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SHE HUNTS THE REALMS MOST DANGEROUS GAME.
HER FEES ARE EXORBITANT.
SHE’S WORTH EVERY COIN SHE RECEIVES.
OR IS SHE?

Magiere has earned a reputation as the most formidable vampire slayer in the land. Villagers far and
wide welcome her with both awe and disdain, grateful to her for ridding their towns of the undead
menace, but finding themselves made poorer for their salvation. Magiere has always known she’s dealing
with simple folk who only wish to have their superstitions silenced, and she’s never seen anything wrong
with exploiting them for profit.

Now, tired of the game, Magiere and her partner, the half-elf Leesil, are ready to hang up their weapons
and settle down in a place they can finally call home. But their newfound peace will not last. For Magiere
has come to the attention of a trio of powerful and dangerous vampires who recognize her true
identity—and who fear the birthright that flows through her veins. And they will stop at nothing to keep
Magiere from fulfilling her destiny....

“A fabulous entertainment wrought with mystery, adventure, and sharp-toothed wit.”
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—Mark Anthony, Author ofBeyond the Pale

“Dhampirkept me turning pages ... with its complex heroes, refreshingly multifaceted villains, and
carefully choreographed fight scenes, this novel opened a broad new world. Well done.”

—Mindy L. Klasky, author of7The Glasswrights’ Journeyman

IN THE HEAT OF BATTLE

Once more shifting to the far side of the bed, Magiere threw herself to roll across it. The nobleman made
another dash to follow her across the room. When he did, she stopped short, crouched upon the bed,
and struck out with the falchion so fast he didn’t have time to block.

Boots skidding on the floor, he tried to pull back, his torso leaning away from her swing. The blow
missed his collarbone but sliced a shallow gash down his chest.

“What—”

The rest of his words were lost in a gasping inhale. His wide-eyed gaze shifted to Magiere’s sword. As
his brow creased in pain, his teeth snapped together hard and clenched. Shock got the better of him, and
his grip on his own sword faltered as its point dragged through the debris of the desk.

Magiere couldn’t answer him, couldn’t remember how to speak. She didn’t want to cut him with the
blade anymore. She wanted to rip his throat out. The front of her jaws began to ache and would not
close completely, as if her teeth shifted, or grew—

“Dhampiris a fabulous entertainment wrought with mystery, adventure, and sharp-toothed wit. Barb and
J. C. Hendee conjure a misty world populated with lively undead villains and an appealing pair of
rogues-turned-heroes you’ll find yourself rooting for from page one. Fast-paced action and mounting
suspense will keep you turning the pages long after the sun’s gone down. (Just be sure to hang the garlic
by the window.)”

—Mark Anthony, author ofBeyond the Pale

Dhampir
Barb & J. C. Hendee
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Prologue

The village appeared deserted but for thin trails of smoke escaping clay chimneys to drift up and dissolve
in the darkness. All doors were barred, all window shutters latched tight until only the barest wisps of
light from candles or lamps seeped between their cracks. There was no one in the village’s muddy center
path to see the night-shadowed object flitter toward a cottage near the tree line.

The shadow stopped, hesitating next to the cottage. Slowly, its form shifted and expanded as it ceased
to consciously hide itself. Nothingness became booted feet and reaching arms, a tall and slim torso, and a
head with two pinprick glimmers for eyes. It scaled a tree rapidly and jumped onto its goal.

Settling upon the thatched roof; it slid on its belly to crawl headfirst down one wall. Then it stopped,
poised at the top of a shuttered window. One finger extended to slip a clawlike fingernail between the
shutters. Prying and pulling, it worked at the shutter until the latch finally gave with a sharp snap. The
figure paused, waiting, listening for any answering sound from within the room. When none came, it
pulled the shutters open.

On a bed inside lay a small, old woman. Long silver hair, tied in a braid, rested next to her head across a
yellowed linen pillow. A faded patchwork quilt of carmine and teal squares covered her.

The creature hung its head down through the window. Its voice sounded like an echo across a vast plain
as it whispered, “May I come in?”

The old woman moved slightly in her sleep.
Again the voice asked with a touch of yearning, “Please, old mother, may I come in?”

She moaned and rolled, her face turning to the window. On her wrinkled brow was a small, white scar
half smothered by the creases of aged skin. Her eyes remained closed in sleep as she murmured in reply.
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“Yes ... yes, come in.”

The visitor reached one arm through the opening and upward to set its fingernails in the wall. It crawled
over the upper edge of the window, letting its feet swing inward, then dropped soundlessly to the
bedroom floor. Crossing to the bed, it quickly reached out with one hand and clamped it down over the
old woman’s mouth.

She woke, eyes wide and frightened, but only for a brief moment. Then she stared with an empty gaze
into the eyes above her. The night visitor relaxed its grip, lowering its head to her throat. All in the room
became still and quiet and timeless.

Then its head swung up to stare at the open window. A dark stain covered the side of the old woman’s
throat. The visitor began to lower its head again to the old woman, but paused. With an owl-tilt of its
head, its gaze returned to the window as it listened.

Outside, someone was walking the village path. The visitor moved to the window.

Strolling along the village path was a young woman wearing studded leather armor and high, soft boots
pulled over earth-colored breeches. In one hand she held a short pole, and in the other a long knife with
which she worked at sharpening the pole’s end into a crude point. At her side hung a short falchion in its
worn leather scabbard. The night was too dark for most eyes, but as the woman passed between
moon-shadows of cottages and nearby trees, the visitor saw her dark hair with hidden shimmers of red
that offset smooth, young skin little more than two decades of age. No true fear or wariness showed in
the woman’s posture as she moved through the village, fashioning the wooden short-spear.

“Hunter,” it whispered to itself with amusement.

The pathetic humor of what it saw was too much to hold in, and it laughed under its breath as it leaped
out the window to spider-walk up the cottage wall onto the roof. The dark form shrank and vanished into
the night forest.

Chapter One

Long past sundown, Magiere walked into another shabby Stravinan village without really seeing it.
Peasants lived the same way everywhere. All their bleak, shapeless huts began to blur together after six
years, and Magiere only noted their number as a gauge of population. No more than a hundred people
lived here, and perhaps as few as fifty. None showed themselves this late in the night, though she heard
the creak of a door or window shutter as she passed by, someone peeking out when she wasn’t looking.
The only other sound was the scrape of her hunting knife on hard wood as she sharpened the end of the
short wooden pole no longer than her arm.

Darkness didn’t frighten her. It suggested to her none of the fear-conjured threats that made these
peasants shudder behind their barred doors. She checked her falchion in its sheath, making sure she
could draw it out easily if needed, and continued her stroll toward the far end of the village. A drizzle of
rain began, which soon matted down her black hair, smothering any crimson tint it might have shown in
the light. With her pale skin, she must look as baneful to the villagers as their visions of the creature
they’d hired her to eliminate.
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Not far outside the village she stopped at the communal graveyard to survey the fresh mounds of earth,
each surrounded by tin lanterns put there to keep evil spirits from seizing the bodies of the dead. There
were no headstones or markers as yet on these new graves—they had been buried in haste before such
could be prepared. She turned back through the village again, studying the buildings more closely this
time as she looked for the one most likely to be the common house.

Most of the peasants would be gathered in some communal building, seeking safety in numbers. She
glanced around for anything large enough, but all the huts looked the same—drab, weatherworn timbers
with thatch roofs and clay pot-chimneys. They were dismal and silent, like everything else in this
hope-abandoned land. Garlands of dried garlic bulbs hung across the few windows. The only signs of life
were the few streams of smoke rising into the night sky. Slight tinges of iron and char scented the wet air.
An unattended forge must be smoldering somewhere nearby. People dropped everything at dusk in times
like these.

Movement caught Magiere’s eye. Two shivering figures ran across the muddy road. Their tattered rags
exposed filthy skin. Magiere absently slipped her knife into its sheath, then gathered her own warm cloak
a bit tighter. The figures scurried toward the graveyard, trying to keep the gusting breeze and rain from
snuffing out their lanterns.

“Hello,” Magiere called out softly. They both jumped and whirled toward the sound.

Thin, wretched faces twisted in alarm. One of them backed away, and the other jerked up the wooden
pitchfork he was carrying. Magiere remained still and let them see what she was, but she gripped the
wooden pole a little tighter. Understanding the mentality of these people was a large part of her job. Very
slowly, beneath her cloak, her free hand settled on the falchion’s hilt, ready to draw. It paid to take care
around panic-stricken peasants.

The man holding the pitchfork peered uncertainly through the rain at her studded leather armor and pole.
The fear on his face changed into a vague semblance of hope.

“You are the hunter?” he asked.
She gave a slight nod. “Have you more dead?”
Both men let out a slow breath of relief and stumbled forward.

“No ... no more dead, but the zupan’s son is close.” The second man gasped, then beckoned with his
hand. “Come quickly.” The peasants turned and fled back up the muddy center path.

She followed, stopping when they did at a door with a small sign above that had been worn unreadable
long ago. This rough building had to be their common house, since the village was far too remote to have
an inn catering to travelers. “Zupan” was their name for a village chief. He, along with some of the
villagers, would be waiting inside for her.

An expectant sigh slipped through her lips as she wondered what this zupan would be like—a cold, hard
sell she hoped. The ones who fawned over her, in hope that she wouldn’t suck the village dry, were the
most repulsive. It was easier when they resisted, until she made them realize there was no other
reasonable prospect than to pay her price or wait to die. The quietly agreeable ones were the most
dangerous. Once the job was finished, she would have to watch for unexpected company in the shadows
on her way out of town, ready to reclaim their payment with a harvest blade or shearing knife through her
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back.
“Open up!” one of her escorts shouted. “We have the hunter with us.”

The door creaked inward. The orange-red glow of firelight spilled out, along with an overwhelming
stench of garlic and sweat. Magiere glanced down into the eyes of an age-stunted woman clutching a
stained shawl, face drawn and sallow as though she hadn’t slept in days. At the sight of Magiere, the
woman’s expression altered to one of desperate hope. Magiere had seen it too many times.

“Thank the guardian spirits!” the woman whispered. “We heard you would come, but I didn’t...” She
trailed off. “Please come in. I’ll get you a hot drink.”

Magiere stepped into the thick heat of the small common house. One thing she hated most about her
vocation was all of the traveling in the cold. Eight men and three women were crowded into the tiny
room. On a table to one side lay an unconscious boy. At least two people at any given moment hovered
close to the boy in case he died.

A superstitious lot, these peasants believed that evil spirits sought out the bodies of the newly dead, using
the corpses to prey upon and feed off the blood of the living. The first thirty-six hours were the most
critical for a malevolent spirit to enter a corpse. Magiere had heard all the other legends and folk stories;
this was just one of the more popular. Some thought vampirism spread like a disease, or that such
creatures were simply evil people cursed by fate to an undead existence. The details varied; the results
were the same—Ilong nights spent shivering from fear more than the cold as they waited for a champion
to save them.

A huge, dark-haired man, like an ancient grizzly with a gray-stubble beard, stood at the table’s head,
watching the boy’s closed eyes. It was a long moment before he lifted his gaze to Magiere and
acknowledged her presence. His clothing looked similar to everyone else’s, perhaps with one or two less
layers of grime, but his bearing marked him as the zupan. He pushed through the overcrowded room to
face her.

“I’m Petre Evanko,” he said in a surprisingly soft voice. He motioned to the woman who had greeted
Magiere. “My wife, Anna.”

Magiere politely nodded, but didn’t introduce herself. Mystery was part of the game.

Zupan Petre stood for a moment, taking in her appearance, one that Magiere had carefully tailored long
ago for her work.

Studded-leather armor marked her as warrior too much on the move for anything heavier or bulkier. The
volume of her cloak made it uncertain what might be hiding beneath.

Her thick black hair with its red accents was bound in a long, plain braid, sensible and efficient. Around
her neck hung two strange amulets no one would be able to identify, and which she only left in view when
working a village. She carried a short, pointed pole made of wood, with a leather-covered handle.

Magiere swung the pack off her shoulder, its top flap swinging open as it settled at her feet. Zupan Petre
looked down at the mixed contents of unlabeled jars, urns, and pouches, some of which were filled with
strange herbs and powders. These were all the accoutrements expected for someone who battled the
undead.
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“I’m honored, Zupan Petre,” Magiere said. “Your message reached me two weeks ago. I regret my
delay, but there are so few hunters and so great a demand.”

His expression changed to gratitude. “Don’t apologize. Come and see my son. He’s dying.”

“I’m not a healer,” Magiere quickly interjected. “I can remove your undead, but I can’t cure the damage
already done.”

Anna reached out to touch her cloak. “Please just look at him. You may see something we cannot.”

Magiere glanced at the boy, and then moved closer. The other villagers shuffled out of her way. She was
always careful to explain her limitations and give no one open cause to accuse her of making false
promises. The boy was pale and barely breathing, but Magiere grew puzzled. There were no sores or
fever, no sign of injury or illness.

“How long has he been like this?”

“Two days now,” Anna whispered. “Just like the others.”

“Were they all young boys?”

“No, one older man and two young women.”

No pattern. Magiere stared intently at the sleeping boy and then turned to Anna. “Take off his shirt.”

She waited quietly for Anna to finish before examining the boy’s arms and chest. Then she inspected the
joints of his limbs. His flesh was intact but so pale it seemed almost blue, even in the amber firelight from
the hearth. She lifted his head. Her eyes narrowed slightly at the sight of two 0ozing holes under his left
ear, but she kept her expression guarded.

Her gaze shifted quickly to Zupan Petre’s face. “Have you seen these?”

The zupan’s bristly brows wrinkled in a frown. “Of course. Is that not the way of a vampire, to bleed its
victim through the throat?”

Magiere looked back at the holes. “Yes, but...”

The holes were large, but perhaps it had been a large snake or some kind of serpent. Powerful venom
could account for the pallored skin and shallow breathing.

“Has someone been with him all the time?” she asked.

Petre crossed his arms. “Anna or myself. We would never leave him like this.”
Magiere nodded. “Anyone else?”

“No,” Anna whispered. “Why are you asking such questions?”’

Magiere checked herself and quickly salved their uncertainty. “No two undeads kill in exactly the same
way. Knowing the details will help me prepare.”
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The old woman relaxed visibly, looking almost sheepish, and her husband nodded in approval.

Magiere returned to her pack by the door. Two villagers, who’d been carefully peering over its contents,
quickly stepped back. She laid down her pole and from out of her pack pulled a large brass container, its
shape somewhere between a bowl and an urn, with a fitted hard-leather lid. All over the lid and bowl
were scratches and scribbles of unintelligible symbols.

“I need this to catch the vampire’s spirit. Many undeads are spirit creatures.”

Everyone watched in rapt interest, and when she knew she had their complete attention, she changed the
subject. It was time to talk about price.

“I know your village is suffering, Zupan, but the costs of my materials are high.”

Petre was ready and motioned her to a back room. “My family went door-to-door last week for
donations. We are not rich, but all have helped by giving something.”

He opened the door, and she glanced inside at goods piled upon a canvas quilt spread over the dirt
floor. There were two full slabs of smoke-cured pork, four blocks of white cheese, about twenty eggs,
three wolf pelts, and two small silver symbols—perhaps for some deity who had not answered their
prayers. All in all, it was a very typical first offer.

“I’m sorry,” Magiere said. “You don’t understand. Food is welcome, but the quilt is of no use to me,
and the rest won’t cover my costs. I often work and gain no profit, but I can’t work at a loss. Without
enough coin, I at least need goods I can sell to cover what I spend to make ready for battle. Most of my
materials are rare and costly to acquire and prepare.”

Petre turned white, genuinely shocked. He apparently had thought the offer quite generous. “This is all
we have. | sent my family out begging. You cannot let us die. Or are we now to bargain for our lives?”

“And what good would it do the next village if I left here unable to prepare for their defense?”” she
returned.

This exchange was customary for Magiere, though Zupan Petre appeared to be more intelligent than
other village leaders she’d dealt with in the past. She kept her expression sympathetic but firm. Villagers
almost always had some little treasure hidden away where tax collectors couldn’t find it. It might be a
family heirloom, possibly a small gem or some silver taken off a dead mercenary, but it was here.

“You’ve come all this way, and you’ll do nothing?”” The flesh beneath his eyes was turning gray.

Anna reached out and touched her husband’s shirt. “Give her the seed money, Petre.” Her voice was
quiet, but quivered with fear.

“No,” he answered sharply.

Anna turned to the others, who so far had watched in silence. “What good is seed if we are all dead
before spring?”

Petre breathed in sharply. “How long will we live with nothing to eat next year? How long will we live in
the lord’s dungeons when we cannot pay the tax?”
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Magiere stayed out of this predictable bickering. They would go back and forth, for and against, until
their fears began to win over. Then would follow the hope that if they could just overcome this terror,
something would come later to see them through the next year. She knew these peasants too well. They
were all the same.

A short flurry of arguments ensued, but Magiere busied herself inspecting the contents of her pack and
ignored the discussion, as if the outcome was obvious. Those in favor of keeping the seed coins and
taking a chance with the vampire were soon squelched. The argument faded so quickly it would have
been startling, had Magiere not heard it so many times before.

At first no one spoke. Then a lanky, middle-aged man stepped from the corner of the room to face the
zupan squarely. From the char smudges on his leather apron, he was likely what passed for a blacksmith
in a village of this size.

“Give her the coins, Petre. We have no choice.”

Petre left the hovel and shortly returned, panting. He stared at Magiere with burning eyes, as if she were
now the source of their suffering and not the one summoned to save them.

“Here is what’s left after this year’s taxes.” He threw the bag to her, and she caught it. “Next year there
may be no crop.”

“You are free to watch,” she replied, and several villagers cringed back into the room’s shadows. “I will
control the undead. Stay in your homes and look through the shutters to see how well your seed coins
are spent.”

The hatred in Petre’s eyes faded to be replaced by defeat. “Yes, we will watch you destroy the
monster.”

The rain had subsided slightly. Magiere knelt in the center of the village path, illuminated by two torches,
hafts stuck in the ground to either side of the path. She placed the brass urn firmly on the wet soil and
twisted it a few times until satisfied it was securely settled and would not tip over. Beside it she set a small
wooden mallet.

Anna and two village men were watching from narrow openings in the common cottage’s shutters. A
few other eyes peered from window shutters in hovels and huts around the village. But the zupan would
not be satisfied with a voyeur’s view. He stood within shouting distance, just outside the door where he’d
surrendered the future of his village to a killer of the undead.

Magiere took a bottle from her pack and poured a fine white powder into one palm. She then sifted it
back and forth between her hands. With a sudden flourish, she threw the handful high in the air and
waited. The tiny particles didn’t fall but hung in the air like a vaporous cloud, creating a wondrous glow
all around her as the particles caught the torch light. Gasps from the peasants reached her ears.

From another bottle, she poured red power into her hand and threw that aloft as well, with a wilder
flourish of her arm. It danced between the white particles, contrasting and moving like sand-grain fireflies.

Magiere stood in silence, eyes closed for a moment. She opened them again without looking at anything
particular. Amid the hovering powders, her pale skin and dark hair made her seem a wraith of light,
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unliving, as if she were transformed to something kin to the night creatures she hunted. Each time a swirl
of red power in the air drifted by her head, its sparkling reflection of the torchlight echoed in her tresses
with streaks of crimson. She reached down and picked up the stake, holding the leather grip tightly.

“The red calls the beast, like blood,” she shouted. “It can’t resist.” She lowered herself to a crouch,
braid falling forward over her left shoulder, and stared up the path where she knew the creature would
come.

A pale flicker darted between the buildings.
Her finger pointed to a decrepit hovel ten paces down the path ahead of her. “There! See, it comes!”

With the fingertips of her free hand, she flipped the lid off the brass urn and grabbed another bottle of
red powder, flinging the contents into the air around her.

Without warning, something solid collided with her back, knocking her forward with enough force to
daze her. Behind her, Anna screamed. Magiere spit out mud and spun on the ground out of the
attacker’s way. She scrambled back to a crouch, turning in all directions to see what had hit her. The
path lay empty.

For long moments she turned from side to side, watching between the huts of the village for any sign of
movement. The zupan had backed up against the common cottage door, eyes wide, but he remained
outside, watching.

“What in—"

It hit again from the side, pitching her back down. Water soaked through her leggings and washed over
her armor as she skidded across the mud, until her shoulder struck the haft of one torch stuck in the
ground. The torch toppled and sizzled out.

Magiere was up again, searching. The shadows around her deepened with only one torch still burning.

She could hear window shutters slamming closed amid shouts and wails as the villagers panicked. A
passing glimpse as she spun about showed that even Petre had now stepped inside the door, ready to
slam it shut if need be. The zupan shouted, “There, to your left!”

A blur appeared in the corner of her sight, and she ducked a swinging arm. She made a grab for it as it
passed. “No more games,” she hissed under her breath.

Her hand closed over woolen material, and she jerked back.

