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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind caught the rope of the makeshift gallows, leaving it swinging in the late afternoon air. Crows circled overhead, cawing occasionally, and the buzzing of summer insects filled the air. A fly landed on Finn’s arm. He swatted it away, though not before it managed to bite. The stench nearby seemed to attract them.

      He looked out over the small village in the distance. Nestled into the valley such as it was, it would be almost scenic were it not for the gallows serving as a sentry, warning off anyone who might attempt to visit.

      Finn inspected the rope. The knot from the end of it was crudely made without the skill of anyone who had the necessary understanding of what was required to create a hangman’s loop. He paused long enough to trace his fingers around the knot itself. Were he to need to use it, he would have to tie his own. This would serve to snap a neck, though at the height they’d hung it, he wasn’t even certain that would be effective. The loop was too wide as well, so it was possible the condemned would fall free from it.

      At least the branch they’d suspended it from looked solid. Simple, but it would be effective. There wasn’t the need for anything more than a place to fix the rope and a small ladder or step stool for the condemned to climb.

      Getting out of Verendal should have been peaceful for him, though these days it only felt as if there were many things that he neglected by coming out and taking these side jobs. They paid well, especially of late as his reputation had improved, and Finn now made more doing some of these additional jobs than he could’ve in several months before. Still, there was much in Verendal that needed doing, especially now that Meyer had started to show his age. Not that Finn would ever tell him that. Meyer was a proud man and had served the king as his executioner for a long time, long enough that he would be given the opportunity to decide when he was ready to retire.

      Finn guided the horse forward, holding onto the stout mare’s reins as he trudged the last distance into the village. Walking gave him an opportunity to clear his head and prepare for what must be done when he arrived in the village, and it also rested his backside. He still didn’t love riding if he could avoid it, though he no longer suffered the indignity of getting the fattest horse in the stables.

      Coming in the daylight afforded him the opportunity to see the village for himself and to get a sense for the people who lived within it, but it also gave him a chance to gauge how they would react to him. There were too many who saw a hangman and expected only violence.

      The houses within the village were simple. Mostly wooden construction with thatched roofs, there were only a few larger, and they were all toward the center of the village. It looked like most of the villages within the kingdom he’d visited.

      He’d barely reached the outer edge of the village when the first of the villagers noticed him. Finn expected to be noticed.

      The man straightened from where he had been working with a long post, setting it into the ground in front of a house, and he wiped his hands on his pants, eyeing Finn for a moment. He was a large man, solid of build, and could easily have been mistaken for a blacksmith—or within Verendal, one of the palace Archers.

      He said nothing as Finn moved past, though his gaze not only lingered on Finn’s horse, but also on the sword strapped to his back. Finn kept his gaze straight ahead of him. He had learned that was for the best. There was no point in trying to engage any of the villagers in simple conversation. He needed to reach the council. They were the ones who had summoned his services.

      The farther he went along the hard-packed road leading through the village, the more people began to congregate. He heard hushed words around him, things like “hangman” and “killer,” words that Finn had heard in other places and had long ago learned not to take any offense to. Even the procession no longer troubled him the way that it once would have. He was accustomed to people watching him during his work. At least in aspects of his work. Most people had little idea just how much he did, thinking instead that the primary responsibility he had was to carry out the sentencing of the condemned.

      A building near the center of the village caught his eye. It wasn’t any taller than the other buildings, though it was larger, over a hundred paces in either direction. There was no ornamentation along the face of the building, nothing to suggest that he was coming to the village council, or town hall, or whatever they considered this building, but Finn recognized it. He paused outside, tying his horse up to the post, straightening himself and fixing his coat before glancing behind. The people who had been watching his entry into the village turned away from his gaze. It was as if they feared drawing his attention. Finn almost smiled at that. There was no need to fear attracting his attention if they had done nothing wrong.

      He strode toward the door, preparing to knock, when it came open. A younger, golden-haired woman with a long face and thin lips stared out at him. She frowned, glancing over his shoulder before turning back to him, regarding him in full. Her gaze seemed to linger the longest on his sword, though that wasn’t uncommon.

      “I’m Finn Jagger, executioner from Verendal. We received word that you needed the services of the court.”

      The woman watched him for a moment longer before stepping off to the side. “It’s about time. We sent word three weeks ago. Had we known that it was going to take this long to get anybody to come, we would’ve taken care of it ourselves.” She glanced past Finn. “Run along, Tyson. You don’t need to pay any mind to this.”

      Finn glanced back and saw a young boy, probably no more than ten, watching. He paled when Finn turned his attention to him and went racing off down the street.

      He stepped into the town hall. It seemed as if the village of Ironald would have a town hall rather than a council chamber. It was a wide-open space. Massive wooden posts staggered around the inside had lanterns hanging from them, and there was an enormous hearth at one end of the room, though it was darkened and cool. He swept his gaze around, noting the small flag hanging near the hearth, signifying the king’s colors. It was still smaller than the other flag hanging on the opposite side of the hearth, this one in the shape of a wolf.

      “I am sorry I took longer than you anticipated. I came as soon as word reached us in Verendal and I had an opportunity to slip away.”

      Finn had grown accustomed to apologizing for any delay. Outside of larger cities, most of the people felt an urgency to have their summons answered. Finn had come to learn that it wasn’t because they had a thirst for vengeance, at least not most of the time. Usually it had more to do with their inexperience holding prisoners. Rarely did any of these villages have a dedicated place to hold violent prisoners for very long. They had places for minor criminals—thieves, adulterers, and the like—but having a place to hold somebody who was more dangerous was not something that the typical village was equipped to accommodate.

      “You saw the gallows,” the woman said.

      Finn nodded, holding her gaze. “I saw it. Is that the sentence?”

      “The village elders have met and agreed Jonah should hang.”

      “Very well.” He looked around. “Shall I presume you are one of the village elders?”

      He wasn’t certain. She was young, but he’d found that youth often didn’t necessarily mitigate a person’s ability to serve in leadership, especially in these outlying villages. When he turned back to her, holding her gaze, he found her watching him, furrows creasing her brow.

      “I’m Ellen Darlen. I’m the wise woman here.”

      He nodded slowly. “Not one of the elders, then.”

      She shook her head. “Do I look like I would be one of the elders?”

      He resisted the urge to smile. She might not look like it, but she certainly sounded like it. “Why did the village wise woman need to meet the executioner?”

      He watched her, anticipating her answer, but was uncertain what she might say. He honestly had no idea, but the fact that she had pulled the door open to greet him suggested that it had been predetermined to be her. Either that or it had been merely chance. Finn didn’t think so though. With the procession he’d faced coming into the village, he wouldn’t have been terribly surprised that somebody would have run ahead to warn the village elders of his arrival.

      “That damn fool Jonah decided to get tangled up in a gypsum bush while running. I had to make sure he survived long enough to face judgment.”

      A gypsum bush injury could be painful, though Finn had never known it to be fatal. His experience with it suggested that the wounds would be caustic, and a combination of tolthar flower and oland oil would often be enough to soothe it. “I see.”

      She arched a brow at him. “Do you? Do you know what it’s like when a man gets infected with a gypsum bush? Have you seen the way that the redness works beneath the skin?”

      Finn nodded slowly. “I’ve seen it.”

      More than that, he had actually used it a time or two during interrogation. It wasn’t one of the more typical tactics he took while questioning, but occasionally he needed to be creative, especially with particularly challenging captives. There had been a few times when he’d been outside of the city where he had needed to use alternative means of questioning, after all his equipment had failed at the task. Within Verendal, it was a simple thing to bring a man or woman in for questioning. He had places within the prisons designated for such, and it was easy enough to extract the information needed, at least with most. Outside of the city was a different matter. There he had to rely upon what he brought with him—and he preferred to travel light—or on what he could find. It required that he come up with creative measures.

      “I doubt that,” she said. “Most from the city aren’t familiar with gypsum.”

      “I know to be careful with the barbs. They’re small, but the hook on the end can catch in flesh.” It made it useful for other reasons as well. Not only would it catch, but it created the faintest of lines along the skin, barely drawing any blood. It burned as if fire were worked beneath the skin, and that had value to him when performing some of his questioning. “You need to work to clear the oil from clothing, along with skin. It lingers. It can be boiled off, but you need extra lye in order to completely eradicate it from fabric.”

      “That’s right.” She barely managed to hide her surprise.

      “In larger injuries, gypsum can get into the bloodstream. When it does, it can give off the appearance of a fatal wound. The heart slows. Breathing nearly stops. If supported, though, a person can pull through.”

      It was painful but not fatal.

      “What did you say your name was?”

      Finn nodded to her. “As I said, I’m Finn Jagger, executioner to the king.”

      “Do all executioners know so much about gypsum bush?”

      She asked it with a suspicion laced in her words, which left him wondering whether she understood the reason behind the depth of his knowledge. Perhaps she did. Perhaps she understood the purpose he had in using gypsum in that way, or perhaps it was merely suspicion in the knowledge he’d demonstrated.

      “I know about many things. Gypsum bush, only because you mentioned it, but you have quite a few plants around your village that have interesting properties. Why, on my walk into the village, I saw deliander and marson berries.” He’d been tempted to harvest both, as they were difficult enough to acquire within Verendal. The apothecaries he frequented supplied him with most of what he needed but not everything. Unfortunately, they ran into trouble stocking some of the most exotic plants. “Not far beyond your borders I saw pherthal flower and jasmel. There were a few others, but—”

      “I see,” Ellen said.

      He nodded. “Now, as I’ve said, I came here because of the summons. Am I to discuss my needs with you, or do I need to meet with the village elders themselves?”

      She eyed Finn for a moment, and curiosity began to fill him about whether she was going to end up being the person he needed to interact with anyway. It wouldn’t surprise him. A village wise woman had considerable power. In places like this—nearly five days of steady riding south of Verendal, just on the outskirts of the forest and near enough the border to Yelind that he wouldn’t have been surprised if some of the villagers had relatives there—they were isolated from much of the kingdom. Having somebody with the kind of knowledge that a wise woman possessed put her in a position of leadership. At least, it did in almost every place Finn had visited. He suspected the village of Ironald was no different.

      “You can certainly meet with them when they gather at dinner. Until then you are with me. I imagine you intend to visit with Jonah yourself.”

      She might’ve asked it as a question, but she said it something like a statement. Finn smiled to himself. She was far more educated than he had initially assumed. There weren’t many people in the outlying villages who understood that an executioner didn’t simply act on the recommendation of the town leaders. He wouldn’t serve the king very well if he were to do so.

      “I would. Would you mind leading me to him?”

      “I figured you'd want to see him. He’ll probably tell you all about how this was not his fault and that he ended up in the gypsum bush because he was running from some pursuer, but we saw the blood on his hands and found his footprints at the scene. He might think we’re backward and foolish here, but he will face the judgment of the gods regardless.”

      She nodded for him to follow, leading him through the town hall and to a door off the side of it. It was a simple stout wooden door with a heavy lock on it. Ellen fished a key out of her pocket, the metal jangling briefly and reminding him of his time within prisons, and paused before pushing the door open.

      “I will be fine,” Finn said.

      She glanced back at him. “I have no doubt that you will be.”

      “Do you worry for your prisoner?”

      She glanced back at Finn. “He might not be from town, but that doesn’t mean that we don’t protect our own.”

      “Where was he from?”

      “Jonah has been within Ironald for nearly a dozen years. He’s a part of the village. Or he had been before all of this.”

      As she pushed the door to the cell open, Finn realized that he hadn’t even learned what Jonah stood accused of having done. He knew it had something to do with murder—most crimes outside of Verendal that required the services of an executioner were capital offenses, and they were rarely anything as simple as repeated theft. Those criminals were typically just run off so they could continue their crimes in other places. Not like in Verendal or other large cities, where repeated criminals were put through increasing punishments before they either learned their lesson or paid the ultimate price.

      All he’d learned prior to answering the summons was that Ironald had a man accused of murder. He’d been convicted by the village leaders, who had sent a missive to Verendal, the city closest to them, enquiring about the services of an executioner to carry out the king’s justice. Finn might have declined the request were it not for Meyer’s insistence. Now that he’d fully established himself as a journeyman, he didn’t need to answer the call for every small village that wanted an executioner to come, choosing to allow a more junior journeyman to take the assignment, but Meyer claimed he could still manage in Verendal without him, and he was still the master executioner.

      The inside of the cell was a small space with little more than a closet. The lock on the door proved the most important defense, as inside there was only a narrow cot, a basin of water, and a lantern resting near the door for light.

      The man lying on the cot had to be a few years older than Finn, though it could be that he only looked older. He was thin, his eyes drawn, a long beard covering his jawline. He was dressed in rough brown burlap, but it was clean. That was better than many places that Finn visited.

      “Jonah,” Ellen snapped. “Sit up. This is Finn Jagger. He’s here to visit with you.”

      Jonah looked over at Finn, his gaze lingering a moment, before he shook his head. “He’s not here to visit. He’s here to hang me.” He rolled off to the side, avoiding looking at either of them.

      “When you committed your crime, you knew this day would come. Now look over at the executioner and answer his questions.”

      Finn cast a sideways glance at Ellen. She’d called him executioner, not hangman. That surprised him.

      “You answer his questions.” Jonah’s voice was muffled, as if he were speaking into the thin blanket. It seemed as if he was sobbing as well. That wasn’t surprising. Finn had seen many men come to tears when their time came to answer for their crimes. “It seems you’ve got all the answers anyway.”

      Ellen glanced briefly to Finn before taking a seat on the cot next to Jonah. “This is your opportunity to explain to the king why you did it. Don’t give up a chance at absolution.”

      “He’s not the king.”

      “He’s a servant of the king himself,” Ellen said, looking over to Finn. “All executioners are. When you speak to him, you have to think that you’re speaking to the king. I bet he’s even met the king.”

      She looked over to Finn, and the expression in her eyes told him that she didn’t expect that he had.

      Finn smiled, then nodded. “I’ve met the king many times.” Turning to Jonah, he said, “She’s correct. I am here to ask you questions, though I can’t guarantee I will offer you any absolution. I seek understanding. Nothing more and nothing less.”

      Ellen shot him a hard look, as if to intimidate him, but Finn ignored it, keeping his gaze on Jonah. He continued sobbing, and after a while he rolled back, looking over to Finn and wiping tears from his eyes. Some of them had dripped down into his beard and left it moistened. Snot ran from his nose.

      “What did she tell you?” Jonah asked, looking over to Ellen.

      Finn crossed his arms over his chest, standing in front of Jonah. This wasn’t a hardened criminal. If his time working as an executioner had taught him anything, it was how to read people. He had seen criminals of all types over the years. There were those who were incredibly hard, unremorseful of their crimes. Those were almost the easiest for Finn to deal with. It was much easier on him to carry out the sentencing of a man who showed no remorse for killing someone, raping someone, or burning their belongings. It was much more difficult for him to carry out the sentencing of someone who committed a crime of passion or obtained vengeance for a wrong inflicted upon them. It didn’t make the job easy; it was only that he understood the motive.

      Jonah didn’t strike him as the kind of man who would commit either type of crime.

      “I’m here because I want to hear from you what happened. I find it better to hear from the accused.”

      “You won’t believe me.”

      Finn shrugged. “Won’t I?”

      “They didn’t.”

      “Because we found your footprints near the scene of the—”

      Finn raised his hand, silencing Ellen. “As I said, I would rather hear it from Jonah. I understand your perspective, Miss Darlen.”

      She pursed her thin lips together, reaching up and fingering the charm of a necklace that Finn hadn’t seen before. It was a symbol for Heleth, which at least answered the question for him about what god they served within the village. Each village had its own preferred god.

      Jonah watched him, and a hint of a smile curled his lips. For one moment, Finn could almost imagine this man committing the crime that he’d been accused of, but that would imply that he was a skilled enough actor to give off the appearance of a tearful man claiming his innocence.

      “If you don’t provide your report, then I have to go by what the village elders provided. Unfortunately, as you know, they have shared with me that you were implicated in this murder.”

      “Implicated only because they want to believe it,” Jonas said, looking away. “They needed a clean answer. They needed someone to be guilty. They made that person me.”

      “You’re saying that you didn’t do it.”

      Jonah started to sit up, and he winced slightly. Was that the aftereffect of the gypsum bush still influencing him? Finn thought about how long ago he had received word of the sentencing. It had to have been little less than three weeks, long enough that any sort of inflammation from the gypsum would have long ago resolved.

      Had the captors mistreated him?

      If they believed him guilty, he wouldn’t have been surprised. He had been around plenty of men and women over the years who used captivity as an opportunity to take out their own form of punishment, whether or not that was right under the eyes of the king.

      “I’m telling you that I didn’t do it. How could I? Mary was…” He looked over to Ellen, falling silent.

      “Mary?”

      Ellen nodded. “Mary Jons, Priestess of Heleth. She’d served our community for the better part of two years. She came out of Verendal and was well respected.” She turned to Jonah, and Finn noticed the flash of anger in her eyes. “Mary didn’t deserve what happened to her. No woman deserves anything like that.”

      “I didn’t do it,” Jonas said. “You know that I liked Mary.”

      There was a hitch to his words when he spoke, and Finn had a sudden understanding. It wasn’t just that Jonah liked Mary.

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened?” Finn asked, pitching the question with more softness this time.

      Jonah just shook his head. “You don’t care. Everybody has made up their minds. What does it matter that I was the one who found her? What does it matter that I was the one who brought word to the elders? What does it matter that—”

      “That you were the only one who had an opportunity to do it,” Ellen said.

      “Why would I kill her?” Jonah threw up his hands, frustration in his voice. It sounded as if they'd had this conversation before. “What reason would I have for killing Mary?”

      “Why don’t you tell me about what happened when you found her?” Finn asked.

      Ellen glanced to him. “You’re taking his side?”

      Finn shook his head. “It’s not a matter of taking one side or another. It’s a matter of me trying to gain insight and understanding about what has taken place.”

      “See?” Jonah said. “You don’t want to believe, either.”

      “Tell me what happened,” Finn said, this time with more firmness in his voice.

      Jonah looked at his hands, pulling at his fingertips. They were stained red, as if he had been recently painting. “I told you. I found her out in the forest. Near a stream.”

      “At midnight,” Ellen said.

      “Fine. At midnight. We had agreed to meet. She was going to pray with me.”

      “I’m sure she was,” Ellen snorted.

      Jonah looked over to him, eyes searching for help. “It was bright out that night. A full moon, or nearly so. It was a bit cooler. We’d gone through one of those cold snaps, and I was dressed in a heavy cloak. She was lying on the ground near the stream. I tried to help her. I tried to save her.” His voice caught, and he looked over to Finn. “She was bleeding from some strange wound in her chest. Not like any knife I’d ever seen before. Almost a triangle—”

      “Jonah?” Ellen said.

      Finn could tell she’d heard this before.

      Jonah nodded. “I couldn’t stop it. I put pressure on it, and…”

      “You had her blood on your hands,” Ellen said.

      “Because I was trying to save her,” Jonah said.

      “What happened after that?” he asked.

      “Afterward, I ran into the village. I wanted to get help for her. I woke up Ellen and guided her out to where I found Mary.”

      Finn turned to Ellen. “There wasn’t anything you could do?”

      “By the time I got to her, she was already gone,” Ellen said. “There’s only so much that can be done when a person bleeds the way Mary had. He wasn’t wrong about the wound. Knife must’ve twisted in her chest for her to bleed like that.”

      Short of magic. Finn didn’t say that, though he thought about it. He had been stabbed before and had very nearly bled out. Were it not for the hegen magic, he might have died. Mary hadn’t the same benefit.

      “Why did the village elders accuse Jonah?” He asked the question of Ellen, realizing that it was beneficial since she had been the one to meet him. Perhaps she had known he would need to question her as well.

      “They were seen arguing earlier in the day,” Ellen said. “They had argued a few times over the week before.”

      Finn frowned. “I see.”

      “You believe them, too,” Jonas said. He laid back, rolling away. “It doesn’t matter. I might as well be dead anyway. Go on and do what you must. You will, anyway.”

      Finn stood in place for a few moments, watching. He had other questions he thought he could ask, but anything more would not get to the truth of the matter the way he needed. He needed more information.

      “If I have any further questions, I will return,” Finn said.

      He left the room and heard Ellen speaking softly to Jonah, though he couldn’t make out what she said. After she joined him back in the main hall, she closed the door, locking it again, lingering there with a hand on the door.

      “You will carry out the sentencing?” Ellen asked.

      “Perhaps.”

      “Perhaps?” She arched a brow. “I thought that the king’s executioner carried out all assignments.”

      “Only when appropriate,” he said.

      “We have him at the scene of her death. We have his hands on her. We have no other footprints around her. Only his. He had an argument with her the day she died, along with beforehand.” She shook her head. “I don’t want to believe that Jonah had done this either, but we don’t have anybody else who could have.”

      Finn glanced over to the door, eyeing it for a long moment. She was probably right. They didn’t have anybody else that fit and given the story it certainly sounded suspicious. Still, he had trained long enough that he knew better than to simply accept any story at face value.

      “I would like to see this place.”

      “Which place?”

      “Where the murder was committed. He said it was by a stream outside of the village. Would you mind showing me to it?”

      Ellen glanced over to the door, cringing for a moment. “Will this help?”

      “Finding the truth always helps.”

      “You think we haven’t found the truth?”

      “I think that I need a bit more information before I am convinced.” He smiled. “If you wouldn’t mind, wise woman?”

      She sighed and then straightened her spine as she looked at Finn, eyes flashing with irritation. “I suppose I can. It’s not much of a walk.”

      Finn nodded. “Lead the way.”
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      The stream was barely a half hour walk beyond the outskirts of the village. The day was warm, and more flies buzzed around him, nipping at his arms. He kept his cloak on, mostly for cover from the insects. Deeper in the trees, the air had a thicker, almost dense quality to it, nearly enough for him to believe there was some aspect of magical power. Having had some experience with the Alainsith and knowing they had once occupied these lands, Finn could imagine the Alainsith here.

      His travels outside of the city rarely brought him near any Alainsith structures, though Finn questioned whether they had all been destroyed. With the prevalence of witchcraft throughout the kingdom and witches’ desire to destroy the Alainsith buildings, he had not found many other structures. Still, as he walked, he found himself looking into the darkness of the trees, searching for any sign of the Alainsith, knowing they had not fully abandoned these lands.

      Thinking of the Alainsith always made him think of Esmerelda, more so these days, though Finn worried she didn’t share the same interest in him as he did in her. He pushed those thoughts out of mind while keeping himself focused on the task before him.

      “It was here,” Ellen said, motioning to a patch of forest near a burbling stream. Finn took in a deep breath. The air held earthy notes, that of damp soil, the cleanliness of the water flowing through this stream, along with the pungent aroma of pale purple flowers he saw growing in a cluster on the far side. Blisterroot flowers. They were relatively harmless, unless one got too close to their pollen. It was another useful plant out here that he hadn’t expected to find. He had to remember to share what he’d found with Wella. He could imagine her having plenty of uses for that sort of thing.

      “Where was she?” Finn asked.

      “When we came across her, she was propped up along this tree.” She gestured to a massive oak tree not far from the stream.

      Finn circled around it, studying the tree for a moment, trying to gauge what he could of it. He didn’t see any sign of blood, though it had been long enough that any blood likely would’ve washed away in the rains that had come through.

      “How was the body positioned?”

      Ellen frowned at him. “She was propped up against this tree,” Ellen said, walking over to him and pointing at the ground. “She looked as if she were facing out at the stream.”

      “Where were her injuries?”

      “At this point, I’m not sure you believe it matters, but—”

      She cut off when Finn looked over to her. A look of exasperation spread on Ellen’s face, and Finn understood. He had seen it before from others. He just couldn’t help but be thorough. That was his training. Besides, if he weren’t thorough, and if he simply blindly carried out the sentencing of the village, he felt as if he weren’t performing his duties to the king in the way that he should. The king had made clear that Finn should be the Hunter. That was who he was to the throne.

      “As I’m sure you’re aware, I’m trying to get a better understanding as to the nature of this crime. I know your elders already sentenced him, but I suspect you are also aware that the executioner can modify the sentence if deemed appropriate.”

      It wasn’t something he did often, or something he took lightly, but in extreme cases Finn wasn’t above requesting an alternative sentencing or even requesting a stay of execution. That had been rarer still. There had only been one time in his service of the king that he had felt that a stay of execution was appropriate, and that had not come while traveling through these villages. It had come in Verendal, after the magister and jurors had already sentenced a man, but Finn had found additional information that changed his crime.

      “I didn’t think the king’s executioner viewed himself as above the law,” Ellen said.

      “Not above the law,” Finn said. “Servant to it. All I’m trying to do is find understanding.”

      She regarded him for a moment, as if trying to decide what more to share with him. Finn waited. He needed Ellen to let him understand what had happened here. Without having the opportunity to investigate immediately after the crime had been committed, he needed the second best alternative, and that was the person who had discovered the body.

      “She sat in front of the stream, her hands clasped on her lap. Blood had stained her shirt, and I could see a wound to her upper chest. By the time I got to her, there wasn’t anything to be done for her. She’d already bled too much.” Ellen did little to hide the annoyance in her voice.

      Finn smiled a bit.  “The wound was on the left chest?”

      “Yes.”

      He crouched down, looking at the soil. There wouldn’t have been any way for him to determine much from this here. Nothing looked like it had been disturbed. Mary wouldn’t have been here long. A wound on the left chest would likely have been directly to the heart. He didn’t need his years of studying anatomy to know that wouldn’t be survivable.

      “Why did he leave her in the forest and run to the village?” he whispered, getting to his feet.

      “What was that?”

      Finn looked at the tree. It looked as if the bark had been marked, though he couldn’t tell with any certainty. “Jonah. Why had he run back to the village?”

      “To look innocent.”

      He closed his eyes. Something here didn’t add up. “He wouldn’t look innocent coming back to the village. He looked guilty.” Wouldn’t he have known that? There were plenty of dumb criminals. Finn had dealt with quite a few who thought they could get away with murder because they tried to play up innocence but hadn’t managed to make it look nearly as convincing as what they had in their heads. That might be all this was. Still… he couldn’t shake the feeling there was something wrong.

      Stepping across the stream, Finn headed a few paces deeper into the forest. It was darker here, the canopy thick overhead, making it difficult for Finn to see anything but shadows that stretched across the ground. Every so often, he could imagine a shape moving. He didn't jump as he once would have outside of the city. He wasn't afraid here any longer.

      Why her?

      Why here?

      Finn turned back toward the tree, studying the position. From here, Ellen stood alongside the tree and watched him, irritation and suspicion in her eyes. He ignored it, thinking about the angle and what he could learn from the way that she would have been positioned. That seemed most significant to him.

      She’d been propped up against the tree.

      Had she been killed like that?

      His gaze drifted up the length of the tree, but he found nothing more there. “Is there anything else you can tell me about how you found her?”

      “She was gone by the time I got to her,” Ellen said. “There wasn’t anything I could do.”

      “About her body.”

      “What about her body?”

      He looked back to her. “Was it disturbed in any way?”

      “Disturbed?”

      “Yes. Jonah claims that he came across her and that he ran back to the village as soon as he realized that he needed more help.” He had gone to Ellen. Either he had known that Mary was already gone, or he had believed he could save her. “Had he moved the body, or was she where he had found her?”

      Ellen shrugged, shaking her head. “I don’t really know.”

      “Did he say anything?”

      “Did he say anything about whether he did anything to the body? No. He said nothing. More than that, he denied that he had any hand in what happened to her.”

      “I’m not sure that he did,” Finn muttered.

      “Who else would have been responsible for this?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “We saw the blood on his hands.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Finn said. At least, he had seen what they thought had been blood at the time. Perhaps it had been Mary’s blood, though even in that Finn wasn’t entirely sure whether that was the case or not. It was possible that his hands had been stained. “What kind of work did Jonah do?”

      “What was that?”

      “His work. Where was he employed?”

      She grunted. “He wasn’t employed anywhere. Not really. Jonah took the odd job here and there. He helped farmers in their fields. He helped with livestock. He would even help seamstresses. He had a deft hand, though mostly it was because he spent his time painting.”

      Finn shook his head. He should have known better.

      “I need to see his home.”

      “Why will that help?”

      “Humor me.”

      Ellen took a deep breath and shook her head before starting off through the forest. As they went, Finn looked around, keeping his eyes open for any sign of any other presence within the forest. He saw nothing. There had been more crimes like this in the outskirts of the kingdom, especially over the last year or so. Finn kept expecting there to be witchcraft involved but had not found any real sign of it other than in his own mind. He was probably the only one to feel that way though. He knew that his concern about witchcraft stemmed from what he had seen in Verendal and the danger that he knew that it posed to the kingdom, but so far the king had done nothing to make preparations to ensure the kingdom was safe from another attack.

      When he came out and journeyed like this, he found those thoughts plaguing him more often than they did in the city. Within Verendal, it was easy to get lost in the day-to-day responsibilities he had, losing himself in ensuring the function of his office, but out here his mind wandered.

      Finn wasn’t really sure why he felt so troubled, only that it didn’t feel right. That mattered to him. The fact that he felt as if something was not quite as it seemed was a feeling that he had come to trust. He had to use whatever advantage he had when it came to understanding what happened around him, and in this case it just didn’t feel right.

      They reached the edge of the village, and Ellen hurried forward, though Finn paused, looking behind and into the forest.

      A path led through here, winding the way they had gone. It was a narrow path, and had he not followed Ellen, he might not have seen it, but it looked as if it had been more than just the two of them traveling along this path recently. A few flowers lined the path, and he saw no sign of the gypsum bush that had tangled Jonah.

      Ellen looked back, placing her hands on her hips. “Are you coming, or are you intending to delay this even longer?”

      Finn offered a hint of a smile, shifting his pack on his back. He still hadn’t abandoned it, mostly because it meant that he would be abandoning his sword, and he had no intention of leaving that behind for anyone else to potentially handle, especially as he knew the worth of the blade. “You said we had until dinner before I could meet with the village elders anyway. Would you keep that from me?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Of course not. I don’t intend to prevent you from meeting with the elders.”

      “Then I have time. Humor me.”

      She grunted and spun, her rough white dress spinning with her, and she hurried off along the southern edge of the village, taking a narrow road between houses until she stopped in front of a small, slightly rundown cottage. It was mostly painted in bright red, though the paint job was incomplete.

      “Has anybody gone in since Jonah was imprisoned?”

      “Why?”

      “I’m just curious what we might find in here.”

      “No one has found the need to go into Jonah’s home. He is sentenced to die, so…”

      Finn nodded, understanding. There were superstitions about the condemned that he saw in every locale. Many places feared for them, fearing whether the condemned might somehow influence them, and other places feared that going into the home of one of the condemned might somehow implicate them in their crimes.

      “I need just a few moments,” he said.

      He tested the door, finding it unlocked, and stepped inside.

      There was no light in the small home. He went to one of the windows, pushing the shutters open, and let a bit of the sunlight come in. The home was stuffy, and dust coated everything. It was cluttered as well. Jonah had a table stacked with paintings, and Finn sorted through them. Most of them were flowers or trees, but there was one that he pulled aside. It looked like a dark-haired woman, sitting in the distance, the background little more than shadows.

      The kitchen was a mess. Dishes were stacked near a washbasin. The counters were stained, and stale bread remained untouched. He had three apples resting near the bread, all of them rotting.

      Finn turned toward the back of the home. He had investigated places like this before, though rarely so far out from the accused crime. At this point, he didn’t know what he intended to find or whether there would be anything here that could make a difference. It might not matter. There might not be anything here that would help Jonah’s case. The evidence in either direction was circumstantial. It was entirely possible that Jonah was responsible for killing Mary, but there was the nagging doubt Finn felt for his innocence.

      The back room was simple. There was an unmade bed. A washbasin with filthy water. A stack of paper in one corner. Atop the paper was a triangular pendant the shape of Heleth. Finn lifted it, holding it up to the thin light streaming back to the room. It was made of gold, not something that he would have expected a man like Jonah to possess.

      There was a cupboard in the back of the room, and Finn pulled it open, looking inside. Clothing, much of it stained with paint, all hung neatly in the closet, but on the bottom of the wardrobe was something else. Other stacks of parchment.

      He pulled them out.

      Unlike the paintings he’d seen in the kitchen, these were all of the same figure. A dark-haired woman, from various angles, some with her seated in a field, others at a table that looked much like Jonah’s. One with her near a stream. He took the pages, along with the pendant, and headed back out into the main part of the home.

      Ellen stood in the doorway, looking over to him. “Did you find anything?”

      Finn handed her the pages and continued poking around the inside of the home, but there wasn’t anything else here.

      “What is this?” Ellen asked.

      Finn shrugged. “If I were to guess, I would say this is Mary.”

      Ellen peered closer as she sorted through the papers. “Why would he have been painting her?”

      “I can't say why he thought to paint her,” Finn said. “Perhaps they had a deeper friendship than you realized.”

      “She was a priestess of Heleth.”

      “And he may have been a parishioner who she believed revealed some truth of the gods.”

      Ellen fell silent, flipping through the papers. “This doesn’t prove his innocence.”

      “I know that it does not,” he said.

      In fact, it complicated things for Jonah. Were she simply a priestess that he’d argued with, it would’ve been easy enough to make the claim that he had no interest in harming her. If there was some sort of relationship between the two of them, it became more difficult for Jonah to argue that Mary didn’t matter enough to him to hurt. Perhaps he didn’t, though Finn simply didn’t know. It troubled him though. Even more troubling was that he worried he wouldn’t have the time needed to solve the puzzle before the elders felt he needed to act. The gallows hanging outside of the village suggested to him their desire for justice.

      “I would like to see Mary’s home.”

      “Hers is just outside of the temple,” Ellen said softly.

      Finn looked over. She didn’t push back the way that she had when he had wanted to come here. Perhaps she started to believe there was more taking place than what they had believed first. His first impression of her was of an educated woman, and most educated women that Finn had been around had a more open mind than the men he had been around.

      “I would like to see it as well.”

      Ellen stepped out of Jonah’s home.

      Finn lingered there for a moment, looking around, but didn’t see anything unusual. Not that he really expected to. Other than the paintings and the pendant, there wouldn’t be anything here that might help him. It certainly didn’t look like the kind of place that he would’ve expected a criminal to live in. Of course, if it was a crime of passion, and murder of a lover was often a crime of passion, then he wouldn’t expect to find anything out of the ordinary.

      Following Ellen out, he trailed after her through the village. They stayed on the outskirts of the village, moving to the northern side where there was a slightly taller building. This one was made of stone, the only one that looked to be of any permanence in the village itself. It had a flat roof, and an arched door leading inside. Symbols of Heleth marked the door. Stained windows reflected some of the light of the day, scenes of Heleth and her benevolence painted on the glass.

      Most images of Heleth had the goddess smiling down, bathed in glowing white light, as if she were ensuring the safety of all, but not all did. There were some images where Heleth was depicted with the people, as if she were standing among them. Those were more common in places outside of the larger cities, where Finn had often felt the priests wanted to depict the gods looking down upon the populace. But here it was almost as if the gods were standing among the people.

      It was a simple temple, though a nice one, especially considering how remote the village was. Many places had even simpler temples. Heleth didn’t care. From what the priests claimed of Heleth, she wanted people to celebrate her and her benevolence but didn’t require them to do so with anything more than their hearts and their words. It was why Heleth was offered to the condemned as they made their march toward their sentencing. Finn had said the words of Heleth many times during that walk.

      Behind the temple was a smaller structure, simpler than most of the houses. It was built of stone and looked as if it had been hastily attached to the rest of the temple itself. A wide door took most of one wall.

      Ellen stood off to the side. “This was where she lived.”

      “It’s not much,” Finn said.

      “The priestess claimed she never needed much.”

      Finn had known plenty of priests and priestesses over the years and could easily imagine all of them making a similar claim. They never believed that they needed much from the god. He pulled the door open and stepped inside. The interior was dim, damp, and a bit musty. It was small—giving Finn the feeling that it was little more than the space that Jonah occupied within the town hall—but strangely cozy.

      There were few belongings inside. A table with the Book of Heleth resting on it. A small kitchen, much neater than the one he’d found in Jonah’s home. A bed, neatly made, took up one wall. A hearth, though in this weather it wouldn’t have been needed.

      Finn turned in place, getting a feel for the home. He didn’t know what he might find, only that he wanted to have a sense from it and determine if there was anything here that he could use to get a better understanding about what kind of person Mary had been.

      He took a seat on her bed and looked around. From this vantage, he noticed a small painting on the wall behind the door. Getting to his feet, he went over to it and studied the painting. There was no doubt that it was made by Jonah. The lines and style were similar.

      “They were close,” he said softly.

      Ellen looked at the painting. “Why would she have hung this one?”

      Finn shrugged. It was little more than a portrait of the forest. Trees. A stream, though it appeared to be a different one than where she’d been found. The hint of a city or a village off in the distance. It wasn’t clear whether it was Ironald or another.

      “I think she must have liked it.”

      “There’s nothing special about it.”

      Finn looked around the inside of the home, this time with a more appraising eye. He hadn’t been in the home of a priest or priestess often—or ever, as they were rarely a part of any crime—so he didn’t know how common it would be for them to have such sparse decoration.

      He pulled open the cabinets in the kitchen. A few plates, bowls, and cups. Nothing else. No foodstuffs. Didn’t she eat here? A small trunk rested near the bed, the only other place where anything could be stored in the home. He pulled it open, flipping through her belongings. Several blankets, a change of clothing—all brown dresses with embroidery depicting Heleth—and near the bottom of the trunk was a leather-bound book.

      Finn pulled that out and started flipping through the pages. Written in neat script with dates along the top, he found the musings of the priestess. He took a seat as he worked through it, trying to get a sense of who Mary had been.

      “Mr. Jagger?” Ellen asked.

      He looked up at her. “What is it?”

      “Is there a reason you’re reading her journal?”

      Finn shrugged. “We have time before I’m to meet with the council. I thought I could use that time to better understand your priestess. I’d like to understand what happened.”

      Ellen made her way over to him and took a seat next to him, sitting upright as she did, looking over at the book. He glanced over but didn’t move closer to her, wanting to respect propriety.

      “What do you think you’ll find?”

      “Seeing as how everything that we’ve uncovered so far leads me to believe that Jonah and Mary knew each other better than you realize, I think I might find something that will help me gain insight as to the nature of their relationship.”

      “Relationship?”

      “I’m not accusing her of anything improper,” Finn said.

      Ellen glared at him a moment. “It seems as if you are.”

      “It seems as if I’m trying to understand a crime. The mere nature of a crime suggests that something improper took place, does it not?” He rested his hand on the book, fingering the thick pages. “Would you rather we not investigate?”

      “We know what happened.”

      “We do?”

      Finn looked back down at the book, flipping through. The pages were dated, which made it easy for him to follow. They seemed to begin when she had come to the village. It left him wondering what Mary might have documented in her previous stops, though perhaps she left those for the next priest or priestess. About midway through the journal, he came across what he looked for. There was a reference to Jonah. It was in passing, merely discussing how she had hired him to repaint parts of the temple, but there was a tone to it that left him feeling as if he were onto something. Finn continued to flip the pages, coming to another section that referenced Jonah. This time, she had hired him again, though she spoke of him in much more length. She described the way that he had painted the portrait for the temple in almost loving detail. She phrased it in a way that seemed to describe her focus on Heleth, but there was something more to it that he began to suspect, leading him to believe that his initial impression had been right.

      As he got further along in the journal, he came across another reference to Jonah. This one was her visiting him in his home, wanting to see where he painted. She described the process, how he seemed to be gifted by Heleth herself, and the way that he had demonstrated his skill in painting her.

      He started to smile.

      “What is it?” Ellen asked, leaning closer.

      “I am getting a better understanding about Mary.”

      “Mary was nothing but a faithful servant of Heleth.”

      Finn looked around the inside of the room. Everything here seemed to tell him the very same thing—that Mary had been the faithful servant of Heleth that Ellen claimed her to be. He didn’t doubt that, but what he read in the journal depicted a different person. She celebrated many of the gods, not only Heleth. There was even a section about coming to know Fell, though she was far from the first person to be intrigued by Fell.

      A few pages later, after several other entries, he came across another one. This one described Jonah coming to her, seeking her out so that he could paint her. She had been happy at first, but he sensed from her writing that she had a reluctance to do so.

      “Do you have the paintings?” he asked.

      Ellen pulled out the stack of paintings that they had brought from Jonah’s home.

      Finn read through the description and sorted through them, coming across one where Mary had been sitting in a meadow, surrounded by golden flowers, the green grass rising around her, and the sun shining upon her.

      “He painted this one on this date,” Finn said.

      “And?” Ellen asked.

      “And that is all.” He smiled to himself. “She wasn’t sure what to make of it.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I think she saw the gods in Jonah and his painting, but I think she was unsettled by a growing attraction she felt toward him.”

      “There was no attraction. They argued.”

      “Have you ever been with a man?”

      Ellen sat back, crossing her arms over her chest. “What kind of question is that, Mr. Jagger?”

      “An honest one. Have you?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “And when you’d been with him, had you ever argued?”

      “Well, seeing as how men can be insufferable, I have to admit that I have.”

      Finn smiled slightly. He could imagine that all men were insufferable to a woman like Ellen. She was intelligent and combative, and yet he could see why someone would want to be with her. She would challenge them.

      “Arguments don’t always mean people dislike each other. Even those who care about each other can have disagreements.”

      He continued to flip through the journal and became increasingly certain of his impression. Each time Jonah was mentioned, there was an element of affection to her description of him, from how Heleth gifted him, to the description of his hands, to one where she described his jawline and his smile. He shook his head. “She’s falling in love.”

      Ellen leaned close. “She’s what?”

      He continued to flip through the pages. As it became increasingly apparent, he noticed that the writing began to shift. What followed wasn’t a description of Jonah. Instead she brought up questions regarding her faith, questions about the way the gods would have them serve, and questions about how she could serve when she didn’t feel her heart was where it needed to be.

      Anguish.

      Finn thought that he understood.

      He flipped hurriedly to the end of the journal. Maybe he should’ve started there, but if he had he wouldn’t have had the same complete picture that he just gained.

      There was even more description about her questions, the anguish she felt, the fear about her growing uncertainty regarding her role in the world, and the way Heleth called her to serve. Those questions became obvious the more that Finn read, and he thought he knew what she would say next.

      Finally, he sat back, closing the book.

      “What is it?” Ellen asked.

      “You have the wrong person.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Read the last page.”

      Ellen took the book from him, holding it on her lap, and she flipped to the end. Once there, she ran her finger along the page, her breathing slow, before stopping altogether as she held her breath. When she reached the end of the page, she looked up, over to Finn. “She said that she couldn’t go on like that.”

      Finn nodded.

      “Which means…”

      “I don’t think Jonah was guilty. They might’ve argued, but it was an argument over what sort of relationship they could have,” Finn said, flipping through the journal until a single note caught his attention.

      Hopelessness.

      Mary had not thought she could go on. Jonah, sensing a growing desire for Mary, would have argued with her that she could have both Heleth and him. Mary, given her devout nature, and the extreme views he sensed from her given her journal, would have felt that she had to make a choice. She could not have both.

      In the end, she had been unable to handle it.

      “We have to meet with the elders,” she said.

      “You do. My work in Ironald is done.”
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      Finn found himself wandering through the forest, taking the trail leading back toward the stream where Mary had died, and he lingered there. There was no reason for him to come here, other than to wonder why Mary had stared off into the forest in that direction when she had killed herself. He didn’t have answers, and given that Jonah likely had come across her after she had died, he didn’t think he would have answers either.

      It troubled him that there had been no weapon remaining.

      Perhaps it shouldn’t have. Uncovering the truth and realizing they had the wrong person should have been all that Finn needed, but there was a bit of a lingering doubt within him. He reached the stream, following it until he came across the place where Mary had died. As before, there was energy in the air, though Finn couldn’t quite place the source of that energy, only that it seemed to press all around him. He tied the horse off and circled around the tree, crouching down where Mary had been.

      There wasn’t any sign of anything here. She had stabbed herself in the chest. There should have been a knife or something, or any way of understanding what she had used to kill herself. Had there been, Finn wondered if it might have been better or worse for Jonah. Had he a knife with him, he could easily imagine that it would have inspired the council to blame him even more.

      It troubled him though.

      He wandered along the stream before finally turning and heading back, looping away from the village. He climbed into the saddle, heading back to Verendal. The journey went quickly. He didn’t travel along the King’s Road, though that was only because the road didn’t extend all the way out here. There was a narrow, hard-packed path, and he remained vigilant so that he didn’t encounter any highwaymen while heading back to the city, though he didn’t anticipate that he would. He felt more comfortable out on the road now than he once had and no longer worried about highwaymen jumping him as he journeyed.

      He stopped and camped as dusk began to fall, resting fitfully. Perhaps he wasn’t nearly as comfortable as he liked to think himself. When morning came, he journeyed onward. He’d been gone for the better part of two weeks, long enough that he needed to return. He’d served three villages in the journey, heading north before looping back around and south, taking time to understand the crimes each time. The first two stops had been easy. They had been fairly cut and dry, the criminals guilty of the crimes the village leaders had accused them of. It was only the last that had taken a bit more time, but even in that the answer had come fairly easily.

      Finn made good time, and it was late in the day on the fourth day of travel after leaving Ironald when he reached the outskirts of Verendal. The city was enormous. The last great city that sat on the edge of the kingdom, with the forest serving as a backdrop. An enormous wall circled the entirety of the city, from a time when their people had feared attack from the Alainsith. They'd had peace for the better part of the century, even longer, and there was no reason to fear attack these days. As he approached, it was easy to make out the stone structure of the Raven Stone lingering outside of the Teller Gate. Even from here, there seemed to be a void of activity around the Stone. Few people were willing to get too close, almost as if they feared doing so would lead to them being sentenced.

      Superstition and nothing more.

      Finn rode onward. It was growing darker, a time when he normally would be camping for the night. He preferred getting back to Meyer’s home, resting in a bed, and having a hot breakfast, rather than the dried meat and cheese that he’d been eating while journeying.

      The horse seemed to sense his urgency as well and walked a little faster. As they neared the city, the familiar smells drifted out, pushing back the clean scent of the forest, that of smoke from hundreds of fires, the rot from the slaughterhouse not far from the Teller Gate, the stench of refuse throughout the city. Finn still felt a sense of relief. It was good to be heading home.

      Not far from the wall, the hegen section was bustling with activity. There were dozens of different sounds, music from instruments that Finn couldn’t even place, the sound of voices singing and chanting, and even the occasional stomp, that of dancers, coming from within that area.

      Curiosity nagged at him. He’d been feeling it ever since leaving Ironald. He had questions, and when it came to his concerns and curiosity about magic, there was only one place that he could go and only one person he trusted himself to ask. Esmerelda never seemed to mind his presence, though Finn had made a point of trying to spend less time with her out of fear for a growing affection toward her.

      It was late, and he should’ve been getting back, but perhaps he could take a detour for a little while. He guided his horse over to the hegen section, and then climbed down, leading her through the streets. There was no reason to travel mounted through the hegen section. Not only would it be difficult for him to navigate the narrow streets, but he would draw even more attention than he would coming with a horse in the first place. He passed by a troupe of singers, their voices calling out in an almost mournful song, and he listened for a moment, standing in place, swaying with the music, before moving on. The streets within this section were difficult to navigate. Finn had traveled here enough times over the years where he had finally a passing familiarity with them. Not only could he find his way toward Esmerelda, but he could make his way to other places within the section. There were other hegen he had come to know, though none nearly as well as Esmerelda.

      He stopped in front of her red painted door and wasn’t surprised when the door came open, as if she were anticipating him. He had come to expect that with her. These days, it seemed as if Esmerelda expected him more often than she should, as if she knew when he would arrive and prepared for it.

      She was a dark-haired woman with full lips, full curves, and a bright yellow gown on tonight. She smiled at him, her lovely face making it difficult to know exactly how old she was. “Finn Jagger,” she said, speaking his name slowly.

      “You expected me.”

      She pulled out a card, flipping it toward him and showing him a sword. She had described the cards to him long ago, and he understood that they tapped into some parts of the Alainsith magic, but they used aspects of the hegen magic to reach it. Esmerelda claimed Finn could learn the truth of that kind of magic, but he didn't see how such a thing would even be possible for someone like him, someone who was not a part of the hegen.

      “You may tie up your horse and come inside.”

      “Are you sure?” He glanced behind him, listening to the music of the hegen. It was almost a festival taking place behind him.

      Her smile faltered, and she looked past him. “Most certain.”

      Finn wanted to go in with Esmerelda. Not only had he been gone from the city for the better part of a few weeks, but he hadn't seen her much over the last month or so. As strange as it felt for him to acknowledge it, he missed her. He doubted she felt the same way.

      Most of the time, she had a reason for finding him, something tied to the magic within the kingdom or some new danger that she had observed. Was it that which she sought him out for now?

      After tying off his horse, he patted her silky hide on the side, and made his way into the home. Much like him, the horse probably wanted to return to Verendal, if only so that she could stable and have a bit more normalcy.

      The inside of the home was just as it was every time Finn came. There was a sense of what he thought was some sort of power inside, though Finn didn’t know if that was all it was. Esmerelda guided him to a brightly painted wooden table, motioning for him to sit. He did so and waited even longer as she went off to the kitchen, preparing tea.

      When she finally took a seat, she offered him a mug of steaming tea and set one down in front of herself as well. That wasn’t as common. Most of the time when Esmerelda offered him a drink, she simply sat across from him, not drinking with him.

      Finn regarded Esmerelda. She pressed her full lips together, watching him. There was something in her gaze that had once left him unsettled, almost as if she could see through him, but it now seemed comforting to know that she knew him as well as she did.

      “I was called out of the city to visit several surrounding villages.”

      Esmerelda took another sip of her tea, pausing before setting it down. “I am aware.”

      He smiled and took a moment to take a drink of tea as well. “I figured that you were. That’s why I asked whether there was anything that took place in the city in my absence.”

      Esmerelda took another long drink of her tea before setting it on the table again. “You come to me directly upon your return. Something troubles you.”

      Finn shook his head. Maybe he should have come to visit after returning to Meyer’s home. Were he honest with himself, he wasn’t entirely certain that he knew why he’d felt the urgency to come, only that during his ride back to the city there had been a growing question in him.

      “Something does trouble me,” he admitted. He took another sip. The tea tended to clear his head, and he was more than happy to take advantage of that benefit, especially around her. There were times when it was difficult to keep his mind clear when it came to Esmerelda.

      “Was it the journey?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve taken journeys outside of the city many times, so it’s not that.” Though, were anyone to understand why he might have a certain hesitation when traveling outside of the city, it would be her. She’d been with him when he’d gone on his first pilgrimage. Not necessarily with him, but he’d encountered her along the road. Were it not for his help, Finn wasn’t sure what might have happened.

      “The accused?”

      “Two of the stops were straightforward. One a man who’d killed his neighbor because he thought he’d stolen from him”—he hadn’t, which had made it worse—“and another man who’d raped two girls in the village.” That had been harder on the village. The town council had struggled to keep the girls’ fathers from enacting their own vengeance, and Finn had made a point of acting as quickly as he could to ensure there wasn’t additional trouble. It had been easier learning that the rapist hadn’t been remorseful. It made the questioning easier and the sentencing with it.

      “Then the third stop in the forest?”

      Finn looked up from his drink. “How did you know that?” he asked, smiling though already suspecting.

      She pulled several cards from her pocket and began to flip them. When she did, the ink on the cards swirled briefly, shifting toward a wide river—probably the Tenril that had run near the town of Norsel, then to a barn which would indicate the murdered man, and finally to a stream running through a forest.

      “That one,” he said.

      “What was the crime?”

      “There was no crime. At least, not that I had to do anything about.”

      “No crime?”

      “A priestess died. They accused a man of killing her.”

      “He did not?” Esmerelda asked.

      “She took her own life. The man accused was…” Finn frowned as he considered. Not her lover, though they were important to each other. “Not the one who killed her.”

      Esmerelda studied the card. It hadn’t changed, remaining as a stream through a river, nothing else. “Why does this trouble you? Surely you’ve encountered people who have taken their own lives before.”

      He nodded. It could be difficult to prove, especially in cases like the one in Ironald. Thankfully, there had been a journal, otherwise Jonah might have hung. He hated thinking like that and hated the idea that he might have been responsible for hanging an innocent man, but it was possible.

      “She stabbed herself in the heart and bled out. No weapon was found,” he said.

      Esmerelda took another sip of her tea before setting it down and nodding slowly. “I think I understand your concern.” Esmerelda flipped the cards. “You fear the kind of power that might be enabled through such an act.”

      “We both know the danger of that.”

      She looked at him, holding his gaze for a long moment before finally nodding.

      “That there was not a weapon?”

      He shook his head. “It’s possible that a weapon was simply overlooked. Even that somebody might’ve grabbed it when they went out to see where she died.” It was a macabre thing to think about, but it wouldn’t have been the first time that he had encountered places where people thought to explore where bodies had been found. Some people simply wanted to be around death. Most did not. “It’s just that with everything I’ve seen, I can’t help but wonder what kind of power might be available to somebody who found a weapon like that.”

      Esmerelda rested her hands on the table, looking over to him. “It would store considerable power, especially if she took her own life.” He didn’t care for the fact that it wasn’t a denial, which left a nagging doubt in his mind. “But somebody would have to know how to find it. If she took her own life, it is unlikely anyone would have known about it in order to use it.”

      He should have been reassured by that, though he was not. When it came to witchcraft, Finn had come to know that they would have ways of distracting focus from what they were doing. “Is it possible to compel someone to take his or her own life?”

      It was a foolish question, at least it felt like one, but Esmerelda looked at him earnestly and recoiled at the question.

      “A death like that would hold various types of pain. It would hold the anguish of the person who felt as if they needed the release of death. It would hold the power of that death itself. It might even hold more power, depending upon why they brought themselves to that point.”

      Finn nodded. “We haven't seen many attacks since some of the Alainsith structures were destroyed in the city. I keep waiting for something more, but so far…”

      “There has been nothing more in the city, but that doesn’t mean witchcraft has been dealt with, as you are well aware,” Esmerelda said. “There have always been attempts to use power. The people have mitigated them as much as possible. Often it is nothing more than an interest in seeing whether magic is real, but occasionally there are greater attempts, more dangerous attempts.”

      “Like with an item that could be created through death. They would use it to destroy.” It was her way of telling him to keep digging. Maybe there was more to that village. Had he been too hasty to return?

      “It depends upon the purpose. Magic is not inherently evil,” she said.

      Finn met her gaze. “I’m aware it’s not.”

      “Perhaps,” she said softly. “You have more experience than most when it comes to understanding the nature of such things, but even understanding doesn’t necessarily mean you fully grasp the nature of that power.”

      “I’m just concerned that something might be used against the kingdom, even if there hasn’t been any word of anything like that.”

      “Finding an item of power is not enough to carry out anything nefarious. As you’ve seen, many items of power can be used in various ways. Consider this.” She pulled out several other cards from her pocket and began to flip them. Most of them stayed blank, though one of them showed a sword on it. Finn stared at that for a moment, but then the ink on the card began to swirl, disappearing. “What do you think of these?”

      “I'm not exactly sure what you're trying to show me. That isn't my gift,” he said.

      She looked up at him, holding his gaze with such intensity that he turned away and flushed slightly.

      “You have many gifts. Much like you have done much to help the people.”

      “I don't know that you needed my help,” he said.

      It wasn't false modesty. He had done small things. There was fear of the hegen within Verendal, and Finn did everything that he could to try to temper that whenever possible. When he heard people talking about hegen in the city, he made a point of adding a comment about their kind hearts. When he heard rumors about the hegen stealing souls, he mentioned how many had been saved. And when he found hegen wrongfully accused, Finn often did what he could to ensure their release. That had been his greatest contribution, he thought.

      “Most care only for themselves, and they fear what they don't understand.”

      “I think people would fear magic just because they can't comprehend it.” He nodded at the cards. “Like those. When I first came to you, I thought that was some dangerous kind of magic.”

      And he understood there was magic to the cards, but he also understood that it wasn't what he had once believed. It was more trying to anticipate or predict possible outcomes that might cause problems for her people.

      She sorted the cards, and when she was done she set them down in a stack on the table. “Do you feel that the cards represent something evil?”

      “I think that I did at one time,” he said.

      “Do you still feel that way?”

      Finn shrugged. “No. I think the cards are simply cards.”

      “Exactly. There is nothing about the cards that ties to anything inherently evil. The cards are tied to magic, and magic can be used for good or for evil. Much like men can do good, or they can do evil.”

      She flipped the topmost card, and there was a crown. She flipped another, and there was the sword, though it quickly disappeared. She flipped one more, and this time he saw a hand.

      It was a card that he recognized, having seen it before. He suspected the card represented Oscar, and Finn still didn’t know what debt Oscar owed the hegen, only that there was one. The hegen had helped him more times than they had helped most, which suggested to Finn that he had a greater tie to the hegen than he truly understood.

      “You’re saying I shouldn’t worry about what happened to this weapon.”

      “I’m saying it probably does not matter, but you should not lose sight of the fact that it exists. If a stranger came across a knife, they might have plucked it from the ground thinking it nothing more than a knife. If somebody who understood witchcraft came across a knife like that, they might have thought it nothing more than a knife.”

      “And if somebody who understood witchcraft thought that it was more than just a knife?”

      He leaned back, taking a sip of his tea and breathing out slowly. Perhaps that was all there was to it. Perhaps he worried more than he needed to. That was what he did. He was the Hunter after all.

      Esmerelda smiled at him. “You fear because you have seen more magic than most. Do you feel you need to be the one responsible for protecting the kingdom?”

      “Not the entire kingdom, but I do have some responsibility to the city.” And maybe to the kingdom through the executioner’s court.

      “I wouldn’t fault you if you felt that way,” Esmerelda said. “As I’ve said, you’ve seen more magic than most. Certainly more magic than most within Verendal, and you sit here on the border of the kingdom with the Alainsith practically in sight.”

      Finn grunted. “We both know they aren’t going to attack.”

      “We might know this, but others don’t. There have been enough attempts to antagonize the Alainsith that there remains the possibility that they would grow weary of the attack.”

      “There hasn't been anything in quite some time,” he said.

      “There has not been, but I fear it is only a matter of time.”

      There was more to this than she let on.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      She smiled tightly, looking up at him. “I keep nothing from you, Finn.”

      “We both know that’s not true,” Finn said.

      She chuckled. “Perhaps not entirely true, but I keep little from you. Is that better?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “There is nothing that you can act upon.”

      “That’s not a denial.”

      “No. I suppose it’s not.” She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “There is nothing that you need be concerned with.”

      She flipped another card. Once again, it came up as a crown. The frequency of the crown left Finn worried. He didn’t know how to interpret the cards the way Esmerelda did, but he knew they had some symbolic meaning. Could it mean that the hegen were targeting the king? That would be surprising to him. As far as he knew, the hegen didn’t target the king but protected the kingdom, at least in their own way.

      “I can help. You—your people,” he hurriedly corrected, “don’t have to worry about this alone.” Saying that didn’t change what they would do—and what Finn suspected King Porman expected of them.

      She looked up at him, flipping another card. This one had a sword on it. Another repeating pattern. The sword could mean many things. Finn imagined that it could represent soldiers, and given that the last shown had been a crown, it might simply have been that the king needed protection from his soldiers, but the shape of the sword was wrong. The king’s soldiers carried pointed swords, not the sword with a blunted tip he saw on the card. That was an executioner’s sword. She stacked the cards once again and stuffed them into her pocket.

      “It is good to have you back in the city, Finn.”

      She watched him, and he waited, thinking that she wanted something from him, but she never said anything. Finn fidgeted. When it came to Esmerelda, he felt comfortable sharing things he wouldn't share with anyone else, but he was also surprisingly uncomfortable in ways he wasn't around anyone else. Why would he feel that way?

      “I'm sorry I haven't come to visit as much lately.”

      “Your absence has been noted,” Esmerelda said.

      “I'm sorry,” he said.

      She smiled at him, and there was nothing to it that made him think he was in any danger or that she wanted anything from him. It was simply a smile of warmth and possibly even affection.

      “I would like it if you would visit more often.” She held his gaze longer this time.

      He didn’t look away, though his palms were a bit sweaty from the weight of it. “I would as well. Unfortunately, I've been gone long enough now, and I probably should get back to visit with Master Meyer.”

      “Always the faithful servant.”

      She got to her feet and waited until Finn followed. As she walked him to the door, he looked around the inside of her home. He saw nothing that seemed any different than any other time that he’d been here, but for whatever reason he felt as if something wasn’t quite right.

      He looked over to Esmerelda and frowned.

      “Are you well?”

      She said nothing for a moment before stepping past him and pulling the door open. “Thank you for stopping by, Finn Jagger.”

      He wouldn’t get any answers out of her. Not like this. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something taking place he needed to better understand, but if Esmerelda couldn’t share it with him, then how was he to understand?

      She paused in the doorway, leaning out, and the sounds of the hegen music surrounded him, along with the smells of this section. They were so different than any other section in the city, somehow managing to smell exotic and savory and strangely sweet at the same time. There was none of the pungent stench that he found throughout the city, at least in the outer sections.

      Esmerelda watched him as he untied the horse, and only when he started guiding his horse away did she step back into her home, closing the door behind herself. Finn couldn’t shake the feeling that she was troubled.

      Was it something she’d seen on the cards? Or was it something he had said?

      He didn’t know, but knowing Esmerelda and knowing the power she worked around, he feared what it might mean for the kingdom. Which meant that he might have to try to understand it as well.
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      The smell of eggs and bacon greeted Finn’s nostrils when he awoke. He sat up from his bed, rubbing his eyes. He had stashed his pack in the corner of his small room when he had returned, leaving the sword strapped into it. He should have taken better care of it, but it had been late, and he had been incredibly tired. When he had finally sat down, sleep had claimed him quickly. He’d dreamt, unable to shake the concern he felt at having missed something, thinking about a missing knife that might—or might not—have meant anything.

      I’m paranoid.

      It was hard not to be, especially when it came to witchcraft. His experience had shown him one thing, but then… there had been nothing for a long time.

      Too long.

      He got dressed, slipping on his usual clothing, and stepped out into the hallway before heading down to the kitchen. Finn was tired, not nearly as rested as he preferred, but he would have to catch up on that later. He was back, and it was time for him to resume his duties.

      Finn found Lena in the kitchen and joined her at the stove where she prepared the bacon, and she looked over at him for a moment before wrapping him in a quick hug.

      “We saw your door closed this morning, so we knew that you came home last night. Why did you get in so late?”

      Finn stared at the bacon longingly, but Lena just pushed him away, motioning for him to take a seat at the table. She tucked her loose brown hair back behind her ear and wiped her hands on her apron before focusing on cooking again.

      “I didn’t want another night out on the road,” he said.

      “Is it bad?” Lena asked, glancing over her shoulder.

      Finn leaned back. He breathed in the familiar smells of Meyer’s kitchen, made all the more familiar by his sister cooking in it. “The road isn’t bad. Not unsafe, at least. It’s just that I prefer the city.”

      “Did it pay well?”

      Finn grunted. “Did Meyer tell you to ask?”

      Lena shot him a hard look. “Master Meyer did not tell me to ask anything. I just know that you have said these jobs out of the city can be quite profitable for you.”

      He fingered his coin purse. It was quite a bit heavier than it had been when he had left. “I suppose it did pay well, not that I would share any of it with you.”

      Lena waved the spatula she was using at him. “I don’t need you to share any of your money with me, Finn Jagger. I do well enough on my own.”

      Finn grinned at her. “I know you do.”

      “Besides, I don’t really know what you do with all that money. You certainly don’t spend it.”

      He shrugged. “I’m saving it.”

      “For what?”

      “For…” He looked around the kitchen before turning back to his sister. “For a place of my own.”

      Finn wasn’t sure how she would react. He hadn’t even shared that with Master Meyer, though eventually Finn knew he would need to. He had no intention of staying with Meyer for the rest of his life. He certainly made enough money these days that he could afford to move out on his own. There was a benefit in staying here though, which was that Meyer permitted him to do so for free.

      “Does he know?”

      “I haven’t said anything to him, yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well…”

      The stomping of boots on the floorboards led Finn to look up, glancing over to see Master Meyer limping in. The limp was new. The wrinkles around the corners of his eyes were not, though they were increasingly deep the longer that Finn spent around him. He was dressed in a gray jacket and pants, and his short gray hair seemed even more silver than usual. It might have been Finn’s imagination, but Meyer seemed to be thinning.

      “You’ve returned,” he said.

      Finn nodded. “The jobs are done.”

      Meyer grunted and took a seat at the table. Lena finished cooking and scooped eggs and bacon onto a plate before handing it over to Meyer. The old executioner eyed the plate for a moment before sliding it over to Finn. “Too much.”

      Lena studied Meyer for a moment before nodding and grabbing another plate, scooping a smaller portion of eggs and bacon onto it, setting that down in front of him.

      “Any complications?”

      Finn shrugged, taking a bite of eggs and nodding politely to Lena. She really was a skilled cook. It was better than his cooking, though he wasn’t opposed to doing so when needed. “Not really. The first two went fairly smoothly, and it wasn’t until I got to the third village where things were a little bit off.”

      Meyer glanced over. “Off?”

      “There weren’t any complications, if that’s what you’re concerned about. It’s more that the convicted wasn’t guilty of the crime they accused him of.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Suicide,” Finn said, taking another bite.

      Meyer set down his fork, leaning forward on his elbows. “That can be difficult to prove, especially when you come at the scene late.”

      “It can be, but I found a journal.”

      “A journal.”

      Finn nodded. “It was the deceased’s journal. She had kept a record of her growing relationship with the accused, and she felt conflicted.”

      “So she took her own life?” Lena asked, gasping softly. She took a seat next to Meyer and looked over to him. He seemed to ignore the gaze.

      “She was a priestess of Heleth,” Finn said. “Devout at that. I think she was conflicted about serving her god and her growing feelings for this man.”

      “The journal told you all of that?”

      “She kept a pretty detailed journal. It made it easier for me to follow her growing emotions. I didn’t want to send an innocent man to his death,” Finn said.

      Meyer nodded. “You did well.”

      “What about you?” Finn asked, leaning forward. “Has anything interesting happened in my absence?”

      “Nothing more than the usual. We have a sentencing to carry out later today, but it is fairly straightforward.”

      “What happened?”

      Meyer flicked his gaze over to Lena, and she shook her head.

      “I hear most of what you say anyway,” Lena said. “It’s not like I’m squeamish about any of this.”

      “You’re not,” Meyer agreed. “Perhaps you should be though. This is not the kind of work I would have you involved in.”

      Lena leaned forward and pushed the plate closer to Meyer. “You need to eat, not be focused on what kind of work I should be a part of.”

      “I will eat,” Meyer said.

      He took a deliberate bite, chewing slowly, and said nothing.

      Finn almost chuckled. He could sense Lena’s irritation though and held it back.

      Lena had taken on a caretaker role with Meyer, and Finn had seen how much it irritated Meyer, but at the same time, he suspected Meyer appreciated it in his own way. He’d become gruffer over the years, and because of that Meyer could often seem as if he were agitated when he really wasn’t.

      Finally, Lena leaned back, as if satisfied. Finn looked up and saw that Meyer had eaten most of his plate, including all of the eggs and a few strips of bacon.

      “What about you?” Finn asked. “Are you going to eat?”

      “I will eat when the two of you are gone,” Lena said.

      Finn just took a deep breath, shrugging. “I can help you with whatever you need for the day,” he said to Meyer.

      “Perhaps it would be good for you to ease back into your responsibilities,” Meyer said. “Seeing as how you’ve been gone for the better part of two weeks.”

