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The Legend of Nightfall:
A Nursery Rhyme


A demon wakens with the night,
Reviling sun and all things bright.
Evil’s friend and virtue’s foe—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Eyes darker than the midnight shade;
Teeth sharper than the headsman’s blade.
When he smiles, a cold wind blows—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




When shadows fall and sunlight breaks,
What Nightfall touches, Nightfall takes.
Lives and silver, maids in bows—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




A demon cruel; a monster stark,
Grim moonlight, coldness, deepest dark.
Nightmares come to those who doze
In darkness where old Nightfall goes.




Nightfall laughs, and death’s ax falls.
Hell opens wide and swallows all.
He rules the depths where no light shows—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Lock up your children after dark,
Lest Nightfall find an easy mark.
For safety ends at twilight’s close—
And darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Razor claws and fiery eyes;
Leathern wings to cleave the skies.
His soul within stark midnight froze—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Those who brave the night will find
Horror, dread, and demon kind.
He slays them all and rends their souls—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Birthed within the black abyss,
His silent gift a deadly kiss.
Gone before the rooster crows—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Counting years like grains of sand.
Countless fall beneath his hand.
Time, his minion; night, his clothes—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Where Nightfall walks, all virtue dies.
He weaves a trail of pain and lies.
On mankind heaps his vilest woes—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Wolves and bats and beasts of night,
Spirits black that flee the light,
Cringed in fear when he arose—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




He feeds on elders and children,
On soldiers, kings, and beggarmen.
He never stops and never slows—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




The Evil One, the demon blight
Who hides in day and stalks the night.
He steals the stars and drags them low—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.



Alternative verses:


Three kings and their armies rode
To hunt the demon in the cold;
But where they’ve gone, no mortal knows—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




A dragon laughed at Nightfall’s fame,
Rained curses on the demon’s name;
The dragon’s bones now lie in rows—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




A wizard hoped to slay the beast.
He conjured up a poisoned feast.
The demon fed him to the crows—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




A gambler bet the tales were lies
And scorned the wisdom of the wise.
The odds were not the ones he chose—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Six princes fought him in the night.
Their fortress of unequaled might
’Twas gone before the sun arose—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




The Evil One, the demon blight
Who hides in day and stalks the night.
He steals the stars and drags them low—
Darkness comes where Nightfall goes.




Prologue

NIGHTFALL AWAKENED to the first rays of sunlight trickling through the open window of his room in Alyndar Castle. As always, he woke without stiffening, without changing the pattern of his breathing, without providing any hint to anyone who might be watching that the level of his alertness had changed. He assessed the status of his injuries from weeks-long habit; and, to his delight, found nothing amiss. For the first time since he had fallen the equivalent of nine stories, locked in battle with a flying sorcerer, nothing hurt.

Nightfall opened his eyes. He knew every detail of the room by heart, secure in the knowledge that, if anything had changed in the night, he would immediately be aware of it. He lay on a real bed, its ticking softened by thick, fuzzy blankets fit for royalty. His furniture consisted of a massive wardrobe, currently containing exactly two changes of clothing and sparse toiletries. An empty chest took up most of the space at the end of the bed, and a chamber pot sat in the corner.

Nightfall ran a hand through tangled mahogany-brown hair that no longer was covered in grime, dust, and dyes. Once a master of disguise living regularly as seven different men, and occasionally as several others, he had spent months adjusting to his given name, Sudian, and the one appearance he had not used since childhood: his own. Doing so obviated the need for him to assume postures that made his slightly less than average height seem taller or shorter, his slender and sinewy frame seem muscular, lame, or bulky; but it also left him feeling naked and vulnerable. Clean-shaven, Sudian had no way to hide his strong chin and cheekbones, his fair skin; and no shadowing or squints masked eyes the dense, dark indigo of blackened steel.

Now free of splints, bandages, and the ache of healing bones and muscles, Nightfall felt driven by the sudden urge to move. His life usually kept him in constant motion, in body and mind. He felt withered by the healing and resting, in desperate need of a reckless run or climb. His gaze went naturally to the window, and memory caught him in a sudden and frantic crush. Once again, he felt himself surging through the air as he attacked Chancellor Gilleran in a blood-maddened frenzy, his hands scrabbling for the sorcerer’s throat. Using magic, Gilleran flew, dragging Nightfall with him, through the seventh-story tower window. The sorcerer’s fingernails raked Nightfall’s face in crooked lines of fiery pain. Gilleran kicked and flailed to free himself, soaring ever higher to assure that when Nightfall’s grip failed, the fall would kill him.

Now, as then, Nightfall hid fear behind desperation and will. His mind was inescapably drawn back to that fateful encounter, and his vision gave him only whirling pictures of treetops, guards leaning from the tower windows, and the courtyard far below them. Gilleran’s struggles, and his own previous blood loss, impaired his coordination and threatened his hold on the sorcerer. Given the choice of dying alone or taking the chancellor with him, Nightfall chose the latter. He tapped the talent that had come to him at birth, driving his weight upward, beyond Gilleran’s ability to support. And both of them had plummeted.

It was a plunge Nightfall could never forget, seconds of utter panic that passed like an hour of shrieking agony. Gilleran’s screams had shattered his hearing, and the struggle to break free of Nightfall’s hold became lashing, pounding, and desperate. In the final moments, Nightfall had abruptly lowered his weight, propelling his body to feather-lightness with a thought. He could not reverse the deadly momentum, but it gave him the top position over Gilleran and allowed him to grab a tree limb to slow his descent. Ultimately, the landing killed Gilleran and left Nightfall with a shattered left hand, a dislocated shoulder, a badly bitten thumb, several broken ribs, and deeply unconscious.

He considered himself lucky to have survived at all.

Now, Nightfall pushed aside the detailed pictures his mind still so easily conjured. His life had always depended upon quickness in thought and action, deadly accurate skill, and split-second timing. He could not afford to develop a fear of anything. Hesitation would spell his doom, no matter how normal that delay or unwillingness might seem to the rest of the world. He had no time to spare for second thoughts when his only escape lay beyond a second-, or seventh-, or millionth-story window.

A knock on the door dragged Nightfall fully back to the present. He flipped open the wardrobe and grabbed a set of clean clothing: a shirt, tunic, and breeks in royal Alyndarian purple and silver. Noble’s clothes.

“Who is it?” he called, while he swiftly pulled off his nightshirt and donned the proper garb.

The muffled male voice was unintelligible.

Nightfall smoothed the cold fabric of his silks, shook back his hair, and opened the door to a young male guard with a sword at his belt, dressed in similar colors over mail.

Apparently expecting more conversation shouted through the door, the guard retreated a step, then bowed. “My lord, King Edward Nargol would like to know if you’re well enough to join him in court today.”

King Edward. The title still sounded bizarre to Nightfall. King Edward. He wondered if he could ever see more to the eighteen-year-old monarch of Alyndar than the impetuous, idealistic prince he had escorted around most of the world. Using Chancellor Gilleran’s magical “oath-bond,” King Rikard had bound the deadliest assassin in the four kingdoms to his dangerously naive younger son. Nightfall had been charged with the task of keeping Edward alive and getting him landed within a rapidly dwindling time period, all without the prince knowing his mission or his identity beyond that of the dutiful squire, Sudian. If Nightfall failed at any part, the magic assured Gilleran would take Nightfall’s soul and, with it, his natal weight-shifting talent.

And failure seemed a certainty. No matter what approach Nightfall had taken, Edward’s raw and innocent zeal mangled his best-laid schemes and plans. In the end, Gilleran had undone himself by murdering the elder prince and the king, thereby granting the crown to Edward, landing him through inheritance. Had Nightfall not interfered, Gilleran would have slaughtered Edward as well and would now rule both Alyndar and Nightfall’s soul.

Nightfall lowered his head. He would rather chew off his own fingertips than sit through a morning of highborns’ griping. “Please inform His Majesty pain kept me awake most of the night.” It was a lie. Nightfall could not remember a better sleep. “I’m still not quite ready for court.”

“Yes, my lord.” The guard bowed again, turned, and retreated down the hallway.

Nightfall closed the door, sighing as he did. The excuse would not hold up much longer. Two weeks had passed since the month-long grieving period for King Rikard and Crown Prince Leyne had ended, and the royal healers now proclaimed Nightfall fit. Twice, he had attempted to sit upon the chancellor’s seat at Edward’s side and perform his promised duty, but even dawdling had not rescued him from the tedium. Both times, he had arrived late enough to avoid all the fussy preparations, but he still had to face the proceedings. The first time, he fell asleep amid the ramblings of some knight about honor and family. Nightfall had blamed the lapse on pain medication, though he had taken none in daft The second time, he found his mind wandering and his body in perpetual, fidgeting motion.