There came a sharp tear as her own force strained against that of her attacker, but the fabric held.
Unable to keep her balance, her body twisted to the side as she and her opponent both spun about when
she refused to let go of its garment. They hit the ground together, each scrambling in the mud for a
foothold. She turned on one knee to face it and readied the stake. Its head lifted in the torchlight.

Thin and filthy, its flesh glowed as white as the first of her floating powders. Silver-blond hair swung in
muddied tendrils around a narrow, dirt-splattered face with slanted amber eyes and slightly pointed ears.

The cape she had managed to grasp hung in rotted tatters around its shoulders.

Magiere scuttled back two steps, still gripping the leather-handled stake, and tried to find better footing
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without taking her eyes off the white figure.

It charged again, moving fast. A claw hand slipped inside her guard and snatched the tail of her braid.
They were both soaked in rain and mud, making all movements slick and desperate. She fell to the
ground, on purpose this time, and rolled. When their tumble finished, Magiere came up on top and
rammed downward with her stake, holding it as tightly as possible.

Blood sprayed upward from its chest as it thrashed on the ground, screaming in a keening wail. Magiere
bit down on her own tongue by accident in an effort to hold the thing down, stake securely in its heart.

The creature thrashed wildly, clawing at the stake. Its torso arched, half lifting Magiere off the ground,
and a guttural scream came up from deep in its throat. Then its body went slack and splashed back down
in the mud.

Magiere held on until the creature was completely still, then quickly scrambled to the brass urn. Picking it
up, she snatched the mallet and swung it hard against the container’s side.

A piercing clang reverberated in the air. Magiere dashed around to the far side of the body, striking the
container again and again. Standing in the cottage doorway, the zupan clapped his hands over his ears
against the painful clamor. As the last clang faded, Magiere slapped the lid tightly over the brass jar,
sealing it. She stood there, the village quiet except for her own panting.

Zupan Petre started to rush forward, perhaps to see the monster close up, or to offer some assistance,
but she held out her hand to keep him back.

“No,” she gasped, weaving back and forth in exhaustion. “Stay where you are. Even slain, they can be
dangerous.”

“Hunter...” Petre searched for words, his expression a mix of emotions. “Have you ever seen such a
beast?”

Looking at the blood-soaked form on the muddy ground, Magiere shook her head. “No, Zupan, I have
not.”

As the zupan watched in stunned silence, Magiere pulled a rope and dusty canvas out of her pack. The
canvas was mottled with dark stains long dried into the fabric. She wrapped the corpse in it, tying a rope
loop around the ankles of the bundled body. Then she quickly gathered her equipment into the pack and
slung it over one shoulder. The sealed brass jar was cradled under her arm.

“It is over then?”” asked Petre.

“No.” Magiere took hold of the rope. “Now I must properly dispose of the remains and send its spirit to
final rest. In the morning, you will be free.”

“Do you need help?” Petre Evanko seemed hesitant to ask, but would not let his fear hold him back.

“I must be alone for this,” she answered bluntly, making her answer a command to be obeyed. “The
spirit will not go willingly. It will fight to live again—fight harder than what you’ve seen here—and should
there be another body nearby to take for its own, all of my efforts will be wasted. No one enters the
woods until morning, or I won’t be responsible for what happens. If all goes well, we will not see each
other again.”
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Petre nodded his understanding. “Our thanks, Hunter.” Magiere said nothing more as she headed into
the woods, dragging the corpse behind her.

Mud had seeped into every available opening in Magiere’s armor and clothing. The grit against her skin,
combined with the long walk hauling the body and her equipment deep into the woods, put her in an
irritable mood. She stepped out of the trees into a small clearing and looked behind herself once more. It
would be a shame to have to kill some foolish villager, but she saw no sign of anyone and could hear
nothing but the natural speech of the trees in the wind. She dropped her burdens.

A low rumble of a growl came from the bushes at the clearing’s far side, and Magiere stiffened. Leaves
shivered, and a huge dog stepped out into the open. Though he was tall and wolfish in build and color, his
grays were a little bluer and his whites a little brighter than any wolf’s. Strange eyes of near silver-blue
glittered back at Magiere. With a low grunt, the animal looked toward the bundle on the ground behind
her.

“Oh, be quiet, Chap,” she muttered. “After all this time you ought to know my sound.”

Magiere’s spine arched suddenly as she felt two feet slam into her back. Her eyelids snapped wide open
in cold surprise and she slid across the clearing’s wet mulch floor, thumping up against the base of a
maple. She scrambled to her feet. Across the clearing, thrashing its way out of the stained canvas, stood
the white figure with the stake through its heart.

“Damn you, Magiere! That hurt.” He reached down to grip the butt of the stake. “You didn’t oil it
properly, did you?”

Magiere rushed across the clearing and kicked his feet out from under him. The slender figure dropped
on his back with a grunt, and she was on top of him, pinning his arms to the ground with her knees. Both
her hands wrapped tightly around the butt of the stake.

Anger swelled up inside her like a fever. Strands of muddy, rain-soaked hair clung to her face as she
glared down at the white figure beneath her. She jerked the stake up.

“You irritating half-wit!” she snapped. “If you’d stuck to the plan and not sent me rolling around in the
muck, maybe the sheath wouldn’t have jammed with grit.”

Where there had once been a point on the stake, there was now nothing. The stake stopped at the
bottom edge of the leather-wrapped butt. Magiere gave a quick glance into the hollow bottom of the
stake, then banged it against an exposed tree root. There came a sharpsnap-knock as the pointed end
sprang out of the hollow and back into place.

“What were you doing back there?”” She grabbed the front of his shirt. ““You know better than that,
Leesil. We do it the same way every time. No changes, no mistakes. Just what is your problem?”

Leesil’s head dropped back to the ground. He stared up into the canopy of trees with a melancholy sigh
that was far too exaggerated for Magiere’s taste.

“It’s the same thing all the time,” he whined. “I’'m bored!”
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“Oh, get up,” she snapped, and rolled off her companion. She tossed the stake down by her things and
reached under a bush to pull out a second pack and a tin lantern. The lantern was still lit—by Leesil
before he came into the village for their performance. She opened the shutter, turned the knob to extend
the wick, and the light increased a small portion.

Leesil sat up and began opening the front of his ragged shirt. Below the neckline, the true color of his
skin showed—not corpse white but a warm tan. He itched at the white powder on his throat. Across his
chest was strapped a burst leather bag still dripping with dark red dye. It was caked with a mound of
wax that had held the collapsed stake in place on his chest, giving the appearance that he’d been
impaled. He winced as he untied the twine holding the assemblage in place.

“You’re supposed to attack from the front, where I can see you.” Magiere’s voice rose slightly as she
rolled up the stained canvas and rope she’d used to drag Leesil out of the village. “And where did you
learn to skulk like that? I couldn’t see you at all at first.”

“Look at this,” Leesil answered in astonished disgust, wiping the dye off himself with one hand. “I’ve got
a big, red welt in the middle of my chest.”

Chap, the large hound, strolled over to sit by Leesil. Sniffing at the white powder on his face, the dog let
out a disgruntled whine.

“Serves you right,” Magiere answered. She stuffed canvas, rope, and brass urn into her pack, then lifted
the bundle over her shoulder. “Now pick up the lantern and let’s leave. [ want to make the bend in the
river before we camp. We’re still too close to the village to stop for the night.”

Chap barked and began fidgeting on all fours. Leesil patted him briefly.
“And keep him quiet,” Magiere added, looking at the dog.

Leesil picked up his pack and the lantern and started off after Magiere, with Chap ranging along beside,
weaving his own way amongst the undergrowth.

It seemed to take them little time to cover the distance, and Magiere was relieved when they
approached the bend of the Vudrask River. They were now far enough from the village to safely settle
for the night and build a fire. She turned inward, away from the open bank of the river, and picked a
clearing in the forest that was still well hidden by brush, out of plain view. Leesil immediately headed
back to the river’s edge to wash up, with Chap following along, and Magiere remained to build a small
fire. When Leesil returned, he looked more himself, though not exactly normal by most standards. His
appearance was something Magiere had grown accustomed to, even before he’d told her of his mother’s
heritage.

His skin was indeed a medium tan, rather than the white of the powder, and made Magiere feel pale by
comparison. But his hair was another matter—so blond as to seem pure white in the dark. There was
little need to powder it for a village performance. Long tresses with a yellow-white sheen hung to his
shoulders. And then there was the slight oblong shape of his ears, not quite pointed at the top, and the
narrow suggestion of a slant to his amber-brown eyes beneath high, thin eyebrows the color of his hair.

Magiere had noted several times how much the lithe man was like a negative reflection of her own
appearance. Most of the time, Leesil kept his hair tied up out of sight in a scarf wrap that also hid the
tops of his ears. His mother’s people were so rare in this part of the land that he and Magiere felt his
mixed heritage might create undue attention—which would not be good considering his role in their
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profession.

Once settled around a comfortable fire and half-wrapped in a blanket, Leesil reached into his pack and
pulled out a wineskin.

Magiere glanced at him. “I thought you were out.”

He smiled. “I picked up a few necessities in that town we passed through a day back.”
“I hope you used your own money.”

“Of course.” Leesil paused. “Speaking of money, how did we do back there?”

Magiere opened the small bag and began counting out coins. She passed over two-fifths of the take to

Leesil, keeping the lord’s share for herself. Leesil never argued, since Magiere was the one who had to
deal directly with all the villages. He tucked his coins into a pouch on his belt, then tipped his head back
for a long guzzle, squeezing the wine sack as he swallowed.

“Don’t get drunk,” Magiere warned. “It’s not long until dawn, and I don’t want you sleeping until noon
when we should be moving.”

Leesil scowled back at her, then belched. “Calm down. This is the best of it, money in our pockets and
time to relax.” He scooted back from the fire to lean against the remains of a toppled tree stump and
closed his eyes.

The fire crackled and popped. Chap lay down close to Leesil. Magiere settled back, allowing some of
the tension in her shoulders to ebb away. In moments like this, she couldn’t remember how many nights
had passed since the first such evening. If she actually took the time to count it out, they couldn’t have
been at the game for more than a few years. She rubbed an aching muscle in the back of her neck. This
was a better life than the one she’d been born to— which would have consisted of a quick old age from
being worked to death on the farm. Still, Leesil’s unexpected change of strategy and his “playfulness”
tonight seemed like an omen, leaving her fearful about her carefully planned future. A future she had not
yet mentioned to him. It dawned on her that she was being as foolishly superstitious as the peasants she
scorned, but the uneasiness would not fade. Perhaps it was just the way she had been raised.

Born in the nearby country of Droevinka, Magiere never knew her father, but throughout her childhood
she learned bits and pieces about him. As a transient noble vassal, he ruled the peasants for the lords and
collected rents due on land plots, staying in one place for months or sometimes years, but eventually
always moving onward to wherever his higher lord sent him. Few had seen him except on early night
collections, after daylight faded, and everyone could be found in their hovels and cottages, retired from
labor. Her mother was just a young woman from a village near the barony house. The nobleman took her
for his mistress, and she remained mostly out of sight for nearly a year.

Rumors of her mother’s fate were whispered about the village, but the little-known truth was all too
mundane. Some told tales of glimpsing her on the manor grounds in the evening, pale and listless. It was
during the later half of her stay at the barony house that some noticed she was with child. She died giving
birth to a girl child, and the nobleman was ordered onward to a new fief. Not wishing to be burdened
with an illegitimate daughter, he gave the infant to her mother’s sister and disappeared. It was this aunt
who had named her Magiere, after her mother, Magelia. None of the villagers even knew Magiere’s
father’s name. The chasm between classes was wide. He had power. They did not. That was all anyone
needed to know.
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Aunt Bigja tried to be kind and treat her as family, but the other villagers were not so inclined. The fact
that her father was noble and had simply taken one of the village’s few pretty young women—simply
because he could—was cause enough for people to want someone, anyone, to punish. He was gone,
and Magiere remained. And yet there was more to it than simple resentment.

Whispers, fearful stares, and rude calls were frequent whenever she walked past the other villagers.
They would not let their children have anything to do with her. The only one who had tried—Geshan, a
goatherder’s son—ended up with a severe beating and warnings to stay away from the “dark-begotten”
child. Something about her father had frightened them, something more than just his position of dealing
legal life and death. At first, she wanted to know everything, to know what had been so frightening about
him and why they all shunned her so.

Aunt Bieja once said with sympathy, “They fear your father was something unnatural,” but that was as
far as she’d go.

Finally, Magiere grew less curious about her parents, and she began to hate the villagers for their
superstitions and their ignorance. With the passing of years, little enlightenment came and hostilities
toward her increased. In the end, she cared nothing for her past and grew hard toward those around her.

When she turned sixteen, Aunt Bieja took her aside, pulled a locked wooden box from under the bed,
and presented it to her. Inside the box was a bundle, wrapped in oilcloth against the wet climate, which
held a falchion, two strange amulets, and studded leather armor suitable for a young man. One of the
amulets was a topaz stone set in pewter. It was simply hung on a leather string. The other amulet was a
small half-oval with tin backing that held what seemed to be a chip of bone with unrecognizable writing
carved carefully into it. Unlike the other, this one was strung on a chain that passed through the squared
side of the amulet, so that its oval half hung down with the bone side always outward.

“I suppose he expected a son,” Aunt Bieja said, referring to Magiere’s mysterious father. “But you might
be able to sell them for something.”

Magiere lifted the falchion. It was exceptionally light for its look, and the blade gleamed even in the low
candlelight of the room. A small glyph like a letter—but from no language she knew—had been carved
into the base of the hilt. The shining metal suggested that Aunt Bieja had kept it polished over the years,
but there was a thick coating of dust over the box it had been stored in, which indicated the contents had
not been disturbed in a long time. The blade might bring a good price at market, but Magiere’s thoughts
began to ran a different course from that night onward. It was a late spring night when she slipped out of
the village, never once looking back.

There had to be something better in the world ... something better than stepping outside each day to see
faces filled with hatred, or people who pretended they didn’t see her. She cared neither for her unknown
past, nor any kind of future with such a wretched lot. Loneliness would be bearable if she were actually
alone.

The following years had been hard, moving from town to town, working at anything to stay alive, and
learning the things she wanted to know—how to fight, where to hunt for food, and how to turn coin from
the foolish and unwary. There was little work for a young woman on the move, and she nearly starved to
death twice. But she would not go home. She would never go back home.

Her hatred of superstition never faded. She became even more aware of how superstitious the people of
the land were and how common from place to place. It was easy in the end to choose the specific things
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to exploit. Most of all, people feared the dark and death, and more so anything connected to both. The
idea for “the game” didn’t just come to her suddenly. It developed in stages as she began to realize she
might make a living by playing on fear, the same kind of fear which had once ostracized her.

At first, she worked alone, convincing peasants that vampires were often spirit creatures that could be
trapped and destroyed. The elaborate display of floating powders, fake charms and incantations made
ignorant villagers actually believe she could trap undeads in the brass urn. She even worked out the trick
of the dye in the wineskin, so that she could terrify her customers with sudden bleeding wounds as she
wrestled with invisible attackers. In the areas she traveled, she would set up a place in one town for
messages, usually a well-patronized tavern rife with gossip, where her exploits would be passed quickly
on a wave of whispers. Outside just such a place was where she’d met Leesil for the first time. He was
very good at what he did. So good, she really shouldn’t have caught him.

Walking away from a tavern in the evening, she felt a sudden trembling itch at the small of her back run
up her spine and into her head. The whole night around her appeared to come alive as her senses
heightened, and sheheard rather than felt the hand digging in the cloth sack over her shoulder. When she
turned and snatched the wrist, ready to deal with this thief, there was complete surprise on his face—a
strange, tan face with glittering amber eyes beneath high, thin blond eyebrows.

Magiere couldn’t remember exactly what they said to ease out of that tense moment. Perhaps it had
been a mutual recognition of their special talents. Leesil’s unusual appearance mingled with the schemes
in her thoughts. She’d never actually seen an elf before, as they were not known to travel and lived far to
the north. The combination of his human and elven blood created an exotic look in face and form. They
spent a wine-soaked evening of conversation, during which he took off his head scarf and allowed her to
see his ears. The next morning, they left town together, along with a strange wolfish dog Leesil had with
him. That was four years ago.

The fire cracked again. Chap lifted his head and whined, staring into the darkness.

“Stop it,” Leesil slurred, halfway through his flask by this point. “There’s nothing out there.” He
scratched the back of the dog’s neck, and Chap turned to lick at his face until he had to push the
animal’s muzzle away.

Magiere leaned over and looked out into the forest. Chap didn’t usually fuss about nothing, but still, he
was a dog. More than likely he’d just heard a squirrel or a hare.

“I don’t see anything,” she said, and turned back to the fire. In the red light, she remembered the dimly lit
common cottage and the two unexplainable oozing holes in the neck of Zupan Petre’s son. Her head
began to ache. She dreaded the discussion she’d planned to have with Leesil. For a month, she’d been
putting it off, always waiting for a better time. But this last job made her wonder how much longer she
could stall. She was getting tired of it all, and Leesil was getting careless. Things were becoming a little
too unpredictable.

“Before you drink too much, we need to talk,” she said quietly.
“I never drink too much, always just enough.” He squirted another mouthful from the wineskin. He was
about to take another gulp, when the tone of her voice made him stop halfway. He lowered the wineskin.

“What about?”

She reached inside her pack and took out a folded parchment, slightly crumpled. “There’s a bank in
Belaski where I put money when we pass through, and where I have messages sent to wait for my next
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visit.”

Leesil’s expression went blank. “Messages? What are you talking about?”

She held out the folded parchment to him. “This is from a land merchant.”

Leesil took the parchment, slack jawed with surprise. “You’ve been hoarding money away?”

“He’s been looking for a certain kind of tavern for me, somewhere along the coast... seems he’s found
one.” She paused. “I’m buying a tavern in a Belaskian town called Miiska.”

Leesil blinked as if he didn’t understand a word. “What?”

“I didn’t want to tell you until the right place was found. I never planned to run the hunter game forever,
and I’'m tired.”

“You saved money?” Leesil shook his head. “T don’t believe it. All I've got is what’s in my pouch.”

Magiere rolled her eyes. “That’s because you drink it all, or waste it at a card table.”

Then she heard him suck in his breath and the words began to flow.

“Just like that?”” he nearly shouted, ignoring her answer.

“No warning. Not even a ‘By the way, Leesil, I’'ve been saving for a tavern.” And you never mention it.
How much have you been putting ... no, never mind. We’re in this together. I say we do four or five
more villages and then talk about quitting.”

“I’m done,” she answered softly. “I want something of my own.”

“What about me?”

“You’ll like the town,” she rushed in. “We just head for the coast and turn south. It’s ten leagues down
the coast from the capital city of Bela. I’ll handle the drinks. You can run the gaming. I’ve heard you talk
about running a faro table ... every time you lose your last coin at one.”

Leesil waved her off with his hand and a disgruntled scowl.

“Chap can watch over things,” she continued, the dog lifting his head at his name. “We’ll sleep inside
every night and stop taking all these risks.”

“No! I’'m not ready to quit.”
“You’ll be the card master...”
“It’s too soon.”

“...awarm bed, plenty of ale and mead ...

“I don’t want to hear any more.”
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“... and mulled wine from our own hearth.”

Leesil became quiet. She could see him working his thoughts, examining the possibilities. He wasn’t
stupid, quite the opposite. Finally, he let out an exasperated grunt, or perhaps it was a burp.

“Can we talk about this in the morning?”” he asked. Still sulking, he took another long drink.
“Yes, if you like.”

And with that, Leesil rolled his back to the fire. Magiere leaned over, snatched up the parchment he’d
never even bothered to look at, and tucked it away again inside her vestment. As she settled down,
Leesil suddenly sat up and looked about as if lost, startling Chap to his feet.

“How could you have saved that much money?” he blurted out in confused exasperation.
“Oh, shut up and go to sleep,” Magiere snapped.
Leesil rolled over again, grumbling under his breath.

Sleep wouldn’t come quickly enough, and Magiere felt restless and anxious. Leesil wasn’t going to easily
give in to this sudden change of plans. That much she’d expected, but he was at least thinking about it
now. It wouldn’t be too hard, she hoped, to push him the rest of the way, though it might take a little
while. Waiting until he had coin in his pocket was the best time. With an empty purse, he would have
been more resistant, wanting to wait for another ill-gotten windfall.

Magiere watched the small fingers of fire dancing before her. She noticed Chap had not curled up next
to Leesil as he usually did, but sat a little ways apart, looking off into the trees. Finally fed up with
watching him watch nothing, she closed her eyes. She didn’t see him shift his place, taking position to the
side of the fire, equally near both Leesil and herself.

Out in the thickness of the forest, something moved. From tree trunk, to bush, to snag-fall, to tree trunk,
it darted closer to the wisp of firelight. It settled behind an aging oak with scales of fungus sprouting from
its sides and peered into the clearing where two forms slept quietly. Between them was a dog, its body
somehow shimmering too brightly in the watcher’s vision for a normal hound. But the hidden watcher
gave the animal no more notice when it focused its eyes of pinprick lights close upon the woman lying
beneath a wool blanket.