      Finn chuckled again. “I was only gone because you didn’t want to take the journey.”

      Meyer waved his hand. “I’ve gotten tired of venturing out of the city upon these jaunts. Who wants to sleep on a hard-packed road, anyway?”

      “Not me, so I make a point of staying in a bed any chance I get,” Finn said.

      Lena shot him a look.

      “I don’t mean it quite like that,” Finn said.

      “I should think not.”

      Finn just shrugged, getting to his feet. He headed to the washbasin where he cleaned the plate, scrubbing it as quickly as he could. When he got the plate completely clean, he returned for Meyer’s plate. He scrubbed his as well, setting it in the drying rack before turning to see his sister watching him. There was an unreadable expression on her face, but he suspected it stemmed from the conversation they’d been having before.

      “It might rain today,” Lena said. “I would like you to bring your jacket.”

      “I can manage quite well, thank you,” Meyer said.

      He got up and smiled slightly before turning away and leaving the kitchen, heading toward the main door. Finn watched him go, and though Meyer claimed he didn’t need any help, he noted the difficulty that he had in moving. Every step seemed a little slower than it had been before. He hadn’t been gone that long, but perhaps it was just that he hadn't seen Meyer in the time that he'd been away, and now that he was back he looked upon him with fresh eyes. Finn did not often leave the city for as long as he had on this journey. Most of the time he was gone for only a day or two, a week at most, but with the increased need for journeyman executioners, Finn had been called away and had wanted to bundle all the trips as much as possible. Finn slipped past his sister, joining Meyer outside of the house.

      Meyer shook his head, looking back toward it. “She seems to think I can’t provide any care for myself.”

      “I think she’s a natural caregiver,” Finn said.

      “Of course she is. That’s why I have made a point of teaching her as much as I can. A woman like that needs to be given the opportunity to prove herself.”

      “She has proven herself,” Finn said. He liked to think that he had learned a considerable amount about anatomy and herbology and medicinal compounds, but his knowledge paled in comparison to his sister’s. She had been studying ever since coming to live with Meyer, and her knowledge had grown considerably. Now she was even more of an expert than Meyer and rivaled any apothecary within Verendal. “I think she cares for you because she feels as if she owes you.”

      Meyer waved his hand. “That woman owes me nothing. She was going to succeed regardless of what I offered her.”

      Finn just nodded. Both he and Meyer knew that wasn’t the case. Were it not for Meyer, Lena would have continued working in the slaughterhouse, perhaps progressing to a little bit better employment, but she never would have been able to earn the income she did now. She was much more than a wise woman like Ellen, though Finn suspected that Lena would be able to charge much more than Ellen ever did.

      “She needs to get married,” Meyer said as he stepped up to the gate, pushing it open. “That might make her a little bit more tolerable.”

      Finn just chuckled. “If she gets married, what are you going to do?”

      “I might finally relax.”

      He started down the street, limping slightly as he did. It was only a hint of a limp, not nearly as much as what Finn had seen when he’d first gotten up. The longer he walked, the more that limp started to fade until it was barely noticeable. Had he not known Meyer as well as he did, Finn wasn’t sure that he would even notice it, but as it was he recognized how Meyer still favored one side, careful with it.

      “Do you need anything for your hip?” Finn asked.

      Meyer glanced over to him. “Not you too?”

      “I’m not going to coddle you like my sister, if that’s what you’re worried about. I just wondered if you needed anything for pain.”

      “Do I look like I do?”

      Finn shrugged. “I suppose not.” They passed a gathering of priests of Fell hanging metal decorations on several of the streetlights. “What is that for?” He’d never seen the church of Fell hanging anything around the city before. They were generally secretive.

      “A festival. Can’t say I know what it is yet. I don’t follow Fell,” Meyer said, dismissing it.

      Finn watched the priests a little longer before tearing his gaze away.

      They passed by a row of storefronts, and he knew exactly where Meyer guided him. It had been a while since Finn had been here, but Tahn’s general store was one of Meyer’s preferred stores. He liked his oil, but he also liked the man himself. Much like Meyer, Tahn was getting up there in years.

      “I can assist you if you have an execution later,” Finn said.

      “You weren’t here for the sentencing, so you won’t be here to carry it out, either.”

      Finn grunted. “I’m not particularly interested in carrying out your sentencing for you. I was just offering my help to gather whatever supplies you need for the day. You can have whatever executions you want.”

      Meyer looked over to him. “Are you losing your stomach for it?”

      Finn just grunted. “Do I have much of a choice?”

      “You’ve had a choice for a long time, Finn. If you would rather not serve the king, I’m sure you could be set free. Besides, there are other ways of serving.”

      Finn frowned. “There are?”

      “You can buy your way into the nobility. It’s not cheap, but it’s been done before.”

      “By an executioner?”

      Meyer shrugged. “Not that I know of, but then again I’m not an expert in all things.”

      They reached the end of the street and turned a corner. In this section of the city, the people were starting to set up for the gallows festival. With each execution, the merchants began to gather, congregating along the street, filling the walkways with hawkers and others who thought to profit off of some Poor Bastard’s death.

      Finn no longer thought much of it, especially since he was the one who usually was leaving the Poor Bastard down the road. He had grown accustomed to having merchants selling wares as he worked, the occasional vegetable thrown in his direction, the shouts and curses that came toward him. For the most part, Finn could ignore all of it.

      For some reason, he paid attention today. He was aware of it all, aware of just what was taking place and how the people prepared. It felt like a celebration.

      “Why would you even say anything like that?” Finn asked.

      Meyer glanced over to him. “I heard you and your sister talking.”

      “You heard me talking about wanting to find a place of my own.”

      Meyer grunted. “I suppose it’s natural. You’ve been with me for the better part of a decade now. I can’t say that I anticipated it would be that long when I pulled you in, but…”

      “But what?”

      “When I was an apprentice, I stayed with my master for fifteen years before he retired.”

      Finn chuckled for a moment. “I can imagine what your mentor had been like.”

      “Skilled,” Meyer said. “As all master executioners should be.”

      “And me?”

      Meyer regarded him for a moment, pausing in front of the general store. “I suppose you’ve grown in skill. You still have some work to do, but you have potential.” He offered a hint of a smile and headed into the store, leaving Finn standing outside for a moment.

      Finn chuckled to himself. Meyer was sparse with praise, though Finn never really expected to get any praise from Meyer. For the most part, all he wanted was to do what was asked of him. That had been all he’d ever considered doing’ and he'd never given much thought to the possibility that there might have been something else that he could do. How could he, when his job had been tied to a sentencing? In some ways, Finn continued to serve his sentence long after the crime had been committed. He liked to think he was reformed, but would he ever be able to live without the feeling of some sentence hanging over his head?

      Finn followed Meyer into the store. The general store wasn’t very large, with narrow aisles, and Meyer gathered what he needed off the shelves, carrying it to the counter at the front of the store. Tahn was an older man, of a similar age to Meyer, but much shorter and thinner. He had thick glasses and silver hair that hung to his shoulders. Pale blue eyes peered out over the glasses as if he were trying not to use them. “Finn,” Tahn said. “When Henry came in, I didn’t think I would have the privilege of seeing you.” He glanced over to Meyer. “Do you have him scurrying around like an apprentice again?”

      Meyer grunted. “He’s been gone for the better part of two weeks. I thought he needed to be reminded of some of his responsibilities.”

      Tahn chuckled. “Perhaps he does. It doesn’t take long for an apprentice to begin to forget what was asked of him all those years ago,” he said, winking at Finn. “I imagine that even an apprentice as skilled as Finn would occasionally let things go.”

      “Thanks for that,” Finn said to Tahn.

      The general store owner grinned at him. “Although, it has been a few years since Finn has been an apprentice. I think he’s earned the benefit of the doubt.”

      “You would think so,” Meyer grunted. “I think he needs to carry my bag.”

      Finn took the pouch from Tahn. It was heavy, and he pulled open the bag, taking a look inside. He had several jars of oil, and a package of rope, along with a few other essentials. Not all that much, but if Meyer intended for Finn to carry it the rest of the day, it would eventually become heavy.

      Perhaps that was the point. Perhaps Meyer just wanted Finn to be reminded of his responsibility. It didn’t strike him as the kind of thing that Meyer did all that often. Most of the time, Meyer wanted him to learn, but it wasn’t a matter of trying to get revenge for any purpose.

      “I hear you have a hanging today, Henry.”

      Meyer nodded. “Later today.”

      “Poor bastard,” Tahn whispered.

      “They all are,” Meyer said. He tapped his hand on the counter, left a stack of silvers, and motioned for Finn to follow.

      Back out on the street, Finn looked up at the general store. “You know you could have sent me to do this.”

      “I could have,” Meyer said. “I thought that it would be better if I had some time with the store owners.”

      “You miss them.”

      Meyer shrugged. “There was a time when I did all of this myself. It wasn’t necessarily hard work, just hard enough that I had come to appreciate having you, but there still is something to be said about maintaining those relationships.”

      “I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if you stopped by to visit. Especially Wella.”

      Meyer frowned at him. “She is only concerned about the business that I offer.”

      Finn shook his head, frowning. “I think it’s about more than that,” he said. She was an apothecary, one of the best in the city. Meyer went to her for some of the most obscure medicinal compounds that he needed.

      “I would suggest you be careful, Finn.”

      Finn bit back a smile.

      They stopped at a few more stores, and the items that Finn had to carry continued to grow until his arms were full. After a while, he looked over to Meyer.

      “I need to return to the house to deposit all of these items.”

      “You’ve only been back for the better part of the day and now you’re already abandoning me.”

      Finn grunted. “If only. Where should I meet you for the sentencing?”

      “You don’t need to be a part of this,” Meyer said.

      “I should be though. If only to observe.”

      Meyer nodded. “Meet me at Declan at three bells.”

      It was late in the day for a sentencing, but sometimes that had more to do with the juror availability than anything else. Finn actually preferred some of the afternoon sentencings. It meant that they were done by evening, and it gave him most of the morning to get the rest of his responsibilities finished. Most of the days it involved running errands like he and Meyer had done today, but occasionally that involved stopping in prisons and questioning. Sometimes it involved much more questioning than others. He had steeled himself to that aspect of the job, something that required a harder stomach than he had thought himself capable of.

      By the time he reached Meyer’s home, it was around noon. He had a few hours until he had to meet Meyer at Declan, which meant that he had a few hours to spare. He had no idea what he needed to do, though. He supposed that he could go to the magister and get a list of accusations, figure out who he needed to question, but with the day like today, the magister would be busy and might not be available. Perhaps it would be better to wait until the next day. Instead, as he finished unloading all of the items that he’d carried back, he heard voices outside of the home.

      Finn went to the door, pausing for a moment and looking out to see his sister speaking with a blonde-haired woman. They were talking quietly, Lena’s hands moving animatedly, and every so often she glanced back at the home.

      Finn pulled the door open.

      He nodded. “Helda,” he said.

      She turned to him, her hands clasped in front of her. She smiled. Helda was Lena’s oldest friend, one who had stuck with her throughout the change in her circumstances. There weren't too many others who had done so, though to be honest there weren't too many others who had the opportunity. Finn’s friends had abandoned him completely when he had taken up the executioner’s mantle, and now it was really only Meyer and his sister who he counted as friends. Perhaps Esmerelda, though that friendship was different and unique, often complicated.

      “How was your journey?”

      Lena nodded to him. “Why don’t the two of you visit? I have to run an errand.”

      “What type of errand?” Finn asked.

      “I need supplies from Wella. She is holding a few things for me.”

      Finn chuckled. “Maybe you should let Meyer go.”

      Lena shook her head. “I don’t think that would be for the best.” She glanced to Helda. “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all. I’d be happy to visit with Finn, if he doesn’t mind.”

      Finn and Helda had a strange relationship. They had never gotten along well early on, but over time he had come to see her a little bit differently than he had when he had first known her. She was Lena’s closest friend, which mattered to him more than he had once thought that it would. But it was more than just that. He felt awkward around her, though mostly that was because the two of them had tried a romantic relationship, but there were too many differences between them. Helda wasn’t as disgusted by what he did as so many were, but she didn’t believe the same things that he did now that he’d served the king as long as he had. Some of that was Meyer’s influence, but some of it was the experience that Finn had in serving. How could he not change?

      Helda looked up at him, her deep brown eyes watching him. “Where did you travel this time?”

      “Not too far,” Finn said, coming down the steps to join her in the garden. It was a small space fenced in around the home. Meyer’s home was nice in that regard, having access to a garden. Most people didn’t have anything at all like this. “I went north to Zhinal, and then I had to travel east for a few days, and then ended up in Ironald by the end.”

      Helda nodded slowly. “I didn’t know that you traveled so far. Some of those places are nearly to Vur. I would expect they have their own executioners.”

      “I’m sure they do,” Finn said. “But as a journeyman, it’s my responsibility.”

      “Will it always be?”

      Finn hadn’t given it much thought. These days, he had gotten into a routine. Do what needed to be done within the city, then take whatever assignments out of the city that he could, partly for the income, as they paid better than he earned in Verendal, and partly because it offered him independence he didn't have. He found himself enjoying that more often, especially of late. Once he returned to the city, Finn was always aware of Meyer’s presence and influence.

      “I don’t know if I would care for venturing outside of the city. I hear it’s dangerous along the roads.”

      “It can be,” Finn said, stopping in front of a lilac bush. The flowers gave off a sweet fragrance, and he plucked one, handing it to Helda. “The first time I went out of the city, I was far more uncomfortable than I am these days. I think it’s just a matter of experience, much like anything.”

      She took in a deep breath. “I suppose you’re right,” she said.

      “What about you? How has your job been going?”

      Helda glanced over to the house. “As well as can be expected. I certainly appreciate Master Meyer helping me find the position. I don’t know what I would’ve done otherwise.”

      Not only had Meyer helped Lena find a job, but he had gotten Helda employed as a transcriptionist. She had neat penmanship, far nicer than Finn and even nicer than Lena.

      “I’m sure you’ve would’ve found something.”

      “Something, but would it have been as comfortable?”

      “That’s what you were looking for?”

      Helda shrugged, looking over to Finn. “I think everybody is looking for comfort.”

      Finn continued making a slow circuit around the inside of the garden. “I think I would like something more than comfort.”

      “And what is that?”

      He glanced over to Helda, finding her looking at him with intensity. He flushed slightly, realizing how his words could be taken, and though he wouldn’t at all mind having something like that with Helda, he doubted she felt the same way about him. They had a complicated history, after all.

      “Well, maybe comfort,” he said, smiling slightly. “What were you and Lena visiting about?”

      “She had asked me to bring her a few things.” She looked up at the sky, noting the sun. “And I probably shouldn’t be here too long. Master Thomas will be waiting for my return.”

      Finn nodded. “I should prepare, as well. We have a festival later today.”

      “Will you be carrying it out?”

      Finn shook his head. “Not this time. Meyer is.”

      “I thought he had you doing all of his work.”

      Finn resisted the urge to tell her that it often felt that way, but instead he smiled. “Master Meyer is the master executioner in the city, and he chooses.”

      “It’s the gods who choose,” Helda said.

      Finn regarded her. When had she become so devout?

      Finn started to answer before catching himself and cutting his words off. There was no point in answering the truth to Helda. He still didn’t know if Meyer had chosen him or whether Meyer had felt as if he had to choose him. Perhaps he never would know the answer to that. If he had been forced to choose him, then Finn had to wonder why him. There had to be some reason, though he didn’t know if he would ever figure that out.

      “I should be getting ready,” he said.

      “And I should be getting back to work.” Helda started to turn but caught herself. “Would you want to walk with me later?”

      Finn blinked. “Walk with you? Are you worried about your safety?”

      Helda flushed slightly. “Perhaps it’s a foolish question. I’m sorry.” When she left, he realized that he had been a fool. That wasn't anything new, especially when it came to women, but he thought that he and Helda had moved past that point. Maybe she was interested again. She was still single, and that might have been the reason. It was the same reason Finn worried about Lena. She was at a marrying age, and yet her affiliation with Master Meyer—and Finn—meant that she would have a harder time finding a suitable husband.

      He let out a frustrated sigh, heading back into the house, getting into his leathers, and preparing for the festival.
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      Finn found Meyer outside of Declan prison shortly before three bells. At some point, Meyer had gotten dressed in his leathers and carried Justice with him, though Finn doubted that this would be an execution by sword. A loop of rope hung from his belt, and a stern expression clung to his face. It was a familiar expression to Finn. It was the same expression Meyer had every time there was a sentencing. Meyer took his job seriously; he took this aspect of it even more seriously.

      “It won’t be long now,” Meyer said.

      A crowd had already started to gather outside the prison, though for the most part the larger part of the crowd would fill the streets around the gate. Still, the sound of the festival carried to Finn’s ears, a building cacophony of noise.

      “I know,” Finn said.

      Meyer looked over to him, raising an eyebrow. “I suppose you do.”

      “Had I known there was a sentencing today, I would’ve tried to return sooner.”

      “You don’t think I can carry out my responsibilities?”

      Was he angering Meyer?

      Maybe it had to do with the fact that Meyer seemed slower than he had before Finn had left. Finn knew that was only his imagination though. It was really that Finn was accustomed to doing most of the executioner’s responsibilities in the city.

      “That’s not it,” Finn said, trying to think of something else to talk about. Only one thing came to mind, but it was mostly because it had been on his mind ever since Ironald.

      “How did you manage to have any sort of a romantic life as an executioner?”

      Meyer regarded him for a long moment before chuckling. “Is that what’s bothering you?”

      Finn shrugged. “Perhaps part of it.”

      It was more than that. Some of it was his growing discontent at answering to Meyer, even though Meyer made that easier, especially over the last few years when Finn had proved himself.

      “It’s not always easy,” Meyer said, his voice dropping softly. “In some cities where marriages are arranged, executioners have an easier time. It is an honorable profession, though many forget that.”

      “It’s been my experience that the people I’ve found who are interested in me romantically struggle with the extent of my duties. Unless they’re more interested in the macabre elements of the job.”

      Meyer grunted. “Unfortunately, there are some. I was as surprised as you when I first encountered that. I would never have imagined that to be the case. You just need patience,” Meyer said.

      “I’m getting a little bit too old for patience,” Finn said.

      Meyer chuckled. “You still have a few good years ahead of you. Besides, a young man like yourself, someone who’s acquiring wealth—real wealth, and not the kind of artificial wealth that some can claim—will never truly struggle.”

      “It’s not about wealth,” Finn said.

      “Then what is it about?”

      Finn took a deep breath, trying to frame what it was. He didn’t have a good answer, and he struggled to come up with just what it was that bothered him about that. Maybe it really was that he was after some aspect of comfort that he hadn’t managed to find in the time he’d been serving as an apprentice, or maybe it was something more.

      Either way, Finn didn’t really know. He tried to articulate his concerns, but a bell sounded, and he looked up. Three bells.

      It was time.

      Something in Meyer’s demeanor changed immediately. Finn was accustomed to the change, having experienced it many times over the years working with Meyer. He recognized how he shifted, that aspect of him suddenly taking on a bit more seriousness, and he mimicked Meyer. In this, he felt as if there was still something that he could learn.

      The door to Declan prison opened, and the brown-clad priest of Heleth emerged first. He was followed by two iron masters guiding the shackled prisoner. The iron masters would hand over the guidance of the prisoner to the Archers waiting on the street. From there, the procession would begin.

      “You must have already had your conversation with him?” Finn asked.

      Meyer nodded. “He wanted time to speak to the priest alone.”

      “Who are you sentencing?” Having been away from the city for a while, Finn felt separated from the city, and from what he had come to feel as his place within the city. He didn’t want to irritate Meyer by asking questions about what he had to do, but that was who he was, and Meyer would expect nothing less.

      Meyer looked down the street for a moment. “A merchant who murdered a man.”

      He seemed distracted, so Finn decided not to push. “Did he seem repentant?”

      Meyer glanced over. “Does that matter to you?”

      “It matters to the priest,” Finn said.

      The priest, Garrett, was a bit older, probably five years older than Finn, and had short brown hair, round cheeks, and a high forehead. He carried the book of Heleth out in front of him, reading a passage from it. The words sounded familiar to Finn, and even without meaning to, he found himself saying the words in his mind. They were an absolution, an opportunity for the condemned to have a chance to go to the gods with a clear conscience and perhaps a pure heart.

      As the procession neared, Master Meyer stood taller, and Finn joined him a step behind. They began their march through the street. Finn kept his gaze fixed straight ahead, looking at a point on Master Meyer's back and nowhere else. He had long ago learned that he couldn’t look out into the crowd. Doing so only troubled him. He recognized the excitement around him, and even without looking he could feel the murmuring of the crowd and occasionally even felt it when somebody threw something at the condemned. It was rarer still for anyone to throw anything at the executioners, though it did happen.

      As they neared Teller Gate, Meyer slowed long enough for the procession to catch up to them. The crowd thickened near the gate, and Archers were necessary to hold back the crowd. They formed a line, giving the parade of the condemned a chance to navigate through the streets. Once outside of the city, the Raven Stone called to him, gleaming in the bright sunlight. The air was different outside of the gate, a hint of freshness here, less of the stench of the city, and more of the promise of the open road beyond. Perhaps that was only Finn’s imagination.

      They reached the Stone, and Meyer started up. Finn joined him, and only the priest and the condemned followed. Finn took the apprentice position off to the side, standing near the gallows, but he would have very little role from here on out. This was Meyer’s sentencing.

      The priest finished saying whatever words to the condemned that he needed, and then he bowed his head, praying quietly.

      Given what Meyer had said about the condemned’s desire for repentance, he had expected that the man would have spoken the words of Heleth with him, but instead he spat in the priest’s face. Aghast murmuring carried through the crowd arranged below, and the priest sucked in a sharp breath before backing away.

      Meyer was there.

      “Do not make this worse on yourself than it needs to be,” Meyer said. “You have the opportunity to ask for forgiveness for your crimes. The gods alone can offer that forgiveness.”

      The prisoner glared at Meyer but didn’t say anything more. The prisoner wouldn’t move.

      With a brief motion to the Archers gathered near the base of the Stone, Meyer signaled for them to help. They glanced at each other before ascending the steps. This could have been the place where Finn would’ve gotten involved, but for whatever reason Meyer had asked the Archers to assist. That didn’t bother him. The Archers would often help in cases like this, especially when there were unruly prisoners.

      The murmuring in the crowd persisted. It wasn’t as common for the condemned to need such an escort to the gallows. Finn was thankful this wouldn’t be an execution by the blade. Holding a man like this would be more difficult.

      The Archers guided the man forward, toward the rope, and up the few steps that led to the gallows.

      Meyer stood alongside him, readying the rope that he’d have prepared earlier in the day. That was one aspect of the sentencing that Finn usually participated in, though that had been when he’d still been learning and trying to understand his role in the process.

      “Do you have any further words that you’d like to say?” Meyer asked.

      It was a traditional question, one that either Meyer or the priest would ask. In this case, now that the priest stood at the base of the Stone, it fell upon Meyer. Most often, the condemned would make a statement about their faith in the gods, or call out something to their loved ones, a message that Meyer always made certain they heard. Occasionally they would proclaim their innocence, though that was fairly rare, especially with how diligent he and Meyer were at ensuring they had all the details before carrying out a sentencing.

      In this case, when the condemned looked up, he ignored Meyer and the Archers completely. Instead, he leveled his gaze on the magister standing with the other jurors lined up around the base of the Stone. It was their typical location, one that allowed them to present themselves as overseeing the events, but at the same time it wasn’t so close as to have to be a part of it. They were far enough removed that they wouldn’t be spit upon. They were far enough removed that were it an execution by sword, they wouldn’t be within the range of blood splatter. Close enough that those from the city would see them standing there and would presumably feel that they were serving in their role as enforcer of the king’s justice.

      “You know what you did,” the man said. He raised his voice, as if to be heard over the rabble of the crowd. That would have been difficult in the best of times, but given that he’d spat on a priest, it was even more difficult for him. “At least give me the honor of a clean death.”

      Finn looked over to the thin, balding magister. Geldan had served the city for the last year, replacing Magister Yolath when he had retired. He had trained in the king’s law, and Finn had found him to be tolerable. Finn had preferred Magister Yolath, though that was because he had listened to Finn and Meyer's recommendations more often. Geldan was dressed in the ceremonial robes of office, marked with the bars of the king, and carried with him a long staff that he used partially for support but partly to draw attention to his position. He watched the proceedings, staring at the condemned and saying nothing.

      Surprisingly, the other jurors watched as well, looking at each other and speaking quietly amongst themselves. There were seven in total, all of them well respected and representatives of the various sections of the city. Rarely were there any jurors from any of the outer sections, those that contained places like Brinder or Olin, places where Finn had roamed when he was younger. For the most part, the jurors came from the inner sections, representing the merchant class and the wealthy. Finn had tried not to question that too often, knowing that it was better for him not to ask any additional questions but feeling a little bit of discomfort at the fact that so many of the condemned came from lower-class sections and were judged by those of the upper class.

      “That’s all I ask. I just want an honorable death.”

      It wasn’t uncommon for men to want a rapid death. Most felt it better to go by the sword than to end up swinging from the rope. Tradition allowed only those from certain statuses to demand that.

      Geldan said nothing.

      The other jurors continued whispering to each other.

      Finally, he looked over to Meyer.

      Surprisingly, Meyer waited. Finn hadn’t expected that Meyer would delay the sentencing until the jurors made their decision, but he hesitated as if to give them a chance to come to terms with what sort of sentencing they might offer him.

      Shouldn’t this have been determined by now?

      There was something more taking place than usual. Finn should have dug into it as soon as he had returned, looking into the details of the execution. He had been distracted by his return to the city and hadn’t pressured Meyer.

      “Let him have the sword,” one of the jurors, an older man named Fenrick Heath said. He had on a long, heavy cloak, a hat covering his head, and thick, bushy eyebrows.

      “I have already decided,” Geldan said.

      Finn glanced over to Meyer, noticing that he still waited. The murmuring in the crowd intensified, and if they waited too much longer, there would be more of an uproar.

      As it stood, allowing this sort of debate would bring forth even more of an uproar than usual. It was dangerous to make people think that they could stand on the Stone and demand an alternative sentencing.

      This was unusual in the extreme.

      Finn looked over to Meyer, watching him. He couldn’t read anything from the old executioner’s expression, but there was something that Finn realized he should’ve recognized before.

      The sentencing was to have been by rope. Finn had known that after seeing the rope spooled at Meyer’s side. Meyer carried the sword Justice with him, though he did so for all executions.

      There was something about his posture that suggested to Finn that Meyer had anticipated something like this might happen.

      It was to the old executioner’s credit that he simply waited. Thankfully, the condemned didn’t fight, though partly that had to do with the two Archers standing on either side of him, preventing him from moving. They were both muscular, solidly built, and armed with short swords, though if the condemned were to suddenly make a move toward one of the swords, it put others in danger.

      The jurors continued their discussion. Now one of the others, a heavyset woman named Olivia Volath, who stood next to another juror named Ashal and watched everything with a deep and annoyed grimace, turned to Geldan. “His crime warrants an honorable death.”

      Finn took a deep breath. He turned his attention to Meyer but found Meyer keeping his gaze only on the condemned. Always in control. Meyer knew better than to look anywhere else and knew better than to allow the condemned to disrupt the proceedings any more than he already had. At this point, the condemned had created far more disruption than should have been permitted.

      Geldan took a deep breath, then waved his hand. “Fine. The jurors have decided to take pity on the condemned. Let it be an honorable death.”

      This was most unusual. Finn had been a part of many executions in the time he had served with Meyer, and in none of them had there been a change of execution. Finn knew so little about the accused, nothing other than how he was a merchant and had been convicted of murder, which might have been the reason he was given an honorable death. Merchants generally had greater standing in the city. Still, all of this was quite unusual.

      Meyer seemed nonplussed. He nodded to the two Archers, who glared at him.

      Finn hurried forward. He grabbed the condemned, stepping in between the two Archers, and removed the noose from around the condemned’s neck. When it was off, he walked him down.

      The man barely looked over to Finn.

      There seemed a smug satisfaction to his face.

      Finn looked over to Meyer, wishing he had some way of asking him a question, but at this point, under the watchful eye of the entire populace, there wasn’t anything he could do or say that wouldn’t feel as if it were out of the ordinary. Now he needed to try to help Meyer complete his task.

      Finn walked the condemned down the gallows and moved him over to position him into a more open section.

      “Kneel,” Finn said.

      The man looked up at him. “You kneel.”

      Finn squeezed the condemned’s shoulder and put pressure right behind his knees until he dropped down, looking up at Finn.

      “You don’t want to be a part of this,” the man said.

      Finn ignored him and moved off to the side.

      The man remained on his knees. Finn wondered if he might decide to get up, to run, or to even attempt to make this a messier situation than it already was, but the man simply stayed on his knees. Thankfully he didn’t try to get up and run, complicating the proceedings. That happened from time to time. If so, they had a few options. With the Archers, they could hold him down, though it was less traditional to cleave through a condemned’s neck while prostrate on the floor. They could bind his wrists behind him, but the Stone was not equipped for it. Though Meyer carried with him the sword Justice, he hadn’t prepared the Stone for an execution where they would have to deal with a combative prisoner.

      Meyer stepped forward, holding onto the sword. It was a massive blade, long with a blunted end. The sunlight gleamed off the surface of the blade, catching the well-oiled metal. Finn had handled the sword many times himself, mostly for cleaning purposes, though he had participated in using it in executions a handful of times. Most of the executions by sword were carried out by Meyer, at least within the city. Outside of the city, Finn had more leeway and had taken to offering a quick death to those who deserved it. It was cleaner than the gallows, at least in his mind. There was less of a desire to display the dead afterward. In far too many places, the deceased were left hanging for days after the sentencing was carried out.

      Meyer set himself, positioning his feet about shoulder width apart. He brought the blade up, holding it steady. Finn had seen Meyer make this cut many times. For whatever reason, this time felt different.

      The man looked up at Meyer. He spat.

      Meyer swung the blade.

      He connected, though it was a little too low.

      Blood poured out from the wound at the base of the man’s neck, though the sword had cleaved into the shoulder, not a clean blow. Finn tensed, starting forward a step before catching himself. He couldn’t intervene now.

      Meyer recovered, sweeping the sword back again, and then a third time.

      Finn had seen Meyer needing to make more than one cut only twice before. Each time, his aim had been true, and he had simply needed more force. This time, it seemed as if Meyer’s aim had been off.

      The condemned’s lifeless body dropped. His head rolled off to the side.

      Only then did Finn hear the steady cry from the crowd. Anger filled them.

      Meyer seemed to ignore the disapproving voices decrying his work. He nodded to the two Archers, and they gathered the fallen man’s body, dragging him over to the edge of the Stone.

      Finn hurried over to Meyer. Now that the sentencing was over, the rest was cleanup and finishing with the proceedings. Geldan had already departed, though given what Finn had observed, he wasn’t at all surprised. Several of the jurors remained, their gaze lingering on Finn before turning to Meyer.

      “Say nothing,” Meyer said, almost as if anticipating that Finn was troubled by what had just taken place.

      Finn glanced over to him, wincing for a moment, but did as he was asked. He took Justice from Meyer. He reached into his pack, pulling out the rag and oil that he had for this occasion, items that he had not expected to have needed, and moved behind the gallows and quickly began wiping down the blade. While he worked, Finn noticed one of the jurors approach Meyer. It was rare for them to come up on the Stone, though the juror didn’t actually come up onto the Stone fully, rather coming just a step up so that he didn’t have to look up at Meyer quite so dramatically.

      Finn couldn’t hear their conversation, though it was tense. Meyer nodded, saying nothing, but Finn had a feeling that something significant had transpired.

      When he finished with the blade, he made his way back around the gallows and looked over to Meyer. A dark scowl crossed his face. It was an expression Finn knew well. Irritation.

      “Ensure the Raven Stone is not disturbed,” Meyer said.

      Finn just nodded, handing the sword over to Meyer, who took it without saying anything else, climbed down the Raven Stone, and headed back toward the city. He trailed after the jurors, and strangely, in Finn’s mind, it looked as if Meyer were the condemned.
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      Much of the crowd had departed, leaving Finn to finish up with his work. He had taken the rope down from the gallows, untying the noose that Meyer had made—a perfectly formed knot that would have offered a quick and clean death, and probably would have been less dramatic than what the condemned had been offered. He had left the body in place. He would remain there at least for the better part of a day, though night had already started to fall, and Finn didn’t know when the hegen would come out and claim their reward.

      He looked out over the rolling hillside outside of the city. It was empty now, a little trash lying on the ground to remind him of the festival that had been here only hours before. It didn’t take long for crowds to disperse back into the city following the festival. A few people remained, though Finn didn’t know if they were intoxicated or were merely curious as to what more he might do.

      “I understand the execution was irregular.”

      Finn looked down and wasn’t terribly surprised to see Esmerelda looking up at him. She was dressed in a white gown, her black hair pulled back, and her full lips a bright and vibrant red.

      “There were many things about the execution that were irregular,” Finn said.

      He’d been gone for a few weeks and felt like he’d missed too much. A case that felt rushed. A change in sentencing. And an execution that went awry. Had he been here…

      Finn had to stop thinking like that. This was Master Meyer, after all.

      “Where is Master Meyer?”

      “He’s returned to the city.”

      That wasn’t uncommon following an execution, though after this one, and given how things had gone, Finn felt there was something odd about it.

      Esmerelda took a step of the Stone, looking over to the condemned’s body. “A most unusual sentencing,” she murmured, glancing to the loop of rope that Finn had hanging around his shoulder.

      “The jurors modified it,” Finn said. “I think Meyer anticipated what would happen.”

      Esmerelda sniffed. “Of course he would have.”

      She climbed another step. The hegen didn’t fear death the way so many within the city did, and Esmerelda in particular didn’t fear the Stone. She crouched down next to the body and traced a finger through the blood.

      “I’m not sure you should do this now.”

      She looked up at him before standing. The blood staining her finger looked like paint on the end of a brush, and he was suddenly reminded of Jonah. “Do not fear. I would not collect while you were here, Finn.”

      Usually they came in the dark of night, slipping in as if thieves claiming a prize they shouldn’t have. Finn knew better. Much of what the hegen did was sanctioned, though not openly.

      “What is it then?”

      She looked over to him. “I was just thinking about the conversation we had when you returned to the city.”

      “Which part? About what happened here while I was gone? You didn’t think that I needed to be concerned.”

      “I said that others were responsible, not that you need not be concerned.”

      Finn swept his gaze around the Stone. There wasn’t much more for him to do. The deceased would remain where he was, both as a way of deterring additional crime and to give the hegen time to claim their prize. Ravens circled overhead, though they made no attempt at landing while Finn had been working, as if they knew they had to give him the time he needed to finish with this aspect of the sentencing before they could begin their feast.

      “Do you know anything about the sentencing?” he asked, finally turning back to her.

      “You would ask me rather than Master Meyer?”

      Finn grunted, looking off to the city. “I don’t think Meyer is going to share that much with me.”

      “I know about as much as you. The sentencing of this man was unusual from the beginning.” She looked down at the deceased. There was a look on her face that suggested she knew more than what she was letting on, though if she did, then it might simply be magical knowledge, something that he didn’t expect Esmerelda to share with him. “The jurors were undecided. They wanted an honorable death, though they were overridden by Geldan.”

      That was unusual enough, and Esmerelda sharing it with him suggested that she knew just how uncommon that happened to be. Occasionally, it went the other way. There were rare circumstances when the jurors wanted a specific sentencing and Geldan did not, and it had been Finn’s experience that the jurors usually guided sentencing.

      “I didn’t have much of an opportunity to speak with Meyer about his crime,” he said.

      “Seeing as how he was sentenced, I imagine you have an idea of it.”

      Finn shrugged, nodding. “I have an idea, but that isn’t the same as knowing what he did. The fact that the jurors were split suggest that something more was going on here.” But it was more than that, and he suspected Esmerelda was aware. That the man had been offered an honorable death suggested he was someone of social standing within the city. Most criminals, the kind of people Finn had associated with for the majority of his life before meeting up with Meyer, would never have been given the opportunity to have an honorable death. Most would have been hanged. That there would have been a discrepancy suggested that this man had enough social standing to raise the question.

      “He was a merchant,” she finally said. “Not from Verendal either.”

      Finn nodded. “Do you know what he sold?”

      “No, though I suspect Meyer could tell you.”

      “I’m sure he could,” Finn said. “I’m asking you.”

      Esmerelda looked down at the body. “I will see what I can find.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Something troubles you.”

      Finn just shook his head. “It’s probably nothing.”

      “Saying that suggests it is very much something,” she said.

      He glanced over to the city in the distance. “When I returned, I just felt something was off about Meyer. Maybe it’s my imagination or that I had been gone for a few weeks, but he seems weaker. Frailer.”

      Esmerelda clasped her hands together. Finn realized that the blood that had been on her finger was no longer present. How had she wiped it off? He didn’t see any red stains on her dress, so he didn’t know how she would have managed such a thing. “Absence tends to make change more obvious. Perhaps your time away has only revealed to you the truth of the change taking place within Master Meyer.”

      “What change is that?”

      “All men change. That is one thing none can avoid.”

      Finn closed his eyes, thinking about what he had seen with his sister, then with the limp, and finally with the sentencing itself. It wasn’t so much that Meyer was slipping in his responsibilities. It might simply have been that he had gotten to the point where he could no longer carry them out the way he once had.

      Now that he thought about it in those terms, Finn realized he had been helping Meyer far more than he had realized. Before he had departed on the journey outside of the city, he had been the one primarily carrying out the executions. Meyer had been the one who had been running errands and assisting Finn. It had been a role reversal. It had happened gradually, slowly enough that Finn had not even paid much mind to it.

      Maybe that was what troubled him. Now that he had returned to the city, and Meyer wanted him to play out the role of apprentice, he chafed at it because he no longer felt as if he was an apprentice.

      “I can see you have come to your own conclusion,” Esmerelda said.

      Finn breathed out slowly. “It’s not a matter of coming to my own conclusion. It’s just…”

      Esmerelda nodded. “Change is not something to fear. Neither is the passage of time. One cannot fight either.”

      “Will you share with me what you uncover?”

      She hesitated, looking down to the fallen man. “Will your arrangement with the people remain the same?”

      Finn frowned. He and Meyer permitted the hegen to claim whatever prizes they thought necessary. “I don’t see why that would change.”

      Esmerelda flashed a hint of a smile. “Very well.”

      She started down the stairs of the Raven Stone and then made her way off toward the hegen section. From where he stood, Finn could hear the music coming out of the hegen section, the boisterous sound of singing and instruments and the occasional shout. All of it a vibrant and joyous sound. It was strange thinking that there would be such celebration so close to the Stone, though he had never known it to be anything different.

      After Esmerelda departed, Finn looked around again and finally made his way down the Stone and headed toward the city. The sun was starting to set, and the air grew cooler, though not cold. He made his way into the city, passing through the Teller Gate, nodding politely to the Archers standing guard. He recognized them, though he didn’t know their names. There had been a time when Finn had wanted to socialize with the Archers, the iron masters, and even perhaps with the warden of the prisons he visited, but he had learned his mistake. He wasn’t their friend. Serving as an executioner, Finn carried a supervisory role. It was because of that role that he could no longer interact with them in the way he once had.

      He could return to Meyer’s home, but he didn’t feel as if he needed to. Lena would be there, and she would offer Meyer the assistance he needed. Finn benefited from working with Master Meyer, learning the nature of medicines and healing, and had grown in his skill over the time that he’d been working with him, but not nearly as much as Lena. He didn’t begrudge her that opportunity, though as he progressed, eventually Finn would need to set up his own office much the way Meyer had. It was one way for him to supplement his income.

      That would be when Meyer retired.

      He found himself heading toward one of the darkened prisons. There was something reassuring in the work, something about the repetitive nature of it, the way it would help put his mind at ease. He didn’t have to wonder what his place might be when he carried out aspects of his responsibility.

      Finn stopped in front of Declan. Given that it was a festival day, he doubted Meyer would have questioned any of the prisoners. He didn’t know whether there were any that he even needed to question, though having been away from the city, Finn suspected there were some here who he could. He pulled his key ring out of his pocket, headed up to the door, and unlocked it before stepping inside.

      The inside of the prison was dark, had a foul odor of sweat and rot mixing together that seemed to linger at all times, and was strangely warm. Lanterns gave off a faint light, barely enough for him to see much of anything, though Finn paused long enough for his eyes to adjust before heading along the hallway.

      He decided to go to the warden’s office. Perhaps he might learn more about the previous prisoner, though investigating someone who had already been executed didn’t really make sense for him. In a way, it challenged Meyer, something that Finn knew better than to do. Only he didn’t feel as if he were challenging Meyer. He was only going so that he could find understanding. Meyer would sympathize with that.

      When he reached the warden’s office, he knocked. There was no guarantee the warden would be here. He had set hours, though the sentencing of one of his prisoners would have lengthened his day as well.

      “Enter,” a muffled voice from the other side of the door said.

      Finn pushed open the door.

      Matthew Jakes was an older warden with graying hair, a soft jawline, and hard black eyes. The warden looked up from his desk. He had a stack of papers in front of him. “Yes?”

      Finn cleared his throat, and the warden looked up.

      “The Hunter,” he said. “I heard you were away.”

      Finn nodded, taking a seat in front of the desk. “I was. Now I’m back. It is there anything that I need to be doing?”

      The warden grunted and shuffled through his papers before grabbing several and handing them across the desk. Matthew was far more organized than his predecessor had been, and he documented everything. That seemed a much better strategy in Finn’s mind. At least that way, others couldn’t claim Matthew hadn’t shared something with them.

      “I’ve been trying to get the hangman out here for the better part of a week, but he has been preoccupied,” the warden said. “Only when we had the sentencing did he come and spend any time, and even that wasn’t much.”

      Finn frowned. “Is that right?”

      The warden looked up, meeting his gaze. “I wouldn’t have said it if it wasn’t.”

      “I think it’s been harder on him with me away,” Finn said.

      The warden grunted, looking down to his stack of papers. “Maybe,” he said.

      “Maybe?”

      “I need you to talk to those prisoners. The magister hasn’t passed judgment on any of them, so they’re just sitting here. Awaiting sentencing. You know how I feel about that.”

      Finn looked down at the pages. The warden’s handwriting was neat, tidy, and he had documented the prisoner names on separate pages with descriptions of their accusations. He had other evidence against them listed, which made it much easier for Finn to follow and to figure out what line of inquiry he needed to pursue.

      “Anything I need to be aware of?”

      “Nothing more than the usual. We’ve got one man who killed his business partner. Thought he would get away with it by burning the body. Unfortunately, he started a fire that spread through nearly a third of the section before it was put out.” The warden shook his head, his irritation with somebody like that clear. “One of the others was caught stealing. It was his fifth offense.”

      That usually wasn’t the kind of thing Finn got involved in, though depending upon the sentencing the thief had previously received, it might lead to more. Even with something like that, it wasn’t typical for him to get involved.

      “What about the third?”

      “The third is here because he fought with two Archers. Bloodied one and very nearly broke another’s leg. Claiming that he saw a ghost, so he’s a little touched in the head, if you ask me. Probably doesn’t need to be in Declan, but given that he assaulted the Archers, he ended up here.”

      Finn grunted. “I see.”

      The warden looked up. “Do you? Then you can get going. I have quite a bit still to do.”

      Finn resisted the urge to snap at the warden. There was a time when he would have tried to put the man in his place. Executioners oversaw the prisons, and Master Meyer served as the warden’s superior, but Finn did not, so he was careful. There were other ways he could go about obtaining the information that he wanted.

      “Can you tell me about what happened?”

      “What would you like to know?”

      “With the sentencing today.”

      Even as he said it, Finn regretted that he’d asked. He worried about saying anything, worried that Meyer might find out that he was asking questions. At this point, it wasn’t so much a matter of him questioning Meyer, as it was him trying to understand just what had taken place.

      “You can ask the hangman.”

      Finn sat up, looking at the warden. “I’m asking you.”

      The warden rested his hands on the desk, meeting Finn’s eyes. It was one of those situations where Finn wasn’t entirely sure how the warden would react. Technically, Meyer served as the master of wardens and oversaw the function of each of the prisons. Meyer had been the one to choose Matthew Jakes, though he had done so with the approval of Geldan and the viscount. Given that the wardens served on behalf of the king, and that role was an extension of the king’s justice, they were deemed to be a part of the city in a way that the Archers were not.

      “Not much to say,” the warden finally said, glancing down at the pages. “Mid-level merchant. Apparently had some connections within the city, though wasn’t from here. Got in a dispute regarding some trade and killed a man. Happens from time to time, you know.”

      It did happen, and Finn did know, but there was something about the story that didn’t feel quite right. It was similar to what Esmerelda had shared with him, so from that standpoint it probably was accurate, but it seemed unusual that there would be such disagreement amongst the jurors on Geldan.

      “Did he know the magister?”

      The warden looked up. “What’s that?”

      “The condemned. Did he know the magister?”

      The warden shrugged. “Can’t say I know whether he did or not. He’d been coming to the city for a few years and had some experience with many people here. Most were surprised he would kill, though you know how that is.”

      Finn nodded, leaning back in the chair, and playing out the scenario at the Stone in his mind again and again. There had been a look on Geldan’s face that had suggested something more than just a passing familiarity. It had been personal for him. That was unusual.

      “Do you have documentation about the prisoner?”

      The warden glanced up. “Do I have what?”

      Finn held up the pages on the prisoners he needed to question. “Something like this.”

      “Have to get that from the hangman.”

      Finn considered pressing. He knew the warden kept his own documentation, duplicates of what he had handed over to them. Arguing with him and pushing wasn’t going to get him anywhere. Besides, Finn really should’ve been asking Meyer, especially if he had questions.

      He got to his feet. “Thank you for your time.”

      The warden didn’t look up. “It’s good you’re back. We need things to get back to normal.”

      Finn closed the door behind him. Normal? That didn’t feel quite right. Maybe Meyer hadn’t been out and questioning the prisoners quite as often as Finn did, but as the master executioner, he had other responsibilities. Finn had a hard time thinking that his weeks away would have left things in such disarray.

      He glanced down at the pages, thinking about which of the prisoners he should question first. The murder and fire was fairly straightforward. The warden had already documented a confession, which meant Geldan didn’t need anything other than the executioner’s approval to proceed with sentencing. The other two were less appealing though. Finn didn’t really want to question somebody accused of stealing, mostly because if it was a repeat offense, they were going to deny that they had any hand in anything anyway. It was what he would’ve done were he accused.

      He took a deep breath before heading down the stairs toward the cells. Finn paused on the level with the chapel before descending again. At the bottom of the stairs, a pair of iron masters greeted him. Dawes was a larger man with dark skin and dark eyes, a thin mustache, but no other facial hair. Most of the iron masters preferred to keep a clean-shaven look, mostly to differentiate themselves from the prisoners they looked over. Gres was a bit younger than Finn and a hand shorter than Dawes. He had a look that made Finn think he wasn’t fully done growing.

      “Hunter,” Dawes said. “Good to see you back. Who are you here to question?”

      Finn sorted through the pages. “The warden gave me three to start with.”

      “Aye. There are three, though only one of them will be a Poor Bastard. Dumb shit killed his business partner and then lit half the city on fire.”

      “Wasn’t really that much,” Gres said.

      “Any bit of the city burning is too much if you ask me,” Dawes said. “Fire spreads fast, and unless you’re close to the river, you ain’t going to have much of a home left.”

      Finn grunted. “I don’t think it was quite as bad as either of you were saying.”

      “You saw it?”

      Finn shook his head. “I didn’t see it, but to hear the warden speak of it, it was a third of a section.” Which meant that it was likely considerably less. Reports were often exaggerated, especially when it came to arson. As far as Finn knew, it might’ve only been a single building. Even less. Either way, the threat of fire was enough that people took it seriously. There had been some blazes that had burned significant portions of the city.

      “If you want to start with him, we can grab him for you.”

      “I suppose I should. I just need a confession.”

      “Bastard already admits what he did,” Dawes said. He nodded to Gres. “Go fetch him.”

      “You want him to go by himself?” Finn asked as the other iron master hurried along the hallway.

      “Ah, you don’t need to worry about him. He’s stronger than he looks.”

      “I guess I wasn’t referring to him. I was more concerned about the prisoner.”

      “That one is weaker than he looks.” Dawes glanced over to Finn, grinning. He was missing two teeth, and the others were slightly stained. “You get out to see the festival today?”

      “I was there,” Finn said.

      Dawes grunted. “Of course you were. What was I thinking? I hear the hangman missed.” Dawes made a chopping motion at his neck. “Had to take a few cuts. Word on the street is that he had to strike the Poor Bastard a dozen times.”

      “It wasn’t quite like that,” Finn said.

      “He’s getting up there, you know.”

      Finn grunted. “He’s still fully capable.”

      Dawes shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong. I know better than to tangle with him. It’s just that he is getting up there in years. After a while, a man’s skill starts to shift. Slip.”

      “I don’t know if you want to tell Master Meyer his skills are starting to slip.”

      “I’m not going to tell him. I just think someone needs to.”

      Gres guided the prisoner back before Finn had a chance to say anything more. It was probably for the best. He didn’t want to argue with Dawes about Meyer’s skill level, and so he just followed them up the stairs where they brought the prisoner into the chapel.

      When he was situated and strapped into the chair, Finn looked over. “I’ll let you know when I need you.”

      The two iron masters departed, leaving Finn with the prisoner.

      He looked down at the page the warden had given him, scanning it for a moment. “Tell me your name.”

      “You know my name,” the man said.

      Finn glanced up. “I need you to tell me your name.”

      “Erric Bolgar.”

      “Can you tell me what you did, Mr. Bolgar?”

      “I can tell you what they claim I did.”

      Finn looked up. Here he thought this was going to be an easier questioning. He should’ve known better though. At this point in his career, no questioning was necessarily easy. Some went more smoothly than others, though none were particularly easy.

      “What do you think you did?”

      “Tried to put out the fire,” he said.

      “You tried to put it out?”

      “I couldn’t very well let my business burn now, could I?”

      As Finn studied him, he tried to gauge whether he was telling the truth or not. Finn had to suppress his distraction, finding it more difficult than he cared for.

      “Tell me what happened,” Finn said, grabbing a stool and dragging it over, as if the two of them were going to have a pleasant conversation, rather than Finn sitting with a prisoner strapped to a chair.

      “What’s to tell? They don’t want to hear it,” he said, nodding toward the door.

      Finn looked behind him. They? Did he mean the iron masters? They didn’t necessarily care one way or the other, so he had a hard time thinking the iron masters had much to say about it.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you can anyway? Then we can begin to go over how much of it you are responsible for.” Finn tried to sound as reasonable as possible, though he didn’t know if that even mattered. With this man, he might not need someone to reason with him. He might only want someone to blame for what happened.

      “Saw the fire. Ran in. Loran was already gone.” He shook his head, looking over to Finn with a defiance in his gaze, as if challenging him to dispute what happened. “I tried to help him, but there wasn’t anything that could be done for him. Smoke or flame got to him. Either way, I tried to gather as much as I could but had to get out.”

      “What did you try to gather?”

      “Items from the business. Couldn’t just leave them there, you know. They were too valuable.”

      “What did you need to bring with you?” Finn asked.

      “I grabbed our logs. Without them…”

      “What would happen?”

      Bolgar eyed him. “What kind of thing do you think we did? We’re money lenders. Need to have the logs or it didn’t happen. That’s how it works.”

      Finn leaned back and glanced down at the page. There wasn’t anything there about Bolgar being a money lender, though that wasn’t altogether surprising. It was possible that detail had either been overlooked or deemed unnecessary when it came to documenting what happened to his partner and the business.

      “What happened with your logs once you managed to get them out?”

      Bolgar looked over to him, his expression hardening. “I’ve got them secured, if that’s what you’re asking. Not going to share the location either.”

      “If there’s anything in those logs that might help—”

      “The only thing that will do would be to give you more reason to carry out whatever sentence they’re going to force through.” He shook his head. “Don’t think I don’t know how this goes.”

      “How what goes?”

      “Right. You want me to think that it’s chance that Loran was dead, the shop burning down, and all of our logs just happened to be sitting alongside him.” He let out a bitter laugh, shaking his head. “You don’t get to be where I am in this business without seeing shit where it belongs. I see shit.”

      Finn studied the page and frowned for a moment. Here he thought this was going to be the easy case. The man had been found by his murdered partner with the shop burning down, but he couldn’t help himself that he felt as if there was something else to it.

      “Tell me as much as you can about your business, and I promise I will look into it.”

      He grunted. “I’ve told you all that you need to know. Nothing more is going to make a difference. Not with me. I get it. They’ve already decided.”

      “Who is they?”

      Bolgar grunted, shaking his head. “Like I said. It don’t matter.” He looked around the room before turning so that he could see the table with the questioning implements set out upon it. “If you think you need to use them to get more answers at me, go ahead. I’m not going to tell you anything.”

      “What exactly do you think that I would need those for?”

      “Because you want to know where my books are. As soon as I tell you, I’m dead. I get it.”

      “All I’m looking for is the truth.”

      He grunted again. “The truth? None of you care about the truth. The only thing you want is to have your guilty man. Well, I guess that’s going to have to be me. I can promise you that nothing is going to change though. As soon as I’m gone, the real truth comes out, and those who are trying to keep it suppressed aren’t going to like it.” He turned and looked at Finn, glaring at him. “So like I said. If you need to use those on me, go ahead. Nothing’s changing with my story.”

      Finn regarded him for a moment and then nodded. He got to his feet.

      “That’s it?”

      Finn shrugged. “That’s it for now.”

      “I heard stories about you. The Hunter. Stories that tell me that all you care about is getting your answer.”

      “I care about the truth. Nothing more. Nothing less. If the truth happens to exonerate you, then so be it. I would then begin my pursuit of who else might be responsible.”

      “Even if that search takes you to a place that you can’t go?”

      Finn looked down at him. What kind of a comment was that?

      I need to stop thinking that way.

      He had been gone too long. Not everything was witchcraft, regardless of how much he might search for it. And that was too much, Finn knew, but also knew he couldn’t shake the need to search for it. Those responsible for it were still out there.

      “The search for truth can go anywhere it needs to,” Finn said.

      “Not when the core is rotten. There’s nothing but more rot there.”

      Finn waited, wishing he could have a few more answers, something that might help him know where to start. He knew he was going to have to dig into what Bolgar had shared with him, regardless of where it might bring him. Until he did, he would have to make certain no sentencing was carried out. That would be a bit difficult.

      From the way the warden had positioned his punishment, it was obvious to Finn that the decision had already been made about the man.

      “I need you to give me something to use,” Finn said.

      “To use for what? To convict me?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’m not giving you anything that’s going to end with me at the end of a rope.”

      “You will end up there if you don’t give me something,” Finn said.

      Bolgar studied him. “You go and take a look at the fire yourself. You tell me if it looks suspicious or not.”

      Finn sighed before tapping on the door. Dawes pulled it open and glanced in. “You all done?”

      “For now. You can return him to his cell.”

      Dawes grunted. “Not for much longer. Man like this should swing soon enough.”

      “Only once we have the answers we need,” Finn said.

      “What more do you think you need from him?” Dawes asked.

      Finn looked over, regarding him for a moment. “I don’t know.”

      With that, he headed out. He considered asking one of the other prisoners to come up, to question them, but he felt as if he were too preoccupied to give them the attention that they needed. Until he cleared his head, he would have to give this a little more time. Maybe that was for the best anyway. He could return in the morning, question the other two, one a thief and another a crazy person, and get back into a routine.

      Once outside of Declan prison, Finn paused on the street, breathing in the fresh air. It was only after stepping out of Declan that he ever felt the striking nature of just how foul the air was within the prison.

      He headed along the street, and before he knew it, he was making his way toward the Vord section where the fire had been.

      A moneylender in this section would probably have various clientele. It was situated in between some of the nicer sections and some of the more rundown sections. In a place like that, it was possible that Bolgar’s clientele had come from all walks of life. He could easily imagine him having merchants coming to him looking for cash flow, but also for him to have people from the lower sections looking to have cleaner money come through.

      He paused at one of the wide streets that led through the section. Most of the streets within Verendal were twisty and turning, making it difficult to navigate to the king’s palace at the heart of the city. It was designed to make it difficult for invaders to reach the king were he here. Not that the king spent much time in Verendal. He would visit, and he did keep a fair amount of wealth here with his crown jewels, but he didn’t stay for long. All the interactions Finn had with the king had been brief.

      The smell of the fire drew him. It hadn’t been that long ago. He made his way toward it, using his nose to guide him, and found that the burned part of the section had been far less than what had been described on the page. Not that Finn had expected it to be a significant fire.

      He had seen a real fire in Verendal, one that had consumed nearly an entire section. That had been terrifying, but it had also been the work of men who had wanted to attack the kingdom, and Finn had barely managed to stop them from destroying the entirety of the city.

      He found a burned shell of a building and paused in front of it. On either side of it, the buildings had evidence of flames having scorched their sides but nothing that had damaged the structure of the building itself. He paused there for a moment, wondering just how many buildings had burned, and it seemed to him that there had only been the one that had been fully destroyed. The others were damaged, and had plenty of evidence of smoke and soot, but there wasn’t considerable damage to them the way that there was to this main building.

      This had to be Bolgar’s building.

      Finn approached, crossing the street and looking along it to see if there was any sign of anybody else out, but he didn’t see anyone. People seemed to avoid the fire. He made a mental note about how much damage there had been, thinking that if nothing else, he needed to add to the documentation the warden had made to clarify that the fire had not consumed more than a single building. The others could be easily repaired.

      He stepped up to what had been the door. It was late, and there wasn’t much light other than a few streetlamps out behind him giving off a faint illumination. Not nearly enough for him to see clearly, but what he could make out was easy enough to tell. The entirety of the building had been destroyed. He could see what looked to be shelves, or cabinets, but the destruction made it difficult. There were the remains of furniture, but not much of it remained. He found scraps of cloth, all of it burned to the point of being unrecognizable. The destruction here was considerable.

      But it seemed to be contained to this space alone.

      The further he went, the less he believed this had been an uncontrolled fire. Certainly a hot fire. It would’ve been very hot in order for it to have destroyed the building so completely. But why hadn’t the flames touched the other buildings the way they had on this one?

      He wandered through, but the fire had burned too hot to find anything.

      How had anybody uncovered the body of Bolgar’s partner?

      Finn made his way back out to the street and looked around. He needed to know more about this neighborhood, but he probably needed to investigate in the daylight. What he had seen her bothered him. It wasn't what he would've expected for a typical fire, and it did seem targeted. Having that level of control over the fire seemed beyond the man he had visited in Declan.

      What he needed were more answers.

      He could go back to Declan, perhaps go and visit his associates, if there were any that he could find, along with questioning the Archers who had brought him in. All of those were tasks Finn needed to do. All of those were tasks that he didn't expect Meyer to do.

      As he started to turn, he caught sight of a shadow in the distance.
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      Finn froze. Rather than taking a step, revealing his presence—knowing that movement was far more visible than standing still—he stood motionless.

      “I can see you watching me,” a familiar voice said out of the darkness.

      Finn frowned. “Did you follow me?” He moved forward, flicking his gaze around him, curious whether there were any Archers out, though if Oscar were here, he doubted that there would be. Oscar made certain to ensure that he did not get caught doing anything illegal, but he was well known by the Archers.

      “You’re not too hard to find,” Oscar said.

      “I’m not trying to hide.”

      “Really? You’ve been gone for a while.”

      Finn reached Oscar. He was tall, lean, and still looked just as hard as he had when Finn had started working with him. There was something quite deadly about Oscar, and that had only increased the longer Finn had known him. Over time, Oscar had begun to develop a reputation throughout the city, and Finn no longer knew how much of it was earned and how much of it was merely rumor. He didn’t work with them nearly enough to know those things anymore.

      “You’ve still been keeping an eye out for me?” Finn asked.

      Oscar stood just outside of the light of a streetlamp, watching him. Shadows seemed to swirl around him. “It's hard for me to stop,” Oscar said.

      “You got enough going on with your business that you don’t need to be watching over me. I don’t need that from you anymore.”

      Oscar frowned at him. “Any man could stand to have somebody watching over him, Finn.”

      “I think the same could be said about you.”

      “Probably,” Oscar said, grinning. “Where did you go?”

      “Nowhere too exciting.”

      Oscar regarded him a moment, his frown returning. “It’s like that?”

      Finn shrugged. “I’m not trying to keep anything from you. It really wasn’t that exciting. Unless you want to hear the details of each of the sentences that I carried out.”

      Oscar shook his head quickly. “I could do without.”

      “Don’t have the stomach for it?”

      “Too much of a reminder of what might happen to me.”

      “You shouldn’t need that reminder anymore. I seem to remember a certain club and a certain thief who had gone legit.” He arched a brow at Oscar. “Unless you haven’t.”

      Oscar smiled at him. “I might have a legitimate establishment, but that doesn’t mean I still don’t like to maintain a certain reputation. It takes time to develop that, after all. As you well know.”

      Finn did know all too well. His own reputation had taken him a considerably long time to develop, especially with the Archers, the wardens, and even with the crews working the city.

      His friendship with Oscar was the one thing that worried him about his role. Finn didn’t think Oscar would try to take advantage of that old friendship, but there might come a time when he had to decide between carrying out his responsibilities and caring for his oldest friend. He hoped it wouldn’t come down to that, but if it did…

      “What are you doing out here?” Oscar asked, gazing at the ashes.

      “The same thing as you, I suppose.”

      “I’m just out for a stroll,” Oscar said.

      “Really?” Finn spun in place slowly. “It’s a bit far from Olin section, though maybe that’s not where you came from.”

      Oscar watched him, saying nothing.

      Finn chuckled. He nodded to the building. “What can you tell me about that? It’s a bit strange, don’t you think?”

      Oscar leaned closer. “What is?”

      “The fire. Look at how little it spread.”

      “You know how fires can be,” Oscar said, as if that explained everything. He stood just outside of the edge of the light, making it difficult for Finn to see his reaction as well as he would like.

      “Yeah. I know what fires can be like. And it seems to me that a fire that burns hot enough to destroy an entire building would be hot enough to at least damage the neighboring buildings.”

      “They look damaged to me.”

      “It’s not much, at least not that I can tell.”

      Oscar turned his attention back to Finn. “The building was targeted?”

      Finn nodded slowly. He no longer tried to conceal things from Oscar the way he once had. Besides, having Oscar’s help was better for him than the alternative. “I think it was.”

      “To cover up his partner’s death?”

      Finn shrugged. “I don’t know.” He regarded Oscar. “They were moneylenders. Did you have any dealings with them?”

      “A long time ago,” Oscar said. “I paid that debt, so you don’t have to think I’m involved.”

      “I wasn’t saying you were.” Still, it relieved him that Oscar had been honest with him. “Anything you can tell me about them would be helpful.”

      “You have Bolgar?”

      “He’s in Declan.”

      Oscar nodded, and he regarded the burned remains of the building. Finn had a bit of concern sharing the location of the prisoner with Oscar, especially as he knew how easy it had been for Oscar to break into one of the prisons. Finn had seen it firsthand, knowing that Oscar had managed to make his way into Declan, though dressed as one of the priests. Getting in was one thing, but getting out would be difficult. Finn didn’t think that Oscar could escape from Declan with somebody, though he wouldn’t put it past him. If anyone could do it, Finn suspected that it would be Oscar.

      “What did he tell you?” Oscar asked.

      This was the question that Finn didn’t have an answer to. How much should he really share?

      “He claims he found his partner dead. The building burning.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Only that he didn’t do it.”

      “Do you believe him?”

      Finn shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe. I believe I had enough reason to come out here.”

      “Which means you don’t believe him.”

      “He’s a moneylender.”

      “There can be honest moneylenders, Finn,” Oscar said.

      Finn smiled, realizing the irony of the two of them arguing over that. “He is. Call it instinct honed over my time serving as executioner.”

      Oscar regarded him for another moment. “You’re holding something back from me.”

      Finn met Oscar's gaze, shrugging. They were friends, but that didn’t mean they shared everything. Both knew the terms of their friendship. “I can’t give you a full meal without getting a little appetizer from you in return,” Finn said.

      Oscar chuckled. “I can tell you about Loran Michaels. Seems to me that if you want to know anything about Bolgar, you just have to ask about him. Michaels is pretty well known in our section.”

      “Not Bolgar?”

      “Not him.”

      Finn frowned. He didn’t have a good explanation as to why that would be, unless the two partners operated in different sections of the city. Maybe Bolgar was the one to handle the higher-end clientele, though he didn’t strike Finn as that kind of person. That answer didn’t make sense to him.

      “Why was he pretty well known?”

      “He was willing to take on risky debt. Not everybody is.”

      A shout came from somewhere in the distance. Finn stiffened, though Oscar did not.

      The contrast made Finn smile more than it should have. There was a difference between them now, one that hadn’t been there all that long ago. He had changed. Oscar had not—at least, not nearly as much.

      “What kind of risky debt are we talking about?”

      Oscar offered a hint of a grin, little more than that, before shaking his head. “What more can you tell me about your conversation with Bolgar?”

      “What makes you think I’ve had much more of a conversation with him? I just got back to the city, remember?”

      “You’re here,” Oscar said.

      Finn took a deep breath. The hint of the ash and char that he’d detected ever since reaching this part of the city lingered in his nostrils almost unpleasantly. His stomach rumbled, and given the late hour he wanted nothing more than to get to his bed and rest. Now that he was back in the city, he should be able to get better rest.

      “He didn’t say much.”

      “Still you’re here.”

      Finn nodded. “I’m here.”

      “What would get the Hunter out into the city on his first night back? It seems to me that the only thing that would is if you heard something that had you troubled.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “You know your reputation, Finn.”

      Oscar stepped forward, though Finn didn’t know if that were intentional or not. He seemed to catch himself, though not before the light of the streetlamp nearby reflected off of his face. There was a new scar running along one cheek, though it was healed and had faded. Still new compared to when Finn had seen him last.

      He couldn’t help but wonder who Oscar would have had stitch the injury. Something like that would need to be stitched, otherwise it wouldn’t heal nearly as well as it needed. The brief look told him that it had healed fairly well, so the surgeon he’d gone to had some skill, which was rare enough in Verendal. Surgeons were usually little more than brutes.

      Oscar was supposed to have gotten out of that line of work. His club was a legitimate business. At least, Finn had believed that it was. He hadn’t followed up on it. He hadn’t wanted to put Oscar in that position of having to explain why the Hunter would come to his club. It was better for Oscar, and that was one concession he could make for his friend. If he had reason to search his establishment, Finn would do it, but without that he thought it was best just to leave Oscar well enough alone.

      “Not about your skill with the rope or the sword, though given what I’ve seen of both I would argue that you’ve grown talented. What I’m talking about is your drive to find answers. Not all are as impressed as I am though. Some would rather you not look.”

      Finn regarded Oscar a moment. “Is that coming from you or from someone else?”

      Oscar inhaled deeply. “Streets are dangerous these days, especially at night. You probably should get back to Meyer’s home.”

      Oscar glanced around. Was that movement in the shadows?

      Finn was too close to the light to be able to see clearly. Lessons that Oscar had once taught him about sneaking through the city seemed a lifetime ago, but there was something that he’d once said, a warning about losing his sight, especially at night, that he knew better.

      That was why Oscar had stayed out of the light. Not because he hid from Finn, though that might have been part of it, but so that he could see if there was any movement in the shadows.

      Finn took a step back.

      Immediately the rim of darkness expanded. He looked around. Oscar might have been able to appear calm as he searched the streets around him, but Finn didn’t think he could be quite as collected.

      He didn’t see anything, though he still had the feeling that there was something out there. Taking another step back, he moved even more into the darkness, sweeping his gaze around him. Oscar never moved.