Hoping to fulfill another need, Nightfall returned to the window and looked down the three stories into the inner courtyard. The sun had barely crested the horizon, and no one yet tarried or frolicked among the statues, flowers, and benches. Most had just awakened, and the autumn morning chill would keep them away at least until the approach of midday. Certain he had no audience, Nightfall sprang to the window ledge, then swung down onto the stonework of the tower wall. From habit, he easily found finger-and toeholds in the mortar.

A breeze caressed him, bringing with it the memory of wind surging around him as he tumbled helplessly toward the ground, locked with Gilleran. He banished the image fiercely. Fear would not have him. Instead, he concentrated on the feel of the cold stone against his hands, feet, and cheek, finding chinks from long habit, and shinnying down the side as if born to the process. This time, he did not even need to rely on his natal talent. Custom and practice alone allowed him a perfect downward climb.

The moment his feet touched ground, Nightfall shinnied back up, dodging the windows in the first and second floors. It would not do for the castle regulars and help to see the king’s adviser scurrying up and down walls like a spider. Soon, his stomach unclenched and his muscles loosened, falling into the familiarity of their task. The memories of his fall would stay with him, but they could no longer hurt him. One more climb and he would purge the feeling of desperation from his system, would escape the natural inclination to avoid any situation that might remind him of his latest brush with mortality.

For a man like Nightfall, escaping death was as routine as breathing; and he would not allow one incident to haunt him. His new position, as Edward’s adviser, protected him from many of the daily agonies he had known in his prior life. He no longer had to scrounge or steal to eat, no longer had to dodge predators in dark, shit-stinking alleys, no longer had to hide from the whims and rages of the street folk who had unwittingly raised him. But even the magnificent army and navy of Alyndar might not keep him safe from sorcerers.

Nightfall had learned in childhood to avoid using his natal weight-shifting talent whenever possible, worried about discovery. Sorcerers gained their magic only by slaying those rare people born with such an ability, and their method required tortuous ritual slaughter and taking possession of the victim’s soul. Any sorcerer who knew of his power would hunt him as fiercely as Gilleran and others had, and many people would sell any Gifted’s secret for the rewards a sorcerer would pay for such a tip. The Alyndarians still whispered about the gods, happenstance, or demons that had rescued Nightfall from sharing Gilleran’s fate; but few spoke their concerns aloud. To do so might belittle the sacrifice that had rescued King Edward from the fate of his father and brother.

Reaching the sill, Nightfall reversed his course again, needing one more wild climb to placate his internal demons. This time, he skittered like a squirrel, performing broad zigzags and looping circles, clinging sideways and upside down, reassuring himself that his wounds had claimed nothing permanent and his trepidations would never own him. He was Sudian now and forever, but no one had yet demanded that the king’s new adviser become as stodgy and ham-fisted as the others. In his many guises, he had scaled fortresses and mountains, scuttled across riggings and lines, and found his way through tunnels and mazes. He had even escaped the great prison of Alyndar.

Nightfall headed upward again, prepared to clamber back into his room and start his day with the rosy glow of exertion still on his face. As he reached the sill, a hand clamped over his, pinning it in place.

Nightfall froze as possibilities ticked through his mind. A sudden jerk might free him but would also send him tumbling to the ground. He would live, but he saw no need to risk injury, or reveal his talent, unnecessarily. Then, righteous indignation filled him. He knew of no law preventing him from climbing to his own bedroom window. He glanced upward to the young, plain features of his betrothed. Short hair, as white as an elder’s, feathered around her fine cheeks and green-brown eyes narrowed in clear irritation.

“Kelryn.” Nightfall hefted his other hand to the ledge. “You startled me.”

Taking his other wrist, she hauled him toward her.

Nightfall allowed her assistance, though he would have done better without it. Concerned he might inadvertently drag her out the window, he kept his weight on his legs and used only toeholds to work his way inside.

Once there, the lovers faced one another in silence. Nightfall made the first move, reaching for her.

Kelryn dodged his embrace. “Sudian, what are you doing?”

Nightfall smiled innocently. “Trying to hug and kiss the woman who promised to marry me.”

“Now what fool woman would agree to that?” Kelryn bantered, but an edge in her tone took the humor from her words.

Nightfall would have liked to give a witty reply, but he could not ignore the obvious. “You’re mad at me.”

That opened the floodgates. No longer attempting to hide her disappointment, Kelryn spilled the reason. “Of course I’m mad at you.” She turned away, a move that did nothing to lessen his desire for her. Once a dancer, she had a captivating grace that drew him every bit as much as her slender, muscular body. “Ned has treated us with such amazing kindness.” She used the nickname Edward preferred from friends, when formality did not exclude it. “How can you act so blatantly ungrateful?”

“Ungrateful?” Nightfall blinked, surprised by the accusation. “I am grateful. I’m grateful as hell.” Though perhaps not the best choice of words, Nightfall meant them. Gilleran had revealed Nightfall’s identity as the shadowy demon of legend to Edward. The new monarch had been all but honor-bound to execute Nightfall, yet had promoted him instead. Few would have the gall or desire to place an assassin in the ultimate position of trust, yet Edward had. He had also kept Nightfall’s secret, even from his inner circle of guards. The trust the king of Alyndar had placed in Nightfall would have seemed ludicrous and fatally misplaced had it not been so absolutely and utterly correct. In pretending to protect and venerate the guileless, mettlesome prince, he had come to respect and like him, much to his own surprise. “I nearly died saving his royal hide. Isn’t that grateful enough?”

“No.”

The answer caught Nightfall off guard. “No?”

“No, Sudian, it’s not enough.” Kelryn glided to the bed and sat, which only continued to fuel Nightfall’s desire. He had known her for years, yet his hunger for her never seemed satisfied. She had become his shining star, his very definition of beauty. “Graciousness isn’t a onetime thing. Edward is a friend, and you should treat him like one. Always.”

Nightfall did not bother to argue. Right or wrong did not matter; he could never win against Kelryn. “I’ve had exactly three friends in my life, and you’re one of them.” He crouched in front of her but did not reach to touch her again. “Perhaps I just don’t know how to treat them.”

“You do.”

Nightfall was not so sure. “Treat me like I don’t.”

Kelryn sighed and pulled her legs onto the bed, folding them. “Let’s start with this: You don’t make promises to friends you have no intention of keeping.”

Nightfall knew exactly where this was going. “You mean the adviser thing?”

Kelryn gave him a penetrating look. “The ‘adviser thing,’ as you so interestingly put it, was your vow to serve Alyndar and her king to the best of your ability. You agreed to become nobility, and it’s time you took up the responsibilities of your position as well as reaped the benefits.”

Nightfall continued to stare. He had never heard Kelryn use so many long words nor speak so expressively. Now twenty-four, she had spent close to half of her life in a dance hall. “But I know absolutely nothing about anything that happens in court. Ned has good advisers there already, men who served his father and grandfather. What could I possibly add?”

“Entertainment at the very least.” Kelryn finally smiled.

Nightfall rose and looked longingly toward the window. He wanted one more chance to assure himself he could make a quick escape if it became necessary, without an assault of memory mangling his concentration. “I don’t recall agreeing to become a jester.” Nightfall had become competent in all the things that mattered to him; his survival had depended upon it. If arrogant, pretentious highborns laughed at him, he might not manage to keep himself from slicing up their pretty, powdered faces.

Kelryn shifted position, rustling the ticking. “Then, perhaps it’s common sense you can add to the proceedings. As I recall, Ned said you could help him judge the masses because you have real knowledge of their plights.”

“I’m not ready…” Nightfall started slowly, knowing the tired excuse would not work on Kelryn.

“If you can climb a tower, you’re ready for court.” Kelryn added pointedly, “And you know you really shouldn’t be doing it at all. The nobles are already questioning your past. You don’t need to supply them with the sling stones and arrows.”

“I know.” Nightfall lowered his head, wondering if he might have made the biggest mistake of his life. It was the dream of every commoner to live in a palace, waited upon by diligent servants and trusted by the king. Yet, now that he had those luxuries, Nightfall could not help worrying about their price. “But …” He turned, giving Kelryn a pleading look. “Have you ever sat through court?”

“Many times.”

“You have?”

“I have.”

Nightfall fell silent, staring, trying to make sense of what he heard. “You … you understand … what … ?”