Her pale skin now glistened in the firelight, and highlights of blood red ran in her dark hair.

“Hunter,” it whispered to itself and choked back laughter with a swallow as fingers tickled their claws
down the bark of the oak.

Chapter Two

Chap lay with his long head down, nose just shy of his paw tips. His half-open eyes rarely blinked as he
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stared relentlessly into the darkness around the camp. Above the whisper of leaves and grass in the
breeze came Magiere’s light breathing and Leesil’s soft, drunken snore.

The fire burned low in the late night, a pocket of molten-colored embers sprouting the occasional flicker
of flame. The camp was well flanked by large trees in a black forest wall. Not far away, sounds of the
Vudrask River, swollen with spring rains, gurgled as water splashed against rocks in its steady, ceaseless
flow. Magiere rolled over on her blanket with a low murmur. Wisps of her hair loosened from its braid
and caught in smudges of leftover dried mud on her face. Chap glanced at her once and then resumed his

vigil.

Movement flashed between two trees a half dozen leaps outside of the camp.

Chap raised his head and growled for the first time since his companions had settled down to sleep.
Silver-blue and gray hairs rose on his neck, and his jowls wrinkled until teeth showed between his lips.
The rumbling growl swelled into a snarl. Magiere struggled in her sleep, but didn’t awaken.

Another quick blur passed in the darkness.

Haunches, shoulders, and leg muscles tensed. Chap dropped his head down again, growing silent, and
inched forward along the ground.

A white face with eyes like glistening stone appeared above a bush two leaps out. It stared at Magiere.

Chap launched forward with a high-pitched snarl. In the time it takes to lick a muzzle clean with the
tongue, the forest wall covered him from sight.

Magiere woke in a panic and thrashed off her blanket in time to see Chap’s rapidly moving body
disappear into the forest. She jerked her falchion from its sheath in confusion, still heavy with sleep as she
wondered what noise had broken through her exhaustion.

“Leesil, wake up,” she said quickly. “Chap is gone... after something.”

The dog rarely barked unless threatened. He never attacked unless ordered to do so by Leesil, and in
the years Magiere had known him, the hound had never abandoned camp.

An eerie, hate-filled cry floated through the forest from somewhere near the river. It was nothing she
could imagine coming from a dog’s throat.

“Leesil... did you hear me?”” She got to her feet. “Something is out there.” Her amulets brushed against
her companion’s shoulder as she leaned over him and snapped, “Get up!”

He murmured something and rolled away from her. The wineskin lay empty beside him.
“You drunken sot,” she said in frustration.
Another raging cry echoed low through the trees, and this time she knew it was Chap. She hesitated for

a moment as she considered whether or not she should leave Leesil alone. Then she charged into the
forest toward the sound.
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Something had spooked the dog so badly that he’d attacked without orders or even bothering to wake
the camp. Visions of Stravinan wolf packs tearing him apart pushed Magiere to move faster. She
smashed through low-hanging branches and underbrush, the sound of the river growing stronger ahead.

He wasn’t even her dog, but he’d thrown his own body between hers and danger enough times that the
thought of him being hurt bothered her more than she expected. The strange wailing snarl she’d heard
earlier mingled with Chap’s usual growling bark, but the closer she got to the river, the more the gurgling
rush of water made it difficult to get a bearing on the dog’s location.

Magiere called out as she ran, “Chap, where are you?”

She had no torch, but the nearly full moon gave just enough light to distinguish some passage through the
forest. Twice she tripped, catching herself with her free hand while gripping the falchion tightly with the
other. The earlier bungled fight with Leesil had left her muscles sore. She cursed the overzealous hound,
from both frustration and concern. Through the trees she caught the glitter of moonlight on rippling water.

“Chap!” she called again, rushing forward.

A flicker of white passed through the left corner of her vision and she stopped. From the same direction
came the sound of Chap’s chopped barks. Magiere ran toward the sound, only to have it move off to the
right, again toward the river. The forest broke into a small clearing upon the river’s shore. What she saw
caused her legs to freeze. Even from behind Chap, she could see the dark stains around his neck and
shoulders. She moved wide to his left, not wanting to startle him.

His muzzle was smeared and dripping, and though it was too dark to tell the color, she knew it was
blood. Whatever fur on his body wasn’t matted and wet stood straight out, making him look even larger
than usual. The lips of his muzzle were pulled back, showing teeth in a shuddering snarl. Magiere’s head
turned slightly toward the dog’s quarry, trapped against the river’s edge.

Man-shaped, it crouched in the mud and gravel, hands placed flat on the ground as if it could move on
all fours if it so wished. Shreds of a shirt hung from its torso where Chap had torn at it. Trickles of blood
ran from wounds down the arms and chest of this moon-colored man. The dark hair hanging to his
shoulders appeared out of place, as if he’d been carved from pale wood with blackened corn silk placed
on his head as an afterthought. The stringy hair shadowed his face, but his eyes shone as if reflecting a
nonexistent light. He lifted one emaciated hand to stare at the gashes of teeth marks ringing his wrist.
Small gnarled nails, like misbegotten claws, extended from each fingertip.

“Not possible ... just dog ... but its touch burns.” The man’s voice was filled with surprise. “Filthy
mongrel...” he hissed in anger, “could not hurt Parko, not like this.”

Glowing eyes turned away from his wounds as he became aware of Magiere’s presence. The man’s
head began to tilt to one side, then farther and farther still, until it nearly rested upon his shoulder like an

owl as he stared at Magiere. Hair fell away from his long face, and she tightened her grip on the falchion.

Sunken cheeks and eye sockets made dark pockets in skin as white as a cave grub’s. Some illness had
wasted him away to thin muscle and bone.

“Hunter?” he said with a sharp intake of breath, voice sweet and tonal. His head tilted farther sideways,
then crow-chatter laughter erupted from his throat. “Hunter!”

Magiere felt cold and fearful at that word. The man knew of her, or at least knew why she’d come to
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this place, yet she had never seen him before.

He dodged left, springing from all fours.

“Chap, stay back,” Magiere ordered, but not quickly enough.

Chap mirrored the man’s movement, but before he landed, the white figure reversed direction in a
forward leap to the right. Chap’s front legs gave in the loose gravel as he tried to twist back. He toppled,
skidding in a clatter on the river’s rocky beach. Magiere saw the man’s movement, right then left, then
her eyes flicked toward Chap as the dog fell. She blinked.

The man was in the air coming down upon her.

Magiere ducked and rolled forward along the ground, passing under the airborne arc of the man. There
was no time to ponder how he moved so fast or leaped so far. She spun and came up with her back to
the river in time to see her assailant twist in the air, already facing her again. His feet barely touched the
ground before he lunged at her.

Magiere swung the falchion in a fast, short slash between herself and her attacker. It was a feeble attack,
but she hadn’t intended it to strike home. All she wanted was to scare him off. It would do no good to
kill a local villager now, after she’d successfully worked her way out of Leesil’s little impromptu
performance.

The white man ducked and hopped to the side, avoiding the blade. She took advantage and shifted the
opposite way to get her back away from the river. The man’s disturbing laugh echoed off the surrounding
trees.

“Poor hunter,” he moaned playfully, raising fingers with stained nails and straightening from his crouch.
Magiere took a step back. “I just want the dog. I don’t want to hurt you.”

He laughed again, eyes half closed until their glow resembled sparkling slashes in his face.

“Of course, you don’t,” the man said, his voice as hollow as his cheeks.

Then he sprang.

It was the same dream, but this time wine-soaked slumber couldn’t wash it away.

Leesil, only twelve years old, squatted on the floor of the dark room beneath his parents’ home, listening
to his father’s lesson.

“Here—" his father pointed to the base of the human skull in his hand—*"is where thin straight blades can
be applied while the individual is distracted. This will cause instant and silent death in most large-skulled
humanoids.”

Father rolled the skull over to expose the opening where the spine would have been attached.

“It is a most difficult stroke. If you fail to execute it correctly”—he scowled briefly at Leesil—“a hard


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

side stroke on withdrawal may save you before the target can make any sound. Always use the stiletto or
similar thin strong blades for this—never a dagger or knife. Wide blades will jam in the base of the skull,
or be deflected by the top vertebrae.”

The man stared at his son. A thick, peppered beard hid the lower half of his thin angular face. He held
out the skull. Young Leesil looked at it, but mostly noticed how slender and almost delicate his father’s
hands were, so graceful in everything they did, no matter how vicious.

“Do you understand?”” his father asked.

Leesil looked up, the stiletto in his own hand a little too large for a boy. In waking hours, he remembered
nodding silently in answer to his father’s question, but the dream was always different than memory. He
was about to take the bone skull, but hesitated.

“No, Father,” young Leesil answered, “I don’t understand.”

Out of the shadows rose a second figure, seeming to sprout from the dark ground in the corner of the
room. She was tall, slightly more so than his father, and delicately slender, with skin the honey-brown of
Leesil’s own, though smooth and more perfect than any person’s he had ever seen. Long hair and
narrow, feathery eyebrows glistened pale gold like threads of a sunlit spiderweb. The points of her ears
rarely showed from beneath those polished tresses. Her large amber-brown eyes slanted up at the sides,
matching the angle of her brows.

“The proper answer is yes, Leesil,” she said in her sweet voice, a loving mother’s admonishment for
misbehavior.

Her eyes looked calmly down at him and made him ache inside for want of pleasing her, even when it
made him sick inside to do what she asked.

“Yes, Mother ... yes, Father,” he whispered. “I understand.”

Leesil rolled over in his sleep and moaned, pulled suddenly awake, but uncertain what had interrupted
his slumber. For a moment, he was grateful for whatever had roused him. His head hurt from exhaustion
and too much wine. He’d drunk too little to block out the dream on this night, yet barely enough to
achieve slumber. With his vision blurred, it took several moments for him to realize the camp around him

lay empty.
“Magiere?” he called. “Chap?”
There was no answer. Fear began to clear the alcohol daze from his thoughts.

From a distance came a wailing he couldn’t call human or animal. Leesil pulled himself to his feet, shoved
two stilettos up his sleeves into wrist sheathes, and staggered through the forest toward the sound.

Magiere shifted away again, holding her assailant at bay with short swipes of her blade, which wouldn’t
break her guard. Her breath was coming harder now from exhaustion, but all her feints and maneuvers
hadn’t discouraged her opponent. He ducked and dodged each swing, grinning one moment, or letting
out a short, cackling laugh as he hopped and danced. Her foot brushed something low to the ground, a
bush or a downed branch, and she realized he’d maneuvered her back toward the trees.
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Panic rose in her throat. She’d barely managed to keep him at bay, not taking her eyes from him for fear
he’d make another leap that she couldn’t stop. If she had to concentrate on not losing her footing in the
forest, she’d either stumble and fall or, worse, get distracted and lose her guard.

“Hunter, hunter,” the white man sang as he leaped to her right, landing in a crouch, all fours poised
together. “Come catch your prey!”

Panic became tinged with anger.

Playing his game was a losing battle, and she began to suspect that this fever-maddened villager
somehow knew more of her occupation than he should. Still, she preferred to avoid killing him if at all
possible. A madman babbling about a charlatan hunter of the dead would be a questionable accuser. A
dead body cut down with a sword on the night she’d passed by would raise many questions, perhaps
enough for the villagers to insist that the local lord hunt her down. Magiere settled herself, waiting for him
to move again and looking for an opening to bludgeon him unconscious with the flat of her blade.

A whining growl came from the riverside, and she remembered Chap tumbling hard to the ground.
Reflexively, both Magiere and the man glanced to the side, then back quickly enough to see the other’s
mistake. He lunged, hooked fingers aimed for her throat. Magiere had no time to think and acted on
instinct. She brought the falchion down in a sharp slash.

The claw-hand missed its mark, slamming into her chest. The sword blade smacked against his

collarbone. Fingernails scraped across leather armor. Sharp steel slit away tattered cloth and bit into
white flesh.

Magiere felt the ground jerked from under her feet as she was knocked backward. Her head and back
slammed against a tree trunk, and she tumbled dizzily to the side, landing hard on the ground. Her heart
pounded one beat as she waited for the weight of her opponent to land upon her, but it didn’t come.
Magiere looked up, trying to will her vision to clear.

The white man stood over her. His wide eyes stared down at the shallow wound running across his chest
as if the thought of the blade harming him had never entered his thoughts until that moment. Sickly humor
vanished as his face twisted into a mask of anger.

“Not possible ...” he murmured.

There was no more hope for not killing the man. Magiere tightened her grip and tried to lift the falchion
to protect herself. Before she could finish, the man jerked from his stupor and fell upon her. One bony
hand grabbed her throat, pinning her neck to the ground. She tried to swing the falchion at his head, but
he caught her wrist and smashed it down as well.

“You cannot do this to me,” he snarled at her. “Not possible!”

Magiere’s vision blurred again as his hand squeezed tighter around her throat.

“You cannot hurt Parko.” It was a denial more than anything else.

She could feel the dizziness growing from lack of air. With the spinning of the forest came the sensation
of cold seeping into her flesh. The fingers around her throat seemed to squeeze the heat from her body.
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Magiere struck out with her free hand, at the oval haze of the man’s head. Her fist stopped on impact,
and the blow sent a jarring shock through her arm that made her shoulder ache. His head barely moved.
She wrapped her hand across the blurred face and pushed as hard as she could.

His flesh felt as unyielding as the bone across which it was stretched, and a cold sensation seeped into
her again through her hand.

Terror rose in Magiere as the white face faded completely from view and she knew she was not far from
unconsciousness. The cold burrowed deeper until she felt it in her chest, until even her fear wavered and
was smothered in the sensation. The chill seeped in from her throat as well, and the wrist of her pinned
sword arm.

A twinge inside her answered the growing cold.

It didn’t come from the life fading from her body, but instead wormed out of some hidden place inside
her, moving through her restlessly. It stirred a rising fever that slipped from bone to muscle to nerve,
leaving tingling heat behind wherever it passed. Finally settling in her stomach, heat turned into a knot of
growing ache even the cold couldn’t blot out, then spread up her throat. A hollow opened inside of her,
waiting to be filled.

It made her... hungry.

Magiere felt starved. A desire built on mounting rage sought a way to end the hunger. Crushing the life
from her attacker would end that hunger.

She pushed against the man’s head. This time, it gave just a little.

Hunger spread out from her stomach, worming its way through her limbs until it seared away fatigue and
fear, consuming the chill from the man’s touch. She tried to lift her weapon arm and felt her wrist slowly
leave the ground against the pressure of the white man’s grip. In her darkness, she heard a frenzied hiss
escape her assailant’s lips as he released her throat to pull at her grip on his face. Magiere gasped in air,
filling her lungs.

“No ... no ... no!” he screeched. “You are no match for Parko.”

Straining against his grip, she could neither swing the blade, nor force her other hand back to his head.
His body began to jerk forward, accompanied by a strange snapping sound. As her vision began to
return, she made out the blurred oval of his head surging toward her face—click— then back and in
again—crack—straining against her own pushing force. The sound was an animal’s jaws snapping
closed.

She realized what he was doing. With their grips meshed, he was desperately trying the only thing left to
break the deadlock. He was trying to bite her.

Magiere arched her back, pushing her face up and away out of reach, then shoved hard with both arms.
A vicious snarl came from her left, and her body was suddenly dragged along the ground for half a foot.
The white man let out a wail of anger as his grip on her wrists faltered, and Magiere lost her
concentration in trying to understand what had just happened.

She caught sight of Chap flying in from her left, striking the man and rebounding away. The man’s body
jerked hard to the right, and again Magiere felt herself dragged across the ground with him. The snarling
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blur came again, and Chap struck the white man in the side. Both dog and man tumbled off Magiere and
across the ground into the darker night shadows of the trees, their snarls and growls indistinguishable one
from the other.

Magiere hurried to get off the ground and between the two of them, worried that Chap was no match for
this opponent. She stumbled, catching herself against the limbless trunk of a tree. The strange hunger
gnawing in her belly was still there, but had grown weaker. Lightheaded and dizzy, she found her footing
unsteady as she stepped toward the scuffle, trying to distinguish man from dog.

The white man spun toward her, but he was still out of her reach. Chap lunged at the man’s leg, and the
man swung his hand back at the animal. The dog was too quick, and a squeal of pain stabbed Magiere’s
ears as Chap bit down on the man’s wrist.

In that moment, sound and feeling and sight flickered from Magiere’s mind. Dog and man seemed far
away, too great a distance for her to reach. Her throat still felt half constricted and her breath came hard.

The squeal of pain had barely ended when she gripped the falchion with both hands and slashed out
sideways, throwing her whole body behind the blow. She aimed high but blindly, unsure of her target but
knowing the man would likely rise up to pull his arm out of Chap’s jaws. The swing overbalanced her
and forest shadows blurred together, spinning.

Magiere’s head thumped off the soft mulch of the forest floor when she fell. All the hunger washed out of
her in a sudden flood. Trying in panic to find which way was up, she rolled before the man could descend
again to finish her. But he didn’t come.

She gave up and lay still, unable yet to sit up, let alone stand. As the spinning night settled into a heavy
pain inside her skull, she heard the sounds around her. There was the gurgle of the river moving across its
rocky bed, and the light chatter of tree branches in the breeze. She heard the rasp of her own desperate
breathing, and the crackle of fallen pine needles and leaves beneath her as she shifted her body, trying
again to get up.

And that was all. All the tiny sounds, the night sounds, slipped from her attention and between them was
only silence. When the shadows above her started to focus again, changing from muted blurs into
branches and stars in the sky just above the treetops, she rolled heavily to her side.

Two glistening eyes stared at her.

Breath caught in her throat until she made out the shape of the stained muzzle and canine ears. Chap
looked at her expectantly.

On the ground at his feet lay a tumbled form of white flesh and tattered clothes. Chap looked down at it,
and his jowls wrinkled with a low growl that ended in a whine of discomfort. He hung his head, panting.

Magiere crawled across the ground on all fours. Her body felt as though she had run a league without
pause. As she drew near the man’s body, she lifted the falchion, barely keeping it up in the air, ready to
strike. There was no movement from the man.

“Chap, get back,” she said, her voice cracked and dry.

She reached out to poke the man with her blade, but still there was no movement. When she crept
closer, it became obvious why he hadn’t moved.
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Where his head should have been was only the stump of his neck. She slumped back, her sword
dropping heavily to the ground.

So many villages had come and gone that she couldn’t remember them all. But each time there had
always seemed to be a rational reason for the villagers’ deaths. This village was no different. The man’s
cold skin and white complexion were obvious signs of illness, and it would not be the first time that was
the real reason why mothers and fathers, spouses and siblings gathered by their dead to pray for lost
spirits. Illness often brought madness, as it had done in this man. And she had killed him.

The burning hunger was gone. The madman’s cold in her flesh was gone. Remembering those alien
sensations made her skin quiver and stomach lurch, but there was no time to puzzle over it. She’d killed
one of the villagers, and that was as bad as things could get. She slumped, head dropping in exhausted
despair, when a small, pale light caught her attention.

To her bewilderment, she looked down and saw her topaz amulet. She thought she’d remembered
tucking it away, but there it dangled loose on top of her studded leather vestment. It glowed so softly, it
might have gone unnoticed had she not been looking directly at it. She watched until it faded and then
wondered if the odd light were merely an illusion—another result of fatigue and lack of air.

She looked at the dog sitting nearby, watching her expectantly. She had to push the words past her
constricted throat.

“Come here, Chap.”

Chap trotted across the short distance and sat in front of her. It was an effort to lift her hands to inspect
him. The dog didn’t seem to have any serious injuries, just a few small gashes on his shoulders and sides.
The blood matting his throat came from a shallow cut of no serious concern. Relief washed through her.
He’d be stift and sore tomorrow, but she’d expected worse after such a fight.

Rubbing at her. neck, it felt as if the bruises were already developing. Chap made a sudden lunge at her,
and his tongue shot out to slap wetly across her chin and cheek.

“Stop it,” she snapped. “You can save that for your drunken master.”

Chap darted away and paced back and forth near the fallen body. He let out a short, low bark, then
darted through the trees toward the river.

Magiere couldn’t understand what had set him off again, but looking toward the water did bring her
back to the immediate problem. The skyline was growing light. Dawn was approaching. Something had
to be done with the body.

There was no time to bury it, and even a hidden grave might be stumbled across before she could get far
enough out of the area. She had no idea how far the villagers normally ranged from their homes and
fields, foraging for firewood or whatever else the forest yielded. Without a way to carry the body off, the
river was her only choice. Magiere began dragging the corpse by the feet down to the shore.

The shirt was too tattered to work with, so she quickly rolled wild grass into rough twine. She used this
to tie the pants legs closed and then loaded them with rocks. All the while, she avoided looking too
closely at the body. Touching its flesh made her sick inside. It was chill, as if it had been dead longer than
the short time that had passed. When finished, she turned to go back to the forest and hunt for the head.
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A rash of nausea swelled up in her throat at the sight before her.