      There.

      Finn was certain he’d seen movement. It came from a nearby alleyway.

      “Do you have someone with you?” Finn asked. “Do you need protection from me?”

      “Not from you. We all need protection, Finn.” Oscar leaned forward, and what he said next was in a whisper that seemed designed to carry only to Finn. “Watch yourself. Things in the city have been strange, especially in places where they should not be.”

      “What does that—”

      Oscar spun, and within moments he’d disappeared down a different alley than the one Finn thought he’d seen movement in. Maybe that had only been his imagination.

      When he looked along that alley though, he could swear that whatever he’d seen had disappeared. Maybe after Oscar.

      Oscar on edge was something new.

      Things in the city have been strange…

      There were many ways he could take that, but his mind went only one direction. Probably the wrong one, too.

      He turned his attention back to the burned building.

      There was something off about it, though he didn’t know what to make of it. Worse, the reports were difficult to overlook. Bolgar had been seen coming out of the burned remains of his shop with only his books. Loran Michaels’s body had been left behind, either dead or to burn in the fire. And Bolgar didn’t seem as if he were willing to tell him anything more.

      Like the way the case against the merchant had been pushed through rapidly without explanation, this didn’t quite add up for him. Finn hated when things didn’t fit together the way they should. That made his mind wander into dangerous directions.

      This was the kind of case that should have been straightforward. Until he’d spoken to Bolgar, it had appeared that way. Here he’d been mostly curious about the execution from earlier in the day, wanting to get a better understanding about what Meyer had been involved in. Finn had long ago realized that his and Meyer’s approaches to the role of executioner had differences. Finn pulled on all the threads that he found.

      His gaze lingered on the remains of the building for a bit longer. He stood at the edge of the lantern light, barely enough visibility for him to make out anything on the nearby buildings, only enough for him to see the emptiness in the space between the buildings. The way the building had burned still didn’t feel right, but perhaps it was little more than the people of the city having intervened, stepping up and assisting their neighbors so that the rest of the section wouldn’t burn. The people of the section would have a vested interest in ensuring that the street didn’t burn completely, so it wasn’t entirely surprising if that were the case.

      One more look couldn’t hurt. It would be little more than a waste of time, but he couldn’t deny the curiosity he felt.

      As he neared the building, he stood at a different angle than he had been before. Studying the remains of the charred building didn’t provide him with any answers, but perhaps that wasn’t the right way to look at it.

      What if looking at what wasn’t here wouldn’t give him the answers he needed? What if what he needed to be doing was looking at what still was here? The buildings on either side of the shop could provide an answer to him. It was a reach, but it was all he had.

      Finn would have to come back in the daylight in order for him to fully evaluate this. He started to turn when something caught his eye.

      Finn looked back, turning his head slowly as he did, gazing at the building to the left of the burned down shop. It seemed as if there was something burned into the wall.

      He approached, climbing over the damaged building, heading toward the still-standing wall. As he neared it, he looked over to the streetlight, but the answer might simply have been that he needed to return in the daylight.

      He traced his finger over what he thought he had seen.

      It was little more than a jagged line, which seemed like nothing, but there was some aspect of it that had caught his attention and triggered a memory. He could feel it in the wood.

      That wasn’t his imagination. There was something carved here.

      The ash on the building made it difficult to tell. Finn started sweeping it off and studying the wall as he did. At first he just seemed to be smearing it around, but the more he worked at it, the more he became certain there was something beneath it.

      Whatever was there had been carved into the wood, and he could feel it. Finn ran his finger along the irregular surface, and the jagged line began to take on a shape in his mind.

      Finn stepped back, regarding the wall for another moment, before turning to the building on the other side. That one looked a little more damaged than the last, but even then it wasn’t nearly as disrupted as it should have been. Given the heat that would have been present here, Finn should have expected the fire to have burned much brighter and torched all of the neighboring buildings. The only thing that could have contained it was what he feared.

      Witchcraft.

      All this time looking for some sign of it—and here he found something.

      He was sure of it.

      But I need to be absolutely certain.

      He didn’t see anything more on the wall.

      What if he traced his hand along it the same way as the other?

      Finn ran his fingers across the surface of the wood. It was rough, though the ash and char gave it a bit of a slick feeling. He felt for irregularities in it, though not enough for him to determine whether there was anything here he could use. The only thing he could tell was that the wall had far more damage to it than the last.

      Then he took a step back, moving to the center of the burned husk of a building. He looked around but couldn’t see anything more.

      Unfortunately, he would have to return in the morning. He needed to have more time here, but he also needed a chance for his mind to work through everything a bit more. He had learned that sometimes stepping away and returning helped him see things with a renewed focus.

      A troubled thought came to him, and unfortunately it made a sort of sense. It was something Oscar had said about the kind of dealings the shop had involved themselves in. They had been willing to take on riskier contracts. And what was riskier than working with someone practicing witchcraft?

      He could find answers to that by going to the hegen. And he wanted to see Esmerelda. Not because he had to. This time, it was because he wanted to. He could tell her about the witchcraft, but that wasn't the real reason he wanted to go and see her.

      Leaving the alley, he moved past the shadows, glancing to a pair of toughs standing and talking quietly, before looking around. He was safe in Verendal—at least, these days. That wasn’t always the case.

      Finn found his way to the Teller Gate, and then beyond, past the Raven Stone, and from there he made his way toward the hegen section. As there often was, he noted a buoyancy to the people, energy and a life that seemed to fill them and filled the air with the sound of their music, their song, their laughter. A vibrancy that he didn't find within Verendal, or if he did, he was excluded by nature of his station.

      Before he even had a chance to reach the hegen section, a figure separated from the section.

      Finn smiled. “How do you always know that I'm coming?”

      “The cards tell me many things,” Esmerelda said, making her way toward him, her pale golden dress glowing in the moonlight. She held out one card, showing him the markings made on it, though Finn wasn't sure why they would represent him. They looked to be three plants, their leaves and branches mingling together, forming something that resembled a circle.

      “Why is that me?”

      “Why wouldn't it be?”

      “I suppose I expected that I would be represented by a sword, a noose, or anything else that might show off that I am an executioner.”

      “Is that all you are?”

      He shook his head. “No. It's not all that I am, though sometimes it feels that way.”

      “Sometimes our responsibilities can feel like that’s all we are, but what matters is that you know what you are.”

      She turned away from him and started toward the trees in the distance, and Finn followed.

      “Did you come for a specific purpose this evening?”

      Finn thought about what he had seen while investigating Bolgar and decided that he wouldn't ask her about witchcraft. Not tonight.

      “To see you.”

      She glanced over to him. “You come to see me often, but usually you have a reason.”

      “Would you rather that I did?”

      They reached the trees, and the distant sound of the hegen song carried to them, but there was a quiet, solemn feel near the trees. He appreciated that feeling, appreciated the quiet, as so often within the city he was surrounded by chaos, noise, a cacophony of sound, and it left him wanting something simpler.

      It was strange for him to feel that way. When he was younger, Finn would’ve expected that he would want to be in the city, in the midst of chaos, and that he would want to be where action was taking place, but now he no longer did. He worked in the city, but maybe one day he could choose to work elsewhere.

      “I would rather have you choose.”

      He flushed slightly and was thankful the darkness concealed it. He only felt this way, this uncertain, around her. With everyone else he was around, Finn did not have that same hesitance. It was almost as if there was something about Esmerelda that tied up his tongue, set his stomach stirring, and took away the confidence he normally felt while carrying out his responsibilities.

      “We could walk,” Finn offered.

      She glanced over to him. “You would walk when you could dance?”

      “I would walk with you.”

      She turned her attention toward the trees. “There are times when I wonder what it would be like to wander here without worry.”

      “What do you worry about?”

      “About many things, Finn. The same as what worries you, I’m sure.” She held his gaze. “Mostly I worry about what we have encountered. I worry about what we have seen and what that might mean for the world.”

      He had been the one to choose not to talk about witchcraft, but she had brought it up. “Do you know anything about witchcraft that might prevent fire from spreading?”

      She regarded him for a moment. “Why would you ask?”

      “I saw something before I left the city. There was a fire that had consumed one building, but on either wall beside I’m sure a witchcraft symbol had been placed, preventing the fire from spreading any further. Most believe that the fire crew put out the fire before it had the opportunity to spread.”

      “Not you though.”

      Finn shook his head. “I’m not completely convinced. I think it has something to do with witchcraft, and I am concerned that perhaps we had another situation like the Black Rose. But then again, if you ask Meyer, I’ve been looking at everything thinking it was witchcraft. He believes I’m seeing ghosts that aren’t there…”

      Esmerelda nodded slowly. “Witchcraft would be a possibility. I have kept my eyes open, looking for any signs of anything to suggest that power has returned, but I have not seen anything.”

      That should have reassured Finn. He didn’t have the same connections as Esmerelda, and he didn’t know whether there was anything to be concerned about. It was just that he feared the kind of magic that they had experienced already, and if it were to spread, move beyond a localized use of power, then others would be in danger as well.

      It was enough that Finn knew he needed to be careful and knew that he needed to keep looking, watching for signs of others who might perform witchcraft.

      “Do you know of such a marking?” Finn asked.

      “There would be several that might do what you question,” Esmerelda said. “Fortunately, they are easy enough to identify, though the better question is whether or not the markings created the flame.”

      “Why is that?”

      “If what you’re saying is that this building was targeted, then it’s possible those markings created the fire, not just containing it.”

      “Wouldn’t that be the same?”

      “No. A marking to contain a fire would simply hold a naturally occurring fire within a set perimeter. A marking to create a fire would be different. If powerful enough, the blaze would be uncontrollable, and from what you describe, that is something you should be considering.” She watched him. “What is the case?”

      “Something that should not have involved witchcraft,” he said.

      “Anything can involve witchcraft. Some people dabble in the power, and others embrace it fully.”

      “Why now?”

      “I don’t have those answers. Perhaps it has taken time for witchcraft to flourish again after what you did to stop the last attacks.” She turned, looking back toward Verendal. “There was a time when the Alainsith influence prevented much else. There was a time when that was enough to deter others. Now they have been gone so long and their influence become so infrequent that most even forget what it was like when they lived in these lands. With their remains destroyed, it grows increasingly easy to forget.”

      “But your people remember.”

      “We remember many things.”

      “And I remember,” Finn said, thinking about what he had seen with the Alainsith.

      Esmerelda looked over to him. She looked as if she wanted to say something, but she refrained. Finally, Finn mustered the courage and reached out, taking her hand. She didn't withdraw.

      “Walk with me,” he said.

      She watched him, moonlight dancing in her eyes. “I would like that.”
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      Shadows still lingered along the street, almost as if the sunlight feared working its way down this section of the city. There was something here that inhibited the sun itself, trying to keep it from making its presence known. Finn was still tired, having rested poorly. It was a shame that now that he was back in the city, he felt as if he were sleeping know better than he had out on the road. At least when he’d been traveling, he had only to worry about his next stop and what he might find in those stops.

      As he neared the burned remains of the building, he slowed.

      There was considerable activity on the street. Far more than he would’ve expected at this time of morning.

      Two dozen men were working in the space where the fire had burned out the building. They scooped the burned evidence of the fire, dumping it into wagons. They had even toppled the walls of the nearby buildings, bringing them down.

      Finn approached a tall, thin man dressed in a gray jacket and brown pants standing near one of the wagons. He was dressed better than the laborers, which left him thinking that he was in charge.

      “What’s going on here?” Finn asked.

      The man glanced over to him, frowning. “If you got a business on the street, we plastered notices earlier in the week.”

      “Notices of what?” Finn asked.

      The man frowned. “Did you read the notice? It’s not my fault if you didn’t. We were given authority to clear out this space.”

      The man turned back to reading something on a page he held in his hands, and Finn circled around him, forcing the man to look over to him.

      “Why did the other buildings need to come down?”

      “Fire got to them,” the man said.

      Finn shook his head. “The fire didn’t get to them.”

      “You a fire expert?” the man asked, ignoring him and continuing to study his page.

      “No. An executioner.”

      The man suddenly went stiff, turning to look at Finn. “Listen. I didn’t do anything other than what I was instructed. If you got a problem with it, you need to take it up with my boss.”

      “I was here last night. The other buildings weren’t burned.”

      “Not burned, but not sound either. We don’t know how much the fire took from them.”

      “Where did the lumber go?”

      The man thumbed toward one of the wagons.

      “Took them down first. It made it easier to work here.”

      Finn’s mouth was dry. How was this even possible? It shocked him that there would have been so much progress made on tearing down the space so quickly. Of course, with two dozen men, anything could happen relatively quickly, though in a city like Verendal it was uncommon for anything to happen at a rapid pace. Especially not construction projects.

      “Can you tell me where they brought it?”

      “Why?”

      “I need to see something.”

      “It’s just scrap lumber,” the man said. “Most of it damaged as well. We plan to burn it.”

      If there was witchcraft involved, would the lumber even burn?

      Of course, the mere act of tearing it down might disrupt whatever witchcraft had been placed, and he had seen firsthand how disrupting the lines formed in order to make witchcraft made a difference in the efficacy of it. Perhaps it would burn.

      “Where?”

      “North of the city.” The man pointed. “We got a pit there.”

      North of the city?

      Finn had traveled outside of the city enough during his time serving in Verendal that he knew about the burn pit but was still surprised that they would work so quickly to remove the debris.

      He stared at the empty void of the buildings.

      He could chase after the wagons, but even if he managed to get there in time, he would have to find a way of piecing it back together, and Finn doubted that would be possible. His opportunity to work through it was gone.

      “Can we keep working?” the man asked.

      Finn nodded. “Keep at it.”

      He started away when the man called after him. “What’s this about?”

      “The man who died in the fire.”

      “The fire killed him?”

      Finn looked back, regarding him. The man had a long face, a thick beard, and hollow eyes. “I don’t know. That’s what I need to find out.” He started off but then paused. “Say. Who hired you to take this down?”

      “You have to ask the boss,” the man said.

      “Who’s your boss?”

      “Jamison Briggs. Briggs Construction.”

      “Where is that located?”

      “We do jobs all over the city.”

      “I’m sure that you do,” Finn said. “But where is your office located?”

      “Listen. I don’t want to get the boss in trouble.”

      “The boss isn’t in trouble. I just want to know a little bit more about who hired your firm to do this work.”

      The man looked over to the building, a debate waging on his face, as if he were trying to decide how much he should share with Finn. Finn could play this in a way that would intimidate the man, but he didn’t think that was necessary.

      “You can choose not to tell me. I’ll just find out on my own. And when I do, I can let them know whether his foreman was helpful or not.”

      The man grunted. “You aren’t going to haul him off to prison somewhere, are you? I’ve got kids to feed, and if he suddenly disappears, the work is going to dry up. It’s the name that matters to most people, you know.”

      “I’m not going to haul him off to prison,” Finn said.

      The fact that he asked left Finn wondering what sort of work this construction firm got involved in. Demolition work wasn’t terribly uncommon. Buildings were put up quickly, and some were done with better skill than others, so those that were not nearly as well-built fell to ruin faster. Often the same construction crews that were hired to rebuild were the ones that did the demo. In a city as large and old as Verendal, there was always some project taking place. Typically, jobs went to those who were well known. It was easier to avoid circumstances where you hired somebody who would only abscond with your money and not complete the job.

      “You can find it on Darren Street in the Huster section,” the foreman said. “You aren’t going to take him, are you?”

      “I told you that I wasn’t.”

      “I just wanted to make sure.”

      Finn chuckled. “How many kids do you have to feed?”

      “Too many. I hope all of them are mine.”

      Finn chuckled. The man wasn’t that much older than him—and too young to have that many children.  He started away, pausing at the intersection of the street and looking back. The foreman hollered something at the men working at the site. He couldn’t hear what it was, but there came a surge of action as the men began to pick up the pace.

      It was respectable work. The kind of thing that he would have been thrilled to have a chance to do when he was younger, though his life had taken a different course. There were times when Finn wondered what his life might have been like had his father not gotten pinched and ended up in prison. There were other times when he considered what life might have been like for him had he stayed with Oscar as a part of the crew. Where would he be these days? Oscar may have ended up in the same place as he had, leading a crew, but Finn wondered if perhaps he would have joined him, working alongside Oscar. There was no honor in that work though. Not like there was with what he did now.

      Serving as the executioner had saved him—and his family. Lena had been given a chance to get out of the Brinder section, and she had found a way to thrive that she wouldn’t have otherwise. Finn had a hard time thinking that was a mistake. She deserved the life that she now had, though he would have preferred it if she were to have a chance at more normalcy than what there was so far.

      It was still early, and though he wanted to revisit Declan and have a chance to question Bolgar again, that would have to wait until later in the day.

      Later in the day he was to meet Meyer at the city hall. Finn didn't think there was a sentencing today, but having been gone from the city had taken him away from knowing the current cases as well as he preferred.

      The Shisen Bell rang, and Finn paused for a moment, listening to the sound of the tolling. It was softer than many of the other bells throughout the city but louder here than it was in many places, partly because of his proximity to the center of the city. He waited, listening for a moment, and realized he had been gone for longer than he had intended. Ten bells.

      That was when he should have been at the city hall to meet with Meyer. He hadn’t had the chance to speak to Meyer the night before like he’d hoped.

      Finn hurried through the streets, nodding to a pair of Archers making their way along on their patrol. When they saw him, they eyed him suspiciously, and he heard the whispered sounds of their conversations afterward. There was a time when he had made an effort of befriending the Archers, but unfortunately Finn didn’t know how to balance friendship with his responsibilities. He wasn’t even sure if such a thing were even possible.

      Verendel City Hall was a solid stone building situated within eyesight of the king’s palace. Three steps led to a pair of double doors, and two Archers stood guard on either side of it. They were probably unnecessary. Very few people came unless they had reason to do so. It was one more place that was a part of the kingdom, but it was also separate in some ways.

      Finn hoped he wasn’t too late. He nodded to the Archers, pushed open the doors, and hesitated inside the entrance. The building itself was simple. It was merely an administrative building within the city and not nearly as decorative or as ornate as the king’s palace, nor as impressive as any of the churches throughout the city. Still, there was a certain draw to the hall that Finn couldn’t deny. Some of it came from the sentences that were passed down here, and some of it came from the old bones of the building itself, an old Alainsith structure that had survived the last magical attack on the city. He could imagine that this place had stood for centuries the way that it had, that hundreds upon hundreds of lives had been altered by the decisions of the jurors who met within these walls.

      Finn reached the jurors’ chamber and paused. He didn’t hear anything inside, and as he pushed open the door, there wasn’t anyone inside.

      Strange.

      Here he had thought that Meyer had wanted him to come to meet with Geldan.

      Perhaps they already had met and Meyer had gone off on his own, though if that were the case, then Finn would hear about it from Meyer later. He would be disappointed that Finn had not appeared at the designated time.

      As he started to turn, he caught sight of a flash of deep blue fabric and straightened, looking over to Geldan. He was an older man with thin features and wireframe glasses he pushed up as soon as he took sight of Finn. His hands were clasped in front of him.

      “Finn Jagger. You received the request.”

      Finn gawked. “Meyer told me to meet him here. He said that we were supposed to meet with you.”

      Geldan nodded, motioning for Finn to follow him. He guided Finn down the hallway and stopped at a door that was partially open. The inside of the room was comfortable. A plush rug covered the floor. A stout, heavily lacquered oak desk filled the space of one end of the room. Two chairs were situated in front of the desk. The king’s crest hung behind the desk on the wall with a pair of swords crossed underneath it. Rows of bookshelves framed the crest and the sword, giving it an even more regal appearance.

      Geldan motioned for Finn to take a seat in one of the chairs, and he did. Geldan made his way around the desk, sorting through several pages before setting them down and looking up at Finn. His glasses had slipped down his nose, revealing his pale, almost gray eyes. He smiled slightly, and there was something worrisome within a smile like that. Finn had seen that expression from people before, though he was surprised that it would come from somebody within the city’s administration.

      “How long have you served as Henry Meyer’s apprentice?”

      Finn looked up. “The better part of ten years.”

      What was this about?

      Finn didn’t feel like he needed to be here. After so much time outside of the city, it felt to him like he needed to be working his investigations.

      This could be an investigation.

      Geldan had forced an execution—the one that Meyer had botched. Maybe this could be an opportunity for Finn to ask him a few questions.

      Geldan sniffed. “Ten years as an apprentice.”

      Finn shrugged. He shifted in his seat. The chair wasn’t particularly comfortable, though he had a feeling it wasn’t supposed to be. It was almost too narrow, and though he wasn’t a large man, he had grown stronger over the years. Training to accurately perform sentencing did that to a man. “It hasn’t all been as an apprentice,” he said. “Part of the time has been serving as journeyman.”

      “Is that right? I must admit I don’t know that much about what is involved in an executioner’s journey.”

      “It’s not so much a journey, though it is not all that dissimilar from any other occupation. You start as an apprentice, become a journeyman, and eventually progress to master executioner.”

      Geldan pressed his hands together, linking his fingers as he leaned forward slightly. “And who decides?”

      It was a strange line of questioning. Was this why Geldan had summoned him?

      Where is Meyer?

      As far as Finn knew, he was supposed to be here as well. Meyer had even said that he would be meeting Finn here.

      “Ultimately, the king decides. As executioners, we serve at the king’s leisure. We are his servants, after all.”

      Geldan nodded. “Yes, I am aware.” He glanced down at the papers on his desk. “Henry Meyer has served as master executioner within Verendal for the better part of thirty years. Did you know that?”

      “I had a pretty good idea,” Finn said. It wasn’t quite thirty years, though long enough that Meyer was practically an institution within the city. There were advantages to that. Not only had he served for an incredibly long time, but he also had a measure of respect that went along with it. It extended beyond the iron masters within the prison, the Archers who patrolled the city, and even the wardens in the prisons. That measure of respect went to the jurors and presumably to Geldan.

      “From what I understand, you came to your position in a most unusual manner.”

      “Only because the tradition hadn’t been exerted for many years,” Finn said. “Meyer claimed me as his executioner’s right.”

      Geldan smiled slightly. “As I wasn’t stationed in Verendal at the time, I’m not privy to such details. Could you refresh my memory?”

      “I’m not so sure there’s much to say. I was sentenced for a crime I committed, and Master Meyer claimed me as was his right.”

      “A crime upon the Viscount, if memory serves.”

      Finn leaned back, regarding Geldan. He had attempted to unsettle Finn. It was the same kind of technique that he would have used. “I have fulfilled my end of the bargain,” he said, adding it cautiously. He didn’t need to have Geldan angry with him, and given his service to the king Finn thought he had more than done enough to maintain his status.

      Geldan smiled slightly. “I meant no offense, Mr. Jagger. There has been no doubt about your performance. In fact, that is why I have called you here.”

      Finn shifted in the chair. “If there isn’t any concern about my performance, then what is the point of all of this? I’m sorry for being so blunt, Magister. It’s just that I have never done anything to dishonor the king.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” Geldan said.

      “Then what is it?”

      “Can you tell me about your time before serving as an apprentice executioner?”

      “I’m afraid that has little bearing on the man I am today.”

      “Everything has bearing on who we are, Mr. Jagger. Experiences as children certainly impact us as adults. In fact, my own experience as a child in Vur is what brought me into my current role in service of the king. Had I not seen such graft and crime, I doubt that I would have been motivated to take part in the judicial process. Now I can think of nothing else for myself.”

      “I’m afraid I’d didn’t see that much graft before I started working with Master Meyer. I certainly have seen plenty in my time in service of the king though.”

      Geldan leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest. His fingers stroked the fabric of his robe. “We have many undesirables in a city like Verendal. It is unfortunate that men often resort to their basest instinct rather than looking to the gods for guidance. It is why people such as me and you have the responsibilities that we do. We uphold the laws of the king, who in turn serves the gods.”

      Geldan moved a few pages around on his desk before leaning back again and watching Finn. There was something strange in that expression, something that left Finn questioning just what it was that he had summoned him here for.

      “It says you served on a crew with Oscar Richter.”

      Finn looked over. “That was a long time ago,” he said.

      Geldan just smiled again. “Again, I am not trying to upset you, Mr. Jagger. I merely seek to understand. Your past certainly influences your present.”

      “How does your past influence your present, Magister?” This would be how he’d lead into trying to understand what had happened with Meyer’s execution. Start here, build from that, and learn what he needed to know.

      Geldan tipped his head to the side, blanching. “In many ways, I suppose. I have traveled extensively throughout the kingdom. My time has brought me to different cities, all in service of the king, and all intending to continue my progress to better understand how I can serve the kingdom.” He spread his hands to either side. “All men have their gifts. I’m sure you have seen that in your time of service.”

      Finn took a deep breath. He had to think through what Geldan tried to find from him. There was something here, certainly more than what Finn knew. “You summoned me here to question my past. I have been a faithful servant to the king. Perhaps reluctantly at first, but I have never wavered from that commitment since I committed to serving. If you were to ask Master Meyer, you would find that I have served the king especially well. Perhaps you could even ask the king. Or the Viscount, if you prefer. He could give you a reporting of all the ways I have served.”

      Finn didn’t want to get into an argument with Geldan, but he also felt as if Geldan needed to know exactly what he had done. It wasn’t that Finn intended to spell it out for him. There was no point in telling Geldan how he had served the city, to the point where he had even once stopped a magical attack. Shouldn’t that have given him some credibility?

      Geldan arched a brow. “You think that I have not?”

      “If you have, then you know what I have done.”

      “I know what you have done, and I know where you have been, and I suppose the question I have for you, Mr. Jagger, is where are you going?”

      Finn paused. This was an unexpected turn. “Why?”

      “You have served as apprentice and now journeyman. We have already established that I am not completely clear on the training of an executioner, though if it is as you say, and there is an apprentice, journeyman, and master status, you must be nearing master status.”

      Finn peered at him, trying to figure out what had motivated this conversation. There had to be some ulterior motive that Geldan had for approaching him in this way, though he didn’t know what it might be. Maybe it really was nothing more than a desire to question Finn about his goals as an executioner. If that were the case, then Finn wasn’t sure that he had any answers. He intended to serve as required by his commitment to Master Meyer, but perhaps it was time for him to start thinking about what was next. Eventually, he would have to move on from serving as an apprentice. Wasn’t that the goal?

      “I suppose I haven’t given it enough thought,” Finn said.

      Geldan pressed his hands together, watching Finn. “All men must chart a course for their own destiny. Even executioners, I imagine. Perhaps you should begin to consider your long-term goals.” Geldan leaned forward, resting his arms on the desk. “I imagine you have some goals.”

      Deep in his heart, Finn did have some goals. Eventually, he would love it if he didn’t have to serve as an executioner. He did it because it was his job, and, as strange as it was for him to consider, he was good at it. But this wasn’t the way he wanted to spend the rest of his days. He doubted that even Master Meyer wanted to spend all of his days as executioner. Even he would want something different. He was a healer at heart, something that Finn believed he was as well.

      “I haven’t considered anything other than serving the king,” Finn said again.

      Geldan smiled at him. “You should.” He flashed a smile, looking around the inside of his office. “Henry Meyer has served Verendal well. He has proven himself to the king and proven himself to the city. I suspect that even he has goals that he would like to achieve before all is said and done for himself.”

      “I’m sure,” Finn said.

      “I would challenge you, Mr. Jagger, to look into the progression of your career. If it is as you say, then you should be progressing toward master executioner status, and from there serving the city as its master executioner.” He spread his hands apart. “Perhaps in Verendal.”

      There came a knock, and Geldan looked up, glancing back to the door. He got to his feet, weaving around the outside of his desk before pulling the door open. “Ah. Master Meyer. We were just speaking of you.”

      Henry stood in the door dressed in a gray jacket and pants, his face wrinkled and drawn, thinner than Finn remembered. Perhaps he was growing weary of his job. Finn hadn’t seen it before, but then Finn had been so caught up in aspects of his responsibility that he hadn’t paid as much attention to Meyer as maybe he should have. It was something he needed to ask Lena about.

      “You were not where you requested we meet,” Meyer said, glancing in Finn’s direction. There was something in his gaze that suggested to Finn that Meyer would have more conversation with him later.

      “I encountered Mr. Jagger, and I thought that he and I could have a conversation. It is uncommon for the two of us just to speak.”

      “It is uncommon,” Meyer said.

      Geldan chuckled. “Perhaps not so uncommon though. I do feel that it’s my responsibility to fully understand the nature of those who serve the king.”

      “As magister, it is your right,” Meyer said.

      Geldan chuckled. “It is indeed. The Viscount encourages my involvement.”

      Meyer studied him for a moment. “I’m sure that he does. He has been increasingly concerned about ensuring propriety within the city.”

      “As we both understand is needed.”

      “What would you like to discuss with us?” Meyer asked.

      “I have discussed what I needed with Mr. Jagger, so he may go. I would prefer if you and I had a chance to speak a little bit more. Perhaps the two of us could sit and visit.”

      Meyer just nodded. Finn had the sense from him that he wasn’t pleased, but Finn only knew that because he knew Meyer as well as he did. Whatever was taking place here irritated him.

      It was to Meyer’s credit that he didn’t say anything other than to nod. Finn wouldn’t expect anything different from him anyway. He was far too diplomatic.

      Finn got to his feet. He recognized a dismissal. Far be it from him to get in the way.

      When he approached Meyer, the old executioner nodded to him. “I will meet with you later.”

      “Very well. I have some questioning that needs to get done.”

      Meyer scoffed. “You do?”

      Finn nodded. “Several prisoners at Declan. I’m sure there are a few at Velthan and even more at the Debtors prison.” It was rare that he had to do much there, though he still needed to make his presence known, so Finn understood that he had a responsibility to visit the Debtors prison and ensure that any needs were met. There was benefit to his presence, a benefit to revealing himself, showing his face, and being available for any questions.

      “I wasn’t aware that we had anyone at Declan who needed questioning,” Meyer said.

      “Perhaps they were too new.” How could Meyer not have known? He had a sense from the warden at Declan that Meyer had been aware of the prisoners, which meant that Meyer should have been given a chance to question them. Finn had thought that Meyer had not only because he had been preoccupied by the sentencing and by Finn’s absence.

      A troubled expression crossed Meyer’s face. “We can discuss more later.”

      Geldan turned to Finn. “Think on what we discussed, Mr. Jagger. I think that all men must contemplate their future.”

      Meyer glanced at Finn, his expression unreadable, before looking over to Geldan. Finn hurried away, wanting to get free of here. He didn’t know what this was, only that there was something here that he felt as if he were in the middle of.

      As he left, Meyer’s voice drifted out of the room as Geldan closed the door.

      “What was that about?”

      Finn didn’t have the opportunity to hear Geldan’s response, though he shared Meyer’s concern and the same question. What was that about?
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      Velthan and the Debtors prison were quiet. Finn hadn’t needed to do much in either, making a quick tour through both of them, mostly to show his face and be available for any questions. Given that he’d been gone from the city, he felt the need to be more visible.

      The journey from the city had been the longest that he’d taken before. Most of the times when he’d left the city to take on additional jobs, he had been gone for a week, occasionally two, but never more than that. Meyer had either decided that he hadn’t the need to be gone longer or there hadn’t been the jobs.

      Not all outside jobs were presented to him. There were other journeymen, and they each had an opportunity to learn what was needed to serve the king away from their city, no differently than Finn needed.

      The last place that he wanted to visit was Declan, though he thought he should try to have a bit more information before he attempted to question Bolgar. He suspected that were he to go to the prisoner without knowing anything more, he would struggle getting additional information from him. Finn had no qualms about pressing him for details, but he found that discovering some aspects on his own had value.

      The Huster section was a middle-class section of the city. Situated along the river, it had a peaceful quality to it that many places didn’t have. The houses were small, though all of them were neatly maintained, if a bit close together. Many had rows of shrubs giving a bit of green to the neighborhood, some with flowers blooming along them.

      Finn breathed it in. The floral scent helped push back some of the stench in the city, though in this section, it wasn’t as bad as it was elsewhere. The river served to help with much of that. The river was quiet today, though he did spot a few barges making their way along it. None of them were terribly tall, low enough that they could clear the bridges, and often they were laden with shipping crates coming from other places within the kingdom.

      He looked for Darren Street, wanting to find the construction company owner and figure out who had employed him. Thankfully, Finn was dressed for this kind of questioning, only because Meyer had wanted him to meet with Geldan. That wasn’t always the case. Some days he wasn’t dressed any better than an Archer, though it felt more appropriate to wear heavier and darker clothing when he visited the prisons for questioning.

      Darren Street was a narrower street that intersected with River Road, leading deeper into the city. Like so many others, it took a winding course, and the far end of the street wasn’t visible from the near end of it. The sun shone hot overhead, but as he started along Darren Street, shadows swallowed him, casting him almost immediately into a comfortable cool breeze. Finn glanced at the houses on either side of him. They were all two-story houses, nestled close together, and they had a cozy appearance to them. They were the kind of home that he once would have longed for. Finn had once wanted wealth. It was part of the drive for anyone who served on a crew. These days he wanted something different. He wanted comfort. Growing up in the Brinder section, anything looked wealthy compared to the small building that he had grown up in.

      None of these looked like they were any sort of construction company at all. He didn’t know what he expected to find, only that if this was where he would encounter Jamison Briggs, it would be a home rather than a formal office. Of course, that wasn’t entirely uncommon. Many shop owners kept their shops in the main level of their houses, though typically in these middle-class sections of the city, that wasn’t the case.

      Finn wandered around a curve in the road, and the houses started getting spaced further apart. A few of them had wooden fences framing the property, and as he progressed, the wooden fences were replaced by stone walls that surrounded them. It seemed as if the Huster section rapidly progressed from middle class to upper class.

      Darren Street ended soon, and Finn still hadn’t seen any sign of the construction company. Had the foreman led him astray?

      He hadn’t the sense from him that he intended to mislead him. If there was anything that Finn prided himself on and his time serving as an executioner, it was his ability to recognize when somebody wasn’t being forthright. In the case of the foreman, he had no sense from him that he wasn’t being as forthright and honest as he needed to be.

      Only when he got to the end of the street did he realize that he should’ve started here first. The last building on the street took up almost two lots. It was enormous, towering over the nearby houses. It was meticulously maintained, and the architecture to it was far more elaborate than any of the surrounding houses. The cornice work was particularly detailed, carved into the shape of a wolf. This had to be the home of a builder.

      Finn paused in front of it. A single sign on the gate marked it as Briggs Construction. Finn stepped through the gate and made his way through a narrow garden before heading up to the wide arched door. He paused, considering the home itself for a moment before knocking.

      He didn’t have to wait long before an older man pulled the door open. He was dressed in a brown jacket and pants, had a balding head, and had a thin wisp of a mustache. “May I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Master Jamison Briggs.”

      The man looked Finn from head to toe. “May I tell him who’s calling?”

      “You may. My name is Finn Jagger, executioner for the king.”

      The man’s eyes widened slightly.

      Finn forced a reassuring smile. “I’m here to ask Master Briggs a question. Nothing more than that. You may reassure him that he is in no danger from me.”

      The servant bobbed his head. “Of course. You may come in.”

      Finn entered the home, following the servant. The flooring was incredibly ornate. A starburst pattern set into the wood of the floor had different colors, yellow and pale white, mixed with darker tones. All of it were different species of wood, and each of them cut and placed with exquisite skill. It made for a quite dramatic entrance. For a construction business owner, his home, along with the entrance to it, served as a calling card of sorts. Visitors would come and see the level of detail that he might provide, and would be reassured that they were in good hands.

      Thankfully, Finn didn’t have any similar calling card. What would he use, anyway?

      He looked at the wood-paneled walls, taking in the sword hanging decoratively along the walls, a pair of lanterns on either side that were elaborately made, carved in the shape of a dragon's head, and a massive portrait that hung on the wall at the far end of the room. Finn suspected it was a painting of Master Briggs himself. A wide stair opened at the far end of the hall, sweeping to the upper levels.

      He couldn’t see much more of the house from where he stood, though given what he had seen from outside Finn expected that it was equally impressive. Practically a palace in its own right.

      A business owner like this had made quite a name for himself. How much would something like this cost to construct? More than Finn could ever hope to obtain. Of course, he suspected that much of it had been done by Master Briggs, or his employees, and so the cost would be somewhat contained, but there was only so much the cost could be controlled.

      He shifted where he stood, looking around and feeling a bit of frustration the longer that he waited. He suspected that Master Briggs kept him waiting intentionally.

      If that was the way Master Briggs would behave, then Finn knew how to handle men like that. They liked to believe they were the ones in charge.

      Nearly a half an hour had passed by the time there was movement coming down the stairs. Master Briggs descended wearing a black jacket and pants, though Finn was surprised to see a short sword buckled at his side. It was more decorative than anything else, but even decorative it gave off an air of authority. He wanted to play at the image of a military man.

      He was an older gentleman, probably of a similar age as Master Meyer, though he did appear more youthful. He had gray hair cut close, with a neatly groomed beard of a matching silver. His solid build suggested a prominent musculature when he was young, though even now he might still be strong. He strode forward with a confident gait, and there was a hint of a sneer on his face.

      Finn disliked him immediately.

      “May I help you?” Master Briggs asked.

      Finn nodded. “I’m sure your servant already explained who I am.”

      Master Briggs took on a puzzled look on his face. “I’m afraid I haven’t had an opportunity to speak with Tolsten. He merely told me there was a guest.”

      Finn smiled inwardly. “Then I will introduce myself. As I’m sure your servant Tolsten told you,” Finn said again, making a point of watching him as he spoke, “my name is Finn Jagger, executioner to the king.”

      Briggs made a show of widening his eyes as he looked at Finn anew, though there was little more than a veneer to the expression. “An executioner? Am I in trouble with the king?”

      “Is there someplace we could visit?” Finn asked.

      Briggs cocked his head to the side. Finn knew what the man was thinking. Finn had not denied that he was in trouble, which must have left him wondering whether there was something more taking place.

      “We may retreat to my office. I’m afraid that I’m more accustomed to taking prospective clients to my office, not executioners, so you might find the accommodations lacking.”

      “I’m certain they will be adequate.”

      He followed Briggs down the hall and to a doorway that Briggs pushed open. The door was ornately carved, decorations that had symbols of the crown mixed with shapes of wolves and dragons and other creatures. It was almost as if Briggs wanted to create his own crest, though he made a point of including the crest of the crown, if only to have a way of arguing that he respected the king.

      The room was massive. It was nearly the size of Meyer’s entire lower level to his home, and Meyer had a nice home. Much of it was wood-paneled, carved much the same way as the door had been, and the decoration on it was equally impressive as what Finn had seen elsewhere. A stone hearth at the far end of the room took up much of the wall. The stonework was well done, and a comfortable fire created a crackling warmth. He wondered how much Tolsten had to do to keep the room heated. Finn imagined Briggs wasn’t an easy man to work with.

      Briggs motioned for him to join him at a pair of leather-bound chairs, and Finn waited for Briggs to take a seat before sitting and turning toward him. Briggs watched him, and there remained a question in his eyes.

      “I imagine you are wondering why you would have an executioner visit.”

      “I was wondering why I might have the honor. I’m afraid I didn’t recognize you. I don’t attend the festivals regularly.”

      “No?”

      Briggs shook his head. “I find them distasteful. I prefer to build, you see, rather than… You have to excuse me. Sometimes I speak without thinking.”

      “I’m sure. You don’t need to apologize though. I take no offense. I am well aware of the type of work I do and how others perceive it.”

      Briggs smiled slightly. “Indeed?”

      Finn nodded. “As you appear unfamiliar with the role of executioner within the city,” Finn said, doubting that he was as unfamiliar with it as he claimed, “I have an obligation to pursue the truth of those accused of crimes before they are sentenced. Some of them are simple, and some are much more complex.”

      “You are here on official business,” Briggs said, leaning forward. He glanced to the door behind him and nodded.

      Finn swiveled so that he could look. Tolsten had entered, carrying a tray with two glasses and a bottle of wine.

      “May I offer you a drink?” Briggs asked.

      “I would love one,” Finn said.

      Briggs frowned. Finn took more pleasure in that than he should have. Likely Briggs had only offered out of politeness and hadn’t expected Finn to accept.

      Tolsten handed him a glass. Finn brought it to his nose, sniffing and swirling the wine. It had a robust aroma to it. He set it down on the table next to him, turning his attention back to Briggs.

      “I am here on official business,” he said.

      Tolsten stiffened.

      “Your company was hired to remove the remains of a fire in the Tiray section.”

      Briggs stared at him, a blank expression on his face. “I’m afraid you might need to be a bit more specific for me. I have not been as involved in the nature of my business for a few years.”

      “No?”

      He shook his head. “Fortunately, I have the honor of spending more of my time entertaining these days. The benefit of a life well lived, as it were. My son is responsible for much of it.”

      “Is he available to visit with then?”

      “Perhaps, though he is not here.”

      “Where would he be?”

      “In his own home, of course.”

      Finn regarded Briggs, recognizing a man attempting to deceive him. It was in the way that he tapped on the wine glass, the occasional flicker of his eyes off to the side, and it was in the way he shifted his posture ever so slightly.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t have the advantage of being able to question Briggs the way he would other prisoners. Which meant Finn had to use traditional questioning.

      It was uncommon for him to question men like Briggs. Most the time, he found himself questioning those of lower status, though there had been a few times when he had been involved in more upper-level crime, and that had brought him into greater contact with some of the city’s elites.

      “Even if you aren’t directly involved, I’m sure you are aware of the fire.”

      “You might have to be more specific. I don’t stay as connected to the gossip in the city as I once did. It’s not necessary for me. My son handles that business.”

      Finn studied him. Briggs took a drink of wine, flicking his gaze over to the one that Finn left on the table.

      “This was a particularly strange fire,” Finn went on. He watched Briggs as he said it. “A moneylender of some renown lost his business along with his business partner.”

      Briggs took a slight breath. “Is that why you’re here? One is accused of killing his partner?”

      “It’s an unfortunate thing when it happens. The city lost a businessman and will soon lose another.”

      “That is unfortunate.”

      An idea came to Finn. “The man who survived was much more concerned about salvaging his records. He was much less concerned about his deceased partner, though to be honest, if he truly was dead by the time he arrived, there was nothing he could have done for him anyway. He did the right thing in removing the records from the home.”

      There was no reaction from Briggs.

      There went one of Finn’s theories.

      Not that he had really expected that Briggs was responsible for tearing down the buildings and removing evidence, but given Briggs’s response to him, he wouldn’t have been shocked. Still, he felt as if Briggs was keeping something from him. This was not a man who would provide him with the answers he needed.

      “I imagine those who owed the moneylender money would have been more than thrilled with the destruction of those records. Can you imagine how many suspects there are?” Briggs took a drink, watching Finn. “Which is why you must be here. I see. You think I am involved?”

      Finn forced a smile, grabbing the wine and taking just the slightest of sips. It really was good wine. He preferred to see the anguish in Briggs’s face as he drank the wine, but he really would look forward to seeing the irritation on his face when he left it. “Not at all, Master Briggs. I came only because your firm was employed to remove the waste.”

      Briggs forced a relieved smile. “And you wanted to know who hired the firm.”

      “I had thought that you might be able to answer that for me.”

      “I see. Unfortunately, as I have said, I am not as involved in the daily workings of the business as I once had been. When Bradley returns, he can offer you more information.”

      “I thought you said he was around.”

      “I should’ve clarified. He is around, but he had to travel to Vur. His wife’s father was unwell.”

      “I see. Well, I would much appreciate it if you would send word when your son returns. I do have a few questions for him, and it would be most helpful in an ongoing investigation.”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      Finn got up and started toward the door.

      “I’m afraid that I don’t know how I would send word to you, Mr. Jagger.”

      Finn glanced back. “Any of the city Archers can find me.”

      “That doesn’t trouble you?”

      “Why should it trouble me? I serve the king.”

      He reached the door, stepping outside, and found Tolsten waiting there. Finn nodded to him, and the old servant guided him to the door, pulling it open for him. Finn debated saying something to him, though anyone working for Briggs likely knew the kind of man he was and probably would know better than to say anything against him.

      Once he was in the street, Finn looked back at the house. He still needed answers from Briggs. Somebody had hired him. Somebody had wanted to remove the remains of the house. Finn didn’t believe for one moment that Briggs didn’t know the workings of the construction company that he had founded and that still carried his name, especially given how the sign outside of the home carried his name on it.

      How was he going to get any answers?

      It wasn’t like Finn could drag Briggs in and question him. Such a thing simply wasn’t done, especially not for a man who was more upper-class than middle-class. Even though his home was more in the middle-class section, the style of home, and the nature of Briggs himself, suggested that he was far more upper-class.

      Meyer would caution him. Finn could practically hear Meyer’s voice in his ear, a warning to him to be careful with a man like that.

      Not that Finn wanted to challenge Briggs. It was more that he just wanted the truth.

      He wandered down the street, and as he headed toward Declan prison, he saw a familiar figure making her way along the street. Finn quickened his pace and caught up with Lena. She was dressed in a pale-yellow gown, carrying a basket along with a bag over her shoulder. She moved quickly and jumped when he tapped her on the shoulder.

      Lena spun to face him, the hard glare in her eyes softening as soon as she saw him.

      “You cannot come up on a woman like that, Finn,” she chided.

      Finn chuckled. “What are you out doing?”

      “I’m fetching supplies. Can’t you see?”

      Finn leaned forward, looking into her bag. “Apothecary supplies. Meyer and I went for some of those yesterday.”

      “I’m sure you did. We go frequently. We do use supplies quite often, Finn.”

      “I know you do. It seems Meyer has been quite a bit busier in the evenings than he used to be,” he said.

      Lena flushed slightly, glancing down the street before turning her attention back to him. “He says it’s because of me, though I think he doesn’t give himself nearly enough credit.”

      Finn laughed. “And I think you aren’t giving yourself nearly enough credit. The reason he’s been busier in the evenings is because of you, Lena.”

      “Only because of what he taught me,” she said.

      “You have the reputation.”

      “I’m not so sure it’s earned,” she said.

      Finn touched her on the arm. “You can’t tell me you don’t think you are an important part of what Meyer is doing.”

      “I… I just want to help people.” She looked up, meeting his eyes. “I want to learn as much as I can. No different than any apothecary.”

      “It’s more than an apothecary,” Finn said.

      Lena shrugged. “I know Meyer thinks I could have been a physician if they would take women, but I am content here. I just wish I had an easier time drawing people to me.”

      “You can advertise.”

      She glanced behind her. When she turned back, she shook her head. “I can't. Not while…” Lena flushed. “I’m sorry, Finn. I have been getting tired of dealing with men, primarily, telling me they can’t believe I’ve helped them as much as I have. Why come see me, otherwise?”

      “It only takes one time to change a man’s mind,” Finn said.

      Lena cocked her head to the side, regarding him with her bright hazel eyes. “I wouldn’t have expected philosophy out of you.”

      “I don’t know that it’s philosophy or practicality.” He leaned forward. There was a strange, acrid odor coming from one of the bags. “Is that yellish oil?”

      Lena pursed her lips. “You recognize it?”

      “The smell is quite particular. You know, I do pay attention to Master Meyer’s lessons as well. You aren’t the only student he has.”

      “I know that, Finn. It’s just…”

      “How often have you needed to use yellish oil? There was a full bottle the last time I looked.”

      “We’ve gone through it recently,” she said.

      Yellish oil had many uses. One of the most common was dealing with tremors. It tasted awful, smelled even worse, but Finn had seen it used to considerable effect. Meyer, in particular, had managed to treat several people over the years with almost incapacitating tremors and had helped them. Typically, once Meyer offered a treatment course, he set the person up with the apothecary nearest them who would carry out the treatment. That way Meyer didn’t need to continue stocking particular medicines. He didn’t like to keep anything any longer than he needed.

      “Why?”

      “I’ve been trying something,” Lena said.

      Finn watched her. Her gaze flickered off to the side, and she shifted her stance a bit. She was trying to keep something from him.

      “Lena?”

      Lena looked over to him, frowning. “Don’t push on this, Finn.”

      “Do you care to tell me what’s going on?”

      “No. My patients have an expectation of privacy.”

      “Your patients might, but…” Finn frowned, thinking of what he had seen recently. Not only was the oil good for helping with tremors, but it tended to sate appetites. That was one side effect of the oil when given to those with tremors, and something that had to be carefully monitored so that the people taking it didn’t lose too much weight. It could be used for those who had a tendency to overeat or often as a counter agent for certain medicines that led to weight gain. “You’ve been giving it to Meyer,” he said softly.

      Lena stiffened slightly before shaking her head.

      “You don’t have to deny it. I’ve seen the signs,” Finn said. “And I should have seen it sooner.”

      “He doesn’t want you to know,” Lena whispered.

      “Why?”

      “Because he doesn’t want anyone to know. We have kept his symptoms under control.”

      “The tremors at least,” Finn said.

      Lena nodded.

      “What about the limp?”

      “What limp?”

      “The limp he has that seems to fade the longer he walks.”

      Lena bit her lip. “I haven’t seen that,” she admitted.

      “That’s why you’ve been dogging him to eat more.”

      “He really does need to eat more. If he doesn’t, he’s going to lose too much weight. I’ve been trying to make sure he gets a good breakfast along with a good dinner, but I can’t force him to eat the midday meal.” She looked over to him, and for a moment he noticed relief on her face. “Now that you know, you could help. We could work together to ensure that he’s taking in enough.”

      Finn nodded. His mind started to work through some of the things that he had observed in the time since returning. It had seemed as if Meyer was a bit absent-minded, and perhaps he was. Perhaps the medicines Lena had been giving him had contributed to that. Maybe not, though Finn couldn’t help but worry that there had been something to it.

      Worse, he really should have noticed this before. It was a measure of his preoccupation with his responsibilities that he hadn’t paid enough attention to what had been going on with Meyer. Had he only known…

      What would I have done differently?

      Finn didn’t know. Maybe he wouldn’t have taken jobs out of the city, though even had he known, he could imagine Meyer pushing him to do so. Meyer was a proud man and never wanted to see weakness in himself, whether it was there or not. Finn knew what he had to do. He had to protect Meyer, and he had to ensure that he didn’t slip.

      The most recent sentencing was confirmation of that. Finn had thought it merely a mistake, and a rare one at that, especially when dealing with Meyer, but what if it were something more? What if it was a side effect of the medication—or worse, his illness rearing its head at the worst possible time?

      “Finn?” Lena whispered.

      “We need to help him,” he said in a low voice.

      “I know we do. That’s why I’ve been treating him.”

      “Does he know you’ve been treating him?”

      Lena frowned. “He knows.”

      Finn arched a brow. “Does he know everything you’ve been doing?”

      She paled slightly. “I might have been slipping something into his morning tea. Therinberry. Just a little bit, only enough to help act as a stimulant. I was hoping I might give him more of an appetite with it.”

      “You run the risk of it counteracting the benefit of the yellish oil,” Finn said.

      “Not in the quantity that I’ve been giving him,” Lena said. “I’ve experimented with the ratios and have found a collected work of different medicines and their interactions. I’ve added to it a bit, though—”

      “You added to it?” Finn asked, smiling slightly.

      “Not everything that I’ve come across has been completely accurate. I have my own notes.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      “Master Meyer has encouraged me in doing so. He says that keeping a record of our work is the best way to ensure that we remember. Memories can fade over time but notes rarely do.”

      Finn chuckled. He could easily imagine Meyer making such a claim.

      And he started to wonder. Did Meyer keep records of his own? Could he have a journal that detailed his time as an executioner?

      What must something like that look like?

      Finn certainly hadn’t kept a record over the years. In hindsight, he wondered if perhaps that was a mistake. He had encountered many things in his time serving as executioner, and though he liked to think that his mind remained clear, and that he would remember everything that he had encountered, there simply wasn’t a guarantee. He might have forgotten all of the things he had tried and may have started to forget everything he had learned while serving as an executioner and assistant.

      “What do you need from me?” Finn asked.

      “I’m just trying to do the best I can for him,” Lena said. “He has done so much for us.”

      “I know,” Finn said.

      Her eyes started to well up with tears. “I don’t want to lose him, Finn.”

      “I know.”

      “He’s been like…” She squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head. “I shouldn’t say that. I shouldn’t say any of that.”

      “You can say it,” Finn said. “Meyer has been there for us when we needed him most. He saved me.”

      “He saved me, too. Mother as well before she died.”

      Finn patted Lena on the shoulder, squeezing it slightly. “I will do whatever I can to help you. If that means that I don’t leave the city and don’t take on any additional assignments, then so be it. Whatever it takes. I will do it for Meyer.”

      Lena nodded, relief sweeping across her face. “Thank you.”
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      It was late in the evening by the time Finn reached Declan prison, and later than when he preferred coming, especially given the conversations that he’d been having throughout the day. He made his way through the prison, nodding to the iron masters, and reaching the level of the prison cells. Dawes was there again, guarding the entrance to the prisoners.

      “Two days in a row? I can’t believe we’d see you so often.”

      Finn knew better than to engage in too much conversation with the iron masters, though Dawes in particular tended to be a bit friendlier with him than he probably should be.

      “I just have a few more questions for Bolgar.”

      Dawes wrinkled his face. “Him? What do you need to visit with him for? Seems to me that we have all we need to know about him. Bastard killed his partner, burned down his shop, and now is here. All he’s waiting for is a chance to swing.”

      “I prefer to have a confession,” Finn said.

      “Really? He’s meeting with the jurors tomorrow. I thought we already had what we needed.”

      Finn’s eyes widened. Bolgar was going to the jurors tomorrow? He hadn’t heard that, though he usually had a summary of sentencings at the end of each day, something Meyer collected and Finn had a chance to review.

      “Even if he is, I still want the chance to visit with him.”

      Dawes shrugged. “I can go fetch him for you if you like.”

      “I would like.”

      Dawes’s face clouded for a moment, but then he went running off, hurrying down the row of cells before pulling his keys out of his pocket.

      Finn followed him, noticing a man in a cell close to him.

      Finn approached the cell, looking through the bars. He recognized the man. One of the hegen, though not one he knew very well. It was just that Finn had seen him when he had gone to visit Esmerelda.

      When the man saw Finn standing there, he seemed to stiffen.

      “What's your name?”

      “Heret,” he said. With the hegen, they might have last names, but Finn never learned them.

      “What did you do?” Finn asked.

      “I didn't do anything,” he said, his voice timid. “I was followed in the city. They learned I was hegen, and…”

      Finn had been through this a few times before. Each time that it happened, he found himself angry. It was part of the reason he worried about his relationship with Esmerelda. That relationship influenced his reaction to this type of crime, though maybe it shouldn't even matter. He should be offended by someone accused of a crime simply because of his people regardless of whatever relationship he had.

      “Who accused you?” Finn glanced down the row of cells until he saw the iron master watching him. He frowned at Finn, but Finn ignored it.

      “I don't know. Somebody went to one of the Archers. They didn't tell me who it was.”

      It would be easier to help him get out of prison without an accusation. “I will look into it.”

      “I didn't do it, Finn.”

      With the hegen, it was always Finn, or Finn Jagger, but never hangman or Hunter.

      “I will look into it.”

      He looked down, and Finn turned away.

      No one really knew all that the hegen did for the kingdom. Finn wondered why Esmerelda and the others like her didn't try harder to prove their worth. Why allow themselves to be treated like this?

      “You leaving?” Dawes asked as Finn started up the stairs.

      “Just making a stop at the warden’s office first. Then I’ll be back.”

      He reached the warden’s office, knocked, and waited for him to call Finn inside.

      “Mr. Jagger. Is something amiss?” Jakes asked.

      “You can release Heret.”

      The warden looked down at his papers before glancing up. “Said he stole—”

      “He didn’t.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Finn bristled at the challenge. “He was accused because he’s hegen. That’s not a crime. I’d like him released today.”

      “If you’re wrong about him—”

      “If I’m wrong, then we can haul him back in. I have contacts with the hegen. I want this done, Jakes.”

      The warden shrugged slightly. “Whatever you say, Hunter.”

      Finn sighed, turning back to the door. “I’ll be questioning Bolgar today. I’ll let you know what he shares.”

      “I’d appreciate that. We need to work together.”

      Finn didn’t stick around to hear what more he might say, closing the door behind him. He might have pushed too hard on the Heret, but he didn’t like the way the hegen were treated in the city. He’d have to warn Meyer that he’d pushed Jakes on this, but Finn figured Meyer would understand.

      By the time he got back to the cellblock, Dawes stood in front of Bolgar’s cell and nodded to Finn.

      “I’ve got a visitor for you, Bolgar,” Dawes said. “Hunter came to speak to you again. Better consider yourself lucky. Not too many men get to visit with the Hunter as often as you.” Dawes glanced along the hall. “Figure I’ll bring you to the chapel and maybe you can sing a few songs for him.”

      Dawes pulled open the cell, grabbed Bolgar, and forced him forward.

      Finn stepped off to the side, and when Bolgar reached him, the moneylender glanced over, a grimace crossing his face. Dawes didn’t give him a chance to do much else, shoving him forward and moving them up the stairs. From there they progressed toward the second level and to the chapel.

      Once at the chapel, Dawes strapped Bolgar into the chair. “Need me for anything else?”

      “I think that’s enough,” Finn said.

      Dawes shrugged. “Your choice. Thought I’d give you a little help if you needed.”

      Finn grunted. “I’m just fine.”

      “Don’t you ever wish for an assistant?”

      “I’m the assistant,” Finn said.

      “For now,” Dawes said. “Eventually, you’ll be the master and need an assistant.” Dawes grinned at him. “Might be that I could take on that role.” He glanced over to Bolgar. “Can’t promise that I’ll take a gentle touch with men like this. They need a heavy hand. You and I both know that.”

      “That’s enough for now,” Finn said.

      Dawes chuckled. “Best tell him what he wants to know, otherwise the Hunter will keep coming back to you. He’s ruthless,” Dawes said.

      He stepped out, closing the door behind him.

      Finn stared at the door. Ruthless? Was that the reputation he’d gotten? Not that he minded. At least not when it came to the iron masters or even when it came to the prisoners. Having a reputation could help. He didn't think he had been ruthless with the prisoners, but perhaps that was the way he was viewed. Maybe there was a benefit in it, but it wasn't how he viewed himself.

      Then again, reputations were often not the way men believed themselves to be. Most of the iron masters likely thought that Finn enjoyed the torture element of his job, when in fact that was the least appealing part. Finding the truth was important, but he would much rather have a conversation and learn what he needed than torment a man for it.

      He took a deep breath, shaking away those thoughts as he turned to Bolgar. “You and I are going to have another conversation,” Finn said.

      “I thought we had one yesterday.”

      “We did. Now we’re going to have another. There is still quite a bit you haven’t shared with me.”

      “What makes you think today will be any different?”

      “Because today I’m not going to ask nicely,” Finn said.

      If Bolgar were going to be sentenced tomorrow, Finn needed to have more information before the sentence was carried out. At this point, he knew exactly what sentence Bolgar would get. There was little doubt in his mind the jurors would hear he was involved in killing his partner, burning down his shop, and would sentence him to hang.

      Perhaps he could use that.

      “You’re going to be sentenced tomorrow,” Finn said.

      “I didn’t do anything,” he said.

      “That’s what you claim, but others make different claims. They’re going to report you were responsible for killing your partner. Burning down your shop. Murder is bad enough, but as you can imagine, arson is just as bad. Either crime would lead to a stiff sentence. There have been other arsonists in the city who have thought to get away with their crimes. I have been involved in several over the years. None have escaped the king's justice.”

      It was the origin of his nickname. The Hunter. It came from his willingness to do everything to find those responsible for burning down an entire section of the city and bringing them to justice.

      “I didn’t do anything,” he said.

      “You keep saying that, but unfortunately, I can’t help you unless I know more.”

      Bolgar grunted. “You aren’t going to help me anyway.”

      “I’m only interested in knowing the truth. That’s all I’m ever concerned about. If that truth hurts you, then so be it. At this point, I’m not sure there’s anything you’re going to be able to say that will make much difference. If that truth helps you though, then perhaps you should share what you know. It’s the only way you might keep yourself from the end of a rope.”

      At this point, torture was unlikely to provide Finn with any additional answers. That wasn’t the solution he needed when it came to Bolgar. What he needed was for the man to share with him what he knew. The problem was that Finn simply didn’t know if he believed Bolgar or not. Pushing him would only drive him to further denials, Finn suspected. And until Finn had more answers of his own to corroborate his questioning, he didn't think he would learn anything useful by aggressive questioning.

      “You want to know where my records are kept.”

      “I don’t particularly care about your records. That might help though.”

      “It won’t. I’m alive because those records exist. The more people who know about them, the more reason I stay alive.”

      “Somebody is watching over them then.”

      “They are,” he said.

      “You trust this person?”

      Bolgar shifted. “Why?”

      “If they’re as valuable as you think, then it seems to me they might have some motivation to conceal them. At least until you were out of the way.”

      Finn didn’t really know if Bolgar had anything to be concerned about or whether there was anything in the records that would keep him alive.

      “They wouldn’t do that to me.”

      Finn just shrugged. “If there’s anything my time in this role has taught me, it’s that people look out for themselves more than they look out for others.” Finn pulled the stool out and dragged it over to sit in front of Bolgar. “We like to think others have an altruistic side to them. Perhaps some do, but it’s been my experience that not all do. Not many, even. Most look after themselves.”

      Bolgar visibly sulked. “I don’t know anything,” he said.

      “I think you know more than you’re letting on,” Finn said. “And it’s not just about who you’ve entrusted your records to. This has to do with more than that. Think about it. Who would have the most to gain by you suddenly disappearing?”

      “Many people would have much to gain by my disappearance. And they wanted me dead, too. That’s why I need access to my records.”

      Finn hadn’t considered that there might be another target.

      Which was why he needed more information.

      “You aren’t going to get them in here, and seeing as how you are concerned that you will be targeted if someone knew about your records, then I’m not so sure how you see an out in this.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “I don’t have that answer,” Finn said. “All I know is that you’re here. You are scheduled to be sentenced tomorrow. Given the accusations against you, and the information we have, I can say with a high level of confidence that the jurors and Geldan will sentence you to hang. I’ve seen it enough times to know.”

      Bolgar glanced down, shaking his head. “If that’s going to be the case, then so be it.”

      “I can help,” Finn said.

      “You don’t want to help.”

      “It’s my responsibility to help as much as I can. It’s my responsibility to find the truth, whether or not that exonerates you. If it does, then so be it. I will have served the king. If it does not, then the truth and justice has been served.”

      “Justice? You claim this is a justice? This is a farce. Nothing more.”

      Finn knew better than to argue with a man like this. There was a time when he would have argued even more, and for whatever reason he had allowed Bolgar to draw him into this debate deeper than he had intended, but he could curtail that easily. And it was time that he did so.

      “It might be,” Finn said. He breathed out slowly, sighing. “And unfortunately, I can’t help you much more than I already have. Now, if you would like to share with me what you know and give me anything that might provide an alternative answer, then perhaps I can be of more assistance.” Finn got to his feet, pushing the stool back by the counter, and started toward the door.

      “That’s it?”

      “I came here to ask you questions, but given that you are to be sentenced tomorrow regardless of what I uncover, I don’t know that it makes sense for me to do anything more.”

      Bolgar glanced over to the counter. “You aren’t using any of those?”

      “I don’t need to.”

      “I thought you use them on everybody.”

      “Do you think I enjoy torturing people?”

      “You’re the Hunter. I thought you did that so you could have a chance to use your skills.”

      Finn chuckled. “You must’ve been listening to the iron masters. Fortunately for you, I would much rather have a conversation with a person rather than using any of my other techniques.”

      As Finn reached the door, Bolgar said, “Lorvend.”

      Finn turned, looking back at Bolgar. “What was that?”

      “Lorvend. That’s who has my records. He knows the truth.”

      “Who is he?”

      “You aren’t going to believe me, so if you are really interested in the truth, then you should find Lorvend. You’ll learn I was dead the moment that fire spread one way or another.”

      Finn smiled ruefully. “Unfortunately, I don’t know if there is time to find this person. A name is only so helpful.”

      “I thought you were concerned about the truth?”

      Finn nodded. “I am concerned about the truth, and I also recognize there are limits to how I might find it. In your case, the truth is limited by your capacity to share.” Finn started to pull the door open.

      “He’s in the Huster section. You just have to find him. He has a single-story house. Blue tile. Find Lorvend.”

      “What does he know?”

      “He knows I didn’t do this.”

      “Does he know who did it?”

      Bolgar held his gaze. “I don’t know who did this. I wish I did, otherwise I would give you a name, but I don’t. If you really want the truth, and if you think I might have even a possibility of being innocent, then find him for me.”

      Finn took in a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “I will try.”

      “Try?”

      Finn shrugged. “At this point, that might be all I can do.” He tapped on the door, and Dawes opened it. “You can take him back to his cell.”

      “You done with him?”

      Finn nodded.

      He made his way through the prison, pausing at the entrance. He considered going to the warden to see if there was something he heard that might provide more information about Bolgar, but given that he would already progress to his sentencing in the morning it meant anything Finn might uncover would only fit that narrative, whatever it might be.

      He couldn’t deny that Bolgar could be responsible. The circumstances were suspicious enough. Still, Finn had seen witchcraft at the shop. And there was the possibility that both Bolgar and his partner had been targeted.

      There was enough urgency to remove the evidence that he had to think someone had pushed for it, but without Briggs sharing anything with him, Finn didn’t know that he would have the answers. That had made it difficult for him to believe it was as straightforward as what the warden would like him to believe.

      Why Huster section though?

      He didn’t have much time. If the sentencing were coming soon, he would have to go and find Lorvend before then. Maybe it wasn’t necessary, but he did want to find the truth.

      As he stepped out of Declan, he took a deep breath. He could get to Huster fairly quickly from here, and it still wasn’t that late, which meant he had time. And depending on what he found, he could end up in the hegen section to talk to Esmerelda.

      Moving through the streets, he reached the river and crossed over, hurrying toward Huster. From there, he didn’t know whether he could find a small house with a blue roof, though perhaps it wouldn’t be that difficult. The houses were generally larger in this section, so a smaller house would be easier to find than a larger one.

      Finn weaved through the streets, moving past small gatherings of people, and even a couple Archers. For the most part, people ignored him. Dressed as he was, Finn blended in most places, at least well enough that he could give off the appearance that he belonged. Not that he truly fit, at least not entirely. Still, he didn’t draw significant notice.

      He weaved through the streets, starting on the wider River Road, making his way along it as he searched for any sign of a small house with a blue roof, but found nothing. From there, he turned onto some of the side streets, heading along them, moving quickly, and searching for anything that might provide him with an answer as to where he might find Lorvend. If only Bolgar had given him more information. Of course, maybe Bolgar didn’t know how to describe where to find Lorvend any better than this.

      Finn had a hard time thinking that was the case. If he had trusted Lorvend with his records, then he suspected Bolgar had visited Lorvend enough times to have more than a passing familiarity. They were probably close.

      Even if he found this man, there was no guarantee Lorvend would know anything of use to Finn. That was something Finn had to come to terms with. If so, then all of this would have been a waste of time.

      Finding the truth wasn’t a waste though. Finn knew that.

      It was just frustrating to him that he had spent so much time trying to figure out what was going on and getting thwarted everywhere he looked. Not only from Bolgar, but from the foreman and Briggs and now the search for Lorvend.

      He turned a corner. There still wasn’t anything that jumped out at him as being a small home with a blue roof. Maybe he wasn’t even in the right section. The sections in the city were fluid. They were not necessarily official, though most people knew them by specific names. Some were named after churches, and the surrounding neighborhood took on that church’s name. Others were named after prominent citizens who had once lived in that section. Others were named based on landmarks.

      Huster was named after a famous citizen of this section. He’d lived centuries ago, long enough that Finn knew nothing about him, only that a statue of him took up prominence in a small park near the river. Finn had been here a few times over the years, though he hadn’t spent that much time within this section, not enough for him to know it as well as he knew some.

