed in for the kill.

      “I trust you’ve made your peace with Maenner?” Ethan asked casually, his sword flicking out like a snake’s sharp tongue.

      Kane couldn’t raise his sword in time and took the blow on his forearm. The black blade opened a shallow cut, barely deep enough to bleed.

      “You’re slowing down, brother. It won’t be long now. Breathe deeply. Taste the last dregs of life on your tongue.”

      “I told you,” Kane said, reading the subtle weave of his opponent’s sword. “I don’t intend to die, Ethan.”

      Instead of wasting words, the tattooed Hound answered with a crashing fist to Kane’s jaw. The blow sent him sprawling to the snow-covered floor.

      “You always did watch the sword instead of the man,” Ethan said, his booted foot lashing into Kane’s face. Bone and cartilage gave way beneath the savage kick. Again and again Ethan’s booted foot came in hard. Kane tried to crawl away from the blows but there was nowhere to go. His back was pressed against the cold stone of the altar. A boot hammered into his stomach, the hard leather almost lifting him off of the floor. Kane doubled up, coughing flecks of blood as another fierce kick broke a line of ribs and then the kicking eased, or rather Kane’s body numbed to the pain. He could see the kicks coming in but nothing hurt anymore. A foot nudged him, tried to lift his chin so he might see the two Hounds leaning down over him. Unconsciousness would have been preferable to being forced to see the look of hunger in their inhuman eyes.

      Kane lacked the strength to hold his head up. It lolled back down, leaving him eye to eye socket with a fragment of skull. A splinter of bone dug into his cheek. More bones prodded his back. Amid the dizziness that threatened to drown him, he heard again the sounds of slaughter, the ghost monks crying out their pains, and begging their god’s mercy, the crackle of flames as the assassins put their torches to everything that might burn.  Kane closed his eyes on the sight of the Abbot struck down from behind, a blow to the head that left him dead before he fell.

      “Put him out of his misery.” The words were distant, fading.

      Kane felt the jagged sliver of ice sink into his heart and twist, felt what should have been his death as the black blade was pulled free. From the darkness he heard again the Abbot’s death cry and then there was nothing.
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