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Prologue 

 
It was a chilly spring night fresh after a rainfall with the tree branches still dripping and 

the forest floor riddled with mud puddles.  The storm’s leftover clouds often masked the 

waning moon, but every so often they would allow some moonlight to slip past, giving 

much-needed visibility in the dank and foreboding woods.  The foliage overhead was 

rarely still in the brisk wind, making it hard to hear anything else.  Yet there was the 

hoot of an owl overhead, followed by the rustling sound of the bird snatching a rodent 

amid the undergrowth. 

 Overall it was a wonderful night for winter-lovers to enjoy the season’s last cold 

embrace before the days grew overly hot and humid.  Yet the man felt his blood boiling 

in his ears and a layer of sweat growing on his neck as he carefully approached his 

destination, as if summer had arrived early just for him. 

 Jeremy Justin Tucson was his name, and he was the mayor of Kiliman’s Crossing, 

a quaint little town in the middle of the great kingdom of Consaria.  It was a nice place 

with decent folk, and in being so close to the nation’s capital, Kiliman’s Crossing enjoyed 

a sense of security.  Should any drifters or troubadours wish to cause trouble, they 

would quickly be put down by a sizable legion of men who were trained by the City 

Guard. 

 Jeremy was proud of his town and his measures in making it a safe place, even if 

some of those measures hadn’t made him very popular.  Yet what he was about to do 

tonight, he would take no pleasure in whatsoever.  It was something he had never done 

before, and he hoped to God he would never have to again. 

 Oh, he had had secret meetings before that escaped public record, and this wasn’t 

even the first time he had ventured out of town for such a meeting.  (He would never 

forget the time he had met a farmer at an inn to discuss the farmer’s unfaithful wife 
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while a couple was loudly making love in the next room over—and it had turned out that 

very wife was the woman in that room!) 

 But in all of his five years as mayor, Jeremy had never had a meeting with an 

assassin.  He had never before felt the need to.  Sure, a few of his political opponents 

were cruel and crafty sons of bitches whom he could never win over, but the option of 

silencing them forever was simply not something he had considered. 

 He looked at his assistant, Gregory, who was a few steps ahead.  Gregory claimed 

to know these woods like the back of his hand, so Jeremy trusted him to lead him to the 

appointed place at this dark hour. 

 At one point, Gregory said they had been going in the wrong direction, so they 

doubled back some ways until Gregory pointed out a new direction that put them past a 

limestone boulder.  Jeremy almost yelled at him to do better since they simply could not 

miss the meeting’s appointed time.  But he decided to be lenient this time since Gregory 

hadn’t explored the woods in a while since Jeremy often kept him busy at the office and 

around town.  There were also the rainwater and poor visibility to consider, which made 

any spot in the woods appear the same as any other. 

 The mayor wondered what thoughts were running through his assistant’s head.  

Gregory knew the purpose of the meeting and why it had to happen at this dismal hour.  

Entrusting him with the truth was a fairly big risk, yet Jeremy thought it was worth it 

since he needed a guide for these woods, plus keeping the matter a secret from Gregory 

would be quite difficult considering the work that was ahead of them. 

 Still, Gregory was an honest and chaste young man—qualities that the mayor 

deeply admired.  So what did Gregory truly think about the two of them meeting an 

assassin like this?  Surely there were things Gregory was keeping to himself, such as how 

low his opinion of his boss had fallen, or how this meeting would surely damn them to 

the darkest depths of hell.  Jeremy could only silently hope that someday, his faithful 

assistant would see the deep need behind this meeting—perhaps after witnessing the 

aftereffects of the assassination. 

 Gregory held up a hand, signaling for the mayor to stop.  He put a hand on a thin 

juniper tree and looked around for nearly a minute with wide eyes.  Jeremy wished they 

had brought a lantern, but he hadn’t wanted to risk anyone spotting them.  He had 
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hoped the light of the moon would be all they needed, but then that damn storm had to 

come to complicate things. 