      He turned another corner, and this street narrowed, eventually leading back to the wide River Road. This wasn’t going to be the right location.

      As he started to turn back, the sunlight reflected off of something blue in the distance. It rippled, practically looking like the river itself, and he hurried forward, finding a two-story home covered with a blue slate roof.

      That wasn’t right, but he felt as if he were getting closer. This house was near the river, and given the appearance of the roof, an idea came to him. He should’ve thought of it sooner, but he had been focused on figuring out what Bulgar had said.

      Hurrying back to River Road, Finn stayed along that. The houses there were close together, at least near enough that they flowed from one to the next. He had started in the same part of the city as when he had come looking for Briggs, but when he had looked for Briggs, he had come across Darren Street, and had veered off the River Road.

      Instead of veering off of it, Finn stayed along the River Road, and the houses began to get smaller. They were still neat, tidy, and fit with the rest of the section, but they weren’t nearly as large or as impressive as others. More and more of the houses had the blue slate-tile roofs.

      Finally, Finn saw a single-story home smooshed between two larger houses. Like the two on either side of it, this one had a blue roof, though it wasn’t as dark. It was more of an aqua, though he didn’t know if it was simply the proximity to the tile that made it look that way, or the angle of the sunlight.

      Finn slowed as he approached, and he made his way to the door before knocking. It was a simple house, nice enough that it wouldn’t seem out of place in this section, though not extravagant by any means.

      He didn’t have to wait long before a man pulled the door open. He had a long face, wide-set eyes, and shaggy brown hair.  “Can I help you?” the man asked.

      “Lorvend?”

      The man stiffened and tried to close the door on Finn, but Finn caught it, pushing into the house.

      Normally, he would hesitate doing so, but seeing as how he was working on behalf of the king and trying to find justice, he felt as if he had some right to be here, whether or not he would normally take such action.

      Lorvend backed away, holding his hands up.

      “I’m only here to talk,” Finn said.

      “How did you find me?”

      “Bolgar told me where you were.”

      He winced, tipping his head to the side. “Bolgar?”

      “Yes. Bolgar told me where you were.”

      Lorvend shook his head. “Listen, I don’t know what you want, but I don’t have it.”

      “You mean to tell me that you don’t have the records from the moneylender?”

      Lorvend’s brow furrowed. “He told you that?”

      “He told me where to find you. He told me that you knew the truth. That you could help set him free.”

      “I don’t know why he would tell you that.”

      Finn glared at him. “You aren’t with him?”

      “With him? Gods, I couldn’t stand that man.”

      “Why would he send me to you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Finn looked around the inside of the home. It was a simple design and sparsely decorated, little more than a table and a chair set near a stove, along with a small bench resting closer to the door with a lantern set atop it. No decorations adorned the walls, and the wooden floor looked as if it had been freshly swept.

      “Who are you?” Lorvend asked, finding his voice.

      Finn looked back to him. There was something about all of this that just didn’t sit right with him. He couldn’t quite place what it was, but experience had taught him to trust those feelings, and right now he couldn’t shake the sense that there was something taking place that he didn’t fully understand.

      “My name is Finn Jagger. I’m the—”

      “The Hunter,” Lorvend whispered.

      Finn frowned. “That’s right.”

      Lorvend jerked his head around, as if he were going to find someone near him who might be able to save him. Finn just snorted.

      “I’m not here for you.”

      “Bolgar?”

      Finn nodded. “He’s in Declan prison, accused of killing his partner Loran Michaels and burning his shop. I’m in search of the truth about what happened to him.”

      Lorvend blinked a few times as Finn spoke, and his gaze darted behind Finn.

      Was he looking for a way out of the home? It was small enough that there might not be another way out of here, though Finn didn’t know if that was what he attempted. It might be only about his discomfort in learning that Finn had come to pay a visit. That wouldn’t be terribly surprising. Many people would fear a visit from an executioner, especially one on official business.

      “Can you help me?” Finn asked, wanting to get Lorvend’s attention back to him.

      “With Bolgar?”

      Finn nodded.

      “Why would I help you?”

      Finn pressed his lips together in a tight frown. “Because I’m working on behalf of the king to uncover the truth. I need to know if Bolgar killed Michaels.”

      Lorvend looked conflicted. He fidgeted in place, rocking from side to side. Finn had seen that reaction out of men before. Lorvend probably tried to decide what he would say, coming up with his story. With the time that he took, it had better be a good one.

      “He’s not a killer,” Lorvend finally said.

      That was a bit anticlimactic for as long as Lorvend had made Finn wait for an answer. “That’s it?”

      “I told you that I don’t care for him. It’s not like I’m trying to help him here.”

      “Don’t help him. Help me. I’m searching for the truth, regardless of what form it takes.”

      Somebody like this, somebody who obviously didn’t care for Bolgar, could either help or hurt his case. Bolgar would’ve known that, and given that he had sent Finn here, to a man who ostensibly couldn’t stand him, suggested that whatever Lorvend knew was enough to exonerate him.

      Finn had a growing suspicion that he wouldn’t find the records he wanted here. That wasn’t why Bolgar had sent him here. There was a different reason.

      What, though? If it wasn’t about Bolgar and Michaels, then what was it?

      “Just know that he’s not a killer,” Lorvend said.

      Finn smiled slightly. “That’s not going to be good enough, I’m afraid.”

      “I’ve told you what I can.”

      “No.” Finn watched him, regarding him carefully. “You told me what you were willing to, not what you can. There is a difference, and in this case I’m afraid the difference is critical. If there’s anything you know that will help Bolgar…”

      Lorvend fidgeted for a moment, and then he darted at Finn.

      Finn had been ready. He had been watching Lorvend and had expected that he might try something, though he wasn’t expecting him to suddenly decide to run. He had thought that maybe Lorvend might try to turn the other way or deny that he knew anything. If he were to deny knowing anything, there wouldn’t be much Finn could do about it. He had no reason to hold Lorvend and question him, no reason other than his unwillingness to answer.

      There was the possibility that Finn might be able to use that in order for him to question Lorvend, but that wasn’t the way he wanted to operate.

      Finn caught Lorvend as he tried to run past him. Lorvend was a small man, and Finn was strong from his years working with Meyer, time spent training with the sword, dealing with unruly prisoners, and needing to have at least some semblance of an imposing quality to him.

      He wrapped his arms around Lorvend and threw him back into the house.

      Slamming the door closed behind him, Finn stood, arms crossed over his chest, glaring at Lorvend.

      “You would run rather than tell me anything more? You already told me you don’t think he’s a killer.”

      “He’s not a killer,” Lorvend said.

      “How can you be so certain?”

      Lorvend looked up at him, his eyes narrowed, and finally let out a long breath. “Because Michaels has been dead for a year.”
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      Finn sat across from Lorvend in the small kitchen, studying the man. The air stunk, and it was a marvel Finn hadn’t noticed it sooner. It suggested to him that he had grown all too accustomed to foul odors over the years.

      “Tell me everything,” Finn said. He shifted on the wooden chair but made sure that he was positioned in such a way that he would prevent Lorvend from running again. Lorvend sat on the other chair, across the table, his gaze drifting around the home, as if he were constantly contemplating how he might escape.

      “I don’t know what else to tell you. Listen. I didn’t do anything to him. Neither did Bolgar.”

      Finn glowered. “It seems to me you know an awful lot about what has been happening to a man you can’t stand.”

      “I was his understudy,” Lorvend said, shaking his head and looking down at his hands. “I’d worked with him and Michaels for the better part of five years. They kept promising me that they would bring me in, make me a full partner.”

      “And?” Finn asked when Lorvend stopped sharing.

      “Well, Michaels died about a year ago. Just didn’t show up. We went to his home, found him lying in his bed. Just gone. That happens from time to time, you know.”

      Finn did know. And sudden deaths, at least those that weren’t suspicious, went unnoticed. People died all of the time, especially in the city the size of Verendal. Finn had experience with it personally. When his mother had died, there had been no reason to involve the Archers.

      “Where did you take the body?”

      “He didn’t have any family, so it was left to us. We called the priests, had the body removed, a funeral, and that was it.”

      Finn’s eyes narrowed. “That was it?”

      Lorvend looked over and paled. “I suppose that wasn’t quite it. Bolgar wanted to keep the business that Michaels brought in. He had a unique clientele, one that Bolgar didn’t necessarily have. Bolgar himself was tied into some of the lower-class business, but it was Michaels who attracted more of the upper-class clientele.”

      Finn leaned back, watching Lorvend. “Let me guess. You pretended he didn’t die.”

      Lorvend nodded slowly. “It wasn’t a great plan, and it didn’t work seamlessly. The advantage we had was that most of Michaels’s clients never really interacted with him directly, anyway. Everything happened through an intermediary. We just continued that, only this time, there was an extra layer.”

      “You?”

      Lorvend shook his head. Irritation flashed on his face. “If only. Bolgar didn’t trust me with that business. He said that I was too inexperienced. I had been working with them for the better part of five years, and I knew Michaels’s clients better than Bolgar did, so if anyone should have been the natural conduit to those clients, it would’ve been me.”

      “So Bolgar took them on.”

      “He did.”

      “He promised that he would make you a full partner.”

      Lorvend looked up, meeting Finn’s gaze for a moment. “He did. We had a plan in place that we would transition some of Michaels’s clients over to both of us, give them time to get comfortable with us. Then we would announce Michaels’s death.”

      Finn just grunted. “Only Michaels died a second time,” Finn said, regarding Lorvend with a renewed suspicion. He would have the most to gain from Bolgar suddenly disappearing, though if Bolgar were the one to have the client connections, then Lorvend wouldn’t have enough of an in for that to happen. “You don’t have his records, do you?”

      Lorvend’s gaze darkened. “He never trusted me with them. Even the clients that I brought in, he made me keep records he maintained. He kept them locked up, and he was the only one who knew where the key was.”

      That couldn’t have been entirely true though. Somebody else must’ve known, at least given what Bolgar had told Finn. The body had been resting near the books.

      Which was reason to think the Lorvend hadn’t been involved. He would stand to lose from such a situation, not gain. If he had been working for the better part of five years, then there would have been no reason for him to have burned the books.

      “What happens now?” Lorvend asked.

      “Now you will stay here for a little while. You won’t go anywhere. I might need to speak with you again later, so you will be available to me.”

      “This will help Bolgar?”

      Finn held his gaze. “This will help find the truth. This will serve the king.” He didn’t have the sense that Lorvend was all that motivated to serve the king, but perhaps a different threat would be better. “I am a servant of the king. Anything you share with me should be considered as if you were speaking directly to the king himself.”

      Lorvend paled. “I told you the truth.”

      Finn regarded him for a long moment. He had a feeling that Lorvend had told him the truth, as much as he didn’t care for what that truth might be.

      It still didn’t provide him all of the answers. Finn needed to better understand what else had taken place at Bolgar’s residence. There was still a body there.

      “Does this mean he will be set free?”

      Finn shook his head. “Unfortunately, there was a body. Which means somebody died.”

      And there was witchcraft.

      What is this about?

      Find the connection. That was what he had trained to do. Only in this case Finn didn’t see how he could find the connection and didn’t see where one existed.

      “I see,” Lorvend said.

      “Tell me. If you didn’t care for him, why stay working with him?”

      “I stayed because it was a good job. It was all I knew. I was saving up to buy my way into the business. I had an opportunity to make real money then.”

      “So when Michaels died, you were upset.”

      “Wouldn’t you be? That was supposed to be my chance. I was to be given an opportunity to take over.”

      “Would Bolgar think you were ready?”

      “I had been running aspects of the business for the last year. I was ready. When Michaels died—”

      “When Michaels died, you were given an opportunity to prove yourself, it sounds like. From the way that you described Bolgar, he groomed you himself.”

      Lorvend frowned. “Maybe.”

      Finn grunted. “It’s fine if you don’t want to see it, but that is the way it appears to me. He prepared you to take over for Michaels. It might not be the same clientele that Michaels had, but it sounds like he was getting you ready to take over.”

      “Why lock up my records, then?”

      “I can’t speak of what Bolgar might’ve been thinking, but if that is an integral part of the business, then it would behoove him to keep his business locked up.”

      Finn doubted himself. All of this didn’t make complete sense quite yet, but he understood why Bolgar would’ve sent him to Lorvend. He would’ve wanted to prove his innocence, at least in a certain way. There would be no reason for him to kill Michaels if Michaels was already dead.

      That didn’t answer the question about who had been found within the moneylender shop. It only raised more questions. But what it did was offer Bolgar a chance to buy himself some time. And given what Finn had experienced with Bolgar, that was all he wanted.

      He got to his feet, looking over to Lorvend. “Do you know where Bolgar might’ve kept his records?”

      “Why do you want them?” Lorvend asked, watching Finn with suspicion.

      “Somebody obviously wanted Bolgar removed. The most likely person is somebody who owed him money. They probably even knew that Michaels was gone.” Finn said, working through things as he studied Lorvend. “Were there any of your clients who knew?”

      Lorvend shook his head. “We were both careful. If anyone were to learn that Michaels was gone, we would lose business. We were working to try to cultivate those relationships, having Michaels bring in his partner more directly, so that Bolgar could take them over.”

      He shifted in his seat as he spoke. There was something he wasn’t sharing.

      “You’re keeping something from me,” Finn said.

      “It’s just… well, Michaels had a different touch with people than Bolgar did.”

      “You mean Michaels wasn’t an ass?”

      Lorvend chuckled. “Bolgar could be hard. He had to be, given the kind of people that he worked with. Michaels, on the other hand, wasn’t nearly as hard. He had a way of making each person think they were important.”

      “I see,” Finn said.

      Lorvend looked up. “It’s not like that.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      Lorvend glared at him. “You’re looking at me like my comment was inappropriate. I was just saying that Michaels had a way of making everybody feel as if they were important to him, as if they mattered. That made the job easier.”

      “I understand,” Finn said.

      “I didn’t love him, if that’s what you were getting at.”

      Finn coughed. “I wasn’t saying it was.”

      That he felt the need to object almost immediately left Finn wondering whether there was something more to it. Perhaps he did have more of an affection for Michaels than he let on.

      “Are there any clients that come to mind who would have been into the firm for a considerable amount of money?” Finn asked.

      Lorvend shrugged. “We worked with all sorts of people. Everybody owed money, and Bolgar and Michaels had some of the best rates in the city. That was why they were able to bring in so many people. Besides, simply killing Michaels or Bolgar wouldn’t eliminate the debt. They have layers in place to ensure that the debt is paid, regardless of what happens to them.”

      “If the records are maintained,” Finn said.

      Lorvend nodded. “That’s right.”

      “And Bolgar would know who owed him,” Finn said.

      Lorvend frowned. “I suppose so.”

      “And given that Bolgar had taken up Michaels’s clients, he would know who owed Michaels as well.”

      Lorvend nodded again. “That’s right.”

      “And you’re telling me you don’t know who any of those clients are?”

      “I only know some of them,” Lorvend said. “I handled some of the books, mostly. The ones he thought he could trust to me. Everything happened in codes. There weren’t names recorded. That was what Bolgar kept separate. It’s the codebook that determines who owes what.”

      “You didn’t handle any of the clients directly?”

      “Not really. I worked as the intermediary, but even then I didn’t necessarily know who the clients were.” He started to get to his feet, and he looked over to Finn. “I can show you.”

      He started toward the back of the home, and Finn followed. Before leaving, though, Lorvend grabbed a small leather-bound book and handed it to Finn. He opened it. There were names listed, though they weren’t people’s names. Codenames. Nicknames.

      Finn smiled to himself. He could envision the Hand using something like this as he coordinated his crews, but he wouldn’t have expected moneylenders to do so. It made sense to him though. Doing so in this fashion allowed him to segment the business. It allowed Bolgar and Michaels to bring on people like Lorvend, people who might not need to be as deeply plugged into the nature of the business and who owed what. It permitted someone like Lorvend to help run the numbers but kept them from knowing too many details about the rest of the workings of the business.

      “So Bolgar didn’t take the book of records with him,” Finn said. He looked over to Lorvend. “He took his book of reference.”

      “There are copies upon copies of the records. That was one of my responsibilities. I had to make sure everything was transcribed and that we had detailed records so that we could follow the money if it came down to it. We wanted to ensure we had a way of tracking all of that.”

      Finn stared at the list of names. “I’m going to have to take this as part of my investigation.”

      Lorvend shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore. The business folded. With Michaels gone, and now Bolgar in jail, there isn’t anyone to run the books and the numbers.”

      That made it even more likely that Bolgar had been the target.

      Make it so that Michaels and Bolgar had died…

      Then Lorvend could have taken over.

      Only he didn’t strike Finn as a killer either.

      As he looked at the journal, Finn couldn’t shake that he was close to understanding something that would help him. It had more to do with the nature of the books. Bolgar had made it clear that he had carried out his records, but if the records of what people owed had been duplicated, then that wasn’t at all what he had carried out. That wouldn’t matter to him. And that would’ve been something that anyone who broke in wouldn’t have known. They would’ve thought that burning the records would have been enough.

      The answer to who was involved would be in this book.

      Which meant that he had to go to Bolgar, question him more thoroughly, and try to better understand the nature of his business so that he could figure out who might have wanted him removed. Somebody obviously had enough to gain that they wanted to burn down the moneylender shop. Whoever it was must’ve owed a considerable sum.

      Finn hated when crimes dealt with money. It was easier when they were about passion or anger or other emotions. When it came to money, men were often far more calculating and clever. It made his job that much more difficult.

      “What will you be doing?” he asked Lorvend.

      “I need to find new employment, it seems. If Bolgar is imprisoned, I have to see if any of the other city moneylenders might be interested in an accountant who has some experience.”

      “You should be able to find something,” Finn said.

      Lorvend looked down at his hands. “I should. I’ve been waiting though. If Bolgar can rebuild the business, then maybe he will take me on as a full partner. Do you think that’s likely?” he asked Finn.

      Finn looked down at the book. With this, and with knowing what he had about Michaels, it seemed much more likely than he would have believed before.

      He had to resolve the issue of who had died, as there was a body discovered on site, but there at least was enough uncertainty that he thought he could slow the sentencing and perhaps buy some time.

      “I don’t know,” he finally answered. “At this point, nothing is clear.”

      “Are you the only one who looks into this?” Lorvend asked.

      “It’s my responsibility until Bolgar is either sentenced or set free.”

      “I imagine he appreciates having the Hunter working on his behalf.”

      Finn shrugged. “I’m not working on his behalf. I’m working on behalf of the king. I’m working on behalf of finding the truth. And I’m working on behalf of obtaining justice.” He slipped the book into his pocket and headed toward the door. He paused for a moment, looking back at Lorvend. “You might be needed for additional questioning. I will send word if we need you.”

      “Do you think it’s likely?”

      Finn shrugged. “I don’t know. Hopefully with this,” he said, tapping his pocket, “that won’t be necessary.”

      Finn stepped out onto the street, closing the door behind him. It had gotten dark, and the street around him was quiet. Finn wandered along the street, hearing the burbling of the river as it rushed past him, the steady sound calmed everything in the way that it swept nearby, though Finn didn’t want anything soothing. His mind raced, and he struggled to try to work through what he’d learned from Lorvend.

      He couldn’t shake the fact that Bolgar had used him, though he had provided Finn what he wanted. He had asked Bolgar for anything that would help, and this had certainly helped.

      It was an admission that would potentially alter the course of his business, but it was also an admission that would help keep him from his sentencing. More and more, Finn began to doubt that Bolgar was the one responsible for what had happened, though he also felt as if he didn’t have all of the facts that he needed.

      This would be a long investigation. Working through all of the names would involve him trying to pick apart each person who might have the most to gain. How did he hope to find that?

      Bolgar would need to help.

      Finn considered going back to Declan, starting the process now. Given that Bolgar had a sentencing in the morning, Finn thought that having additional information would permit him to question him a bit more, to try to find answers that would at least buy Bolgar a bit more time, but it was late enough that he didn’t really want to return. He had enough evidence to delay the sentencing anyway. If anything, Meyer would believe him and speak up on his behalf, which would offer Bolgar an opportunity for a stay of execution.

      The Huster section aligned with Olin, and Finn moved through it quickly. It was late enough that there weren’t nearly that many people out in the streets, though those who were likely belonged to crews working the streets, though Finn couldn’t identify them the way that he once would have. He passed a pair of patrolling Archers, nodding to them, though in the darkness it was likely they didn’t recognize him the way they would otherwise.

      He paused at a streetlight, looking at the marker for the festival the church of Fell was holding. He’d gone by the church and seen the preparations there. More celebrations of a god he didn’t follow.

      As he passed through this section, he found himself drawn past the Wenderwolf tavern and paused outside of it. There was a small courtyard outside of the tavern, and the music from within drifted out to him, a muted sound that was filled with merriment. He still missed the days when he could sit inside of an inn, taking in the music, enjoying an ale with friends—or people he believed to be friends.

      These days, most of his evenings were spent studying or discussing the prisoners, planning for the days ahead. Occasionally he got involved in treating patients, though not nearly as often as Meyer and Lena. Perhaps if he were more involved in that aspect of the business, Finn might feel a bit more connected.

      The door to the tavern opened, and Finn stiffened as he stood there, watching the people come out. It was a man and a woman, both younger, arms wrapped around each other and swaying slightly under the influence of their drink. They laughed comfortably, the sound carrying to him. Music inside suddenly became louder, a jaunty tune that Finn recognized, and he could even hear the singer’s warbling voice inside carrying the sounds of that song, drifting toward him with the music inside.

      The intoxicated couple headed down the street, moving toward the river, disappearing quickly from view. Finn didn’t watch them leave, focusing only on the tavern, the sounds within, and the sense of vibrancy and music that he heard from inside.

      A part of him longed to go into the Wenderwolf, though he no longer felt as if he belonged. Even less so these days. Oscar might be there, and though he still would call Oscar a friend, there was a distance between them that hadn’t been there before.

      “You intend to stand there, or will you go inside?” a voice asked from the darkness.

      Finn spun, trying to hide his surprise, and found Oscar watching from the darkness. A hint of lantern light reflected off of his face.

      “I'm surprised to see you here rather than at your club.”

      “That place don't need me there all the time.”

      “And this place does?”

      “Annie does,” Oscar said, grinning at Finn. “You here on official business?”

      “Official enough,” Finn said.

      “The same official business as the night before?” Oscar asked.

      Finn looked at him and realized that maybe Oscar might be able to help him more than he imagined. He knew more now than he had when he had come across Oscar the last time, and given what he’d uncovered, it was possible that what Oscar knew might help Finn find more information to help with the sentencing in the morning.

      “It’s the same,” he said. “I’ve been trying to understand why Bolgar would have killed his partner and set fire to his shop.”

      “You don’t think it’s obvious?” Oscar asked.

      “Obvious how? He wouldn’t have gained burning down his shop.”

      “The rumors I hear are that the fire was accidental following the argument between them.”

      “Is that right?”

      Oscar shrugged. “That is the rumor.”

      A rumor like that would fit a particular narrative, one that would lead to even more suspicion of Bolgar. Somebody would be responsible for setting that rumor up, making others believe that he was responsible. Whoever started that rumor might be the very person Finn was looking for.

      More than that, though, Finn believed that the fire of the shop had been intentionally contained. Somebody had known how to do that, knowing enough of witchcraft to restrict the flames. Given that he hadn’t seen any other signs of witchcraft, Finn didn’t think that the whole thing had to do with it, but what if the person he was looking for dabbled in it?

      It gave him a lead. That was enough at least to get started. From there, Finn could keep digging.

      He wasn't sure why he kept dragging his feet on going to Esmerelda. Maybe it was what she had said to him when he had been there last, or perhaps it was his fear of saying something foolish and driving her away from him. He didn't want to go to her only for things that he needed. He wanted to go to her just to talk.

      “What if I don’t believe that rumor?” Finn said.

      Oscar frowned at him. “You are the executioner. I suppose that is your prerogative.”

      “I think something else took place,” Finn said. “I’m not entirely sure what it is, only that everything I’ve seen suggests to me Bolgar might actually be innocent.”

      “Is that right?”

      Something Lorvend had said to him struck a chord with Finn. “You knew him.”

      Oscar glanced over to the tavern. The door had opened, and another couple came out, leaning on each other. They were followed by two more that spoke a little too loudly, laughing and joking about how much ale they had drank. Oscar waited for them to disappear down the street.

      “Why don’t the two of us go inside and share a mug of ale?” Oscar said.

      “Is that necessary?”

      “With the type of questions you’re asking, it might be.”

      Finn looked around and didn’t see anybody out in the street around him, but perhaps that was the point. He might not have been aware of anybody here. He certainly wasn’t as skilled as Oscar in detecting anybody watching, not as skilled as he once had been.

      “I suppose I have time for that.”

      “Good,” Oscar said, clasping him on the shoulder and guiding him toward the tavern. “Annie would love to see you.”

      As he guided Finn inside, he felt a bit like the young man he once had been, back when Oscar had led him to the tavern the very first time. These days, Finn found it easy to forget what that man had been like and found memories of that time to be distant, faded.

      Oscar guided him toward a booth near the corner of the tavern. It was a different booth than the one Finn remembered from when he worked the crew, a different booth than the one Oscar had preferred the last time Finn had come here.

      He took a seat across from Finn, clasping his hands in front of him, watching him.

      Finn looked around. The tavern looked the way he remembered. Booths lined the walls of the tavern, and there were tables scattered around the rest of the tavern, though most of the center and back was occupied by men and women dancing to the minstrels. Several tables had been pushed out of the way, shoved up against a wall, giving space to those who wanted to dance. The music was just as jaunty as he’d heard from outside the street, though there were more minstrels than he would have expected. One played the lute, another a strange horn Finn had never seen, and a third drummed on a set of boxes of various sizes, giving a beat to the music. A fourth stood off to the side singing loudly, stomping his feet along with the drummer, giving a voice to the chaos.

      “Get enough of an eyeful?” Oscar asked.

      “Just looking around the tavern,” Finn said.

      “You were looking to see if anyone was committing any crimes here.”

      Finn met Oscar’s gaze. “Actually, I wasn’t.”

      A dark-haired woman wearing a low-cut blouse and long skirt swept over to the table. She had full cheeks that matched her rounded figure, and a wide, welcoming smile. “Who you got with you tonight, Hand? A new recruit?” She set a pair of mugs on the table, one in front of each of them, leaning down so Finn could get a long look at her cleavage. “Doesn’t seem the right age for you.”

      Finn glanced from her to Oscar. Here he had thought that he was done with his crew, but perhaps he hadn't fully abandoned that. Not that he should have been surprised. It had to be difficult for someone like Oscar to give that life up so easily.

      Oscar grunted, taking his ale and drinking long and slow before setting it back down. “No recruit, Janey. This here is Finn Jagger, better known as the Hunter. Don’t you recognize him?”

      Finn shot Oscar a hard look, but he only ignored it.

      He didn’t know Janey, though he didn’t recognize any of the waitresses in the tavern. As he’d looked around, there had been no sign of Annie, even. That was unusual, as she tended to guard her tavern closely.

      “Can’t say I recognize the name,” she said, leaning close to the table. “Might be willing to get to know the man, though. Would you like that, sweetie?”

      “Just the ale,” Finn said.

      “Don’t take it personally, Janey. The Hunter has grown a bit too respectable for us.”

      Janey winked at Finn. “If you think you’d like something more than ale, all you’ve got to do is ask.”

      She started away, swaying as she walked.

      Finn just shook his head, looking over to Oscar. “You signaled her.”

      “Did I?” Oscar asked, taking another long drink of his ale.

      Finn hadn’t seen it, but he was certain that was what had happened. Oscar must have wanted to gauge what kind of reaction Finn would have to a woman like Janey. Less than he once had, though he couldn’t deny a desire for companionship. The only problem was that he wanted something more than companionship. He just didn’t know where that would come.

      “You invited me in here to have a conversation. If that’s not what you’re willing to do, then maybe I should just leave,” Finn said.

      Oscar chuckled, watching him. “You can leave if you want, Finn, but can you blame me for wanting to loosen you up just a little bit?”

      “Loosen me up by trying to tempt me with one of your women?”

      “They’re my women now?”

      “Given the relationship you and Annie have, I would say that they are.”

      Oscar chuckled. “I don’t have any hand in the tavern. This is all Annie. She would be most upset to hear anyone argue otherwise.”

      Finn leaned forward, regarding Oscar. “Are you still working?”

      It was a dangerous question, and it was one that Finn wasn’t sure that he wanted answered, but he felt as if he needed to.

      “Don’t go digging into things you don't want to learn about,” Oscar said.

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “I know you can't. And I know you fear coming into a place like this. The way that looks. How it makes you look. Just because you come to a tavern doesn’t mean you suddenly lose the respectability.”

      “Everything is appearances,” Finn said.

      “Is that what Meyer has taught you?”

      Finn frowned, considering the question for a moment. “Meyer hasn’t told me who I could or could not spend my time with.”

      “Really? Then you have chosen not to visit your old friend.”

      “That’s not it,” Finn said.

      Oscar took another drink, setting it down and pushing it away from him. “I’m not trying to anger you, Finn. I just wanted to get a sense for what my old friend was up to. Can you blame me for being interested in your life? It has turned out quite a bit different than I ever would’ve expected.”

      Finn looked over to the ale. Annie always had some of the best drinks, and it really had been far too long since he’d been here, longer than what he should have been away.

      He took a drink, savoring the flavor, before setting it down. “What happened to your face?”

      Oscar grunted. “My face? I thought we were here to discuss your case.”

      “You want to have a friendly conversation. Here’s me, as a friend, asking about what happened to your face.”

      “It’s a long story,” Oscar said.

      “I’m sure,” Finn said. “And seeing as how I’m here, late enough in the evening, I think I have time.”

      “It’s not the kind of story I like to share.”

      “Think of me as your friend, not the executioner.”

      Oscar took a long drink from his ale before setting it down again. “You are my friend, but you are also the executioner. It’s hard to separate you.”

      Finn took a deep breath. “Then don’t tell me who you have working on your crew. Just know that I know you have a crew. And make sure you don’t do anything that draws my attention.”

      “I won’t. I wouldn’t want to have any conflict of interest for you. Besides, too many people know about my past with you. It makes my work more difficult.”

      Finn had always thought about how his job and his connection to Oscar impacted him, but he had never paid much attention to how it might be for Oscar.

      There was a part of him that didn’t mind that Oscar had a harder time pulling jobs because of Finn, but he didn’t want to be the reason Oscar suffered.

      “Don’t go sitting there struggling with yourself,” Oscar said. “Most people just fear that I have your interest rather than theirs at heart.”

      “And do you have mine?”

      Oscar regarded him for a moment. He leaned back, taking a long drink from his ale before setting it on the table in front of him again. “More than you know,” he said softly.

      Finn sighed. “Why does it have to be so difficult between us?”

      “Does it need to be difficult?”

      “I don’t know. It just feels like…” Finn looked around the tavern. This had been a comforting place to him once. Even after he had been sentenced to serve the executioner’s right, it had still felt a bit comforting. Finn had come here thinking his old crew had been his friends, and it had taken him a while to realize that wasn’t the case at all. His crew had never been his friends. He had been a part of a crew. It had been a job, nothing more.

      Similar to Lorvend doing his job, he supposed. Finn hadn’t necessarily cared for his employer at the time. He had wanted to impress the King, and the Rock, but that had been so that he could move higher in the crew’s standing and progress to the point where he could take on greater and greater responsibilities, perhaps getting better jobs and better pay. Was it all that different than Lorvend? He hadn’t cared for Bolgar, though he had continued working for him, all in the hopes that he would gain standing with him and eventually have the option to buy in and be a partner.

      “Would it make you feel better if we talked about your current job?” Oscar asked.

      “Maybe,” Finn admitted.

      “I knew him,” Oscar said. “Know him, I suppose.”

      “Do you owe him any money?”

      Oscar set his hands down the table, watching Finn. “That’s not the kind of question you ask a man, Finn.”

      “It is when someone stands to gain from Bolgar’s disappearance.”

      “He’s not exactly disappeared now, is he?”

      “If he’s sentenced, he certainly will be.”

      “You think it’s likely he will hang.”

      “Given the accusations against him, I think it’s possible.” Finn didn’t want to share with Oscar that it was more than just possible. It was likely.

      “You’re not convinced that he’s guilty though.”

      “I’m looking for the truth. Whatever form that takes.”

      Oscar leaned back, grinning. “Always the Hunter, aren’t you?”

      “Meyer trained me well.”

      “I think he did.” Oscar looked around the inside of the tavern before leaning closer to Finn. “I didn’t owe him any money. If that’s what you are getting at. I’m not the one responsible.”

      “I didn’t think you would be,” Finn said.

      “You don’t think I’m hard enough?”

      “This has nothing to do with hardness,” Finn said. Although, it had something to do with it though. Maybe it was more that he didn’t want to believe Oscar had the ability in him to commit a crime like that. It might have been misguided to think Oscar actually could’ve pulled off something like that, but the Oscar Finn had known never would have. “I just think you are more honorable than that.”

      Oscar frowned. “Whatever gave you that impression?”

      It was Finn’s turn to lean forward, and he smiled tightly at Oscar. “I know you, Oscar. I know the kind of man you are. If you took on debt, you weren’t going to kill to satisfy that debt. Steal…” Finn grinned, “… that’s a different matter. The only one harmed, at least usually, are those who have enough to lose a little. Isn’t that what you always taught me?”

      “You remembered,” Oscar said.

      “I remember the lessons you gave me. You always made a point of telling me not to steal from those who have less than you. Otherwise, you’re hurting them just to get ahead.” That was how Finn had always justified it for himself. Stealing was easy when you believed somebody had more than their share. In the time since he had worked with Oscar, Finn had revised his feelings on the matter, though not completely. He still felt as if some people had more than their share, though he no longer felt they should have it stolen from them. That didn’t mean he didn’t understand. He did.

      “Some would argue that a moneylender has more than most,” Oscar said.

      “I’m sure they would,” Finn said. “But even they are honest businessmen.”

      “Honest?”

      Finn took a drink of ale. “If they’re upfront with their fees, then they’re honest. You choose whether or not you go to them.”

      “There’s the Finn I know,” Oscar chuckled. “Do you really believe he didn’t do it?”

      It was a serious question, and one that had a complicated answer, but it was one Finn felt as if he needed to answer for Oscar. “I’m serious in that I don’t know.”

      “You’re digging though. Everything I’ve heard about the Hunter tells me that if he’s digging, he feels the answer that’s been offered to him isn’t the right one.”

      “I’ve always felt the easiest answer is often the one people want you to believe. Sometimes it’s right. I’ve come across plenty of criminals who are more than happy to admit what they did, but other times it’s a bit more complicated.”

      “If he didn’t do it, how do you intend to find out who did?”

      “I have to uncover who has the most to gain, Oscar.”

      “Then you run the risk of dealing with some dangerous men, Finn. I never borrowed from Bolgar, but I know quite a few who have. Just that knowledge alone gives me leverage over them. Many of those men would have no qualms removing somebody like Bolgar.”

      “I wonder though,” Finn said.

      “Whether or not they would do it?”

      “I don’t disagree with you that the men you know would be willing to kill. What I’m saying is that I wonder if they would risk it, especially knowing it might draw attention to their business.”

      Oscar studied him. “That’s an interesting thought.”

      “One thing you and the king made clear to me in my time working with you is that I shouldn’t draw attention to the crew. All that does is bring the king’s justice down swifter.”

      “You might be right,” Oscar said.

      “I don’t know though. I’ll have to look into all of them.”

      “You do this, and it means you’re digging into some of the most dangerous crews in the city. I just want you to be prepared for that. Even some new ones.”

      He kept his face neutral. Finn hadn’t heard there were new crews running in the city. Was that Oscar’s way of testing him—or telling him? Bringing up the possibility of new crews in the city while talking about Bolgar… could they be connected?

      One more lead to chase.

      “I know how to be careful.”

      “You know what happened to your predecessor.”

      Finn clicked his tongue at Oscar. “Are you making a threat?”

      Oscar shook his head. “Why would I threaten you, Finn? I’m just saying that others wouldn’t be nearly as forgiving. Others might have no problem knifing you in an alley or dropping you in the river. I just want you to be prepared.”

      “I've dealt with my share of beatings, Oscar. And I've pulled through it. Besides, I don't scare easily.”

      Oscar chuckled. “I know. That’s one of your best traits, but it’s also one of your worst. I just don’t want anything to happen to you. I promised your father I would protect you.”

      “We both know I have moved past you needing to protect me.” He looked around the tavern, suddenly feeling he didn't fit in here. Maybe it was a mistake to come here, to push Oscar again. “I need to know about Bolgar. I need to know if he did this.”

      Oscar watched Finn before taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “Let me ask questions first. Can you do that?”

      “I don’t need you digging into something that will get you killed.”

      “I might be able to do it in a way that won’t end up with me getting my throat cut. Or knifed in an alley. I do have a bit of a reputation, Finn.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      “Let me look. If I don’t find anything, then you can dig, but give me a chance first.”

      “If you find something, I’m going to have to dig into it.” And possibly Oscar. Finn hated that he found his old friend’s appearance—and interest—odd, but that was how he functioned these days.

      Oscar nodded. “I would expect nothing less of the Hunter.”
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      The smell of breakfast cooking in the kitchen called to Finn, practically drawing him out of his sleep. As he awoke, he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. He looked toward the window, noting the sun streaming in. It was later in the morning than usual, but given how late he had been up talking to Oscar, Finn had overslept. Now he would suffer for it.

      After getting dressed, he dragged himself down the hall, making his way to the kitchen. His sister stood at the stovetop, making eggs and bacon, but there was an extra treat this morning. The smell of bread baking called to him.

      “You slept long enough,” Lena said, dusting her flour-covered hands on her apron before turning back to the stove. “Henry said he would be back in a bit.”

      “He didn’t go to the city hall yet, did he?”

      “Not yet. He said that was later this morning.”

      Finn breathed out, feeling a bit of relief. He didn’t want to miss out on the sentencing.

      “Why were you up so late?” She turned back to him, wrinkling her nose. “And why do you stink of ale?”

      “I was out investigating a case I’m working on,” Finn said.

      “By drinking?”

      “In this case, yes.”

      “You look like you used to look when you were younger,” Lena said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “With your reddened eyes in the morning… and waking up well past dawn.”

      Finn grunted. “I didn’t realize I had any particular look.”

      “You did. You haven’t in a while. Now you do.” She scooped some food onto a plate and set it in front of him. She filled another plate and took a seat across from him, looking over to him. “You haven’t told him anything about our conversation, have you?”

      It took Finn a moment for his mind to catch up with what Lena was getting at. “I haven’t. I haven’t been around him in order to do so.”

      “You won’t, will you?”

      “No, I won’t.”

      She took a bite of eggs, chewing slowly. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to worry.”

      “I understand,” Finn said.

      “I don’t think he wanted you to know either.”

      “It doesn’t change anything,” Finn said.

      “He seems to think it does. I know it doesn’t, and I understand he has no need to feel shame about what he's going through, but I think he’s used to being so strong and healthy that it’s difficult for him.”

      Finn chuckled. “I won’t say anything.”

      Lena breathed out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      The door to the house opened, and the heavy sound of Meyer’s boots stomping across the floorboards came down the hall. There was a bit of a hesitation in his gait, a hint of the limp that Finn could see even from here. It seemed more pronounced than before. When he stepped into the kitchen, dressed in his brown cloak and hat, he looked over at Finn. “You’re up.”

      “I’m sorry I overslept. I was out late.”

      “Drinking. I thought you were past that.”

      “I wasn’t out drinking.”

      “No? You smell like you were drinking.”

      Meyer dropped down into a chair at the table, and Lena quickly got to her feet, filling a plate for him before handing it over. Finn noticed she had stacked an extra hunk of bread, along with several slices of bacon, onto his plate. From what he’d seen, Finn didn’t know if that might be too much for Meyer.

      “I had a mug of ale when I went to Oscar for answers.”

      “How would Oscar have anything you might need to know?” Lena asked. She took a seat next to Meyer, and he turned away from her, as if he wanted to ignore any prodding on her behalf to eat.

      “I’ve been looking into the arson and murder of Loran Michaels.”

      “We have Bolgar’s sentencing this morning.”

      Finn nodded. “I know. I don’t think I have enough information for us to put forward any recommendation for sentencing.”

      “You don’t recommend he be brought before the magister?” Meyer asked, setting down the bread on the plate. Lena glared at him before turning her displeasure on Finn. “The warden seems to think it’s pretty straightforward. From what I understand, he was found running from the scene of the crime carrying his registers.”

      “That’s the official report,” Finn said.

      “You don’t think he did it.”

      “Well, I don’t know. I thought it worthwhile to look into. He claims his innocence, though as a man who is facing almost certain hanging, that’s not terribly surprising. He denies he did it and told me where I needed to look for additional information. I went to find a junior accountant who worked with him and Michaels, and I learned something quite interesting.”

      “That is?”

      “Michaels has been dead for the better part of a year,” Finn said. “They concealed his death to their clients, wanting to maintain the clientele that Michaels brought in. Apparently, Michaels was the one who had more of the upper-class clientele. Bolgar brought in some of the more questionable clients.”

      Meyer frowned. “I see.”

      “There’s still the issue of the body. Those who responded to the fire found the burned remains of somebody. If Michaels was dead for the better part of a year, then it certainly wasn’t him. That doesn’t mean that Bolgar is innocent. It’s just that I don’t think he’s guilty of killing his partner.”

      “Which begs the question as to why there would be another body in the shop,” Meyer said. Lena prodded him, and he took another bite.

      “That, and it raises the question as to the purpose for the fire. Somebody is getting the rumor out in the community that there was an argument between Bolgar and Michaels that started the fire.”

      A rumor that hid the truth of witchcraft.

      Seeing the way Meyer looked at him, Finn was careful not to make that suggestion.

      “You can’t go chasing every rumor that’s out in the city,” Meyer said.

      “No, but this one, combined with what I have learned, leads me to question whether the person who started the rumor is responsible for what happened.”

      “What is your recommendation?” Meyer asked.

      “I need more time. I don’t think he’s guilty of this, and I want to have more time so that I can look into it better. If Bolgar didn’t do it, then somebody else is guilty of starting a fire, attempting to make it look like he did, and trying to conceal evidence.”

      He considered telling Meyer about the witchcraft piece, but he wasn’t entirely sure that Meyer even wanted to know. When there had been witchcraft in the city before, Meyer had not wanted to dig too deeply. Finn could do that on his own, and he wouldn’t upset Meyer.

      “If the warden submitted a report, then we will both have to appeal to the jurors,” Meyer said.

      “I know,” Finn said.

      “You anticipated going to this sentencing,” Meyer said.

      “I thought I needed to. In this case, until we know a bit better, I thought we had best work together on this.”

      “I see,” Meyer said. He took a deep breath, glancing over to Lena. “Would you stop poking me, woman?”

      “You need to keep eating.”

      “I am eating enough,” Meyer said.

      “You aren’t. You need to eat more.”

      “I am eating all I need to.”

      Lena flicked her gaze over to Finn, which earned a heated stare from Meyer. It wouldn’t be long before Meyer knew that Finn knew what was taking place. Meyer was smart and had plenty of experience watching reactions, gauging truth from people who wanted to conceal it, and Lena simply didn’t have that experience.

      “What time is the sentencing?” Finn asked, wanting to change the focus.

      “We need to be at city hall at ten bells,” he said.

      “What time is it now?”

      “Almost nine bells,” Meyer said.

      Finn shook his head.

      “What is it?” Meyer asked.

      “I had hoped to have an opportunity to visit with Bolgar again before the sentencing. I didn’t intend to oversleep.”

      “Then perhaps you shouldn’t have stayed out so late drinking,” Meyer said.

      “I have Oscar looking into whether any of the crews were involved.”

      “You would trust him with that?” Meyer asked.

      “Normally I wouldn’t, but seeing as how I have to figure out which partner the arson targeted, I figured it was reasonable for Oscar to start. If he finds anything, then I can use that to continue digging.”

      “You need to be careful with that one,” Meyer said. “I know he’s trying to run a more reputable business, but men don’t change easily.”

      “I know,” Finn said.

      Meyer watched him, and there was something in his eyes that lingered, a hint of hesitation, as if he feared for Finn.

      Finally, Meyer set down his fork, pushing his plate away from him. He’d eaten only half of the eggs, nibbled at one of the biscuits, and left most of the bacon on the plate.

      “We should get going,” he said.

      Lena opened her mouth as if to argue with him before clamping it shut. “I can have a meal ready for you for noon,” she said.

      Meyer shook his head. “I have too many things that need done today to have time to visit at noon.”

      “I could prepare something for you to take with you.”

      “It’s not necessary.”

      “Henry… Master Meyer, you need to—”

      Meyer turned to her sharply, and Lena cut herself off, just shaking her head.

      Finn had a sense that this was an old discussion between them, and probably had been taking place far longer than Finn knew. How had he overlooked this while Meyer continued to deteriorate?

      Finn made his way out of the kitchen, leaving the two of them to bicker. Lena said something sharply to Meyer, though Finn didn’t catch the full content of her speech. He recognized the irritation in her tone. Meyer didn’t answer loudly enough for him to hear, but as he departed the kitchen, he carried a small container and hand that he stuffed into his pocket.

      Finn smiled to himself. Lena must have convinced Meyer to bring something with him. Whether he would eat it would be a different matter.

      “Let’s go,” Meyer said.

      They headed out of the home, through the gate, and out onto the street.

      “Oscar told me there have been some upstart crews in the city. With the kind of moneylending Bolgar and Michaels had been involved in, I was thinking I would dig there—"

      “I think it’s time for us to start talking about the next steps in your training,” Meyer said, cutting him off.

      Finn winced, looking over to him. “The next steps?”

      “You have been a journeyman for many years. Eventually, you need to move on.”

      “I realize that,” Finn said. “I didn’t realize I needed additional training before I could do that though.”

      “It’s not so much that you need additional training as you need additional testing.”

      “For what?”

      “To become a master executioner.”

      Finn frowned. “Am I ready?”

      “I submitted your name to the executioner court.”

      “What happens then?”

      “What do you mean?” Meyer asked. They passed a small group of people heading along the street, and they all gave a wide berth to him and Meyer.

      “What happens once I am tested?”

      “Once you’re tested, you either pass or you do not. If you do not, then you remain a journeyman. There’s no shame in such a thing. Even as a journeyman, you can continue serving the kingdom, as you have seen. I am certain you could serve the king well as a journeyman, though eventually you will need to leave Verendal.”

      “Which means I would wander the countryside?”

      Meyer glanced over. “To a certain extent. You would be expected to travel. You could stay in some towns and villages a little bit longer, waiting for your next assignment. For the most part, it is up to the journeyman where he travels and how quickly he travels.”

      It would be a life on the road. There wasn’t anything necessarily wrong with that. In reality, there was a part of Finn that wondered if that might be appealing. He would get to see more of the country than he had otherwise. Staying in Verendal, even traveling to the neighboring communities, didn’t give him an opportunity to get to know the kingdom all that well. He had seen far more over the last few years than he ever had before, and had traveled to places that he would once have only heard about, but he still had much that he had not seen.

      “And if I pass?”

      “Then you would qualify to serve a city as master executioner.”

      Finn nodded. He thought he understood what Meyer was getting at. Once he passed, assuming that he did, and Finn hoped that he would, he wouldn’t necessarily be able to serve in Verendal. The city already had a master executioner.

      “When will this take place?”

      “As I said, when the court sends word that they are meeting, you will go.”

      “Alone?”

      Meyer nodded. In the past, when the executioner court had met, Meyer had been the one to go. The only time Finn had gone with him was when he had been tested at the very beginning. Progressing to journeyman had been all Meyer’s approval. It had been easier. Over time, as Finn had proven himself, Meyer had given him more and more responsibility, and with that came a certain status. From there, Finn finally had felt as if he truly fit the job.

      The next stop would be different.

      With it would come a title, something that Finn had never dreamed that he would ever achieve, but at the same time it was something that he thought he was ready for.

      What he wasn’t ready for was to leave Verendal.

      “You will present yourself to the court alone, and if you pass you will leave them as a master executioner, able to sit upon the court as a full member. If you fail, you will continue as a journeyman, though given that I have submitted your name for testing, they would anticipate that you would no longer serve in Verendal, especially as it means you would have already demonstrated your potential.”

      “So either way you will need to take on another apprentice.”

      Meyer didn’t say anything, and the two of them continued through the street, moving past the crowd, weaving along.

      Finn lost himself in thought. Was he really ready to become a master executioner?

      He thought that he was. It was something he hadn’t necessarily given much thought to, but it certainly was something he felt ready for. Already, he was responsible for carrying out much of Meyer’s duties, fulfilling obligations a master executioner would fulfill. He worked autonomously, investigating crimes, suggesting sentences to the jurors, and carrying out those sentences when appropriate. At this point, the only thing that separated Finn from Meyer was his experience and his title.

      “You have any idea when this will take place?” Finn asked.

      “Once the request is submitted, tradition holds that it will happen within the month. Once the request is received, the court will determine where they meet.”

      “Which means that it won’t be here,” Finn said.

      “We are near the edge of the kingdom. It would be unusual for the court to meet here.”

      Finn didn’t want to travel outside of the city again already. He felt as if he had barely returned, and so for him to have to leave again didn’t feel quite right. This would be different. When he left, when he traveled to meet the executioner court, it meant he wouldn’t necessarily be returning to Verendal. He certainly could, but he wondered if he would feel like he fit. If he had been promoted to master executioner, Finn might chafe at such a thing.

      “I understand,” Finn said.

      Meyer looked over to him, nodding. “I thought you might.”

      They continued through the street, heading past Declan prison, the dark stone seeming to absorb the sunlight, giving it an even more ominous feel. There was always something dangerous about Declan, and even though Finn knew the prison well and had spent considerable time inside it, though not as a prisoner, he couldn’t shake that strangely ominous feel. He looked over at it, though he saw no movement coming out of the prison.

      “They have already brought him,” Meyer said.

      “I don’t like that,” Finn said.

      “Which is?”

      “The warden submitted a report without one of us approving it.”

      “The warden can submit his own report,” Meyer said. “You know that.”

      “I know, but I’m still not thrilled with it.”

      Meyer chuckled. “You’re just accustomed to being the one submitting the report.”

      Finn shrugged. “Yes.”

      “You were out of the city for a while. The warden didn’t know when you might return. It is not altogether surprising he would submit a report.”

      Finn supposed that was true enough, but that didn’t make him like it any better.

      They made their way to City Hall, neither of them speaking much.

      “I keep waiting for you to say more about the executioner court,” Meyer said.

      Finn hadn’t given it much more thought. He’d been so wrapped up in what was taking place and what he needed to find that he hadn’t even thought about the fact that he might be drawn away from the city. If the executioner court summoned him, deciding that they were going to meet soon, then Finn would have to go.

      It would leave the investigation of Bolgar and whoever was responsible for the arson up to Meyer. It was a sign of his progress, Finn suspected, that he questioned whether or not Meyer was the right one to continue digging into the truth. Given what he had uncovered, and the fact that he was the one to raise suspicion, he thought he needed to stay involved. It was more than that though. It also had to do with the fact that Oscar was now involved, and Finn didn’t like the idea that he would’ve pulled Oscar into something like this without him being around.

      He knew how Meyer felt about Oscar, though he had helped him. He knew that were it to come down to it, Meyer would probably not use anything that Oscar might learn.

      Dismissing that information out of hand could be disastrous to finding the truth.

      If Meyer did look into things the way Finn would, it meant that Meyer might get drawn into investigating some of the city’s crews. Finn didn’t want him to do so, not wanting him to risk himself.

      “I figured you’d tell me what I needed to know.” Finn looked over to him. “You do have a reputation there, I hear.”

      “I have. As do you.” That was news to Finn. “And you will be meeting with them in three days.”

      Three days might be enough for Finn to investigate a bit more about what had happened. If he spent most of his time looking into what had happened, digging into who might be responsible for the fire, he thought he could come up with enough that could explain what had happened, but…

      “Where are they meeting?”

      “In Vur.”

      Finn closed his eyes. “That’s three days from now.”

      Meyer nodded. “You will need to leave later today.” He looked over to Finn. “Were it not for this sentencing, I would have sent you first thing this morning.”

      Finn wouldn’t have a chance to say anything else. He wouldn’t have a chance to look into anything else. And he wouldn’t have a chance to help Meyer, though he suspected Meyer would claim he didn’t need any help. He probably could do it, but with him getting sicker and weaker, he might need Finn’s help.

      “I could meet with the court another time,” Finn suggested.

      Meyer looked over.

      “It’s just that we have this unusual case. I don’t have to go to the court right now. We could send word, and—”

      “If you don’t present yourself to the court now, you might never get another chance.”

      Finn breathed out.

      “You cannot stay a journeyman your whole life,” Meyer said.

      “I know I can’t,” Finn said.

      “You’re far too skilled.” It was rare praise from Meyer. “I hadn’t been certain when I chose you, but you have proven yourself time and again. You have demonstrated a level of honesty that makes me question whether we should have been exerting the executioner’s right more often.”

      “My alternative was worse,” Finn said.

      “You haven’t lived under the threat of that sentence for many years.”

      “It still hangs over me,” Finn said. “I know it shouldn't and that I have served the kingdom, but I still feel it.” Sometimes he felt it like a weight on his shoulders. He had not only served the kingdom, but he had saved it. The king appreciated that. “What has kept you serving all these years?” Finn asked.

      “Honor, I suppose,” Meyer said. “And the fact that it was a job that needed doing. I don’t love the violence, but I learned to live with it.”

      Finn held Meyer’s gaze. He supposed he felt some way similar. He didn’t love the violence. It didn’t matter whether or not he was skilled with the sword, could tie a knot, or had managed any other number of sentencings. What surprised him was that over time, he had come to feel strongly that what he did mattered. He did serve the king, and in doing so he offered a measure of justice but also vengeance to those wronged that was needed. He felt he did it honorably, and if he did not, then others would come in and might do the job in a way that dishonored the profession.

      They neared city hall, and Finn still hadn’t said anything.

      “You’ll find Lorvend in a single-story house on River Road in the Huster section. It has a blue slate roof. There are no others like it. He’s the one who worked with Bolgar.”

      “I will find him,” Meyer said.

      “We need to question Bolgar about who might have been responsible for targeting him.”

      “I understand what’s involved,” Meyer said.

      “He needs to be challenged about Michaels.”

      Meyer looked over to him, and there was a hint of a smile on his face, which wrinkled the corners of his eyes. “I do know how to perform my job.”

      “I’m sorry. I know you do. It’s just that I have been the one looking into this, and I feel like I have an obligation to keep digging, but…” He couldn’t finish. Depending on the outcome of the executioner court, Finn might be assigned elsewhere. It was a thought he’d not given much mind to, though perhaps that was a mistake.

      And there was the issue of how it might tie to witchcraft.

      He didn’t want to say anything to Meyer about it, not anymore, but the missing knife from the dead priestess, along with the strangely contained fire bothered him. They were most likely not connected… but what if they were?

      Witchcraft had been absent from the city for a while. Long enough that others had gotten complacent about it—including Meyer.

      Which was why Finn couldn’t say anything. He knew what Meyer would say.

      Stop overthinking.

      Meyer guided Finn up the steps to city hall, and once inside they went into the jurors’ chamber. He found a pair of Archers standing on either side of Bolgar, who was stationed in front of the jurors. Several of them were there, though not all. Geldan had not yet arrived either.

      Finn approached, looking over to Bolgar, and found him studying him. There was a question in his eyes, though it was one Finn couldn’t answer here. Within the chamber, Finn had to give off the appearance of someone who was impartial, and to be honest he was impartial. He had no real affection for Bolgar. He wanted the truth, and if that truth exonerated Bolgar, then so be it. From all accounts, Bolgar wasn’t necessarily a kind person, and he worked in a difficult trade, though that didn’t necessarily mean he was dishonorable or that he deserved to be set up for a crime he may or may not have committed.

      The door opened, and Geldan strode in, wearing his gown of office, slipping around the juror section, and taking a seat. He looked at the gathered people with disdain on his thin face. “I didn’t realize we needed the executioner and his apprentice for such a straightforward case.”

      Finn looked over to Meyer. There were times when Meyer permitted Finn to take the lead in the sentencing, though he didn’t get the sense that this would be one. For whatever reason, Meyer looked as if he wanted to be more involved than he usually did. Maybe it had to do with the fact that Finn would soon be leaving the city to go and attend the executioner court. If successful, then Finn would be returning to the city, and Meyer would have to find another apprentice to train.

      Finn frowned to himself. If that were to happen, then would there be time?

      He looked over, studying Meyer, but he couldn’t read anything from his expression.

      “Should we wait for the rest of the jurors to arrive?” Meyer asked.

      Geldan looked at the jurors present. “We have a quorum, and given that this is a fairly straightforward case, I think we can proceed.”

      Meyer didn’t argue and merely nodded.

      “I presume you have the warden’s report,” Meyer said.

      Geldan pulled out a sheet of paper and passed it along the jurors. Each of them reviewed it before passing it down until it reached the end. If it was anything like the report that he had gotten from the warden, then Finn knew exactly what was on it, detailing the nature of the crimes, along with what the city Archers had reported.

      “It doesn’t appear as if there is much here that is in dispute,” Geldan said. He looked to Bolgar. “What do you have to say?”

      “I didn’t do it,” Bolgar said.

      Geldan shook his head. “Indeed? Most who come here are willing to accept a little bit of responsibility for their crimes, especially as they face their fate. Your sentencing can go many ways for you, and much of it is determined on how you present yourself.”

      Bolgar glanced over to Finn, and Finn made a point of ignoring him, looking straight at Geldan. “I didn’t do it. I thought they were looking into it so that they could prove my innocence.”

      Meyer stepped forward. “We have investigated the truth of what Mr. Bolgar has claimed, and have come to the conclusion that there is enough question surrounding the details of the case that we need additional time.”

      Geldan looked up, his face curdling. “Additional time?”

      “There are several facts of the case that remain in question.”

      “I understand that they are circumstantial,” Geldan said. “But even circumstantial evidence leads us to believe that the only one to gain from Mr. Michaels demise would be the accused. And then to start a fire to cover his crime. That is worse.”

      Many did view arson as worse than murder, mostly because fires could burn through the city, destroying many lives before they could be slowed and put out.

      “We have evidence to suggest that the body found at the scene of the fire was not Mr. Michaels,” Meyer said.

      “If it wasn’t Mr. Michaels, then who was it?” Geldan asked.

      Finn ignored the way that Bolgar looked at him, not needing him to do or say anything at this point. All he needed was to get through this, if only so that they might have an opportunity to uncover the truth of what happened.

      “We don’t have that information yet. Which is why I favor delaying sentencing until we can obtain additional information. If it wasn’t Michaels, we need to investigate who else it might have been.”

      “May I ask why you don’t think this was Michaels?” Vera Graham was one of the older jurors, and her gray hair was cut short, her lean face almost foxlike, and she regarded Bolgar with an expression of suspicion. Finn had seen her do the same to most who were presented for sentencing. She always seemed eager to pass sentencing.

      “From reports of a man who worked under both Bolgar and Michaels, it seems that Mr. Michaels actually passed away about a year ago. They concealed his demise to maintain his clientele. I can’t say I have all of the answers, as it has been difficult to obtain the information that we have.”

      “Are you sure of this?” Vera asked.

      “Not entirely,” Meyer said, glancing over to Bolgar. “A moneylender has many reasons to deceive us, and most likely has many who would benefit from his disappearance. It is entirely possible the initial claim is accurate, though if Mr. Michaels truly did die a year ago, then we have to pursue an alternative explanation, and we must find who died in that fire.”

      “You are saying that either way he is guilty of murder,” Geldan said.

      Meyer cast a hard look at him. “I am making no such claim. I am saying we need to further investigate. I don’t have the answer, and I am requesting, respectfully, that I have more time with which to do so.”

      “We do not need to delay sentencing of something that is straightforward,” Geldan said. “The warden’s report is incredibly clear.”

      “That is only the warden’s report.”

      “You did not submit a report, so we do not have one to reference,” magister said.

      “Other than my testimony today,” Meyer said.

      Garrison Ferald, a youngish juror from the Malind section, leaned forward, looking at the other jurors, and ignored Geldan. Jurors turned over fairly often as it was a position of prestige, but once jurors had that prestige, they quickly found the work tedious. “I think our master executioner has given us enough reason to delay, if only for a few days to allow him an opportunity to obtain more information. There’s no harm in that, is there?”

      “We must have the truth,” Vera said.

      The other jurors started nodding, muttering quietly.

      Finn watched Geldan. He seemed disappointed, though perhaps it really was only because he wanted to have justice carried out. Finn hoped that was the case and not that there was an alternative explanation that would be more dangerous.

      “Mr. Bolgar, we will delay your sentencing for one week, at which time we will request that Master Meyer present a full report.”

      Geldan rapped his staff of office on the table, indicating the meeting was over. Meyer motioned for Finn to follow him, and they headed out of the chamber, back out of city hall, and into the street.

      “The magister seems eager to sentence him,” Finn said. Much like what had happened with the merchant. Could they be connected? “He’s always eager to move cases off his docket, but this was a little different than that.”

      “You should be careful that you aren’t reading too much into things,” Meyer said.

      There was the expected response. Finn had known Meyer would make a comment like that. “I’m sorry. I’m just looking for answers, and at this point everything looks suspicious.”

      “Which is why it’s time for you to leave the city,” Meyer said. “You need to present yourself to the executioner court in Vur. Since we spent most of the morning on this, you will have to ride hard.”

      Finn glanced over to Verendel City Hall before turning his attention back to Meyer. “If I pass—”

      Meyer smiled at him. “You cannot think about anything other than performing your best, Finn. That is all I ask of you.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it’s a good time for me to be going.”

      “It never will,” Meyer said. “There is always another case, always another crime to investigate, and there’s always something more you will feel needs to be completed. You need to go, prove yourself, and prove to the court that you are every bit the man that I submitted.”

      Finn held Meyer’s gaze, saying nothing. There might not be an ideal time, but this one felt particularly troublesome to him. With Meyer obviously sick and with this crime having no clear answer, Finn didn’t feel comfortable leaving, but at the same time he thought perhaps he didn’t have a choice. Worse was that if he succeeded in his testing, he would not be able to return to Verendal.

      There wasn’t anything for him to do but to go.

      Finn smiled at Meyer and then nodded.

      “Travel well, Finn. I trust that you will honor me.”

      “I will do my best.”
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      Finn was uncertain. He understood that it was time for him to leave, and understood that Meyer wanted him to prove himself, but he couldn’t help but feel as if the timing wasn't quite right. Then again, Finn always felt that way when it came to his work. There was always something more that needed to be done.

      Now that it was time for him to leave, he needed to gather a few belongings for the journey before heading out. He found Lena in the kitchen. She hadn’t seemed like she had done much since he and Meyer had left earlier.

      “You are leaving,” Lena said. “But you just returned.”

      He explained what he was doing and the testing. Lena watched him quietly. There was worry in her eyes.

      “I doubt that I’m going to be gone that long,” he said. For the testing at least. Once he passed, then there were different issues. He would be leaving his sister behind. Meyer. And if Meyer was decompensating…

      Finn couldn’t say anything anyway. He didn’t want to hurt his pride.

      Lena chewed her lip for a moment before looking up at him.

      “What happens when you pass?”

      When and not if. She had such confidence in him. “According to Meyer, I will be assigned to serve someplace within the kingdom.”

      She closed her eyes, nodding. “What happens to your position here?”

      “That depends upon the executioner court. They will decide, as they often do.”

      “Do you think they will assign him a new apprentice?”

      Finn had some experience with Meyer and his preference when it came to choosing apprentices. “I don't know. Knowing Master Meyer the way that I do, I am not certain that he will want to train a new apprentice.”

      “That means a journeyman.”

      Finn nodded. Meyer hadn’t cared for the fact that the city—and the court, he suspected—had assigned him an apprentice previously. Meyer was proud, but he understood why they would have felt that way. There were tasks that couldn’t be done by one man alone. It was difficult serving in a city the size of Verendal by yourself without getting help.

      “As long as he has the assistance he needs,” Finn said. “It won’t matter.”

      “What happens to me?”

      “I’m sure you will have an opportunity to stay with Master Meyer.”

      “For now,” she said. She looked up at Finn then. “But he will need help. He’s a proud man, Finn. He deserves help, and he deserves…”

      Finn smiled. He felt the same way Lena did, and she knew it, so he understood why she was pushing this. He also knew she had far more opportunities than she gave herself credit for.

      “You don’t have to worry. Even if I pass, I’m going to have an opportunity to return, and I can help you work through what happens next.”

      She nodded slowly. “I hope so.”

      “You don’t have to worry,” he said.

      He gathered himself, getting to his feet. “Vur is not far from here. I won’t be gone long. And I will make a point of hurrying back.”

      “Thank you.”

      “If you need anything, go to Oscar. He’s still a friend.”

      Lena nodded.

      Finn cleaned up the dishes, setting them into the sink, and gathered his supplies before making his way out of the home. He had a surprisingly heavy heart leaving. This should have been a time of excitement, he suspected. This should have been a time of pride, not only in what he was asked to do but with who he would be able to become if he were to pass this test. Instead he was left with worry.

      He acquired a horse at one of the stables near the edge of the city, making sure to find one that would move quickly, and walked the horse out of the stable. As he was making his way past the Raven Stone, he hesitated.

      He couldn’t leave without stopping and speaking to Esmerelda. It would feel like a betrayal.

      He walked the horse through the hegen section. The streets here were narrow enough that it was difficult to navigate on foot or with the cart but even more so with the horse. Most of the hegen he’d encountered moved out of the way, giving Finn space. He wound toward Esmerelda’s home and tied up the horse before knocking.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      She smiled at him. She looked lovely in her pale-blue dress, a circlet of silver ringing her neck.

      “Finn. It’s early to see you. I would have expected that you had other responsibilities at this point in the day. I had hoped to find you to thank you for helping Heret. He has returned to his studies.”

      That was good. Finn had worried it would be more difficult to get him back to the hegen section, but it had not been nearly as challenging as he’d feared. “He hadn’t done anything, so it was nothing.”

      “Not for him,” she said, meeting his gaze.

      “Master Meyer has sent me to the court.”

      She pressed her lips together, still looking lovely even while growing reticent. “It is time then.”

      “You knew?”

      “I knew you had done well and had developed a reputation, so soon you would be offered the opportunity for testing. In that way I knew, but not the exact timing.”

      “I should be thrilled,” Finn said.

      “And why are you not?”

      Her voice had fallen soft, quiet.

      “Many reasons.” He glanced behind, back toward Verendal proper. “Before I leave, I wanted to see you, but I also needed to ask you a favor. Would you look in on Master Meyer?”

      “What do you fear?”

      “It’s not so much what I fear as what my sister does,” Finn said. “He is…”

      He wasn’t quite sure how to phrase it.

      “Aging?” Esmerelda asked.

      Finn smiled to himself. “Maybe that’s all it is. He is aging. He’s going to need help. But I think my sister is going to need help with him.”

      “You won’t be gone that long, I presume,” she said.

      “I don’t think so,” Finn said.

      “I will help until you return. Will you visit me when you do?”

      “Of course.” Heat rose in his cheeks as he thought about their walk, the quiet night with her, and the longing he felt to have another night like that. But if he were to be assigned outside of Verendal, assuming he passed this testing, he would never even have that opportunity.

      Esmerelda watched him, as if she knew his thoughts. She smiled at him, touching his hand and then his chest. His skin tingled where she touched him. Maybe hegen magic, or maybe something else.

      “Travel safely, Finn.”