There was Chap, the dead villager’s head swinging from his mouth, its hair gripped in his teeth. He came
up to her, dropped his burden at her feet, and sat staring at her, waiting expectantly.

She couldn’t decide what revolted her more, the sight of the severed head, eyes open in the last moment
of shock, or the dog’s calm disposition at handling the grisly object. Nausea faded to another chill
through her blood as she remembered how Chap paced by the body and then ran for the river shore.
She stared into the dog’s silver-blue eyes.

He’d known what to do even before she’d thought of it. But he was only a dog.

Magiere leaned down to take the head, her gaze not leaving Chap until she knelt by the body. There was
no time to ponder this uncanny development. With no other method available, she used the long hair to
tie the head onto the corpse, knotting it several times around the pants’ belt. She dragged the body into
the river, wading out thigh deep in the cold current, and pushed it under and out as far as she could.

It bobbed for a moment, floating down current. Then it finally sank beneath the surface. A metallic clatter
from behind made her twist about in the water.

On the shore sat Chap. His ears pricked up as he looked at her. This time at his feet lay the falchion
she’d left behind in the trees.

“Stop it!” she snapped at him in frustration, sloshing out of the river. She grabbed up the weapon.
Bending over made her head spin with dizziness again. She paused to steady herself. “Stop doing these
things.”

Chap let out a whining grunt, and cocked his head as he watched her.

There was still a dark stain on the blade. With a glare at the dog, she went to the forest’s edge and
wiped the blade off in the grass. As she finished, someone came out of the forest clearing and stumbled
across the river’s rocky shore. Leesil.

He looked back and forth. Spotting Magiere, he rushed down the shoreline, tripping twice, but never
quite falling on his face. Chap ran up to him, circling the slender man with his tail whipping back and forth.

“I heard ... and you were gone,” Leesil spit out between pants of breath. “What’s going on? Why are
you ... ?” He looked at Magiere’s messed up clothes, grass and leaves caught in her hair, then down at
Chap, and saw the bloodstained fur. His eyes widened. Leesil quickly inspected the dog, and when he
found no life-threatening wounds, he looked back at Magiere. “What happened?”” he asked more clearly.

Magiere looked away from his bloodshot eyes. The sun was somewhere just below the horizon, and the
clouds were tinged with red. The day had not really begun yet, but her entire life had shifted course. If
she were a superstitious peasant, she would have called it an omen.

“I’m done, Leesil,” she said. “All of it is over with.”

Leesil’s white-blond eyebrows furrowed together over his wide eyes, a mix of surprise, bewilderment,
and anger.

“What’s wrong?” he yelled. “We were going to talk about this.”
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Magiere’s gaze drifted toward the water. The corpse had submerged, but the river might change that.
She thought of the lifeless body being dragged along beneath the surface, unable to resist the power of
the current.

“I’'m leaving for Miiska,” she said. “Are you coming?”

In the small coastal town of Miiska, a waterfront warehouse bustled with activity, even though dawn had
not yet arrived. The huge main floor between the unfinished plank walls was stocked with ale casks,
wheat bundles, and wool on the import side, and dried fish and a few crafted goods on the export side.
Crates, barrels, and twined bundles were carried in and out, noted by clerks. Even with the doors open,
the warehouse had the jumbled odor of oil-treated rope, weathered wood and metal, sweat from
livestock and workers, and whatever had washed up on the shoreline in the last day or two. A small waif
of a boy in an oversize faded green shirt, with a mop of dun-colored hair on his head, continually swept
the wooden planks under everyone’s feet, trying to control the constant buildup of dust and dirt.
Workers were busy preparing cargo for a barge leaving at dawn. In spite of the busy fury, few people
spoke to each other.

To the right of the dockside doors, which were wide enough for a wagon to enter, stood a tall man
watching over the work with careful detachment. He gave no orders and rarely checked on anything, as if
knowing all would be carried out to his satisfaction. His daunting physical height made it appear he was
accustomed to looking down at others, even those not shorter than himself. Long muscular arms, inside a
deep green tunic, were crossed over his chest, but his arrogant bearing suggested he hadn’t built those
arms by lifting crates himself. Close-cropped hair the color of blackened corn silk looked even darker
around his pale features. Crystalline blue eyes, nearly transparent, watched everything at once.

“No, Jaqua,” a voice said from behind. “I ordered twenty casks of wine and thirty-two of ale. You’ve
confused the figures.”

His gaze shifted to the back of the cavernous room. A brown-haired young woman, only two-thirds his
height, scolded the head receiving clerk.

“Miss Teesha, I’'m sure you—" Jaqua began.

“I know what I ordered,” she said calmly. “We can’t possibly sell all this wine right now. Send twelve
casks back. And if the barge captain tries to charge us a shipping cost, tell him we can find someone else
to do business with.”

The tall overseer left his place by the door, moving toward the argument.

“Is there a problem?” he asked evenly.

“No, sir.” The clerk, Jaqua, drew back. His face became flat without expression, but his fingernails
whitened as he gripped his scribe’s board tight with both hands.

Teesha smiled with tiny white teeth. She looked up without concern at her towering partner.

“No, Rashed. Just a mistake in the wine order. It’ll be taken care of.”


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Rashed nodded, but didn’t move, and Jaqua scuttled off to correct his error.

“He’s confused several orders lately,” Teesha said. “Perhaps he’s been sampling the wine himself a little
too often.”

Rashed was incapable of returning her smile, but this did not seem to bother her. Few would call her
beautiful, but she possessed a brightness in her doll-like face that caused men who met her to think of
marriage one breath later. Rashed knew her exterior was only a sweet garment covering the truth, but still
her appearance was as pleasing to him as it was to anyone—perhaps more so. Her company itself
pleased him as well.

“If you don’t like Jaqua,” he said, “replace him.”

“Oh, don’t be so harsh. I don’t want him replaced. I just want...”” She stopped in mid-sentence, staring
at him.

Rashed stared at the north wall of the warehouse, clutching his throat tightly with one hand. He felt a
cold numbness rush downward through his body. Years had passed since he’d felt pain, and its return

amazed him. His thoughts clouded, fading away before they could completely form in his mind.

He stepped closer to the wall, and turned around to lean back against one of its timbers for support. The
cold line across his throat ran all the way through to the back of his neck.

Teesha grabbed his arm, first gently, then her slender fingers squeezed.

“Rashed ... what’s wrong?”

“Teesha,” he managed to whisper.

Her childlike hands grabbed his tunic firmly, steadying him. When he began to slump, he felt her arms
shove him back up to his feet again. She was as strong ... stronger than any man in the warehouse,
though no one else knew this. She put an arm around his waist, supporting him, and hurried him out a
side door away from suspicious eyes. Outside, he struggled to help her by remaining on his feet. He felt
her hands touch his face, and he looked down into her worry-filled eyes.

“What is it?”’ she asked. “What’s wrong?”

Sorrow washed over him in a wave, and then anger. A white face with sunken eyes and cheeks glowed
in the dark of his mind’s eye. Then it snuffed out and vanished. He found himself staring out over the tops

of buildings to the forest and skyline in the northeast.

“Parko’s dead,” he said in a hissing whisper, too shocked to speak loudly, too angered to voice it
clearly.

Teesha’s smooth brow wrinkled in confusion. “But how do you know this?”
He shook his head slightly. "Perhaps because he was once my brother.”
“You’ve never felt such a strong connection to him, even before he left us for the Feral Path.”

Rashed lowered his eyes to hers, anger taking hold above all other sensations.
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“I felt it. Someone cut his head off and ... something wet... running water.”

She stared at him, frozen in the moment, and through her hands he could feel the shudder run through her
small frame. She quickly pulled her hands from his face, as if repulsed by what he’d described, then
leaned her forehead against his chest.

“No. Oh, Rashed, I’'m sorry.”

His eyes lifted again toward the northeastern skyline, and a chill like cold water over living flesh washed
through him again. It was unsettling in a forgotten way, as it had been decades since he’d felt anything
akin to cold.

“We have to find out who did this. Where is Edwan?”
“He’s nearby.” Teesha closed her eyes for a moment. “My husband says he is sorry, too.”
Rashed ignored the sympathies.

“Send him out. Tell him to find whoever did this and bring me a name. Tell him to look northeast.” He
raised his gaze inland again. “Tell him to hurry.”

A soft glimmer wavered in the air near the two, almost nothing more than the light cast from a lantern’s
cracked shutter. Teesha’s face turned in its direction and her lips moved as if speaking, but not a word
was heard. The light vanished.

Chapter Three

“We’ll have to stop soon,” Magiere said tiredly, running a hand across her face. “It’s getting dark.”

The sun was setting over the ocean off the coastal road of Belaski, illuminating the land with a dusky
orange glow that made it appear less gloomy and hopeless than in full daylight. Leesil always liked dusk,
and he stopped for a moment to watch the fading light over the water. The coastal road they followed
south from Bela, the country’s capital city, was reasonably fast and clear, much easier traveling than the
five days’ trek west out of Stravina.

It had been twelve days since the death of the mad villager, and Leesil had yet to ask any hard questions
about what had really taken place that night on the shore of the Vudrask River. Magiere had provided
scant details about what had happened to her and Chap. There still remained the puzzles of why Chap
had attacked without orders, and why Magiere appeared so enraged and shaken. It was something
beyond the killing of the villager. Neither of them broached the subject, even when they stopped at a
village to purchase a donkey and cart to carry Chap—which should have raised questions about the
reason for the dog’s injuries. His wounds appeared mostly healed by then, but Magiere insisted he
needed rest.

“Let’s make camp,” Magiere said.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Leesil nodded and strolled off the road. He watched Magiere run her hand across her forehead again,
trying to push a few strands of hair dulled with road dust off her face. He knew she hated being dirty.

“Maybe we should slip down to the shore,” he said. “Sea-water’s not the best bath in the world, but it’ll
do in a pinch. Though it’s no good for washing out clothes, unless you like wearing salt crust.”

She turned a suspicious glare on him. “Since when did you care about clean clothes?”

“Since always.”

“Stop trying to humor me.” She let out a short, sarcastic laugh. “I know what you want, and you’d better
forget about it. We’re not going to swindle even one more village. I’'m through.” She started to follow him
off the road, then paused and looked back.

“What’s wrong?”” he asked.

“I’m not sure.” She shook her head. “Since dusk, I’ve had an odd feeling that someone is ...” She trailed
off.

“Someone is what?”

“Nothing. I’'m just tired.” She shrugged.. “Don’t put us too far from the road. It’s too hard to get the cart
through the brush.”

Leesil’s own cloak was beginning to feel thin in the rapidly cooling air, and he quickly chose a clearing in
the trees. Magiere unpacked a dented cooking pot, loose tea, dried meat, and apples, while he cleared a
space of ground and got a small fire going.

Despite his outer calm, his thoughts were still troubled. Once again, they had fallen into simple routine,
going through daily motions without really talking, and there were several subjects beyond tonight’s
dinner that he wished to discuss.

“Do you need help getting Chap?” Magiere asked suddenly.

“No, he can walk on his own.”

Leesil went to the cart and wrapped his slender, tan arms around the dog’s neck. “Hey, there. Time to
wake up and eat something.”

“How is he?”” Magiere called.

Chap’s eyes opened instantly, and he whined before lifting his silver-gray muzzle to lick Leesil’s face. He
pulled free of Leesil’s arms and hopped out of the cart, heading toward the cooking fire.

“See for yourself,” Leesil answered. “And I think he’s about as bored as he could get with riding in the
cart.”

Leesil always found her attitude toward Chap a bit odd. She never petted the dog and rarely spoke to
him, but always made sure he ate and was well cared for with what little comforts could be offered.
Leesil, on the other hand, enjoyed the dog’s companionship immensely. But in the days before Magiere,
Chap had often hunted up his own supper because his master simply forgot.
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Leesil unhooked the donkey and tied it in an area with sufficient grass, then returned to the fire.

“We passed a side road half a league back,” he said absently, taking a waterskin off the ground and
pouring water into the cooking pot for tea. “Might lead off to a village.”

“If you wanted to stop, you should have said something,” Magiere answered just as casually.

“I didn’t want to ...” Finally angered by his partner’s polite front, he snapped, “You know exactly what I
mean! Maybe this isn’t Stravina, but the nights are just as dark in peasant villages here. We’re passing
profit by for no reason other than you don’t feel like working. You want to buy a tavern? Fine, but I
don’t see why we have to leave the game nearly coinless.”

“I’'m not coinless,” Magiere reminded him.

“Well, I am!” Her serene attitude infuriated him. “I’ve only a share from one village, and you didn’t give
me any warning. If I’d known we were backing out, I would have made some plans.”

“No, you wouldn’t have,” she said, not looking at him, her voice still calm. “D’areeling red wine is
expensive, or if it wasn’t wine, you would have found a card game somewhere or a pretty tavern girl with
a sad story. Telling you earlier wouldn’t have changed anything.”

Sighing, Leesil searched his mind for a way to convince her. He knew she was thinking a great deal
more than she said. They’d been working together a long time, but she always kept an invisible wall up
between herself and everyone else. Most of the time he was comfortable with that, even appreciated it.
He had his own secrets to keep.

“Why not one more?”” he asked finally. “There’s bound to be other villages along—"

“No, I can’t do it anymore.” She closed her eyes as if to shut out the world. “Pushing that mad villager’s
body into the river... I’'m too tired.”

“All right. Fine.” He turned away. “Tell me about the tavern then.”
The enthusiasm in her voice picked up.

“Well, Miiska is a small fishing community that’s doing good business on the coastal sea route. There will
be plenty of workers and a few sailors looking to drink and gamble after a hard day. The tavern has two
floors, with the living quarters upstairs. [ haven’t thought of a name yet. You’re better at things like that.
You could even paint a sign for the door.”

“And you want me running the games, even though you know I lose half the time?” he asked.

“I saidrunning the games, not playing them. That’s why the house wins, and you always end up with an
empty purse. Just run an honest faro table, and we’ll go on being partners just like always. Things aren’t
changing as much as you think.”

He got up and put some more wood on the fire, not knowing why he was being so difficult. Magiere’s
offer was generous, and she’d always been straight with him. Well, as straight as she could be with such
a tight lip. No one else in his life had ever included him in their every plan. Perhaps he just didn’t like the
unknown risks that might be hiding in so much change.
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“How far is this Musky place?” he asked.

“Miiska.” Magiere sighed heavily. “It’s called Miiska, and it’s about four more leagues south. If we
make good time, we might make it there by late tomorrow.”

Leesil pulled the wineskin from his pack as Chap circled the camp, sniffing about. His mind began to
truly consider Magiere’s plans for the tavern, and the possibilities gnawed at him softly. A bit of quiet and
peace might put an end to his nightmares as well, but he doubted it.

“I may have a few ideas for a sign,” he said finally.

Magiere’s mouth curled up slightly, and she handed him an apple. “Tell me.”

At the edge of the camp, a soft glimmer hung in the forest. Most would have taken it for the fading light
of dusk, except where it moved through the shadows of trees. It moved closer, pausing each time the
armored woman or fair-haired half-breed spoke, as if listening to every word. It stopped behind an oak
at the edge of the fire’s reaching light and settled there.

Rashed paced inside the back room of his warehouse. Tonight, he didn’t wish to go outside and observe
the giant glowing moon, as was his custom. Nervous tension lined his pale face as his booted feet
clomped across the wooden floor. Personal appearance was important to him and, even in crisis, he’d
taken the time to don black breeches and a freshly laundered burgundy tunic.

“Pacing like a cat won’t make him return any faster,” said a soft voice beside him.

He glanced down at Teesha in mild annoyance. She sat on a hardwood bench cushioned with paisley
pillows, sewing impossibly tiny stitches into a piece of tan muslin.

Her work-in-progress was beginning to depict a sunset over the ocean. He never understood how she
could create such pictures with only thread and scraps of material.

“Then where is he?” Rashed demanded. “It’s been over twelve days since Parko’s death. Edwan is not
fettered by physical distance. It could not possibly take him this long to gather information.”

“He has a different sense of time than we do. You know that,” she responded, breaking off a piece of
blue thread with her teeth. “And you didn’t exactly give him much to work with. It could take time just to
find and confirm whomever or whatever he might be looking for.”

Holding the needlework with delicate hands, she examined her stitches as if this were just another
night—although usually she could be found absorbed in some ancient text after sundown. In one of the
lower rooms, her shelves were filled with books and scrolls they’d paid good coin to acquire. Rashed did
not fully understand why words on parchment were so important to her.

He wished her calm could infect him, so he sat down next to her. Candlelight reflected off her
chocolate-brown hair. The beauty of those long, silk curls held his attention for only a short time. Then he
was up and pacing again.
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“Where could he be?” he asked no one in particular.

“Well, I'm getting sick of waiting.” a third voice hissed from the corner shadow. “And I’'m hungry. And
it’s dark now. And I want out of this wooden box you call our home!”

A thin figure emerged from the corner of the room, the final member of the strange trio living in the
warehouse. He appeared to be about seventeen years old, though perhaps small for his age.

“Ratboy,” Rashed spit the nickname out as if it were a joke told one too many times. “How long have
you been skulking in the corner?”

“I just woke up,” Ratboy replied. “But I knew you’d beupset if | went out without saying hello.”

Everything but his skin appeared brown, and even that had a slightly tan cast from months‘—possibly a
year’s— old filth. Plain brown hair stuck to his narrow, pinched head above plain brown eyes. Rashed
had heard many terms in his life to describe different shades of brown—chestnut, mahogany, beige—but
the dirty figure of Ratboy brought no such words to mind. He played the part of the street urchin so well,
the persona had become part of him. Perhaps that was one of his strengths. No one ever remembered
him as an individual, just as another grubby, homeless adolescent.

“You don’t need to worry about my anger, unless you give me reason,” Rashed said. “You should be
concerned for yourself.”

Ratboy ignored the warning and sneered, his upcurled lips exposing stained teeth.

“Parko was mad,” he answered back. “It’s one thing to revel in our greater existence and senses, but he
lost himself. Someone was bound to kill him sooner or later.”

Hard words froze in Rashed’s throat. Although his voice was soft and calm, his expression betrayed
him.

“Needless killing is another subject you should not criticize.”

Ratboy turned away, shrugging slightly. “It’s the truth. He may have been your brother once, but he was
mad with love for the Feral Path, obsessed and drunk with the hunt. That is why you drove him out.” He
picked at a fingernail with his teeth. “Besides, I already told you, for the thousandth time ...” His voice
trailed off like a falsely accused child facing a disbelieving parent. “I didn’t kill that tavern owner.”

“Enough,” Teesha said, looking at Ratboy like a scolding mother. “None of this is helpful.”

Rashed paced rapidly across the small room again. He owned the entire vast warehouse, but this room
had been designated for private use a long time ago. Several trapdoors in the walls and floors led outside
or to lower levels. Teesha had decorated it herself with a mix of couches, tables, lamps, and elaborately
molded candles in the shapes of dark red roses.

With the exception of their unusually pale skin, both he and Teesha passed easily for human. Rashed had
worked hard to set up their life in Miiska. It was important that he find out what happened to Parko, not
only for revenge, but for the safety of all of them.

“I'm sick of waiting every night,” Ratboy said petulantly. “If Edwan doesn’t come soon, I’m going out.”
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Teesha’s mouth opened to answer him when a soft, shimmering light appeared from nowhere and began
gaining strength in the center of the room. She simply smiled up at Rashed.

The light grew dense and swirled into the shape of a ghastly form floating just above the ground. A
transparent man stared at Teesha.

He wore green breeches and a loose white shirt, the colors of his clothes vivid in the candlelight. His
partially severed head rested on one shoulder, connected by a remaining strip of what had once been
flesh. Long, dark-yellow hair hung down his blood-spattered shoulder and arm with the illusion of
heaviness. His appearance was exactly the same as at the moment he’d died.

“My dear Edwan,” Teesha said. “It has been lonely without you.”
The ghost floated toward her as if the small distance between them was too much.
“Where have you been?”” Rashed demanded instantly. “Did you find Parko’s murderer?”

Edwan’s movement stopped. His body half turned until his sloping head faced Rashed, and he stayed
there in a long silence.

It was unusual for the ghost to appear visibly like this. His own appearance embarrassed him, and he did
not like to see horror, revulsion, or even simple distaste in the eyes of others. Normally, he only appeared
to Teesha, who never showed any sign of discomfort. But lately he’d taken to materializing in the most
grisly detail whenever Rashed was present.

Rashed kept his expression emotionless on purpose. “What have you learned?”

“It was a woman called Magiere.” Edwan’s hollow voice echoed. He turned to face his wife as if Teesha
had actually posed the question. “She hires herself out to peasant villages seeking to rid themselves of
vampires and their like.”

“I think I’ve actually heard that name,” Ratboy chimed in, perking up now that his attention was
stimulated. “It was a traveling peddler. He mentioned something about a ‘hunter of the dead’ working the
villages of Stravina. But it has to be nonsense. There aren’t that many of our kind. Not enough to make a
living off of, if anyone was good enough to try. She’s a fake, a charlatan. She could not have killed
Parko.”