 “Okay, this way,” Gregory said, pointing. 

 “You’re sure?” 

 “Very sure, sir.  We’re nearly there.” 

 It was music to Jeremy’s ears.  He wanted out of this forest as soon as he could.  

He was wearing one of his finest outfits consisting of a blue brocaded vest, a finely-

plumed shirt, and a tricorn hat adorned with a peacock feather.  It was something he 

would normally wear when meeting a business associate, and despite being a man of 

thoroughly unpleasant business, this assassin was indeed a business associate. 

 But now tree branches and bushes were brushing against these clothes, and the 

dripping rainwater was filthier than he had imagined.  He also tended to kick up mud 

with every step which stained his trousers and fell into his boots, making his toes squish 

inside.  Earlier, he had shaken his head in disapproval when he saw his assistant in 

knee-high boots and rugged clothing, but now he saw that Gregory had the right of it.  

Business meeting or not, they were going deep into the woods after a storm, so the 

mayor should have dressed in accordance with the environment. 

 As soon as he got home, he would start a fire and sit back with the best-tasting 

cup of honey-sweetened tea he would ever have.  He would also read from his current 

novel, The Thorns of Sanctuary.  It was about a highborn lady who could hardly decide 

which of her three suitors she should marry.  He hoped she would end up choosing Lord 

Kenneth Scott, who was a brilliant architect and a master polo player, not Adam 

Ruffman, who was a common woodcarver who liked to show off his chiseled body as he 

worked.  Unfortunately, Ruffman seemed to be whom the storyteller was leaning to. 

 Such plans for the rest of the evening dominated his thoughts until he shook his 

head to clear them.  He had to focus on the here and now, especially since there was no 

telling what would happen with the assassin. 

 Before long, the two men happened upon a clearing covered with high grasses 

and dotted with tree stumps. 

 “There, sir, you see it?” Gregory said.  “The red flag.” 

 Jeremy put a gloved hand over his eyes and peered.  It took a moment for his 

vision to adjust to the bare moonlight, but he did indeed see a small red flag planted in 
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the middle of the clearing.  It was the sign that the assassin had arrived and was waiting 

for them. 

 “Do you see anyone?” he whispered. 

 “Afraid not.  Perhaps he needs to see us first.” 

 It was a good point.  They were at the edge of the clearing, still amidst the trees.  

It was probably hard for the other man to see them. 

 Still, he didn’t want to expose himself by going into the clearing.  The thought of a 

master assassin lying in wait for him in the middle of the night, with no one at his side 

but his assistant who wouldn’t normally hurt a fly … 

 The wind wasn’t blowing at present, yet he felt his hands shiver and his knees 

start to buckle.  He tried to put on a brave face but just ended up scowling instead.  He 

took the first few steps into the clearing but stopped when he reached the high grasses.  

He looked around for the assassin but still saw nothing.  He took a deep breath and 

continued on, the sound of the grasses he flattened seeming as loud as fireworks. 

 As he heard Gregory coming behind him, he considered telling him to fall back 

and wait.  But he found his assistant’s presence reassuring, if only a little.  The mayor 

would rather be anywhere else right now, but at least he wasn’t alone. 

 He drew close to a broad tree stump when he suddenly heard a metallic kind of 

whistling—the sound of a blade quickly cutting through the air.  It was followed by the 

thunk of an object hitting the tree stump.  Jeremy froze and stared at the object which 

was indeed a dagger of some kind, its blade about an inch deep in the rain-softened 

wood. 

 “That’s far enough,” a voice said.  “Take one step beyond that point, and I’ll have 

your liver on a spit tonight.  Good eatin’.” 

 Jeremy peered toward the direction of the voice yet couldn’t see anything.  It 

wasn’t until a figure started moving roughly seven meters away when he finally spotted 

him.  He swallowed back the lump in his throat and said, “Uh, yes, that’s very well.  Not 

a step.  My apologies, I didn’t see you there.” 

