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Trigger Warnings




As with any story, there are certain things that might be difficult for some people. With that in mind, I’ve tried to include all the trigger warnings I can think of for this story, so if I’ve missed anything, please feel free to contact me via my social media and let me know. I’ll update this list, as needed. 




	Alcohol


	Amputation


	Animal Death


	Assault


	Attempted Murder


	Blood


	Bones


	Cults


	Death


	Fire


	Gore


	Hostages


	Kidnapping


	Misogyny


	Murder


	Poisoning


	Profanity


	Prostitution
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	Violence
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A Perfect Ambush





A man as tall as Aden intimidated others. He loved it as a child, but now, he cursed it. A man could only sit and slouch so much to avoid notice. He even concealed every weapon he owned, from his daggers to his shakta. 

He didn't look at all like a man intent on murder.

Orin Gregane, on the other hand, preferred to walk about as if an armory with feet. A sword rested on each hip with a third, shorter sword slung over his back. A pair of gaudy daggers rested within sheaths on his belt buckle. Like any gentleman from Salendar, he'd fit more than a dozen piercings in various places on his head that defied explanation save for a lack of anything better to do in a place where the warmest point of summer still allowed for a light snow.

This guy made a perfect target. Even with business slow this night at the Stray Dog Tavern, the entertainment value of Orin's self-mutilated face reduced Aden to a shadow.

All Aden needed to do was wait for an opening.

Orin flung his ugly knives at a circular target hanging on the wall opposite from the bar. The number of deep cuts into the wall suggested this town had plenty of strong arms with lousy aim. Aden noted with some discomfort that his target's daggers landed close to the center.

"You want more ale?" one of the younger serving girls asked Aden. He guessed she might be sixteen, almost a decade younger than he was. He shook his head, making one mug of ale his limit tonight. The young thing's shoulders drooped in disappointment. She wouldn't liquor a healthy tip from him. He needed his wits sharp, and the pouch sewn to his belt was too light to afford more.

Another dagger slammed into the center of the target. The wooden circle rattled against the wall but stayed in place.

As a child, he assumed the life of a bounty hunter was filled with travel, women, and lots of money. Three years chasing men like Orin, he'd reached his fill. Travel? He'd seen enough dust pits like this one to know that most places were little better. As for women, his talent for killing didn't translate into any skills for wooing. And then there was the money... the price of a human life averaged somewhere between pitiful and pathetic. More often than not, they paid you less to kill a man than to take another alive.

Every once in a while, an Orin Gregane came along, though. Praise the Spirits for the wicked people! Months ago, the walking armory had murdered a wealthy Salendaren merchant's only son in a bar brawl. Salendar's government wasn't part of the Astesian Empire and couldn't afford the court fees Astes demanded for detaining and handing over a prisoner, certainly not one this far east of the empire's borders. Fortunately, the merchant had the money to spare to see Orin dead, in or out of the Astesian Empire. Dark! For the six hundred silvers the merchant offered, Aden would've risked all the monsters of the West to put Orin in the ground.

Damn that was good money! He'd be able to eat meat for an entire year with enough coin left to rent a decent room he didn't have to share with strangers. The thought made his mouth water as he pushed away the bowl of thinned chicken broth that he'd emptied all too quickly.

Orin downed his third mug of ale for the night. "More!" He flung the empty vessel at the bartender, who used his body to shield the fractured mirror behind the bar.

Aden held in the groan that might give him away. Would the man never piss? Orin finished off the fourth mug of ale almost as quickly as the serving girl delivered it. That he wasn't stumbling like a bird on a tree limb in a hurricane baffled Aden.

"I want another waiting when I get back!" Orin said, as if the news he was about to visit the tavern's outhouse warranted a herald for the deed.

The walking armory stumbled a few steps on his way out the back door. A little too much ale, after all.

Aden paid his tab and marched out the front door onto the street. The memory of his old mentor's voice chased after him, warning that a person without immediate purpose walks with patience. He once assumed experience would make it easier to conceal his intentions, but many lean months peppered throughout the past three years disproved that. He ran from his mentor's advice as he rounded the corner of the tavern. The space between the tavern and the neighboring bakery, which smelled more like a tannery, provided enough space as long as he kept his body turned sideways.

With all the ale in his body and that ridiculous belt buckle, Orin wouldn't get his pants down to do his business that easily. That gave Aden the time needed to get back there and make the kill.

A perfect ambush.

His hand itched to remove the wooden stick from his jacket's breast pocket. Three slices of his soul resided within his shakta. With that weapon, he could rip Orin apart with a single thought, but the mess left behind would leave no doubt what weapon had done the deed. Like Orin, Aden lived with a bounty promised to anyone who made his life shorter. Each use of his shakta planted a sign post for an assassin to follow.

He pulled out a dagger from his jacket as he reached the back of the buildings. Only a pitiful bit of light from the rear windows of the tavern offered any aid to see. The outhouse turned out bigger than Aden expected. He should have checked that before going into the tavern, and his old mentor's voice nagged him for his laziness. No kill is a simple kill. Aden pushed the old cat's voice aside and focused on the task before him.