“Yes, she did,” Edwan answered, his words like whispers from the past traveling down an endless hall.
“Parko rests in the Vudrask River, his head ... his head ...”—he stuttered briefly before continuing—*his
head severed from his body. She cut his head off. She knew what to do.”

Ratboy scoffed under his breath from the corner. Teesha simply sat listening and thinking. Rashed began
pacing again.

He’d himself heard much about the occasional “hunter” traveling the lands, calling themselves by fanciful
titles such as “exorcist,” “witchbane,” and “hunters of the dead.” Ratboy was correct on one count. They
were always cheats and mountebanks merely seeking profit by preying on peasant
superstitions—regardless of whether those peasant fears were based on a hidden truth. But Rashed
knew something more had happened this time, and Parko had died because of it. It was difficult, almost
impossible, for a mortal to kill a vampire, even one who’d abandoned his intellect to run wild through the
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nights, lost to the Feral Path.
“And more,” Edwan whispered.
Rashed stopped. “What?”

“She’s coming here.” The ghost now turned completely to face Rashed. “She’s purchased the old tavern
on the docks.”

At first no one moved, then Ratboy rushed forward, Rashed stepped close, and even Teesha was on her
feet. Their questions barraged the spirit, one upon the other.

“Where did you hear ... 7

“How can that be ... 7

“Where did she find out... 7

Edwan’s eyes closed as if the voices hurt him.

“Quiet,” Teesha snapped. Both Rashed and Ratboy fell silent as she turned back to the ghost, speaking
calmly and quietly. “Edwan, tell us anything you know about this.”

“Everyone in Miiska knows the owner disappeared months ago.” Edwan paused, and Rashed turned a
suspicious glare in Ratboy’s direction. “I listened to her talk with her partner. The missing owner owed
money on the property to someone in Bela, so the tavern was sold off low just to pay the debt. This false
hunter now holds the title to the tavern, free and clear. She will arrive late tomorrow and intends to settle
here to run the tavern.”

Rashed lowered his head, murmuring to himself. “Perhaps she is not such a charlatan. I didn’t kill our
master and leave our home just so we could end up as some hunter’s bounty.”

The others remained silent, lost in their thoughts.
Finally, Teesha asked, “What should we do?”

Rashed looked back at her, examining the lines of her delicate face. He wasn’t about to let a hunter
anywhere near Teesha. But other thoughts also troubled him. “If the hunter makes it into Miiska, we’ll
have to fight her here, and we can’t afford that if we’re to maintain the secrecy we’ve established.
Another death in town”—he glanced at Ratboy—"“could ruin everything we have here. She must not
reach Miiska.”

“I’ll do it,” Ratboy said, almost before Rashed had even finished.

“No, she managed to destroy Parko,” Teesha said, her expression changing to concern. “You might get
hurt. Rashed is the strongest, so he should go.”

“I’m the fastest, and I blend into anything,” Ratboy argued, eagerness in his eyes. “Let me go, Rashed.
No one on the road will ever remember I passed by. People always remember you. You look like a
nobleman.” A hint of sarcasm slipped in for only a blink. ‘““That hunter will never even see me coming, and
this will all be over.”
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Rashed weighed the possibilities. “All right, I suppose your bad habits might serve us this time. But don’t
toy with her. Just do it and dispose of the body.”

“There’s a dog.” Edwan began speaking, then his words lost coherency. “Something old, something |
can’t remember.”

Ratboy’s pinched face wrinkled into a frown. He let out a grunt of boredom. “A dog is nothing.”
“Listen to him,” Rashed warned. “He knows more than you.”
Ratboy shrugged and started for the door. “I’ll be back soon.”

Teesha nodded, her eyes a bit sad. “Yes, kill her quickly and then come home.”

Ratboy stopped only long enough to roll up a canvas tarp that he could tie to his back and to put some
of the dirt from his coffin into a large pouch. He brought no weapons. No one saw him exit the
warehouse out into the cool night air.

Thoughts of the hunt consumed him. Rashed’s obsession with secrecy meant that little or no killing was
ever allowed in Miiska. The three of them commonly erased the blurred memories of their victims while
feeding. While this nourished the body, it did not feed Ratboy’s soul nor the hunger in his mind.

He loved to feel a heart stop beating right beneath him, to smell fear and the last tremble of life as it
faded from his prey and was absorbed into his own body. Sometimes he killed outsiders, strangers, and
travelers in secret and hid the bodies where no one would find them. But those were too few and too far
between. Occasionally, he had gone too far and caused the death of someone who lived in Miiska and
then tried his best to hide the body. Of course, the one time someone truly noticeable had disappeared,
the old tavern owner, it hadn’t been his doing, but Rashed still didn’t believe him.

Tonight, Rashed had actually given him permission, and he would make the most of it, enjoying every
slow moment. He felt the hunger rise up again, begging and demanding as he realized that he still had not
fed this evening.

A quarter of the night passed as he worked his way along parallel to the road. Now and then, he
stopped to fully test the night with his senses. Sniffing the night air, he picked up nothing at first. Then a
thin whiff of warmth reached his nostrils. He crawled through the trees and brush to the edge of the
coastal road from Bela, and heard the faint creak and scrape of a wagon, its axle in need of grease.

Ratboy waited patiently beneath a wild blueberry bush. Peering through the leaves, he could see the
wagon rolling closer. The horse looked old and tired. A lone driver sat with his head nodding now and
again as he drifted in and out of sleep. This was certainly not the one he’d been sent to find, but it seemed
a waste to let the opportunity pass. And catching the hunter while he was fully fed and powered would
be best.

“Help me,” Ratboy called out weakly.

The driver’s head raised up, awake. In his well-worn, purple cloak, he looked to be a half-successful
merchant, probably one who traveled a great deal and wouldn’t be missed for a full moon. Ratboy fought
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the urge to lunge.
“Here, please. I think my leg is broken,” he called in mournful agony. “Help me.”

His face awash with nauseating concern, the merchant began climbing down instantly. Ratboy did so
enjoy this.

“Where are you?” the merchant asked. “I can’t see you.”

“Here, over here.” Ratboy kept his voice soft, plaintive, as he stretched himself out on the ground.

Heavy footsteps brought the smell of warm life running to Ratboy’s side. The merchant knelt down.

“Did you fall?”” he said. “Don’t worry. Miiska is not far, and there we can get you some help.”

Ratboy snatched the man’s cloak collar and jerked downward while rolling, until the two had switched
places. Staring down into the surprised face, Ratboy could not help mouthing the word, “Fool.” Hands
like bone manacles pinned the merchant to the ground. In panic, the man pitched wildly, trying to throw
off his attacker. It did no good.

Pain stopped humans from exerting their bodies too far. Ratboy felt no pain, not as mortals did, and had
no such limitations. The struggles of his victim amused him. A flash of pleasure coursed through him as he
saw surprise turn to fear in the merchant’s eyes.

“I’ll let you go if you can answer a riddle,” Ratboy whispered. “What am 1?”

“My wife died last summer,” the man said, panting, fighting harder to free himself. “I have two young
sons. [ must get home.”

“If you’re not going to play, then neither am I,” Ratboy scolded, pinning the merchant harder against the
ground. “Just make one guess. What am 17

His victim stopped struggling and simply stared up at him in what appeared to be a mix of disbelief and
confusion.

“Sorry... too late.”
Ratboy bit down quickly in the soft hollow below the merchant’s jawline.

The blood in his mouth was nothing compared to the life warmth filling his body as he fed. Sometimes he
liked to rip and tear while his prey was still alive. Tonight the hunger was too strong for such playfulness.
The heartbeat slowed in his ears, the taste of adrenaline and fear rose in the merchant’s flesh, then both
faded.

Whenever it was over, there always followed a moment of melancholy for Ratboy, like a child’s last
moment at a carnival, when lamps were snuffed out, the acrobats retired, and tents closed for the last
time—until next year. He lifted his gaze to the road north. The hunter was out there, traveling toward him.
It was just a matter of time.
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Chapter Four

Just within sight of the coastline road, Ratboy traveled swiftly, slipping through the trees and constantly
smelling the air for any hint of his prey, even though he knew she was still hours away. Just what did a
charlatan vampire hunter smell like? Taste like? In an endless existence, anything new, any new
experience was a rare and savory thing.

As night slipped away and the first streaks of dawn appeared over the ocean, he grew concerned, but
not about where he’d sleep that day. Sea caves were easy enough to find, and in desperation he could
always burrow under the forest mulch beneath the canvas tarp roped to his back. But what if she passed
him while he slept? Indeed, she would pass him. He’d hoped to come across her camp while she slept,
but the scent of few travelers drifted to him and none with the fragrance of a woman. What should he do?

He realized he may have underestimated normal human speed. So how far away was she? And when
she awoke, how far could she travel in a day? He frowned, knowing the need for cover was becoming
imminent. The road next to the tree line lay empty in both directions.

Ratboy crossed through the trees to the shoreline and looked around for a deep-looking cave or pocket
in the cliff wall. Dropping over the side of the cliff, he scaled downward like a spider and disappeared
into an ancient hole, crawling back and away from the light with no fear of darkness or whatever might
already be living inside. He laid the pouch of coffin earth on the cave floor and curled around it on his

side in the scant space. Then he pulled the loosened canvas over himself against any stray lance of
sunlight that might somehow find him.

Logic told him that although he’d only traveled for half the night, she would not be able to cover the
distance to Miiska left to her in one day. He’d sleep and then back track. One way or another, he’d
intercept her and then bring her head back to Rashed as a taunting gift. Every time anyone in Miiska
disappeared, Rashed blamed him. In truth, sometimes he was to blame, but not always, and certainly not
for the tavern owner. Some grizzly old drunk offered little temptation to a killer like himself.

His eyelids grew heavy, and he lost his train of thought.

By late afternoon that day, Leesil’s narrow feet hurt, and his partial excitement about seeing their tavern
began to wane. Even the beauty of the coastline and the sea running out to the horizon no longer filled him
with awe. Such frantic hurrying seemed unnecessary. The tavern would certainly still be there no matter
when they arrived. Magiere never pushed them like this when they were on the game. No, the three of
them had simply traveled at a comfortable pace until reaching their intended target. He was getting sick of
her constant nagging: “Leesil, hurry. Leesil, not far now. If we keep going, we’ll make it tonight.”

Even Chap looked tired of his cart ride and whined softly, eyes tragic with boredom, but Magiere
wouldn’t allow the dog to walk yet. The old donkey looked near death. What was Magiere thinking?
This sudden desire to be an honest businesswoman had changed her in unpleasant ways. Close to
exhaustion—or at the moment what he decided would count enough for exhaustion—Leesil noticed the
sun’s bottom edge meet the ocean horizon.

“Enough’s enough,” he announced loudly.
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When Magiere, walking ahead of the donkey and cart, showed no sign of hearing him, Leesil stumbled
theatrically to the roadside and dropped on the grass.

“Come here, Chap,” he called. “Time for a break.”

The elegant, gray-blue head of his dog jerked upward in hope, ears poised, eyes intently fastened on his
master.

“You heard me. Come on,” Leesil repeated loudly.

Magiere heard Leesil’s shout this time and turned her head just in time to see Chap bounding out of the
cart and back down the road to where Leesil sat. Her normally stoic jaw dropped slightly as she stopped
in the road. The donkey and cart moved on without pausing.

“What in... not again,” she stammered, then caught sight of the escaping cart. She grabbed the escaping
beast’s halter and pulled it to a stop. “You elven half-wit,” she called back to Leesil, dragging donkey
and cart back to where he sat. “What are you doing?”

“Resting?” he said, as if asking for confirmation. He looked down at his legs stretched out comfortably
on the ground, then nodded his head firmly. “Yes, most assuredly. Resting.”

Instead of lying down, Chap sniffed around the rough sea grass, stretching his limbs, then bounded off
into the brush nearby. Leesil took his wineskin and slipped its carrying strap off his shoulder. He popped
its stopper, then tilted it up and over his open mouth for a long, satisfying drink. The dark D’areeling wine
always tasted slightly of winter chestnuts. It comforted him in ways he couldn’t describe, and that was
likely all the comfort he’d get, unless Magiere stopped driving all of them with her stubbornness. But two
could play that game.

Magiere stood dumbfounded, glaring at him, covered in road dust and in need of a wash.
“We don’t have time to rest. I’ve practically dragged you since midday as it is.”

“I’m tired. Chap’s tired. Even that ridiculous donkey looks ready to keel over.” Leesil shrugged,
unimpressed by her apparent dilemma. “You’re outvoted.”

“Do you want to be traveling after sundown?” she asked.

He took another drink, then noted he, too, was in need of good bath. “Certainly not.”

“Then get up.”

“Have you looked at the horizon lately?” He yawned and lay back in the grass, marveling at the
tan-colored, sandy earth and salt sea smell in the air. “We’d best make camp and find your tavern in the
morning.”

Magiere sighed, and her expression grew almost sad and frustrated at the same time. Leesil felt a sudden
desire to comfort her, until the ache in his feet reminded him what a pain in other regions she was being.
Tomorrow would be— should be—soon enough, even for her. Let her stew over it if she liked, but he

was not moving another step down the road until morning.

He watched Magiere’s gaze turn toward the ocean, noting the clean lines of her profile against the
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brilliant orange of the skyline. She glared out at the horizon as if willing the far edge of water to deny the
sinking sun access and hold it there. Her head slowly dropped, just enough for her hair to curtain her face
from view. Leesil heard, just barely, the soft sigh that came from her lips. He gave an exaggerated sigh of
his own.

“It’s better this way. You don’t want to wake the caretakers up in the middle of the night.” He paused,
waiting for acknowledgment or rebuke, but Magiere remained silent. “What if the place looks bleak and
depressing in the dark? No, we’ll arrive like true shop-folk at midday or so and assess the place in broad

daylight.”

She looked back at him for a moment, then nodded. “I just wanted to ... something pulls me like a
puppet.”

“Don’t talk like a poet. It’s annoying,” he retorted.

She fell silent, and once again they took up their familiar routine of setting up camp. Chap continued to
sniff at and dig in the sand, thrilled to be released from his rolling prison.

Leesil occasionally glanced over at the sun. Perhaps they had been in the gray, damp world of Stravina
too long. There was a definite difference between wet and damp. Wet was thin salt spray blowing inland

from a fresh sea, with an offshore breeze to gently dry you off. Damp was shivering in blankets that
brought no warmth in some mountainside hut and watching the walls mold.

“Will we see this every night in Miiska?”” he asked.
“See what?”
“The sunset... light spreading across the horizon, fire and water.”

For a moment, her forehead wrinkled as if he spoke a foreign language, then his question registered.
She, too, turned toward the sea. “I expect.”

He snorted. “I stand corrected. You are no poet.”

“Find some firewood, you lazy half-blood.”

They made camp on the far side of the road that divided them from the shoreline. In reality, it was quite
a distance down to the water, but the enormity of the ocean created an illusion of closeness. The last hint
of daylight dropped below the horizon, and thick, wind-worn trees provided cover from the evening
breeze. Leesil was digging through burlap bags in the cart for leftover apples and jerky when Chap

stopped sniffing playfully about and froze into a stance of attention. He growled at the forest in a tone that
Leesil had never heard before.

“What’s wrong, boy?”

The dog’s stance was rigid, still and watchful, as if he were a wolf eyeing prey from a distance. His
silver-blue eyes seemed to lose color and turned clear gray. His lips rose slightly over his teeth.

“Magiere,” Leesil said quietly.

But his partner was already staring at the dog, and then at the forest in equal intervals.
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“This is like what he did that night,” she whispered, “back in Stravina near the river.”

They’d spent a number of nights in Stravina near a river, but Leesil knew which night she meant. He
pulled his hands out of the cart and put them up his opposing sleeves until he grabbed both hilts of the
stilettos sheathed on his forearms.

“Where’s your sword?” he asked, keeping his gaze fixed on the trees.

“In my hand.”

Ratboy’s eyes flicked open, and the black, damp walls of his tiny cave disoriented him for a moment.
Then he remembered his mission. The hunter. Time to backtrack.

As he emerged into the cool night air, he rejoiced in the feeling of freedom the open land offered. This
was a good night. Yet part of him already missed Teesha and the odd comfort she created in their
warehouse. “Home” she called it, though he couldn’t remember why any of their kind needed to make a
home. It was her idea, with Rashed to back her up. Still, no matter how much he liked the open, he’d
grown accustomed to the world they’d built in Miiska. Best find the hunter quickly so he could take his
time killing, draining her, and then returnzome before dawn.

Below the cliff, the white sandy beach stretched in both directions, but he quickly turned away and
scaled upward to the cliff’s top, fingers gripping the rough wall of earth and rock effortlessly. The beach
might be faster traveling, but it was too open. Reaching the top edge, he swung himself up and was about
to gauge his bearings when the scent of a campfire drifted to his nostrils.

His slightly tapered head swiveled, and at the same moment, he smelled a woman, a man, and a donkey.
Then his nose picked up something else. A dog? Edwan had made some ridiculous comment about a
dog. Ratboy hated Edwan almost more than he hated Rashed. At least Rashed offered valuable
necessities—a place to sleep, a steady income, and the shielding disguise of normality. Edwan merely
sponged up Teesha’s time and gave nothing in return. All right, so he had located the hunter and her
companions, but that was a small thing. And what could he, Ratboy, have to fear from a dog, a tamed
one traveling with its masters?

Quivering elation rippled through him. Had he found his prey so easily? Could this woman bethe
woman? Had she literally made camp within sight of his sleeping den?

Orange flames from the fire were just visible through the trees, and he wanted to get a better look. He
dropped down to his belly and cast about for some way to cross the road unseen. The road offered no
possibility of cover, so he decided to simply cross it quickly. In a blink, like a shadow from flickering
firelight, he was across the hard dirt path, blending into the trees and brush on the far side. He crawled
closer to view the camp.

The woman was tall, wearing studded leather armor, and looked younger than Ratboy expected. She
was almost lovely, with a dusty, black braid hanging down her back as she poured a flask of water into a
pot near the fire. Her companion was a thin, white-blond man with elongated ears and dressed almost
like a beggar, who stood digging about in the back of a small cart and then ...

A silver-gray dog, nearly the height of Ratboy’s hipbone, leaped to its feet and stared right at him, as if
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the foliage between them did not exist. Its lips curled up. The growl escaping its teeth echoed through the
quiet forest to Ratboy’s ears. Something in the sound brought a strange feeling into his chest. What was
this feeling? He hated it, whatever it was, and it made him pull back behind the thick trunk of a tree.

Edwan had said something about a dog.

A dog was nothing. Peering out again, he saw the woman grab her sword, and he smiled.

“What’s wrong with him?”” Leesil asked.
Chap’s low snarling continued, but he stood his ground, not attempting to advance in any direction.

“I don’t know,” Magiere answered, for lack of anything better to say. And in truth, she didn’t know, but
she was beginning to suspect the hound harbored some extra sense, some ability to see what she could
not. “Get the crossbow from the cart and load it.”

For once on this trip, Leesil didn’t argue and moved quietly and quickly to follow her instructions.

Chap’s growls began rising in pitch to the same eerie sound he had made that night by the Vudrask river.
Magiere moved toward the dog, reached down, and grasped the soft fur at the back of Chap’s neck.

“Stay,” she ordered. “You hear me? You stay.”

He growled in low tones but did not move from his place. Instead, his locked gaze shifted to the left and
his body turned to follow.

“It’s circling the camp,” Magiere whispered to Leesil.

“What?” Leesil looked about, foot in the crossbow’s stirrup and both hands pulling on the bowstring to
lock it in place. “What’s circling the camp?”

She looked at her partner, at his narrow face and wispy hair. At least this time he wasn’t drunk and had
the crossbow loaded, but now she wished she’d told him more about killing the mad peasant. How
strong the pale man had been, how terrifying... how she’d felt the strange hunger suddenly grow in the pit
of her stomach. Afterward, the whole occurrence had seemed too unreal, and she’d passed it off as just
her own mind mixing up all the trappings and tricks of playing the game too long. A bad encounter had
made her slip into believing her own lies for a panicked moment.

And now she had no answer to Leesil’s question.

Chap’s white-and-silver muzzle rose, and she expected him to start wailing. Instead, his gaze started
moving up and across, up and across, up and up.

“The trees!” she called out, crouching low behind the cart for fear of what a skulker might do from a high
vantage point. She reached over the cart’s side, pulling Leesil’s belt until he crouched low. “It’s up in the
trees.”
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The dog’s ability to follow his position was becoming more than a mere annoyance to Ratboy. There
was no way to try a flanking or head-on attack, so he worked his way over and above his target through
the tree limbs. He inched along carefully.

“I’m going to bring your skin home for a rug, you glimmering hound,” he whispered, making himself feel
better picturing the animal’s bloody silver fur draped over his own shoulders. Teesha might even like the
unusual, soft color.