 “Of course you didn’t.  You only saw the red flag, standing where it don’t belong.  

That’s the art of misdirection for you.” 

 “Ah, yes, I see,” Jeremy said, peering at the man while shielding his eyes from the 

moonlight.  As near as he could tell, the man wore a gray cloak and a dark leather tunic 
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with several accessories attached to it (more daggers perhaps?).  The hood of his cloak 

was down, revealing long black hair that reached the man’s shoulders. 

 But the most striking thing about the man was his voice.  It was strong and 

commanding, the kind that demanded attention whenever it sounded.  Yet there was an 

underlining quality to it that suggested the man was slightly unhinged, as if he could go 

berserk at any moment. 

 There was also that “liver on a spit” comment to consider.  Surely the man wasn’t 

serious.  No, he only meant to intimidate. 

 “I take it you are The Jackal,” Jeremy said.  “I’ve heard some impressive things 

about you.” 

 “And you’re the lickspittle mayor of Kiliman’s Cock … er, I mean, Crossing.  And 

who the hell is he?” 

 “He’s my assistant.  Please pay him no mind.” 

 The Jackal shook his head.  “You know what I hate worse than an ass itch that 

won’t go away?  Dealing with amateurs.” 

 The mayor couldn’t help but be taken aback.  The mouth on this man!  The sheer 

nerve of him!  He had always been a stickler for clean language in his office, insisting on 

his guests refraining from bad words.  They didn’t always listen of course, but Jeremy 

always spoke up about it.  And if he ever heard his own son say some of the things this 

assassin was saying, he would box his ears and make him suck on soap for an hour or 

two. 

 Clearly, this assassin was no gentleman.  But he was the man Jeremy needed to 

hire, so the mayor would have to buck up and accept him for what he was: a miscreant. 

 “I assure you, good sir, my assistant shan’t be a problem, he only—” 

 “He’s a potential leak!  He may be faithful now, but in the morning light he’ll 

grow a conscience, his balls will shrivel, and he’ll blab to the wrong people.  And it’ll be 

your head on the chopping block!” 

 Jeremy shook his head in contempt for the man’s language.  “I needed a guide for 

the woods; I might not have made it here otherwise.  And I trust him very well; he will 

not betray us.” 
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 “As any shit-for-brains nobleman would say.  If you know any better, you’ll slit 

his throat and bury him deep in the woods.  Better yet, I’ll do it for you.  And for free!  

It’ll be my pleasure.” 

 Again Jeremy was taken aback, his jaw dropping.  The man had just made an 

honest-to-God threat on his assistant’s life, and it didn’t sound as if he was kidding.  The 

thought of his son with soap in his mouth returned.  Problem was, this wasn’t his son, 

and soap would hardly solve anything. 

 This was a dangerous man he was dealing with.  If he had had any doubt of it, it 

was surely gone now. 

 “I’m sorry, good sir, but no.  I’ll admit, you’re probably right, I should not have 

invited him.  But the damage is done, may we please continue?” 

 “Hmph.  If you really knew anything about me, you’d know I’m neither ‘good’ nor 

a ‘sir.’  But I know you’re a weak wastrel who wouldn’t last one day out in the Badlands.  

There the measure of a man can truly be seen.” 

 Jeremy put on a smug, uncomfortable smile.  “Yes, well, shall we go onto 

business?” 

 “Yeah, sure, who do you want bumped?” 

 “Uh, yes, about that … before I say the target’s name, may I make a small request 

of you?” 

 “A request?  Why, yes, I will hold your dick for you if you really need to go.” 

 Jeremy was confused at first by what he meant.  Once he had it figured, he 

chuckled nervously.  The Jackal was simply trying to unnerve him.  Unfortunately, it 

was working.  “I request that you promise me complete discretion.  Even if you don’t 

take the job, please don’t tell anyone what you hear tonight.  My assistant has already 

taken this oath; now I’d like to hear it from you.” 