An outhouse that size could accommodate two people, and that wasn't unheard of for a public privy. That could place Orin to the right or left, giving him a few more seconds to react. Aden needed to move faster.

A groan came from the outhouse. Aden stifled his chuckle. Seemed Orin's business in there provided a better distraction than Aden had hoped. Finish him, and then ride hard for those six hundred silvers, Aden thought.

He readied his grip on the dagger, then flung open the door. He never stepped into the outhouse. Orin's vacant eyes stared up at Aden, already dead or close to it. The hilt of a dagger stuck out from the center of his chest.

A thick, wooden board cracked into Aden's head. He dropped his dagger as the fire of his mind snuffed out for a near fatal span of seconds. No useful wisdom from his dead mentor entered his thoughts. A second swing of that board caught him on the forehead. In the dark of the back alley, he couldn't count his attackers. They kicked his back, stomach, and head—didn't give him a chance to defend himself. Blood spilled from a cut to his forehead,gushing down into his eyes, obscuring the world.

He heard a dagger jerk free of its sheath. The familiar sound warned him these men meant to finish him for good. He used his arms to shield his stomach and heart. He rolled back and forth as the blade stabbed hard into his torso. Once, twice, a third time. He lay still upon the dirt muddied by his blood and urine. Something warm and wet splattered against his right temple, and only after the fact did he recognize the sound of his attacker spitting on him.

"Jha veet est! Bayot!" he heard one of the men over him say. Aden didn't recognize the language.

Hands as rough as his attacker's boots rifled through his clothes. Aden fought for silence, not wanting to give them a reason to stab him again. The cuts to his upper torso demanded his screams, but he clenched his teeth and allowed only stifled grunts. He heard his attackers run away, followed by a pair of screams. Then his mind flickered out.
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The Healer





Aden awakened to a sickening scent that reminded him of rotted mint. That alarmed him less than the darkness of this room. He'd been stripped and placed in bed. A thin sheet covered most of his body. He was alive, if not well. 

The only light came through an open window which permitted a gentle spring breeze. He thought the horrid smell came from outside, but then he realized it was drifting up from his mouth. The taste on his dried out tongue offended him just as much. What had his absent caretaker shoved down his throat?

He took his time to sit up. Bandages made of linen were wrapped around his stomach where the dagger had buried into him. Still hurt, but the cuts seemed to have healed. He'd been out a while.

The air coming through that small window felt humid, suggesting a recent shower, something this desert town didn't get that often. Goosebumps covered his arms as he climbed out of the bed.

The signs of regimented sterility assured him the room belonged to a practiced healer. Aside from the bed, the room had a dresser and a chair. He found most of his belongings, except his weapons, inside the dresser. His senses reached out for the familiar hum of his shakta, but silence answered. That only meant it wasn't near him. Only a powerful mage could damage or destroy a shakta, so he wasn't worried about that. With any luck, it might even be in this house. You keep thinking those happy notions, his thoughts taunted him. Maybe they'll eventually be right, for a change.

His would-be-killers had dug through his clothes. Had they taken his shakta? Only the person whose soul resided in the stick could wield that weapon, so what would be the point?

He picked up his purse. It felt a few coins lighter, but not empty. A bad sign. Muggers didn't settle for half a purse.

He donned his shirt and pants, doing so as quietly as he could manage. He hadn't heard anyone else move within this house, but that didn't mean he was alone. A glance out the window at the empty street let him know just how late it was. He was still in Crestnal, only a few buildings down from the tavern. Now that he realized he was upstairs, he lightened his steps in case anyone was beneath him.

The door to his room opened without making any sounds. Thank the gods for that much. A small house, he discovered. There was only one other room on this floor, on the other end of the hallway. He glanced down the stairs but only saw darkness.

Aden crept toward the master bedroom's door. It stood ajar, but not enough to let him see anything. He pushed open the door. Even in the limited light, he recognized the shape of a woman on the bed.

As he stepped into the room, something from beneath the bed growled. Aden didn't speak its language, but any man with half a brain knew when a critter was telling him to stay still or get his balls chewed off.

"Her name is Castine." The woman didn't bother to lift her head from the pillow.

"Named for the goddess of retribution." Yet another reason not to antagonize that critter. Aden didn't know much more of the religion tied to Castine. It had spawned during the past decade and gained in popularity among the empire's elite.

The woman in the bed sat up. The dark reduced her to little more than a shadow's outline, but it was enough to tell her body was slender. "You should go back to bed."

"Better I got on my way," he said.

"Better you let me and Castine sleep."

"And you would be?"

"Miriam." She sounded less pleased with him than her dog. "You can leave now, if you like. You'll be leaving without your weapons, though, and I get the feeling you'll need them."

That last barb hit the mark, reminding of the silence he felt when he tried to sense his shakta. A part of his spirit twisted with a growing panic the longer that silence persisted.