But who to kill first? Ratboy had seen a few half-breeds in his time, and this male certainly carried some
elven blood. The crossbow was little to worry about. It would hardly slow him down, even if the
half-blood could shoot straight.

He could snap the dog’s neck quickly enough, landing on it first, but that would give the other two time
to set themselves for a fight. No, first priorities were best put first—disable the hunter, then kill the dog
and the half-blood. That way he could play with the hunter as long he wanted.

From his position on a sturdy branch, he focused on the hunter and leaped.

There was no warning. Leesil caught a glimpse in the dark, the blur of a faceless form passing overhead
and down.

A wiry, brown-headed figure dressed like a beggar slammed into Magiere, knocking her to the ground.
Leesil expected the attacker to tumble to the ground himself but, to Leesil’s surprise, the man did not fall,
but landed firmly on his feet. And on impact, his fist was already in mid-swing downward.

“Magiere!” Leesil shouted. He barely finished spinning around to aim the crossbow when a loud crack
sounded as the attacker’s fist struck Magiere hard across the cheekbone.

Magiere’s head bounced against the earth in recoil. Leesil fired.

The quarrel struck low through the beggar’s back, point protruding from his abdomen, but he responded
with only a quick shudder and turned toward Leesil.

A cry, high pitched enough to be human, burst from Chap’s throat as he launched himself into the
beggar. Both figures rolled across the camp and over the fire in a mass of rapidly moving teeth and fur
that scattered half the burning wood and kicked sparks up around them.

Magiere lay on the ground unmoving, as Leesil leaped out the back of the cart. By the sound of the
blow, he knew she was likely to be unconscious. For a moment he was caught between stopping to
check on her and following his dog to help finish off the intruder. Between a crossbow quarrel and
Chap’s ferocity, the foolish intruder had only moments to live anyway. Still, he couldn’t afford to be
caught with his back turned. He pulled another quarrel from the crossbow’s undercarriage, readying to
reload as he started around the scattered fire, then skidded to a stop before he’d gotten halfway.

Dog and intruder had separated. The wiry little man—or perhaps teenage boy—dropped low as Chap
charged again. The dog was in mid-air when the intruder lunged forward from his crouch, one hand

swinging up with hooked fingers to snag Chap’s belly fur. Chap lost his trajectory.

Perhaps it was the dark or scattered ash floating in the air, or the flickering half-light of the nearly snuffed
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fire playing mock images upon the fight in the scrub grass. But Leesil could swear the little man somehow
reversed direction while Chap was still in the air. Whether he had landed in a blink to turn back, or never
actually left the ground, Leesil couldn’t be sure.

The filthy beggar’s feet kicked upward into the dog’s side, adding force to momentum. Chap snarled as
he arched across the clearing, head over tail, and yelped in pain as he grazed the base of a tree and
tumbled across the sandy ground. He was instantly on his feet again.

Leesil pulled the bowstring, trying to reload the crossbow, and nearly losing his grip when startled by a
shout from behind him.

“Chap, no!”

Leesil turned his head just enough to see, but still keep the beggar boy in his view. Magiere was up,
falchion in hand, though somewhat unsteady on her feet.

“Get back, Chap!” she shouted again.

Chap trembled and snarled, but kept his distance. Every muscle under his fire-singed fur tensed in
protest, as if her order was not only unfair but incorrect.

No one moved.

The young intruder held up his hand and stared at the canine teeth marks on it.

“I’m bleeding,” the boy said in puzzled astonishment. “It burns.”

His dull brown eyes grew wide and uncertain. He was shaken for some reason, seeming to not have
expected pain or injury. He looked no more than sixteen years of age and was built as if he’d spent half
that time in near starvation. Calm appeared to settle upon him, but there was still apprehension in his
stance as he shifted his weight lightly from foot to foot, perhaps caught between fight and flight. He
grabbed the quarrel protruding from his abdomen, and pulled it out with a quick jerk and only the
slightest flinch.

Taking in all of this at once made Leesil momentarily forget about reloading the crossbow. This strange
youth should be dead, or near enough to it, and Magiere should be lying unconscious on the ground. But
his partner stood beside him, gripping her falchion, knees slightly bent in a half-crouch, expression tense
and purposeful. And the intruder who stood well out of reach across the fire was considerably less worse
for wear than he should be.

“What’s your name?”” Magiere whispered though the darkness.

“Does it matter?” the boy asked.

Leesil could see that neither of them even noticed his presence anymore.

“Yes,” Magiere answered.

“Ratboy.”

Magiere nodded in answer. “Come and kill me, Ratboy.”
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He smiled once and leaped.

Leesil dropped and rolled. He heard the thump of feet landing right behind him and glanced back in time
to see Magiere spin on the ground, coming up behind her attacker with the falchion already in motion.
The boy twisted to dodge, but the blade still cut a shallow slash across his back, and he screamed out.

The voice was impossibly loud and high. Leesil flinched.

Ratboy started to fall, but caught himself on the cart with both hands. He propelled himself around to
face Magiere. She rushed him before he fully regained his balance and kicked him in the upper chest.
Ratboy’s body arched over backward, feet leaving the ground, and Magiere’s blade came rushing down
at him while he was still in the air.

Leesil couldn’t imagine the strength of an ordinary kick whipping someone’s torso over in the rapid
manner he saw. And Magiere was maneuvering faster than he’d ever seen her move before. But
Ratboy’s speed increased to match hers.

The blade cut deep into the ground where Ratboy should have landed. Instead, he now stood to the
right of the fire, hissing and groping with one hand at his back where Magiere’s falchion had cut into him.

“It burns,” he screeched, astonished and angry. “Where did you get that sword?”
Magiere didn’t answer. Leesil pulled himself up from the ground and glanced at his partner.

Her eyes were wide, locked on Ratboy. Her lips glistened wet as her mouth salivated uncontrollably.
Leesil wasn’t sure she could have spoken if she wanted to.

Magiere’s breath was long, deep, and fast, and the smooth features of her face twisted, brow furrowing
with lines of open hatred. Her skin glistened with a sweat she hadn’t worked enough to build up.

Chap circled in beside her. A low tremble ran through his body that showed in the quiver of his
pulled-back jowls. In his savage state, the resemblance between dog and woman was impossible to
ignore. As Magiere’s lips parted, her mouth looked like the snarl of the canine beside her. Her eyes
refused to blink and began to water until small tears ran down her cheeks.

Leesil could not turn his attention fully back to Ratboy. He held his position to keep Magiere in his field
of view as well. This was not the woman he’d traveled with for years.

Dog, boy, and woman all stood motionless, tense and poised. All watched for the first sign of
movement. Leesil couldn’t stand it all any longer and cocked the crossbow.

Ratboy feigned another charge, then darted away at the last second, absorbing the sight of Magiere and
Chap, she armed with her sword and the dog with his claws and fangs. Ratboy’s back and arms were
bleeding badly now and the fear was plain on his face.

“Hunter,” he whispered and then bolted for the tree line.
Leesil raised the crossbow and aimed at the fleeing figure, not believing it would do much good.

Somehow Magiere’s sword and Chap’s teeth had been more damaging than a quarrel through the body
at close range. Before he could fire, Ratboy was gone in the dark. Leesil stepped quickly around the
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campfire to put its waning light at his back, but there was no sign of the fleeing figure. Chap started to trot
in the direction of the trees, but Leesil called the dog’s attention with a snap of his fingers and shook his
head. Chap whined and sat down with his attention still fixed out into the dark.

“Leesil?”

The sound of her voice was weak, barely a whisper. Leesil turned about, almost as on guard as when
facing the vicious beggar boy.

Magiere breathed heavily now, as if exertion and injury had suddenly caught up with her all at once. Her
features smoothed as wrinkles of rage faded, and her eyes cast about in confusion.

“Leesil?” she said again, as if she couldn’t see him. Then she sank to her knees, the falchion’s blade
thumping against the ground.

Leesil hesitated. A small fear knotted in his chest. One unknown danger had fled the camp only to leave
him with another he’d unwittingly kept company with for years. He’d seen a boy move with impossible
speed and strength and his own dog savagely rebound unscathed from vicious attacks. He’d seen his
only companion of years get up from a blow that might have downed most anyone, then slowly twist into
something ... someone he recognized only in the barest manner.

Magiere slumped over, head halfway to the ground. She’d dropped the sword entirely. Her weapon
hand bent backward against the ground, unable to turn over to properly brace her weight.

Leesil had never touched her, except during their mock battles for money. The thought of stepping
nearer to her now made his insides tense. Instinctively, he lifted the crossbow, holding it tight and pointed
at Magiere.

How many times had she been the last one to sleep as he drank himself into slumber? How long had he
wandered from theft to gambling table before he’d tried to lift her coin purse by mistake? How many
people had he known in his ambling life willing to let him share their dream, even if it wasn’t one he
particularly wanted? And he’d never before seen her need anyone.

He rushed over, dropping the crossbow as he caught her before she collapsed fully to the earth. Magiere
crumpled and her weight was more than Leesil could hold in his half-crouch. He fell backward on the
seat of his breeches, and Magiere’s shoulders and head toppled back against his chest, nearly knocking
him flat.

“I’ve got you,” he said, pushing himself up as he steadied her, one arm around her shoulders. “It’s all

right”

He knew it was a lie. There was something very wrong with Magiere—about Magiere—and/e was
certainly not all right. Nothing was all right anymore. Now what was he to do? Would she come
completely out of this—whatever it had been—by morning?

The heat of fear and fight was draining out of him, and the night air felt suddenly chill. He felt Magiere
shudder, then go limp as she leaned against him.

As he sat there, trying to pull an old woolen blanket out of a pack and across her shuddering body, he
thought he noticed a soft glow on her chest just below her neck. When he finished with the blanket, he
looked again, but found nothing but the dangling amulets she wore half tucked into the top of her leather
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vestment.

Ratboy didn’t remember his journey back to Miiska. He only remembered growing pain and weakness,
and wild bewilderment. Too injured to think or even rationalize, he felt the energy of his existence slowly
dripping down his back and from his arm, weakening him. He’d been able to focus his will and remaining
energy to closing the quarrel wound, but not his other injuries. The sword wound and teeth marks refused
to close.

He’d been injured before, yet had never had a wound leech his strength like this, and lack of
understanding only fueled his fear. Stumbling, he fell against the timber wall of a building, not even aware
of what part of town he had entered. If he lost the last of his strength before reaching shelter, the sun
would rise upon him.

In this early time before the day, the town lay silent. Rows of small weatherworn houses stretched out on
both sides of him. He needed to get under cover before dawn, and he needed strength and life. He
needed to feed.

A light feminine humming caught his attention, and the sensation of nearby warmth, flesh, and then blood
filled his nostrils. Hunger and longing pulled him from his stupor, and he scrambled on all fours to the
nearest corner of a house. There was also the smell of horse dung and metal, as well as coal and wood
ash. It took a moment for him to piece together what his eyes saw. There was a woodpile to his right,
and to the left around the corner were stable doors. In the rafters of the overhang hung horseshoes
waiting for fitting,

Ratboy’s eyes widened as recognition came upon him. He was outside Miiska’s only blacksmith’s shop.
Following the humming voice, he crawled to the woodpile with a fence behind it. He was as careful as
possible while climbing the stacked wood to peer over the fence.

A girl of about fifteen years knelt by the family wood stack on the opposite side of the fence, her silky,
mouse-brown hair tousled as if she’d risen from bed only moments ago. She wore only a white cotton
night shift that Ratboy would have found enticing at any other time. Now all he needed was life, blood to
strengthen him until he could find some way to close the wounds caused by the hunter and the dog.

The girl hummed gently again and then said, “Misty, come out of there. You’re the one scratching at my
window to be let in. Stop playing games and come in the house.”

A soft meow answered her and a young tabby popped its head from out of the woodpile on the girl’s
side of the fence. Ratboy saw her make a mock frown at the cat, trying hard to seem angry.

He did not weave into her thoughts with his voice, lulling her into forgetfulness so he could take what he
needed and then disguise the teeth marks. Instead, he lunged.

The cat hissed and retreated into its hiding place.

Ratboy was over the fence and on the girl before she saw him at all. With one hand, he snatched her hair
and pulled her head back to expose her neck, and with the other he held her body up against his. His
open jaws snapped across her throat and bit down, tearing through the skin. Any cry she might have
made was cut off as he crushed her windpipe. There was no time for her to struggle. Her hands merely
shook, unable to act.
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The first few seconds of warmth and life did not register, but soon his mind began to clear.

Red liquid covered his face and hands and shirt, but he didn’t care. The only thing on his mind was the
pain in his back and wrists fading to a dull soreness as he dropped the dead carcass on the ground,
leaving her there.

Cold never bothered the undead, but the luxury of warmth inside after feeding was a pleasure he never
grew tired of, no matter how many times he felt it. It burned through him now, filling him up. It was more
pleasure than he could ever remember, even when he’d been alive. And it washed away the hunger,
killed the burning of his wounds, and he no longer felt his strength seeping from his body.

Sated and euphoric, he nearly lost track of the time, until a less pleasant tingle ran down the back side of
his body across his skin.

There was a glow above the skyline to the east away from the ocean. Sunrise was coming.

Ratboy fled along the dock side of the town toward the warehouse. There would be a lot of explaining
to do. Perhaps a little lying as well.

Leesil had managed to toss stray pieces of wood into the fire and kick it together, but it did little more
than sputter a few small flames for the rest of the night. He couldn’t afford to drink now, so that also
meant no sleep. Not that he could sleep, as this night’s events had been almost as unsettling as his
never-ending dreams. It was not a hardship, as he’d gone as long as three sleepless nights before fatigue
caught up with him. He remembered his mother could go even longer when the need arose, and likely his
own ability was inherited from her. Something to do with her elven heritage that she’d so seldom
discussed.

Chap had changed quickly back into his cheerful self, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.
Having found a comfortable spot on the ground near his master, he’d spent the night silently grooming
himself and napping for short periods, only to stir occasionally at the forest sounds only he could hear.

Sitting quietly with Magiere sleeping in his lap, Leesil passed long, tense hours in the dark before he
could look at her face without imagining it transformed into what he’d seen earlier that night. He had
checked her for wounds, but she was uninjured as far as he could detect. By the time he could look at
her face without flinching, morning twilight was just beginning. There should have been a black-and-blue
patch and conceivably split skin with dried blood on the side of her face. He now saw only a light bruise
on her left cheek. Instead of relief, he felt another surge of fear and confusion. As the sun rose just high
enough that he could feel its warmth on his back, Magiere’s eyelids quivered and opened.

“Are you all right?”” he asked quietly.
“Yes,” she answered hesitantly, then added, “My jaw hurts.”

“I’m not surprised,” he said. Then he remembered she hadn’t been hit in the jaw but on the side of her
face.

Before he could ask another question, he felt her body tense. She blinked wide as she stared up at him,
apparently now realizing she lay in his lap.
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“What’s going on?”” she asked.
“Good question,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “I like that question. I might even ask it myself.”

Magiere rolled to sit up as quickly as she could without leaning on him for support, but her scowling eyes
stayed fixed upon Leesil.

“You dropped in a heap last night and started shaking,” he explained. “I didn’t want you to get chilled in
the night from exhaustion.”

“I’m not exhausted,” she muttered angrily, then climbed to her feet.

Her hand went instantly to the side of her face, and she wavered slightly where she stood. Leesil
retrieved his wineskin and, taking a tin cup from his pack, he filled it with red wine.

“This is all we have for the pain. Drink it. All of it.”

Magiere seldom drank anything besides water or spiced tea. She grabbed the cup too roughly and
slopped part of it on to the ground. She sipped it, winced, and then rubbed at her jaw. Leesil watched
suspiciously.

“Do you want to tell me what happened last night?”” he asked.

She shook her head. “What is there to tell?”

Leesil crossed his arms. “Well, let’s see now. We were attacked without reason. I shot him, and he
pulled the quarrel out as if it were a splinter. Then he acted like Chap’s bite was a mortal wound. Not to
mention he seemed surprised that your sword could actually hurt him. And then you ...” He paused only a
moment, waiting for a response, but none came. “Let’s see ... loss of the power of speech, kicking a man
into the air and onto his back almost faster than I could see ... not to mention your drooling maniacal
expression. What exactly do you think—"

“I don’t know!” she shouted at him.

Magiere dropped to the ground next to the cart and leaned back against its wheel. Her head drooped
until Leesil could no longer see her eyes. She let out a deep, angry sigh. Then a second sigh, weak and
heavy.

In the years he’d known her, many words occurred to him that would have adequately described
Magiere—strong, resourceful, heartless, manipulative, careful—but never lost or vulnerable.

“I don’t know what happened,” she said, almost too quietly for him to hear. “If I tell you something
crazy, Leesil, you mustn’t laugh.”

“I wait in suspense,” he said, not understanding why he suddenly felt angry instead of more sympathetic.
He was worried about her, but still angry. Perhaps it was the long, edgy night of sitting with no answers.

“I think we’ve been on the game too long.” She lifted her head, but did not look at him. “What’s real
and what’s false are becoming blurred in my head. I don’t want to fight anymore ... or at all or ... I don’t
know. All of this can stop if we just make a peaceful life. We’ll run an honest business, keep to
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ourselves, and this will all go away.”
“That’s it?” Leesil’s frustration was quickly fueling his anger.

“That’s all I know.” She finally looked at him, then away, shaking her head. “I don’t know what else it
could be.”

That was no answer, just another evasion. She’d told him nothing. Or had she? Leesil’s past had erased
all desire to protect anyone besides himself. He wasn’t certain now if he felt protective or simply puzzled.
He only knew that Magiere’s demeanor was at least changing back into the cold and moderately pleasant
countenance he’d come to know and depend on. Perhaps it was just the years of living in lies and playing
games that had finally caught up with her. That would have to be relief enough for now. But there would
be more questions when another opportunity arose.

“All right,” he said, throwing up his arms and letting them drop. “If you’ve no secrets to tell, we’ll mark
this one as another mad thief on the road. By midday, we’ll be in Miiska.”

“Yes.” She half smiled. “Good enough for a new life.”

“I’ll make the tea,” he grumbled, kneeling down to collect and fan the last embers of the fire. He looked
at her and nodded. “A new life.”

At the break of dawn, Rashed dragged Ratboy’s bloody, struggling form into the underground drawing
room and threw him up against a wall.

Teesha’s eyes rose from her needlework in near alarm. “What is going on?”
“Look at him!” Rashed spit.

Half-dried blood covered Ratboy’s chin and upper torso. Although Rashed thought the youngest
member of their trio to be an impatient upstart, he’d never considered him a complete fool—until now.

“This witless whelp left a dead girl lying in her own yard with her throat torn open!”

Teesha stood and smoothed her blue satin dress. Her chocolate curls bounced slightly as she
approached Ratboy, who was sprawled against the base of the room’s back wall. She looked him over,
and her head tilted ever so slightly to the side as her small face took on a disappointed expression.

“Is this true?” she asked.

“While you’re staring so hard, take a look at my back,” the dusty urchin answered, finding his voice.
“That blackish stuff'isn’t human blood. It’s my own.” He held his wrists out. “And these scars were open

wounds not long ago. You ever see one of our kind get scars before?”

“Impossible,” Rashed hissed, but his brow wrinkled when he leaned over for closer inspection. Jagged
white slashes resembling teeth marks covered Ratboy’s forearms. “How?”

“That hunter!” Ratboy screeched back at him in frustration. “She truly is a hunter. I’ve seen few of our
own kind move so quickly, and her sword sliced my back as if I were living flesh.”
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“Nonsense,” Rashed said in open disgust, stepping back. “The charlatan used her earnings to buy some
warded blade, that’s all. You obviously rushed in with your usual naive confidence and failed. You got
cut for your own recklessness and ran away like a coward. And to make matters worse, you didn’t
bother thinking about us, did you? Instead of coming back here to face the slow process of healing, you
consumed a young girl to death not twenty houses from your own and then left her body to panic the
town.”

Ratboy’s jaw dropped as if Rashed’s accusations were too outrageous for defense. “But I have scars!”
Rashed paused only a second, then turned away in disgust.

“You sent him,” Teesha said gently, eyebrows raised with her eyes half closed, as if to spread the guilt
properly. Her tiny red mouth set in a position of chastisement. “He isn’t experienced enough to battle a
hunter, charlatan or legitimate, and you know it. And none of us were certain how real or false she was.
You should have seen to this matter.”

If Ratboy had made such a statement, Rashed would have shaken him like a rag doll, but Teesha’s
words rang true. The tall leader glared down at Ratboy again, but did not continue his assault.

“When will she reach town?”” he asked.

Still petulant, Ratboy answered, “Sometime today. She’s traveling with a half-elf and ... that dog.”” He
turned to Teesha. “Edwan was right about the dog. His teeth burned me. [ wasn’t ready! If I"d known, I
could have won. I would have broken that hound’s neck in the first blink.”

The wax rose candles flickered around them, and Teesha patted Ratboy’s shoulder. “We need to go
down to the caverns and sleep. Take off those rags and let me see your back. I’ll find you another shirt.”