 The Jackal rubbed his chin.  “Um … no, forget it.  I make no promises unless I’m 

paid.  Give me fifty shillings and maybe I won’t tell your mother you’re trying to have 

her killed.  It is her you want bumped, right?” 

 “Good heavens, no!  But please, good s- … I mean, please, Jackal, make me this 

small promise.” 

 “No.  So what now?” 
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 It was disappointing but hardly surprising.  Jeremy had dealt with tough nuts 

before, and he had hoped this one would be easy to crack.  But the man was no 

gentleman and certainly not worthy of the fine clothes Jeremy put on for the meeting.  

“Very well, I shall tell you.  The man I wish for you to target is … King Hugo, Third of his 

Name.” 

 This made The Jackal pause.  He then rubbed his chin again and said, “I 

apologize.  You have bigger balls than I thought.  But why in the world do you and your 

fancy pants want to have the King bumped?” 

 “As you’ve probably noticed, the nation is preparing for war.  Many young men 

have been conscripted into the service, many of whom have played functions vital to 

their communities.  I’ve known some farmers who have had their sons—and even their 

daughters—taken away, leaving them with an entire farm to tend to all by themselves.  

The army does this, yet they want crop production to increase despite the logical sense 

against it.  And there are—” 

 “Yes, yes, it’s all very sad.  Now what about my money?  Don’t tell me you have a 

secret stash somewhere that can adequately pay for this mark?” 

 “Ah, yes.  Well, it won’t all come from me.  This request for assassination is a joint 

venture of several of the local mayors who wish to—” 

 “Aaaaand there it is!  Sorry, good sir, but you can forget about it.  I’m not taking 

it!”  The Jackal turned to leave. 

 “But … but wait!  We haven’t discussed your payment yet!” 

 The Jackal stopped and turned to him halfway.  “I don’t care!  Offer some street 

rat a copper; you’ll have better luck that way.  Of course, I’ll have to find a way to make 

you pay for wasting my time.  Perhaps you have a pretty wife who likes to go to market.  

Enjoy her beauty while you still can!” 

 “My … my wife?  No, please … we hear you are the best there is!  We wouldn’t 

want to hire anyone else.  Tell me, is it true that it was you who murdered Lord 

Henshaw?” 

 The Jackal stopped walking, and Jeremy was suddenly keenly aware of where he 

was standing.  In his desperation, he had taken a few steps forward and was now past 

the dagger that he wasn’t allowed to pass.  He stepped backward without taking his eyes 

off The Jackal, silently praying the assassin wouldn’t notice what had happened. 
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 After a moment, The Jackal turned halfway and spoke in a venomous tone.  “Is 

that what this is about?  Trying to get a confession out of me?” 

 “No, not at all.  It’s just that—” 

 “And your shitsplatter ‘assistant’ is marking all of this down, isn’t he?” 

 “No, I don’t wish a confession out of you if you don’t want to give it.” 

 “I didn’t sense an ambush here, but maybe you just wanted the confession first, 

hmm?  Talk first, justice later?” 

 “It … it seemed like an impossible task, yet someone did it.  Lord Henshaw was 

known to have a highly-secure estate, yet someone made it past all his men.” 

 “Some say the gray stuff between your ears is where the mind lays, not your 

heart.  I wonder, if I looked in your skull, will I find less gray stuff than usual?” 

 “I, uh … I wouldn’t know.” 

 “Ever feel something rattling around in there when you move your head?” 

 “Well, I … wait, what?” 

 The Jackal now fully faced him.  “Okay, it was me who did it!  Happy now?  I did 

it, and for much less money than I should have taken.  Not because I was desperate; I 

just wanted the challenge.  Henshaw was on the top floor of his mansion, all snug in his 

quarters.  I had to kill two of his guards to get to him (which is a record low for me, I 

think).  Once I saw him, I made him squeal like the little pig he was, then turned him 

upside down and split him down the middle.  Oh, the beautiful mess he made!  If only 

people made paintings of things like that instead of stupid things like flowers and ugly 

women.  You agree with me, right?” 