“Just because I’m lowborn and a woman doesn’t mean I can’t understand—”

Nightfall waved a dismissive hand. “I just meant the couple of times I went, I didn’t get half of what they were saying. Bores me to a stupor.” He became painfully honest, the way he could be only with Kelryn. She was the sole one he had ever told about his other persona and his natal talent. When King Edward’s father had captured him in the guise of Marak the Nemixite sailor, the very identity under which Kelryn had known him, Nightfall had wrongly believed her his betrayer. “I can’t stand it, Kelryn. If that’s what I committed myself to, I’d rather go back to starving in the streets.”

Kelryn rose and caught him into the embrace she had earlier shunned. Her expression revealed only compassion, but he read a hint of alarm in her eyes. “Sudian, it’s not that bad. After a week or so, it all starts to make perfect sense. The local nobles can get preoccupied with some strange and trivial matters, but the politics between kingdoms is fascinating.” She actually sounded excited. “And you have as much knowledge as anyone when it comes to the commoners, more than most.”

Nightfall doubted even that. “I still don’t understand what Ned needs me for.”

Kelryn spoke into his ear, her body warm and her hair like velvet against his cheek. “The king finds comfort in your presence. He wants you in his court to advise him. Isn’t that better than wanting you in his court on charges of murder and mayhem?”

Kelryn’s closeness was driving Nightfall to distraction.

“Right now,” she murmured as if divulging sexual secrets, “Ned is headed for a conference. Fourth floor, East Tower. He asked for you specifically. He says he needs you.”

“And I need you.” Nightfall leaned in to kiss her, and his hands slid along her sides toward her breasts.

Kelryn raised her chin and caught his hands before they reached their destination. “If you’re not well enough to help a friend, then you’re not well enough to have me either.”

Nightfall groaned but did not argue. His yearning for her was painful. “Fourth floor, East Tower?”

Kelryn squeezed his fingers. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

“To torture me some more?”

“No, Sudian.” Kelryn performed an alluring little dance, ending with a curtsy. “To please you, my lord.”

Nightfall could not have scrambled out the door any faster.

Nightfall had no trouble finding the proper room. Guards stood at parade-ground attention in front of the doors, and a variety of noble men and women milled outside, clearly wishing they could join the secret discussion. Though he ignored them, Nightfall noticed them all. He could not have done otherwise. No matter how preoccupied he appeared, his senses remained instinctively alert and attuned to every movement around him. His lifestyle had required him to remember every word uttered in his presence, to recognize every face and the guise in which he saw it, but mostly to take immediate notice of any action that might signify a threat. Now, nothing jarred his senses enough to concern him, though he knew they all visually followed his walk to the door. The guards stepped aside to allow him entry. Nightfall tripped the latch and pulled the door open.

An unfamiliar voice wafted into the hallway, full of pathos and frustration, “But, Sire, it’s just not done—”

Nightfall’s entrance interrupted the discussion, and the assembly fell into instant silence as every eye found him.

Discovering that the room was much more crowded than he expected, Nightfall hesitated in the doorway, still bracing it open a crack that allowed the mob on the landing to stare at the interrupted proceedings. A large table took up most of the space, and well-dressed and -coiffed men filled all of the seats around it. Others, mostly guardsmen, crouched, sat, or stood on the periphery. Nightfall knew several by name and many others by brief association, but none well. He felt more comfortable among Alyndar’s staff and servants, though his presence clearly unnerved them. Since the day Edward had promoted him from squire to adviser, Alyndar’s lowest class no longer considered Nightfall one of them. The maids presented him with curtsies, and the pages addressed him as “sir” or “my lord.”

Nightfall’s gaze went automatically to the most dangerous man in the room, at least in his assessment. Though not the largest warrior present, Chief of Prison Guards Volkmier stood out from the rest. Unlike the other titled commanders, he stood among the elite guards rather than sitting at the table, and he wore gray and lavender to the others’ purple and silver. A compact redhead with a no-nonsense bearing, Volkmier had a history with Nightfall he would rather forget. Four times, they had clashed, twice in Nightfall guise and twice as Sudian; Volkmier had won every time. Bull-muscled, yet swift, cool, and competent, the chief of the prison guards had proved sharp-witted and remarkably dangerous. He wielded sword or crossbow with an expert’s lightness, and he grasped the intricacies of situations with a quickness rarely associated with men so dedicated to the fighting arts. King Rikard had trusted the man completely, more than even his elite bodyguards; and Nightfall had seen him make snap judgments with remarkable competence. Luckily for him, direct orders had prevented Volkmier from killing him in two instances, and wise decisions in the other two. Though fate had pitted them on opposite sides, Nightfall held a grudging respect for the chief of Alyndar’s prison guards. He only wished circumstances would stop bringing them together.

Seated at the head of the table, King Edward Nargol grinned at Nightfall, genuinely glad to see him. It seemed wrong to Nightfall to see the adolescent monarch looking exactly the same as the impetuous, idealistic prince he had escorted for several painful, dragging months. Like the guards, Edward wore Alyndar’s colors and crest, a powerful fist clutching a hammer. Brilliant golden hair offset his round, handsome face. His tall, muscle-packed frame exceeded nearly all of his guards’, yet his friendly blue eyes betrayed the dangerous naïveté that had nearly gotten them both killed on so many occasions. “Sudian! So glad you could make it after all.” His voice held raw excitement, without a trace of sarcasm. He patted the chair at his left, though it contained a tall, slender man with ebony hair and dark brown eyes.

Though it placed his back to the door and to Captain Volkmier, Nightfall went to the indicated spot. The man already seated there rose less than graciously, executed a casual bow, and offered the chair to Sudian. “Chancellor.”

Nightfall stiffened. He had never heard that title applied directly to him, though the castle rumors had given him reason to believe the adviser position he had accepted was the same vacated by Gilleran’s death. Since King Edward seemed undisturbed by the reference, Nightfall did not question it. Edward would never allow a lapse in protocol to go unmentioned or unpunished. Nightfall sat, and the man who had occupied his chair found a position along the wall with the guards.

Edward cleared his throat, granting his full attention to Nightfall. “Sudian, I was just explaining to my council, advisers, and guards how I violated law and propriety by escaping from Duke Varsah’s incarceration in Schiz.”

You told them … Though practiced at hiding emotion, Nightfall could not keep his nostrils from flaring. You stupid, prattling moron! He recalled details of their encounter with Duke Varsah from the time he had served as Edward’s adoring and steadfast squire, when the need to rescue his soul from magical bondage had driven his every action. You blitheringly ignorant pretty-boy! One of his attempts to get Edward landed had involved trying to form a romance between Prince Edward and the duke’s daughter, Willafrida. Instead, Nightfall had gotten Edward in trouble for sneaking into a highborn lady’s bedroom at night. The duke had trapped them neatly, insisting on a virginity test to prove the young prince had violated his daughter. Restitution, Varsah insisted, would have to come in the form of marriage, and he had had his eye on Edward’s brother, Crown Prince Leyne. Certain Willafrida would fail the test, through no fault of Edward’s, and crushed by the burden of limited time, Nightfall had fast-talked Edward into escaping the duchy.

“We need to apologize to the duke and pay him restitution.”

Nightfall stared into the king’s keen blue eyes, seeing nothing that would suggest he was joking. “But, M—” He stepped himself from saying “Master,” once a condition of the oath-bond. He had despised calling any man such a thing, but it had become ingrained habit difficult to shake. “Sire, the duke was wrong to have taken you prisoner. He’s the one who should apologize.”

Murmurs swept the room.

A frown scored Edward’s handsome features. “You are wise in many ways, Sudian; but, in this case, you are sorely mistaken. Duke Varsah found me in his daughter’s bedroom. He had every right to hold me.”

“You didn’t touch her.”

“That is immaterial, Sudian. I gave him reason to worry for her safety. He imprisoned me properly and appropriately under the laws of every kingdom. He and my father had a right to negotiate punishment.”

Nightfall rolled his eyes. The rules and ethics of nobles seemed lunacy. “She called you into her bedroom. Which is worse? Refusing the request of a noble lady or crossing a random threshold?”

The prince’s cheeks reddened, and his eyes narrowed in clear agitation. Nightfall found most people easy to read, but no one more so than King Edward. The inexperienced, virgin king felt flustered and embarrassed. “I’ve already explained my poor decision, Sudian. There’s no need to call more attention to it.”

It was not the point Nightfall had intended to make. “I only meant—” Worried he might make the situation even worse, he glanced around the room for assistance from the many men who watched the exchange in silence.

A stranger stepped in to rescue him. “His Majesty has described his intention to return to Schiz …”

Nightfall closed his eyes. Please don’t tell me this innocent, overly moral fool plans to put himself back in Varsah’s custody.

“… to make a personal apology and rectify his … urn … error with monetary remuneration.”