Teesha’s attention washed all the anger from Ratboy’s face, and he allowed himself to be led away like
a puppy.

Rashed frowned at their backs. Ratboy’s injuries were his own fault, scars or not, and Teesha’s
motherly kindness only encouraged further carelessness. That little leech of an urchin should sleep all night
in his own crusted blood.

But for now, such petty thoughts were minor concerns. Rashed had built this home out of nothing. His
small family had reasonable wealth and safety, the likes of which normally came to only the older of the
Noble Dead after years of planning and manipulation. While he slept this day, a hunter—charlatan or
no—was coming to take it all away. She must be removed quickly and quietly. Teesha was right. He
should have handled this affair himself.

Rashed began snuffing out the candles, one by one. Keeping the situation away from Miiska was no
longer possible. Parko, his fallen brother, must have let something slip before he perished, otherwise why
would this hunter come here? There was no question she came looking for the three of them. So he
would wait, perhaps a night or two, and allow this hunter to become comfortable. And then he would
deal with her personally.

Chapter Five
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Magiere caught her first glimpse of Miiska late that morning and felt a twinge of uncertainty. She had
literally banked everything on finding peace in this small port town, and dreams by a campfire were often
a far cry from reality.

Leesil showed no similar apprehension “Finally,” he said, and his step quickened until he moved out
ahead of her. “Come on.”

Like him, she had become fond of clean, salty air. Unlike him, she could not express such appreciation.
His habit of speaking exactly what he thought often confused her, but now she hurried to follow, jerking
on the donkey’s bridle. She was glad of Leesil’s open curiosity. He might make this easier.

Chap no longer rode in the cart, but trotted along beside Leesil, head high as if he knew exactly where
he was going, a hound on his way home after the morning run. After so many years trying to perfectly fit
their parts in the “hunter of the dead” game, Magiere was struck by just how peculiar looking a trio they
were. She wondered what the townspeople would think of them.

“I wish we could have cleaned up first,” she said.

“You look fine,” Leesil answered, sounding ridiculous in his torn, oversize, untucked shirt and dirty
breeches. He hadn’t bothered to don a scarf or even to tie up his hair so that the tightened, smooth sides
of his ponytail would cover the tips of his ears. Perhaps now that he was arriving at his new home, he
didn’t see the need to blend in anymore.

The distance to the town closed quickly, until Magiere felt as if she had stepped across an unseen
boundary to enter its domain.

People bustled around the main street where it opened into a small marketplace at the near end of town.
Smells of warm milk, horse manure and sweat and, most of all, fish assaulted her as she passed the first
cluster of hawkers’ shacks and tents. A candle maker measured out dye into a pot of melted wax.
Nearby, a clothier emptied a cart and hung up multipatterned cloth that would give a harlequin fits. From
beyond the buildings and toward the docks came a shrill whistle and the sound of a taskmaster’s voice
cracking dockworkers into motion to empty the belly of some barge just into port. And, of course, there
were the fishmongers, each trying to out shout the other for their fresh, dried, cured, or smoked catch for
sale. This was not an outback village of superstitious peasants but a thriving community.

“Not bad.” Leesil smiled, watching a wagon rock by toward a small warehouse, its back filled with
wooden wine barrels. “I could grow accustomed to this.”

They passed a small tavern on the right where a stout woman swept last night’s dirt and leavings out the
door. By its look and place in the town, Magiere knew it wasn’t the one she’d bought, but she had a
moment’s hesitation, wondering if she’d need to jerk Leesil back before he slipped through the open
door.

Even in the mill of activity, heads turned toward them. Magiere kept her back straight and her pace
even. Newcomers would be common in a port town. However, only one or two other people openly
carried any weapon, and she now wished she’d stowed her falchion in the cart. Hopefully, there would
be no need of it here.
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The scent of fresh bread caught her attention, and her gaze wandered about until she spotted the
aroma’s origin.

She walked up to a table in front of a small cottage. Through one shutterless window she saw the clay
ovens and realized it was an actual bakery.

“A loaf of black forest and a loaf of rye,” she said to a balding, plump man in an apron.

The man hesitated, and Magiere felt immediately conscious of the way she must look, armored and
armed. There was an awkward silence.

“Do you have any sweet rolls?” Leesil grinned at the baker, stepping up to the table and examining
everything. “I’m hungry enough to clean you out.”

The man’s eyes widened a bit at Leesil’s high eyebrows and blunt-point ears peeking through
sliver-yellow hair, but Leesil’s smile inevitably proved infectious. He could come across as the most
carefree, harmless creature. Magiere knew better. She also knew when not to disturb Leesil’s influence
on people.

“I have some cream pastries inside,” the man suggested.
“Cream pastries?” Leesil let out an ecstatic gasp. “Fetch me three before I drop right here at your feet!”

The baker both scowled and smiled at Leesil’s dramatics and disappeared through the bakery door with
a throaty chuckle.

“You’d be lost without me,” Leesil whispered to his partner, clearly pleased with himself.
“You just keep on believing that,” Magiere muttered, but she was secretly relieved.

Upon the baker’s return, Leesil fussed sufficiently over the pastries and then tossed one to Chap, who
swallowed it whole with hardly a snap of his jaws. When the baker’s face went flat with indignant shock,
Leesil realized his mistake and covered it with a politely dismissive manner.

“Oh, he’s one of the family. Loves cream, and”—Leesil gave the baker a quick conspiratorial wink—*1
only give him the best. Say, do you know where we could find Constable Ellinwood, the town bailiff?”

“Constable Ellinwood?”” the man asked, wiping his hands on his apron with an expression of worry. “Is
there trouble?”

“Trouble?” Leesil pitched his voice to sound surprised. “No, we’ve purchased a tavern here in town,
down near the docks. We just need to present the deed and find our property.”

“A tavern... by the docks? Oh, you bought the old Dunction place. Why didn’t you say so?”” The plump
baker called out to a clean-faced boy chopping wood at the bakery’s far corner. “Geoffry, run and fetch
the constable. He’ll be eating his midday meal with Martha about now. Tell him the folks who bought the
Dunction place are here.” Then he turned back to Leesil. “Come, come,” he motioned with one thick
hand. “I’'m Karlin. I’ve some tables around the side, so you can sit and finish your pastries. The constable
will be right along.”

Feeling simultaneously embarrassed and relieved at how well Leesil was managing, Magiere followed
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along silently. She would rather have gone to find the tavern herself and looked it over in private before
tending to formalities, but things were proceeding smoothly enough. And she found herself hungrier than
expected when faced with fresh bread—and something more comfortable to sit on than dirt. Moments
later, she sat with Leesil, tearing off hunks of rye bread to dip in a bowl of honey the baker had brought,
and waiting for the proper authorities to come directly to her. Apprehension faded just a little, now that
they were out of the main street and away from so many curious eyes.

“I don’t think this town sees many strangers come in by the road,” she commented.
Leesil nodded. “You should have stowed that falchion.”

Magiere glared back at him but said nothing. He was probably armed to the teeth with his little knives,
which were easier to conceal in his clothing.

Despite her nervousness, Magiere did like the look of constant business around her. These people
seemed to live with more purpose than guarding against their own superstitions. They had affairs to tend
to, with family and friends around them who didn’t watch each other with a suspicious eye, waiting for
some curse to pop up from their own imaginations. She might not get to know any of them, but they
would be her customers, and she was determined not to despise them.

That determination wavered when young Geoftry, the baker’s son, came running back, followed by a
behemoth of a man, who strode among the townspeople as if each was his personal servant. At the sight
of him, distaste settled in Magiere’s stomach. She put down the pinch of bread she was about to dip in
the honey. She’d seen his kind before.

Dressed in a purple brocade tunic and forest-green sash, he’d garnished his matching purple cap with a
white feather. Although his attire must have cost what Magiere earned in three village jobs, the sash only
accented the size of his protruding belly rather than helping him appear distinguished. He looked like a
grape ripened too long on the vine. His face was filled with the overly forced sternness common to those
who took their position—but not their duties—too seriously. This would be Constable Ellinwood.

Karlin the baker respectfully ushered the constable to her table, and Magiere’s distaste grew. Constable
Ellinwood possessed a dour, fleshy countenance, and small, piglike eyes that suggested he thought daily
free tankards of ale and fleecing the townsfolk at every opportunity were his rightful due. She doubted he
had bought that expensive double-felt tunic with his own wages, from what Magiere knew of the pay for
such positions.

Inwardly, she realized the hypocrisy of her contempt. But although she and Leesil had probably done
worse in their time, at least they struck a village once and moved on immediately. They didn’t remain to
drain the townspeople like some bloated leech.

Karlin, on the other hand, seemed pleased with the constable’s presence and began introductions.

“These are the folks,” Karlin said, and Magiere noticed how the baker’s skin glowed with health next to
the pasty rolls of Ellinwood’s flesh.

“You bought the Dunction place?”” Ellinwood asked Leesil, repeating what he’d been told.

“I don’t know who owned it previously,” Magiere interrupted. “But I have a deed for a tavern near the
docks.” She unfolded a worn sheet of paper.
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Leesil leaned back quietly, comfortable enough with the change of roles now that he was stuffing himself
and washing mouthfuls down with an occasional sip from his wine sack. Turning his attention to Magiere,
Constable Ellinwood’s fingers reached down to grip the deed, exposing two heavy, etched-gold rings on
his fingers.

“I’1l show you where the place is,” he said, after a cursory read, “but I can’t stay to get you settled.”
Even his voice sounded thick and sluggish to Magiere. He puffed up importantly. ““One of the local girls
was found dead this morning, and I’'m beginning an investigation.”

“Who?” Karlin gasped.

“Young Eliza, Brenden’s sister. Found in her own yard.”

“Oh no, not another...” Karlin trailed off as he glanced toward Leesil and Magiere.
“Not another what?”” Magiere asked, looking not at Karlin but at the constable.

“Nothing to concern yourself about,” Ellinwood said, puffing up even more. “Now, if you want to see
the tavern, follow me.”

Magiere withheld any further comment. If Ellinwood really considered the dead girl none of their
business, he wouldn’t have announced it so blatantly. And Karlin knew the victim, though that was not a
great surprise. Miiska was a healthy-size town, but not so big that most people wouldn’t know each
other, at least casually. Magiere’s mild distaste for the constable turned to revulsion.

Down near the docks, the ocean scent blew stronger, filling Magiere’s lungs with salt-laden comfort. The
view of the ocean’s horizon with its thin trailing clouds was breathtaking. A small, treed peninsula shot out
south of the town, and to the north the shoreline hooked seaward briefly before heading up the coast.
The dark blue of the water in the small bay told her the drop-off was steep and a perfect place for a
small port town to crop up, offering commerce and a safe stopover for barges and smaller ships
traversing the coastline.

The tavern, on the other hand, was not all she had hoped. When they passed down to the far end of
town, they found a small two-story building tucked back against a few trees toward the base of the short
peninsula.

Dingy, weatherworn, and possibly in need of a new roof, the sight made Magiere hesitant to step inside.
The outer walls looked old and hadn’t been re-stained in years, turning mottled brown and gray from
years of weather wear in salt air. At least the shutters were still intact. One of them banged softly against
a window in the light breeze. Leesil stepped forward and touched the wood next to the entrance.

“It’s quite solid,” he said excitedly. “Wonderful. A bit of stain, a few shingles ...”

“What did the previous owner call it?” Magiere asked Ellinwood.

“I don’t think he ever gave it a name. Folks just called it Dunction’s.”

“Why did he sell it?”
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The constable puckered his lips. “Sell it? He didn’t sell it. He just ran off and left it one night when no
one was watching. I suppose he didn’t own it outright, because I received formal notice from a bank in
Bela that they’d reassumed possession. It was all in order.”

“The owner ran oftf?”” Magiere asked. “Was business that bad?”’

“No, this place was filled to the brim every night. The dockworkers and bargemen have missed it fierce.
So have I, to be honest.” He rapped his knuckles once on the door before opening it. “Caleb?”” he
called. “You home? New owners are here.”

Ellin wood didn’t wait for an answer and opened the door to step inside, waving Magiere and Leesil
after him. Chap slipped in last before the door could shut. With pleasant surprise, Magiere found the
inside much better cared for than the outside. The wood floor was swept and clean, if a little worn. To
the right in the main area, respectable-looking tables were positioned to fit as many as possible, with
room enough for the passage of serving staff handing out tankards and bottles. A huge stone fireplace,
large enough to crouch in, dominated the end of the room beyond the tables, offering warmth and a
welcome.

The bar on the left was long and made of stout oak turned dark and shiny from years of polishing and
the oil of patrons’ hands as they leaned their way through the evenings. Behind its far end was a curtained
doorway that probably led to the household kitchen or stockroom, and beside it was a stairway leading
up to the second floor where the living quarters would be.

Overall, the inside was far better than Magiere had hoped. As little as she had paid for it, she’d
wondered some nights what she could expect sight unseen. And for some reason she couldn’t explain,
the hearth was more important to her than anything else. It was sound and looked strong.

“This is perfect,” Leesil said, as if he didn’t quite believe it. He moved past her, turning around in
amazement, running his slim hand over a table as he walked through the room right up to the hearth
Magiere was still eyeing. “I’ll set up the faro game by the front window nearest the fire. We might have to
sacrifice a table or two to make room.”

She suddenly noted he had not directed one word or acknowledgment in Ellinwood’s direction.

Hearing footsteps, she turned toward the staircase. Descending slowly were an old, stooped man, an old
woman, and a little blond girl about five or six years old.

“Oh, there you are, Caleb,” Ellinwood said, rubbing his hands, apparently deciding his business here was
finished. “These are the new owners. I must get back to work.”

He bid Magiere a good day, ignored Leesil, and left.

Uncertain of exactly what was going on, Magiere turned back to the old couple and child. The old man
was half a head taller than her, with straight ashen hair pulled back at his neck. His face was wrinkled but
smooth of expression, his eyes dark brown and steady. He wore a plain muslin shirt that matched his
wife’s tan skirt, both clean as the well-swept floor. The old woman was tiny as a sparrow, her hair pulled
up in a neat bun.

“We’re the caretakers,” Caleb said upon seeing Magiere’s bewilderment. “This is my wife, Beth-rae,
and my granddaughter, Rose.”
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Chap trotted over to the old lady, who pulled the little girl out of the way. The dog’s ears popped up
straight as he looked at tiny Rose, his nose reaching out little by little, sniffing, until the child held out a
tentative hand.

As arule, Chap didn’t like being petted by anyone but Leesil, and Magiere tensed, ready to reach out
and jerk the dog back by the scruff if he growled. But Chap licked at the small fingers and the child
giggled as his tail began to switch. Magiere experienced a wave of instant good will toward these three
that washed away the bad taste Ellinwood had left.

“Oh, look, Caleb.” Beth-rae brushed back a loose strand of gray hair. “They have a dog. Isn’t he
beautiful?”” She leaned down and scratched Chap gently behind the ear. Chap whined with pleasure and
pushed his great head into her side.

“He’s a dear thing, but fierce, too. I can tell,” Beth-rae said. “It will be good to have him standing
guard.”

Little Rose thumped both her hands across Chap’s back and laughed.
“His name’s Chap,” Leesil said, also puzzled by the dog’s unusual friendliness with strangers.

“Come to the kitchen, Chap,” Beth-rae said. “We’ll find you some cold mutton. But don’t get too
accustomed. It’s fish for us most days.”

As Beth-rae and Rose and Chap left the room, Magiere again looked at Caleb as if to question his
presence.

“We’re the caretakers,” he repeated, meeting her gaze. “When Master Dunction disappeared, the
constable commissioned the bank in Bela to keep us on until the place could be sold.”

While wondering about Caleb’s use of the term “disappeared,” Magiere turned her attention to a new
dilemma.

“Do all three of you live here?”

Leesil came over to join her. “Of course, they live here. Who do you think has been keeping the place
up?”’

Magiere crossed her arms, shifting from one foot to the other. Taking on a tavern was one thing;
supporting a family of three she’d just met was another. Leesil must have read the expression on her face,
for he cut in before she could speak.

“We’re going to need help anyway,” he said. “If you’re running the bar and I’m running the games,
who’s going to serve and cook and keep the place up?”

He had a point. Magiere hadn’t given much thought to food, but most patrons coming in for ale would
probably want to eat as well.

“What did Dunction serve?” she asked Caleb.

“Simple fare. When the place was still open, Beth-rae baked bread all morning, then cooked different
types of stew or fish chowder. She’s good with herbs and spices.” He paused. “Come upstairs, and I’ll
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show you the living quarters.”

Although his tone remained casual, Magiere sensed a cautious tension in the old caretaker, as if there
was more going on here than he indicated.

“How long have you been here?” she asked, following him up the staircase.
“Nine years,” he answered. “Rose has been with us since my daughter ... left us.”

“Left you?” Leesil asked. Then he muttered under his breath, “Seems like people keep leaving this
place.”

Caleb didn’t respond. Magiere held her tongue as well. The old man’s affairs were none of her business.

The upper floor was as well tended as the lower. The top of the stairs emptied into the center of a short,
narrow hallway. First Caleb showed her a large bedroom at the left end of the hall, somewhere above the
common room downstairs, and proclaimed it to be hers. There was another room for Leesil at the
midpoint of the hall, just across from the stairs, and a third small room at the right end of the hall. The last
had likely been used for storage or other purposes. There was a sagging bed tucked into the corner, two
pillows at its head, and a little mat on the floor.

“This is where we stay, Miss,” Caleb said. “We don’t take up much space.”

For the second time that day, Magiere sighed in resignation. Leesil was right; they couldn’t manage
everything by themselves. Besides, she had no idea how to make spiced fish chowder and no time for
tasks like cleaning the hearth if she was to learn how to run this place.

“What arrangement did you have with the bank?” she asked.

“Arrangement?”” Caleb’s brows gathered.

“What does the bank pay you?”

“Pay us? We’ve just been living here, tending the place, and were careful not to use up all the stores
before the new owner arrived.”

Magiere didn’t know whom she despised more at that moment, the very poor or the very rich. The bank
was able to arrange free caretakers, taking advantage of two people suddenly left without an employer.

“All right,” she said to Caleb. “You two work for me, and I’ll pay you a twentieth share of the house’s
profits, plus room and board.” She pushed past Leesil down the hall and away from the small room. She
stopped at the top of the stairs and looked back at them. “And I don’t need that big bedroom. We’ll
switch places later this afternoon.”

Leesil stared at her, then looked at Caleb and shrugged. A flicker, just a hint, of astonishment passed
across Caleb’s face, but he nodded as if such an offer was commonplace.

“That will be just fine,” he said calmly. He moved down the hall past her and went quietly back
downstairs, no doubt to inform his spouse of the changes to come.

Magiere stepped into the doorway of what would be Leesil’s room and leaned against the jamb. Leesil
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strolled over to stand in the doorway next to her, pretending to examine the near-empty space. There
was nothing to look at except the bed and an open-shuttered window in the far wall that looked out
toward the ocean, its view only slightly obscured by the branches of a nearby fir tree. Magiere willed him
to be silent.

“How uncharacteristic,” he finally said.
“If you disagreed, you should have spoken up.”
“I don’t disagree.”

Neither spoke for a short while. Between the two of them, they’d likely starved out entire villages for the
price of her services. Magiere finally said, “I want a new life.”

Leesil looked at her out of the corner of his eye, loose hair exposing his ears. He nodded and smiled.
“I suppose it’s a start.”

By sundown that night, Magiere’s personal appearance and her world had altered considerably.
Beth-rae arranged for a long, hot bath in the kitchen so she could scrub every bit of mud from her hair
and skin. While she bathed, her clothing miraculously disappeared and was replaced by a muslin dressing
gown. Still planning too many activities that night to remain in what she considered nearly night-clothes,
Magiere went back upstairs into her small room. What was once a mere closet for three would do well
enough for one.

Furnishings had been moved from one room to another, and all the comforts of a home surrounded her.
Where there was once a bed barely large enough for two now stood a bed for one with a plain-posted
canopy of faded curtains dyed a deep sea green. It seemed the previous owner had either been single or
slept alone. Someone had entered while she bathed and placed a thick down comforter on the bed. And
on top of that lay her pack and knife and the sheathed falchion.

Heat from the kitchen fire traveled up the stone chimney in the corner and helped warm the room,
though her bare feet still felt a little chill on the wood floor. A wardrobe of dark wood stood against the
wall across from the bed. Replacing Rose’s mat was now a small table with one chair and two stout,
white candles that flickered throughout the dark room. She opened her pack to empty its contents on the
bed.

From the bottom of the pack, she pulled a canvas-wrapped bundle. Tied with twine, the rough material
had sharply creased after years of storage in its place. It had been so long since she’d opened it that
Magiere was forced to cut the twine with her knife, as the knot would not uncinch. Inside was a dark
blue brocade dress with black laces on the bodice. Aunt Bieja had given it to her years ago.