He considered trying his luck with the dog, assuming that's what Castine was. Not knowing what manner of creature she might be provided plenty of reasons not to pick that fight. Also, Miriam's statement suggested she intended to return his weapons to him, just not right away. The stitched cuts to his torso ached as he turned to leave, adding one last reason not to pick a fight tonight.

"Good night, Miriam... Castine."

Neither woman nor beast acknowledged him. He returned to his room, slipped off his clothes and climbed back into the bed. Sleep didn't reclaim him so easily. He listened for his shakta, his soul reaching as far as he could. The silence that answered scared him far more than Miriam's beast.


      ***The next time Aden's eyes opened, the sun had replaced the moon. The stink of minty medicine remained but mingled with something far better. After he dressed, he followed his nose downstairs. Miriam was awake and cooking breakfast.

"I hope you like sausage," she said, confirming his nose's intuition. "There's some hot tea already brewed over on the table."

Damn, Aden thought. He despised tea, but he wouldn't complain. Gods, when had he last eaten a decent piece of meat?

"Where's Castine?" Aden would expect the animal to pester its owner for a bite.

"Upstairs sleeping." Miriam smirked without looking up from the frying pan. "She'll come along soon as I'm done. She's simple-minded, but she's wise enough to wait for a greater reward, unlike most."

Aden took her subtle jab in silence, the other night having given him ample practice. Pain flared from the wounds in his lower torso as he sat. He wondered how long he'd need to recover.

Miriam flipped the sausage patties within the black skillet atop her stove. A long metal pipe funneled the smoke out the side of the house. Wiping her hands on the apron tied about her waist, Miriam turned to look at him.

"You've got your color back," she said, her manner rather indifferent. "Take your shirt off. Let's have a look at those wounds."

He complied, adopting Castine's wisdom lest he lose out on a bite of that sausage.

Miriam's hands felt good, even if she was only shifting his bandages. Damn, he'd gone a long time without a woman's touch, not that he was in any shape for that sort of thing. Fortunately, Miriam's disapproving scowl deterred that line of thinking. She appeared middle-aged, with only a hint of wrinkles at the corners of her pale blue eyes. The brown hair that flowed down to the middle of her back didn't show any signs of turning white or grey.

"You're healing well enough. No sign of infection." She poured herself a mug of tea from the steaming kettle atop her kitchen table. "You're a lucky man. Stabbed thrice and not one vital organ hit."

"That wasn't luck," he said without any bravado.

"Oh really?" She sat at the table with him. "I suppose you meant for those boys to stab you. Most impressive." If she'd laid the sarcasm any thicker, she might have bottled it for jelly.

"If I was really good, the bastards wouldn't have gotten the chance to cut me." His old mentor's voice berated him for getting sloppy. "But yes, I took the blows as best I could."

He slipped back into his shirt, moving slow enough to avoid antagonizing his wounds.

Having expected to finger the trio of cuts to his shirt, he realized his hostess had cleaned and mended his clothes. Oddly considerate of her, given she appeared more annoyed with him than anything else.

Miriam's eyes shifted to the stairs. "The sausage must be ready." He looked over his shoulder and got his first look at Castine. That's what scared you back into bed last night, bounty hunter! his old mentor's voice laughed. The bitch wasn't big enough to lick his knees, not even standing on her hind legs.

He made quick work of the sausage and biscuits Miriam served him. By the time he'd made it halfway through his food, Miriam had only cut into her first few bites. Castine, the dog of retribution and sage patience, sat a few feet from her owner's chair waiting for a bite.

"They found you in the alley behind the tavern about," Miriam paused as if to examine a calendar within her mind, "five nights ago. Lucky for you, the screams brought the constable before anyone had a chance to make off with your belongings."

"I'm missing some money."

That arched one of her eyebrows, a slender line of that wonderful,dark brown hair. "You're only missing five coppers."

"You took my money?" His accusation lacked conviction as he forced the words around one of the first mouthfuls of meat he'd had in weeks.

"A healer values all life, but not charity," she said. "Though five coppers comes close to it. Be glad I didn't empty your whole purse."

"Why didn't you?"

This woman didn't lack for money or so it seemed. Her furniture wouldn't impress any nobles, but in a remote town like Crestnal, her home looked luxurious.

"I've just enough money to provide for myself and Castine," she said. "Don't need another mouth to feed. Left you enough coins to be on your way once you're better."

"That'll be this morning. I've lost enough time here as it is."

"Already?" Apparently, she'd expected him to freeload from her a little longer and even sounded a little disappointed, though that was probably his imagination. "And where are you in such a hurry to go?"

"Going to see your constable, for starters," he said." Don't suppose he caught the guys who stuck that dagger in me."

Miriam barked out a laugh and stopped short of taking a sip of her tea. "Oh, Dellem caught them all right."

"Good." Aden smiled at this bit of news. "Might let me answer a few questions."

"Only if you recognize them," she said. "Found both of them dead less than ten feet from you."

The nerves he felt from the absence of his shakta reawakened with that news. "What about Orin?"

"The one in the outhouse?" A nod from Aden answered her question. "Constable said he was dead when he found him."