Relieved his assumption had proved wrong, Nightfall released a pent up breath. He had seen the king do too many insane and dangerous things in the name of propriety and refused to underestimate Edward’s ability to get himself, and everyone around him, in trouble. “I see.”

Another man took up the explanation, in the voice Nightfall had heard when he first entered. “And I was explaining to His Majesty that we should send an emissary in his place. It’s just not done. In all of Alyndar’s history—”

Edward interrupted in a voice that made Nightfall cringe. “I know Alyndar’s history, Dacyl. Just because something’s never been done before, doesn’t render it wrong or immoral.”

Nightfall knew that tone too well. Edward saw the situation as a point of honor; and, when it came to his principles, the entire army of Alyndar could not sway him. The whole situation seemed nonsensical to Nightfall. The so-called imprisonment had consisted of placing Edward into a fancy room in the duchy tower, one they had easily escaped. In fact, it had taken Nightfall far more time and effort to talk Edward into leaving than it had to physically accomplish it.

Edward continued, “No king of Alyndar has ever broken kingdom law before either. Compensating a crime of that magnitude requires swift and direct attention.”

“Yes, Sire.” The man Nightfall had replaced spoke next. “But an emissary can provide both.”

Another cut in. “Khanwar’s absolutely right. We need you here, Your Majesty. The mourning period’s only half a month gone, and there is much to do.”

Edward turned his gaze to this new speaker. “And our long hours in court have paid off. We’ve cleared the docket. Anything that comes up while I’m gone can either wait for my return or pass the judgment of my … regent.”

Nightfall suddenly felt as if the entire room had shifted its focus to him. Pressed to say something, he spoke the words his role as Sudian the Faithful required, “Sire, you know I will remain loyally at your side whenever and wherever you go.” He hated the guise circumstance had forced him to take, despised the fool’s mission to which he might just have committed himself. He doubted expensive gifts and a long-winded speech would pacify the sly and selfish duke of Schiz. Varsah had seen a kingdom in his daughter’s future, and Nightfall doubted gemstones and pretty words would distract him. Worse, Nightfall suspected Edward might give in to Varsah’s demands in the name of fairness, locking himself into a loveless marriage to a graceless, homely woman and an insufferable father-in-law.

Nightfall expected the discussion to continue for hours. Surely Edward’s top councillors and advisers would not give up until they disabused their new king of this irrational and idiotic notion. Yet, to his surprise, once he pledged his support the others fell silent.

A soldier of gigantic proportions rose and bowed with a graceful flourish. “Your Majesty, if you insist on going, I will assemble my best men for your escort.”

Nightfall held his breath, concerned Edward might find some reason to refuse the offer.

Edward nodded at the massive warrior. “Thank you, General.” He threw up a hand in a grand display, as if responding to the cheers of a multitude. “Ready my gear and destrier! We leave on the morrow.” He sprang from his chair.

To a man, the others leaped to their feet, except for Nightfall who marveled at their awkward speed.

The king bashed through the door and onto the landing, followed by his guards and councillors.

Volkmier remained in place stationed, Nightfall noticed, between himself and the door. Suddenly wishing he had remained at Edward’s side, he studied his fingernails and pretended not to notice his only remaining companion.

Several moments passed in silence, then Volkmier cleared his throat.

Grudgingly, Nightfall swung his gaze toward the chief of prison guards.

“Sudian.” Volkmier spoke softly, but his tone held a hint of menace. “Please. Bring our king safely home.”

More confused than troubled by the words, Nightfall rose. Though nearly a full head shy of Volkmier’s height, he felt more comfortable in a fully defensible position. “Why tell this to me? The general’s men—”

Volkmier interrupted, “The guards will keep His Majesty safe from highwaymen and anyone who might wish him ill.” He pursed his lips. A comma of ginger hair slipped onto his forehead, well short of his eyes. He would never allow such a thing to spoil his deadly aim. “You, Sudian, might be the only man who can keep him safe from himself.”

The somberness of Volkmier’s expression precluded Nightfall finding any humor in the comment or resorting to a sarcastic response. The guardsman’s pale eyes held a glint of terrible warning. His words were more than dire request; they were also a threat.

Resorting to the bold and blind allegiance he had pledged to Edward on the day of their meeting, for the purpose of irritating King Rikard as much as winning the prince’s trust, Nightfall raised his head and spoke with feigned sincerity. “I’ll do my level best.” And with the help of luck and gods and circumstance, I might even succeed.


Chapter 1


When you willingly choose another’s troubles as your own, you stop just surviving and start living.

—Dyfrin of Keevain, the demon’s friend



IN THE WESTERN quarter of Schiz, Duke Varsah’s city, a fire danced in the hearth of the He-Ain’t-Here Tavern, casting scarlet and amber designs across the diners. Nightfall sat in the corner chair of a corner table beside King Edward Nargol of Alyndar. Guards ate and drank around the periphery, arrayed in Alyndar’s purple and silver. Commoners and travelers swarmed the nearby tables, keeping the help in constant motion. Nonetheless, a barmaid or serving boy remained always beside the royal table, prepared to wipe up any spill, to relay their least request.

Nightfall kept silent tabs on everyone in the tavern, an ingrained and wary instinct he could not have shaken if he wished to do so. His every movement was casual, masked as a thoughtful gesture, a fidget, a hair-rearranging head toss; but each shift in position granted him an unobtrusive means to observe every person and anticipate danger. He knew many of the patrons from his other guises; they were mostly Schizians mixed with visitors from the neighboring cities of Meclar and Noshtillan. They all drank, talked, and laughed; but Nightfall absorbed the strange underlying stiltedness, the not-quite-surreptitious looks his party earned amid the open stares of ruder folk, and the preponderance of those men most prone to curiosity and gossip.

When not cooking or cleaning, the pudgy proprietor Gil stood in the doorway between kitchen and common room, wringing his hands. He was not accustomed to royalty in his simply furnished red-stone building, constructed for meeting and drinking rather than hostelry. The upper class normally took lodgings in the south-end inn that Nightfall had gotten to know well in his persona of Balshaz the merchant. As the polio-stricken odd-jobber, Frihiat, however, he had grown familiar with the He-Ain’t-Here’s few rooms, now booked solid. Nightfall took some guilty pleasure in the usually unflappable proprietor’s discomfort.

In the best position for surveying the entire room, Nightfall noticed the two men approaching before any of the guards so much as rolled a glance in their direction. In his mid-twenties, the younger one sported an overlarge head topped with muddy curls, a crooked nose, and broad lips. The other appeared middle-aged, tall and thin with a mop of sandy hair and a scar running from the outer corner of his right eye to his chin. Nightfall recognized both. The first was Brandon Magebane, a gifted man with the most dangerous career Nightfall could imagine: hunting sorcerers. The second, Gatiwan, had accompanied Brandon on some of his forays, risking his life to rid the world of its greatest evil.

Quick as a cat, Nightfall rose and held out his hands in greeting. “Brandon. Gatiwan. Good to see you both again.”

Guards’ hands went to hilts, but the exuberant greeting of the king’s adviser kept them from standing or making any overt threat.

Brandon bowed appreciatively to the king, then addressed Nightfall. “Sudian. How wonderful to see you again. I presume you’ve come to fulfill your promise?” It was a ludicrous assumption. No king would travel halfway around the continent merely to escort a servant. As fast as the thought arose, Nightfall quashed it. Edward would.

Edward turned a beetle-browed look on his adviser. To most of the world, Sudian had sprung from nowhere, the next in line to replace the thirty-six previous stewards who had abandoned the job of protecting and educating the brash young prince. For these men of Schiz to know Nightfall as Sudian, they had to have become acquainted in the months he had traveled with Edward; yet the king had never seen them.

In fact, Nightfall had met Gatiwan in a tavern while Edward slept, and the older man had referred him to Brandon Magebane. Nightfall had visited Brandon in secret, seeking one of the magical stones the Magebane created with his natal talent, which could thwart a sorcerer’s magic for a single spell. Brandon had given Nightfall the stone with the stipulation that, one day, Nightfall would assist the magehunters on one of their ventures. It was a rash promise made in desperation, one he had no intention of keeping, then or now.

Nightfall smiled. As one of the natally gifted, he appreciated what the Magebane and his rotation of volunteer followers did. But he had finally found a happy life, friends, a fiancée he loved, and had no interest in becoming part of a suicide mission. “Not today, Brandon. But thanks for the offer.”

Looking over, Nightfall found King Edward staring at him and knew what had to follow.

“Did you make this man a promise, Sudian?” In Edward’s tone, Nightfall heard the same damnable nobility that had caused the king’s late father to bind the boy to an assassin despised as an otherworld demon, named for the night-stalking creature of legend who terrified children’s dreams.