 The stern-yet-humble mayor of Kiliman’s Crossing was at a complete loss for 

words.  There had been all sorts of rumors about how Lord Henshaw had died, and it 

was difficult to know which ones were true, but he had heard from a good source that 

Lady Henshaw had screamed and fainted at the sight of the murder scene.  Now he 

knew why. 

 “So, all your mayor friends want the King bumped?  Good for them!  But you 

understand, the more people there are involved, the more likely someone will blab.  I 

guarantee you, there’s at least one of you who thinks everyone else is expendable, and 

he’s already planning to rat you out once the deed is done.  If you are absolutely serious 
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about this deal, then you are an amateur, and you should probably slit your own throat 

right now and be done with it.” 

 “I understand what you’re saying,” Jeremy said, making an admirable effort at 

keeping his voice steady.  “But still, the offer stands.  If King Hugo can be, uh … put 

down, then he should be.  The war he is about to start shall be pointless, and many 

good, brave souls will be wasted.  Please, Jackal, I implore you.” 

 The Jackal took a long time to think it over, first rubbing his chin then merely 

standing with crossed arms.  Jeremy feared that this madman before him was actually 

contemplating on whether he should kill him or not.  The thought chilled him to the 

bone. 

 Dear Lord, if I make it through this night alive, I swear I’ll strive to be a better 

man. 

 At last, The Jackal said, “Okay, I’ll do it.  I’m not sure why, though.  It might be 

your stupidity rubbing off on me.” 

 Jeremy was so relieved he barely acknowledged the insult.  “Outstanding!  Now, 

if you’re wondering about financial security, I assure you, we have it all planned out.  We 

have been funneling the funds from our town budgets for months and have it pooled 

together in a secret account.  As soon as you give us your account information, we may 

give it in installments or in one lump sum, whichever you prefer.  Er, after the job is 

done, I take it?” 

 “Of course.  How much?” 

 “We can readily agree to a sum of one hundred thousand crowns.” 

 The Jackal spat in the wind.  “A pittance, considering who you want bumped.  

Five hundred thousand.” 

 In truth, Jeremy had started out a little low to start the bargaining process.  A 

hundred thousand crowns could feed ten families for ten years, yet for the assassination 

of the King it would be a ridiculous bargain.  But five hundred thousand?  If the mayors 

managed to scrounge up that much, their communities would suffer horribly.  Building 

and maintenance projects would dry up, guild demands would go unanswered, and a 

bad crop for the year would guarantee starvation, forcing many to either leave their 

homes or lie down and die. 
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 Not to mention that if their embezzling scheme dug down that deep, it would 

attract the attention of the capital, and the assassination attempt would be thwarted 

before it had even begun. 

 “This may be a once-in-a-lifetime chance for you,” the mayor said.  “Not just 

anyone is willing to assassinate the King—not even the barons.  I implore you, don’t just 

throw away this opportunity for, say … three hundred thousand?” 

 The Jackal thought about it, then said, “Five.” 

 Jeremy took a deep breath.  He had to make The Jackal agree to a price 

somehow.  He hadn’t forgotten the assassin’s earlier threat about “wasting time.”  “I 

believe I can convince my fellows to put in an additional fifty thousand.  That’s three 

hundred fifty thousand crowns.  That’s certainly more money than I’ve ever seen.  Can 

you agree to that?” 

 Again the Jackal thought about it, and for one horrible moment Jeremy was 

absolutely positive that the man would not only refuse, he would also start chasing him 

and Gregory down to put an end to their miserable lives.  There likely wouldn’t be much 

of a fight. 

 “Okay, I’ll do it,” The Jackal said.  “Only because I like you so much.  I also don’t 

feel like smearing my face with blood tonight.  Lucky you.” 