"Buried them yet?"

"After five days? Of course." She offered him a sympathetic quirk of her brow as if to ask how a man this dimwitted had managed to stay alive so long. "And they don't waste money on a box for men like that."

Aden sighed and sought what solace he could in his last bite of sausage. "I'm gonna have to dig up those bastards just to get a look at them."

"You won't."

"Why's that?" He rubbed his bruised forehead as he decided he'd reached his fill of surprises.

"Just go see the constable." She glanced at a drawing of the town hanging in a simple, wooden frame on her wall. "You'll need to anyway. Dellem collected your weapons."

His body chilled, despite the warm food and drink he'd consumed. He hoped this constable didn't know what a shakta looked like, because if he did, then getting out of this small town would get a lot more complicated... and bloody. "I assumed you had my weapons here," he said, hoping his fears weren't too obvious.

"I don't care for weapons in my home. Don't need them." She tossed a piece of her uneaten sausage to the floor where her dog snatched it up. "After all, I've got Castine."
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The Constable





The town of Crestnal offered little more than a place to rest between the cities of Gorman and Ostice. The larger markets in those two places stunted growth for this town. Beyond its one main street with about twenty buildings on each side, the only other reason Crestnal managed a place on a map was a couple dozen surrounding farms. 

The houses didn't offer much for the eye to see. Their flat, off-white walls matched the sand of the surrounding desert. That made the jail stand out. For a bunch of farmers, they built one mean-looking lockup.

"Built it myself." Constable Dellem Arkreus gave Aden a small tour. The silver-haired fellow looked like he'd seen his share of fighting. Even two heads shorter than Aden, the constable's hard lines made him just as intimidating. "Took about ten years to put this thing together. Until then, we didn't even have one."

"Gods, what did you do with your prisoners?" Aden asked.

"Didn't take any. Simple laws for simple towns. Anything required a constable either got you kicked out of town or hanged."

"What changed?" Aden asked as Dellem led him down a hallway with a pair of cells in it.

"Got too expensive not to have one. Astesian law requires all towns to have a functioning jail or they charge a steep prisoner tax."

"Well, you did a nice job." Each wall looked a good two feet thick. Even had a courtyard with a double layer of barbed bars to let prisoners out for some sun but without a chance of climbing out. "You built all this yourself?"

"Some friends helped me with the things I didn't know how to make, but for the most part." Dellem smiled. "Was an engineer during the Samanthan Crusades. Grew up wanting to build palaces, but spent most of my life tearing things down to keep the West from getting a foothold. She's not a palace, but this was the first time I ever got to build something. Figured I'd make the most of it."

Dellem led him into what Aden took for a courtroom. The design resembled a typical Astesian court with a slightly elevated platform in the center of the room with a lectern for the judge, which Aden assumed to also be Dellem. Benches, three rows deep on each side of the podium, took up the rest of the space.

The constable headed up to the podium. "Have a seat." Keys jingled within his hand. He opened a lock in the small twin, steel doors in the wall behind the podium. As he pulled back the doors, Aden saw an organized set of shelves. Wooden boxes, some flatter than others lined the top two shelves. The bottom row belonged to some thick books. Astesian lawbooks, most likely. The Astesians had always said the gods rewarded those who embraced order, and in the process, crafted one of the most damned confusing set of laws in the world.

The book Dellem pulled out certainly didn't contain any laws, though. "Here we go." Bits of paper stuck out of the leather-bound journal in all directions. Dellem cracked the journal open. Aden expected all the paper to fall out, but Dellem held it together. He filed through the pages with his fingertips and pulled out two sheets.

"These are the two boys I found dead in the back of the tavern with you."

Dellem set the pages down on the bench next to Aden. Boys turned out a rather accurate description. The first picture captured a young man, with just a hint of fuzz for a beard. Narrow face, nose like a beak and thin eyes... the look of a predator. Turned into the prey, though, didn't you? Aden thought to himself with an ironic twist of sympathy. Was that a sign he was getting older, when he could even feel sorry for a boy who tried to kill him?

He diverted his attention to the second picture. Not much difference. This one just had bigger lips and a slightly smaller nose. Unless he missed his guess, these boys were brothers.

"You drew these?"

"Didn't just want to build palaces," Dellem said with the same pride he'd shown for his jail, "wanted to design them. Meant I needed to draw them first, so I spent a lot of time practicing as a child. Did better when I was in the crusades, but my eyes were better then, too."

Aden wondered if Dellem had drawn the picture of the town hanging in Miriam's house, but he let it be. "How were they killed?"

"How about you first tell me if you recognize them?" Dellem's tone made it clear he already suspected what Aden would say.

"I couldn't even say for certain if either of them attacked me." Aden shook his head, ignoring the silent nagging of his old mentor. "Didn't see either one of them coming. These boys laid a nice trap." Or whoever hired them did. Aden suspected the same person killed them, too. "So, how were they killed?"

"Something ripped out part of their chests."

The constable's words sent a chill into Aden's heart.