      He gathered the horse and made his way from the hegen section.
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        * * *

      

      Finn rode slowly along the road and watched the landscape streaming past him. He had been pushing hard the last few days, wanting to get to Vur as quickly as possible, thinking that the sooner he got there, the sooner he could get the testing over with, and then he could return to Verendal. He wanted the opportunity to return to the city and help Meyer while awaiting assignment.

      Though he was traveling for testing for master executioner, Finn couldn’t shake the thoughts that rolled through his mind. Questions lingered there, curiosity that troubled him. They had gone years without seeing much in the way of witchcraft. He had continued to believe there was a threat of it in the kingdom and in Verendal in particular, especially after the city had been attacked, but had found no concrete proof. Enough time had passed that Meyer had begun to chastise Finn for his pursuit of it.

      Until recently.

      It was more than just what he had seen near Bolgar’s burned shop. It was the possibility that the priestess had been tied to it, regardless of what he had discovered. And he didn’t like leaving the city with such unknowns.

      Which would be sufficient reason for Meyer to send him away anyway.

      In the distance, a city loomed into view. Finn had never traveled to Vur, though it wasn’t all that far from Verendal. It was a smaller city, roughly a quarter of the size of Verendal, and not situated within the forest as Verendal was. A massive rolling plain swept out around the city of Vur, and rather than having an enormous wall surrounding the entirety of the city, Vur seemed to sprawl outward, houses and buildings and farms all sweeping away, not confined by the limitations of the wall.

      Even though it was only three days from Verendal, Vur had never suffered the same threat of the Alainsith, not the way that Verendal had over the years that it had been a part of the kingdom. It didn’t need a wall to protect it. Then again, Vur also didn’t have one of the king’s residences and wasn’t responsible for keeping his jewels the way that Verendal was. Verendal sat as a place of honor within the kingdom.

      He guided the horse forward, reaching the city. As he rode, Finn looked around, half expecting he would encounter the executioner court somewhere along the road. When he had met up with them the last time, it had been outside of Verendal, though that had been unique as well.

      This felt unique to him. There was no evidence of the executioner court.

      Finn passed traveling merchants, massive wagon trains laden with their wares rolling along the road. Most were heavily guarded, a half dozen or more soldiers armed to ensure their safety from highwaymen. Most of the soldiers gave him a long look, watching to see what he might do as Finn came with his executioner sword strapped to his back, though they let him pass.

      The closer he got to the city, the more he passed other people traveling along the road. As he neared the buildings on the outskirts of the city, he hesitated, looking around. Farms surrounded Vur, though most of them were small, especially as he neared the city.

      Occasionally, Finn came across a larger farm, some with livestock wandering outside. That was unusual around Verendal. Most of the farms around Verendal were farther removed from the city.

      He followed the movement of people into the city. Finn had to find where the executioner court was meeting. Meyer hadn’t given him any information other than that it was in Vur, though Finn didn’t know if it was in the city itself or outside of the city.

      He didn’t want to take any more time than needed. At this point, all Finn really wanted to do was to get to the executioner court, figure out what would be expected of him, and continue on. If that involved returning to Verendal today, Finn would ride hard, return to the city, and hopefully have enough time to continue the investigation about Bolgar’s case.

      Finn didn’t know if the city was arranged at all similarly to how Verendal was arranged. There might not even be sections in the same way that there were within Verendal. That didn’t matter. The only thing that really mattered was figuring out where he needed to go. He guided the horse through the city, staying mounted. He wasn’t the only one, though most of the others were with caravans traveling through the city. Most people on the street got out of the way of the horses and wagons, and Finn kept close to one of the nearer caravans, using that wagon train to give him space to move along the street.

      He noticed the spires of an enormous church rising in the distance. There were several churches within Vur, all of them visible. They seemed to be situated at the edges of the city, forming something of a triangle around the city itself. He wondered which of the churches was for Heleth, which was for Elia, and even Fell. There weren’t enough churches here for each of the gods, so Finn suspected that the ones that were here celebrated particular gods known to be important to the city itself.

      As he traveled along the road, noise in the distance caught his attention, and Finn found himself heading toward it. He wasn’t sure what he might encounter as he neared, but there seemed to be a gathering ahead of him.

      He started to veer off when something about the gathering caught his attention. He hurried along the road, thinking that maybe he had come across the executioner court, and as he neared he realized that wasn’t it at all. It was a troupe of acrobats, dancing and jumping and flipping all off to the side of the road. A gathering had formed around the acrobat troupe, watching them. Finn found himself captivated as well, despite knowing that he needed to keep moving. They really were quite skilled.

      The sound of music drifted toward him further into the city, and Finn moved onward, reaching several musicians who were competing against each other to see who could play the fastest and the loudest.

      He kept onward, and after he passed through the main part of the city he nearly turned around when he spotted something in the distance, though well outside of the city and to the north. It was a caravan of wagons painted in bright and almost garish colors. Finn had seen it before.

      He kicked the horse forward, and they trotted off, passing through the city and heading out beyond the small farms that ringed the outskirts. He slowed, approaching the wagons carefully. There were no other travelers on this side of the city, though Finn thought that made sense. The executioner court would not want anybody to come upon them, as they wouldn’t want to frighten them, and would not want to have to explain what was taking place.

      He slowed, looking to see who might be here, but didn’t know if he would recognize anybody on the court. When he had been in front of the court before, it had been nearly a decade ago.

      A man appeared near one of the wagons. He was thin with a bald head and wore dark leathers that reminded Finn of what he and Meyer wore for their gallows festivals. Finn recognized him.

      “Finn Jagger. You have answered the call.” The man raised one hand briefly before touching it to his chest.

      Finn climbed down from the horse, looking over to the man. He couldn’t see any others, though he had a sneaking suspicion they were there with him, either watching or waiting.

      “I present myself before the court.”

      The man nodded to him again. “So you have.” He stepped off to the side and guided Finn forward. The wagons created a natural barricade along the road, and were far enough from the city that few people would come this way, and those who did could be seen easily well before they reached the court itself.

      The man took the reins of his horse, and tied them off near one of the wagons, motioning for Finn to follow him.

      When he entered the center of the wagon caravan, Finn looked around to see if it would be arranged similarly to the way it had been when he had come before, though there was no sign of a gallows. There was no sign of anything similar, though he did see rough timber resting in a pile off to the side of the wagons.

      “Henry Meyer sent word that you were prepared for your testing,” the man said. “My name is Jonathan Largen, master executioner in Welerth.”

      It was a city far to the north, and roughly the same size as Verendal.

      “He didn’t tell me what to expect at the court.”

      “As he should not have,” Jonathan said. He turned and swept his hand. A half dozen people stepped out from spaces between the wagons, all of them dressed in dark leathers. Finn looked at them, noting that some of the faces were familiar to him from his testing all those years ago, though not all of them. They all watched. “You were submitted for testing as master executioner before the court. We, the master executioners in service of the king, stand before you, and ask if you desire such testing.”

      Finn looked at them, his gaze lingering on one to another.

      The only thing he could think of was that passing would be the way he could return to Verendal and help Meyer. As a journeyman or master, he would be subject to the desires of the executioner court. Finn didn’t know where they’d ask him to serve.

      Something that Meyer had said to him stuck with him, though. He had wanted Finn to honor him. If he failed, how would that look for Meyer? Meyer had put himself out on Finn’s behalf, submitting him to the court, risking his life so that Finn may have one of his own. Finn still didn’t know why Meyer had done it, only that he was the reason Finn still lived. He would honor him. Then he would do what he could to help him. As a master executioner, that was his right.

      “I, Finn Jagger, journeyman apprenticed to Master Henry Meyer, present myself to the executioner court for testing so that I may be promoted to master executioner.”

      “So it will be,” Jonathan said.

      “So it will be,” the other master executioners said.

      Jonathan motioned for Finn. “Step to the center and present yourself, Finn Jagger.”

      Finn followed them, moving to the center of the wagon caravan. When he did, Jonathan stepped back, joining the other five master executioners and creating a ring around him. It occurred to Finn that Meyer was not here, though he wondered if perhaps he should have been. How often had Meyer been summoned to join the executioner court? In the time that Finn had served him, he didn’t remember Meyer disappearing and leaving the city that often. There were occasional times, and in those earliest days Finn had been a bit uncomfortable serving on his own, but as he had progressed that discomfort had faded.

      Finn thought about what he had experienced when he’d come before the court before. At that time, he had been questioned, tested upon his knowledge of anatomy, healing, the various techniques involved in performing a sentencing. All of those things had become easier for him, but were they enough that he could answer their questions now and prove himself?

      He would find out soon enough.

      One of the master executioners on the far side of the circle stepped forward. The man was dressed in a long leather jacket, the style different than what he and Meyer favored. His bald head bore several scars, making him look grizzled and dangerous. He watched Finn, regarding him a moment.

      Finn tried to anticipate the line of questioning. There would be something from him that he would have to be ready for, though Finn wasn’t sure what technique they would start with. He had tried to prepare himself as much as possible for the various ways that they might question him, thinking through the possibilities of what they might come up with. He had wanted to be ready, thinking that if nothing else he needed to have a prepared statement to prove he was practiced.

      What the man asked surprised Finn.

      “Mr. Jagger. I am Master Gray Childers.” Finn nodded to him. “Describe a sentencing that went well.”

      He frowned. This wasn’t what he had expected.

      Finn anticipated them asking him about various techniques and requiring him to prove his expertise. He’d studied for the better part of the last ten years, reading and mastering those skills. During the ride toward Vur, he had even given considerable thought to what they might ask so that he could be ready with the kind of answers that would prove his knowledge.

      Still, he reacted the way Meyer would have wanted him to act.

      Finn had plenty of sentences to pull from. He had been a part of many executions, having successfully carried them out in ways that had honored Master Meyer and ways that had served the king.

      What had gone well?

      The obvious answer was a simple sentencing. Hanging was the most common, and it was the one he had practiced the most, though that was out of necessity. There were others that he had done less commonly and which required more skill, but what had gone well?

      Perhaps they wanted to know about a sentencing that had been particularly difficult, but one where he had carried it out regardless. That would prove the kind of person he had become, along with the skill he’d developed.

      I trust that you will honor me.

      Meyer’s words lingered with him. Whatever else happened, Finn had to honor Meyer. Anything that he chose would need to prove that Meyer had trained him well.

      What had Meyer trained him to do?

      To question.

      Never be satisfied with the answers he obtained. That was what Meyer wanted from him. Meyer had wanted him to keep looking, even when the answer seemed obvious, because the fate of those sent before him was in his hands. Meyer appreciated Finn’s method—in part because it was different than his own.

      There were many times when he had questioned, discovered answers that had proven guilt. There were fewer times when he had questioned and found answers that disproved guilt.

      Finn gathered himself, considering his response. “There have been many sentencings that I have been a part of that have gone well. Master Meyer has trained me well and has prepared me to carry out each sentence as if it were my first, demanding that I search for understanding before proceeding.” Finn swept his gaze around the gathered executioners, but he leveled his gaze on Gray the longest. This was his question, and he was the one Finn had to address. “There was a recent case where I traveled outside of Verendal to the village of Ironald.” It surprised Finn that he would use this as an example of one that went well, but he felt as if it had. Mostly because he had uncovered the truth, and someone who may have otherwise been subject to the king’s justice had been given an alternative. “A man had been accused of murdering a priestess. In my time within the village, I learned that the elders had already determined his guilt. They summoned one of the king’s executioners for sentencing to be carried out.”

      Finn could tell that Gray watched him, and he recognized that there was a curiosity in his eyes, but there was no other expression there. He was difficult to read. So many men Finn had been around these days had become easy for him to read. That stemmed from his time working with prisoners, having an opportunity to get to know their mindset, anticipating the way that they might react, but in the case of Gray, Finn saw nothing more than a blank expression looking back at him.

      “In the course of my investigation, I determined that the accused had not been involved in what happened. He was exonerated.”

      Gray watched him. “Did you find the guilty party then?”

      “Unfortunately, the priestess died by her own hand. She was distraught over conflicted emotions between her feelings for the accused and her desire to serve her god. She claimed her own life.”

      Gray nodded. “Tell me, Mr. Jagger, why is that an example of a sentencing that went well?”

      “It went well because I served as was required of me.”

      “And how is that?”

      “The king’s justice must be swift, but it must be exact. It may not always be the answer we want, but it is the answer the kingdom needs. In this case, none within the community wanted to believe that a priestess would have taken her own life. It was difficult to reveal that truth.” Not nearly as difficult as it would have been had he lived in the community. Perhaps that was one advantage of serving as a journeyman. Finn hadn’t considered that possibility before. “At the same time, citizens must know that the king’s justice is correct as well. We cannot have people fearing a misuse of the executioner’s power.”

      Gray nodded again. “And the accused? How did he take the news of his fate?”

      Finn blinked. “He was exonerated. I was not concerned with how he took his fate.”

      Gray tilted his head, regarding Finn for another moment. “Why not?”

      “It’s my role to be impartial. I sought the truth only.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Jagger.”

      Gray took a step back, and Finn looked around at the others gathered, trying to meet their gaze, but he didn’t know who would question him next.

      If this was the line of questioning, then he had to come up with other examples of times when his executions had gone well. Perhaps it had been a mistake to use that example, but the story felt right and couldn’t be taken back.

      One of the women stepped forward. She was solidly built with short dark hair, wrinkles in the corners of her eyes, and a heaviness to her gaze. There was something almost disapproving about the way she looked at him, almost as if she were disappointed in him.

      Finn’s heart fluttered for a moment, but he pushed that down, tempering the emotion. There was no point in feeling that way about an executioner. He was not here to face their sentencing.

      Only he was.

      It was a strange realization, but he faced his own sort of punishment with the executioner court. By presenting himself, he had to find their approval, and if he failed at obtaining their approval, Finn would face his own fate. It might not mean he was swinging from the end of a rope, nor would he have to face the blade, but he still had a punishment if he failed.

      “I am Master Irene Sar. Tell me about a sentencing that went poorly.”

      Finn should have anticipated the question after the last one, and yet it still took him aback. When had he been a part of an execution that went poorly? Not just an execution, but a sentencing. That was what they were asking about. The same as they had asked about a sentencing before.

      He closed his eyes, thinking through the various scenarios he had been a part of. For the most part, Finn had honored Meyer through his actions. He had wanted nothing more than to ensure that he served Meyer, proving himself to the master executioner, but there were a few times when things hadn’t gone quite as well. There had been one hanging where the man had suffocated, rather than having a clean death as Finn had intended. Few watching the gallows festival had any idea that it had gone awry, but Finn had known. Meyer had known. They had very little discussion about it, only so much as for Meyer to tell Finn that it couldn’t happen again. There had been the one time when Finn had taken three strokes to behead a man. That was unusual. For the most part, Finn had accurate aim and took only a single blow, rarely two, and only the one time had he required three.

      That didn’t seem to be what they were asking about though. It wasn’t so much about the carrying out of the sentencing as it was of the sentencing itself.

      When was a time that it hadn’t gone as well as what he had wanted?

      There had been several times when he had searched for the truth, only to think that he had it and to have been misguided. He was dogged in this approach, determined to uncover the truth on behalf of the king, but sometimes that doggedness was too much.

      Meyer had warned him about that, warning him that there were times when the Hunter was needed and other times when the executioner was needed. It was up to Finn to balance the two, to find that within himself to coordinate so that he didn’t push beyond what was needed.

      “As an apprentice to Master Henry Meyer, there have been several instances of sentencings that have not gone as well as I would’ve liked,” Finn said. “I am not perfect, which is why I have always attempted to do my best with each person I am assigned.” He looked around the gathered executioners, letting his gaze linger on each one. “If you are looking for a single example, then I can offer you this. There was one, a farmer, accused of killing his wife. I had a series of successes prior to that. I had uncovered strange circumstances with the several cases before working on his, and I suspect that biased my opinion.” Finn sighed, thinking back to that time.

      Meyer had chided him afterward, warning him that one case did not determine another. Each one had to be viewed in its own light. Finn might have been capable, but he’d had to recognize that not everything was complicated. Sometimes there was a simple answer. Unfortunately, Finn had also learned there were plenty of circumstances that were complicated, and that had served him well over the years. “In this case, I delayed the sentencing. I spent two weeks investigating, feeling as if I did not have all of the answers.”

      Irene watched him. “What happened then?”

      “Ultimately, the farmer was guilty. He admitted it after additional questioning.” That questioning had been done under the guidance of Meyer, not under Finn’s hand. It was because Finn had been off, digging into details of the circumstances of the farmer’s wife’s death and had been absent from the prison. Meyer had gone in, questioned him without Finn having known, and had obtained a confession.

      “If you obtained a confession, then why is this an example of a sentencing that went poorly?”

      “Because I focused on the wrong aspect of the case. Were it up to me, I would’ve continued to question, looking for some other answer, rather than the one that was most obvious. Thankfully, Master Meyer identified my fault, and he guided me back toward the truth.”

      “What did you learn from this, Mr. Jagger?”

      “I learned that each case was unique. I needed to review each on its own merits, not comparing it to past cases.” Finn shrugged slightly. “I need to take the experience from each one, add that to the experience that I gain as I serve the kingdom, but I am also reminded that some cases are straightforward and others are not.”

      Irene took a step back, rejoining her place around the wagons.

      Finn waited.

      Another of the executioners stepped forward. He was an older man, about the same age as Master Meyer. He had short hair, weathered gray eyes, and a leathery face. His jacket seemed a size too large for him, suggesting to Finn that he had once been much larger than he was now. Even his pants seemed a size too big for him. There was still something about him that came across as intimidating, though standing amongst an executioner court, Finn expected that all would have that air about them.

      “I am Master Neer Udo.” He had a hint of an accent, and it made his words a bit more challenging to understand. “What are you most proud of in your service to the king?”

      It was an interesting question. Finn had not given that much thought to what he was proud of. Certainly he had felt some pride as he had gained his skill, learning more and more about what was expected of him. He had pride in mastering the various techniques that Meyer had asked of him. There was a measure of pride in uncovering truths that men wanted to keep hidden. In some ways, that was something that surprised him about his response to his position. Finn had never anticipated enjoying that aspect nearly as much as he had.

      None of it was what made him the most proud.

      The answer for him was easy. It was difficult for him to explain to the master executioners though.

      “I’m most proud of the fact that I have made a better life for myself and my sister,” Finn said, starting slowly. “Prior to Master Meyer claiming me as his right, I was heading down a difficult path. My life would have brought me into contact with the Archers and Master Meyer eventually. Because of him, I have been given an opportunity to live an honorable life, working in an honorable profession. I have been given an opportunity to serve in a way I would not have had otherwise. That opportunity has allowed me to provide for myself and my sister, and while she was alive, even my mother.”

      Neer nodded. “That is important to you?”

      “I care for my family,” Finn said. “That, unfortunately, was the reason I ended up in the situation I did. It was because of my family that I had gotten drawn into a life that would lead me into crime. At the time, I viewed it as the only way I could provide for my mother and the needs she had.”

      “What needs were those?”

      “She was sick. We didn’t have the money to pay for a physician. Not even money to pay for a skilled apothecary. My sister had taken up a job working in the slaughterhouse, trying to provide for my mother, needing to pay for the medicines that kept her alive. I stole to provide for her.” Finn closed his eyes, thinking back to his mother. It had been a while since he had given much thought to her. Not because he didn’t care about her, but she had been gone long enough that he was at peace with it. Her last few years had been so much better than the ones preceding them. He had provided for that. It was because of Master Meyer, and because Finn had taken on the mantle of executioner apprentice, that Finn had been able to do that for her. “Physicians are expensive,” Finn said. “When I learned just how expensive, I thought I would steal enough to get her the help she needed. Unfortunately, that was when I was drawn to work with Master Meyer. Perhaps fortunately.” Finn smiled tightly.

      “So when you ask me what I’m most proud of, it isn’t any particular execution or sentencing. There have been many that have gone well. Far fewer that have gone poorly. If there were more, I suspect Master Meyer would have sent me away years ago. There have been many times when I have worked with people in need of healing. That has been rewarding, but even that hasn’t been my proudest accomplishment. That has been giving my sister the life she wanted, allowing her the opportunity to learn medicines and healing so that she could have an honorable life. Saving my mother, even if it was only for a short time, from the ravages of her illness. And it has been in allowing me to have the life that I get to live, allowing me to be a part of something more.”

      He stopped, realizing he had gone on for longer than he had realized. That wasn’t the kind of question that he anticipated the master executioners to have asked, but he also wasn’t sure that was the kind of answer they wanted.

      It was honest though. And more than that, each time he thought of what he was going to say, he imagined Meyer whispering in his ear to honor him with what he said. The way that Finn could honor him would be in telling the truth, providing the answers that were in his heart, and sharing with the master executioners the truth of his experience. Anything else, or anything less, would have been misleading, and Finn knew better than to mislead the master executioners.

      “Thank you, Mr. Jagger,” Neer said, stepping back toward the wagons.

      He waited. These questions were not at all what he had expected, but surprisingly the questions seemed easier than he would’ve expected. They were a matter of him sharing his experience, revealing what he had done during his time serving Master Meyer and Verendal. Finn feared how they might respond, and he did fear disappointing them, if only because it meant that he would disappoint Meyer as well. More than anything, Finn did not want to disappoint Meyer.

      Another of the executioners stepped forward. This was another woman. She was small, dark-haired, with long black hair and olive skin. She regarded him with the same intensity that he’d seen from Irene. It occurred to Finn that he wouldn’t want to encounter any of the master executioners carrying out the duties of their job.

      “I am Master Ora Lynn. What do you regret?”

      It was such a simple question but difficult at the same time.

      Finn had many regrets. He wished he would never have needed Meyer to save him with the executioner’s right. He wished that in the time serving Meyer, he could have found friendship and affection, things that were difficult for a man in his position. He wished that his sister would’ve found love and had the chance to marry, but the sister of an executioner was a difficult role as well. Finn never knew how much that troubled her, and Lena wouldn’t say, though Finn suspected she wished that she could have more of a traditional life. He regretted that Meyer had grown sick and would eventually fail in his position, leading someone else to come to Verendal and serve.

      All of those thoughts flashed through his mind, but none of them felt right.

      “I suppose all people have regrets,” Finn said. “If you live long enough, you learn that there are many things that you could have done differently.”

      “Have you lived long enough to have regret?” Ora asked.

      “I have often wondered what my life would have been like if it had all gone differently,” Finn said solemnly. “Not that I wish for a different path now.” He looked at the masters, realizing that he had to be careful he didn’t upset them and make it seem as if he were ungrateful. That wasn’t the way he felt at all. “When I was younger, I remember my father slipping off with a friend of his, a man who would later lead me into the underworld of Verendal. If I have any regrets, it would be that I hadn’t been able to save my father either then or now.”

      “Why now?”

      Finn took a deep breath. “I don’t know what happened to him. He was caught committing a crime, sentenced, and imprisoned. As far as I know, he remains in prison.”

      “You haven’t gone in search of him?”

      Finn shook his head. “I’ve searched for information, but there’s nothing in Verendal, and I haven’t questioned the king.” He’d considered it, and perhaps if he were to become a master executioner, he could ask that favor, but one thing he’d learned from his time as executioner was that men made choices. “Even that is not what I regret. I wish I could have done or said something to him when I was younger that would have kept him from taking that path in the first place.”

      Not that Finn thought that he could prevent his father from doing anything. He was his own man, much like Finn now was his own man, but when it came to regret, that was one that stuck with him, lingering and influencing more than he admitted.

      “You think you could have convinced him to take a different path in life?”

      Finn considered the answer for a long moment. “I don’t know. Probably not. My father made his own choices, much like I have made my own choices, but that doesn’t make it any easier for me. You asked if I had any regret, and honestly that is the one that lingers with me the most. I wish that I could have saved my father.”

      Ora nodded and took a step back, rejoining the others. Finn looked at the remaining faces. He anticipated each of them would ask a question, though at this point he no longer knew what to expect. The idea that he would have to go through what he considered a good sentencing, one that didn’t go well, and his regrets, left him struggling with what more they might ask of him. How much more could he provide?

      Another of the master executioners stepped forward. This one was younger than the others, probably only ten years older than Finn and incredibly muscular. He had blond hair but dark skin, large lips, and wide eyes. There was something about him that looked as if he came from outside the kingdom.

      “I am Master Asi Ifrin. What goals do you have for yourself?”

      Finn smiled. This was an easy answer, or it should be. “I suppose that if I look long-term, my goals would be to settle in a small village outside of Verendal. I could see myself serving as an apothecary, or a healer, or simply providing guidance to those in the village.”

      He glanced at Finn. “Nothing about serving as a master executioner?”

      “I will serve if that is what the court asks of me. I will do so proudly, and I will serve the king well. But my goal, eventually, is to live my own life, rather than a life on behalf of the king.”

      Asi nodded. “Thank you.”

      When he stepped back, Finn wondered if his answer had been a mistake. Perhaps he had been a little too forthright with them. They needed to know that he would be committed to serving as a master executioner, and his answer essentially told them that he wanted to serve only so long as was necessary.

      As he looked around the surrounding faces, he couldn’t tell whether or not they were disappointed by what he had said. He couldn’t help but feel as if he might have misspoken.

      Another of the master executioners stepped forward. He was short, much like Ora, and stout with more of a belly that any of the others. Finn could barely imagine him wielding the executioner blade, which left him wondering if he had any skill at all.

      Still, there was a quiet intensity about him, and as he looked at the man, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he would be terrifying were he to question someone.

      “I am Master Rolfen Gurney. Describe for me your typical day.”

      Finn took a deep breath. This was more along the lines of what he expected from the others, and yet it was almost more difficult for him to answer. “In my duties within Verendal, there is no typical day, per se. Each day is unique. I awaken early most mornings, have breakfast, and plan what needs to be done. Some days it involves shopping for supplies. An executioner can never have enough supplies, it seems.” The comment elicited a ripple of laughter from the others. “Others involve me visiting the prisons early, questioning the prisoners, and obtaining details of whatever case I might be working on at that time. Still other days I have to visit with the local jurors and magister, attending the sentencings.”

      Finn smiled. “It is the diversity of responsibilities that makes the job rewarding. Afternoons are spent similarly, going from prison to prison, perhaps looking in on a case, or attending a sentencing, and then in the evenings I accompany Master Meyer while he performs healing on the side.” He suspected that the other master executioners did something similar, so revealing that Meyer did that was not oversharing in any way. “When it’s done, I repeat the process.”

      “Do you enjoy your days?”

      “Most of the time. I think every man has aspects of his job that are less pleasant than others.”

      “What aspects would those be?”

      “I would prefer not to use torture unless it’s necessary. I’m not above doing so for the pursuit of the truth, but if it were up to me, I would avoid using any technique that leads to violence.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It’s not that I don’t have the stomach for it. I have done it for enough years that it doesn’t trouble me. It’s just that I prefer to have conversations with men. I like to think I can obtain just as much information by speaking to them as I can by interrogating them.”

      Not with everybody though. There were times when enhanced questioning was necessary, times when he couldn’t obtain what he needed any other way. Finn understood the value in those techniques, and he understood that were it not for those techniques, he would have failed on countless cases.

      “Not the actual sentencing?”

      Finn frowned. “When I was first apprenticed to Master Meyer, I thought I would fear the actual sentencing itself. I think the very first one I carried out left me nervous. My hands were clammy, my heart racing,” Finn said, shaking his head. That was so long ago, and he was a different person, but the memories stayed with him. “Over time, I came to realize that if I did my job well, the men and women sentenced all deserve their fates.”

      Rolfen nodded and stepped back to rejoin the others.

      That left only Jamison. Finn wondered whether Jamison would even question him, seeing as how he was the one who had guided him to the executioner court in the first place. Perhaps he had no other role other than to initiate the proceedings. Finn had been asked a series of questions by each of the others, he wondered just what he would need to say to Jamison.

      Finally, he did step forward, and he leveled his hard eyed stare on Finn. “You were claimed by the ancient executioner’s right. Master Meyer was the first among us to have exerted that right in many years. You were pulled from a different life, one that you have admitted led you down the wrong path.” Jamison watched Finn for a moment. “Do you ever revisit that old life?”

      Finn nodded slowly. “It took me a while to separate myself from that,” he admitted. “And there was a part of me that felt conflicted. Not so much about carrying out the jobs with the crew. I didn’t miss that. I missed the feeling of camaraderie. There was a part of me that believed the camaraderie and friendships I had were real. It took me time and maturity to understand that they were not.”

      “So you no longer revisit your old life?”

      “I haven’t said that either. There is one, the one who worked with my father, who I have remained in contact with. Not because I wish to be a part of that world any longer, but because he was a friend. A real friend. He’s protected me, and now…”

      Jamison regarded him. “You protect him?”

      “I don’t think I can protect him. He knows I’m unable to offer him anything more than friendship.”

      “Why do you maintain that friendship?”

      “Just because he’s a thief doesn’t mean he’s not a good person,” Finn said. “If my time serving as executioner within Verendal has taught me anything, it’s that even good men can make bad choices. Sometimes those choices lead those men to places that they wish they could take back. Unfortunately, there are consequences to every action.”

      “If it came down to doing your job or saving your friend, what would you choose?”

      “I would do my job. I would serve the kingdom. I would serve justice.” Finn met Jamison’s eyes. “And he knows it.”

      He regarded Finn for a long moment, his gaze lingering, before he finally nodded. “Thank you.”

      He stepped back into the circle of the wagons, and as soon as he did Finn was left standing in the middle once again. He looked around at the master executioners encircling him, trying to gauge their reaction. He had been questioned by each of them, and yet he didn’t feel as if he had undergone any significant questioning. It didn’t feel nearly as intense as what he had undergone when testing to stay with Master Meyer.

      This questioning was of a different sort.

      It occurred to Finn that it was the kind of questioning he had started to utilize with more and more of the men sentenced. It was his way of taking a measure of a man, getting stock of who they were and how they might react, and understanding them as a person.

      That was the reason for this line of questioning. The master executioners wanted to know him, and they wanted to know how he might react, but more than that they wanted to get a measure of him as a person.

      Finn had no idea if he had answered them the way that he should have, no idea if the questions had specific answers they were looking for. The only thing that he knew was that he had answered it as honestly as he could.

      Hopefully he had done as Meyer had wanted and had honored him with his answers. If nothing else, Finn wanted to honor Master Meyer, to prove he had not made a mistake all those years ago in selecting Finn and exerting his right. He wanted these other master executioners to know that Meyer had chosen well.

      He thought back to the answers he had given and started to question whether or not he should have provided different answers. Maybe when asked what his goals were, he should have claimed that he wanted to be a master executioner, serve the kingdom, and choose a city in which to work. Only he had answered honestly.

      Perhaps that would help. Or not. Finn didn’t know. Given that they were all master executioners and skilled at questioning, he had a feeling that they would have known whether he was misleading them or not. He certainly would have. He could read a person and could gauge the nature of their response.

      The master executioners started to step forward. Jamison moved in front of them and nodded to Finn. “You may return to your horse.”

      Finn looked at the master executioners before finally turning and stepping out of the circle of wagons and standing near the horse.

      Then he waited.

      He tried not to listen to their conversation but found it difficult. How could he not when his fate was in their hands? He wanted to know how they might react to him and the conversation they had about him, and so he strained to listen. Even as he did, he couldn’t hear anything other than hushed whispers. Every so often, he heard a little bit of a harsher sound, accented words, or higher-pitched tones that suggested the speaker, though for the most part Finn couldn’t tell who was speaking or what they were saying.

      After a while, he stopped trying to listen.

      In some ways, he felt as if he were one of the prisoners awaiting his sentencing. Finn remembered that feeling all too well. Even though he had served as an executioner for the better part of ten years, the memories of what it was like to be one of the condemned lingered with him. Finn remembered what it had felt like when he had been brought before the jurors and Geldan, and remembered all too well what it had felt like knowing that his fate was in their hands. He remembered the terror that had filled him, along with the resignation he had known following that.

      How could he feel otherwise?

      This time, they were holding his future in their hands in a different way. Regardless of what they decided, Finn would not have to suffer the same dark and deadly fate as he had feared when he had come to the court before. This time, it was merely a matter of his ability to return to Verendal as a master executioner, to assist Meyer until such time as Finn would be given an assignment, or whether he would have to stay a journeyman, wandering and carrying out the king’s justice.

      Neither option was all that bad.

      Knowing that gave Finn a certain sense of relief. He didn’t have to fear what he might face, and he didn’t have to fear that he might somehow be drawn into something that he wouldn’t want to do otherwise. He might want to return to his sister, to help Meyer, but even as a journeyman, Finn could do so. It wouldn’t mean that he would no longer be able to see his sister or visit with Meyer.

      And more than that, regardless of what happened, he had answered the court’s questions honestly. He had shared with them the truth of his experience. He had done everything that they had asked of him.

      That was all he could ever want to do.

      Finn patted the horse on the side.

      A face appeared in between the wagons. It was Jamison. He motioned for Finn to join him along with the others. His fate had been decided.

      Finn stepped once more into the circle of wagons. The other master executioners surrounded him. For a moment, Finn felt a flutter of fear and a concern that perhaps he might face a different fate.

      “Finn Jagger,” Jamison said. “We welcome you as master executioner.”

      “We welcome you as master executioner,” each of the others said.

      Finn swallowed. “I passed?”

      Jamison nodded. “You passed.”

      “Where will I serve?”

      “It will be where the king calls you to serve.”

      “Which means you don’t have a place for me yet.”

      Jamison shook his head. “Not yet.”

      Finn took a deep breath. These were executioners. Though relief swept through him, he couldn’t show it. That was another lesson Meyer had taught him.

      “Then I will return to Verendal. Master Meyer is in the middle of an investigation that could benefit from my help.”

      “You would return to Verendal?” Jamison asked.

      “It has been my home,” Finn said.

      Had been.

      He had to come to grips with the fact that it may not always be his home. How could it be, when as a master executioner he would be assigned to serve someplace else throughout the kingdom? It was time for him to recognize that. At least now that he was master executioner, Finn could make choices of his own, and thankfully that presented him the option of returning, if only for a little while. He could make plans, prepare for his departure, and from there he could begin to say his goodbyes.

      That mattered more than he realized.

      “We will convey to the king that you have succeeded in passing to master executioner. I am certain he will send word to you of your assignment.”
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      The return to Verendal went more quickly than the ride out to Vur. Partly that was because Finn had been more anxious on his ride to Vur, but partly it was because now he felt a different weight on his shoulders. It was unexpected. He had not anticipated he would feel as if he needed to return to the city and complete as much as possible before preparing for departure, but at the same time he was thankful he had the opportunity to do that.

      Finn made preparations for what he needed to do once he returned. He had to investigate Bolgar more, try to make some sense of the connections that were taking place in the city, who he owed money to, and who might have wanted him dead, and Finn didn’t have that many leads.

      As he neared Verendal—the spires of the churches rising above the city, giving it something of a majestic quality from a distance, the massive wall rising up around it, and the gleaming Raven Stone sitting outside of the Teller Gate—Finn felt a sweeping sense of relief.

      This was all he had ever known.

      When he left, he knew that he was still young enough that he could establish in another city and could make that his home. When he did, serving as master executioner would allow Finn to able to make choices of his own. He would not have the same baggage that he had within Verendal, though over time that baggage had started to shift to the point where he no longer had any of the wardens look at him the way they once had, none of the Archers. Partly that had to do with the turnover within the prisons in the time that he’d been here, but partly that had to do with the way Finn had served.

      The steady sound of the hegen music called to him as he neared the city. He looked over to the section and saw several minstrels singing and dancing near the edge of the hegen section, a collection of hegen dancing just on the edge of their section.

      Such celebration was uncommon. It was almost as if they celebrated on behalf of him. Finn smiled to himself at that thought. It was a bit self-centered, but it was fun to think about.

      A face appeared amongst the hegen, and Finn slowed.

      He climbed down from the saddle and waited as Esmerelda approached. She was dressed in a long deep-cut light blue dress along with several bands of silver that hung around her throat almost protectively. Finn suspected those were some markers of hegen magic or perhaps her position among the hegen.

      Her hair hung loose, the wind catching it and sending it sweeping behind her. A wide smile crossed her face as she approached him. “Master Jagger,” she said, nodding to him.

      Finn just shook his head. “You know.”

      “You would expect me not to?”

      “I suppose not,” Finn said. “I would have thought I would have been able to get here ahead of you learning, but…”

      Finn had long ago come to realize that he could not anticipate what the hegen might know and what they might do. They were far too capable, and perhaps that was for the best.

      Would there be hegen in the next city he served?

      If there weren’t, that might actually disappoint him. It was surprising to think of it that way, but he valued the hegen presence. At least, Finn thought that he valued the hegen presence. Maybe he only valued Esmerelda’s presence.

      “Certain news travels fast.”

      “Wasn't expecting that to travel quite so quickly.”

      “Are you disappointed?”

      He held her gaze. “No. At least not disappointed that I passed. I suppose I am more apprehensive now.”

      Finn wasn't sure how to explain his apprehension, and as he regarded Esmerelda he realized that he probably didn't need to. She knew. She had always seemed to know him.

      Esmerelda took a step back, regarding him. “And now you are master executioner. Where will you serve?”

      He shrugged. “I haven’t received an assignment yet. It sounds like the court sends word to the king that I passed promotion, and then he will be the one to assign me.”

      Esmerelda pressed her lips together. “I see.”

      “You don’t approve?”

      “It is not for me to approve or disapprove.”

      Finn smiled slightly. “It seems as if it is.”

      “Only because you think that way,” she said.

      Finn turned his attention to the celebration in the hegen section. “Another festival?”

      “There is often reason to celebrate. You would be welcome to join us, as you know.”

      Finn glanced over to the city. “I should return to talk to Master Meyer.” He hesitated. An idea came to him, though he wondered if Meyer would be upset with him. “Have you seen Master Meyer recently?”

      “I have not managed to catch him when he’s at home,” Esmerelda said.

      She’d looked because Finn had asked. He was thankful.

      “You asking was a unique request. I will help if I can.”

      “I know, and I hate asking for your help again.” He really did. It felt like he always went to her for something rather than simply to spend time with her and to get to know her. “It's just that he is not well, and now that I’m a master executioner…”

      “I can check in on him,” she said. “And you don’t have to worry about asking for favors, Finn.”

      In all the time he had been around Meyer, studying and learning how to read people, mastering the skill of determining when someone told him the truth or not, Esmerelda had proven elusive to him. She had always been difficult, though he didn’t have the feeling that she did so intentionally. It was merely a matter of who she was and the power she wielded. There was something incredible to it, something that lent her a certain mysterious air that reminded him a bit of the executioner court.

      “You wouldn’t ask unless you are concerned about something in particular.”

      “When I’m assigned outside of the city, I fear that he is going to need someone looking in on him.”

      “It has been my understanding that your sister has been keeping an eye on him.”

      “She has,” Finn said. “But there are limits to what Lena can do for him.”

      “That is what you fear?”

      “Not the limits,” Finn said. “It’s just…” He wasn’t sure just how much he needed to share. He worried about revealing too much about Meyer, but the mere fact that he was asking Esmerelda to check in on him was enough for her to uncover the truth. “He’s sick,” Finn admitted. “Lena has been working with him, trying to mitigate his symptoms, but she has not been completely successful.”

      “I see,” Esmerelda said.

      “She’s skilled, so if she is unable to help him, I worry that the only way to help him would be—”

      “Hegen magic,” Esmerelda said.

      “Yes,” Finn admitted.

      She turned to him, crossing her arms over her chest, and there was an air of sadness about her. “Henry Meyer has served in Verendal for many years,” she said. “He was the first of the king’s appointees to treat the hegen with any measure of respect.”

      “I didn’t realize that,” Finn said.

      “He was the first to have offered an opportunity for us to lay claim to the deceased. I think he recognized the value in the items that we claimed and the power that it offered us.”

      Finn didn’t know that, but it didn’t surprise him. Meyer didn’t speak about magic, though to be honest very few people in the city would speak about magic. He was no different than any others in that regard. From what Finn had seen though, Meyer didn’t fear magic either. Many people in the city spoke of the hegen magic in distrusting terms, recognizing that it had value and recognizing that there were times when you needed to go to the hegen to beg for favors, but there were other times when that magic was too terrifying to acknowledge.

      Finn still had several hegen cards, what he had once believed were markers of favors owed, but now he knew were signals of tasks that he needed to be aware of. Not favors, but suggestions. It was help Esmerelda had provided him.

      “Losing him would be a great loss to the city, but it would also be a great loss to my people,” Esmerelda said.

      “Then you will help him?”

      “I will do what I can.”

      “That’s all I ask,” Finn said.

      Esmerelda watched him for a moment, shaking her head. “That is not all that you ask. You asked that we heal him. I tell you that I’m not sure such a thing is even possible. It depends upon the severity of the illness, and it depends upon whether he will be agreeable to such healing.”

      Finn had a hard time thinking that Meyer would refuse hegen healing, but at the same time he also knew that Meyer was proud and didn’t want to incur hegen debt.

      Could he, though? Meyer had worked with the hegen enough over the years, offering them prizes, enabling their magic, and treating them with respect that Finn wondered whether or not Esmerelda would even require a price from Meyer. It was possible that she would not.

      “All I ask is that you do what you can,” Finn said. “He’s a good man. He’s served the city well. He deserves…” Finn shook his head. “He deserves to be comfortable.”

      “He does, especially given what he has lost. He has suffered,” Esmerelda said. She looked over to Finn, and the expression on her face shifted, suddenly widening. “It should be a time of celebration for you, Master Jagger. You should feel as if you have returned to the city to celebrate. You should feel pride in what you have accomplished.”

      Finn chuckled. The sudden change in topic was surprising, though coming from Esmerelda he supposed he shouldn’t have been terribly surprised that she would do that. He had been around her enough to know that she could quickly shift topics, changing it to whatever suited her needs.

      “It seems as if you’re throwing me a party anyway.”

      “Perhaps we are,” Esmerelda said.

      Finn waited for her to laugh, but she didn’t. Instead, she just watched him.

      The music called on him, pulling on him, and there was a part of Finn that was tempted to join in the festivities and the celebration, but he needed to get back and check in on Meyer. Until he knew that Meyer was well, Finn felt as if he should hurry. He had been gone long enough. The better part of six days, when a sentencing would be carried out soon.

      “Did the cards tell you I passed?” he asked.

      She pulled out her cards, flipping through them. “They share many things.”

      As she did, Finn leaned forward, looking at the images on the cards. He knew those images could change and doubted Esmerelda had any influence over the changes. It might merely have been that they changed based on the magic that flowed within the card itself, but it might have been something with Esmerelda. One card came up with a crown, a familiar symbol that Finn had seen over the years. Another came up with a sword, though this one was pointed rather than blunted. It didn’t imply him, he didn’t think. Another involved an outline of a face, looking at it from the side, though there was nothing about the face Finn could make out. Another card was little more than a squiggle of lines.

      Esmerelda stared at that one the longest, and it seemed as if it bothered her the most.

      “What is it?” Finn asked.

      Esmerelda looked up at him. “Perhaps something… but I think for now it’s nothing you need be concerned about, Master Jagger.” She said that with a hint of a smile.

      “I think it’s going to take me a while to get comfortable being called Master Jagger.”

      “I doubt it will take that long,” she said. “It didn’t take you that long to be comfortable as the executioner's apprentice.”

      “Long enough,” Finn said. “I suspect this will be the same.”

      “Do you think you can ever be comfortable being called Master Jagger while in Verendal?”

      “I hope so,” Finn said. “Unfortunately, I just don’t know.”

      She nodded to him and turned back to the hegen festival. “It is a shame you can’t join us for the celebration.”

      “Another time,” Finn said.

      “I will hold you to that,” she said.

      She started away, and Finn guided the horse the rest of the way to the city, moving past the Raven Stone and glancing up at the gallows. The wood had splintered along one of the beams and ultimately would need to be replaced soon. He was always careful with the gallows, wanting to make sure it looked as solid and strong as possible. The worst thing that could happen during a sentencing would be for the gallows itself to fail.

      He would have to mention something to Meyer. Hopefully Finn had enough time left in the city that he could help him erect a new gallows. Typically several of the city Archers assisted with that, though they did so reluctantly. Most of them wanted nothing to do with the Raven Stone, though Finn had always found the Stone to be impressive in its austerity.

      As he neared the gate, the pair of Archers standing guard nodded to him. Finn recognized them both, and they let him pass without questioning. He guided the horse quickly back to Meyer’s home. It was mid-afternoon, not late, and Finn had no idea whether Meyer would even be there or if he would be out working. Perhaps Finn should go to Declan, question Bolgar, and try to better understand the intricacies of his network.

      He decided he should stop at the home first. Lena would want to know that he had passed the testing. Finn guided the horse along the street. Once Finn would have needed to rent a horse from a private stable, but since the last attack in the city the king permitted him to borrow horses loaned from the king’s own stables. He should return the horse straightaway, but he wanted to see what Meyer might have uncovered before doing so.

      When he reached Meyer’s home, Finn stopped outside of it. It had always been Meyer’s home, never really Finn’s, though he had lived there for long enough that it should feel more like his. He breathed out, looking along the street, before tying the horse up outside the gate and heading into the home.

      He set his pack down in his room, pulling the sword out from where he had slipped it into the pack, and placed it into the closet with Justice. His blade didn’t have nearly the same history as Justice, though Finn had used it several times in executions in his travels as a journeyman.

      Sound from the back of the home caught his attention, and he made his way along the hall. He glanced into the kitchen, but there was no one there. Lena had left the dishes cleaned and stacked neatly, though the smells of her cooking lingered. It was a pleasant aroma, one that left him feeling more like he was home. When he was finally given an assignment of his own, he would no longer have Lena with him, and he would have to cook for himself again. He’d grown accustomed to Lena cooking, something that he had taken far too much advantage of. When he’d first come to work with Meyer, he had done all the cooking, though he had a feeling that Meyer didn’t mind that Lena had willingly taken on that responsibility.

      If not from the kitchen, Finn didn’t know where the sound came from. He paused at the stairs, but that wasn’t it either. Then it would be the back room. Meyer’s office.

      He made his way toward it, heading slowly, until he reached the office and leaned forward to listen. Voices came from the other side.

      It was too early in the day for Meyer to bring in patients. Usually that was later in the day, after the evening meal and typically even in the dark so that the patients could slip in through the back without anyone noticing that they had come to the executioner. There was still a stigma about going to the executioner, even though most recognized his skill. These days, that stigma was less than it had been, especially since Lena had started working with him. Many people came to see her.

      Finn cracked open the door and saw Lena’s back. She was leaning toward someone sitting in a chair across from her. She glanced over her shoulder, and for a moment a deep frown creased her brow, but that faded as she realized that it was Finn.

      “You’re back.”

      She stepped toward him, and Finn realized that she’d been standing over Meyer, who looked mostly irritated but had a glass of cloudy liquid resting on the table next to him.

      Meyer stood, straightening his jacket, and cocked a brow at Finn. “And?”

      “I passed.”

      Meyer nodded as if he hadn’t been surprised.

      Finn had hoped for more of a reaction from Meyer, wishing that perhaps he would’ve acknowledged his success in a better way, but perhaps he had known Finn would succeed. Of course Meyer had trained him, and so perhaps he really wasn’t surprised. Meyer would have known what was involved in the testing, and he would’ve known Finn was ready to present in front of the executioner court.

      “What does that mean?” Lena asked.

      “It means I can stay here a little longer,” Finn said.

      He watched Meyer, wondering if he was going to say anything, but he did not.

      “And then what?” Lena asked.

      Finn turned to his sister. “And then I will be given an assignment of my own.”

      “Of your own? You mean you won’t be staying in Verendal?”

      “Not indefinitely,” Finn said.

      Lena turned to Meyer. “Why can’t he stay here?”

      “The king decides where his executioners serve,” Meyer said. “And each city can only have one master executioner.”

      “There wouldn’t be a master executioner in each city,” Finn said.

      “No. Only the larger cities have a master executioner. Other places have journeymen who service them.”

      “Now that I’m back, I can help investigate Bolgar and figure out what took place. I know there’s not much time remaining, and we need to work quickly so that we can act before the sentencing.”

      More than anything else, Finn knew that he needed to help Meyer and had to get to the bottom of what happened with Bolgar so that they were ready for the sentencing before that took place.

      “It’s not necessary,” Meyer said.

      “It’s not? You got to the bottom of it?”

      Meyer glanced to Lena. She frowned at him before gathering a few items and heading to the door. “You do realize I have been around the two of you enough for you to speak freely? You don’t have to dismiss me as if I’m some servant.”

      “That wasn’t my intention,” Meyer said.

      She huffed. “Perhaps I should just go back to the kitchen.”

      “Again, that was not my intention,” Meyer said.

      Lena stormed off, slamming the door.

      Meyer just shook his head. “That one…”

      “She’s worried about you,” Finn said. Now that he had passed his testing, and he knew what was to happen next, he figured it was a time to speak freely with Meyer. He needed for Meyer to know that he knew. Finn could propose it in a way that suggested he had seen the signs himself and not reveal that he had discovered it from Lena. “I don’t know what’s going on between the two of you, but I can see she’s worried about you, worried about what’s taking place.”

      “She doesn’t need to be worried about me,” Meyer said.

      “Then I’m worried about you,” Finn said. “I’ve seen you losing weight. I’ve seen the tremor. I’ve seen the limp.” Meyer frowned. “You don’t have to deny it. You can say nothing. But I suspect Lena has been working with you, trying to help you.”

      Meyer took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “She has.”

      “You should know I have taken it upon myself to ask Esmerelda to help.”

      Meyer opened his mouth, and Finn shook his head.

      “You won’t owe anything. I took on any responsibility on your behalf.”

      “You should not have done that,” Meyer said.

      “I know I shouldn’t have, but if they can help you in any way, I would like for them to do so. Verendal is going to need its master executioner. Lena can help, and I’m sure she is skilled enough to offer you symptomatic relief, but if you are going to have time to train another apprentice to assist you, you’re going to need to be well enough to do so.”

      Meyer shook his head. “I doubt there is anything they can do for me.”

      Finn shrugged. “I don’t know if she will be able to do anything or not. She told me that there are limitations to the hegen magic.”

      “There are,” Meyer said.

      “And with those limitations, she doesn’t know whether or not she will be skilled enough to help you, but give her that chance.”

      Meyer met his gaze. “I will,” he said.

      Finn breathed out, relieved. He hadn’t known whether Meyer would permit such a thing. The fact that he was willing to allow Esmeralda to help gave him more comfort knowing that he would eventually be assigned elsewhere.

      “Back to Bolgar,” Finn said. “What did you uncover?”

      Meyer glanced over to the door before lifting the cloudy drink off the table and drinking it. His face wrinkled as he did, leaving Finn wondering just how unpleasant the concoction might be. Whatever it was must be awful. He knew what Lena had tried, but he suspected there were other things she had mixed into it beyond what she had shared with Finn. If anyone could help Meyer, it was going to be Lena, but even that hadn’t made a difference yet.

      “The case is settled,” Meyer said.

      “Settled? What happened? Did the jurors meet early?”

      He couldn’t imagine they would have done so without any sort of prodding. Maybe Geldan had instigated such a thing. Finn had seen Geldan’s urgency to act and wouldn’t be terribly surprised that he had been motivated to take action earlier than what he had agreed, but he had a hard time thinking Meyer would have permitted such a thing.

      “No. The matter is settled because Bolgar died.”
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      Finn paused in front of the cell that had once held Bolgar. He ignored the watchful iron master behind him, Dawes, and ignored the calling of the other prisoners, some of them yelling out at him. There was no point in paying much attention to them. At this point, all Finn wanted was to have a better understanding as to what had happened here.

      Whatever had taken place had claimed Bolgar’s life.

      An accident.

      It wasn’t uncommon for prisoners to have accidents in their cells. Typically, those accidents were tied to behaviors they had displayed, and usually it was linked to overly aggressive iron masters. Finn liked to think they had a handle on the iron masters, if only to ensure that prisoners didn’t end up punished before they had a chance to face the king’s sentencing. The only way to do so was to ensure that everything was investigated.

      It troubled him that Meyer hadn’t dug into this any more than he had. He seemed comfortable with the idea that there had been an accident, though maybe that was only because he didn’t want to investigate corruption within the prison. They had already dealt with enough of that recently, and it had involved turning over all of Declan, along with digging through the process of promotion within the prison system.

      Maybe he really was just paranoid here. That wasn’t the way Meyer would phrase it. He considered Finn overly aggressive with his search and would have cautioned him to stop looking into rumors and to find concrete information. Actionable. And Finn might be the only one who remained troubled by witchcraft.

      “What are you finding there, Hunter?” Dawes asked.

      Finn turned, looking out through the bars of the cell, reminded of his time here. He didn’t go into the cells too often these days. “He was in this cell when the accident happened?”

      “As far as I know. I wasn’t the one to respond to him. That was Grover.”

      “Where is Grover?”

      “You can find him upstairs. He’s watching the warden’s office.”

      Finn nodded, looking around the cell. The floor was still stained with blood. Somehow, Bolgar had fallen, hitting his head. Given the weakened state that many prisoners were in, tied to a lack of food and water, it wasn’t altogether surprising somebody might fall. Bolgar wasn’t even the first prisoner who had hit his head and bled out. It was just the circumstances of this case that had Finn troubled.

      He crouched down, studying the pattern on the ground, the blood that had pooled here. He was reminded of the conversation he had with the executioner court. When he had been asked about a mistake in sentencing, Finn had told them he had once dug too deeply into a farmer and the death of his wife. Could this be another case like the farmer? Maybe Finn was looking into shadows that weren't there. Maybe there really wasn’t anything here other than the facts as he had seen them.

      Bolgar might have been guilty of killing somebody.

      Bolgar might have stumbled.

      Bolgar might’ve hit his head.

      Still, there was a matter of the witchcraft symbols he had seen on the building.

      Finn didn’t think Bolgar was involved in that.

      Finn thought Bolgar wanted to live and had gone so far as to reveal the presence of a person who could disrupt his business if it would save his life.

      Still, he had to find a way to piece things together. He was the Hunter, after all. It wasn’t about what he saw. Not always. Sometimes it was about following the strange leads and finding where that would take him. Only… Finn didn’t exactly know where this would take him. Maybe nowhere.

      He wandered around the inside of the cell, but he didn’t see anything. Occasionally, prisoners would make markings in the cell, leaving a record of their time here. There were dozens of other markings along the walls, though most of them were old and faded, and there was nothing fresh, nothing that suggested that Bolgar had done something similar. Either he had not cared or just simply hadn’t had the time.

      Finn stepped out of the cell and made his way across the narrow hall to the opposite cell. The man inside was dark-haired, lean, and had wild, almost crazed eyes.

      “What’s your name?” Finn asked.

      “He’s not going to talk to you much,” Dawes said. “That one hasn’t said a whole lot since you’ve been here. Speaks a bunch of gibberish, he does.”

      Finn regarded him. “You understand me though.” Finn watched the man, noting his reaction. He did understand Finn. “You saw something. I need to know what it was.”

      “Shadows moved,” the man whispered, before laughing. “Darkness swallowed him. It won’t swallow me! I can fight the darkness. The gods give me strength!”

      Finn glared at him. “You saw something,” he said. He was half tempted to have the man brought up to the chapel. He might be able to question him more effectively there, at least in a more controlled setting. Perhaps even bringing him to the chapel would intimidate him enough that he would open up, but at the same time Finn didn’t think that he needed to do that. Even though he was investigating a death, so far, he wasn’t investigating a suspicious death, at least not one that was suspicious to anyone other than himself. Meyer had done nothing about it, so Finn had to think that he believed the death to be truly an accident. As much as it pained him to admit it, perhaps it really was.

      “The darkness will come for you,” the man said. “When it does, you had better pray to the gods that they will save you. Only through the gods will you find salvation.”

      “Sounds like a priest, he does,” Dawes said. “Not that you would know it by looking at him. Or smelling him. That one stinks. Smelled like shit when he came in and doesn’t smell much better now.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Just a crazy fucker who got brought in about a week ago. Supposedly stabbed his neighbor in the stomach. They saved him, but he’s never going to be right. That’s why he’s here instead of the other place.”

      Finn grunted. The other place was a prison for other men like this, though most were just a little unsettled in the head, not violent. Violent criminals almost all came to Declan.

      “If you can tell me anything that helps with my investigation, I can make your time in the prison less unpleasant,” Finn said, looking at the man. He watched him, trying to gauge whether he might react in a way that indicated understanding, but even as he watched him Finn couldn’t tell. His wide eyes never changed, and the expression on his face never shifted. There was only the madness to him.

      This man wasn’t going to be of any help.

      Finn started down the row of cells. There were several others who might have seen something, and if not they might have heard something.

      He stopped at the cell angled across from where Bolgar had been. The man inside had long and greasy hair, a thick beard, and a sharp nose. He’d been within Declan for the better part of the year and would be here for several more. This was his sentence.

      “What about you, Gerald?” Gerald Rens was a violent criminal, though he never dealt in death. Typically his crimes involved beatings, and the jurors had believed he could be reformed. Finn wasn’t convinced, though it hadn’t been up to him. He had reported on Gerald’s crimes and had proposed a sentence, which the jurors had not moved forward with. Finn hadn’t been particularly disappointed. He didn’t care whether or not the jurors took his sentence, only that Gerald was not released back into the city.

      Gerald leaned toward the bars of the cell, pressing his face up against it. Strands of his black hair pressed against the bars, and his mouth wrinkled in the deep frown. “What will you give me for my information?”

      “What do you want?”

      “Food.”

      Finn grunted. A man like Gerald could have asked for anything, and the fact that he asked for food left Finn wondering how badly they were mistreating the prisoners. Perhaps that was something he should look into more.

      “What do you know?”

      “You’ll give me food?” Gerald asked, swiveling his face so that he could look at Finn. His eyes seemed almost too large for his face, and that was including the long beard that hung now to his chest.

      “If you have anything of value.”

      Gerald grunted, stepping back from the bars. “It’s like he said. Shadows.”

      Finn narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “It was dark. Didn’t see anything. Heard it though. A grunt, and then nothing.”

      Finn glanced over to where Bolgar had been. A grunt and then nothing could have been only him slipping and falling.

      “Did you hear anything that made you think it was suspicious?”

      Gerald chuckled bitterly. “Everything here is suspicious. You keeping me here is suspicious.”

      “You know why you’re here.”

      “I know why you wanted me here,” he said, glaring at Finn. “You fear me.”

      “You broke a man’s arm. That’s the crime I know you committed. Rumor has it you’ve done that much and worse.” Finn leaned close, staring at him through the bars. “If you want to argue fear, I would say I fear what you might do if you get back out into the city.”

      “I’m a reformed man,” Gerald said.

      “Is that right? Then prove it. Share what you know.”

      “I have.”

      “Listen,” Finn said, approaching the bars, “if you heard anything that could explain what happened, I need to know. I need to know if this was an accident.”

      “The hangman seems to think it was.”

      “I’m the hangman.”

      “The master hangman,” Gerald said.

      Finn studied him. “I’m the master hangman.”

      Gerald cocked his head to the side. “That’s not something you should claim lightly, Hunter.”

      “And it’s not,” Finn said.

      “Interesting. Two masters in Verendal. We must have quite the city to have earned such attention from the king.”

      “Did you hear anything or not?”

      “I told you what I heard.”

      “Did you hear anything suspicious?”

      “A man dying isn’t suspicious enough?”

      “Did you hear anything inside that would be suspicious?”

      “I already told you the answer to that,” he said.

      Finn turned away.

      “Am I going to get my food?”

      “You didn’t help me, Gerald. There won’t be any food for you.”

      “There were whispers,” Gerald said quickly.

      Finn look back at him. “Whispers?”

      Gerald nodded, grabbing the bars and pressing his face up against them again. “I heard whispers. Then the grunt.”

      “And shadows,” Finn said.

      Gerald shrugged. “Right. Shadows, but seeing as how he said it,” he said, nodding to the cell with the crazed man, “I didn’t figure you wanted to hear much about that after he said it.”

      “Did you hear anything within the whispers?”

      “No.”

      Finn didn’t know whether that helped him or not. Whispers could mean nothing. For all he knew, Bolgar could’ve been whispering to himself. The crazy man in the other cell could have been whispering to himself. One of the iron masters might even have been whispering to another.

      The shadows troubled him though.

      Not only were there strange shadows, something Finn did not know whether to be concerned about, but there was the marking outside of Bolgar’s shop that he had been convinced was witchcraft.

      Then there was Bolgar’s belief that someone had been after him. Targeting him.

      Wanting to make his books disappear.

      He didn’t know anything other than what he had already uncovered though. He needed to dig, but perhaps he had to be careful. Digging like this, he might end up chasing down leads that went nowhere.

      Did it matter though?

      Surprisingly, Gerald was right. There were two master executioners now in the city. Finn was no longer an apprentice, no longer a journeyman, and given that he was now a master executioner, he had the right to investigate things like this. More than that, he almost felt as if he had an obligation to investigate things like this.

      He headed down the row of cells and stopped at the other one that was angled within view of Bolgar’s cell. It was empty.

      “Was anybody in this one?” he asked Dawes.

      Dawes shrugged. “Not in the last week. Since you were gone, we’ve been a bit quiet.”

      “My presence in the city doesn’t change the activity of crime,” Finn said.

      “No, but it seems like you bring in the more interesting crimes.”

      Finn looked over, shaking his head.

      He had to look into this another way.

      Shadows.

      That seemed to be the key for him, though perhaps he wouldn’t find the answers here. Or maybe he could. If it was witchcraft, there should be some marker of it.

      If Bolgar had been targeted the way Finn worried, the person who came down here would have needed something to conceal them. That was unless the iron masters had been bought. Finn couldn’t ignore that possibility, so he had to look into it more, which meant he was going to have to talk to Grover, but for now he wondered if he could find any markings on the wall.

      He didn’t see anything. He looked on the floor and didn’t see anything there either.

      Finn moved past Dawes.

      “You’re leaving already?”

      “There’s nothing here,” Finn said.

      “That’s what Meyer said, too.”

      “I know,” Finn said.

      “You figured you could find something he couldn’t?”

      “It’s not about that,” Finn said.

      As he started up the stairs toward the chapel, he wondered if that were true or not.

      Meyer had investigated this. Meyer had deemed it an accident.

      But Finn couldn’t let go of the idea that there was more here than he thought.

      Do I really believe I’m going to find something that Meyer didn’t?

      He needed to be careful. Acting like that, believing that way, was an arrogance that he had to be mindful of. More than that, he had barely been elevated to master executioner. Meyer had been master executioner for decades, long enough that he had plenty of experience, and if he felt there was nothing here for him to get involved in, then perhaps Finn had to trust that.

      He found Grover outside of the warden’s office. Grover was a younger iron master with deep brown eyes, ruddy cheeks, and shaggy brown hair.

      “You come to see the warden, Hunter?”

      Finn shook his head. “I came to see you.”

      Grover suddenly stiffened. “Did I do something to offend you?”

      “I just want to talk to you about Bolgar’s death. From what I understand, you were the iron master who was keeping watch that night.”

      “I was. It was an accident. He slipped, hit his head, much like I told the hangman.”

      “I know. I’m just asking a few questions of my own.”

      “Did he think that I did something?”

      Finn shook his head and debated whether or not he should try to offer a reassuring smile before deciding otherwise. “He thought this was an accident as well. I just wanted to ask a few more questions. Not because I don’t trust you, but because I was looking into Bolgar’s business before I left the city a week ago. When I returned, Bolgar was gone.” Finn became stern, clasping his hands in front of him. “I have a few unanswered issues that came up.”

      Finn looked at Grover. He was one of the newer iron masters, and typically newer iron masters were less prone to corruption. They still believed in the purpose of their job, and they feared losing it. It was only after serving for a while that iron masters realized they wouldn’t find much in the way of promotion, and their skill set didn’t really translate very well throughout the city. That was when Finn worried about graft and corruption.

      “Did you hear anything that night?”

      “I just heard a grunt,” he said. “When I got to the cell, he was down. I called for help, but…”

      “He was already gone,” Finn said.

      He nodded. “He was.”

      “Gerald said he heard whispers. Did you hear anything like that?”

      “I didn’t hear any whispers. The damn fool across from Bolgar had been calling out all night, praying to the gods, jabbering on about salvation, and then he started hollering about the shadows moving.” Grover shook his head. “You’ve got me.”

      Finn just nodded. He noticed a small button on Grover’s shirt. It was a strange shape, almost triangular, and there was a little etching upon it.

      Once again, he questioned whether he was overthinking things, but he still hadn’t come to terms with what had happened to the priestess. Either she had twisted the knife in her own chest or a strange-looking blade had been used, a kind of blade that might draw the power of witchcraft into it.

      I’m making connections that might not even exist.

      It wouldn’t be the first time, and he was the Hunter…

      “What’s that?” Finn asked, touching it.

      “This?” Grover asked, beaming slightly. “My girl gave it to me. Said it would bring me luck.”

      “Really? I’ve not seen anything like it before.”

      “Me neither, to be honest, but you know, if it’ll bring me luck, I’m going to wear it. Pretty blessed to have that one with me.”

      “How long have you been with her?”

      “About a week.” He grinned. “She’s got a great ass, the best smile, and…” He flushed. “Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you about that, Hunter.”

      “What’s her name?” Finn asked, eyeing up the button.

      “Desiree. Met her at the Halted Arms. She was a waitress at first, but she had just come in to get a drink. Imagine my luck that she wanted to talk with me. And then to want to go out with me again?” He shrugged. “Not too many women excited to go out with an iron master.”

      “You just have to find the right one,” Finn said.

      “Ain’t that the truth,” he said.

      “Can I see it?”

      Grover frowned at him. “You want to see my little trinket? I didn’t know it was against the rules. So if I’m not supposed to wear it, then—”

      Finn shook his head. “Not in any trouble. I just wanted to see it. I might be able to use a little luck myself.”

      “I could see if she could get you one,” Grover said. “She has all sorts of little baubles on her with markings like this.”

      “Does she?”

      Grover nodded. “She does. Pretty impressive, if you ask me. And to be honest, ever since she gave me this, I have felt a little bit luckier. Maybe it’s just my imagination, but I have been getting better assignments, and I have even come upon a bit of extra coin.”

      “Really?”

      “Desiree said she found it in the street. She gave it to me. A gift.” Grover shook his head. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be giving out the gifts, but here she is giving them to me.” He chuckled. “Aw, but you don’t want to hear that, do you, Hunter?”

      “She seems like a wonderful girl,” Finn said.

      “She really is. Lucky, if you ask me.”

      Finn glanced over to the warden’s door. He considered questioning the warden but doubted he would know anything of use. Besides, Finn already knew what he needed to do.

      He patted Grover on the shoulder and headed out of Declan, moving down the alley and slipping into the shadows, to watch from nearby.

      If he was right, Grover didn’t have much time left on his shift. At that point, if this Desiree had witchcraft items on her, then Finn thought he needed to know, and he needed to see just who she was.

      It troubled him there could be witchcraft involved again, especially as it hadn’t been all that long since there had been an attack on the city with it. This time, it didn’t seem as if it were an attack on the city so much as it were an attack on one person within the city. Finn needed to figure out whether there was anything going on. It might only have been that Desiree liked strange items and had gifted them to Grover, but Finn couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to it.

      As he waited in the shadows watching the outside of the prison, Finn noticed a pair of Archers patrolling along the street. Archers always traveled in pairs for their safety, though they chose how to patrol. The city simply wanted Archers out and responsibly performing their duties, nothing more than that. Their presence served as a deterrent.

      Every so often, he thought he heard movement in the shadows near him, but when Finn looked, he didn’t see anything there. Maybe a crew working near the prison, though it would be a strange place for a crew to operate. There weren’t many businesses in this part of the city. Those that were present tended to cater to a specific crowd, such as the taverns here that almost dragged the iron masters and the Archers of the city inside. The Halted Arms where Grover had met Desiree was one such place. Near enough to Declan that it practically sat in its shadow.