“Well, yes, Sire,” Nightfall admitted against his better judgment. “But just as a general ‘maybe someday’ type of—”

Edward would hear none of it. “If you promised …”

“Ned …” Nightfall warned, aware the king had no way of knowing to what dangers he was about to commit his adviser. By using the diminutive form of Edward’s name, he also hoped to remind the boy-king that his companion, at thirty-four, was nearly old enough to be his father: older, wiser, and far more experienced.

Edward ignored the unspoken advice. “A man of honor holds dear even the least of his vows.”

Nightfall crooked a brow. No words were necessary. Of all the men present, Edward alone knew his previous guise as the demon of legend, a vicious assassin who was anything but a man of honor.

King Edward’s blue eyes held that fiery gleam of a personal crusade, a look that brooked no compromise. For whatever reason, he believed his adviser’s actions reflected on him and on the esteem of Alyndar itself. Once those things came into play, nothing Nightfall had to say would accomplish more than angering his king.

Nightfall sighed, then turned his gaze back to a smiling Brandon Magebane. “Apparently, I’d love to help you. What would you like me to do?”

The healer’s one-room cabin smelled of myriad herbs, some as sweet and pungent as nutmeg, others as overwhelmingly bitter as onion. Nightfall glanced around the windowless space at the four dingy chinked-log walls and the thatch ceiling. An eight-year-old boy lay on piled straw, his small pale body enveloped in a patchwork of bandages. One circled his forehead, encasing his ears in salve-smeared, bloodstained cloth. A fringe of fine, page-cut sandy hair surrounded a heart-shaped face, and large brown eyes peered back at Nightfall. The room’s only piece of furniture, a small table, held a basin filled with medical supplies.

“Sudian,” Brandon said, “I’d like you to meet Byroth.” The child continued to stare at Nightfall, managing a weak smile.

Nightfall nodded cordially, heart rate quickening. “What happened?” Though he intended the question for anyone, he continued to look at Byroth.

Apparently believing himself the target of Nightfall’s inquiry, Byroth responded, “I don’t remember.” Looking at Nightfall’s livery, he added, “Sire.”

Having become accustomed to the “sirs” and “my lords” of the castle regulars, Nightfall remained unrattled by the excessive label of respect. “I’m just a servant, Byroth. No need for fancy titles.” It was not technically true. Since his promotion, the help refused to claim him; and he could no longer move invisibly through gentried circles. He did not know exactly where his advisory position fell on the social spectrum, but he was certainly no longer a servant. He did not, however, wish to explain his abrupt and rapid advancement to Brandon and Gatiwan. Away from royalty and its stuffy pretension, he preferred to remain just one of the boys.

Byroth nodded. “I keep trying to think what happened, but I can’t remember much. Someone grabbed me; I know that. Then, a lot of pain.” He stiffened, then grimaced at the discomfort that small movement caused him. “After that, my father hugging me, my mother screaming. Lots of blood.” He shrugged. “That’s it.”

“Thank you.” Nightfall looked askance at the Magebane and his assistant. He despised sorcerers at least as much as anyone, had spent much of his life dodging them, and had nearly fallen victim to two. He particularly hated those who targeted children, though nearly all of them did. Simpler prey, the young were also more likely to accidentally or innocently reveal themselves as one of the natally gifted.

Brandon avoided Nightfall’s questioning gaze to address Byroth. “Would you mind if Sudian examined your wounds?”

Byroth gestured assent. “So long as you don’t … hurt me.”

Nightfall declined the invitation. “I don’t need to see them. Thank you.”

Brandon Magebane glanced from man to child and back, then waved toward the door. “Why don’t you try to sleep, Byroth. We’ll come back in a little while.”

Byroth’s expression turned stricken. “You won’t leave me alone, will you?”

“We’ll be right outside,” Gatiwan promised. “If we do leave, we’ll post a guard.”

With a nervous nod, Byroth closed his eyes as the men filed from the room.

As soon as the door clicked closed, Brandon rounded on Nightfall. “What do you think?”

Nightfall glanced around at the familiar city bathed in twilight. Narrow streets flowed between the wood and thatch cottages. His alter ego, Frihiat, had often limped out to earn drinks in the He-Ain’t-Here with stories, a quiet simple existence detached from the knife’s edge life of “the demon.” Crickets screed their high-pitched song while the people scurried about finishing their work before sunset. Seeing and feeling no one near enough to overhear them, Nightfall turned his attention to Brandon’s question, which held many possibilities. “What do I think about what?”

“The wounds.” Gatiwan took over impatiently. “Do you think a sorcerer could have inflicted them?”

Nightfall blinked, lacking some of the information and not completely certain of the intention behind his companions dragging him to visit a wounded child. “Does Byroth have a birth gift?”

“Not that he’s admitted,” Gatiwan said. “But we haven’t pushed that hard.”

“What do the wounds look like?”

Brandon’s scrutiny grew more intense. “You just passed up the chance to see them.”

Though an expert on wounds and their infliction, Nightfall shrugged. “You didn’t give me a reason to.” Not wishing to disturb the boy any more now than then, he added, “What does the healer think they are?”

“Stab wounds.” Brandon also searched the dimly-lit streets. “Simple stab wounds, she thinks, from a regular old knife.”

“Nothing weird and magical-looking? No burns or oddly shaped bruises?”

Brandon shook his head. “They look like stab wounds to me, too. But we can’t be sure.”

“No,” Nightfall admitted. “You’re never sure with magic.” He had once faced a sorcerer who could freeze a man’s head, then shatter it like the ice it had become. With a distant motion, Gilleran had opened an agonizing gash from Nightfall’s hipbone to his buttocks. At a man’s throat, that same spell might prove immediately fatal. The natal talents spanned beyond his imagination. The so-called “gifted,” like Brandon and himself, each had only one special ability; but the sorcerers could juggle an assortment, limited only by the number and type of talent-cursed souls they could steal from their victims’ writhing bodies. They especially enjoyed hunting down one another, as the ritual slaughter of another sorcerer meant gaining all the harnessed souls of the loser. That was the Magebane’s salvation. It meant the sorcerers dared not reveal themselves or band together, even to destroy such an obvious and self-proclaimed threat.

Nightfall continued, “Besides, it doesn’t matter how a sorcerer creates panic and suffering in his victim. Any type of severe emotional distress or excruciating pain brings the soul and its talent to the surface.”

Brandon and Gatiwan stared at Nightfall, who suddenly wished he had not said anything. “What?” he demanded.

“You speak,” Brandon said, barely above a whisper, “like a man with firsthand experience.”

Nightfall did not like the Magebane’s implications. He had spent all of his life hiding his talent. Even Alyndar’s king knew only that Nightfall bad some sort of birth gift that sorcerers wanted. Nightfall would not reveal himself to two men he hardly knew. “Are you accusing me of having a natal gift? Or of being a sorcerer?”

Brandon’s homely features opened questioningly. “You tell us which.”

“Neither,” Nightfall lied, then added, “but if either were the case, you know I’d have to give you the same answer.”

“So just tell the truth,” Gatiwan suggested.

Nightfall noted the serious expressions on the men’s faces and mentally tracked the locations of the throwing knives he always carried. “How do you know I’m not?”

Brandon kept his voice steady and intense, though low. “Because when you first came to me, you needed something to help you fight a sorcerer who had attacked you and your master.”

Gatiwan took over, the somberness of his expression highlighting the scar across his face. “If King Edward the Enthusiastic had a natal talent, he’d have displayed it for the world in the excitement of righting some injustice.”

Nightfall tried to divert the conversation. “He prefers King Edward the Just.”

Brandon managed a smile. “When he’s old enough to temper some of that zeal with wisdom, he’ll probably earn the nickname he wants. Until then—” Apparently recognizing Nightfall’s successful tactic, Brandon returned to the matter at hand. “Are you a sorcerer or gifted?”

Gatiwan did not wait for an answer before adding in a voice like the crackle of old parchment. “Because it wouldn’t be the first time Alyndar chose a sorcerer for a chancellor.”

Nightfall knew the truth of that statement only too well. Though accustomed to being considered a murderous demon, comparisons to that heartless, conniving monster called Gilleran made even Nightfall ill. “I’m not a sorcerer.”

“If you were a sorcerer, you’d say the same.” Gatiwan reminded Nightfall in his own words.

“If I were a sorcerer,” Nightfall corrected, “I’d kill my hell-damned, disgusting, slimy, hideous self.”

Brandon laughed. “Believe it or not, I actually met a sorcerer with the self-control to never act on his birthright. And I didn’t kill him.” As if to catch Nightfall unaware, he asked quickly, “So what’s your talent?”

“Even if I had one, I …” Nightfall started.