"Ripped out or chewed out?" Aden saw the answer in Dellem's face. They were thinking the same thing. "Ever seen what a dar'jiat wraith does to its victims?"

"No," Dellem said, "at least, maybe not until the other night. I heard enough stories about them during the crusades when I was in them, though. Take it you have?"

Aden nodded. "Two problems come to mind if it was, though."

"Never heard of a wraith this far east?"

"That's one." Aden studied the pictures of the dead boys. "The other thing? Damn things are near invisible at night—perfect predators. So why waste a dar'jiat wraith on these boys? Why even hire the boys? Just send the wraith after me."

The questions went unanswered. To think a wraith got that close to him... Damn.

"Someone got a reason to hate you that much?" Dellem asked.

"To send a dar'jiat wraith? Enemies I've got to worry about don't usually make deals with the West."

"Seems you got one now."

Aden couldn't argue with that. Couldn't do much with what he knew either. "Where's Orin buried?"

"The pin cushion?" Dellem chuckled. "Dropped him in a hole with the other two in the cemetery behind the church. Planning to pay your last respects?"

"Something like that. Anyone mind if I dig him up?"

"Dig him up?" The constable stepped back from Aden. "Why in Dark would you want to do that?"

"Unfinished business," Aden said. "That and I'd like a look at those boys to make sure what killed them."

"Long as you put them back in the ground and bury them when you're done." The constable's pale eyes studied Aden as if to realize he'd missed something about this young bounty hunter. "Just let the priest know before you start digging. He'll probably let you borrow a shovel, too."

"Good. Can I have my weapons now?"

The constable nodded as he picked up the pictures of the two boys and slid them back into his art journal. Once that went back onto the shelf, he pulled out one of the flatter and wider wooden boxes and set it down on the bench. "There you go."

Aden looked over the items. His daggers, sword, and whip were there. He sifted through all the weapons and looked back to the shelf. The silence in his soul made his hands shake.

"Something wrong?" Dellem asked.

"My—" he said, then stopped. "A throwing stick. A white, ribbed stick."

"Stick?"

Those damn boys! They'd taken it when they'd dug through his jacket's pockets.

"I think they took it," he pressed. "Did you find anything like that on one of the boys?"

"Sorry, lad."

Spirits burn! Aden could replace all this shit, steal it if he needed to. Where was his shakta? Where was his false sword?








  
  

4

The Grave





A flurry of curses, some in languages to which Aden knew no other words, filled the consecrated ground of the cemetery. For two hours, he stabbed his borrowed shovel into the ground. The recent spring showers had turned the dirt into mud, much of which now covered him. Thankfully, he'd exercised enough foresight to take off his newly cleaned shirt. 

His anger increased with the growing pile of dug up dirt. A green, leather-skinned courser he'd "borrowed" from one of his previous bounties yawned its indifference in the shade of a nearby tree. Getting this large cat-like creature back from the local stable cost him nearly every coin Miriam left him. He'd need his ride, though, assuming he found what he was looking for at the bottom of this damned hole.

"Look like you could use a drink."

The priest stood over the ever-deepening hole. He held a wooden pitcher and a mug.

"What's that?" Aden asked as he planted the shovel into the dirt deep enough so that it stood on its own. "Water?"

"No, I brought you ale." The priest smiled at him. "You don't strike me as the type to favor water."

Aden shook his head. He was tempted, but even Miriam's cooking hadn't been enough to ease the queasiness in his stomach. Whatever medicine she'd given him must have been pretty potent. The rejection of the ale displeased the priest, judging from the twist of his lips.

"You look awful young for a priest," Aden said.

"I was raised to the gold robe just a few weeks ago and sent here." He gestured with open arms towards the church house. The building itself wasn't much to boast about. The white boards lining the outside of the house were showing early signs of rot. Four sigils representing mountain, fish, flame, and cloud, hung over the door. The sigil for cloud looked damaged. Hard to say if it had fallen and been remounted or if someone vandalized it. The most telling thing about this church was how small it was. "What can I say? More senior priests are rarely given small flocks."

"That must have hurt," Aden said.

"Pardon?"

"Your hand." He pointed to the priest's right hand, which was missing its pinky finger. "You lose a fight with one of your flock?"

The priest laughed. "No, no. Was giving some scraps to a stray dog. He was a little hungrier than I'd realized. Fortunate he didn't take the whole hand." The priest held up the pitcher of ale. "Sure you don't want some?"

"No, I'll be fine." Aden lifted the shovel from the dirt. "Best I finish this before dark and be on my way. I'll put the shovel back before I go."

"Of course." The priest scowled as he walked back inside his decaying church.

Aden returned to his digging. Impatience to put this town behind him made him reckless. He reached the bodies moments later, but he only realized it once he shoved the point of the shovel into the boy with the beaknose. The shovel slit open the stomach, exposing his decayed guts and all the vile insects that relished the taste of carrion. A wonder he didn't retch at the sight alone, but the stench to match shot a taste of that recently-relished sausage, now basted in bile, up from his stomach to burn at the back of his throat.