      Three figures made their way along the street, moving quickly. Finn backed into the shadows, watching. They were dressed all in dark clothing, the cut and style of the iron masters. He didn’t recognize any of them, though they headed directly toward the main entrance of Declan, something very few people in the city would ever dare to do. Most feared the prison, and for good reason.

      It wasn’t much longer before the soft sound of the Shisen bells rang out, tolling quietly and marking the hour. Finn counted along with it, getting to seven bells. Change of shift.

      Now all he had to do was wait.

      Grover would come soon enough, along with the remainder of the iron masters in the prison. Dawes had been working, but Finn didn’t know who else to expect. There was a time when he would have known the schedule of each of the iron masters, but that was more about wanting to prepare for who might be working and hoping for a measure of friendship than any real effort to control anything. He’d learned the iron masters weren’t his friends. They couldn’t be. He served a different purpose—and now that he’d been promoted to master executioner, that purpose would mean a supervisory role in whatever prison he went to serve.

      When the door to the prison opened and four iron masters emerged, Finn waited.

      Several familiar faces appeared, including Dawes, who led the group of iron masters as they departed the prison. Finn looked for Grover and he found him as the last of the iron masters to depart. He lagged behind, which made Finn smile slightly. The other iron masters likely were heading off to one of the taverns they frequented after their shift ended, but if he had it right Grover intended to go off with this Desiree.

      They paused about a dozen paces from Finn, and the iron masters spoke to each other. Finn could barely make out what they were saying.

      “Come on, kid. We’re just going to be at the Halted Arms for a little while.”

      “I told her that I was going to meet her after my shift was over,” Grover said.

      “Look at him,” Jason laughed. He was a bit older than Grover and had been an iron master for the better part of five years. He was already balding, and he kept his hair cut short. He was lean, though more of a wiry sort of build than Finn. Finn had seen him handle unruly prisoners many times within Declan. “She’s already wrapped you around her finger. Didn’t take long with that one.”

      “She must have some pretty potent charm to keep you wrapped up so tightly,” Salan said. He had dark hair that was a bit longer than typical for iron masters and a mustache, equally unusual. He was shorter, stocky, and moved in a jerky sort of fashion. Finn suspected he had broken his leg when he was younger and it hadn’t healed all that well. A useful man to have around in Declan, especially since Salan didn’t let any of the prisoners push him around.

      “It’s not like that. I just told her I was going to meet her.”

      “You can tell her that your boys made you come with them,” Dawes said.

      “Go on ahead.”

      The others laughed, and they started off, veering down one of the narrow side streets toward the Halted Arms. Finn couldn’t help but be a little bit impressed that Grover had managed to handle their teasing as well as he had. There were plenty of men who would have reacted differently. When he was younger, he could easily imagine that he would have been one of them.

      Grover headed along the street, moving toward Finn.

      That surprised him, especially considering he would have expected Grover to have gone the opposite direction. Finn ducked into the shadows even deeper, trying to remain as concealed as possible but fearing he hadn’t succeeded. As he remained hidden where he was, he peered out over the shadows just enough to watch Grover as he passed. Every so often, Grover looked around, and seemed almost nervous, which troubled Finn. Why would Grover be nervous?

      He wasn’t doing anything illegal. The only thing Grover was doing was chasing after his woman in the growing darkness. The church might be a bit upset with his behavior, disappointed that he was meeting up with his woman before marriage, but there was nothing in the king’s laws that prevented it.

      Finn continued along the street after Grover, staying hidden. As Grover weaved around the street, Finn realized where he was heading, though not why.

      If he was going to meet with this Desiree, then why would he be heading toward the Teller Gate?

      Remaining far enough back that he could watch Grover making his way along the street, Finn no longer felt as if he needed to loom in the shadows. He simply stayed along the edge of the street as he trailed after Grover, watching him but growing increasingly uncertain as to his destination. As they neared the gate, Finn wondered whether the pair of Archers standing guard by the gate would say anything.

      The gate remained open. In Finn’s life within Verendal, he had only known it to have closed twice. Both times had been at the behest of the king when he had ventured to the city, a measure of safety during a time of tension. Most of the time, the gates remained open day and night, merely ornamental rather than anything functional. The Archers guarding the gates could limit who came through but rarely stopped anyone.

      Grover passed through the gate and out into the night.

      The concern within Finn continued to build. He reached the gate, nodding to the pair of Archers, and then went through. Once out into the night, he saw Grover moving past the Raven Stone and heading in a direction that Finn would never have imagined given what he suspected about Desiree.

      Would one of the hegen practice witchcraft?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Finn reached the hegen section, he had lost sight of Grover.

      It was early evening, and the sun had dropped toward the trees, casting strange dancing shadows across the ground and giving only a little light in the deepening dusk. Wind gusted through, bringing the scents of the forest to him, that of the pine and oak trees growing around the city, along with an earthy scent that suggested rain, though the city had not seen any rain recently.

      As it often did, the hegen section had a vibrancy to it, an activity level that practically danced with the chaos and energy of the hegen. He paused at the edge of the section, looking around to see if he found any familiar faces. Finn knew several of the hegen, though none nearly as well as he knew Esmeralda. He found Danior dancing with his sister Kezia, both of them laughing as they darted around several others he didn’t know. Danior was tall, nearly as tall as Finn, and had reddish hair that hung in waves to his shoulders. He moved with a swift confidence as he stepped around his sister, twirling her. Kezia had bright red hair that flowed as she moved, and it seemed almost as if the firelight danced in her hair as she spun.

      Finn looked around the rest of the hegen gathered in the small plaza just at the edge of the section but saw no other familiar faces. He had wondered if he might find Esmeralda, but there was no sign of her. There was no sign of Grover either.

      He considered returning to the city. There were many things for him to do in the city, but there was also something relaxing about spending time in the hegen section. Not only that, but he could chase down information about Desiree. Perhaps he should go to Esmeralda and ask, but he wasn’t certain that he wanted to do that quite yet. Not until he knew for certain whether there was anything to be concerned about.

      Besides, Finn thought he could investigate this without Esmeralda’s help. Not that he would turn down her assistance, it was just that there was a part of him that wondered if he truly needed her for this. When he eventually moved beyond Verendal, Finn would need to prove to himself that he was capable of investigating all similar events to this on his own. He didn’t necessarily want to rely upon the hegen for everything, regardless of his overall comfort with magic.

      As he moved around the perimeter of the courtyard, Kezia caught sight of him, and she grinned, waving him over. Finn approached, getting caught by several of the dancers and resisting their attempts to try to pull them into the movements. The music around him was boisterous, a melody of strings and horns and voices that carried out into the night, a sound that was almost magical on its own. Every time Finn heard the hegen music, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps they imbued it with some of their magic, despite Esmeralda’s claims to the contrary.

      “Did you come to dance?” Kezia said.

      Finn glanced to her brother. “I wouldn’t want to take you away from Danior.”

      “Take her away, please. I’ve been hoping to escape long enough that I can squeeze in a dance with Margaret, but Kezia keeps harassing me, and she won’t let me get away.”

      “Margaret is far too young for you,” she said.

      “Too young? She’s only three years younger than me,” Danior said, looking across the plaza. Finn tried to follow the direction of his gaze, but couldn’t tell who he was looking at. There were three young women on the far side of the courtyard, all of them quite lovely. Had Finn not known, he would’ve thought they were more than just three years younger than Danior. “Besides, Therash is that age and maybe a little more,” Danior said. “You can’t tell me he’s only three years older than you.”

      Kezia glared at him. “I am not chasing after Therash.”

      Danior looked over to Finn, smiling sweetly. “She only says that because she doesn’t want to make you feel too bad, Finn. I’m sorry, but my sister is infatuated with this much older man. He’s nearly your age.”

      Finn chuckled. “I’m not that old,” he said.

      “Not that old, but you never come to dance,” Kezia said. “Maybe if you would, you wouldn’t come across as quite so stiff.”

      Finn smiled. There was something refreshing about spending time around the hegen. Partly that was their complete disregard for his job. The hegen didn’t demonize the work he did on behalf of the king, and there were some among the hegen who even celebrated it. Esmeralda was just one of them.

      “I think any man would be a bit uptight around you, Kezia.”

      She smiled, looking over to her brother. “See? This is a man who knows how to talk to a woman.”

      “Fine. Go ahead and talk to Finn. I’m going to see if Margaret would like to dance.”

      He started off, glancing back at Finn and winking.

      Kezia stayed close to him and grabbed for his hands, forcing him to dance with her. She guided the dance, and Finn didn’t resist the way he had with some of the others. There was no point in doing so. He had known Kezia long enough that he was comfortable around her and enjoyed her company.

      “If you didn’t come here to dance, then did you come to see her?” She grinned at Finn.

      “Not this time,” he said.

      “That’s too bad. We keep waiting for you to place a wreath at her door.”

      “A wreath?” Finn asked. Kezia led him through a spiraling pattern, and he nearly stumbled, but she guided him with ease, showing him how to finish the dance.

      “A wreath of flowers, Finn. Honestly, if you are going to join us in our celebrations, the least you could do is learn some of our traditions.”

      He chuckled. “I didn’t realize I was to be joining you in your celebrations.”

      “You have often enough.” They continued spinning, and the music reached a crescendo, forcing Kezia to step even more quickly. It was difficult for Finn to keep up with her now, though she didn’t seem to mind. She stepped away from him, twisting and dancing, before returning back to him and taking his hands. “When you spend more time with us, you’ll learn the moves better. You do pretty well for somebody who never dances.”

      Finn laughed softly. “I suppose I should be thankful for the compliment.”

      “If you took the time to dance more often, you wouldn’t be so stiff.” Kezia smiled at him. “If you don’t want to dance with her, there are others of us who would be more than happy to dance with you.”

      Finn just laughed. “I see.”

      “I certainly hope so. I wouldn’t want you to think you aren’t appreciated here.”

      “I would never think that,” he said, laughing again.

      They danced a little while longer, and she continued to spin with him, twirling, always managing to keep him moving along with her. She was a skilled dance partner and made him feel practically gifted as a dancer.

      “If you aren’t here to dance, then why did you come?”

      Finn took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I came chasing information.”

      “Information? You’re working.”

      “Somewhat,” he said.

      She arched a brow at him, whisking him through the courtyard. As she did, Finn realized that she guided him closer and closer to Danior and the three girls. There was something quite freeing dancing with Kezia, visiting with Danior, and being around people who simply didn't care what he was, only about who he was.

      “Somewhat means that you are. Can you share anything about it?”

      “There’s not much to share. A young man who works in the prison near here came to meet a young woman here.”

      “What’s her name?” Kezia looked up at Finn, smiling as they continued to twirl.

      They had gotten close to Danior, and Finn could see him leaning close to a young, dark-haired woman with pale skin, whispering in her ear. She smiled brightly as he spoke to her.

      That must be Margaret.

      “I only ask because I assume that’s the reason you came out here. You wanted to see who this young man was meeting with.”

      “You assume correctly,” he said, chuckling. “Her name is Desiree. I don’t have a last name, only a first name. To be honest, I didn’t think she was hegen, but I followed him here.”

      Kezia looked around the courtyard. “I know a Desiree, but I don’t believe she’s involved with any young man from the city.”

      Finn just shrugged. “Maybe it’s a different person then.”

      Kezia nodded, smiling at him. The music stopped, and she paused in the middle of her dance, watching Finn. “Perhaps it is. I can look into it for you if you’d like.”

      “That would be helpful.”

      “You don’t want to ask her?”

      “If you’d rather I do that, I certainly can,” Finn said.

      She leaned forward and kissed Finn on the cheek. The music started again, but she backed away from him, glancing over to her brother who had moved out into the dancing area with Margaret. “I think you will regardless. Perhaps I will find something sooner though.”

      Finn just chuckled. “Maybe.”

      “Thank you for the dance, Finn. I do think that you could use a little bit more practice, but you did well. At least, you did well enough.” She grinned at him, shaking her head. “And I suspect you’ll be chasing off after your iron master.”

      “I need to gather more information.”

      “When you’re done, come back. We’ll be here late into the night.”

      She spun away and headed off into the crowd. Finn watched until she disappeared from view. He realized as soon as she was gone that he hadn’t even asked the reason behind the festival. Not that the hegen needed a reason. They often celebrated, and the festivities were typically boisterous like this, a chaos of music and people and excitement that Finn never saw within the city itself. There were festivals within the city, but rarely anything quite like this.

      Finn found himself near the outside of the festival, making his way around the outskirts until he headed toward the center of the hegen section. There was less activity out here. Most of the hegen, and seemingly all of the youthful ones, were within the plaza, dancing and celebrating together. Finn made his way around, watching and keeping an eye out for any sign of Grover. If he had come out here, it stood to reason that Grover might have joined in the festivities as well, though he hadn’t seen him since reaching the courtyard.

      He continued working his way around the courtyard, watching the people within. Every so often, he caught sight of Kezia, and now she was dancing with another young man, though he looked younger than the man that her brother had teased her about. Danior continued dancing with Margaret, and they twirled and swayed, both of them obviously skilled dancers. Kezia must have given him far too much credit. He looked nothing like Danior as he had danced.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you coming out here,” a voice said from the darkness.

      Finn turned and wasn’t at all surprised to see Esmeralda looking back at him. Her pale-blue dress caught a hint of the fading sunlight, giving it streaks of shadows that worked along it. The occasional gust of wind pulled at the hem of her dress, and she twirled with it slightly, accentuating that.

      “I didn’t intend to.”

      “Did you come to celebrate? I’m sure there are others who would be more than thrilled to know that you have come to join us in our celebrations.”

      “I haven’t. At least, not intentionally.” He glanced over to the clearing.

      Esmeralda joined him, following the direction of his gaze. “I see. You came to dance with Kezia. A lovely young woman, though not what I imagined you choosing.”

      Finn glanced over to Esmeralda. “Why not?”

      “She’s a lovely girl, but she is still a girl.”

      Finn laughed. “I think she’s only a few years younger than me.”

      “A few years younger, but her experience makes her quite a bit younger than that.”

      Finn chuckled, turning away from Kezia as she danced with a young man that seemed to be even younger than her. He had a shock of dark hair, and a quick, fluid step as he danced with her.

      “Kezia is just a friend, as is her brother.” He held Esmerelda's gaze, heat coming to his cheeks at how he had made a point of reassuring her that he wasn't interested in Kezia.  “Though I didn’t come to talk about her. Do you know a woman named Desiree?”

      Esmeralda regarded him for a long moment. “This is the reason you came out here? Desiree is not someone I would expect you to chase, either.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Desiree enjoys pursuing men she should not.”

      “Why should she not?”

      “The hegen have a way of doing things, Finn. You have been around me long enough to know that as well as anyone.”

      “As far as I can tell, Desiree has caught the attention of a young iron master within Declan prison.”

      “And you disapprove of him spending time with one of the hegen?”

      She knew that wasn't it, but there seemed a note of disappointment in her eyes as she asked it.

      Finn shook his head. “I don’t care what kind of person he spends time with,” Finn said. “And to be honest, the hegen would probably be the most welcoming of an iron master.” Finn had never really understood why others within the city didn’t come out to visit the hegen more often. They were an incredibly welcoming group of people, and they were particularly gracious hosts, at least as long as you didn’t request something from them.

      “Why is it then?”

      “He claimed that she gave him a little gift,” Finn said.

      “That is not unusual for one of the hegen,” Esmeralda said. “And not unusual even from Desiree.”

      Finn shrugged. It seemed Esmeralda knew Desiree better than Kezia had. “It’s not so much the gift that troubled me. It was the appearance of the gift.” Finn looked around him before settling his gaze back on Esmeralda. “I’m not so sure that we should be speaking of this openly. At least not here.”

      “What is it that you fear, Finn?”

      “It’s not a matter of fearing anything.”

      Even that wasn’t quite true. He needed information, and given that Bolgar had died in the cell, and he was convinced there was an element of witchcraft involved, he thought he needed to know what was taking place. Meyer wouldn’t look into it, from what Finn had seen, which meant that he had to, at least until he was sent away from the city on his next assignment.

      “Come with me,” Esmeralda said. She guided him along the street and then hesitated before trailing after her. As he navigated through the narrow and twisting streets, he looked behind him, noticing the continued sound of the festivities on the celebration, the music drifting along the streets. The streets guided it toward him, not diminishing it in any way, not all the way that it would if he were within Verendal proper.

      They passed the occasional hegen, and each time they did, they nodded politely to Esmeralda. There were a cluster of houses and other buildings, shops that Finn couldn’t make out in the growing darkness. At times, they had to meander around piles of wood or other bundles, and at one point Esmeralda chased off a stray dog.

      When they came to a building, it wasn’t the one Finn had expected. This was not her home. “Why here?” he asked.

      “Because you said you needed to speak somewhere quietly.”

      She stepped inside, and Finn paused. The building was painted a deep brown and had a simple wooden door. There were no windows. No signage overhead. And it was separated from the others around it, giving it a certain space.

      When he’d followed Esmeralda inside, he was surprised to see that it was little more than a shed. Four walls, but there was a staircase leading down into the ground.

      Esmeralda waited by the stairs and motioned for Finn to follow.

      He frowned to himself before going after her, making his way downstairs. Lantern light guided him, illuminating the staircase. It was all made of stone, though roughhewn and simple. Esmeralda followed him, her footsteps light on the stone steps.

      “This is a little bit unusual,” Finn said to her, glancing back over his shoulder.

      She nodded slowly. “Given what you have alluded to, and what I know you have looked into, I thought this was for the best.”

      “Are you afraid of something?”

      She pressed a finger to her lips, silencing him, and Finn continued on the stairs. When they reached the lower level, it opened into a curved cavern. Much like the stairs, it was simple. Stone surrounded him, though the ground seemed a mixture of hard-packed dirt and rock. Lanterns glowed on the walls, and Finn saw great sweeping murals of color that blended into the rock.

      “What is this place?”

      “This is the Heart of the hegen,” she said softly. Esmeralda made her way toward the center of the room, pausing there and looking around. “Very few outsiders are permitted to come here.”

      “Why me?”

      Esmeralda looked over to him and smiled. “You have served the hegen in your time as executioner within Verendal. Consider it a gift before you depart.”

      Finn looked at the paintings on the wall. It was difficult for him to make out any definite details, but he had a sense of movement from the paintings, as if the artwork itself flowed from one figure to another. He had a hard time determining anything from it, whether or not there was a scene depicted, but he thought he caught sight of a figure in one of the paintings that reminded him a bit of Esmeralda.

      “You’re concerned about something,” he said.

      “I’m concerned about many things when it comes to you.”

      “You came looking for me,” he said, realizing the truth of it. Esmeralda wouldn’t have simply appeared at the festival at that time unless she had known he was there.

      Esmeralda reached into her pocket and pulled out several of her hegen cards, flipping through them. Finn came over to her, looking down to see the depictions on the cards. On one was a blunted sword. He suspected that represented him. On another was a set of keys. On another was a gray steel bar.

      “What do you think this means, Finn?”

      “It looks like a series of symbols that represent the reason I’m here,” he said.

      “When I saw the sword, I suspected you were involved somehow. I was surprised to find you coming out here this evening. I wouldn’t have expected you to have come out into the night, especially given your recent return to the city.”

      “I told you my reasoning,” he said.

      “You did, which is why I brought you here. This is a safe place to speak. Within the Heart, we are protected.”

      “By that, I presume you mean from witchcraft.”

      She smiled at him slightly. “By that I mean protected. You are the one who has referenced witchcraft.”

      Finn nodded. “The pin that Desiree gave Grover looked to me to be a witchcraft symbol. He claimed she wears jewelry that has similar symbols.”

      Esmeralda grimaced. “That would be unusual.”

      “That one of the hegen would chase witchcraft?”

      “Yes.”

      Finn looked around the inside of the room. Every so often, lanterns would flicker, and it would change the appearance of the paintings. It was a strange effect, making it seem almost as if the paintings themselves were moving and shifting along the walls. The air down here was earthy and damp, though he saw no sign of moisture anywhere.

      “The man accused of burning his shop and killing his partner died while I was away.”

      “I understand there was an accident.”

      Finn shook his head. He shouldn’t be surprised Esmeralda would have heard details, though he was a bit surprised to know she would have that much insight. “An accident, perhaps. I’m not exactly sure. Seeing as how I’m not convinced of his guilt, I have a hard time viewing anything that happened to him as an accident. His partner had died a year ago and had some shady business dealings.” Maybe that was what he needed to look into even more than he already had. It might involve a line of questioning that would lead him to a place that he didn’t want to go. Perhaps it was time to do so though. Maybe Bolgar had been inconvenient and the primary target. “Somebody might have wanted him removed.”

      “You believe this was done through witchcraft?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know. Grover was the guard on duty that evening, and several people spoke of shadows. I have to believe there was something more to it.”

      Esmerelda turned to him. The conversation was making her sad. “Shadows?”

      “There were two prisoners who were there that night. Both spoke of shadows in the cell. One of the prisoners is touched in the head”—she arched a brow and Finn shook his head—“though not like when we had the Alainsith imprisoned. This is different. When he mentioned the shadows, I thought it nothing more than his madness affecting him, but then another prisoner spoke of the same thing, and it made me wonder if perhaps there was more to it. The cells are dark, especially at night when the iron masters don’t keep the lanterns lit quite as brightly, but then I saw the pin on Grover’s lapel.”

      “What did it look like?”

      Finn tried to think through the pattern that he’d seen on the pin. Could he draw it for her? “It was a simple shape. A triangle with a few lines—”

      He had started to draw them in the air when Esmerelda caught his wrist and forced him to look at her.

      “Not like that,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      “You should not use power like that here. It might disrupt the protections that we’ve placed upon the Heart.”

      Finn almost smiled at the idea that he might disrupt anything. Without magic, he didn’t think he could do anything like that, but Esmerelda seemed convinced that he could. He lowered his hand and shrugged. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “There is no offense. I’m more concerned about what you observed.”

      “Could the pin actually be witchcraft?”

      “As you’ve seen—perhaps more than most—witchcraft can take many forms. Some pursue it out of a desire for power. That was your first encounter with it. Others pursue witchcraft out of curiosity. They don’t truly believe in magic and want to see whether that type of power is real. Still others chase witchcraft for more pure reasons. They don’t want power. They believe in magic. And they simply want to better understand the workings of the world.”

      Finn looked around the room, his gaze drifting along the walls, though he didn’t see anything different than he had seen before. The images seemed to move as he turned in place. Even when he stood still, it seemed as if the images moved, though that might only be the shadows around the room giving that appearance.

      Letting out a slow breath, Finn looked over to Esmerelda. “If witchcraft was involved in what happened to Bolgar, I need to know.”

      “Perhaps it was not.”

      “Maybe,” Finn agreed. “And maybe Bolgar’s death really was nothing more than an accident, but I don’t think that to be the case. How can I believe that when I have seen too much unusual with it?”

      “Then you must ask yourself why he would be the target of witchcraft.”

      Finn shook his head. “That’s what I’ve struggled with. Bolgar worked with criminals, so there were many who might have been interested in removing him to eliminate their debt.” Even that didn’t truly fit with what he knew from his experience. The crews wouldn’t want to draw attention to themselves unless they feared that other crews would learn just how much they owed and would use that against them. Finn needed more time to visit with Oscar and see what he might have dug up but hadn’t stopped back to visit him since he’d returned.

      “You don’t think that likely.”

      “It’s certainly possible. The people Bolgar worked with would be far more comfortable using violence to remove a danger.”

      “But?” Esmerelda watched him, and Finn smiled at how she tried to help him.

      “The attack was not what I would expect were it one of the crews. They can be devious and violent, but this was something more.”

      “Because of what you found on the nearby buildings.”

      Finn nodded. “Most crews wouldn’t care how many other buildings burned.” He frowned, shaking his head. “More than that, most crews would have burned other buildings as a way of covering up what happened. This…”

      “What is it?” Esmerelda asked, stepping closer to him.

      “This was almost a message. They wanted Bolgar to know that he’d been targeted.”

      Would the attacker have known about Michaels?

      They’d planted someone there to appear as if Michaels had been killed.

      “What if it wasn’t Bolgar who had been targeted?”

      Finn shook his head. “By his own admission, Bolgar and Lorvend misled some of Michaels’s clients, making them believe he remained in control of their accounts though he had passed. From what I’ve learned about those clients, Michaels had the upper-class clients, so there are many who would have interest in removing him and erasing that debt.”

      She pressed her thick lips together, standing close enough to him that he could smell her floral perfume. “Could they have done the same with Michaels?” Esmerelda asked.

      Finn swallowed. “What are you getting at?”

      “You have said that Michaels’s death was from natural causes, but given what has happened since then, is it not possible that Michaels was targeted?”

      Finn turned in place, his mind working through the possibilities. Normally, he would have considered that, regardless of how unlikely it might have been, but he’d been distracted. The time limitation that he’d been under had made it difficult for him to process everything the way that he would have normally.

      “If he were targeted, the killer would have been one of his clients.”

      There was a different possibility though.

      The more he thought about it, the more he started to question if it really had been a message of sorts. Could they have tried to target Bolgar to give him a message? Maybe they’d wanted him to suffer. That fit better with what he’d seen—the burned building, the body that made Bolgar look guilty, and his imprisonment.

      Finn needed to know more about who had reported him in the first place.

      There were several ways he might get that information, but it wasn’t going to be straightforward. For one, he needed to know who had reported the fire and body. He needed to know what Oscar had uncovered in his search, if anything. And he needed to know what role Desiree had, if any.

      “Would you look into Desiree?” Finn asked Esmerelda.

      She studied him. “I do not believe one of the hegen has dabbled in witchcraft.”

      “I don’t want to believe it either, but I think it’s possible. All I ask is that you look into it. If she’s not involved, then so be it, but if she is, then I need to know why.”

      Not just why, but who she was connected to.

      There had to be a way all these pieces fit together.

      The problem was that Finn didn’t see it. Worse, he feared that he would run out of time before he had a chance to put it all together. Eventually, he would be called away to serve somewhere else. Finn didn’t like the idea that he’d get pulled away before he had a chance to finish this investigation, and it troubled him that he wasn’t convinced Master Meyer would dig into it nearly as deeply as he would have.

      Esmerelda watched him and seemed to know what he was thinking. She pulled her cards from her pocket again and started flipping through them. When he tried to lean close to see what cards came up, she pulled away. Finn thought that a troubling sign.
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      Finn was tired. The day had been difficult, especially after having stayed out as late as he had with the hegen. He had spent time with Esmerelda, lingering longer that he probably should have, but enjoying the moments that he could share with her was challenging, knowing there were not many such moments remaining.

      Grover had not returned. At least, not that Finn had seen.

      He still didn’t have a handle on what was going on.

      Witchcraft.

      That was the common thread. But could all of these things be related?

      He had a hard time thinking that everything was connected, which meant that there were several unrelated components that he just couldn’t piece together. That, more than anything else, irritated him.

      He shifted the bundle in his arms.

      He carried supplies that he’d obtained from Tahn. They were simple items, things that he might have been able to gather later, but Finn wanted to keep himself busy and wanted to continue helping Meyer as much as possible.

      For his part, Meyer had started ignoring Finn more than he had before. It bothered Finn that Meyer would so quickly move on now that he’d been promoted to master executioner. All it would take would be for Meyer to suddenly decide that he needed to bring on another apprentice. Maybe it was Meyer’s way of helping Finn to feel as if he didn’t need to linger in the city and wait on him.

      At this point, he still felt as if he needed to help Meyer. That remained his responsibility, even though he was no longer an apprentice. For that matter, Finn didn’t know if he even still served Verendal the same way as he had before. He felt as if he had to offer Meyer whatever assistance he could until he had moved on to other responsibilities and until he was given another assignment. In his mind, he remained Meyer’s apprentice.

      As he neared the home, he heard a faint whistle from behind him.

      Finn turned and frowned. “Oscar?”

      Oscar headed toward him, glancing all around as he walked, his gaze sweeping everywhere, as if he were concerned about getting too close to Finn and Meyer’s home.

      “Heard you were back,” Oscar said, flicking his gaze over to Meyer’s home. “Your sister sent word.”

      “Did she now?”

      “I think she’s worried about you leaving.”

      “I’m sure she is.”

      Oscar shrugged, shifting the cloak he wore. Finn noticed a flash of the daggers he had underneath the cloak, but then he concealed them again. Oscar smiled tightly, leaving the scar on his cheek twisted, almost painfully so. “From the way it sounds, you’ve been promoted.” He chuckled. “Not that it looks like much of a promotion. If you ask me, looks like you are doing the exact same thing you were doing before.”

      “For now,” Finn said.

      “Just for now?”

      “For now.”

      “Is it true?” Oscar asked.

      “I passed testing for master executioner,” Finn said.

      Oscar grunted. He jerked his head suddenly, looking along one of the alleys, straining deeply before turning his attention back to Finn. “Can’t say that I’m all too surprised. You were never going to stay an apprentice forever. And given how you’ve thrown yourself into this line of work, it doesn’t shock me that you would have success with it.”

      “You sound almost as if you’re disappointed.” There were questions that he needed to ask, but he had been hesitant. When it came to Oscar, he was always hesitant. It was time that he stopped that. He was a master executioner now.

      “Why would I be disappointed in your success?”

      “I think you’re disappointed I’m going to be leaving Verendal.”

      “Will you?”

      Finn shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really know, but from what I was told I will eventually be summoned out of the city and assigned a different post.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      “How am I supposed to feel about it?”

      Oscar chuckled. “How much input do you get?”

      “None, as far as I can tell. It’s all dependent upon the executioner court and what they report to the king. He’s the one who decides my assignment.”

      “You might be able to find him then,” Oscar said softly. “Your father.”

      “There may not be anything more. We’ve tried.”

      “More than I found. Or you and Meyer found. There has to be some word in the prisons outside of the city. Now that you are master executioner, it seems to me you should be able to find more.” Oscar regarded Finn. “I have never stopped thinking we’ll find him, Finn. There is much more you could do.”

      “Meyer usually remembers everything,” Finn muttered. Which was why it was strange that he hadn’t known anything, though if his father had committed treason as they had suspected, they might not learn.

      Oscar grunted again, crossing his arms over his chest. “That’s the story about him, at least. Smart man. Impossibly smart. If anyone knows what happened your father, it’s going to be him.”

      “You already know what he knows,” Finn said. “So what are you getting at now?”

      “Not getting at anything,” Oscar said. “Other than the fact that you have now been promoted to master executioner, and it seems to me that a position like that carries with it certain benefits. I would imagine that you can take advantage of some of those benefits.”

      “You might be right,” Finn said finally, looking around and noticing Lena standing in the yard. She watched but didn’t approach.

      Was she uncomfortable with Oscar? He knew she didn’t necessarily care for him, and suspected that she blamed Oscar for their father’s role in the crimes he had committed long ago for his incarceration, though she also had been a part of ensuring that Oscar got the help he needed when he was sick.

      “Is that the only reason you came to me?” he asked Oscar.

      “I came to congratulate you, Finn. Isn’t that reason enough? I’m proud of you.”

      “Are you?”

      Oscar tipped his head to the side, frowning at him. “Shouldn’t I be?”

      “It means I have to leave the city. And it means I will stay an executioner.”

      “I never thought there would be anything different than that,” Oscar said. “Not when you took to it as well as you did.”

      Finn considered making some comment about that but decided it didn't make any sense to argue with Oscar.

      “I need to know if you have anything to do with Bolgar.”

      Oscar frowned at him.

      Finn knew that he needed press on. He drew himself up, taking a deep breath. “Michaels had some dangerous dealings. Both of them did, really, but I think he was the one who drew in the clientele. I think there was a crew involved.” He waited for Oscar to deny it. “Or more than one.”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with him,” Oscar said.

      “But you knew him.”

      Oscar’s eyes twitched. “Damn, Finn. Is this what we’ve become?”

      “I need to know,” Finn said.

      “He used my club. Is that what you want to know? They had some of their meetings there. Michaels primarily, but I hadn’t seen him in a while. Bolgar handled quite a few of them lately.”

      That would explain why Oscar hadn’t wanted to share too much with him early on.

      “Did you fear implicating your club?”

      Oscar stayed silent.

      “I’m not coming after you.”

      “But you would,” Oscar said. He raised a hand when Finn started to object. “And I’m not blaming you. You have a job to do. I have one too. But I can’t determine who comes into my establishment for what purpose.”

      Both of them knew that wasn’t exactly true.

      “You don’t have it quite right,” Oscar said. “If a crew owed Bolgar, they wouldn’t have killed him. Somebody like that is needed. Other crews might take offense and risk retribution. I know I would feel that way. If I were still running a crew.” Oscar smiled tightly.

      “So you think a crew made it look like they murdered each other.”

      “Burn the books in the process?” Oscar shrugged. “Something like that would be an easy way to wipe away that.”

      Finn could almost believe it. Almost. Were it not for the fact that he was convinced there was witchcraft involved.

      Oscar shrugged. “I will keep an eye out for you. At least until you get called away. At that point, do I report back to Meyer?”

      Finn took a deep breath, shaking his head. “Not Meyer. I’m not exactly convinced that Meyer is going to dig into this the same way I would. He already let it drop. With Bolgar’s death, he seems to think that the case is over.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “I don’t know that it can be over.”

      “There’s the Hunter. That’s what has served you so well. That’s what has given you the reputation you have, and that is why some of the crews in the city have come to fear you.”

      “They fear me?”

      “They fear getting your attention. Even the ones that knew you as Shuffles.”

      “Thanks,” Finn said.

      “I’m not saying I fear you.”

      “You don’t need to fear me,” Finn said.

      “I’m not so sure,” Oscar said. “If it came down to you having to make a choice, I think we both know how that would go for me.”

      “Then don’t force me to make a choice,” Finn said.

      “I don’t intend to,” Oscar said. “But maybe you don’t dig quite so much either.”

      Finn just chuckled. “You know I can’t do that.”

      “I know.”

      “Does that mean you’re looking forward to me leaving the city?”

      “I would never look forward to you leaving. I wouldn’t mind not having the potential attention on me,” he said.

      “You never know. Somebody else may come in as Meyer’s apprentice and pay just as much attention to you as I have other people.”

      Oscar shook his head. “Only if you tell them to.”

      A darkened figure came along the street toward them, and Finn recognized Meyer from his limp. It seemed to be worse than it had been before.

      “I think it’s time I be going,” Oscar said. “Promise me one thing.”

      “What is it?”

      “When you do get your assignment, you will come to say goodbye.”

      Finn nodded. “I can promise that.”

      “If you keep digging into this, at least be careful.”

      “I’m always careful,” Finn said.

      “Some things need to stay buried, Finn.”

      He patted Finn on the shoulder before turning and making his way along the street. He walked quickly, and when he passed Meyer he nodded before continuing on and slipping down one alley before disappearing altogether.

      What did Oscar mean about that? What needed to stay buried?

      More questions for Oscar.

      Maybe it was for the best that Finn would be leaving the city. He wouldn’t have to be the one to testify against his old friend.

      When Meyer approached, he looked over to Finn, a deep frown creasing his brow. “What was Oscar Richter doing here?”

      “Apparently, he came to offer me congratulations on my success.”

      Meyer look behind him, glancing along the road to where Oscar had disappeared. “That’s all he wanted?”

      “I’d asked him to look into Bolgar’s dealings before I left. He came to share with me what he had uncovered. Claims that it’s possible that somebody might have made it look like the moneylenders killed each other to wipe away at that.”

      “I suppose that’s easier,” Meyer said.

      “Why?”

      “He’s gone. Now that you've been promoted, I don’t have time to keep looking into the possibility that there might be more to his death than there appeared.”

      “That’s the only reason you’re not looking?”

      “That’s the only reason for now. Besides, everything seemed to have wrapped up neatly.”

      Finn didn’t feel quite as certain about that. There were still pieces that didn’t come together quite as well as what he would’ve liked, and he struggled with how everything had worked out. He couldn’t help but feel as if there was much more going on than what he had observed, but Meyer seemed content sweeping it away.

      “Can I help you with anything?” he asked.

      “You went for supplies?” Meyer asked, looking down at the bag Finn carried.

      “You needed a few items. I figured I’d continue to acquire as much as I can until I’m summoned away. When might that be?”

      “It depends upon the king,” Meyer said. “I can’t say I know the mind of the king, nor can I say that I know how and when he might call you to serve.”

      “What places might need an executioner?”

      Finn had thought about the possibilities, thinking through the various locales within the kingdom that might have need of his services. As he had contemplated it, he had not come up with an answer.

      “That will be up to the king,” Meyer said.

      “You can’t give me any idea?”

      Meyer started along the street, heading toward the home. “No. If you want to keep working until you receive an assignment, I can certainly find some tasks for you to do.” He glanced over to Finn. “Of course, you’re more than welcome to visit any site you choose. You are master executioner, after all.”

      There was something in the way that he said it that left Finn questioning.

      “What are you working on?” Finn asked.

      “Nothing terribly exciting. I’m afraid there are several straightforward cases that we need to deal with. I need to deal with.” Meyer shook his head. “Thankfully, most are quite rudimentary.”

      The problem for Finn was that he didn’t believe that everything was as straightforward as Meyer believed. Worse, he didn’t know if he could even say that to Meyer.

      Not only that, but Finn no longer knew if he would have time to deal with everything that he needed to before he was reassigned.

      They stepped into the small garden, and Meyer limped toward the door, heading inside without saying anything else. Once inside the home, Meyer slipped off his cloak, hanging it in the closet, and limped to the back room where he disappeared into his office.

      Finn stood there for a moment, looking around.

      “What did he say?”

      Finn turned to Lena, standing as she was in the kitchen. “What did who say?”

      “Oscar Richter.”

      “Oscar wanted to congratulate me. It sounds as if you were the one who sent word that I had passed my testing.”

      “He had come by while you were gone,” she said. “He seemed a bit distracted. I think it was because he knew you were off getting tested.” Lena shook her head when Finn looked back at her. “He really does care about you, Finn. You’ve been like a son to him.”

      Finn just sighed. He felt the same way for a long time, though he’d long ago moved beyond looking for Oscar’s approval. Meyer had been the father figure to him more recently, and Meyer had been the one who Finn had wanted to impress.

      It probably troubled Oscar, if Finn were honest with himself. How could it not? Finn had traded him for someone else, picking a different mentor.

      Then again, Oscar had never made it seem that way. He had always been happy for Finn, happy for the safety that Finn’s position offered him. And happy for the fact that Lena had been given a place of safety as well.

      Lena had never really known the truth about that though. She didn’t know Oscar the same way he did and didn’t know all Oscar had done for their family.

      “Do you know how long you’re going to be in the city?” Lena asked.

      Finn looked over to her, shaking his mind away from the distraction. “I don’t. Not really. Meyer said the king might assign me to serve at any time.”

      “He’s going to need your help until you leave,” she said. “I’ve been trying to help him, but nothing seems to be working the way it had before. I don’t really know what it is. At first, I thought he was aging. He is getting old, after all, and it wouldn’t be terribly surprising that he would slip, but this came on suddenly. There are some wasting diseases, but nothing typical.”

      “Do you think he was targeted?”

      “Poison?” Lena asked, waving her hand as she wrinkled her brow. “I don’t think that was it. I just… well, I just don’t know.”

      If not poisoning, there was another possibility, but it was one that Finn loathed to pursue. Not everything was witchcraft.

      Meyer needed him. Finn hated having to leave, but if Meyer was getting sicker, maybe he could find a way to help him without hurting his pride.

      “Keep trying,” Finn said.

      “I am, I’m just… worried, if I’m honest with you, Finn. When you go, I don’t know what’s going to happen to him. He needs your help, but without you here I don’t think I can do everything that Meyer needs. He’s going to need an apprentice, but he doesn’t seem to have any interest in looking for one.”

      “Maybe I can send word to the executioner court,” Finn said.

      “You would do that?”

      Finn glanced over to the closed door. “I might need to. If he doesn’t get the help he needs, I might need to intervene, however that happens.”

      The executioner court could send an apprentice to Meyer, though knowing Meyer the way Finn did, there was a very real possibility he would refuse any help he didn't have a hand in choosing. Maybe Finn could help Meyer find an appropriate apprentice before he departed Verendal.

      She sighed, looking back to Finn. “I don’t like the timing of this,” she said. “He’s getting worse, and now you’re going to be leaving. What happens if he can’t do his job after you leave?”

      “I think Meyer knows well enough whether he can do his job or not,” Finn said.

      “He might know, but he’s also a proud man, Finn. You know that. He’s not going to ask for help.”

      Finn took a deep breath, regarding Lena for a moment. “I’ve asked the hegen to help him,” he admitted.

      “Oh, Finn.”

      “If he’s sick, and if there’s anything they can do, then we need their help to do it.”

      “What if they won’t?”

      “If they won’t, then perhaps I’ll have to intervene with the court.”

      Lena let out a shaky breath. “Something came for you while you were gone this morning,” she said.

      “What is that?”

      She turned away, heading into the kitchen before coming back out with a slip of paper with a wax seal over it. Finn studied it for a moment before unfolding it and pulling out a neatly drafted letter.

      “This is from the magister,” Finn said.

      She nodded. “He had one of his couriers bring it by earlier today.”

      Finn reread the page, taking in what Geldan had written to him. He wanted Finn to meet with him later today. “Did he give any indication what it was about?”

      “He didn’t want to talk with me. Besides, it was only a courier.”

      He glanced back to Meyer’s door. “You should see if he needs anything. I’m going to try to figure out what the magister might’ve been after.”

      Finn took the folded piece of paper and stuffed it into his pocket. After having seen Meyer limping back to the home, Finn felt increasingly uncertain about Meyer’s health and worried what would happen to him. Until he had this resolved, Finn didn’t know if he could leave. That troubled him more than anything.

      He was supposed to have accepted a new position, something that should have been exciting for him, but it only left him worried about what he was leaving behind. More and more, Finn felt as if he couldn’t do anything other than stay and try to help Meyer as much as possible, but at the same time he wanted to enjoy the freedom that his new title should’ve permitted him to have. Maybe that was part of the reason for Meyer pulling away from him.

      He took the letter and headed out the door. When he met with Geldan, Finn might have to reveal his concerns about Meyer. He didn’t want to though. Not if it revealed some weakness Meyer had, but there might be a benefit for Meyer in others learning that he needed help. Even a skilled journeyman would be beneficial for Meyer.

      Finn made his way along the street, and when he reached the intersection where he would turn away from Meyer’s home, he looked back. There was a light in the window on the second floor, and he worried what it might mean.

      Maybe he needed to push Esmeralda to help more than she already was.

      If he was going to leave, he wasn’t about to do so with Meyer in this state.
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      When he reached city hall, Finn slowed. A crowd had gathered, and he had to push his way through, though he didn’t exactly know why the crowd was here. A few people shouted, and it took Finn a moment to realize that the crowd was here to protest.

      He moved away from the center of the crowd, moving to listen. He didn’t necessarily have a time that he was supposed to meet Geldan, so Finn thought he had a little leeway. As he stood off to the side, hearing the shouts, he scanned the others gathered.

      For the most part, it was all men. Many of them looked to be from the outer sections of the city, none of them dressed in clothing that would fit within the upper-class sections. He couldn’t tell what angered them, but a steady cacophony of shouts rang out calling for the jurors to show themselves.

      An older man with gray hair standing near Finn was watching, though he didn’t shout the way the others did.

      “What’s going on here?” Finn asked.

      The man looked over, scanning Finn from head to toe, almost as if trying to decide how much to say. Finn was dressed better than the man, the cut of his clothing showing a bit of the quality he typically dressed in ever since he’d started working with Meyer. It wasn’t so nice as to make him look as if he belonged in the upper-class sections, though Finn could blend in there. He certainly had in the past.

      “These bastards think to convict Roland without giving him a fair shake,” the man said.

      “Roland?”

      The man glowered at Finn. “Where you been, boy? Roland Brevins. Supposed to be tried by the jurors tomorrow, but they don’t let any of us speak on his behalf.”

      “What’s he accused of doing?”

      “He’s accused of killing his brother. No way Roland did that.”

      “So all of these men are here protesting?”

      “Protesting because they are looking for the man responsible. Course they wouldn’t look for him. No one’s going to believe that some high-class bastard is the one to kill one of us from the Unlear section.”

      It was one of the poorer sections in the city. Finn had been through there many times, and he knew the people to be generally good, though many of them had resorted to crime. They didn’t have much choice though. Within Unlear, few had any reason to hope for anything more.

      “Who do you think did it?”

      In all the time that Finn had served as executioner within the city, he had never seen the people protest an arrest quite like this. There were times when families would come to appeal on behalf of someone, and usually it was somebody who was unlikely to be sentenced anyway. Occasionally there were gatherings of people who wanted vengeance for a crime. Typically rape solicited that kind of outcry from the public, and it wasn’t until the sentencing was carried out that the populace would calm down a little bit. They wanted justice, and until they felt the justice they sought was carried out they reacted like this. Finn had never seen anything quite like this though. This was a gathering that suggested the people here were angry for a different reason.

      Meyer should have known about that though. How could he not?

      “If we knew who did it, then we wouldn’t be here, now would we?” The man glanced to the others gathered. “None of us know. All we can do is hope the damn jurors take the time to look into this just once. They’ll probably just see that it came from Unlear and ignore us.” He shook his head. “Just like they do every other time.”

      “You can submit a petition to the jurors to consider your testimony,” Finn said.

      “Oh, sure. Submit a petition. Like that’s going to go over when it comes to my kind of people. I know better than that. Lived here my whole life, I have. Nobody gets a fair shake around here.”

      Finn hated that he felt that way, as one of the things that he wanted for others in the city was for them to feel as if they had an opportunity to get fair treatment. It shouldn’t matter which section of the city they belonged to. Justice needed to be the same regardless.

      “I will see what I can do,” Finn said.

      “Oh, I’m sure you will, boy.”

      He pushed his way through the crowd, heading up the stairs and into the hall, where he closed the door behind him. Once inside, the chanting could still be heard, though it wasn’t nearly as loud as it had been outside. Finn looked over to see the juror chamber empty, though that wasn’t surprising. He hadn’t expected anybody would be here at this time of day. If there was a sentencing, he figured Meyer would have been here, though given what he’d seen of Meyer recently, maybe he wouldn’t.

      Finn headed down the hallway toward Geldan’s office, pausing outside of the closed door as he considered what he might say to Geldan. He didn’t have a clear idea of why he’d been summoned here, though he wondered if maybe it had something to do with Meyer and his performance while Finn had been gone.

      With Meyer declining, maybe Finn needed to petition the king himself. He could argue that he should remain in Verendal so that he could serve as master executioner, at least when Meyer stepped down. Even if the court had an assignment in mind for him, he could put in a word for himself. They would have to listen, wouldn’t they?

      And for Finn’s part, he wanted Meyer to have a comfortable retirement. Meyer deserved to no longer have to carry out executions. Meyer deserved a chance to relax, travel if he wanted, and to offer healing if that was what he preferred.

      He knocked.

      Geldan’s muffled voice came through the door. “Open.”

      Finn pulled the door open and stepped inside. Geldan was alone. “I received your summons,” Finn said.

      Geldan nodded, waving him to come sit across from him.

      Finn was once again taken by the luxuriousness of the office. As he sank into the uncomfortable chair, he looked across the desk to Geldan. He had a large book held open in front of him, and he scrawled something on the page, though Finn couldn’t make out the details.

      After a moment, he finally looked up, meeting Finn’s gaze. “I understand you were sent away from the city for a time.”

      Finn nodded carefully. He still wasn’t quite sure how to read Geldan. “I was.”

      “You returned quickly.”

      “I didn’t have to travel all that far. Only to Vur.”

      “I see.”

      Finn waited for more of a response, but there wasn’t one. He thought that strange, especially given what he knew from Geldan. Wasn’t he from Vur? That was the impression he’d given Finn the last time that Finn had been here, but maybe he didn’t want to talk about it.

      At this point, Finn wasn’t at all sure what to make of Geldan. Perhaps he wasn’t as suspicious as he seemed, though the more Finn regarded him, the more uncertain he was. There was just something about Geldan that troubled him. Perhaps it was just that he was new to the city.

      “What does a testing like that entail?”

      Finn crossed his arms over his chest. “The testing is specific to the executioner guild,” Finn said.

      Geldan tipped his head slightly to the side, frowning. He glanced back down to his book, lifting up his pen and making a quick note. “I’m sure the guild wouldn’t mind if you shared some aspects of the testing.”

      “It’s really about experience, not so much a knowledge-based assessment.”

      “They don’t test your knowledge level?”

      “That has been tested repeatedly during my time of service,” Finn said.

      “I presume Master Meyer has been responsible for ensuring your testing?”

      “I’m terribly sorry, magister. I have quite a bit of work that needs doing.” More than he thought before coming here, even. If there was somebody who had been accused of a crime who might be innocent, Finn needed to look into it.

      There was too much strangeness in the city for him to let it drop. Bolgar’s death. The fire that had preceded that. Whatever it was that Esmerelda was dealing with but hadn’t said anything about. And now a new case?

      He needed to tidy up as much as possible before he left.

      Even that wasn’t entirely the reason he wanted to do this. He wanted to make sure Meyer didn’t have to deal with such strangeness, mostly because he didn’t believe Meyer would chase down anything supernatural the way that he would.

      It was time for him to return to the prison, at least to dig into whether there was anything he might find from this Roland, perhaps have a conversation with the man the crowd had accused. Those were details Geldan didn’t necessarily need. At least not yet. Not until Finn had more information.

      “If there is something I can answer for you, I would prefer to do it quickly.”

      Geldan chuckled softly. “You are much like him.”

      “Am I?” Finn presumed he meant Meyer, and the comparison had been made before, though it was one that Finn appreciated, not taking it as an insult the way that some had intended before.

      “You are. It suggests to me that he has trained you well.”

      “I don’t think I would have been given the opportunity to test for master executioner had he not trained me well,” Finn said.

      “Perhaps not,” Geldan said.

      He made another note in the notebook, leaving Finn wondering what he was documenting. Was it the nature of their conversation? That was odd, though everything that he’d seen about Geldan left him thinking that the man was odd.

      More than that, there was much about him that Finn simply didn’t care for. He liked to think of himself as a good judge of character, at least these days. He hadn’t always been. There were too many times in his past when he had been swayed by people of power or influence and had wanted to impress them, rather than focusing on the measure of their character. Nowadays, Finn believed he was much better at it, though he had an opportunity to practice much more than he once had.

      “Has he given you any indication as to where you will serve?” Geldan asked.

      “Not yet,” Finn said.

      Geldan just nodded. “Do you have a preference?”

      He looked up at Finn then, meeting his gaze. His glasses had slipped down his nose just a little bit, and when he looked up he forced them back up his nose before setting his pen on the table next to him, watching Finn for a moment.

      “I am willing to go where the king would have me,” Finn said.

      Geldan chuckled. “Always the faithful servant, is that what it is?”

      “As executioner, I serve as the king’s justice. I only do that on his behalf.”

      “Loyal. I think the king would appreciate that about you.”

      “I doubt the king has much of an opinion about me at all.”

      “You have met him though.”

      “I have,” Finn said.

      “Then I’m sure he has some opinion,” Geldan said. “A man like that always forms an opinion of the people he meets. He prizes loyalty though, so I suspect he would be quite pleased with your service here in Verendal.”

      “Perhaps,” Finn said.

      Finn knew the king had an opinion of him, though had never spoken to the king alone. Meyer had always been present. Now that he was a master executioner, he wondered if perhaps he might be given the opportunity to visit with him alone. He had served as a faithful servant.

      “You were investigating the Bolgar case before his untimely death.”

      Finn regarded Geldan for a moment. He had wanted Bolgar sentenced quickly. His natural suspicion made him question whether Geldan had anything to do with Bolgar, and his death, but it didn’t seem likely that there would be another magister involved in betraying the kingdom.

      Was it any different than magic appearing with regularity?

      Maybe Geldan was a part of the witchcraft that had spread throughout the kingdom. Finn didn’t know him, and he was relatively new to Verendal, so he couldn’t dismiss that is a possibility.

      It was one more thing he needed to look into.

      Finn had to push those thoughts away. It was unlikely, and though he was more than content to dig into the details of what role Geldan might’ve had, he had to look for less magical explanations.

      “I still feel as if there is more to the case than I had the opportunity to uncover.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Too many irregularities,” Finn said carefully.

      “Is that right? What about his death?”

      “Even that is a little bit odd,” Finn said. He regarded Geldan. This was a man who pushed cases through quickly.

      “Justice does not need to be delayed indefinitely, Master Jagger.”

      “I don’t seek to delay justice. I seek the truth.”

      Geldan nodded slowly. “And I’m not saying that you should not. Sometimes a simple explanation suffices. Men have died in the prison before. I understand it’s your responsibility—well, Master Meyer’s—responsibility to ensure the safety of the prisoners, but men have died in the prisons before.”

      “They have,” Finn said. It was infrequent, but such things did happen, despite how much he and Meyer attempted to clean up overly aggressive iron masters. When dealing with violent criminals, there was only so much that could be done. The iron masters needed to protect themselves, and there were times when the criminals simply pushed too hard.

      Finn couldn’t blame the iron masters for taking steps to protect themselves, and they had never brought accusations against any of the iron masters who had acted in good faith.

      “What makes this one different?”

      “The circumstances surrounding the case,” Finn said. He regarded Geldan. “I’m not convinced that he is responsible for the crime, and given the nature of his business, there are far too many people who would have interest in his death. I intend to dig into it more.”

      “Until you are reassigned,” Geldan said.

      Finn held his gaze. Was that a threat?

      If there was anybody in the city who might have the authority to get him rapidly reassigned it was either the Viscount or Geldan. Both served directly at the king’s behalf, and if either of them wanted to remove Finn from the city, all it would take would be for them to speak up.

      “Until I’m reassigned,” he agreed.

      “Have you found anything?”

      “I have a few leads,” Finn said.

      “Anything you need to share with the jurors or myself?” Geldan held his gaze on Finn for another moment before looking down and making a note in his book.

      Finn just smiled. “Not at this time.”

      “I see. Then you must be far enough away from uncovering the answers you seek that you aren’t prepared to present it.”

      “I wouldn’t want to cast blame on anyone who doesn’t deserve it until I know better,” Finn said.

      “Always the faithful servant.”

      Finn just shrugged. “Do you care to tell me why you called me here?”

      “I only wanted to congratulate you on your successful testing. I understand that it is unusual for a journeyman to get promoted as quickly as you have. It seems to me that is a measure of just how much Master Meyer has taught you over the years, along with your dedication to the study of your art, as it were.”

      “It does require quite a bit of study,” Finn said.

      Geldan looked back down. He continued writing, and Finn just shook his head. He got up and nodded politely. “If that is all, then I will take your leave.”

      “That is all.”

      “I understand you have a sentencing tomorrow. A Roland Brevins.”

      Geldan looked up. “We do.”

      “Has there been any indication that he might be innocent?”

      Geldan chuckled, looking toward the window of his office. The sound from outside was muted, barely more than a dull rumbling, not enough for Finn to make out the voices of the protesters. “They believe he is. I suppose that’s what you mean.”

      “It is,” Finn said.

      “We have the warden’s report, and Master Meyer will be attending the sentencing as well, so it seems to me that we have things quite well in hand.”

      “Very well,” Finn said.

      He lingered for a moment, his hand on the door, studying the solid wood, and wishing there was something that he could have determined from Geldan. He had a feeling that he kept something from him, though what was it? Maybe it had only to do with this recent crime, but perhaps it was something else.

      He took a deep breath before turning.

      It was time for him to get back to work.

      Not only did he need to dig into what had taken place with Bolgar, but he needed to determine if Roland was guilty before the sentencing in the morning. Finn wasn’t about to leave that to Meyer given what he had seen from the master executioner recently. Besides, he was a master executioner as well, which gave him every right to investigate on his own.

      When he pushed open the door, he paused for a moment, listening to the shouts outside. The gray-haired man who Finn had spoken to briefly glared at him, and Finn weaved through the crowd, heading through the streets with a determined step. It felt as if since he’d returned to the city that he had been wandering aimlessly, looking for purpose. Partly that had to do with the fact that he was still waiting for his assignment, but partly it was him struggling with what had happened with Bolgar and feeling as if there was more to it than what he had uncovered.

      With Roland, Finn thought there was something he could do here.

      After a short walk, he found himself outside of Declan prison, reaching for the door when a voice called from behind him.

      “Who are you?”

      Finn turned and regarded the gray-haired man. He had noticed him following several streets back, much later than he once would have. These days he didn’t fear somebody jumping him the way he once had. That had more to do with living a clean life than anything else.

      “My name is Finn Jagger. I’m a master executioner for the king.”

      The gray-haired man’s eyes widened. “You’re the one who’s going to do this to him.”

      Finn studied the man. “Who are you?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does if you want to prove his innocence.”

      “You’ve already decided his guilt. I saw you go into the city hall. You talked with them. They told you what to do.”

      Finn smiled tightly. “If that’s the way you feel about the king’s justice, then you will never be satisfied.”

      “Justice? There is no justice in Verendal for somebody like me.”

      “No?” Finn turned to face him, standing on the single step leading into the prison’s door. “Tell me what happened then.”

      “I’m sure you’ve already decided what happened.”

      “I haven't decided anything,” Finn said. “And until I know more, I won't. Tell me who did this, if not Roland.”

      “You don't care, and you won't listen.”

      “I'm here now, aren't I?”

      The man regarded Finn. “A priest. At least, somebody who claimed he was a priest. But I know priests. I celebrate Heleth every week, never missing an opportunity to pray to the Mother. He's no priest.”

      A priest had done this?

      He didn’t think that was likely either.

      “See? You've already decided. I tell you it's a priest, and you suddenly decide not to listen. I should have known better.”

      “I'm listening.”

      “Yeah? If you come to my city, you'll see. I bet you two fils I’ll never see you until you are marching up those steps to hang him.”

      “I’ll take that bet,” Finn said.

      The old man grunted again. “He don’t deserve to hang.”

      “I will see what I can uncover from him.”

      With that, Finn pushed open the door to the prison and headed inside. The air was still and calm, the stench filling his nostrils right away. The faint lantern light illuminated the hall, and Finn secured the door before heading along the hallway and down toward the cells. When he reached the lower level, he found Salan stationed there.

      “Didn’t expect to see you tonight.”

      “It’s not night yet,” Finn said.

      “Late enough in the day, it is,” he said. “Figured if you were coming, you would’ve done so earlier.”

      “I understand you have a prisoner by the name of Roland Brevins here.”

      Salan nodded. “We’ve got him. That one is meek as a mouse, he is.”

      “You don’t think he did it?”

      Salan chuckled, shaking his head. “Didn’t say that either. Nah. We have plenty of prisoners here who come in looking meek like that. He’s no different. Probably realized what’s coming to him and already starting to fear the way the rope is going to set in around his neck.” He grinned. “Given the bloody nature of the crime, probably suits him.”

      “How bloody was it?” Finn asked.

      It was unusual for him to come to Declan knowing so little about a crime like this, but in some ways, it was almost refreshing. He didn’t feel as if he had to be tied into doing all of the menial tasks for Meyer the way he usually did. At this point, all he needed to do was to find answers. It was a much more appealing aspect of the job.

      “Apparently he drained him completely. Left the man little more than skin and bones, as if he squeezed the blood out of him.” Salan grunted. “Can’t say I've heard of anything quite that horrible before. Somebody like that is probably a bit touched in the head, if you know what I mean.”

      One more case that seemed to tie into witchcraft.

      They were all disconnected, but if they shared that thread, if he pulled on that thread, he might find the answers to all of them.

      It meant he had to chase down the source of the witchcraft.

      But how?

      “You got to keep them pretty. From the way the warden talks, they want to get him sentenced right away. Got to calm down the crowd before the city falls apart again.”

      “Only if we find the facts,” Finn said.

      “Facts? I thought you wanted to find justice.”

      “That is finding facts,” Finn said.

      Salan just grunted and hobbled along the hall and down the stairs, leaving Finn standing there for a moment. He heard Salan talking to somebody else down below, though couldn’t make out their words. He turned away, heading toward the chapel.

      It was another crime where others had already determined the guilt of the party without asking any questions. It troubled him that this was a growing trend.

      Meyer should have been notified of Roland’s presence, though maybe he had been. Finn didn’t know if Meyer had been here earlier. Perhaps he should have asked Salan about that as well.

      He sorted through the cabinets within the chapel, picking through the various ointments and powders and medicinal compounds, taking a mental note of what supplies they might need. This was his job—or had been.

      Everything else was well supplied. He found the usual leather straps, ropes, oil, items used for the enhanced questioning. The rest of the tools were all set out on the counter, both for ease-of-use and to intimidate those who came.

      When the door came open, Finn turned around to take a look at Roland.

      He was a youngish man. Probably in his mid-twenties, and had long, shaggy hair, a scruff of beard, and the thin appearance of a man who was probably perpetually underfed. When he saw Finn, his eyes widened slightly, and he started trembling immediately.

      “What do you want me to do with him?” Salan asked.

      “Put him in the chair, like usual.”

      The iron master shrugged. “I didn’t know if you needed to question him like you usually did. I mean, we know what he did.”

      Finn studied him for a moment. “You might know what he did, but I do not. At least, not yet. I will have an opportunity to question him.”

      Salan seemed to sense Finn’s irritation, and hurriedly set Roland down, strapping his legs, then his arms, before glancing at Finn and leaving without saying anything else.

      At least, without saying anything loud enough for Finn to hear. He muttered on his way out, grumbling the entire time that he departed.

      When he was gone, Finn made his way around the chair and stood in front of Roland. “Tell me your name.”

      Roland looked up at him, his hair in his eyes, and he jerked his head to clear it from his face. “I’m Roland Brevins.”

      “Do you know why you’re here?”

      “They accuse me of killing Todd. I didn’t do it. You have to believe me. I don’t know who did, but it wasn’t me!”

      His voice became higher-pitched and he spoke rapidly.

      “You don’t have any idea about who did this? Others seem convinced it was a priest.”

      Roland’s eyes widened again. “I don't know nothing about any priest.”

      There was panic in the way that he said it, and an urgency that surprised Finn.

      “You can tell me.”

      Roland clamped his mouth shut, and started shaking his head, trembling once more.

      When they had described him as trembling like a mouse, it was an apt description, but not the kind of behavior he would’ve expected out of somebody guilty of violent and heinous murder.

      “You’re afraid of what he will do.”

      Roland looked down, saying nothing.

      “You realize that if you don’t talk to me, you won’t have an opportunity to redeem yourself.” Finn leaned close. Roland stunk, and it seemed more than just the filth that he would’ve acquired within Declan. This was filth from living in the Unlear section. “You have an opportunity to tell me your side. If you don’t, the jurors are going to meet tomorrow, and given the testimony of the warden”—and possibly Meyer, though Finn didn’t know whether or not Meyer had come to meet with him—“they will likely sentence you to death. This is your chance.”

      “I didn’t do it,” he said softly.

      “And this priest?”

      Roland shook his head. “Don’t make me tell on him. Please,” he begged.

      Finn knew that it shouldn’t, but this made him uncomfortable. This man didn’t deserve what was coming toward him. Finn just needed to prove that, but he knew he was running short on time.

      “Tell me about your family,” Finn said, deciding to take a different tack.

      “What’s there to say? Todd is gone.”

      “Todd is your brother?”

      Roland nodded slowly. “My brother. Helped raise me when my parents passed. My mother died first. Got sick. Coughing with the plague. Took her quickly. Pa went later. Got an accident at the slaughterhouse. Trampled by hogs.” He shook his head. “Todd was the only one who cared about me in those days.”

      Finn thought about the crowd gathered outside of city hall. There had been far more people there than he would’ve expected were Roland not cared about.

      “Do you have any other family?”

      “There are quite a few of us Brevins out in my section. Pa had a few brothers, and they all had boys of their own. We stayed pretty close.”

      “If you have that family, then you have those who care about you.”

      “Maybe,” Roland said.

      Finn crouched down so he could get in Roland’s face, meeting his gaze. “What happened to Todd?”

      “I don’t know,” Roland said. “Found him bleeding. I tried to help him, but it just kept bleeding. I pushed on it like Todd told me to, but it did no good. He kept bleeding.” Roland stared at his hands.

      “They found you like that, then,” Finn said.

      “They did. They blamed me. Said I was responsible for what happened. Said I’m the one who poked him. Like I would do anything to hurt Todd. He was my brother.”

      Finn took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He believed him. Despite everything else, he believed Roland. Which meant he would have to dig more deeply. There was no doubt in his mind that this had been a form of witchcraft. It was time to be the Hunter and pull on that unifying thread.

      He’d have to go to the Unlear section. At least this way, he’d win the bet.
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      The Unlear section of the city was dirty and dingy, situated near the slaughterhouse so that the stench of dead hogs permeated everything. It was the stink of shit and blood and the filth of both the animals and the people that filled the streets. It was worse than Declan prison, and that was saying something. Finn didn’t care to visit Unlear any more than necessary, which was to say he rarely came to this section unless he absolutely had to.

      There were a few sections like that in the city. Unfortunately, even his home section of Brinder was one he didn’t necessarily enjoy going back to. That had to do with everything he’d gone through while living there, losing his family, whatever innocence he might’ve had, and taking the first steps into a different life.

      A master executioner had a level of privilege that Finn Jagger, thief of the street, never would have. He had been saved, and that salvation had come with a cost. Places that once had been home no longer were.

      That wasn’t to say he felt uncomfortable making his way through the streets. In Unlear, much like in his own section, he didn’t feel uncomfortable. He didn’t love the odors, and he didn’t necessarily care for the filth of the people he passed, but he knew they were good people, if perhaps needing something.

      Finn didn’t have an address as he traveled through the section, and he realized that perhaps he should have gotten more information from Roland before making his way here. Without knowing more about what Roland had done, or even about where Roland lived, Finn was going to have to piece together where to find it.

      It was late enough that he didn’t want to spend too much time here. He preferred to get this over with, see what he could uncover, and then get moving. He suspected he had more to uncover after he was done here, especially given what he had learned from Roland.

      A bell rang softly, and then repeated, tolling the hour. Finn paused long enough to count it out. Nine bells. Late, but not so late that he needed to be concerned about being out in the city. He wanted to get back, if only so that he could sleep before presenting himself for the sentencing the following day. Partly that was because he wanted to know what Meyer might do at the sentencing, but partly because he remained unconvinced of Roland’s guilt.

      The sound of children running through the streets carried to him, and he wandered in that direction. Children playing suggested a crowd. A stray dog ran past him, thin and mangy. The dog looked over to him, a hopeful look in his eyes.

      Finn just shook his head. “I don’t have anything for you,” he said.

      The dog whined before slinking off and disappearing down an alley.

      He wasn’t surprised that he’d seen no Archers in the time he’d been out here. The Archers did patrol the Unlear section, but they didn’t patrol it nearly as frequently as they did some of the other sections. Finn had always tried to advocate for a different approach to patrols, wanting to try to encourage the Archers to take a more equal approach, but his request had fallen on deaf ears. Meyer understood his concern, but Meyer hadn’t pushed for much change either.

      A shadow moved off in the distance, and Finn turned toward it. Curiosity brought him there more than anything else. He’d seen nothing to indicate where he needed to travel. There was no marking on any buildings here to indicate where the crime had been committed, though Finn knew they were often marked off to prevent anyone else from accessing the crime scene. Of course, in this case, given the nature of the crime and the belief of Roland’s guilt, it was possible there had been no reason to.

      Shadows moved close to him, and Finn turned. He couldn’t see anybody clearly, though he had a sneaking suspicion that he was trailed.