They finished in unison, “… would have to deny it.”

With clear reluctance, Gatiwan returned to the case. “Byroth’s the fourth child in a month.”

That caught Nightfall’s attention. As rare as the natal gifts were, it seemed highly unlikely a small city like Schiz could harbor four children with them. Of course, since those with the talents hid them for their own safety, no one really knew exactly how frequently they occurred. The best and most often quoted estimate was one in a thousand people bore natal gifts and, perhaps, one in five thousand had a bent for sorcery. “Tell me about the others.”

Brandon ran a hand through his dark curls. “First one happened a year or so ago. Playmate of Byroth’s, seven years old, drowned in the creek.”

Though tragic, it seemed fairly commonplace. “What makes you think a sorcerer was involved?”

“I didn’t at the time.” The Magebane continued to finger-comb his hair, dislodging bits of bark and sand. “In hindsight, I noted a couple of suspicious things. The boy had a nasty head wound. The healer thought it might have happened afterward, when the current drove the body into a rock, but they found an awful lot of blood on the bank for it to have come from a corpse already dead. He had many bruises, but the ones around his neck seemed impossible for jutting rocks to have caused.”

Nightfall was impressed. “You really delve into the details, don’t you?”

Brandon’s fingers stilled. “I do this for a living, remember? And these killings happened on my home territory.”

“And the second one?” Nightfall tossed his own hair, cut short and plastered in Alyndar’s style. He no longer missed the wild, filthy tangles he had worn in Nightfall guise and as Marak, nor Frihiat’s bleached curtain, nor even the merchant Balshaz’s neat locks. He had learned to appreciate the accuracy not having to peer around a chaotic frenzy of snarls added to his already deadly aim.

“An infant.” Gatiwan cringed, and his face screwed up as if he might cry. “Stolen from its crib in the night and found mangled nearby the next day.”

Brandon lowered his head.

Nightfall examined the facts critically. He had suffered and inflicted too much evil to feel anything for a baby he knew only in the abstract. “Did it have a talent?”

Brandon raised his shoulders. “We don’t know for sure. Proud parents. First baby after years of marriage. They took him to a lot of gatherings. They think he must have done something in front of someone—could have been anyone. An uncle believes the baby might have given him a wicked pinch, and an aunt says he could have caused a flash of light.” Brandon let his shoulders drop. “All after the fact, of course, so it’s hard to know if they really remember these things or are just searching for some logic to a hateful act.”

“Or telling us what they think we want to hear,” Gatiwan added. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

Brandon nodded. “They just want to help.”

“Some help.” Nightfall wondered how many ignorant people would prefer to believe a loved one died for the wicked desires of a sorcerer rather than without any cause at all. They had no way of knowing how the sorcerers bound the souls to their bidding, how the natally gifted suffered even after death until the sorcerer either died or the soul “burned out” and the sorcerer lost that particular talent. “And the third one?”

“Eleven-year-old.” Gatiwan fully regained his composure. “Had a knack for getting her little brothers and sisters to sleep.” He added suggestively, “An inhuman knack.”

“A clear talent,” Nightfall guessed.

“It’s a wonder she made it to eleven.” Brandon removed his hand from his hair, the curls popping back into disarray. “Though sorcerers tend to avoid coming this close to where I live.”

“Except the really stupid ones.” Gatiwan gave Nightfall another searching look, as if to remind him they had not yet ascertained whether or not he might be one.

Nightfall ignored the insinuation “Was she stabbed, too?”

“Stoned, apparently.” Brandon shifted from foot to foot. “Found her wedged in a ravine covered with bruises and surrounded by rocks.”

“Brutal,” Nightfall said. In all his days as the demon, he had never murdered a child and no one in such a cruel fashion. “But there’s only one way to know whether these killings might be related.”

When the other two men just stared, Nightfall finished.

“Find out if Byroth has a talent. If at least two of the children did, that’s a pretty clear sign.”

“He won’t tell us,” Gatiwan reminded.

“Then,” Nightfall said, “we might want to start with his parents.”

Though tidy and sparsely furnished, the main room of Byroth’s family cottage felt dangerously closed in to Nightfall. He had let Brandon take the most secure position, a stool pressed against one wall that granted him a full view of the fireplace, both windows, and the door. Nightfall understood the Magebane’s need to see any danger before it struck and did not want to seem similarly hunted. Consequently, he found himself peering out the window at his back at intervals, unable to grant the parents his full attention. Gatiwan had chosen to sit on a storage chest between one of the windows and the door, while the mother hunkered on a rickety stepladder leading to an overhead loft. In two places, the main room opened onto children’s bedrooms. Byroth’s five sisters slept in one. The other still held the bloody straw pallet that had served as his bed.

Byroth’s father had chosen a seat on the floor where he rocked himself like a fearful toddler. A large man with work-callused hands and strong arms, he now looked more like a lost child. His wiry hair lay wildly snarled, and he had not shaved in several days.

The mother had clearly made more of an effort to appear presentable in front of important company. Her black hair was neatly pressed, braided, and twisted on top of her head; and she wore a clean, if simple, shift. Her hands twisted in her lap, never still. “What can I tell you?” she asked expectantly. Though she had relived the terror more than once, she obviously hoped these professionals might find answers where others had failed.

Gatiwan’s usually gruff manner softened. “We know this is hard for you, madam. We’re just wondering if you could tell us what happened three nights ago.”

The woman looked at her husband, who continued to weave back and forth, eyes unfocused. “Jawar’s not handling this well,” she explained. “Five daughters and only one stillborn son till Byroth came.”

Nightfall nodded encouragingly. To a manual laborer, having strong assistants was important, and none came cheaper than one’s own male offspring.

“He doted on the boy. Best friends, they did almost everything but sleep together.”

Jawar murmured to no one in particular. “Nothing, nothing on this fair earth is precisely as it seems …”

All eyes jerked to the father.

Byroth’s mother apologized. “He’s been babbling since the attack.”

“… the placid plow horse, the deadly mosquito growing on a crystal pond …”

Politely, the visitors ignored the father’s ramblings while the mother returned to the unanswered question. “We had gone out that night, as we often do, to the docks. That’s where would-be storytellers, poets, and philosophers try out their ideas.”

It was a long-standing tradition, Nightfall knew. As Frihiat, he had come there often, and the bartenders frequently attended, hoping to discover new talent. Occasionally, they did find someone worth paying, in coin or board, to entertain their customers. Frihiat had never made the cut, though Nightfall had used the persona to tell good enough stories to earn drinks from fellow patrons.

“The children were all fine on our return. All peacefully asleep.” The mother gestured at the two rooms leading off from the one they now occupied. We went up to bed.” She made a sweeping upward motion to indicate climbing the ladder on which she now perched. “Later that night, Jawar said he heard something outside and went to investigate. I had fallen back to sleep when I heard Byroth scream. I was scared, so I waited for Jawar to handle it. But when the screaming continued, I sneaked down to see. She swallowed hard, and tears obscured her eyes. “I saw … I saw … oh, Byroth—” She folded her face into her hands, the rest of her description muffled. “I heard a scuffle, a shout. By the time I dared to tear aside the doorway covering, Jawar had chased the assassin out the window and was cradling our little boy. Both covered in blood. On the walls, the straw, the floor. More on the window ledge, and I thought I saw a man’s shadow disappearing into the night.”

“You’re sure it was a man?” Brandon interjected, their only clue thus far to the identity of the sorcerer.

“It could have been a large boy or woman. A trick of shadow.” The mother heaved a heavy sigh. “I was too focused on my loved ones to pay much attention.” Finally, she looked up. Moisture still blurred her eyes, but they held a deep hardness, a glint of hatred. “Whoever did this must be caught and punished.” She turned her attention to her husband, and her look softened. “I believe Jawar saw the man who tried to kill our son, maybe even wrestled with him. But he’s too distressed to talk.”

Apparently believing himself addressed, Jawar muttered, “The bond between man and daughter is sacred; but the son, the son, is his true reflection.”

“To talk coherently,” she corrected.

Gatiwan directed his gaze fully upon Byroth’s mother. “So he’s not making sense to you either?”

She sucked in another lungful of air. “Not since the … incident. He just sits there, quoting the poets and philosophers from the docks.” She added, clearly to provoke her husband to anger if not reason, “I had always believed him a strong man who could handle terrible things better than me.”

Brandon Magebane swooped to the father’s defense. “It may not be his fault. The sorcerer might have inflicted some sort of spell on him.”

The mother stiffened. “Sorcerer,” she said weakly. “You think it might have been—?”