He fought to get his breathing under control. "Should have become a carpenter." Then he laughed. Like he knew anything about building things. He envied the constable's skills, because since he was a child, he'd been trained for one thing: the chase.

The Order raised him to spy and kill. Now that he'd rejected the Order, gone his own way, he found his skills useless for most work. Any government might have paid dearly for a man with a shakta to work for them, but none of them would trust him and would just as likely kill him. The Order turned spycraft and betrayal into an art, and with every member of the Order willing to kill him on sight, he brought too much baggage with him to any job.

With his sense of smell finally deadened to the stench of the bodies, he cleared away the rest of the dirt covering the boy's chest. The sight of the wound, peppered in loose dirt and gnawed upon by the many eaters of the dead, confirmed his suspicions. The sight of a wraith wound murdered his stomach's resolve. He turned away and vomited onto the ground outside of the hole.

"Oh... gods," he whispered as his stomach settled. A damned wraith... no doubt about it. He knew enough to imagine how that boy died. A hand and fanged mouth, melded into a single appendage, would start wide and then clamp down. Hundreds of tiny, shark-like teeth ripped out flesh and muscle, spitting out the bones.

Aden's gaze slid up to the sky. The sun hung at its zenith, still somewhat low given summer was far off. Was that bloody wraith still out there? What even greater horror held its leash? Something that dark couldn't survive in daylight, so where was it hiding? This town sat in the middle of flat country.

Calm down, he chided himself, think. If the damn thing wanted you dead, then you'd be in this hole, too.

He looked down at his feet.

"Shit, I am in this hole."

That pulled a weak laugh out of him, more like half-laugh, half-dry heave. The rest of his laughter erupted more freely after that. His fit gave him the serenity to finish what he'd started, clearing the dirt away from the other boy. He searched the pockets on both of them. Nothing.

That meant the wraith had taken his shakta, but everything he'd ever been taught insisted that wasn't possible. A creature of Shadow couldn't hold a weapon fashioned from Light.

"Someone else took it," he muttered to himself. Someone in this town? He doubted it. Few who ever saw a shakta up close lived to share the knowledge, and anyone who might recognize what his forbidden weapon was would just as likely know it wouldn't work for them. Once you give it up, you don't get it back, the mage told him before he shaved off a bit of Aden's soul to empower the carved stick of wood, turning it into a weapon.

The "why" of it all and, just as importantly, the "who" went unanswered by the time he'd uncovered Orin's body. He used his hands to wipe off enough dirt to see Orin's face, piercings and all. Killed in an outhouse. "Well, I suppose you did go in there to clear your bowels," Aden said under his breath. He forced Orin's pants down until his privates were exposed. Right there on the tip, yet another piercing. How did a man pee with that thing there? For that matter, why would a man do that to himself? Warriors had probably spent half the world's currency finding ways to protect their manhood with armor, and these idiots actually shoved a piece of metal through theirs. With a grimace, he reached down to pull out the piercing. He somehow managed to do it without touching Orin's decayed skin and held up his prize to examine it in the sunlight. Engraved on the barrel in Salendar script, Orin Gregane, Son of Orin and Nala.

"Six hundred silvers." He dropped the piercing into his purse. Part of him hoped to find the piercing gone, because then all that business behind the Stray Dog Tavern might have been nothing but another bounty hunter chasing after Orin for the reward.

No, this was about Aden, about his shakta, and he didn't have a damn clue why.

While Aden shoveled dirt back into the hole, the priest came back out and offered to let him stay for dinner and the night. He refused. Instead, he rode his courser around the town, listening for a sign that his shakta might be here. The silence that answered terrified him.

He left town with a little less than half a day's light left to him, pushing his courser hard towards the west. Once he reached Gorman, he could figure out what to do next.

Someone had stolen a part of him, and whatever it took, he planned to find it.
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The Player





Heralds claimed Gorman was once the most beautiful city in all of the eastern continent. Those same tale spinners also blamed war for turning the place into some madman's unfinished maze. Aden considered that shit, not the part about war making it a mess, but that it had ever been beautiful. 

Only locals who knew their way around dared to go out at night. Even regular visitors such as himself limited how far they ventured within Gorman after sunset. The streets twisted about like the twin of some drunken spider's web.

Then there were all the damned walls, and this was where war took fault. Centuries of wars resulted in constant wall building. Only the damn builders never accounted for the city getting any bigger. Go down a street far enough, and you'd likely hit a dead end where the war-battered remains of some wall had refused to fall. The crazy bastards who lived here took pride in all the dead ends, said they symbolized their resolve. Never made any damn sense to Aden since a fragment of a wall meant the rest of it had fallen. Of course,most Gormans didn't understand they'd ever been conquered. He supposed their government changed so often, they accepted it as the norm.

This place didn't belong to any government, though. Gorman belonged to the thieves. Bandits left the roads to Gorman alone, which was why Aden had slept with ease during the three days journey here. Better for thieves to let idiot travelers make it here and then end up lost forever.