      In this part of the city, he stood out. Finn expected a certain level of curiosity as to the reason behind his presence, and perhaps because of that, he should have brought a bit more security with him. Either in the form of an Archer or two or even a knife. He was completely unarmed.

      It was late enough that the growing darkness seemed to snake in a way that filled the streets. There weren’t any streetlights in this section of the city, nothing to illuminate his way. He stayed to the center of the street and looked from side to side as casually as he could. He had no interest in drawing any attention to himself, and appearing uneasy or even scared would definitely draw attention.

      At one intersection, Finn paused to take a measure of whether there was anybody nearby. When he did, he thought he felt something, though he didn’t hear anything. The silence around him seemed strangely muted. He continued on, turning down another street. Given that he didn’t have much to go on, Finn had no idea what he hoped to find. Some sections were small, barely more than a few streets wide. Unlear was a bit more sprawling, filling the outer portion of the city near the wall, its spread only limited by the presence of the wall. When it reached the slaughterhouse, the section ended, transitioning into another.

      He thought about what Roland had told him about the home. It was near the slaughterhouse, so Finn had already moved past where he needed to be. He turned, making his way back along the streets, heading toward the slaughterhouse. It would bring him back toward whatever movement he had seen, though hopefully not so close that he would draw attention from them.

      He turned a corner, and there came a little bit more light than there had been the deeper he went into the Unlear section. Finn looked behind him, back toward the darkness and the shadows, and he frowned, thinking about what the prisoners and Declan had said about the darkness. Given his experience with that, he couldn’t help but fear that perhaps there was a bit of witchcraft at play, though he had no reason to suspect it.

      Up ahead, there were more lights. Though the slaughterhouse was in the lower-class section of the city, it was busy enough, its services valuable enough to the city that it remained illuminated at all hours of the day. Multiple shifts of men worked at the slaughterhouse, needing to handle the butchering of animals for the meat needs within the city. Huge chimneys rose in the distance, the smoke drifting from them, and it carried with it the stench of death.

      It was a smell that Finn knew all too well.

      He found himself standing in front of the slaughterhouse, looking all around. Here there wasn’t the same darkness as he had seen deeper in the Unlear section, and Finn no longer had the same feeling that he was being followed.

      He had no idea about where to go to find Roland’s house, though if it was near the slaughterhouse, then maybe he would encounter one of the people who’d been protesting at city hall.

      The streets here were a little bit wider than they were deeper in the section, and the houses were possibly a tad nicer, though even that wasn’t saying much. None of the houses here were exactly nice, most of them run down with broken windows, wood that looked to have warped or rotted, and chipped paint. A man sat slumped outside of one home, his head hanging down, his lanky hair along his face.

      Finn paused. “Do you know where Roland Brevins lived?”

      The man looked up, bloodshot eyes regarding Finn. “Who’s asking?”

      “Finn Jagger, executioner for the king.”

      The man grunted and grabbed something from behind him. For a moment, Finn braced, fearing that the man would throw something at him, but he merely pulled a jug of what Finn could only assume was ale and took a long swig from it before setting it down and wiping his already dirty sleeve over his bearded face.

      “Don’t know him.”

      “Do you know where he lives?”

      The man shook his head again. “Don’t know him.”

      Finn took a step toward him and immediately regretted it. He smelled of urine mixed with sweat. Wrinkling his nose, Finn braced himself before addressing him. “I’m not here to convict him. I’m here to see if I can exonerate him.”

      “You want to do what to him?”

      “Free him,” Finn said.

      The man grunted. “No one wants to help us.”

      “I do,” Finn said.

      As he said it, he realized it was true. He did want to help him, partly because he believed Roland was innocent. Finn wasn’t convinced he had the truth yet. He’d always wanted the truth—that was why the king had asked him to be the Hunter, after all—but now that he was a master executioner, he felt even more obligated to prove himself.

      “Don’t know where he lives. Don’t know that I'd tell you if I did.”

      “Even if I can help him?”

      “Even if.”

      Finn regarded him another moment before shaking his head. “You should get in before curfew,” Finn said.

      “Yeah? And where would I go?”

      Finn grunted. “Off the streets.”

      He continued along the street, though Finn suspected the man really had no place to go. He wouldn’t have been lying where he was if he could go somewhere. Which meant that he would sit there all night, probably finishing his ale, and eventually pass out. In this part of the city, Finn doubted the Archers would come by and harass him at all. It was likely he spent most of his nights doing the same thing.

      Finn suspected the man had recognized Roland’s name.

      He stayed on the street. When he heard other voices in the distance, he quickened his step, figuring he could go to whoever might be up there and see what he could learn. Perhaps they would have answers as to where to find Roland’s home.

      He reached another intersection near the slaughterhouse, and Finn paused. There was more vibrancy here and the sound of people shouting. At first Finn thought they might have been yelling at each other, though the more that he listened the more he realized that wasn’t it.

      They were just shouting.

      He moved forward, watching carefully as he approached, still not at all certain what he might find or what the men shouting might do, but figuring this was the best way he might get answers. As he passed by an alley, he realized too late that someone was there.

      Finn spun and surprisingly came face-to-face with the older gray-haired man.

      He glowered at Finn. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came here to win my bet,” Finn said.

      “That’s what this is about? A few fils?”

      Finn studied him. He was cleaner than several of the others Finn had passed coming through this section but had a bit of bloodshot to his eyes and seemed irritated. Not that Finn could blame him. “I’m not convinced he did it,” Finn said.

      “Why not?”

      “He cared about Todd,” Finn said. “I’ve seen crimes of passion enough time in my service to the king, but usually that comes about with men and women, not brothers.”

      “Brothers could kill each other,” the man said.

      “Are you trying to convict him?”

      “I’m trying to see whether you believe what you’re saying.”

      “Brothers could kill each other,” Finn agreed. “I’ve seen it. Usually it’s over something simple. Something foolish. Men who know each other a long time often know how to hurt each other the most. Sometimes it’s a matter of jealousy, sometimes greed, sometimes spite. Never someone who actually cares for their brother.”

      The old man regarded fan. “That’s why you’re here?”

      “I’m here to see where the crime occurred.”

      “You’re not going to find anything.”

      Finn shrugged. “Maybe not.”

      “Then why come?”

      “I came so I could get a feel for what happened. I came to see if he really did commit the crime he’s accused of. I came because I like to know whether or not the sentenced man is actually guilty.”

      “Will it change anything for you?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t know until I go.”

      The old man motioned for Finn to follow, and he joined him, heading along the street.  “They aren’t going to like that I brought you with me,” the old man said.

      “Make them understand.”

      He glanced over. “You don’t get it, do you? It ain’t like that in this section.”

      “I know what it’s like in this kind of section,” Finn said through his teeth.

      The man laughed. “I’ve seen plenty of men like you.”

      “What sort of man is that?”

      “The kind who comes all the way out here to Unlear, thinks they can understand what it’s like to live out here in the section day after day, knowing that the crown don’t care about us. Knowing we don’t have any Archers looking out after us. We got to look out for our own.”

      “Everybody in the city is subject to the king’s justice.”

      “Yeah? Well, justice don’t feel the same out here.”

      Finn just shook his head. “What’s it feel like, then?”

      “Not justice, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      They turned a corner, heading away from the slaughterhouse. Finn wouldn’t have found this on his own, not without asking for assistance. “What’s your name?”

      “Why? So you can accuse me of something?”

      “I’m here to help.”

      “You made it clear that’s not the reason you’re here.”

      “Fine. I’m here to find the truth. If that helps, then so be it. If it doesn’t, then Roland was guilty.”

      “That boy wouldn’t do this crime. If you spend even a few moments with him, you would know it.”

      “I spent a few moments with him,” Finn said.

      The man looked over to him, the frown on his face deepening. “Did you?”

      “I did.”

      “You torment him then?”

      “No.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Finn just chuckled. “I’m sure.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s as you said. You spend a few moments with him, and you know.”

      They stopped in front of the house. It looked no different than any others along the street. The wood siding looked to be rotting. It had been painted once, though at this point it looked as if that were ages ago. The windows had been boarded over, and a few fragments of glass still littered the ground in front of it. A rooftop looked a bit askew, as if it were not meant for this home.

      “Max,” the old man said, glaring at Finn. “That’s my name. Don’t you go hollering off to any Archers to drag me away from here. I’ve got friends out here.”

      Finn smiled slightly. “I’m sure you do.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It doesn’t mean anything.”

      Max eyed him up and down before pushing the door opened.

      Finn looked along the street, checking to see if anybody had followed them over here. He’d been surprised on his way to the city already and didn’t need to be surprised again. He didn’t see anything. No movement other than Max inside of the home. As far as he could tell, there hadn’t been anybody else here other than them.

      “You coming inside? You said you wanted to see it.”

      Finn stepped forward. “I was just considering things,” Finn said.

      Max grunted. “What are you considering? Whether you’re going to whistle for your Archer friends?”

      Finn pushed the door closed behind him, sweeping his gaze around the inside of the home. It was nicer on the inside than it was on the outside, though he wasn’t terribly surprised by that. In many of these poorer sections, the exterior was kept rundown intentionally, mostly so as not to draw any undue attention to those inside. If anybody thought you had more than them, they targeted you. No one wanted somebody else to have more than them. It could be difficult, though. And these outer sections, maintaining closeness and friendships was important, and it was only through that the people survived, much like Max said. The Archers didn’t patrol out here as they did in other sections, and so the people needed each other, and they had to be careful not to turn one another away.

      “Don’t take nothing,” Max said.

      Finn looked over, shaking his head. “What do you think I intend to take?”

      Max glowered at him for a moment. “Just don’t take nothing.”

      Finn made his way around the inside of the house, glancing at everything that was here. There was a simple set of wooden chairs and an equally simple table, reasonably well constructed, though faded. The kitchen was small. Little more than a stove, a counter, and two cabinets on either side of the stove. It had been cleaned up, looking fairly nice, which didn’t surprise Finn given how well maintained the rest of the home had seemed.

      “Where was Todd killed?” Finn asked Max.

      “Back here,” he said.

      Finn followed Max to a back bedroom. Once there, he paused, looking at the bloodstained belongings inside of the room. Everything was coated in blood, and yet it had been scrubbed. Some of the blood spatter had reached the walls, but mostly it was on the floor.

      Any furniture that had been in the room had been removed, leaving it empty other than the pool of blood. It wasn’t a very large room, making it hard to imagine Roland committing such a heinous act here.

      “We found him here,” Max said.

      Finn nodded. “I can tell. It looks pretty brutal.”

      “Now you’re going to think he did it.”

      “Like I said. I spoke with Roland.”

      “Speaking to him don’t mean nothing unless you intend to help him.”

      Finn crouched down on the ground, studying the blood. There was just so much.

      “You think he’s too simple to have done this crime.”

      “Boy is simple,” Max said. “Can’t help it. He loved his brother though. Looked up to him. He was the only one who took care of him. Gods, man! Todd even let him have the only room in the house. He slept out on the floor out there.”

      Finn looked up from the floorboards. There wasn’t anything here that gave him any insight about the nature of the crime. Nothing other than the fact that there was considerable blood staining everything. “This was Roland’s room?”

      “What did I just tell you?”

      Finn got to his feet, looking over to the walls. “And I told you I’m trying to better understand what happened here. All of this is a little bit unusual.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “What about the priest you claim did this?”

      Max frowned. “What about him?”

      “Do you know him? Which church did he claim?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Finn supposed that it didn’t. There were enough religions in the city, and enough of the people celebrated their own particular god, that it probably didn’t make a difference. Most of the priests were priests of Heleth, celebrating the Mother, and he wouldn’t at all have been surprised to hear that a priest of Heleth had spent time out in the section, ministering to the poor.

      Some of the other priests were less likely to have spent any time out here. Maybe priests of Volan, though they were a smaller church, and they celebrated the surprises in life, good and bad, to honor the trickster god. Elia celebrated the god of the sky, and the priests spent more time in the church itself, especially in the upper levels where they prayed to their god, then they did on the ground, so Finn doubted they would have been out here.

      The least likely would be Fell. Among the various gods celebrated within the city, Fell was the most mysterious. It was one of the few churches he had never set foot in. Only certain people within the city were permitted within the church, as Fell celebrated wealth and good fortune. It was something of an honor to be included, and parishioners needed an invitation.

      “I guess I was surprised you had a priest out in Unlear.”

      “We did. Don’t go thinking this has something to do with our section.”

      “Not about your section. I just haven’t seen too many priests in the outer sections of the city.” Nor had he when he’d grown up in one.

      “Then you haven’t spent much time in them.”

      Finn shook his head. None of this made sense, and as he stared at the ground, he wanted to try to tie this to everything else that had happened in the city, but perhaps there was a more mundane explanation. As much as he thought everything these days was tied to witchcraft—and given everything that he had encountered over the years, the various bits of witchcraft that had been placed around the city, the ongoing spread of power that Finn still didn’t fully understand—he had tried to piece it together but had not found anything to do so. There hadn't been any significant attacks on Verendal since the Alainsith structures were targeted. Finn knew that the attacks weren’t over. They couldn’t be. He had not rooted out witchcraft within Verendal. But it had gone quiet. Almost as if they were trying to bide their time until some greater attack would come.

      It left Finn on edge. He felt like he was the only one concerned about another attack, and until he had seen the fire at Bolgar’s shop, he had started to think he was growing paranoid. There hadn’t been an attack in years—long enough that he’d thought that he’d stopped it, but now he started to think he’d not been aggressive enough looking into it.

      “How long has this priest been coming to your section?”

      “I told you that he’s not a priest. No priest acts like him. You live out here long enough, you come to know when someone wants something from you. Priests know we don’t have nothing in Unlear—and this man wanted something.”

      There was a certain logic to what he said. “Fine. How long has this man been coming, pretending that he was a priest?”

      “Don’t know. To be honest, I don’t even know how Roland knew him. Just that the priest was the first one to find him on the street.”

      “So the priest was passing through.”

      “Don’t you listen? I didn’t say he was passing through. I said he’s been serving in this section. Spent a little time here, says he’s trying to help those of us raise our station.” Max gave Finn a look of defiance. “Not that you’d ever understand that.”

      “I understand it well enough,” Finn said, sweeping his gaze around the room. Something felt increasingly off, though he was no longer sure that it was nearly as simple as what he had believed before. “Was the priest with Roland long?”

      “No. Came across him while he was heading through the section.”

      “Is that what he told you, or is that what others said?”

      “He didn’t have to tell anyone. Others were with him.”

      Finn shook his head, pushing away the questions that had been with him. That removed the priest from suspicion. He couldn’t have done it if he wasn’t here.

      “Anybody see anything else around the home?”

      “Nothing. Roland was pretty distraught when he came out, blood covering his hands.”

      “What about the weapon?” Finn looked over to the floor, and his mind started to work through what it would take to carry out a bloodletting like that. He had enough knowledge of anatomy to know where to cut a person to bleed them out, but would the average person?

      From everything that he’d learned, Roland wasn’t even the average person. Unless it hadn’t been just a single poke.

      “Never saw the weapon. Saw the body though. Roland was so upset, screaming, and we came running. Knew he couldn’t have done it.”

      “You saw the body?” Finn asked, taking his gaze off of the blood-spattered walls and looking at Max.

      Max nodded. “Never seen anything quite like it. Big hole right here,” he said, tapping on his left chest. “Blood everywhere. I’ve worked in the slaughterhouse before, and I’ve seen blood, but this was… something else.”

      Finn frowned. There was another possibility. Somebody who had worked in the slaughterhouse might know how to carry out something like that as well. In order to slaughter hogs, cattle, even sheep and goats, the animal had to be killed precisely. It took a specific blow, and then the blood had to be drained.

      “Did Todd work at the slaughterhouse?”

      “Why are you asking that?”

      “I’m trying to figure out if there’s anybody else who might have any interest in harming him.”

      “He’s not worked at the slaughterhouse. He was a good kid. Always took care of his brother. Didn’t do nothing wrong.”

      “Nothing?”

      Max frowned, arching a brow. “You can’t tell me you’ve never done nothing wrong. I’m sure that you sitting up in your fancy section, dressed in your fancy clothes, never done nothing that the gods would frown on.”

      “That’s not what I was saying.”

      “Then what are you saying? I’ve been trying to help you, but it seems to me you’re looking to speak poorly of the dead.”

      “Todd was murdered,” Finn said looking down at the ground. “It’s been my experience that when men are murdered, the people who do so have a motive most of the time. If we’re looking for somebody other than his brother who might have committed the crime, then I need to know whether there were any others who might have been interested in seeing him dead.”

      “Dead? That’s a pretty hard thing, now isn’t it? I’m sure there might’ve been others who wanted to get back at him for pranks he played, but Todd never did anything like that these days. He’s been too busy trying to make ends meet, wanting to earn enough money to take care of Roland. Can’t do that if you’re dead, can you?”

      “Did he work for any crews?”

      Max watched him. “What would you know about that?”

      “More than you could imagine,” Finn said.

      Max just shook his head. “I doubt that. Men like you lived too cushy a life. You couldn’t know what it takes to make ends meet, to do whatever it takes to feed those you care about.”

      “Did he?”

      Max shook his head. “Not that I know of,” he said slowly.

      Finn thought he had enough to at least delay sentencing to keep digging, assuming Geldan didn’t push for a rapid conviction.

      “What else do you need to see?”

      Finn looked around the room one more time, noting the blood staining everything, and realize there wasn’t anything else here that would help with his investigation. He stepped through the doorway, looking in toward the door and frowned.

      “Was there any blood out here?”

      “Not so much.”

      That surprised Finn. Given how much bloodshed there had been in the other room, along with the splatter, he would’ve expected that there would have been something.

      He looked around the home before making his way to the door and pausing, looking back at Max. “If you come up with anything else that you think might be helpful, you can send word through any of the city Archers to me.”

      “I’m not going to any of the Archers,” Max said.

      “That’s your prerogative,” Finn said. “All I’m looking for is whether there is anybody else who might have wanted Todd dead. If you come up with anything, send word. That’s the only way we’ll get Roland released.”

      Max watched him for a moment and finally shook his head. “I’ll do what I can.”

      “I can’t promise how much time you’ll have.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “Have I threatened you at all?”

      The man just stared at him. “I suppose not.”

      Finn started away but paused a moment. He’d been refraining from sharing much with Max, but maybe that was a mistake. “You got me wrong.”

      Max stood in the doorway, while Finn waited in the street. There was no movement around him. “How do I have you wrong?”

      “You think I don’t know what it’s like to live in a section like this. That’s what you’ve got wrong. I grew up in Brinder. Worked on the King’s crew. Got sentenced to hang and was saved by the executioner. So despite what you think, I have a little bit of experience.”

      Max watched him for a few moments. “That was you?”

      “It was.”

      “I heard about you.”

      “Yeah? What have you heard?”

      “I heard they call you the Hunter.”

      Finn grunted. “Sometimes.”

      “Why do they call you that?”

      “Because I look for the truth. If you hear anything that might be useful to help Roland, send word through the Archers. And I want to talk to this priest.”

      “Not a priest.”

      “I need to speak to him.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      With that, Finn headed along the street, determined to get out of the Unlear section. He might’ve grown up in a section like this, but that didn’t mean he wanted to stay there any longer than needed.
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      Morning sunlight drifted in through the window of the kitchen, and Finn joined Lena at the stove, working with her to prepare breakfast. Every so often, she would look over at him, and he could see the expression in her eyes, one that suggested she didn’t know whether or not she really wanted him there, but she never said it.

      Breakfast smelled delicious. It was eggs, sausage rather than bacon this morning, and a surprisingly sweet smelling cornbread. Lena had been up by the time Finn had dragged himself out of bed, and he had thought he was getting up relatively early.

      “Have you heard anything yet?” she finally asked him.

      Finn glanced over to her. “Not yet.”

      “When do you think you will hear?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know that it works quite like that,” he said. “I don’t get to choose, and I certainly don’t get to be told in advance when I will be assigned.”

      “Do you think it will happen soon?”

      He turned his attention back to the griddle, scraping the eggs around as they cooked. “I don’t know. It could be soon, or it could be weeks or months from now.”

      Lena nodded, turned the sausages, and checked on the bread. “I hope it’s later,” she said. “I know you’re probably ready to go off on your own, but I hope it’s later.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “He’s not going to get any better.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “I’ve been trying, Finn. I’ve studied every book on healing that I can access and cross-referenced every symptom that he has, trying to come up with one unifying cause for what is going on with him, but I can’t find anything.”

      She was doing something very similar to the way Finn had been chasing leads through the city. He had been chasing symptoms, rather than finding the cause.

      And with Finn leaving, the city needed Meyer to recover.

      What if he really had been infected with witchcraft of some sort? The idea seemed impossible, but with everything else that had been going on, it actually might fit. All traditional healing had failed. The sudden, drastic, change in his ability to carry out his tasks. The rapid decline.

      But why Meyer?

      “I’ve told you what I’ve done to try to get him extra help.” Finn glanced toward the door. Meyer was still asleep, at least as far as either of them knew. It was unusual for him to sleep in, though perhaps that was an effect of the medication that he’d been given. “The hegen are going to help him.”

      “I haven’t seen any of the hegen here.”

      “She’s going to help,” Finn said.

      “Are you sure? Whenever I’ve needed help, I’ve had to go to the hegen.”

      “I have a different relationship with them.”

      Her eyes widened at the mention of the word relationship. “Finn…”

      He chuckled, shaking his head. “It’s not quite like that.”

      “Then what is it like?”

      “Not like that.”

      He shuffled the eggs around in the pan, and continued watching Lena, but saying nothing. After a while, he took a seat.

      “What’s on your schedule for the day?” she asked. “It’s different for you now, isn’t it?”

      “Ever since I finished the testing, it just feels… off, I suppose. I don’t really know how to explain it any other way. I just feel like my role and responsibility is different than it had been before.”

      “Does it have to be different?”

      Finn chuckled. “It doesn’t have to be, but I think it is.”

      She turned to him, carrying toast toward him, when he heard a soft knock at the door.

      Finn frowned, looking over to Lena. “Were you expecting anyone?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      “Not here, and not at this time of the morning,” he said.

      Finn headed to the door and pulled it open, smiling as he saw the person on the other side of the door. “I wasn't expecting to see you here, Esmerelda.”

      “Are you disappointed?”

      Finn shook his head quickly. “Of course not.” He glanced down the hall before turning his attention back to Esmerelda. Her pale skin and dark hair seemed to glow in the early morning sunlight, an effect that was only accentuated by her golden-colored dress. Her dark hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and a hint of mirth played at the corners of her eyes. “We were just talking about you.”

      “I can't say that I would be disappointed to hear of you talking about me, but I wonder who you would talk to me about.”

      “My sister.”

      Her smile widened slightly. “I would ask about Lena, but unfortunately I did come with purpose.”

      Finn should have expected nothing less.

      “Are you here for me or for Meyer?”

      “Both, actually. May I come in?”

      He flushed. How foolish of him. “Of course. I’m sorry for leaving you standing out there.”

      He stepped aside, and Esmeralda slipped past him, sliding along the hallway to stand in the entrance to the kitchen. “You look well, Lena,” she said.

      Finn stopped behind Esmeralda and waited there for a moment.

      “Did you come to help Henry?”

      Esmeralda glanced back, looking at Finn for a moment. “Finn believes I could be of some assistance to him.”

      Lena glanced past Esmeralda, looking to Finn. “What’s it going to cost him?” she asked, her voice more timid than he was accustomed to with Lena. These days she always seemed to be made of sterner stuff, especially as she spent so much of her time healing others, a responsibility that involved a different measure of confidence.

      “It will cost Finn nothing,” she said.

      “What will the cost Henry?”

      “That will be between Master Meyer and myself.”

      Lena looked past Esmeralda again, and for a moment there was a hint of panic in her eyes. “He won’t do it,” she said. “If you’re going to charge him for your services, I know he’s not going to agree to it.”

      “That will be between Henry Meyer and myself,” Esmeralda said. She looked to the closed door at the back of the home. “I presume he is there.”

      Finn nodded. “He hasn’t gotten up yet today.”

      “Then perhaps the two of us can speak while he rests a little bit more. It will be best for him to be as well rested as possible before we begin.”

      “You intend to do it today?” Lena asked.

      “Do you think we should wait?” Esmeralda asked.

      Lena shook her head. “I…” She looked over to Finn before turning back to Esmeralda. “I just want him to be well.”

      “I would like the same thing, Lena,” Esmeralda said. “Henry Meyer has been good to my people.”

      Lena licked her lips and she a deep breath, clasping her hands together in front of her. “I should go check on him. He will want to be presentable before he visits with you.”

      Esmeralda glanced to Finn for a moment before turning her attention back to Lena. “Very well.”

      He waited while Lena slipped to the back of the home and then disappeared into Master Meyer’s room. When she was gone, Finn looked over to Esmeralda. “What did you need to speak to me about?”

      “Your visit the other night.”

      “Desiree?”

      Esmeralda just nodded. “I have been looking into that one, seeing if I might uncover anything more of use.”

      “Have you?” He still thought there was some connection to witchcraft, but now that he was pursuing the case with Roland, Finn didn’t know if he even had enough time to look into what happened with Bolgar. Perhaps he could do both, but Roland was a priority, at least until he had a chance to delay sentencing.

      “She’s gone,” she said.

      Esmeralda motioned to the table, and Finn took a seat across from her. His breakfast sat untouched, and given the way his stomach rumbled he knew that he would need to eat before he left.

      Esmeralda smiled at him. “You may eat. I will talk.”

      He started scooping eggs quickly, moved on to the sausage, and looked over to see Esmeralda watching him, a strangely amused expression on her face. “What is it?”

      “I enjoy watching you, Finn Jagger.”

      “Watching me eat?”

      She chuckled. “You eat as if this will be the last meal you will get.”

      Finn shrugged. “I suppose I’ve always eaten that way.”

      “Even after meals became common for you?”

      He finished eating the sausage, and then put down his fork, looking over at Esmeralda. “You can tell me what you came here to say.”

      “You don’t need to be quite so abrupt,” she said.

      He flushed again. He wasn’t trying to be like that with her. He liked Esmerelda. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m distracted.” He glanced toward Meyer’s door.

      “What has you distracted today?”

      “Another case.”

      “Someone you believe is innocent?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know. He might be. His family believes him too simple to have committed the crime that he was accused of, and that may be it, but…” What was he doing tell Esmerelda about this? She didn’t want to hear about his cases.

      “But what?” she asked, her voice soft.

      “There is a priest, a crime scene, and enough leads that I have to delay, but I don’t know if the current magister will let me. He likes to see justice carried out quickly, and he does have influence with the jurors.”

      He glanced out of the kitchen, looking toward Meyer’s room. The door was closed, but when he was up, would he agree with Finn that they needed to dig into the circumstances of the case a little more, or would Meyer feel as if Finn were making it into something it should not be? Finn honestly didn’t know.

      “I trust you will do what’s necessary.”

      “Until I am sent away,” Finn said softly.

      “Until then,” Esmeralda said. “Have you learned your destination?”

      “Not yet.”

      Esmeralda smiled slightly. “Does he keep it from you?”

      “I’m not so sure that he does so intentionally. I think he doesn’t know.”

      She sighed. “You don’t believe that the master executioner knows the fate of his apprentice?”

      “As far as I know, it’s up to the king.”

      “I suspect it’s up to the king along with the court.”

      Finn shrugged. “I suppose.”

      “That doesn’t trouble you?”

      Finn suppressed a sigh. “I will serve wherever I am assigned.”

      Esmeralda sat silently for a few moments, watching him. Finally, she smiled slightly. “Will you miss Verendal?”

      “It’s all that I’ve ever known.”

      “Is that the only reason?” Her eyes held him.

      Finn swallowed, but he knew what needed to happen. “There are people here I care about, but if I stay here I won’t have the chance to continue to grow.”

      “Is that what you seek?”

      “I have to serve,” he said.

      They sat in silence for a few moments, as if neither of them wanted to speak.

      Finally, Finn broke the silence. “You didn’t finish telling me about Desiree.”

      “She’s gone,” she said. “And I’m afraid it’s something you must see.”

      “What happened to her?”

      Esmeralda shifted and turned before standing quickly. She bowed her head as the door to Master Meyer’s room opened.

      Meyer stood there, dressed in a shirt and pants, his eyes drawn and deep wrinkles upon his brow. He took one look at Esmeralda and grunted before limping toward the kitchen. “I’m not interested. I don’t want the price.”

      She stared at him, and there was an intensity in her gaze that Finn would have shrank away from, but Meyer merely ignored it, making his way into the kitchen and from there grabbing a plate and stacking eggs and sausage on it. It was more than Finn suspected he would eat, especially given what he had seen of Meyer recently.

      “Have a seat,” Esmeralda said.

      Meyer looked over to her. “You are in my home.”

      “I was invited in.”

      He flicked his gaze over to Finn before shaking his head. “He doesn’t understand what that means.”

      “Do you?”

      “Well enough,” Meyer said.

      Esmeralda touched Meyer on the arm and guided him to the chair. “Take a seat, Henry Meyer.”

      Meyer just shook his head before sinking down into the chair. “I don’t need your help, Esmeralda. Lena is doing all that she can.”

      “Please, Henry,” Lena said softly. “If there’s anything that she can do, let her. You aren’t getting better with the traditional medicine I have given you.”

      “It needs a little more time,” Meyer said.

      “I haven’t seen you much lately, Henry Meyer,” Esmeralda said. “And now when I see you, you look gaunt and have a new limp.”

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t recover.”

      “Perhaps not.”

      “There are some things that can’t be treated, Esmeralda. You know that as well as I do.”

      “How will I know if I don’t have an opportunity to try?”

      Meyer just shook his head. “You can’t heal old age.”

      She reached across the table and took his hands. Meyer didn’t move. “And there are many things that can mimic old age.”

      Finn had seen Esmeralda using her magic a few times before, but always it involved potions and the remains of the deceased, along with the sense of power. This was something different, though Finn wasn’t at all sure what it was.

      “Leave us,” Esmeralda said.

      “You don’t have my permission,” Meyer said.

      “You gave me your permission long ago,” Esmeralda said.

      Finn frowned but took Lena by the arm and guided her out of the room and back to Meyer’s office. At least there they could wait and neither of them would have to interfere with what Esmeralda was doing. Finn had to hope that she could offer him enough help to recover. Meyer needed that help, despite what he claimed.

      “Do you think she can do anything?” Lena asked.

      “I don’t know,” Finn said. “He’s not wrong though.”

      “About what?”

      “About healing age, though I’m wondering if that’s all there is to it. Esmerelda said that some things could mimic old age, and given what I’ve been dealing with in the city lately, I just don’t know.” He had seen Esmeralda healing fantastically difficult wounds before. He had very nearly died, and it was only through Esmeralda and her magic that he had survived. His mother had required her help, and that magic had kept her alive when she had started to fade. Finn suspected countless others had recovered because of hegen magic.

      It was different than witchcraft. With witchcraft, it was stored power, stolen from others, but with hegen magic, it was freely given or taken from those who no longer needed the power they possessed.

      He took a deep breath and almost started coughing. The smell inside of the office was terrible, pungent and sickly. A stack of canisters on the desk were the source of the smell, and Finn grabbed one of them, lifting it and prying the top off before shaking his head in closing the top again.

      “What have you been trying?”

      “Anything I can,” Lena said. “It’s not easy. There are certain things that just don’t work for him. He’s been getting worse. I’ve tried not to say anything to you, because he didn’t want you to know. I think he worries you will feel like you can’t move on and take your place among the master executioners if you continue to worry about him. He’s been managing for the most part, but I caught him sneaking a little bit more of the thistleberry than I recommended to him.”

      “He’s wanting to stay alert,” Finn said.

      She nodded. “He has been. That’s why he’s been taking it, but I don’t know if it has made much of a difference. He’s still sleeping quite a bit, and when he’s awake it takes him time to recuperate, to come back around, and to function.”

      “He’s starting to take too much,” Finn said.

      Maybe it was a good thing that Esmeralda had come. Of course, knowing Esmeralda as he did, it was unlikely to be much of a coincidence. It was more likely that she had detected she was needed and had come exactly at the time when she planned to be here, knowing that Meyer needed her help and her magic. He suspected her cards revealed that to her, the way that those cards revealed so much to her.

      He took a seat on the cot pushed up against one wall. “You haven’t been seeing anyone in the evenings,” he said, sweeping his gaze around the inside of the office. Everything here was to treat Meyer. From the stack of canisters, to the piles of books— likely Lena’s attempt to try to find some new treatment to use on him—to the oils and ointments that he found on the shelves behind her.

      “I thought it was best,” she blurted out.

      “If you don’t keep active, you’re going to start losing customers.”

      “If we lose him, there won’t be any customers,” she said.

      He looked over, wishing that there was something more he could say, but she wasn’t wrong. They did need to keep Meyer alert and active to have a place for her to practice.

      He and Lena sat in silence for a few moments, neither of them wanting to say anything. Finn looked over to see her sitting at Meyer’s desk, one of the thick books folded open in front of her. Finn recognized it as one of the books on apothecary medicine, something that he had studied over the years, though not with nearly as much vigor as his sister had. She had become an expert in that kind of medicine, and because of that he thought that if anyone could use the knowledge of the book in order to help Meyer, it would be her.

      “I keep thinking that if I look long enough and dig deep enough, I’ll find an answer. I’ve been working with Wella. She’s obtained all of the supplies I might need, but even she doesn’t have anything more to offer.”

      Finn looked over to assist her, smiling. “I think you surpassed Wella’s knowledge long ago.”

      “I don’t think so,” Lena chuckled, turning her head back to the book and continuing to flip through the pages as she read. “There isn’t anybody else in the city like her.”

      “There is you, now.”

      Lena looked up and shook her head again. “I’m not quite as skilled as her.”

      If Meyer didn’t recover, and if Esmerelda couldn’t help him, Finn really would have to push to stay in the city. Verendal might need him until a replacement could be found. The problem was that he was too new to his position, and he had no idea what the executioner court would permit. Maybe nothing.

      And given his current relationship with Geldan, Finn doubted he could convince the man to put in a good word on his behalf.

      Or perhaps they would send somebody else here if Meyer no longer could.

      Finn wasn't sure how he felt about either.

      The door came open, and Meyer stood framed in it. He didn’t look that much different than he had before, though he did seem to stand a bit straighter. He glanced over to Lena before turning to Finn. “Do you intend to come with me for the sentencing?”

      Finn frowned. “That’s it?”

      “What more should I say?”

      “I suppose I expected you to tell me how you’re feeling.”

      “She did all she could.”

      “And?” Finn asked.

      Meyer breathed out, looking over to Lena for a moment. His eyes had a brightness to them that they hadn’t in quite some time.

      “She said I’ve been touched by darkness.” When Finn looked for Esmerelda, Meyer shook his head. “She said she had to return, but she will see you soon enough.” The implication in his tone was clear enough for Finn to catch. “The healing took quite a bit out of her.”

      “Darkness?” Finn asked, his thoughts turning in the direction that they had been chasing quite a lot these days. Darkness meant shadows. Could it be the same?

      “I am not sure whether or not to believe what she claims, but she believes that I was caught in time.”

      He was quiet.

      “Witchcraft,” Finn said.

      Meyer said nothing.

      “That’s what she thinks, isn’t it?”

      Meyer nodded slowly. “I think it unlikely.”

      “You always think it unlikely,” Finn muttered.

      Meyer scowled at him before lightening up.

      “There have been other instances of witchcraft in the city recently,” Finn said, and he laid them all out for Meyer. He had avoided doing so before now, but it was time he heard about the marking on the building, the shadows and Bolgar’s cell, and even the murder in the Unlear section. All of those might have been witchcraft. “That’s the common thread.”

      Meyer took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “That is troubling.”

      “I’m going to keep looking while I am still here.”

      Meyer looked as if he wanted to say something, but he just nodded.

      Finn joined Meyer at the door, glancing past him, but couldn’t see Esmeralda in the kitchen. Had she already left? He still had questions about Desiree and about the nature of her death.

      Lena sat at the desk, and she didn’t move. “You are going to be okay?”

      “Time will tell,” Meyer said.

      Finn suddenly experienced a mixture of emotions. Partly it was relief, especially believing that Meyer was going to recover and that he would be well enough to continue serving as master executioner, but there was another emotion that was there. Sadness. There had been a part of him that had started to think that maybe he might have been able to stay in Verendal and serve as master executioner, however unlikely that might be. With Meyer improving through hegen magic, that would be incredibly unlikely to be the case. There would be no reason for Finn to be within the city, as Meyer had shown no other signs of slowing down and wanting to retire.

      He sighed and stepped through the door. “I would like to attend the sentencing with you.”

      “That is what she said,” Meyer said.

      “Is that all she said?”

      “She said you don’t think he is guilty.”

      Finn looked toward the closed door and shook his head. “I don’t know how he could be. I could be wrong, but he just doesn’t strike me as a killer.”

      “He doesn’t strike you?”

      “I know. I sound like I did when I first came to you.”

      “No. When you first came to me, I wouldn’t have listened were you to make a comment like that.”

      “You’ll listen now?”

      “If you have reason to doubt his guilt, then we have a responsibility to look into it.”

      Finn turned to Meyer. “How much time did you spend questioning him?”

      “None,” Meyer said.

      “None?”

      “I hadn’t the time.”

      Finn frowned. “Even though he was scheduled for sentencing today?”

      “I intended to visit with him this morning before sentencing.”

      “You thought it was going to be straightforward.”

      “All of the reports suggested it would be.”

      “The same way that all reports suggest Bolgar’s case was going to be straightforward.”

      “This was different,” Meyer said. “There was no indication of anyone else in the home. It was just the young man. Given that finding, the most logical answer is that he was there by himself and that he stabbed his brother.”

      Unfortunately, I might not have been doing nearly as much as I should have been. Perhaps it was time that changed.

      “If you visit him, you’ll understand my concern.”

      Meyer nodded. “As I said, I intended to visit with him this morning. Then you brought her to the home, and you took the time that I was going to have to question him.”

      “I didn’t bring her to the home this morning. She came. And if she was able to help you, it was the right decision.”

      Finn held Meyer’s gaze, not looking away. He could tell that Meyer wanted him to turn away, as if he were irritated that Finn had needed to go to Esmeralda and the hegen for help, but if Meyer were able to recover, then he would not feel guilty about it. It had been the right decision.

      “What cost?” Lena asked, looking over at the two of them. “What did the hegen ask of you?”

      “Nothing,” Meyer said.

      “Hegen don’t work like that,” she said. “There’s always a cost.”

      “Not for him,” Finn said. “Much like there isn’t a cost for me, either. That’s why I went to her, Master Meyer. I knew you wouldn’t incur any debt to the hegen. Any attempt you made to imply you would was only to refuse their services. I don’t know why you would, and I’m not sure that I even care, but at this point all that matters is that you recover.”

      Meyer just shook his head. “That’s all that matters to you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Regardless of whether or not you would be permitted to serve in Verendal?” The words were gentle, but they hung in the air.

      “I would much rather have you well than to stay in the city and serve. Besides, you were the one to say a newly appointed master executioner does not serve in the same city that they trained.”

      “Not typically,” Meyer said.

      They held each other’s gaze, neither of them saying anything, and finally Finn took a deep breath, nodding to Meyer. “We need to get to this sentencing. And then we have more to do.”

      “We?”

      “If you don’t want to have any part in it, then I have more I need to do,” Finn said.

      He shook his head, looking over to Meyer, before glancing to Lena. “Your breakfast was delicious. Thank you.”

      He grabbed his jacket on the way out of the house and stopped in the garden, waiting for Meyer. When Meyer emerged, he didn’t have a limp, and the ruddy quality to his cheeks seemed to have improved. If nothing else, Meyer had recovered from the illness a little bit. The hegen magic worked.

      Meyer looked at him, saying nothing. They stepped out onto the street, making their way toward city hall, neither of them speaking. Just a pair of master executioners heading to Verendal City Hall for a sentencing.
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      The inside of city hall was darker today than it had been the day before, though partly that was because he and Meyer had gone to the jurors’ chamber, and it had not been illuminated for the sentencing yet. One of the city hall employees moved through the chambers, lighting the lanterns, glancing over to Finn and Meyer every so often, a nervous expression on his face.

      “We’re not usually so early,” Finn said.

      “As I told you—”

      “I know. You wanted to have an opportunity to visit with Roland yourself. Unfortunately, you’re going to have to rely upon my interpretation of the case.”

      “Unfortunately?”

      Finn looked over. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Meyer smiled tightly. “I have trusted your assessment for many years now, Finn.”

      “I know that you have.”

      “And I trust your assessment now.”

      The door opened, and a pair of Archers strode in, escorting Roland with them. He looked over to Finn, his eyes widening slightly, but he didn’t say anything. He looked disheveled, dirty, and reminded Finn of the Unlear section, the people he had seen in that section the night before.

      The Archers nodded politely to Finn and then to Meyer. “Do we need to stay?” the taller of the two Archers asked.

      Finn knew Mason reasonably well and knew that he had a reputation as being a bit overly aggressive and assertive with his patrols, often employing a version of street justice. It was a wonder that Roland had ended up at the council chambers intact and not bruised in any way.

      Of course, he might have been bruised in other ways. Not all injuries were obvious. He probably had done something on the journey over, especially given the crime that Roland had been accused of.

      Too often the Archers thought they needed to enact their own sort of vengeance, as if they were concerned that the city and the jurors wouldn’t carry out the appropriate sentencing.

      “We can manage,” Finn said.

      “You know what he is accused of?” Mason asked.

      “I know,” Finn said.

      He chuckled. “Had to force him through a crowd out there. This one has quite a few people who actually think he’s innocent. Can you believe that?”

      Finn locked eyes with Mason for a moment before nodding. “I can.”

      “You don’t think he did it?”

      “Have you talked with him?”

      “Talked with him? What’s this one got to say? Look at him. He just mutters most of the time. Doesn’t have anything reasonable to say.”

      “Exactly,” Finn said.

      Mason just glared at Roland, before waving to the other Archer, and they stepped out of the jurors’ chamber.

      Finn glanced over to Meyer. “You wanted to have a chance to talk with him.”

      “I’m not sure that it matters.”

      “You’re the master executioner in the city. Your testimony is going to carry much more weight than my own.”

      “Again, I’m not so sure that matters.”

      “Because I’m now master executioner? I’m still not the master executioner of the city, so whatever you offer as testimony will carry much more weight than anything I have to say.”

      Meyer watched him for a moment before looking over to Roland. “I doubt I need to dig any deeper than you have, Finn.”

      Finn tried not to hide his disappointment. It wasn’t so much that he was disappointed that Meyer trusted his assessment. At this point, given how long they had worked together, he expected Meyer would trust his assessment. It should have been a given that Finn, after having served as an apprentice for as long as he had, would have gained that trust. It was more that Meyer was wrong. The others on the council did put more stock in what Meyer had to say. They would value his opinion much more than they valued Finn’s.

      The door to the jurors’ chamber opened, and Geldan stepped forward, sweeping his gaze around him before settling it briefly on Finn and then on to Master Meyer. “You came early.”

      He was dressed in a velvet robe of office, and his glasses hung down on his nose, his face twisted in a sour expression, almost as if disappointed to see both Finn and Meyer there.

      “Both of you. I’m surprised a case like this requires two master executioners to testify.”

      “Only one of us will be testifying,” Meyer said.

      Finn resisted the urge to shake his head, and didn’t even look over to Meyer. There wasn’t anything he could say to that. He couldn’t hide his disappointment, though he didn’t know if it even mattered to Master Meyer.

      At least he was better. If nothing else, Finn thought that was the most important thing at this point. Meyer could continue to serve as master executioner in the city, and he had recuperated enough that he would be able to continue serving. Hopefully he would see that he had been neglecting certain aspects of his job. Not that Finn would make an effort to point that out to him, but he had to think that Meyer needed to know.

      “What is your opinion?” Geldan asked, looking from Finn to Meyer before turning his gaze upon Roland. “Such a violent crime. And this one has people from his section who believe that he was not guilty?”

      “They’re his family,” Finn said.

      “Family? That explains it,” Geldan said. “Who else but family would want to take in a murderer and believe his innocence?”

      “What if he is innocent?” Finn asked.

      Geldan frowned at him. “Is that what you believe?”

      Finn didn’t have a chance to answer. The door to the jurors’ chamber opened, and Ramona entered. She took one look at Geldan and bowed her head respectfully before nodding to Meyer and then to Finn. She said nothing and indicated nothing to Roland, which wasn’t at all unusual. Most of the jurors tried not to make much of a reaction to the accused until they had heard the testimony. They didn’t want to give false hope or indicate any sort of previous bias. One by one, the other jurors came in, and with each person Finn looked over to see Roland getting more and more tense. He practically trembled.

      “They’re just here to hear testimony,” Finn said softly to him.

      Roland glanced over, shaking his head. “I didn’t do it.”

      “You have to tell them the same thing.”

      “I didn’t do it,” he said.

      Finn nodded again. “As I told you, you will have to convince them. Your fate is in their hands.”

      “What if they think I did it?”

      “Then you will face the king’s justice,” Finn whispered.

      The last juror came in, a well-dressed man with graying hair, unremarkable features, and tanned skin. Ashal Graves had served as one of the jurors for the better part of five years, longer than Geldan, but not nearly as long as Finn had been active in the city.

      Roland looked over.

      “As we are all gathered, I think it’s time for us to hear the testimony,” Geldan said. “We’re fortunate enough to have two master executioners present in the city at one time. I can’t recall the last time I was anywhere within the kingdom where we had two master executioners active.”

      “Two?” Elaine Verth asked. She had darkish and short hair, thin lips, and a prominent jaw. “That means that Mr. Jagger is now—”

      “Master Jagger,” Geldan said, nodding. “Apparently, the executioners have some sort of formal training system. I was not aware of it before Master Meyer revealed details to me, but thankfully he shared with me that Master Jagger was to be tested.”

      “Very well,” Elaine said. “I suppose congratulations are in order.”

      “Thank you,” Finn said. He didn’t care to have the attention of the jurors on him in this chamber. There were too many memories.

      Perhaps that was more reason for him to leave the city. He still had memories and still felt the same feelings as he had when he had first come to the city hall and the jurors’ chambers. It was difficult for him to get rid of those feelings, and perhaps he didn’t really want to. He needed to remember what it was like and just how much he had nearly lost, so that he could keep in mind the same feelings when others presented here.

      “Will you be assigned elsewhere within the kingdom?” Ashal asked.

      “Eventually. I don’t know where or when. My assignment comes from the king.”

      Ashal looked over to Geldan. “I think the jurors could put in a good word through both you and the Viscount on behalf of Master Jagger.”

      “Given all that Master Jagger has done for Verendal, I think we should,” Hasten Lones said. He was a heavyset juror who occupied a space near the middle of the row. His greasy hair was combed back and seemed flipped over to hide a balding spot. “If it will help him receive an appropriate assignment, then I think we owe it to Master Jagger to offer anything that we can on his behalf.”

      “I have already done so,” Geldan said. “As has the Viscount.”

      Finn’s eyes widened as he studied Geldan. He had spoken on his behalf? What did that mean for Finn?

      Would Geldan try to get him out of Verendal sooner than he would’ve otherwise? Finn suspected Geldan didn’t care for his investigation into what happened with Bolgar, but he didn’t think he would have intervened in a way that would have led to Finn not remaining a part of it.

      “Now, if that is all, I think we should begin to discuss this case,” Geldan said, turning to Roland and nodding his head.

      Finn realized that Roland was whimpering. As he stood in place, his entire body trembled, shaking.

      There had been others who had come before the jurors and cried like this, though it wasn’t altogether common. Most of the time, men who came here had already resigned themselves to their fate. They believed themselves innocent, and they thought they would be exonerated, or they had come here knowing they were guilty of their crimes and needed only to be sentenced. When Finn had come, he had anticipated getting sentenced to lashings, or at worst a short term in prison, but he had been sentenced to death. Others rarely had a similar experience. Finn had made a point of trying to avoid people coming to sentencing and questioning their experience.

      “Roland Brevins. You stand before us accused of murdering Todd Brevins, your brother. What have you to say?”

      “I didn’t do it,” Roland said.

      “You were found at the scene of the crime covered in his blood. No others were seen at that time. The warden has even reported a confession.”

      Finn jerked his head around, looking over to him. “You confessed?”

      “I didn’t do it,” Roland said. “They asked me what happened. I said Todd died. That’s all.”

      “Did you say that you killed him?”

      “I said he died,” Roland said. He continued to shake his head, his whole body shaking now.

      “You can see he is moved by his guilt,” Geldan said. “I don’t know that we need to have much discussion about this. I think we can debate which technique the sentencing follows, but the actual guilt seems settled.”

      Geldan looked along the row of other jurors, and one by one they nodded, each of them glancing over to Roland before turning their attention to Geldan. Ashal’s gaze seemed to linger the longest before he turned to Geldan. When he did, Roland moaned, crying out. Finn kept waiting for Meyer to speak up, to say something, especially given that he was the one who was supposed to testify, but he didn’t.

      That left only him.

      “I’m not convinced,” Finn said.

      “What was that?” Geldan asked, turning his attention to Finn. “I was under the impression that Master Meyer was the one responsible for his questioning.”

      “Master Meyer was preoccupied with another case,” Finn said. “Given that I am newly returned to the city, and raised as master executioner, I felt I should be involved.” He briefly glanced over to Roland before turning his attention back to the jurors and Geldan—the man who had been trying to rush convictions recently. “As you can see, Roland is a simple man. He was raised by his brother, and he cared very deeply for him. He was devastated by his loss.”

      “You don’t believe him guilty?” Geldan asked, arching a brow.

      Finn shook his head. “I’m not certain. When there is any question of guilt, we have traditionally searched for more information. At this point, I humbly request from the jurors an opportunity to look into this crime more to see if there’s anything that might explain what happened.”

      “We know what happened,” Elaine said. “From the warden’s report, he admitted to killing his brother. He was found there, his hands bloody.”

      “There was no weapon,” Finn said.

      Ashal regarded him for a moment, but Geldan spoke. “There are other crimes where the weapon disappears,” Geldan said. “In this case, he probably hid it before he went out for help.”

      “I don’t think so,” Finn said. “We don’t have a criminal mastermind here before us. We have a man who simply is distraught over the loss of his brother, and now that he’s been accused of a crime, he is scared. From someone who knows what that feels like, I can assure you that he is terrified of what the jurors might decide on his behalf. He knows his life is in your hands, and he knows he has now lost his brother, leaving him alone in this world.”

      It was more impassioned than Finn had anticipated, but he thought it was appropriate. At this point, what he wanted was to try to get enough information so he could get time. He wasn’t sure if he was going to have that time, though. He didn’t know whether they would permit that, especially given that the jurors all seem to believe he was guilty.

      Somehow, Finn was going to have to slow them, to get himself enough time, but without Meyer speaking up, he didn’t know if he had enough cachet to do so. He might now be a newly raised master executioner, but to them he was still Finn Jagger, apprenticed to Henry Meyer.

      “All I ask is more time.”

      “The last time you came before us you came asking for more time,” Ashal said.

      Finn looked over to him, nodding. “I did. And at that time, I was unconvinced of Bolgar’s guilt. Seeing as he passed away before we had an opportunity to uncover the truth, we should still be questioning whether he was guilty of the crime.”

      “I thought that was settled,” Elaine said.

      “It is settled,” Geldan said, waving his hand. “He’s gone. Any information that we might have been able to obtain is gone with him. And regardless of what Master Jagger might think, we did diligently look into Bolgar’s guilt, and we settled that.”

      Finn could practically feel Meyer’s gaze weighing upon him, and he knew better than to say anything now. If he were to do so, it would only incur Meyer’s irritation. That wasn’t the way he wanted to leave the city. He wanted to have a relationship with Meyer, not destroy that which they had built together.

      “I understand it is settled,” Finn said. “And I realize it is unusual for me to come to you again, claiming innocence, but it is my responsibility as a servant to the king in my capacity as master executioner to ensure that we uncover the truth. In this case, I am not comfortable with the circumstances. I feel there is more that we need to uncover before we sentence him.”

      Finn glanced over to Meyer, and expected him to say something, to speak on behalf of Roland, or even to say something against Finn, but he remained silent.

      “Your testimony will be considered.”

      Finn nodded.

      The jurors leaned back, and Geldan whispered softly to the others, though Finn couldn’t make out the details. He tried. Most of the time when he came to the jurors, he didn’t necessarily have strong feelings about what was decided, but usually that was because he already suspected what they would decide. In this case, he didn’t know. That bothered him more than anything else.

      He leaned over to Meyer. “Why didn’t you speak up?”

      “You didn’t need me to speak up.”

      “You’re still the master executioner within Verendal,” he said.

      “I am, but as they are now aware, there is another master executioner within Verendal. If I were to speak against you, it would create dissension.”

      “You would speak against me?”

      Meyer watched him before shaking his head slightly. “I don’t know.”

      Finn took a deep breath, knowing better than to argue with him here.

      Geldan leaned forward, and the rest of the jurors did the same. “The jurors have decided. In the matter of Roland Brevins, the jurors have found him guilty of killing his brother. He is sentenced to death by hanging, and only through your testimony, Master Jagger, was he saved from a more severe fate. There were some among the jurors who believed that he should have been quartered.”

      Finn regarded Geldan, suppressing his irritation.

      “The sentencing will be carried out in one day.”

      “If he is to be hanged, we will need three,” Finn said.

      “Why is that?” Ashal asked.

      “The gallows need to be replaced. The wood has started to fail.”

      “We don’t need to delay for the gallows,” Ashal said.

      The others nodded along with him.

      Geldan regarded Finn for a moment, and there was an unreadable look in his eyes. “Is this necessary?” he asked, looking to Meyer.

      Meyer turned to Finn. “If Master Jagger believes the gallows must be replaced prior to a sentencing, then it needs to be replaced.”

      “Very well. In that case, you have three days.”

      Geldan got up along with the other jurors and nodded to Master Meyer before turning to Finn. “Master Jagger, I would appreciate a word in my office.”

      The other jurors left through the back entrance, and as they did Finn watched them depart, one by one, until they were gone. Ashal was the last to leave, and his gaze seemed to linger on Roland, though it seemed as if he were concerned or disappointed.

      Finn took a deep breath, turning back to Meyer. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Meyer regarded Finn for a moment. “Do you have the sense I’m disappointed in you?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Not at all. You are a master executioner now, so you have every right to speak as you see fit during a sentencing.”

      “But this was your sentencing.”

      “We both serve the king, and we both serve his justice, so in this case we are both acting on behalf of the kingdom.”

      “I thought you might have said something more than you did,” Finn said.

      “What did you think I needed to say?”

      Finn shook his head. He looked over to Roland, and he continued whimpering, shaking his head as he did. “I thought maybe you would say something on behalf of him.”

      “Your testimony was as useful as mine would have been,” Meyer said. “Especially given the warden’s report.”

      “This is the second time the warden’s report has influenced Geldan. I know that they will take their testimony into account, but he can't have all the facts. The iron masters in the warden hear only part of the testimony, not what we find. They almost used his testimony to convict Bolgar.”

      “Almost, but not quite,” Meyer said. “You were able to speak on his behalf, and you were able to use what you could to convince the jurors of the need to evaluate the testimony differently.”

      “And this time?”

      Meyer looked over to Roland. “Does the gallows truly need to be repaired?”

      “It does,” Finn said.

      “Would it have withstood one more sentencing?”

      “Probably.”

      “You have three days,” Meyer said. “You should be careful, Finn.”

      “What do you think will happen?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ve learned long ago to be cautious in my approach with the jurors and Geldan. They have their own agenda. The magister serves at the behest of the king, his arm of justice where the viscount is his arm of rule. The jurors are different. They serve their sections on behalf of their constituents, and each of them might be instructed to work for justice, but I have often felt they had an agenda. I just want you to be careful.”

      Meyer took Roland by the arm, but he trembled even more.

      “I can do it,” Finn said, nodding to Roland. “Besides, I need to visit with Geldan, anyway.”

      Meyer nodded to him. “Like I said. Be careful.”

      He departed the jurors’ chamber, moving more fluidly than he had in a long time. There was no limp as there had been before, and he glanced back at Finn when he reached the door, heading out.

      Finn looked over to Roland. “Come along,” he said as gently as he could.

      “I didn’t do it,” Roland said.

      “I understand. I tried to testify on your behalf. I went to your home. I visited with Max.”

      “Max was there?”

      Finn shook his head. “Max wasn’t inside. He was outside. Did you see him when you came?”

      “They don’t let me see anyone,” he said.

      Finn sighed. He was going to have to talk to the Archers. They didn’t need to cover his face as he went through the streets. That was only going to frighten somebody like Roland.

      “If you didn’t kill him, do you know who did? Max didn’t think your brother had any enemies, but somebody must have wanted him dead.”

      “Don’t make me talk,” he said.

      Finn looked over to him. “What was that?”

      “Don’t make me talk. I can’t say anything.”

      Finn frowned. “If you know something, you need to tell me. If there’s anything that can help you, we need to know what it is.”

      “Don’t make me talk.”

      “Why?”

      “He promised to hurt them,” he said.

      “He?”

      Roland’s eyes widened. “Don’t make me talk.”

      Finn turned and looked up at Roland. He was a large man, but there was a gentleness in his eyes. His entire body still shook.

      There was part of Finn that questioned whether or not Roland even had any idea what it meant for him to have been sentenced. It was possible he had no idea what had befallen him, and that left Finn feeling guilty. A man should understand his sentence.

      But he needed information. He didn’t know how to get it, but he had a feeling that Roland knew more than he was letting on. He studied Roland, trying to decide what the right approach would be with him. Scaring him or enhanced interrogation would only lead to this same trembling, the same fear that Finn had seen from him.

      That wasn’t the approach to use. He had to continue to question him. He had to find answers. Finn didn’t know what that was going to entail, especially if he truly feared for others.

      “Who was he going to hurt?” Finn asked.

      “My family,” he said.

      “Who?”

      “A bad man. A dark man.”

      “Dark?”

      “Shadows. He comes on the shadows.”

      Finn tensed. Everything within him went cold. It was too much of a coincidence to mention the term shadows, especially after what he had heard in Declan about Bolgar’s death, and the darkness of Esmerelda had described around Meyer.

      “What happened?”

      “I can’t say anything more,” he said.

      “Listen,” Finn started, looking toward the door. He wasn’t going to have much more time before the Archers came in and pulled him out of the jurors’ chamber. Already Finn thought that he was taking too much time. “I can help. You just have to tell me who you are afraid of.”

      “He knows.”

      “How would he know?”

      “He was here.”

      Finn frowned and looked back toward the jurors’ bench. “Here? Was he one of them?” There was another possibility, and it was one that would make more sense. “Was he one of the Archers?”

      Roland started shaking his head, and before Finn had an opportunity to get an answer, the door to the jurors’ chambers opened, the Archers strode in, Geldan standing in the hallway, waiting.

      Finn would have to go back to Declan and question him.

      He still needed answers.

      “These men are going to bring you back to the prison. I will come by later to visit with you.”

      “He knows,” Roland said.

      The Archers nodded to Finn, grabbed Roland by the arms, and guided him out.

      Finn stared at the jurors’ bench for a moment. Could it be somebody there? It didn’t make much sense, but then again he didn’t know if any of this made that much sense. Somehow, the cases were connected, if the comment about the shadows had anything to do with it. Bolgar, who was now gone, and Todd, who had the murder pinned on Roland.

      Geldan waited, and Finn gathered himself, heading out into the hall, nodding to Geldan. “You wanted to visit with me?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Do we need to go to your office?”

      Geldan glanced back to the empty chamber before turning to Finn. “I don’t believe that is necessary. I just wanted to better understand why you believed in his innocence.”

      “I don’t know that he’s innocent,” Finn said. This wasn’t the time, and he didn’t think this was the right man, to reveal what he suspected. “But until I know, I can’t feel comfortable with his sentencing.”

      “I’ve not been in the city that long. Is this how you approach every case?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about Meyer?”

      “Yes,” Finn said.

      “I noticed that Master Meyer did not speak.”

      “He thought it only necessary to have one master executioner speak.”

      “And not the master executioner of the city?”

      Finn shook his head. “You’ll have to ask him.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      Finn nodded. “Is there anything else that you need from me?”

      “Only for you to serve as you have claimed.”

      Finn met his gaze. “I fully intend to.”

      Geldan watched Finn for a moment before turning and heading down the hall. Finn couldn’t shake the feeling that Geldan didn’t care for him. It wouldn’t have been the first time he had trouble with a magister. Finn had survived that danger once before and would do it again. If it saved an innocent man, then that was warranted.

      He didn’t have answers though, and it was time he did.
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      He found Lorvend’s home quickly. It was early in the day, and Finn was acutely aware of every moment that he had and how each moment led him closer to the deadline Geldan had set. Meyer would be rebuilding the gallows, and Finn should get there. Whether or not they would find useful answers, he needed to keep looking.

      The streets were generally quiet, though on some of the main streets Finn had to push his way through crowds, ignoring the noise of the city. It was almost somber in Lorvend’s section, particularly close to his home. To find the answers he wanted, he had to return to Bolgar’s case. Finn was not convinced he had solved that satisfactorily and needed to understand the connection to witchcraft.

      And the shadows that had killed him.

      Todd’s death might also have been tied to witchcraft, especially given how much blood had been spilled. All of it was coming together, though Finn wasn’t quite sure how to piece it together in a way that made sense.

      He knocked on the door, waiting a moment. There was no response.

      Finn knocked again, watching the street, but again there was no response.

      He didn’t have to call for Archers to force his way into the home. He was working on behalf of the king.

      He tested the lock, finding it solid, before slamming his shoulder into the door and popping it open.

      The smell struck him.

      It was stale, and it stunk like rot. Decay.

      It looked much the same as when he had been here with Lorvend before, only this time there was a certain hazy darkness over everything. Finn pulled open the curtains, letting light stream in, and looked around the inside of the house. The table had been upended, tipped on its side, and one of the chairs had been dragged to the back wall. The hearth looked as if it hadn’t been lit in several days.

      Where was Lorvend?

      Finn made his way to the back room. The foul, festering sort of stench told him everything he needed to know about what had happened to Lorvend.

      He was here, and he was dead.

      Lorvend was lying in the center of the room. Finn hurriedly checked on him, not expecting to find a pulse, and did not. The stench had been enough to tell Finn what he needed.

      How had he died?

      There didn’t seem to be anything obvious, though he took a step back, looking around the room. At this point, he was increasingly confident that witchcraft had been involved in what happened to Bolgar, but he didn’t know whether that was the same for Lorvend. If Roland was right, and if there were shadows involved there, then witchcraft had likely been a part of what had happened to his brother.

      He carefully pulled back Lorvend’s shirt, peeling back the buttons, looking for any sign of injury but finding nothing. He pulled back his pants as well. Much like his upper torso, he found nothing there either.

      If this was witchcraft, there was typically a purpose to the death. In this case, Finn didn’t know that purpose, only that he believed Lorvend’s death was tied to what happened to Bolgar and possibly to what happened with Todd.

      Finn searched through his clothing, shifting through Lorvend’s belongings. He still needed the book Lorvend had, needing to know if there was anything he might learn about Bolgar’s clients. That was his only lead at this point. Until he had a chance to go through all of those clients, Finn didn’t think he would have an opportunity to uncover the truth. There might not even be time. Three days wasn’t a lot of time, certainly not enough for Finn to uncover somebody in the massive book that he knew Bolgar had. If only Bolgar had revealed the location of his journals, maybe Finn would have had a better chance of proving who was responsible for these crimes.

      Shadows.

      That thought kept coming to him. Shadows had to be witchcraft, but what kind of witchcraft caused the shadows to move the way they were described? What kind of shadows could kill a man?

      What kind of shadows could conceal a murder?

      Finn didn’t find anything on Lorvend’s body.

      He looked around the room. There wasn’t anything here other than the dead body.

      Finn got to his feet. Nothing even here to suggest he had been murdered. As far as he could tell, Lorvend had died of natural causes.

      Finn headed back out to the other room. He would have to notify the Archers that there was a body here, and doing so would call attention to the fact that he had come searching for information. Finn would have to prepare for questions about that, and given that Geldan had made a point of saying Bolgar’s case had been put to rest, Finn knew they wouldn’t appreciate him digging around in details that might be tied to Bolgar’s case.

      He looked around this area. If there was something here, and if Lorvend had been murdered, the killer had taken what they wanted. Likely it was reference to Bolgar’s money lending, though maybe they had overlooked something.

      He checked the cabinets, looked through the bookshelves, and generally searched through everything to find the journal Lorvend, but found nothing.

      There had to be something here he could use.

      Lorvend had records. Finn remembered him saying that, and he had kept them partly to ensure his own safety, but partly because he had intended to buy into the moneylender business.

      As Finn made his way around the inside of the home, not finding anything, he paused.

      There was something on the floor.

      He leaned down, checking to see what was there.

      It was a small marker. It was a pin, a marker of sorts, made of silver and etched with a familiar shape Finn had seen before. He carried it over to the window so he could look at it more clearly in the daylight. The symbol on the pin told him where he needed to go next.

      Briggs’s marker.

      He looked around the inside of the room one more time before stepping back outside and closing the door tightly behind him. He would need to call the Archers to gather Lorvend’s body, but that could be done after he had finished with his search. There was still something more he could do.

      He knew exactly where he was going now. He hurried along the street. Could it be that he had been close to the guilty person already and revealed his investigation?

      Finn pushed that thought away.

      Finding Jamison Briggs’s home was not difficult. It was early enough in the day that he didn’t feel as if he would be interrupting anything, but at the same time he thought that surprise might be beneficial. He was a master executioner now. He did not have to fear the same repercussions he would have before.

      He made his way through the gate, up the long path, and to the arched double doors where he knocked. He waited, and slowly the door came open. The servant Tolsten looked at him, frowning for a moment.

      “You’re the executioner,” he said.

      “Finn Jagger, master executioner,” he said, emphasizing master. “I’ve come to speak with Mr. Briggs.”

      Tolsten blinked. He glanced over his shoulder almost nervously. “I’m afraid Mr. Briggs isn’t speaking with anyone today.”

      “You may tell Mr. Briggs that if he chooses not to visit with me then I will return with a dozen Archers, drag him to Declan prison, and question him directly.”

      Tolsten took a step back. “Under what charge?”

      “Murder.”

      Tolsten’s eyes widened.

      “Now. If Mr. Briggs could take a few moments, I’m sure he will find me much more agreeable in his home than he would within Declan prison.”

      “You wouldn’t dare take a man of his stature to a place like that,” he said.

      “I take men of all statures to Declan prison. When murder is involved, that is all that matters.”

      Tolsten looked over his shoulder again. “I will escort you to his office, where you may wait until he finds time to visit with you.”

      “I will not wait long before calling for the Archers.”

      It would be interesting for Finn to see just how long Briggs made him wait this time. The last time, he had forced Finn to sit for an extended period of time, but this time he came with a different purpose and came with a different threat to him. When Finn had come before, he had claimed he was only there for information. At that time, that had been the primary reason behind Finn’s appearance. Now it was something more.

      Tolsten guided him to the office, pushing open the door and standing aside for Finn to enter. “You may wait here, Master Jagger.”

      Finn entered the office, looking around. He could do worse than waiting in a room like this. Finn looked along the wood-paneled walls, carved ornately the way the door was, and he noticed the same markings that were on the pin. The stone hearth at the far end of the room crackled with a comfortable fire. Several portraits hung on the walls, and he looked at them, noting Jamison Briggs on one of them, an elegant woman on another, and two older men that he didn’t recognize. He studied the swords behind the desk, then the bookshelves on either side of it. He was tempted to pull some of the books off the shelf but decided against it.