“We don’t know.” Gatiwan stretched his legs out in front of him. “We’re here to try to figure that out.” He did not mention that, if not, their interest in the case would evaporate. At the least, it would free Nightfall from his obligation.

Brandon added, “Do you know if Byroth had a talent?”

“Many.” The mother gave her husband another glance. He had reason to know the boy better than she did. “But nothing magical. Not that I ever noticed.” She shook her head. “No. No, I’m sorry. Byroth didn’t have … a birth gift. Nothing a sorcerer would …” She trailed off, her head rocking harder, as if to convince the world of her certainty.

The father babbled, “… the placid plow horse, the deadly mosquito, the crystal pond.” He glanced at Nightfall with vacant, hollow eyes. “The bond, the bond.”

The woman waved at Byroth’s bedroom. “I haven’t gone in there since. Haven’t touched anything. The knife’s still there; he just dropped it. You’re welcome to look.”

“Look, look,” Jawar echoed. “But why? That most obvious is hardest to see.”

Liking this case less and less, doubting they could gather enough information to find the sorcerer if, in fact, one was even involved, Nightfall followed Gatiwan and Brandon to the bloody bedroom.

The scene yielded no useful clues, at least to Nightfall. The unadorned knife, well used and sharpened many times, might belong to anyone. The bloody footprints could have come from either parent as easily as from the attacker, and the scattered straw revealed nothing but an understandable struggle. The frowns scoring his companions’ faces told Nightfall they found nothing more significant than he had. So, they returned to the healer’s cabin and dismissed its guard, needing to confront the victim one more time.

Byroth seemed stronger to Nightfall this time, a testament to children’s ability to bounce back from the worst of trauma. He handled nearly getting mauled to death better than either of his parents. “I knew you’d come back,” he said.

Brandon sat on the edge of the bed. “Byroth, we’re trying to help you, and your family, too.”

“My father’s gone insane,” Byroth pronounced with the forthrightness only a child would dare.

“Not insane,” Gatiwan corrected. “Just very distraught. We believe it will pass.”

It was essential truth. Uncertain if shock, loss, or magic had unhinged the man, they could only guess whether time would cure him. The natal talents spanned such a gamut, Nightfall could only wonder if such a spell would last for days, weeks, or forever. If the sorcerer had such a power, he had not used it against Byroth. Further consideration brought an answer for that. Driven from his rational mind, Byroth might not react properly to inflicted pain; and the sorcerer might lose his soul. Nightfall shook off the thought, not yet convinced a sorcerer had attacked Byroth.

“But to help them and you,” Brandon continued, “I need the answer to a question I already asked. Don’t be frightened. We’re here to help you and others like you, to keep you safe.”

Byroth looked from man to man. He looked longest at Nightfall. “You want to know if I have a birth gift.”

Brandon nodded. “Because, if you do, you’ll need our protection. Perhaps forever.”

Nightfall wondered just how many people Brandon warded and how he managed to keep them all safe.

Byroth said nothing, gaze still straying between them. Finally, he pursed his lips and nodded. “I … can tell …” He seemed to be measuring their responses as he spoke each word. “… if someone else … has … a birth gift.”

Brandon and Gatiwan exchanged looks. “You can?” Brandon pressed, laboring not to strangle on his words.

Even Nightfall, the master of role-playing, could not stop his nostrils from flaring. To a sorcerer, it might prove the ultimate talent, the one he would risk everything to get.

“Like,” Byroth continued. “I know you have a talent.” He met Brandon’s gaze. “But he doesn’t.” He gestured at Gatiwan, then turned his attention to Nightfall. “And you’ve got one, too.”

Exposed, Nightfall kept his features a blank mask, ignoring the triumphant smile spreading across Gatiwan’s lips.

“Do you,” Brandon started, then paused to swallow hard. “Do you know what those talents are?”

“No. It just tells me you have them.”

Now, Nightfall would not have given up the mission for anything. He had little choice but to commit himself fully to Byroth’s safety. If a sorcerer got hold of that power, the talented, including himself, had no place to hide. One by one, the spell would expose them, and the sorcerer would feast upon them.

“Thank you,” Brandon said. “I know that was hard, and I’m going to tell you something extremely important, then we will never mention this again. Do not, under any circumstances, ever tell anyone else that you, or anyone you sense, have a birth gift. Yours is a powerful talent, and there’s not a sorcerer in any part of the world who wouldn’t give his own … favorite body part to have it.”

“Oh,” Byroth said, dark eyes growing round as coins. Nightfall could feel his gaze on all of them as they exited. And, though he knew the boy was as much a victim of his natal talent as the rest of them, he could not help feeling like prey.

For the first shift, the Magebane assigned Nightfall to stay with the boy, Gatiwan to sleep, while he patrolled the outside. That suited Nightfall well enough. He could not have slept yet, not with Byroth’s revelation hanging over him. The sentry position seemed better suited to him, given his background; but he had no intention of surrendering another of his deep dark secrets. So he accepted the assignment Brandon gave him, pausing only to leave word of his whereabouts with King Edward before settling in with Byroth.

The power of Brandon’s words clearly had a daunting effect on Byroth as well. As the room plunged into a darkness the windowless room only enhanced, he rolled and pitched on his pallet, sleepless.

Hunkered near the door, Nightfall understood the boy’s restlessness. He fiddled with the stone in his pocket, one of Brandon’s spell-breakers. It took the Magebane months to place his natal ability into an inanimate object, during which time he could not use his talent for anything else; and each stone just worked once. Since Brandon had not preplanned this particular hunt, he had made only two since his last outing and had given one to each of his companions. “Are you all right?”

Byroth’s voice floated out of the pitch. “Just scared, I guess. I … don’t want … to suffer like that again. You understand?”

“I understand.” Nightfall sought movement, a shadow amidst the darkness, a wariness awakened by something he could not quite sense. “I understand. No one wants to suffer.” Preferring quiet, he added, “Try to sleep. You need as much as you can get.”

Byroth stopped talking, but he continued to flop around on the pallet. “Maybe if you sang to me?”

Nightfall rolled his eyes and shook his head, both movements the boy could not discern. His prostitute mother had never softened the night with lullabies, and the bawdy bar songs he knew did not seem appropriate. “I don’t sing.”

“Oh.” Byroth slumped into a new position on the ticking. “Would you mind if I did it, then?”

Nightfall shrugged, still trying to make out objects through the gloom. He wanted it dark enough that any sorcerer who got past Brandon would not notice him, but he would need his own vision well adjusted. “Go ahead, if you think it’ll help.”

“Thanks.” Byroth’s thin, reedy voice floated into the cold, night air. “Hush, my darling, my sweetest babe—”

Nightfall ignored the boy, thinking of his encounter with Byroth’s parents. They had seemed so broken, so utterly devastated by the near-loss of their son; they both clearly loved him fiercely. Nightfall had not lamented his own empty upbringing for many years: the mother who had alternately beaten and cried for him, the men who came and went, the father who could have been any one or none of them. The bond between man and daughter is sacred; but the son, the son, is his true reflection. Nightfall was once the true reflection of the men to whom his mother had sold her body, including the one who had battered her to death. Now, he had found a way beyond the poet philosopher’s claim. How much better have Byroth and his father fared?

It was a question that needed no answer. Nightfall found himself trapped in recollection, the world fading into a dark void around him. His watchfulness withered, replaced by a mental world where word and sound came only from within. Nothing, nothing on this fair earth is precisely as it seems. The placid plow horse, the deadly mosquito growing on a crystal pond. In the world of the dreamer, nonsense can become a statement of vivid brilliance. Nothing is what is seems.

Suddenly, Nightfall understood. He closed his hand over the stone Brandon had given him. His fingers tightened with awkward slowness, seeking the laxity of sleep. He felt his head sagging, heavy as lead; and the welcoming darkness erased the significance from all but his dreamworld thoughts. But those focused him well enough. A wholly mental pursuit, he called on his talent to overcome the heavy inertia magical fatigue forced upon him, driving down his weight to a sliver of normal. Lighter than feathers, his fingers obeyed him. He drew out the stone, which now seemed more like a boulder, and hurled it toward the boy. It cut a glowing scarlet arc through the air.

The singing broke off in a high-pitched squeak, and Nightfall’s senses returned in an overwhelming rush. He scuttled aside, and something sharp jabbed into his thigh instead of his privates. Restoring his mass, he kicked at his attacker, rolling as he moved. His attack also missed, and he dropped to a crouch, realigning, waiting for the other to reveal himself. It all made sense now. He knew who had attacked Byroth, and he also knew why.