With all that in mind, Aden supposed an inn named "Go Further & Get Lost" made perfect sense. The place belonged to a man only a little older than Aden named Will October. Five minutes with him and you were convinced you knew all there was to know about him. After a few years, Aden realized he knew next to nothing about him.

Aden stabled his courser and went inside. Will's inn attracted an odd crowd. A shadow-haired lady bedecked in jewels and rolls of sky blue fabric climbed the outside stairs. A man of equal stature escorted her. The upstairs belonged to the wealthy, and Aden suspected he had as much chance of ever affording a dinner up there as he did of farting fog.

He belonged downstairs. Mercenaries, bounty hunters, and smugglers came here to conduct business with Will October as host and negotiator. Some well-paid guards kept everyone in line. Get thrown out of the Go Further & Get Lost, and you never came back. A person who didn't do business in here had a hard time doing business in Gorman.

Pipe smoke filled the place thick enough to limit Aden's visibility to no more than fifteen steps in any direction. Good luck finding Will in this crowd. The sun had called it quits a good hour ago, and the party was well underway. He heard much more than he saw. A group of musicians played nearby, with a man shouting out some crude lines sure to please anyone actually listening. Laughter, from a woman with a smoke-roughened voice, erupted somewhere to his left. A loud crash followed by cheers suggested a particularly rough arm-wrestling contest somewhere on the far side of the inn. All that and the buzz of too many conversations.

The smell of food cooking and the heat of the fire led him to the bar, which ran in a half circle along the left wall. A pair of cooks, each a tall man with thick arms, held a pair of wooden sticks and used them to shred and stir the meat and vegetables cooking upon a round metal grill the diameter of a man's height. His stomach ached as he watched the closer of the two cooks toss some strips of lamb onto the heated metal. The smell of the seared meat and spices sprinkled upon it distracted him from his purpose. A tendress, looking as sweaty and dirty as the cooks, blocked his view of the meat and brought him back to his purpose.

She strained her neck to look up at him. "What do you want?"

"Looking for Will," he said.

"Check the dart boards."

Aden worked his way back through the crowd. He ran into half a dozen people before spotting the audience clustered about the dart boards. A hand brushed against him near his purse. Aden grabbed the short thief by the shirt and shoved him away. Damn pickpockets. Not that he had anything for the bastard to steal. He felt for the purse just to be safe. Thank the gods. Last thing he needed was to lose that damn piercing after all he'd been through to get it. He'd need the money to search for his shakta.

He reached the outer edge of the spectators at the dartboards. Will always put on a good show, and everyone who spent any time in the Get Lost knew it. Most of the onlookers were women. No shock there. Will stood in the center of the clearing. Not the tallest man, but Will's height must have been the only average thing about him. Black hair, cut short with just enough down in his face to give him a boyish charm offset with a well-trimmed beard. He dressed with a taste for the expensive but never gaudy. The garnet shirt might appear plain from a distance, but a closer look revealed a textured design that hinted at the work of an expert tailor.

Two young women in front of Aden whispered to each other, their attention focused all on Will. "I'm telling you," one whispered to the other, "that man's legs are the finest sin in the East and West."

Will was a dog, self-admitted, and women loved him all the more for it.

"I need a volunteer." Will raised his voice to ensure all of his audience might share in his play. Those brown eyes groped the crowd, pausing for the barest hint of recognition as they spotted Aden. "You, my lady." He snagged one of the young women in front of Aden by her hand and pulled her to him. Leave it to Will to find the prettiest thing among the throng. A wonder he picked one in pants and not a skirt.

"Just stand here," Will said as he turned her until her back faced the wall with the three square targets. Darts, one group blue and another red, littered the boards and suggested Will faced a challenge tonight. Aden wondered who that might be, but the opponent was hidden among the crowd for now.

"Now," Will's voice thundered with wicked merriment, "just spread your legs, and I promise this won't hurt a bit." With a flourish worthy of a dancer, he placed his red dart in his mouth. He turned around, bent over, and flipped up onto his hands. His feet reached for the ceiling as he walked on his hands until he faced his volunteer. He slipped his calves about the lady's neck and pulled her close as if to hug her with his legs. Using her for support, he lifted his right hand up to remove the dart from his mouth.

"This isn't your first time, is it?" Will flashed that demon's smile, making the crowd laugh again. "Just don't tell me your name. It's better that way in the morning."

If he took himself seriously, people would hate him, but one look told you he was laughing at himself as much as anyone else.

Will aimed between his volunteer's legs, and those gathered about hushed.

The dart shot through the lady's legs and stabbed into the center of the middle target. Cheers erupted with cries of "Yes!" from those who had gambled wisely and groans from those who had not. The other woman still in front of Aden shouted, "Me next!"

Will flipped back onto his feet. He spun around once in celebration, then took his volunteer's hand into his, bringing it slowly to his lips. Where as a gentleman might kiss a woman on the back of the hand, Will suggestively kissed her palm. The women went quiet as the lucky lady's face flushed. Aden noticed the men shaking their heads, likely sharing the same thought as him, How does the dog do it?