 “Oh … I see.  I do consider myself lucky, you know.  I have a loving wife and a 

wonderful son, and a community of decent—” 

 “A bit of advice from one professional to another: Never politely chat with an 

assassin.  It never ends well.  So I’ve agreed to your measly sum of three hundred fifty 

thousand crowns.  I’ll need an advance of twenty thousand.  Hard currency.” 

 Jeremy frowned.  Part of the embezzlement scheme involved the help of several 

key bankers.  They made it look as though the money was ready to fund town projects 

when it was actually lying in wait for the King to be assassinated.  Converting some of 

that money to coin, especially now, would arouse suspicions from bookkeepers, and the 

sack would bound to be very heavy. 

 “Agreed,” he said.  “I’ll let you know your coin is ready through your contact.” 

 “Good, make it damn quick.  I suppose now we have nothing left to discuss.”  The 

Jackal turned to leave. 

 “A moment, please!  Can you give an estimate on when the deed will be done?” 
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 “Oh, uh … I guarantee I’ll make an attempt at least by the end of the year.” 

 Jeremy’s eyes grew as wide as saucers.  “A year?  It might be too late by then!  

You should get on it within the week!” 

 “This is the King we’re talking about, you moron!  He keeps himself holed up in 

that castle of his guarded by about four hundred men.  He only ventures out two or three 

times a year.  I’ll need to do observation, planning, maybe some bribery, and if we’re 

lucky, I can make an attempt in three months.  But I can only guarantee a year.” 

 “I see.  Your argument is sound, but I must request haste.  Reports say the King is 

pushing for war but his oldest son is not.  Once the Prince is crowned, the war effort 

should be averted.” 

 “Well, if I’m too late and the war starts, you’d best hope the great Micah will come 

and put a stop to it.  But he’s too chickenshit for that, so I wouldn’t put any bets on him.” 

 The Jackal had taken a few steps away when Gregory suddenly stepped forward 

and yelled, “How dare you speak of Micah like that!  You should show him some respect!  

He is the Son of God, and he promised to save us all!” 

 The Jackal halted and stood a moment, perhaps wondering if he should kill 

Gregory or not.  Poor Gregory, who didn’t know when to keep his mouth shut. 

 When The Jackal turned, Jeremy braced himself.  The man was good at throwing 

knives from a distance, of that he was sure.  “He’s going to ‘save us?’  Then where is he 

now?  I’ll tell you: He’s gone!  He ran with his tail between his legs!  It got too hot in the 

kitchen, so he ran off to daddy!  Maybe he’s now out in the Badlands, dangling from a 

tree!” 

 He made to go again, but then pointed at Jeremy and added, “Oh, mayor, before 

it’s too late, my offer still stands.  I’m going to take a lot of money from you, but him I’ll 

do for free!  Think about it!”  He laughed and finally retreated. 

 “What a baboon,” Gregory muttered.  “I thought assassins were the silent type 

who didn’t waste words.  But you can hear that goof from clear across the forest, I’ll 

wager.” 

 Jeremy turned to him with a sad frown.  “He may be odd, but you should learn 

not to cross men like him.  Just remember, Micah—wherever he is—doesn’t need the 

belief of men like him to save us.  He only needs men like us, who use The Jackal as a 

tool.” 
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 “Some ‘tool’ he is when he takes an entire year to use.” 

 Jeremy nodded and began the trek back to town.  He reflected on the entire 

meeting along the way, and he vocally prayed to God that he had done the right thing.  

He was fairly sure he had, but only God would know for absolute certain. 

 Once he was in sight of the town’s streetlamps, he decided not to have tea after 

all.  There was a bottle of spiced rum somewhere in his study that he was saving for a 

special occasion, and after coming in contact with that crazed assassin who spoke with 

the Devil’s tongue, rum seemed a more appropriate vice to indulge in. 

 