A shadow lunged toward Nightfall, and a knife glinted in the slivers of light leaching through cracks in the construction. Concentrating fully on the weapon, Nightfall sprang for his attacker, Byroth himself. He caught the thin wrist, twisting viciously. The knife thumped to the floor. The boy screamed, pain mixed with frustration. His arms and legs lashed violently, wildly, toward Nightfall. Several blows landed with bruising force, but Nightfall bulled through the pain. He dropped his mass again and hurled himself at Byroth. The instant he felt the boy beneath him, he drove his weight to its heaviest. Air hissed out of Byroth’s mouth, in a crushed and muted screech.

Expertly, Nightfall sorted limbs and parts until he had Byroth fully pinned and one of his own hands free. He flipped a dagger from his wrist sheath and planted it at Byroth’s throat.

“Wh—” the boy started, forcing words around the tremendous burden crushing him to the ground. “What are you going … to do to me?” The voice sounded soft, pitiful, the plea of a confused eight-year-old.

Nightfall bit his lip. Even in his most savage days, he had never enjoyed killing. He could afford to choose his victims with care, and he based it upon his own judgment of their worthiness. He had never murdered a child, yet this was no regular child. Byroth was a sorcerer, one who had already shown a cruel streak far beyond his years. The first talent he had stolen, from a seven-year-old friend, had given him the means to detect the gifted from birth. He had callously slaughtered an infant, probably for the ability to heal more quickly or to make the huge leaps he had taken to attack Nightfall. He knew some people who could kill an eight-year-old without compunction, but most could never conceive of such a thing. Brutal at eight; merciless by twenty. Nightfall took solace from Jawar’s words: Nothing on this earth is precisely what it seems. Byroth is no child; he’s truly the demon so many named me.

“What are you going to do with me?” Byroth whispered again.

“I’m going,” Nightfall said coldly, “to finish the job your father began.”

By the time Brandon Magebane and Gatiwan arrived, Nightfall had completed the deed. The two men stared at the little body on the floor, the rumpled sheets, the peaceful look on the corpse’s face.

“I couldn’t save him,” Nightfall said, crouched beside Byroth. He let grief touch his voice, not wholly feigned. Though the others would misinterpret what he said, his words were grim truth.

Brandon crouched beside Nightfall. “Don’t blame yourself. The sorcerer got by me, too. I’m not sure how.”

Gatiwan grunted. “Some sort of teleportation spell, I’d warrant.”

Nightfall lowered his head. Lying came easily to him, though not always for so noble a reason. No one but him ever needed to know that Jawar had tried to kill his own son. If the boy’s father could eventually forgive himself, at least he would avoid the condemnation of his wife and neighbors. He had done the right thing, and Nightfall planned to tell him that.

Brandon’s hand dropped to Nightfall’s shoulder. “At least you managed to prevent the ritual. The talent died with Byroth, and he doesn’t have to suffer the limbo of a harnessed soul.”

Nightfall nodded philosophically. The ability to become a sorcerer was as innate as the gifts. That curse had destroyed Byroth’s soul long before Nightfall had dispatched it to whatever afterlife it warranted. In the process, so many innocents had been saved.

Gatiwan sighed heavily. “Let’s go report this death to the authorities.”

Nightfall and Brandon rose together. “I think,” the Magebane said, winking at Nightfall, “at least the king of Alyndar will forgive us.”

Nightfall was less sure. Though Edward’s journey through other kingdoms with a demon for a guide had softened the world’s colors, he still clung to a morality of crisp blacks and whites. To the king of Alyndar, all humans had an essential core of goodness; and their every action made sense in the proper context. At times, Nightfall appreciated his master’s innocence. Any other monarch, knowing his adviser’s identity, would have seen that Nightfall suffered a slow and infinitely painful death for the many crimes attributed to him. In his own inexplicably simple way, King Edward had instead placed the world’s most notorious criminal directly at his side. Actually, King Rikard did. Nightfall could not forget that Edward’s shrewd father, and his conniving chancellor, had initiated their relationship.

Over the last two months, Nightfall had come to grips with the startling realization that he had, in fact, genuinely earned Edward’s trust. The extreme loyalty forced by Gilleran’s magic, the over-the-top allegiance that had started as a facetious game had flared to bizarre and unexpected reality. Edward’s effortless compassion had won over a demon who had once believed himself incapable of caring. Nightfall’s mother had never merited even the innate love and trust of a child for his caretaker. Only three people had ever found Nightfall deserving of friendship: Kelryn, Edward, and his childhood friend, Dyfrin. The latter, he now knew, had saved him from becoming the conscienceless killer he, along with the rest of the world, had once believed himself to be.

Though only nine years older, Dyfrin had become like a father, guiding Nightfall with kindness and words of gentle wisdom. A natal mind reader with ethics every bit as solid as Edward’s, Dyfrin had kept himself alive with odd jobs, entertaining sleights of hand, bets, and minor scams that preyed always on the greedy. He had harbored a soft spot as wide as a country for the needy and gave what little he had freely, without expectation of repayment or gratitude. Until that bastard Gilleran killed him. Nightfall’s mind went instantly to the image of his best friend writhing against the ultimate agony, the gruesome rending of body from soul, the harnessing of his talent to the will of a sorcerer. His mind sparked to a fiery anger hotter than hellfire. His vision blurred, his fingers clenched to bloodless fists, and his heartbeat became a frantic pounding. He shoved the thought away with an effort that seemed heroic. Contemplation of Dyfrin’s death always made him crazy.

Brandon Magebane reached for Nightfall’s arm. Still more accustomed to violence than comforting, Nightfall jerked away, wildly spinning to a crouch.

Brandon stared. “Sudian, are you all right?”

Nightfall waited until his heart fell back into its normal rhythm before trusting himself to speak. “I’m …” He skipped platitudes in favor of something with a grain of truth, “… very tired.” Not wanting to discuss his recent train of thought, he pressed back to the words that had brought him there. “King Edward won’t hold us responsible for Byroth’s death, but it’ll disappoint him to know we couldn’t protect an eight-year-old.”

Gatiwan shrugged. Brandon said nothing, clearly weighing his words so as not to increase what must have seemed like Nightfall’s feelings of guilt and responsibility.

“But it’s not Alyndar’s king I’m worried about,” Nightfall continued, though he knew Brandon had only mentioned Edward’s reaction as a joke. “We’re way outside Alyndarian jurisdiction.”

Apparently misinterpreting Nightfall’s distress, Gatiwan huffed out a laugh. “King Jolund won’t concern himself with the matter of a single death, and Duke Varsah gives the Magekillers wide discretion …”

Nightfall forced a smile. He did not worry for his current companions. Only a foolish ruler would alienate a man of the Magebane’s power, and Varsah was no fool. At the least, Brandon’s presence would keep most sorcerers from Schiz. Hearing the duke’s name aloud reminded Nightfall of the reason Edward and his entourage had come to the city, and the irritation that had haunted their two weeks of travel from Alyndar returned. Kelryn would have flayed him if he had fought too hard against something so important to Edward, but he wished the councillors and ministers had not given up so quickly. Handling Byroth seemed easy compared to the juggling act ahead of him. Varsah’s greed and Edward’s damnable honor versus my wits. He groaned. The odds of this battle seemed overwhelming, especially given his ignorance of noble’s law and protocol. He only hoped that, when the time came, he would find the words to rescue the king from a life-altering mistake.

Still misreading Nightfall’s discomfort, Brandon again reached for his arm, this time with slow caution. Nightfall forced himself to remain still as the long fingers closed around his forearm in a gesture of compassion. “Don’t you go worrying about what anyone thinks of what happened. We’ll handle the authorities. And we’ll never so much as mention your name.”

Though still not his concern, Nightfall assumed an expression of relief. These two men could do nothing to address his actual worries, and he did appreciate that they would keep the information to themselves. Anything that might be seen as an Alyndarian indiscretion became fodder for Duke Varsah, and Edward would undoubtedly feel responsible for any dubious action of his adviser. “Thank you. I’d like to go with you to speak with Byroth’s parents.”

“You’re sure—” Brandon started, forestalled by Nightfall’s raised hand.

“No fun, I understand. But I feel responsible.” Breaking the news of a young son’s death to stricken parents did not appeal to Nightfall, but he might never have another chance to put things right with Byroth’s father.

“Then, I’d like to fall into anything reasonably soft that might serve as a bed.”

Gatiwan coughed deeply, then spat on the floorboards. “About that bed. You’re staying at the He-Ain’t-Here?”

Nightfall nodded at information they clearly already knew.

Gatiwan grinned, his scar turning the expression wicked. “I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for unreasonably hard.”

Nightfall wondered what Gatiwan would think if he knew some of the places Nightfall had slept. He yawned to emphasize a tiredness not wholly feigned. “Right now, I could sleep on a bed of nails.”
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