"My lady," Will said, his eyes never leaving hers as he let her hand linger close to his lips, "my thanks." He surrendered his assistant back to the crowd and bathed in the applause.

"Very well, Will," a woman said, managing to be heard above the adulation, "my turn."

She looked no less beautiful than the first lady, but where the one had been soft, this one was polished stone wrapped in reddish-brown, leather armor. That armor wasn't just for looks. Not only was it practical, offering the required protection, but it still showed off her figure, suggesting it was custom-made. Hints of damage, where a dagger or sword had kissed the leather, left little doubt she'd seen her share of fights.

Just as Will had stolen the eyes of the women, this lady held every man and some of the women in thrall. She walked over to Will and slid her arms about his neck like a comfortable lover moving in for a kiss.

"Don't move." She flicked a wing of her blue dart across Will's lower lip. Aden found himself so caught up in the woman that he only realized in hindsight that the one man not bewitched by her was Will himself who just smiled and enjoyed his continued place within the center of attention, even if he had to share it.

The woman turned Will until her back was to the boards. Then she wrapped her legs about his waist and leaned backwards. She hung there, upside down, her long blonde hair teasing the floor. Aden watched her legs, though. That red leather was wonderfully tight, enough to let him see her legs quiver as her muscles strained to keep her body still.

"Now, I know this isn't your first time." Her quip got plenty of laughs, including Will's. Her comedy cost her, though. Her dart shot across the room as Will laughed, and the dart embedded itself just left of center.

The crowd still cheered. The woman was good—damn good. Aden wanted to know who she was, but one look told him enough. He had nothing to offer a woman like that. He'd learn her name, if nothing else. Learn that and be satisfied, he told himself, knowing full well it wouldn't be enough.

She scowled at Will once she was back on her feet. "You moved."

"Sorry, I've just never met a woman who actually wanted me to stay still while I was between her legs." He held out his hand, and she stared at it. With a sigh, she dropped five gold coins into his palm. Damn! She could afford to gamble away five golds! She had to be something more than a simple mercenary to have that kind of money.

She disappeared among the onlookers as she walked away. Money exchanged hands and people dispersed. A few ladies lingered long enough for Will to kiss their palms, but for once, he appeared more interested in business.

Will stopped in front of Aden and looked him down and up. "You've either gotten taller or thinner."

"Thinner," Aden said.

"Let's get you a drink."

"You just got paid five golds to have that woman wrap her legs around you. You can buy me dinner, too."

Will grinned. "Just remember, no meal is ever free."

"I'll pay you back." Aden meant it, but he knew he'd never be able to keep the promise.


      ***Will glared at the mug sitting in front of Aden at their table.

"I offer you a free drink, and you order ale," he said. "Only thing costs less is the water."

"The ale's safer than the water in this city," Aden said.

"That's not the point."

Aden chewed a piece of lamb and swallowed. A little too seasoned for his tastes, but he wasn't about to complain. "You'd rather I ordered something more expensive?"

Will picked up his wine glass and tapped the rim, producing a chime discernible even amid the buzz of conversations.

"Wine." Will spoke the word with an uncharacteristic crispness. "I sell the finest wine in the East, and you order the ale."

Something had Will on edge. The way he acted, one would think he was the one at this table who'd lost a piece of their soul to a monster in the desert. Aden had never seen Will like this.

"I like ale." Aden shrugged.

"Ale tastes like piss." Will slammed the flat of his hand on the table. "You hear me? It's not only piss. It's bloody bad piss! You want to save money? Don't even buy the ale. Just take a mug and piss in it."

"All those women whose hands you go around kissing," Aden said as he set down his lamb, "do they realize you know what piss tastes like?"

Will glared at Aden as he tapped his left temple with a long finger. "Drink your damn ale."

"Thank you." Aden lifted the mug as if to make a toast but then resumed his attack on his lamb.

After much food, ale, and wine, the conversation turned to business as Aden knew it would. Will's mood improved with the change in conversation, and he left both of them laughing with his misadventures, all the funnier for being true. A life like Will's required no embellishment. Aden returned the favor, and until he filtered the past few days through his healthy buzz of ale, he'd not realized just how humorous they'd been. Will had doubled over laughing as Aden told him about digging up Orin's body.

"The inn looks like it's doing well," Aden said as their laughter calmed. Sobriety and the early hints of a morning hangover had worked their way into his skull.

Will picked up a cigar that one of his servers had delivered. "Expectations for war tend to help my business."

"War?"

Will nodded and leaned forward to light his cigar on the table's candle. The tip of it glowed brightly as the tobacco burned. A stream of smoke flowed from his lips with a sigh of satisfaction. He didn't lean back, instead he lowered his voice. "The Astesian emperor was assassinated two nights ago." He paused, and Aden got the impression Will was measuring his reaction. His friend's smile suggested he was relieved by what he saw. "I didn't think you'd heard."

Aden leaned forward and lowered his voice, mimicking his friend's discretion. "Who's taking the blame?"

"Last I heard? You are."
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