      He needed answers. Finn pulled the metal pin out of his pocket, flipping it over as he studied the marking. At least he could be certain this was Jamison Briggs. He hadn’t been completely assured of that prior to coming here, but as he looked around the carvings along the wall, and as he held onto the pin, Finn knew with increasing certainty he was right.

      An item on the corner of Briggs’s desk caught his eye. It was a small, leather-bound book, and the surface of it looked to be stained with soot. Finn folded it open and his gaze skimmed the pages. A list of names.

      This was Lorvend’s journal.

      The door came open, and Jamison Briggs entered, his eyes taking in Finn standing behind his desk, looking at the journal resting on it, and a moment of rage flashed within them. He stormed into the room, slamming the door behind him, and looked at Finn with complete disgust.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Finn looked up and nodded, tipping his head politely. “I’m sure Tolsten informed you of the reason for my visit.”

      “He told me that you came here demanding to see me, threatening to drag me to a prison of all places. Do you know who I am?”

      Finn smiled tightly, then turned slowly. Deliberately. And held onto the book. “I do. Do you know who I am?”

      Briggs stormed around the desk, grabbed the book out of Finn’s hand, and gave Finn a slight shove. “You would do well to step away from my desk, boy, otherwise I’m going to have to report your actions to the Viscount. Trust me when I tell you I have leverage.”

      Finn gathered himself. “I had hoped you and I might have a more dignified conversation, but seeing as how you think to address me in such a manner, perhaps that isn’t going to be possible.” Finn took a seat in one of the chairs. He leaned forward, watching Briggs.

      “I didn’t tell you that you could sit,” Briggs said.

      “You did not. And I would not ask your permission.”

      “You are in my home. You would do well to remember—”

      “And you would do well to remember that I serve the king directly. In the time since we last visited, I have been promoted to master executioner. You may not know what that means, but let me assure you that the position carries with it a certain weight that even your connection to the Viscount, if that is in fact your connection, does not.” Finn regarded him a moment. “I have full legal authority, granted to me by the king himself, to question you as I see fit. Given that I am now currently investigating three murders, I have more than enough reason to bring anyone of suspicion to Declan prison to question.”

      Finn let the words sink in. “Do you know what Declan prison is like?” He grinned. “Of course you don’t. You’ve likely given it little thought. You likely think a man like yourself could never see the inside of Declan prison. It is a dark place. Foul-smelling. A place of suffering and torment. It is a place where men go to await their fates and often await to die. There’s a room there the prisoners have affectionately called the chapel. The windows are stained glass, beautiful, if you ask me. The gods are depicted upon them, celebrating the opportunity to return to their blessing.”

      Briggs had stiffened when Finn mentioned the chapel. His demeanor shifted slightly. Just enough Finn knew he recognized the term.

      “I can see you are familiar with this.”

      “I’m not familiar with anything,” Briggs said. “How would I know anything about a place like that? As you’ve said, I’m unfamiliar with that prison.”

      Finn continued to regard him. “I think you aren’t nearly as unfamiliar with it as you would have me believe.” He cocked his head to the side. “Have you spent time in Declan?”

      “No. If you doubt that, you can search the records.”

      “Oh, I will.” He was increasingly curious about whether he had spent any time within Declan. Finn would never have guessed that before, but now that he looked at his reaction, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps Briggs had been there.

      Either that or he knew someone who had. There was this mysterious son.

      He supposedly ran the business, though there was no sign of him.

      “Where’s your son?”

      “I told you that he handles most of the business.”

      “You did. Given that I’m now investigating Briggs Construction, I think it’s only prudent that I visit with all involved parties.”

      “He’s not available.”

      “When I make my report to Geldan and the jurors, I will make certain to include the details of your reluctance to share what I need.” Finn smiled tightly. “Don't think I fear any repercussions questioning you, Mr. Briggs. I won’t take any satisfaction in bringing you to Declan, but know you wouldn’t be the first man to think himself wealthy enough to avoid the king’s justice.”

      “Justice? I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Other than having your marker found in a dead man’s home.”

      Finn pulled the marker out of his pocket and held it up.

      Briggs stared at it before leaning forward, trying to grab for it.

      Finn pulled his hand back, keeping Briggs from grabbing it. He shook his head.

      “This was found near an associate of the moneylender I came to visit with before you. A man by the name of Lorvend.” Finn watched him carefully and noticed a slight twitch at the corners of his eyes. “I see. You recognize the name. Given the suspicious circumstances of Lorvend’s death, combined with what happened with Mr. Bolgar, along with his partner, the combination begins to look increasingly suspicious.”

      “It was my understanding that Mr. Bolgar died in prison.”

      Finn smiled tightly. “Is that what you heard?”

      He leaned back, watching Finn. “I only inquired since you came looking for information.”

      “How very kindhearted of you,” Finn said.

      “You can’t think I have something to do with that?”

      “I can think whatever I choose.” Finn cupped the marker, studying the etching. “Seeing as how this was found in Lorvend’s home, and given his connection to Bolgar’s business, we now have something that links them together.” Finn looked up and frowned. “Then there was the journal you took.”

      “What?”

      Finn nodded to the drawer that Briggs had stuffed the journal into. “That is the same journal Lorvend kept. He showed it to me when I visited with him.” Finn waited a moment. “Do you really think I should believe that you had nothing to do with his death? You now have his journal. Your marker was found in his home. He is dead from suspicious causes. And his associate, Mr. Bolgar, has also passed away. We now have far too many pieces tying you to it.”

      Briggs studied Finn for a long moment before shaking his head. “I had nothing to do with his death.”

      “You were in his home.”

      Briggs glanced back, looking toward the door before turning his attention back to Finn. “I had nothing to do with his death.”

      Finn rested his hands on his lap. Briggs wasn’t innocent, Finn could tell that, but he also wasn’t completely convinced the Briggs had a hand in what happened to Bolgar. There was a piece to this he missed, and Finn wasn’t entirely sure what that was, only that some aspect didn’t feel quite right.

      “You understand my concern,” Finn said. “Unless I have more information, I will have little choice but to summon Archers. Given the nature of the crimes, and the fact that we are dealing with multiple murders, you will be placed in Declan. Normally, I would say that it gives me no pleasure to question prisoners, but in your case I might make an exception.”

      Briggs glared at him. “You do not want to make an enemy of me, Mr. Jagger.”

      “It is Master Jagger. You should know that a threat to me is no different than threatening the king’s justice.” Finn held his gaze.

      It was probably for the best that he wasn’t going to be staying in Verendal once he had his assignment. He didn’t need a man like this looking over his shoulder, threatening him, thinking that he could somehow influence others around Finn. With enough wealth though, Finn knew that influence could be bought. Staying within the city meant that Finn would have a new enemy. He didn’t need that challenge.

      Finally Briggs reached into the drawer and pulled out the journal, sliding it across the table to Finn. “He was dead when I stopped by.”

      Finn took the journal and placed it into his pocket.

      “When was this?”

      “Two days ago,” he said. “I had heard Bolgar had died in prison, and I went to the only other person I knew.”

      “Why? Were you concerned about getting paid for your job?” That was the only thing Finn could think of that would make sense. They had done the demolition and removal of the building, though even that seemed foolish, especially given the suspicious nature of the other deaths.

      “No.”

      Finn frowned at him. “I’m afraid I’m going to need more than that.”

      “My son decided to make some risky investments,” he said.

      Finn studied him before looking down, tempted to pull out the book. It started to make sense. Not only the hurried way that Briggs Construction had gone in to clean up the remains of the building fire but also his decision to go into Lorvend’s home. He hadn’t seen anything suspicious about Lorvend’s death, though that didn’t mean there couldn’t have been. Poison could go undetected. Finn could think of several different poisons off the top of his head that could have been utilized to kill someone, and none of them would have been easy to detect.

      “Let me see if I have this right. Your son decided to make risky investments, ran out of liquidity, and needed to visit with a moneylender,” Finn said. He watched Briggs as he questioned. “I suspect that given your status in the city, your son went to Michaels. When he died—”

      “Simon had nothing to do with that.”

      Finn chuckled. “Did you know that he passed away?”

      Briggs hesitated answering before finally shaking his head. “No. Simon kept me out of his contracts. As I have told you, he has been running the business.”

      “Until recently,” Finn said.

      “Yes.”

      “Your son has gone missing.”

      Briggs nodded slowly.

      “How much do you owe?”

      He didn’t answer. Without Bolgar’s records, Finn wouldn’t be able to discover that.

      “You must have recently discovered that Bolgar had been running Michaels’s clients. When you did, you—or your son—decided it would be easy enough to remove Bolgar as a threat.”

      Briggs shook his head. “I would never have somebody killed, and I certainly wouldn’t burn down any buildings.”

      “It seems to me that would benefit your construction firm.”

      “How would that sort of fire benefit me? It was only one building.”

      Finn hesitated. He was right. It was only one building, and that still didn’t account for the measure of witchcraft he had seen. Not only on the buildings on either side of Bolgar’s shop, but with the shadows that had been sweeping through the prison, and at other locations, Finn fully believed there was witchcraft involved.

      “You certainly made quick business of getting in to remove the debris,” Finn said.

      He shrugged. “What can I say? If there was an opportunity for me to remove the evidence of my son’s business dealings with Bolgar, I fully intended to do so. There wasn’t anything there.”

      “No,” Finn said. “Bolgar had already removed his records.”

      “See? I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “But you went to Lorvend, and you took the journal from his home.”

      “The journal is useless,” Briggs said. “It’s just a list of names.”

      “Because Bolgar had encoded them.” Michaels, actually, but Briggs didn’t need to know that.

      Finn breathed out slowly. As much as he hated to admit it, he believed Briggs. He probably didn’t have anything to do with the murder of Bolgar, and his assertion of finding Lorvend was certainly believable.

      “You didn’t report the death?”

      “If that’s all you can convict me on, I can assure you that the Viscount will not even bring me before the magister.”

      He was probably right. Everything that he had so far was merely circumstantial, not enough to actually bring a conviction. Worse, Finn still wasn’t any closer to the answers he needed.

      “You were there.” Finn held out the marker. “I have evidence you were there. And once Bolgar’s records are recovered, you will still have to pay what was owed.” Finn had no idea who inherited Bolgar’s assets. With Lorvend gone, there might not be anyone who inherited them.

      “Seeing as how there has been no report about those assets, and there has been no attempt to claim the income, I have little to fear.” Briggs regarded Finn. “If that is all?”

      “Perhaps for now,” Finn said. “I assure you I will continue to investigate your role in all of this.”

      “I don’t fear an executioner.”

      Finn smiled inwardly. His demeanor suggested otherwise, and given that he didn’t have to worry about remaining in the city, dealing with a man like this, somebody with wealth and influence and somewhat of a fearlessness to repercussions, he thought that perhaps one more threat couldn’t hurt.

      “You don’t have to fear the executioner. You need to fear the Hunter.”

      Briggs’s eyes widened slightly. This time, Finn did smile. He recognized Finn’s nickname.

      He headed toward the door before pausing. “Did you find your son?”

      “It’s not unusual for him to be gone for stretches when he’s chasing some investment.”

      Finn could tell there was more to it than what Briggs let on. It was more than about just some investment. And he could see the concern etched in Briggs’s eyes.

      “When I find him, he will have to face a measure of justice as well.”

      “He has done nothing wrong.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Finn asked.

      Briggs said nothing, and Finn had his answer.

      Finn pulled the door open and found Tolsten standing there. He carried a tray with two glasses of wine, and Finn took one, taking a sip before setting it back down.

      He made his way through the hall, back out of the home, and through the narrow garden. When he was on the street, he glanced back to see Briggs watching him from inside of the home.

      He wasn’t necessarily innocent, but at the same time Finn didn’t think him responsible for killing Bolgar and Lorvend, and most certainly didn’t think he was guilty of the witchcraft. Someone tied up in witchcraft would have a very different reaction to Finn’s arrival.

      Which meant that Finn still didn’t have what he needed.

      Worse, unless he had some answers, Roland would hang.
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      Finn approached the Wenderwolf tavern slowly. He debated where he needed to go, but at this point he was running out of options and needed to utilize all assets he could in order for him to get what he needed. He shouldn’t have hesitated coming to Oscar. Oscar wanted to help and had been his friend, but these days he viewed Oscar as something different.

      It was still early in the evening, early enough that Finn didn’t even know if Oscar would be at the tavern. It was possible he would have to linger a bit, waiting on Oscar to appear. Even early as it was, it wasn’t quite so early that there wasn’t music. A steady rhythmic strumming drifted out of the closed door of the tavern, and Finn felt some distant part of himself, an ancient part, calling him toward the tavern, practically demanding that he enter.

      He pushed that away. He was here on business.

      When he opened the door to the tavern, he found it fairly empty. The Wenderwolf was a well-regarded tavern in this section of the city, and typically it was incredibly busy, which made the emptiness this evening surprising. He took a seat at a table near the back of the tavern, position so he had an unobstructed view of the front door. It gave him an opportunity to watch as everyone entered.

      A waitress approached, and Finn smiled. Not a waitress. “Annie.”

      Annie took a seat across from him, setting a tray with two mugs of ale down on the table. Finn looked at them before deciding he could have a drink. He might be investigating, but having a mug of ale might help him relax just a little bit.

      “What are you doing here, Finn?”

      “I came to ask Oscar a few questions.”

      She looked around, her graying hair tied back, and when she turned her gaze back upon him, the corners of her pale-blue eyes wrinkled. “You asked him questions before. I thought he dealt with this already.”

      “I did,” Finn said.

      “The kind of things he was digging into could get him hurt,” she said.

      “I didn’t ask him to do anything that would get him hurt,” he said.

      “The stubborn fool won't leave,” Annie said, after a moment. “I've been trying to get him to do so, but he just won't.”

      Finn looked over to her and realized that this was not about him, but about her and Oscar. “I think he wants to run a legitimate business, but it's difficult for him.”

      “He likes his reputation. He likes being the Hand.”

      “But he loves you.”

      She shifted her dress, hiking it up a bit. It wasn't nearly as low-cut as it once had been. Annie had aged more gracefully than Finn would've expected when he had first met her.

      “And he loves you, too. Stubborn fool,” she muttered. “I've been trying to help him, but he's too stubborn in that too. Thinks a woman can't know how to run a business.”

      “You and I both know Oscar doesn't feel that way.”

      “Fine, he wants to keep me out of the business in case he decides to dip more than his toes back into his old life.”

      Finn didn’t have the heart to tell Annie that he thought Oscar had never truly left it.

      “He was just looking into something for me. He won’t need to soon enough.”

      “Don’t take him from me, Finn.”

      “I don’t intend to.”

      She glowered at him a moment. “You don’t intend to? Does that mean you might?”

      Finn sighed. “It means I don’t intend to. Besides, you don’t have to worry about me much longer.”

      “What have you gone and done now?”

      “Nothing. I just mean I will be reassigned soon.”

      “You’re leaving the city?”

      Finn nodded.

      “That’s going to kill him just the same,” she said. She shook her head, getting to her feet. “I can get word to him that you’re here. How long do you plan on staying?”

      “Until I have answers.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that. Are you going to chase off my customers?”

      “I’m just sitting here having a drink,” Finn said.

      “That’s it?”

      “I’m not here for any other reason,” Finn said.

      She looked around the inside of the tavern before her gaze settled on Finn. “I hope that’s the only reason you’re here.”

      Finn nodded.

      She took a deep breath and then turned away, heading out and around the tavern, stopping to visit with the very few patrons who were here. Finn took a long drink of the ale, savoring it. There was still something about Annie’s ale that he preferred, even more so than many of the places that he had visited.

      It wasn’t long before a familiar voice caught his attention.

      “Annie says you’re here to question me,” Oscar said. He approached the table before taking a seat across from Finn, resting his arms on the table. Finn took a drink before setting his ale down, leaving the mug mostly empty.

      “I’m not really here to question you. I’m here for advice.”

      “A master executioner would ask advice from me?”

      “I can’t ask my old friend for advice?”

      Oscar grunted and flicked his gaze to one of the waitresses, nodding slightly. She hurried over, handing him a mug of ale, which he took and nodded. “You spend enough time here, they tend to know what you need.” He took a drink. “Annie says you told her you would be reassigned.”

      Finn nodded. “I figured you would have said something to her.”

      Oscar glanced back toward the closed door to the kitchen before shaking his head. “It didn’t come up. No reason for it to.”

      If that was how Oscar wanted to make it seem, Finn wasn’t going to take it from him. He understood. “This is what I need your help with,” he said, pulling the book that he’d taken from Briggs’s home out of his pocket and sliding across the table over to Oscar.

      The old thief took the book, and he opened it, flipping the pages. “What is this?” he asked without looking up.

      “This is part of Bolgar’s and Michaels’s moneylending business.”

      Oscar set the book on the table. His hand twitched near it. “What does it have to do with me?” He looked up, arching a brow. “Do you think I’m one of those names?”

      “You know I don’t.” Both he and Oscar knew that if Oscar’s name was in that book that Oscar would have reacted far differently. “I’m just trying to understand something here. I need to understand what is involved. Any of the names. If you recognize anything.”

      “I told you I’d been digging,” he said.

      “I need to figure out who is involved.”

      “Bolgar is dead. Why does it matter?”

      “He might be dead, but there’s another one who needs me to figure this out.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t think he did it.”

      “Is this about the kid from Unlear?”

      Finn shook his head. That shouldn’t have surprised him, though for some reason it did. “You heard about it?”

      “Things get around. Especially when it deals with that sort of mess.”

      “Roland Brevins. That’s his name. And no. I don’t think he did it. If you spent even a few minutes with him, you wouldn’t think him capable of it either.”

      “And you think that Bolgar is somehow connected?”

      “Somehow.”

      Oscar looked up, locking eyes with Finn. “Not going to open up to me?”

      “Not on this,” Finn said.

      “Why should I share anything with you then?”

      “Because whoever is involved is dangerous. They’re not done.”

      Finn was increasingly certain of that and increasingly concerned that if he didn’t figure out what was taking place and who was responsible before he was reassigned that he wouldn’t have an opportunity to do so.

      Oscar took a deep breath, shaking his head slowly as he nodded toward the journal. “There was one name on that list that struck me,” Oscar said.

      “Which one?”

      “You’re not going to like it.”

      “Which one?”

      “He goes by the nickname the Priest. Don’t know who he is, so you might as well not even try asking, and not sure I would even tell you if I did know. He’s dangerous, Finn. He’s the kind of man who would not hesitate to kill you.”

      The Priest.

      Todd and Roland.

      He wasn't an actual priest, much like Max had claimed. He was a crew leader.

      But why kill Todd?

      It didn't make sense, not unless he was somehow caught up in something more, and yet, it still didn't connect everything.

      Could this Priest be the one who originated the witchcraft? Finn had already seen how other crews had used witchcraft. Why should this be any different?

      “I’ve been around others who wouldn’t hesitate to kill me,” Finn said.

      Oscar took another drink. “That may be the case, and I know you’ve been around rough men, but this is a different sort, Finn. This is the kind of man who can cut you in the dark and you wouldn’t even be aware. He’s like a ghost. Smoke. No one has seen him. No one knows what he looks like.”

      Finn leaned back. “Smoke?”

      Oscar nodded, taking another long drink. “Smoke. Thicker than smoke. Hell, he might as well be the shadows themselves.”

      If this Priest truly was involved in dangerous witchcraft, then he might as well actually be the shadows. Perhaps he had been.

      And he had been the one to go after Bolgar?

      It was coming together, but not nearly as quickly as Finn wanted.

      “If you know anything about his crew, I need to know it.”

      Oscar held Finn’s gaze. There was a hesitation there now, ever since Oscar had spoken to Finn in the street, and Finn had raised the question about Oscar’s club. “I don’t know anything about his crew. If I did, I would share it with you.”

      Would he? He no longer knew. They were friends or had been, but maybe time had changed even that.

      Finn regarded Oscar, and he recognized the tone of voice, knowing that he wasn’t going to change his mind. Which meant that Finn would have to dig on his own. The Priest might be dangerous, but Finn had the benefit of having the law behind him.

      Taking a long drink to finish his ale, he set it down and nodded to Oscar. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t go doing something stupid,” Oscar said.

      “Such as?”

      “Such as digging into the Priest. It’s only going to get you killed.”

      “If I don’t, it’s going to get somebody else killed.”

      Finn patted Oscar on the shoulder as he left, nodding to Annie and heading out of the tavern. He stood in the street for a moment. The sunlight was fading, though he still didn’t have the answers. Only a few days remained. One full day, and by the following day he had to figure out what it would take to save Roland. If the Priest was running one of the local crews, Meyer might’ve heard something, but if the Priest used magic…

      Esmeralda.

      He hadn’t gone back to her yet. She had come to him, telling him that she had information about Desiree, but he hadn’t returned to see just what that was. That was a mistake. Finn had enough time to do that still tonight, figure out what answers he might get, and then move on from there. All that assumed Meyer took care of the gallows.

      Finn headed through the Teller Gate, passing the Raven Stone, and noticed that there had been some activity at the gallows. It had been nearly erected already. It didn’t take long to rebuild the gallows. Finn had known that, and hadn’t anticipated he would receive all that much time to delay, but was thankful he’d been given the three days he had.

      It still might not be enough.

      Hurrying into the hegen section, he found it far less boisterous than the last time he had been here. There was no music and no celebration, though it was still early enough in the evening that many of the hegen people were out and about, weaving through the streets, visiting with others, sharing drinks, food, and conversation. The hegen were a generally happy people, and there was a part of Finn that wished he could enjoy life with them.

      He wound his way through the streets and over to Esmeralda’s home, where he knocked on the door. She didn’t pull it open before he had a chance to knock this time, which Finn thought was a little bit surprising.

      When the door came open, a dark-haired man stood watching him.

      “May I help you?” he asked. He had a deep voice, olive-colored skin, and was dressed in bright blue shirt and pants, looped with a sash around his waist of golden silk.

      “My name is Finn Jagger. I’m here to visit with Esmeralda.”

      The man frowned for a moment. “Finn Jagger? I’ve heard of you.”

      “Is she available?”

      Finn had only found somebody else at Esmerelda's home a few other times, and only when she had been teaching. This felt different. Of course, most of the time he had come to visit Esmeralda, she had seemingly known that he was coming. She had a way of determining it tied to the hegen cards, even if she never shared with him the secret of it.

      “I’m afraid she is not.”

      Finn watched him for a moment and considered his response. He needed to know what happened to Desiree.

      “If you would let her know that I stopped by,” Finn said. “I’m sure she would be willing to speak with me.”

      “I will pass on the word.”

      The door started to close, and he heard a whisper inside, and then the door came open. Esmeralda looked out. She wore a white dress with a loop of fabric around her waist that was striped in multiple colors. She looked lovely, though there was an intensity to her that she didn’t always have.

      “Finn, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to see what you had learned about Desiree.” He glanced past her, attempting to peer behind her. “Is it not a good time?”

      “We have been preoccupied.”

      “We?” Finn could see the dark-haired man standing behind Esmeralda, who started to smile. “I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”

      Esmeralda regarded him for a long moment. “What do you think is taking place here?”

      Finn shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t have any idea. But whatever it is, I have no interest in interrupting.”

      She glanced back, before turning back and watching him. Was that tension in her eyes?

      “I’m sorry I can’t let you in, but what can I do for you, Finn?”

      “I have a lead on what’s been taking place in the city. A name. From what I understand, he leads one of the crews. I wanted to see Desiree’s remains, if I could, so I could better understand what happened with her.”

      “That won’t be possible,” Esmeralda said, glancing over her shoulder.

      “If this is about what happened with Meyer the other day—”

      Esmeralda shook her head. “This is nothing to do with what took place with Henry Meyer. That was a separate circumstance,” she said.

      “Then what is it? An innocent man might be hanged if I don’t solve this in time.”

      “That is all you care about?”

      “I care about finding who is responsible. I care about the fact that it seems there is more witchcraft taking place in the city than I have a handle on. I care about the fact I don’t really understand everything that’s taking place here, but I need to.”

      “What was that?”

      “Which part?”

      “All of it,” she said.

      Finn frowned. “The witchcraft? The innocent man? The fact that I need to resolve this before I’m sent from the city?”

      Esmeralda took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Meet me at the Raven Stone.”

      “When?”

      “Now, but I will need a little time.”

      She stepped back, closing the door behind her, and Finn stood for a moment, not sure quite how to react. He wasn’t used to Esmeralda acting like this, but he also wasn’t used to somebody being at her home when he arrived. Whatever took place here had her unsettled, as well.

      He turned away, heading through the streets, weaving back toward the outskirts of the hegen section before finally pausing and looking behind him. There was no activity in this section of the city. A chill filled the air, a hint of cold he hadn’t noticed before. The wind gusted out of the north, carrying some of the scent of the forest, but it drifted with the stench within Verendal, the two mingling together.

      Maybe it would be better for him to get out of Verendal. These days, he had been caught up in so much that made him fear witchcraft and the magic that had started to impact the city that he looked at everything with that impression, whether or not it was appropriate.

      When he reached the Raven Stone, he made a circuit around it, looking up at the pale white stone and the gallows partially erected upon it. By the time he finished his circuit, Esmeralda was there. The fading sunlight caught her dress, making it glow. She stood with her hands clasped in front of her, a serene expression on her face. There was something unreadable about her.

      Finn glanced toward her section and turned his attention back to Esmeralda. The attraction he’d always felt for her threatened him again, even though he knew that it should not. He would be leaving the city. He would be leaving Verendal. He would be leaving the hegen. Which meant that he would be leaving Esmeralda.

      Esmeralda took a step over to him, looking up at him. He was acutely aware of how close she was to him, the smell of her perfume, the heat of her body, and the strange stirrings he often felt around her.

      “What brought you out to me tonight?”

      “The same thing that I’ve been working on, but more than that, I wanted to thank you for helping Meyer.” He took a step back without meaning to. “Meyer told me what you said about him. Darkness.” She nodded. “And I wanted to…” Finn trailed off. He wanted to do so many things. Thank her, primarily. If Meyer recovered, then he could continue to serve in Verendal. Unfortunately, it meant Finn had no more standing to remain. There would be no reason for him to petition to stay. “I’m sorry.”

      “Do you fear me, Finn?”

      Finn held her gaze. “You know I don’t.”

      “What do you fear?”

      He breathed out slowly. “I…” He looked away, but Esmeralda touched him on the hand, forcing his gaze back to her. “I’ll be leaving Verendal soon.”

      “What do you fear, Finn?”

      “Being alone,” he said.

      “Do you think you have been?”

      He shook his head. “Not in Verendal. I have Master Meyer, Lena, Oscar, when I take the time to visit him, and…”

      “Yes?”

      Finn looked over to her. “I will be leaving Verendal soon,” he repeated.

      “Do you think I could not handle that?”

      “You deserve more than me.”

      “Is it up to you to decide what I deserve?”

      “Esmeralda—”

      “Finn.”

      He held her gaze. “Who was he?”

      “One of the hegen council,” she said, stepping close to him.

      “Why was one of the hegen council in your home?”

      “That is not your concern.”

      Finn nodded.

      “Do you fear me?” she asked. There was a humbleness to her voice, and for the first time in as long as he had known her, he detected a bit of hesitation. It was unusual coming from Esmeralda, and it contrasted with the confidence he saw from her outwardly.

      “Esmeralda,” he said again, and when she started to smile, he shook his head. “I have thought about how to approach you ever since I first met you.” Perhaps not ever since then, but near enough. “When we were outside of the city, I saw a different side of you. Ever since then, you have been something different to me. A friend.”

      “Just a friend?”

      “You can’t be anything more,” he said. “I’ll be leaving Verendal soon.”

      “Does that mean I could not?”

      “You would leave the hegen?”

      “I would not leave the people, but I am not forced to bind myself to this place.”

      She took a step back for a moment, sweeping her gaze up and down him before stepping forward again and standing on her toes, leaning toward him and kissing him.

      It startled Finn.

      He tensed for only a moment before the feelings he’d known for Esmeralda, feelings he had kept bottled up for years, filled him with a longing, and he kissed her back. He had known other women over the years and had tried other romances, but in all that time he had never found someone the way Meyer described his lost love. Everybody had a bit of fear about him, about what he was and who he was, and Finn had never been able to fully separate from that fear.

      With Esmeralda, it was different.

      When the kiss ended, he breathed out slowly, wishing they could do it again.

      “Do you fear me, Finn?” she asked softly.

      “I don’t fear you,” he said to her.

      “Good. I had been discussing with the council the dangers of witchcraft among my people. There had been a few signs, though I had not thought enough of them. I should have, though I have been distracted. The council needs to know. And I was talking to them about something else.”

      “Which was?”

      “The council granted me permission to pursue a relationship with someone outside of the hegen.”

      It took Finn a moment to process what she said. “I see.”

      “That is, if you are interested.”

      He smiled. “I am. Very much so.”

      She watched him for a moment before turning her gaze upon the Raven Stone. “It seemed a fitting place for me to share the news with you. It’s a place of power, as you know. It’s a place that has taken many lives, but it has also given life.”

      “Through your magic?”

      “That, and in other ways.” She watched him somewhat mysteriously. “Why did you come tonight?”

      “I needed your help,” Finn said.

      “Is that the only reason?”

      “For tonight,” he said. “My duty compelled me to find answers.”

      “And you are always so bound to duty.”

      “Yes.”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled something out, handing it over to Finn. It was a long, slender knife, with an irregular, almost triangular-shaped, blade. “Desiree is gone.”

      “What is this?” Finn asked, taking the knife from her.

      “This was found on her. She had plunged it into her chest.”

      Finn studied the blade. The thick shape was unusual for a knife, and certainly not practical for a typical knife, but it was a shape he had seen described before. He traced his finger along his chest, remembering the way Ellen the wise woman from the village had described the priestess’s death.

      “You aren’t surprised,” she said.

      “I told you about the priestess who killed herself.” Finn looked up, meeting Esmeralda’s eyes. “She claimed her own life just like that.” Claimed her own life. The same as the priestess. “Then this blade has been granted power,” Finn said to himself. He held the knife, turning it in place, and studied it. There was something else about it that was familiar. He tipped it off to the side, trying to catch the last of the sunlight, and recognized a flowing script etched into the metal. “What does this say?”

      Esmeralda watched him, frowning. “You believe this is tied to the other killing?”

      Finn sighed. “There has been witchcraft used. With Bolgar. With Roland. Possibly even with another man.”

      “I’ve been looking for the common thread throughout the city, and everything comes back to witchcraft. I don’t understand how they are all interconnected, but that’s the key.”

      “Unfortunately, I have not been able to intervene as much as I would have liked.”

      Finn glanced over to the Raven Stone. “Have there not been enough executions?”

      “That is only one way we access power, Finn. And there have been increasing draws of witchcraft within the city.”

      “And this?” he asked, holding up the knife.

      “It is one more signal of just how much power has been spent in the city.”

      “I think I’ve seen something like what’s written on it before.”

      “You asked about the writing along the blade. It is a prayer. I have not seen anything quite like it before, certainly not on an item utilized in witchcraft such as this, but perhaps it was merely the vessel.” She studied the blade Finn held. “Seeing as how you found another injury similar to it, perhaps it is a priest of Heleth.”

      Finn studied the blade. “This isn’t anything like what the priests of Heleth would carry. They’re simple, and they celebrate Heleth the Mother.”

      A prayer, though.

      The Priest.

      As he held the blade out, he started to work through things.

      “The person who I came to ask you about goes by the nickname of the Priest.” He looked up. Here he had thought him a crew leader, but what if he was an actual priest? “What if it’s not a nickname?”

      “You think a priest might actually be involved?”

      “I think it’s possible.” Finn nodded. “May I hold onto this?”

      “You may. Be careful with it, Finn. A blade like that does hold considerable power. Power by itself is not dangerous, but the source of this power was Desiree’s life. Honor it.”

      “Why would she have gotten into witchcraft?”

      “She did not have any of this kind of hegen art of her own,” Esmeralda said, looking back toward the hegen section. “She had longed for it, but she had no talent. Unfortunately, I fear that led her down a darker path.”

      “I don’t have much time to resolve this. Only until the gallows is rebuilt.”

      Esmeralda looked up. “It appears that it is almost complete.”

      “So it does,” Finn said.

      “What will you do?”

      “I need to figure out who this Priest is. Then I need to figure out how it’s all tied together.”

      For the first time, Finn finally felt as if there had to be some unifying feature, even if he couldn’t figure it out yet. He would, though. Knowing that it was a priest gave him an idea.

      “Be safe, Finn. This level of witchcraft is incredibly powerful. I would not want anything to happen to you before you and I have had a chance to continue the conversation we started this evening.”

      She leaned toward him, kissed him on the cheek.

      “You could help.”

      She looked to the hegen section, her gaze lingering a moment. “You would have me work with you?”

      “I would love it.”

      “Then you will have my help.”

      As they headed toward the city, he hoped they had enough time.
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      Finn failed to find the garden when he stopped by the priest’s home. He considered heading to the church of Heleth, asking whether a priest he was friendly with, Garrett, was there, or perhaps even another priest, but he still had a little bit of time, and given the uncertainty of what they were dealing with he thought it might be easier just to wait for Garrett to ask the questions. It would certainly lead to fewer questions on his part.

      Instead, Finn made his way to Meyer’s home. Esmeralda stayed quiet, though it seemed to Finn that she had questions of her own that she pondered.

      His mind continued to race, working through everything that he had come up with. It shocked him that there would be a priest involved in these activities, though he knew it shouldn’t. His time as executioner had taught him that men of all walks of life were perfectly willing to commit crimes if they thought they would gain from it. Why should a priest be any different?

      They reached Meyer’s home, still holding on to the knife.

      “I have something I should gather while you’re inside. I would like to hear how Henry has recovered,” Esmeralda said.

      “I won’t be long.”

      “And neither will I.”

      She hurried down the street while he headed inside. It was quiet, dark, and the smell of recently baked bread filled the air. It made his stomach growl.

      He glanced into his room, feeling a pang of surprising sadness. He wouldn’t have that as his room for much longer. He made his way down the hall, to Meyer’s office, and tapped on the door.

      The door came open, and Lena looked out. “Finn? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” He looked past her, checking to make sure there wasn’t a patient in the room with her. “Is Meyer here?”

      “He’s upstairs resting. He was tired.”

      “How does he seem?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “After the healing. How does he seem?”

      “Better. I think he’s going to return to what he was like before.”

      Finn smiled, nodding slowly. “That’s good.”

      “It really is. I’ve been so worried about him, and for the first time in a while I finally feel like I can relax.” She frowned, looking at him for a moment. “Why do you have a ceremonial knife of one of the priests of Fell?”

      “What?”

      “That knife. Why do you have that? I’ve only been to one service before, but I would recognize that knife. It’s so unusual, and they jab it into the sacrificial pig at the end of the service. It’s quite grotesque, and I didn’t care for it, so I never returned.” She shook her head. “So many people think it’s an honor to be invited to the church of Fell, but I never really cared for it.”

      Finn wondered at himself. The church of Fell was a relatively newly popular religion. Fell had been celebrated for centuries in smaller temples and in quieter ways. Larger churches, such as the one in Verendal, had cropped up when he was younger and had made a name for themselves as something of a privilege to be invited to celebrate with the priests of Fell. It was always upper-class people, which was why Finn had never been invited. That had changed recently, though. He had seen it in how people had begun to serve the church of Fell outside of the city. Weverth had followed Fell. They had also seemed to follow Heleth, but how many other towns and villages had started to follow Fell?

      The Priest.

      A pig.

      Witchcraft.

      It all started to come together, even Todd’s strange death must have been a part of it in some way—and probably tied to the festival.

      Which was tonight. He still didn’t know why the people he had come across were tied to witchcraft, but at least he knew what was behind it, if not who.

      He glanced behind him. “I need you to do something for me, Lena.”

      Finn worried about waiting too long. The timing was coming together, and it was doing so in a dangerous manner. He was running out of his own time, not because Roland was in danger, but because of what the church of Fell might do.

      “What is it?”

      “I need you to wake Meyer. Let him know that I’m going to the church. Can you do that?”

      She glanced toward the stair. “You’re here now. You can do it.”

      “I’m going to go with Esmeralda—”

      “Not her again. I know you have feelings for her, Finn. You don’t hide it all that well. She’s one of the hegen, though. And I don’t think that she shares that same sentiment. Helda, on the other hand…”

      “I’m not interested in Helda like that,” Finn said. “Maybe I would’ve been when I was younger, but I think that time has passed me by.”

      “You aren’t getting any younger, Finn.”

      Finn chuckled. “I could say the same to you.”

      “You could, but you would be wrong. Not that it’s any of your business, but I have been seeing a nice gentleman.”

      “I think it is a bit of my business. You are my sister, after all.”

      “I am your sister, but who I see is my own business, much like I suppose you would tell me that who you see is your own business.”

      Finn shook his head. “Just get Meyer up. Let him know that the knife is from one of the priests of Fell. And he’ll need to gather the Archers.”

      He would do his best to do it as well, but it would help if both master executioners attempted to alert the Archers.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I need to investigate.”

      “Now?”

      Finn thought about waiting, but all that would do would be delaying what needed to happen. He had thought he had more time than he actually did. If the Church of Fell was involved, then Finn had much less time than he had believed.

      “I don’t have much time before a possibly innocent man may suffer. Will you do this for me, Lena?”

      “I will.”

      Finn sighed. He knew what needed to be done, only he wasn’t entirely sure he could get the answers. The church of Fell was one of the most difficult places to access, and only partly because of how prestigious it was. It was in a difficult to reach section of the city. As he couldn’t use his position to gain entrance, he wondered if he could sneak in.

      He headed down the hall, pausing at the closet, pulled it open and reached for Justice. Finn hadn’t chased the danger of witchcraft as aggressively as he should have. That would change now—and he would be prepared.

      Behind him, Lena gasped. “What are you doing?”

      Finn looked over his shoulder. “Being prepared.”

      “You shouldn’t take that sword.”

      “Unfortunately, the sword may be the only thing that protects me.”

      He headed out. Esmeralda caught him in the street, and when he explained what he’d learned, she nodded. They made their way through the city. The darkness seemed to be increasing. He didn’t have all the answers, but finally he felt as if things were coming together. He passed through the middle of the city, heading over the river, and found himself walking past Briggs’s home, shaking his head as he did. When they reached the more central section of the city, they veered off, heading toward the Church of Fell.

      It was in sight of the palace. That alone troubled Finn enough that he had to wonder if he was the only one who realized that the church had been infiltrated.

      If the king were to arrive…

      Finn had already seen how much power was available to those with witchcraft. He had seen how they had used it to destroy the Alainsith structures. Those structures had offered a layer of protection to the city, though most within the city didn't know that.

      What would happen if the king were to be here with that kind of power?

      They reached the church. It was a darkened building, all black stone, and separated from the nearby buildings with a courtyard that encircled it. A small wall ringed the entirety with a gate arching over the entrance. It gave off an air of exclusivity, which was part of the appeal of the church.

      “A place of power,” Esmeralda whispered.

      “That’s my fear,” he said.

      Finn approached slowly. There was no movement outside, and seeing as how the tower had no windows, no way of entering other than the single door, he couldn’t tell if they knew he was coming.

      Perhaps it didn’t matter.

      He reached the gate. A tingling pressure began to build within Finn. He had felt it only a few times before, but those memories were seared into his mind. He would not forget the sense of witchcraft and the strange barrier they used. How had they managed to hold a witchcraft barrier in place without anyone knowing?

      “Witchcraft?” he asked.

      Esmeralda stopped by the gate and traced a pattern. Her eyes were closed, and when they opened, she nodded. “Very potent, at that. I’m afraid I don’t have anything that can counter it alone. We can wait for the others…”

      “Others?”

      “While you were inside Henry’s home, I asked more of my people to follow. It will not be long before they arrive.”

      He should probably wait on the hegen help, but he worried about waiting any longer than necessary. Especially now that he felt as if he finally knew a bit more about what was going on.

      “I have a better idea."

      Finn pulled the sword Justice off his shoulder, pressing the blade against the strange barrier. A spark of color streaked off of the blade, and Finn pushed forward. For a moment, he wondered if the blade would be enough.

      Given that the church was situated so prominently within the city, and that they had the barrier in place without fear of others detecting it, he had to wonder if they had drawn enough power that it no longer mattered. That, combined with the possibility of power coming from animal sacrifices used in their ceremonies, would grant them incredible power.

      He pushed again.

      The blade sparkled once more, but then it was through. Whatever barrier that surrounded the church failed. Finn stepped up to the gate, and tested it, finding it unlocked.

      Shadows swirled around the courtyard surrounding the church.

      “It was witchcraft,” he said.

      “And stronger than we’ve seen before.”

      It proved how someone could have been killed without anyone knowing. It would be a simple thing for someone within the church to get into Declan. It didn’t even have to be Desiree and the magic she’d gifted Grover, though it might all be tied together.

      Finn held onto Justice, and the shadows separated around him, giving him space until he reached the door to the church itself. They moved carefully, neither wanting to get too close to what they saw around them.

      He tested it and found it locked.

      Symbols carved on the door caught his eye. At first, he thought they were nothing more than the prayers similar to what he saw on the Fell knife, but these were different. These were symbols that struck him as witchcraft. Now that he knew what it was, and now that he recognized it, he understood the purpose for them on the door.

      “You will have to cut through the symbols to open the door,” Esmeralda said.

      He looked at Justice. That was not the purpose of the sword, though he might not have much of a choice. Still, there might be something else he could try though.

      “I don’t want to use Justice like that.”

      “You may not be given a choice.”

      “Maybe not. But for now, I still have one.”

      Finn pulled out the Fell knife. If it had been used the way he believed, it would store power, and that power might enable him to remove the protections around the church, the same way the witchcraft rods had once worked for him. That was what the knife was, after all.

      Finn touched the blade to the church door. A faint crackling white light tracked along the blade. He scratched at the wooden surface, carving through the shapes. As he did, a strange rumbling came from the blade itself, and the door became blackened where he touched it.

      There was power in it.

      “Thank you, Desiree,” he whispered as he carved through the symbols.

      The wind picked up, whispering around him, and it carried some of the shadows away for a moment, the air filled with a little bit less power. Once it was done, Finn placed the knife back into his pocket and tested the door. It opened slowly, quietly.

      The inside of the church was dark.

      Finn stepped forward. There was no resistance, nothing that seemed to hold him back. Just the hollow-feeling darkness, an emptiness that seemed to fill the entirety of the church. He needed a lantern. Lingering for a moment, he waited when he heard a whispering behind him.

      Finn spun. A dozen faces looked at him from the darkness, shadows swirling all around them, making it difficult for him to see them. Finn sucked in a deep breath. Could these be the priests of Fell?

      But Esmeralda didn’t seem concerned. She stepped forward, he white dress gleaming, as if catching the moonlight, as she headed toward the other hegen. She spoke softly for a few moments, then turned back to Finn.

      “I need to go in,” he said. “You can stay out here and—”

      “I will go with you,” Esmeralda said. “And the others will do what they can out here.”

      “What is that?”

      “Do you feel it?” Esmeralda looked around, sweeping her gaze around the courtyard, before turning to the church. “Can you feel the power they have drawn?”

      “I could feel the barrier they placed around the church itself.”

      She stepped away from him, whispering something to one of the others, before rejoining him. “They will do what they can.” She took his arm and guided him toward the open door. Something in her hand glowed, and it looked to be a simple coin, but it cast off enough light that pushed back the darkness.

      “Will they know that we’ve come?”

      “Possibly,” Esmeralda said.

      They hadn’t gone very far inside of the church when Finn noticed the sound of voices. He looked around, and with the faint glowing light coming off of Esmeralda, he made out a line of people, all kneeling, and all facing into the darkness. Her voice rose up out of the darkness, chanting softly.

      He started forward when Esmeralda placed a hand on his arm. “Wait.”

      “For what?”

      “Just trust me.”

      He regarded her for a moment. “I do.”

      She smiled tightly.

      He listened to the chanting but didn’t recognize the words. They seemed to be in another language and were muted, barely carrying to him as if the strange darkness around him made it difficult for him to hear anything more. All of it concealed not only the voice of the priest but also the faces of those gathered.

      Finn leaned close to her. “Lena told me she has attended one of their services before. Apparently they sacrifice a pig at the end of the ceremony.”

      “Do you remember when I told you about the way that power can be contained?”

      Finn nodded. “You said there is power in life and death.”

      “There is. That power can be harnessed, and that can be used by those who understand it. It is different than the power the Alainsith possess, though perhaps no weaker, as much as the Alainsith would argue otherwise. Using an animal for something similar would change the nature of that magic.”

      “How so?”

      “The power that the hegen know is tied to our lives and our experiences. It is the power of life along with the power of death. We use what we are given, and only freely given, not stolen from those who would choose otherwise.”

      “You told me this before.”

      “I know, but I want to reinforce the concern I have.”

      “What concern is that?”

      “Stealing from an animal is different than stealing from a human. There is more suffering and pain in human death. But an animal sacrifice would not draw the same attention. Perhaps that is why they have done it here.”

      Or perhaps they had continued the practice of animal sacrifice here because they could get away with it. And they could continue to perform that ceremony over and over, concentrating power until they were ready for whatever it was that they were here for.

      It left him wondering if people had actually killed themselves—or if the church somehow made the deaths look like suicides.

      “What would they store it in…”

      He looked around himself and thought he understood. “The church. That’s what they would store it in.”

      She nodded. “It becomes a reservoir of power. For those who know how to tap into it, it would give them almost limitless magic. A dangerous thing to have within the city.”

      “And so close to the king’s palace.”

      “Indeed,” she said. “Now I need you to wait.”

      He frowned at her. “What am I waiting for?”

      “An opportunity.”

      They stood in place, and the chanting persisted, all coming from the priests in the darkness. Finn had to believe that the priest would recognize the light glowing in Esmeralda’s hand, but she didn’t seem concerned about that. Perhaps she wasn’t. Instead, she held her hand on his arm, watching him almost as much as she looked elsewhere.

      The shadows started to flicker.

      Finn had no other way to describe it, only that they were flickering, the darkness fading, the light in Esmeralda’s hand stretching further than it had before.

      “Tell me I’m not the only one seeing this,” Finn said.

      “I should hope not,” she said.

      “Is that you?”

      “No. That is the others.”

      “The priests of Fell?” If they were causing the shadows to flicker, Finn had to worry they were doing so in order to use magic on him and Esmeralda, which meant they were aware of their presence.

      “Not the priests of Fell,” she said.

      “The hegen?”

      She nodded. “We will have a small window to work.”

      The darkness flickered again, and this time Finn started to prepare. He squeezed the Fell knife, wondering how much magic remained in it. He stuffed it back into his pocket and reached for Justice.

      Esmeralda watched him. “I doubt that will be effective in this place. There has been much power stored in that blade over the years. Were you to use it here, I fear it might shatter.”

      The darkness flickered again.

      This time, her glowing stretched away from her, creating a circle that flowed outward, illuminating enough of the gathered that Finn could make out faces. He didn’t know many of them, but he recognized enough people from the upper-class sections of the city to worry him.

      “We must move,” Esmeralda said.

      She took his arm, pulling him through the church, and Finn didn’t object. He went with her, guided through the church.

      He kept his gaze on the people gathered here and realized that none of them looked toward him. It was almost as if they didn’t see him, Esmeralda, or the light.

      “How is it that they can’t see us?”

      “Witchcraft,” she whispered.

      “It keeps them from seeing?”

      “Something like that,” she said.

      She dragged him around, and in the distance Finn saw the altar. It was strange and horrifying. A circle of stone, each one with a symbol etched upon it. Finn recognized each symbol as witchcraft but probably would not have if he’d had no experience with it. Inside of the circle of stone was a priest wearing a black robe covering his head and a massive hog bound and lying on its side. The hog kicked, thrashing, but they had it tied up so that it couldn’t escape. Every so often, it opened its mouth to whine, though it was so silent Finn couldn’t hear it.

      The priest carried one of the strange, triangular blades. He held onto it, continuing his chant, the words tumbling from him, but making no sense to Finn.

      “How did Lena remember this, if these others don’t?” he asked Esmeralda.

      “Probably because of the hegen,” she said softly. “We offer our protection to all who come to us.”

      “Which means—”

      “Which means you are also protected, Finn.”

      A row of figures stepped forward from the back of the church. All of them were dressed in the same dark robe, all of them moving slowly, carefully, and coming toward Finn and Esmeralda.

      Esmeralda held her hand up. A burst of light exploded from her. The priests behind the altar suddenly surged toward them. The priest in the center of the stones looked up, and his hood slipped just enough for Finn to see his face.

      “Ashal?” he whispered.

      “You recognize him?”

      “He’s one of the jurors from this section.”

      Ashal gritted his teeth for a moment then plunged the knife into the pig. He held it there before holding it up and pointing it at Finn.

      Esmeralda jumped in front of him, and the light burst from her again, exploding toward Ashal.

      It faded the closer it got to him before disappearing altogether. Ashal climbed out of the ring of stones and strode toward the back of the church. The other priests came toward them. They marched quickly, and darkness swirled around them.

      “Go after that one,” Esmeralda said. “He leads them.”

      “What about you?”

      The darkness flickered again and all of a sudden faded altogether. A burst of light filled the inside of the church.

      A slight smile came to Esmeralda’s face. “I will be fine for now.”

      Finn raced forward. He skirted around the outside of the stone altar, glancing briefly over to the dying pig, seeing the blood filling the entirety of it. It pooled, collecting inside, and the pig twitched before falling still.

      Finn raced off into what had been the darkness of the back of the church, but it was no longer nearly as dark as it had been before. When he reached the back, he found a door, and he tried to open it, but it was locked or blocked with magic.

      Finn slammed his shoulder into it, but it didn’t budge.

      He stepped back, thinking that he might have to use Justice on it, before changing his mind and pulling out the Fell knife and making a massive mark across the surface of the door.

      The knife trembled as he did, leaving his hand vibrating, but then there came a strange crack. He slammed his shoulder into the door, and it popped open.

      Then he was inside.

      It was a long hallway, with other doors leading off of it.

      Finn tried each one, and most of them opened easily. By the time he reached the end of the hall and found another door marked with symbols, he knew this was where he needed to go.

      He used the Fell blade one more time, hoping the power within it would be enough that he could carve through it. The door blackened, though not nearly as much as it had the last time. Finn lowered his shoulder and slammed into the door. It held firm. He tried again, barreling into the door. This time, it came open with a loud crack.

      Ashal stood inside what appeared to be a strange office. It was a circular room, and shelves were arranged around it, but rather than any books on the shelves, there were sculptures and artifacts and other knives. A table in the center of the room held a stack of leather books. Ashal stood in front of it, one of the knives in hand, and plunged it down into the stack of books, which suddenly crumbled into dust.

      Ashal turned to him, holding the knife out.

      “How long has the church dealt in witchcraft?” Finn asked, slipping the knife back into his pocket. He pulled Justice out and held it in hand. If he needed something to protect himself against witchcraft, it would be the sword.

      “The church has always dealt in witchcraft. Most have overlooked it. None want to see it. Even you won’t be able to stop it.”

      “I know you’re responsible for what’s been going on in the city.”

      What he didn’t yet know were why the victims had been targeted.

      Bolgar’s death could have been to hide the church’s financial dealings, but the others?

      “You’re an executioner who has now interfered in a sacred religious ceremony.” He started toward Finn, holding up the knife. “Unfortunately, you will have realized your mistake, and your guilt will have overcome you.”

      “Like Desiree?”

      He frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

      “What about Todd Brevins? Or perhaps Loran Michaels. Or Bolgar.”

      Ashal chuckled. “You have lived up to your nickname. The Hunter.”

      “Why have you done this? Why now?”

      Shadow started to swirl out of the knife. Whatever witchcraft he intended would happen soon, and Finn would have to react.

      “You won’t be around to see what is to come. We have acquired the wealth we need, and the power, to finally accelerate our plan.”

      Witchcraft. Power.

      “You intend to overthrow the king.”

      He smiled tightly. “That is a start.”

      If not just the king, then…

      “The Alainsith,” Finn said, breathing out.

      They would require power to do so.

      It didn’t make complete sense to him, but he didn’t expect to piece all of that together now. Still, he had seen evidence of attempts to involve the Alainsith.

      And the last attack had been on Alainsith structures.

      “And here we thought the other master executioner was the one to worry about.”

      That was why Meyer was targeted? They believed him the reason?

      “Why, Master Jagger, I don’t think. I know. Unfortunately, you won’t get to see it. I really should applaud your investigative skill though.”

      “You won’t succeed.”

      “Do you think we are acting alone?”

      “I know that you haven’t been working alone. I was here when Elizabeth tried to draw power the first time.”

      “A mistake to reveal her presence then,” he said.

      “And then when you decided to attack the Alainsith structures.”

      “And despite what Henry Meyer believes, we were successful.”

      “Meyer didn’t stop you. I did. The Hunter. And I don’t think you were fully successful. But why now?”

      “Because this can no longer be stopped. There are others. Many others. Those that were used were susceptible. And now even the Hunter won’t be enough to stop this.”

      Susceptible. Finn suspected what that meant. They had used some to sacrifice themselves. That was where power came from. Desiree, possibly. Maybe even the priest us. Perhaps Bolgar? Maybe they had gotten to him in the cell.

      “Great power is coming to the kingdom. And it has already spread beyond what can be stopped.”

      A loud crack thundered, and Ashal paused, looking at Finn.

      “What did you do?”

      “It’s nothing I did. I think your plan is a bit misguided, and perhaps you didn’t account for all the aspects within the city.”

      Another crack thundered.

      Ashal darted toward Finn, but Finn raised Justice.

      “You’re going to be held accountable. All of your priests are going to be held accountable.”

      “Do you think the city will tolerate that?”

      “All men must answer to the king’s justice.”

      “I am not all men. I am a priest of Fell.”

      He smiled at Finn and then lunged.

      Finn felt the effect of his magic before he reached him. He squeezed Justice and pushed the blade away from him, carving through the magic. There came a crackling of sparks and a flickering of light, the shadows that Ashal attempted to swirl toward Finn failing. He stumbled as his magic failed him, and he thrust forward the knife, attempting to impale Finn.

      Finn didn’t move. He couldn’t move. Instead, he merely held out Justice.

      The church cracked again, the sound filling Finn’s ears.

      When it did, he turned.

      It was the slightest of motions, but it was enough that the blade shifted position, and as Ashal ran toward him, the blade carved through not only his spells, but it struck the knife, deflecting it.

      Ashal stumbled, holding onto the knife.

      Finn barely moved. He had Justice. Hopefully that would be enough. He didn’t know if the blade would stop the power that had been concentrated in this place, trapped here over the years that the Church of Fell had been active, but he had to try.

      The blade bounced off of something.

      It was like an invisible barrier. Finn had seen magic like that before, only in this case it didn’t seem as if it works with witchcraft, but the power of the blade instead.

      It was an Alainsith blade filled with the power of death.

      It ricocheted and then plunged into Ashal’s chest.

      He sucked in a breath, looking down at it. Blood poured from it.

      It seemed as if Ashal attempted to use power, and a swirling darkness radiated from him.

      Finn swept Justice across that darkness.

      Ashal stumbled back, dropping to the ground, looking up at him.

      “You are still too late. The plan was put into motion long before me. It’ll take… much more than the Hunter… to stop it,” he said, each word coming with difficulty. Blood burbling on his lips as he spoke.

      A dark smile spread on his face, then he took his last breath.

      Finn stared at him. Were we too late?

      He hoped not, but if what Ashal had told him was true, then they might have been too late. Witchcraft might have already spread throughout the kingdom. And how would they stop it?

      They would start by targeting the Church of Fell.

      He could help rid Verendal of that, and then when he was assigned to whatever city he was given, Finn would focus his attention there. He would make sure the king and his Realmsguard knew.

      Witchcraft would not spread. He would be certain of it.

      The church cracked again. Walls around him started to crumble.

      “Finn!”

      He turned, heading toward the door.

      Esmeralda stood at the end of the hall, motioning for him. “You need to come. The building is collapsing.”

      “What happened?”

      “You do not want to know.”

      Finn glanced back. Ashal was dead.  Esmeralda hollered at him again, and he took a deep breath before running. When he reached the main part of the church, he found it empty.

      “Where did they go?”

      “When the building began to collapse, they departed. I think it’s time we do the same.”

      Finn breathed in deeply then hurried out. The courtyard was filled with people. There were the people that he’d seen inside, along with hegen circling the outside of the wall, and finally the priests, all with Archers on either side of them.

      Meyer was there, and he looked over to Finn, then to Esmeralda, before nodding.

      “Thank you,” Finn said to her.

      She stepped up on her toes, leaned toward him, and kissed him on the cheek. “We will still have that conversation.”
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      Finn joined Meyer. He looked around the courtyard before turning his attention back to Finn. There was a darkness, but it was the natural darkness of night, not the strange shadows that he had come to understand now came from the priests of Fell. Finn let out a long sigh as he did, and held out Justice to Meyer.

      Meyer shook his head. “You may hold onto it.”

      “I’m sorry I took it. I feared it would be needed.”

      “You were going to carry out an unapproved sentencing?”

      “No. Justice has been used in sentencings over the years and has stored power.” Finn looked down at the blade. “I used it to cut through the magic the priests of Fell summoned.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m sorry, Master Meyer.”

      “We are equals. You may call me Henry now.”

      “I don’t know that I can,” Finn said. He looked at the arranged Archers with the priests of Fell. It was going to be a difficult sentencing with them. Finn had no idea what would happen, or how the city would react. Ashal was not wrong in thinking that the city would react poorly to priests getting sentenced. “Perhaps it's for the best that I’m going to depart the city.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “It’s going to be difficult here for a little while,” Finn said. “The priests. The jurors. And even Geldan. We have to round up anyone with witchcraft. Including outside of the city, small towns where it had already spread.” Probably too much, as well.

      Meyer watched him for a moment, shaking his head. “I think about the day that I first met you all those years ago,” Meyer said, sweeping his gaze around the steadily emptying courtyard. Most of the people who had been present for the ceremony were now gone, leaving only a few Archers with the priests that remained. The hegen stayed, though they were simply lingering on the other side of the wall. “I recognized something about you, though didn’t know if I was right.” He smiled slightly. “You’ve always been difficult for me to read, Finn.”

      “Really?”

      “More than I would’ve preferred. I remember the day I questioned you, coming to see you as somebody who might have gone down the wrong path, and if given an alternative might have some potential.” He smiled at Finn. “I am pleased to know I was right.”

      “It was your choice, not theirs?” Finn asked, glancing toward the hegen.

      Meyer grunted. “They have attempted to influence me over the years, which is why I’ve been concerned about your relationship with her,” he said, nodding to Esmeralda. She stood on the other side of the wall, near the gate, looking through to Meyer and Finn. “But they have provided help, haven’t they?”

      “You know they have, Master Meyer.” Without Esmerelda, Finn would have died long ago. And now Meyer would have succumbed to what the Church of Fell wanted as well.

      He looked over, shaking his head. “Henry, Finn. We are equals.”

      Finn just chuckled. “I don’t think so.”

      “Regardless, I think you have done just as much influencing as she. Much has changed in the time that you have been working with me, and much of the role of the executioner has shifted, perhaps. I’ve served Verendal for many years. Long enough that I am tired, Finn.”

      “I know you are, Master Meyer. Henry.” It was strange for him to say his name like that after all these years. “You just received healing. It will take some time for it to fully take effect.”

      Meyer smiled. “I don’t know that it will fully take effect. I’m getting old, Finn. I don’t mind it. I’ve lived a full life. A good one. I’ve loved, lost, and taught. I am proud of all those things.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Meyer looked over to him, meeting his gaze. “I’m saying that I’m stepping down. It has been my plan ever since submitting your name to the executioner court. Traditionally, there are only seven master executioners within the kingdom, something dictated by the king given the role they play in the kingdom. When I submitted your name, I also submitted my intention to step down.”

      “Did you know they would promote me?”

      “No.” Meyer smiled tightly before shaking his head. “In fact, it was a bit of a gamble, though I wasn’t willing to tell you at the time. Each master submitted their apprentice for testing. At least, all who had one ready.”

      Finn frowned. “You mean to tell me—”

      “You earned your place, Finn. The title of master executioner is one of great power in the kingdom. It means you have the authority of the king. It means you have his ear. It means you act as his arm of justice.” He looked over to the sword. “I’ve been trying to find the way and time to tell you, but until now, you have been preoccupied.”

      “I’m sorry. All of this…”

      Meyer shook his head. “You should not apologize. You have done well. You dug deeper than even I would have thought needed. I think you have saved the kingdom much grief as well.” He took a deep breath, letting it out. “And with that, I think it is time for me to fully retire. I can do so knowing the city is in good hands.”

      “What if I’m not assigned to Verendal?”

      “What makes you think you would not be?”

      “For starters, I don’t think the magister would approve.”

      Meyer chuckled. “You might be surprised.”

      He nodded to the wall and the gate, and Finn realized that Esmeralda had disappeared, and in her place Geldan approached, his face wrinkled.

      “I will let the two of you speak. He has already heard my intention. I will vacate my position on the first of the month.”

      “That’s tomorrow,” Finn said.

      “Perfect,” Meyer said. “I would prefer not to have to move, but that will depend upon the new master executioner.” He patted Finn on the arm, and he held his gaze for a moment. “I have not always been free with my praise. Know this, Finn. I am proud of you.”

      He started away, heading toward the wall, nodding at Geldan before disappearing into the darkness. Finn noticed he had the slightest of limps, though not nearly as prominent as he had before.

      “Magister,” Finn said.

      “Master Jagger, I must say I was surprised when word reached me of what has taken place.”

      “Who sent word?”

      “Why, Master Meyer.”

      Of course Meyer would have sent word. He probably did that at the same time as he gathered the Archers together to help fortify the prison. And it might already be too late. Finn did not know whether he could trust Geldan.

      Every so often, a crack came from the stone behind him crumbling, and though Finn didn’t fully understand what had happened, he knew it was tied to hegen magic.

      “Master Meyer informed me of his intention to retire,” Finn said. “I would like to request your permission to be assigned to Verendal to serve as its master executioner.”

      Finn watched Geldan. Staying here had plenty of complications. He had grown up here. He’d been a thief here. He had nearly been executed here. Now, with Jamison Briggs, he had an enemy here. And he didn’t know whether he and Geldan could coexist given his predilection for pushing through convictions.

      At the same time, Finn had people who cared about him here. Lena. Meyer. Oscar. Annie. And Esmeralda.

      He had no idea whether Geldan would allow it. They had a strange rapport, and Finn had questioned him, worrying about his role in things, but now that he knew Ashal had been involved in everything else, Finn realized he might have suspected.

      “We do have an opening,” Geldan said. “I admit I was surprised when Master Meyer revealed his intention. He only lately showed signs of slowing.” Geldan regarded him for a moment. “It seems to me he had a capable apprentice though.”

      “I think you’re doing Master Meyer a disservice.”

      Geldan regarded Finn. “Perhaps. Regardless, we have submitted a request to the king for a new master executioner. I understand Henry Meyer suggested your name.”

      “That’s what he told me.”

      “As have the Viscount and myself.” He looked over, meeting Finn’s gaze. “Given that, I have little reason to doubt that the king will approve. I hope the two of us can work together, Master Jagger. You may feel I am a bit… hasty… but I seek to serve justice.” His gaze flicked to the sword before looking back to Finn.

      Finn didn’t know what to say. He felt overwhelmed and not a little surprised. “I will serve the king.”

      “Of that, there is no doubt.” He looked behind him, staring at the church. “All this time, and the Church of Fell has been the source of witchcraft.”

      Finn looked over to him. “You knew?”

      “About the church?” He shook his head. “Not at all.”

      “About witchcraft.”

      “I discovered the spread of witchcraft in Vur along with its danger to the kingdom. When I inquired to the king, I learned there were those who deny it as a threat. Then I heard about your situation in Verendal recently. I knew that this was the place to pursue it.”

      “You came here because of what happened?”

      “Just because I wanted to root out witchcraft doesn’t mean I’m going to let ordinary murders go unpunished because of less-than-swift justice. I didn’t think they involved witchcraft.”

      “Because you are too fast with what you had done,” Finn said. Could the first merchant sentence have anything to do with it, or was it simply a case of a man murdering another? It was too late to know with any clarity, which irritated Finn.

      “Perhaps there is a time and place for your method. That doesn’t mean I like it. The king’s justice cannot be allowed to seem weaker and decisive. Now we know the truth. The king will learn the truth. And we know that we have to watch for other places that it might have infiltrated. Including jurors throughout all of the kingdom, but in other places as well.” He regarded Finn carefully. “Witchcraft poses a real threat to the safety of the kingdom. I need a partner within the city to ensure the safety of Verendal. Can you be that person?”

      “I’ve told you that I serve the king.”

      He nodded. “Good. As I imagine you have gathered, there are others involved. We will need to root out all of them. The king will need the Hunter.” He looked over at the church, and there came another crack. A section of the church collapsed. “Perhaps we should depart. It is late, and I have a long walk back to my residence.” He frowned at Finn. “I trust that you have resolved the case of Roland Brevins, as well.”

      “I have.”

      “Can you corroborate it?”

      Finn nodded to the building. “The only one who can corroborate it died inside.”

      “And that is?”

      “Juror Ashal. He’s the priest who led them here.”

      Geldan frowned. “I see. That will make all of this quite difficult.”

      “Roland is innocent.”

      “As you will be the master executioner in the city, I suppose your testimony carries considerable weight. I will make sure the other jurors hear it, and we will work to expedite Roland Brevins’s release.”

      “Thank you,” Finn said.

      Geldan started away, and Finn looked back at the church, feeling as if this wasn’t quite over. Perhaps Geldan was right.

      Even more, his night wasn’t over.

      He made his way through the street, and when he was only a block away, another loud crack thundered, and he looked back to see that the entire church had collapsed, falling into dust. Perhaps that was for the best. The people in the city needed a break, and given what had happened here, having that church as a reminder of the danger of the Church of Fell was probably unnecessary.

      It was late, but there was still something he needed to do. A conversation he needed to have. When he passed through the Teller Gate, he hurried forward, and wasn’t surprised when he found a solitary figure standing near the Raven Stone.

      “Were you waiting for me?”

      She looked over. “I wasn’t sure that you would come.”

      “I’m not afraid,” he said.

      She smiled furtively. “I know you’re not, Finn.”

      He took her hands. “Henry Meyer has stepped down as master executioner. He submitted my name as his replacement.”

      “I see.”

      “Are you disappointed?”

      “Should I be?”

      “It means that I can stay in Verendal.”

      “Is that the only way that you are not afraid?”

      He leaned forward, kissing her gently and then more forcefully as she kissed him back. He wrapped his arms around her, enjoying the warmth of her skin, the sweet fragrance of her perfume, and the softness of her lips. They kissed for a long time before he finally stepped back.

      “That’s not the only way. I don’t think I could’ve taken you from here. You are needed.”

      “By the kingdom or by you?”

      Finn smiled, and he kissed her again. “Both.”

      They stood there, arms wrapped around each other, the Raven Stone gleaming in the moonlight, and he smiled to himself. Verendal truly felt like home.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading The Executioner’s Song. What started as a story idea that came after reading a journal from a 15th century executioner became something much different than I imagined. I hope Finn and his journey entertained you as much as it did me.

      I’m not done with writing in this world. As this book ends, much is changing in the kingdom. A new series will be out in 2022 with a new cast of characters, though some familiar faces will make appearances, as we learn more about the hegen, the Alainsith, and other parts of the world. I hope you’ll check it out.

      Sign up for my newsletter to learn when the series comes out.

      In the meantime, I invited you to check out more of my work. This series is a bit unique in the kind of stories I write, but if you’ve enjoyed this, I would suggest trying The Chain Breaker series. I think you’ll have a fun time!

      Until we meet again… DKH.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Master Executioner. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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