Magiere put it on quickly, fumbling a bit with the laces before tying them securely. She absently fingered
the metal chain of her bone-and-tin amulet, then dropped it to let it rest between her breasts near the
topaz stone. Meaningless trinkets that merely added to her persona as the hunter, she had no idea why
she kept them on now, but it seemed too odd to take them off after so many years.

There was no mirror in which to view herself, but when she looked down at the drape of the skirt, it felt
odd and alien not to see her own breeched legs or booted feet. She felt a sudden urge to pull the dress
off, but with her everyday clothes missing and having limited other clothing in her pack, there was little
else to wear at the moment. She turned instead to putting away her things.
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Her worn blanket and teapot and few spare undergarments made the wardrobe look barer than before
she’d placed anything in it. The small size of the room was actually a relief, since she had so few personal
belongings with which to fill it.

“By all the dead deities,” came Leesil’s voice from behind her. She quickly spun about. “What did you
do to yourself?”

Bathed as well, he stood with a hand on the open door latch, wearing a dressing gown similar to the one
she’d just taken oft. His wet, shoulder-length hair, pulled back over his ears, looked like beach sand in
the low light, but he still looked himself. He stared at her as if she were some stranger who’d sneaked in
unannounced.

Magiere felt acutely aware of her own appearance, the tightly laced gown and how her black hair hung
loose to her shoulder blades. She suddenly wished she’d left on the oversize dressing gown.

“Beth-rae took my clothes to wash,” Magiere snarled at him. “And you might take care. She’ll probably
burn yours, by the state they were in.”

“Where did you buy that?” he asked, stepping into the room.
She noticed that when they were both in their bare feet, he was perhaps a little taller than her.

“Don’t you knock, or has sleeping on the ground rubbed out all your manners?” she replied. “And I
didn’t buy it. My aunt gave it to me a long time ago.”

That comment halted his line of questioning immediately. Talking about their pasts was something they
both made a point of avoiding.

“Where’s Chap?” she asked.

“In the kitchen.” Leesil rolled his eyes. “He’s fallen in love with Beth-rae. Every time I see them, she’s
feeding him something. That’s got to stop. What good is a fat guard dog?”’

He still eyed Magiere up and down, and it was starting to irritate her even more.

“We’ll search the place tomorrow, take a look at the cellar or whatever passes for storage, and get an
inventory. If there are enough ale casks down there, we might be able to open for business tomorrow
evening. If you need anything else for the games, let me know.” She picked up the falchion and turned to
place it inside the corner of the wardrobe while Leesil plopped down in the chair, watching her. “In the
afternoon, we’ll go back to the market, and maybe the docks to see what’s in the warehouses that we
might want or need. There’s not much money to spend, but it’ll get us by until business builds up.”

A shift of shadows outside the doorway caught Magiere’s attention from the corner of her eye, and
instinctively she knew it wasn’t Caleb or Beth-rae. Leesil turned as well, staring at the door he’d left

open, and a stiletto appeared in his hand.

Magiere didn’t stop to ponder where he’d hidden that in his dressing gown. She slipped the sheath of
her falchion, letting it drop to the floor.

There was no light near the door, and even the candles didn’t show who was there. A deep voice came
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into the room, gentle, even soothing.
“Don’t be alarmed.”

Darkness seemed to follow the figure as he stepped forward into the doorway, then the shadows
drained away, or perhaps he’d just shifted forward into the reach of the candles’ light.

“How did you get up here?”” she demanded, wondering why Chap hadn’t alerted them to an intruder.

The man was about forty years old, of medium height and build. His peppered-brown hair lay carefully
combed back. Perfect white patches at both temples framed even features that were striking rather than
handsome. There was a slight widening bump at the bridge of his nose. His clothes were hidden beneath
a floor-length, mahogany cloak. Only the rounded points of well-made boots were visible. He did not
appear to be armed, but there was no way to tell what might be hidden beneath that cloak. His hands
were clasped in front of his chest, and she noticed the top half of the little finger on his left hand was
missing.

“Answer up!” Leesil snapped. He was now on his feet and had somehow produced a second blade in
his other hand.

The man stared for a moment at Magiere’s falchion, as if studying it, then he looked her over with as
much concentration. His eyes stopped to rest on her amulets. She wanted him to stop looking at her and
quickly tucked the amulets inside the dress, out of sight. While shoving them beneath her bodice, she
noticed the topaz stone seemed brighter than normal, but she turned her attention back to the stranger.
He gave no notice at all to Leesil.

“My name is Welstiel Massing. But you’re the one, aren’t you? The one who kills vampires?”

Magiere couldn’t think of a response. The man spoke so blatantly, without any pretense, as if it was a
common thing to ask a stranger.

“We don’t know what you’re babbling about,” Leesil answered. “But we aren’t open to customers yet.
I suggest you come back tomorrow.”

Again this Welstiel Massing acted as if no one had spoken, his attention centered on Magiere.

“You are not what I expected, but you’re the one.”

“I don’t do that anymore,” Magiere answered.

Something about this stranger frightened her—as much as anything ever frightened her. She wanted
nothing to do with any aspect of her own past, and his presence disturbed the recently gained balance of
her new life.

“I doubt you can avoid it here,” Welstiel said. “I just came to warn you.”

“Get out,” she said coldly, losing her patience, “or I’ll throw you out.”

Welstiel backed up, not in fear, but as if he were a creature with impeccable manners. “Forgive me. |
simply thought to warn you.”
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“Well, now you have,” Leesil spoke up, “and I’ll show you the front door.” He moved forward.

For a moment it appeared this night visitor was not going to move. Then his eyes rolled casually toward
Leesil. He turned and headed down the hallway as if leaving was his own idea.

Both Leesil and Magiere were caught in their own surprise for a moment, and then Leesil bolted out the
door to “escort” Welstiel Massing down the stairs. Magiere followed in time to see her partner standing
at the top of the stairs, wide-eyed. She heard the tavern’s door downstairs close. Leesil looked back at
Magiere with an expression on his face as if he’d come in on the tail end of a bizarre conversation that he
couldn’t quite figure out.

“He’s rather quick for an older man,” Leesil said quietly, then added, “I’ll be back.” And he scrambled
down the stairs out of sight.

Magiere returned to her room and sank down onto her bed. Whatever this visitor had come for, she
would not be dragged back into the old game—not for money, not for anything.

Leesil appeared again in the doorway. “Chap, Caleb, and Beth-rae are all asleep in the kitchen. I told
you she was feeding him too much.”

“I’1l speak with her in the morning.” Magiere nodded, glad to focus on tasks at hand again, anything to
distract her. “But wasn’t the front door locked?”

“I’m not sure. I just assumed so. Caleb and Beth-rae don’t seem the types to leave the place wide
open.” He was about to leave again, but stopped, turning to Magiere with serious intent on his face.
“Don’t let that lunatic bother you. We’ll keep him out of the tavern. We don’t have to do business with
anyone we don’t want to.”

Magiere laid her falchion back down, watching candlelight reflect off the shining blade.

“That’s not necessary. I think he’s harmless, but he’s out on his ear if he starts talking about vampires
again.”

“How do these people find us?”

She looked at him with a little annoyance. They’d spent years spreading every possible rumor across the
countryside about her, just so peoplecould find her.

“Yes, right,” Leesil added. “Stupid question.”

She shook her head. “We’ll try to open for business as soon as possible.”
“Have you come up with a name?”

“I thought you’d do that when you painted the sign.”

“How about The Blood Pie Inn?”

“You’re not funny.”

He laughed and stepped out, closing the door behind himself.
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Chapter Six

Two evenings later, a somewhat refurbished tavern named “The Sea Lion” opened shortly before dusk.
Leesil had never lived close to the ocean before, and watching a herd of sea lions swim along the cresting
waves heading north had sparked inspiration for a name that suggested location and strength. At first he
hadn’t even known what to call the creatures he saw, until he asked one of the sailors down at the docks.
Magiere knew she possessed little imagination with words, but Leesil usually expressed enough words
and imagination for both of them. Most of their patrons were sailors far from home, or unmarried
dockworkers. A few young couples showed up as well. There were also two middle-aged women
shopkeepers claiming to love Beth-rae’s fish chowder, who came trundling in behind the main crowd.
After eating, the pair took eager interest in the new attraction of Leesil’s faro table and sat chatting
comfortably with the nearby sailors as Leesil flipped the cards.

Ironically, the old caretakers, especially Beth-rae, seemed like gifts from the heavens. Before arriving in
Miiska, Magiere had never really given thought to serving food, but now realized her shortsightedness.
Everyone who sat about talking and drinking and playing cards ordered something to eat, sooner or later.
They came for the food almost as much as the ale. One pair of dark-skinned dock-workers even
ordered spiced tea. Magiere discovered she didn’t have any such thing in stock, but when she told the
two men, they looked at her as if a house special they’d ordered for years had suddenly disappeared
from their favorite place. She ran upstairs and blended something from her leftover travel rations, then
handed it off to Beth-rae to brew as an “on-the-house” replacement until she could purchase the proper
blend. Other than this one free offering, the money was coming in. It was not a fortune, and it might take
weeks or more to make as much as she and Leesil had taken from a village or two, but it was certainly a
more comfortable way to make a living. Caleb had helped establish the price of served goods, based on
what the previous owner had charged, and that was as good a place to start as any.

Magiere returned to her favored post behind the bar and watched as Caleb served out drinks and
delivered orders of delectables from Beth-rae’s kitchen. She leaned back against an ale keg on the rear
counter and relaxed just a little, feeling clean and comfortable. Beth-rae had washed out her old black
breeches the night before, and Magiere wore them now, along with a loose white shirt and unbuttoned
russet vest she’d picked up at the open market. She wore her amulets tucked inside the shirt, as was her
custom. In spite of the many life changes of late, the dress Aunt Bieja had given her simply didn’t feel
right, so she’d decided to stick with habit in her attire.

She looked around the room in satisfaction. Everything appeared almost exactly as she had imagined.
Chap sat by the fire, his usual attentive self, watching for trouble. Leesil laughed and joked while dealing
cards, taking bets, and managing his trick of putting everyone at ease with his light-hearted nature. She
hadn’t seen him drunk in three days, although he looked haggard in the mornings, his eyes more
bloodshot than usual, as if he’d needed the wine to get to sleep all those years. She’d slept beside him on
the open ground enough times to know about his difficulties with nightmares. The few times they’d run
out of wine between towns she’d woken in the night to hear him mumbling and thrashing, sometimes
shouting unintelligibly, in his sleep. She never mentioned it to him.

Little Rose sat near the fire behind Chap, who occasionally checked on her while she drew with
charcoal on some faded parchment Leesil had bought for her.
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Every time the door opened, Magiere couldn’t help anxiously glancing over to see if it might be the
intrusive visitor, Welstiel, from their first night here. As the evening wore on with no sign of him, she
stopped eyeing every person who walked through the door and relaxed just a little more. If this was the
first of many such nights to come, she might actually find the peace she’d imagined.

She did not hear the door open, but rather felt the wind and heard Leesil call out a ritual welcome. When
she turned from an ale barrel, her first glance told her something was out of place.

He wasn’t a merchant, not like those she’d seen in town. Nor was he a dockworker or bargeman,
though his build would have made such work no strain at all. A sailor or even captain was out of the
question, for his skin was so pale it hadn’t seen a full day’s sun in a long while. He stood across from her
on the other side of the bar, unusually tall with a heavy bone structure and cropped black hair. A
well-tailored burgundy tunic did little to hide the tight muscles in his arms. His eyes caught and held hers.
Clear blue, almost transparent, they reminded her of Chap’s. He bore himself like a noble, but if that
were true, what was he doing here in a dockside tavern?

A low rumbling sound took a moment to register in Magiere’s awareness beneath the din in the room. It
pulled her attention mostly because she wasn’t sure why she could hear it at all amidst the chatter of the
patrons. But it was familiar in an unsettling way. Her eyes shifted toward its source.

Chap was on his feet in front of the hearth, lips quivering just short of a snarl. He was growling.

Her gaze clicked back to the man in front of her, then back to the dog—and little Rose, who sat
round-eyed in surprise behind the hound. Chap had not reacted once all evening to any other patron.

“Quiet, Chap,” Magiere snapped loud enough for the dog to hear.

He stopped growling but remained rigid, even when Rose began pulling on his tail.

Magiere turned her full attention back to the nobleman. “What can I get for you?”

“Red wine.” His voice was hollow and deep.

This new habit of forming rapid impressions of people was beginning to bother Magiere. Ever since
she’d come to Miiska, certain inhabitants had caused her to reach quick assessments, or perhaps she’d
never before spent so much time around so many people. She distinctly experienced immediate dislike

for Constable Ellinwood, an uncharacteristic goodwill toward Caleb and Beth-rae, an unexplainable fear
of Welstiel, and now a new emotion created by this nobleman—caution.

She poured wine from a cask into a tin goblet, then set it on the bar. The man held out three copper
coins. He knew the price and so had been here before under the previous owner. For some reason, she
wanted him to lay the coins on the bar rather than take them from his hand. Nonetheless she reached out
and snatched the coins. The nobleman didn’t touch his wine. His gaze remained on her face, as if he were
memorizing each feature.

“A fine place,” he said. “Nothing like the taverns in Bela, but very comfortable for Miiska. I have some
friends I’d like to bring sometime.”

“Any good patron is always welcome,” she answered politely with a courteous nod.

He nodded in return without smiling, and then his expression grew even colder. “You’re the one, aren’t
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you?” he said. “The one who hunts Noble Dead?”’

The buzz of laughter and chatter all around her grew faint as a dull throb pounded in her ears. She
couldn’t help letting her gaze slip quickly around the room to see if anyone had heard. Noble
Dead—she’d never heard that expression, but his meaning seemed clear.

“I don’t do that anymore.”

“You are a killer,” he said quietly. “I have seen one or two true killers before. They never stop. They
can’t.”

“There’s faro in the corner, if you care to play cards, or find a table and order some food. I have
customers to attend.”

Magiere turned back to the wine casks, wanting to dismiss him and yet suddenly nervous about exposing
her back. She heard Chap’s growl again, but when she looked back this time, the nobleman was gone.
Chap was no longer by the hearth but sniffing at the closed tavern door, his lip still curling just short of a
snarl. She let out a slow exhale.

“Come away from there,” she called, to the dog.

Chap didn’t move, watching the door until little Rose came between the tables to drag him back to the
fire as if he were a giant wooden pull-toy. The dog reluctantly followed her.

Magiere enjoyed no more of the pleasant sounds around her that night and continued drawing ale with
numb hands until the last guest left. She had suspected this might happen eventually. It was always a
possibility that someone who knew of her previous life would stumble across her. She simply hadn’t
expected it to be so soon—and twice within the first week, so perhaps the gossip was already spreading.
And both occurrences seemed less a query or recognition than a challenge for denial.

“What a night,” Leesil said, still looking down at the cloth-covered faro table with the thirteen ranks of
spades laid out. Copper coins, and one silver, were piled highest on queens, tens, and threes for some
reason.

Magiere pulled out of her own thoughts. “How’d we do?”

“Fine,” he answered. “A little less than a fourth above the starting pot, but I was gentle with them. We’ll
make enough on food and drink, so best not to scare them off by emptying their pockets too quickly.”

Surprise at his clarity of thought almost cut away her black mood, but not quite.

What had that nobleman wanted? She had never seen him before, and yet he’d seemed to recognize her
on sight. He’d done no searching of the room when he entered but came directly to her. Then again,
perhaps others in town were talking about her. She tended to stand out some, and there certainly weren’t
any other armed women strolling through town on their first day with a half-elf and oversized dog in tow.
But what was going on? And an unexplained death the night before her arrival didn’t help matters. It was
too close to the pattern of the game she and Leesil had played for years.

“So ... Magiere?” Leesil said, sounding a little annoyed for being ignored. “What’s your problem? Been
sampling the casks too much tonight?”


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The large empty room suddenly felt more enclosed than when filled with people. She thought of the dead
girl Ellinwood mentioned and Karlin’s reaction. Had there been other murders in this small coastal town?

“Caleb,” she asked, “who is Brenden?”
The old man was wiping out tankards and hesitated as though wondering about her question.

“The blacksmith,” he answered simply. “His shop’s near the market at the north end of town, on the
shore side.”

“I need some air,” Magiere said, grabbing her falchion from under the bar and strapping it on, not caring
what anyone thought, including Leesil. “Can you clean up by yourselves?”

Her partner blinked. “Do you want company?”’
“NO "’

She practically fled the tavern, sucking in cool gulps of salt air after closing the front door behind herself.
All around, Miiska lay sleeping, but in a few hours some of the fishermen would rise well before dawn to
prepare their nets and lines. Not allowing herself to think, Magiere walked down rows of cottages,
houses, and shops without really seeing anything. She took no notice of the very few street torches and
lanterns still burning or the stragglers stumbling from another tavern or inn as it finally closed well past
midnight. She just wanted to clear her head of all the plaguing thoughts running through her mind.

Scents began to register in her smothered thoughts— horse dung, charcoal, and soot. The blacksmith’s
shop and stables. Magiere stopped in the middle of the street, uncertain and wavering between
directions.

Ellinwood had said the murdered girl, Eliza, was the sister of someone named Brenden. Brenden the
blacksmith.

It seemed no one in this town said anything straight out, but there had been more than one mention of
citizens disappearing. Karlin the baker had been more than startled by the announced death; he’d tried to
keep himself from blurting out something about others. And now at least two people knew exactly what
her past profession had been, or thought they knew.

Magiere hadn’t even realized she was walking again until she reached the end of the street and heard
horses stirring in the stables. Around the bend was the smith’s work area and behind that a long,
chest-high stack of cut wood against a fence. Just beyond she could see a small cottage out back. A thin
trail of smoke curled up from its pot chimney in the moonlight.

She slipped quietly around the far end of the fence, careful to check that the front door was closed, and
she saw no sign of anyone awake inside. There was only one curtained window to duck under on the
cottage side facing the trees. She stepped around back.

There was something of a back porch and a failing flower garden to one side. Another garden patch,
likely for vegetables, was farther back behind the stables. A second woodpile lined the cottage side of
the fence. It wouldn’t look good to be caught prowling on her first week in her new hometown, so she
kept a watch on the back door as she looked about. Of course, the body was long gone, but there might
be other telltale signs left behind.
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A dark patch on the woodpile caught her attention. At first she thought it was just a space between the
cut and split logs, but as she moved closer she could see it was not a hollow. Some of the ends of the
stacked firewood were stained darker than the others. In two places, it appeared the dark fluid had
dripped and run down. She knelt near the base of the stack.

Earth near a shore was usually damp, but looking carefully now she realized that the coastal earth she
had seen while traveling was light colored, close to the gravely sand of the shore itself. On the ground
here she found more dark spots, like the stains on the wood. One large one was surrounded by others,
smaller and smeared. The ground was a mess of footsteps, likely from Ellinwood and his so-called
guards. Beyond that, she could find no other signs of chase or struggle.

She ran her fingertips through one dark patch. Though mostly dried to the semi-damp state of the shore
earth, some did stick to her fingertips. She lifted it to her nose, then tasted it lightly with her tongue.

Blood.

Magiere closed her eyes and then opened them quickly as the backs of her lids conjured up images of
what the killer may have done to his or her victim to spill so much blood.

Yet it was all in one place, as if the girl had not been able to run, struggle, or fight for her life.
“I thought you no longer concerned yourself with such,dhampir 7 a voice said from behind her.

She whirled around to her feet in one motion, gripping her sword. At first she could see nothing, and
then she spotted a waver of shadow beneath a tree on the yard’s seaward side.

Welstiel stood there, dressed exactly as before in his long, wool cape. He stepped out from the trees to
the edge of the yard, and moonlight glinted off the white patches near his temples. She found herself
glancing at his hands, and although she couldn’t quite make them out, she remembered the missing end of
his finger and wondered how he had lost it.

“Are you following me?”” she asked angrily.

“Yes,” he answered.

That silenced her for a moment. When confronted with that question, most people denied it.

“Why?” she finally asked.

“Because this town is plagued by Noble Dead,” he said, “who survive by feeding upon the living. This
girl is not the first, and you know that. And no one in Miiska can stop them but you.”

“And how would you have any idea what [ know?”

Her words were more a retort than a question she expected to be answered. And no answer came.
Magiere’s stomach knotted sharply with pain from anger and anxiety.

“What does that mean?” she asked. “Noble Dead?”

“The highest order of the dead, or rather, undead,” he answered. “The Noble Dead possess the full
presence of self they had in life, their unique essence, so to speak. Vampires are but one type, as well as
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liches, the more powerful wraiths, and the occasional High Revenant. They are aware of themselves, their
own desires, intents and thoughts, and can learn and grow through their immortal existence, unlike the
lower-ranking undead, such as ghosts, animated corpses, and the like.”

“You are no foolish peasant,” she said softly. “How can you believe such things? There are no
vampires.” She turned back to stare at the stained earth and woodpile. “We have enough monsters of
our own kind.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “Of our own kind.”

She heard him step toward her into the yard, but did not look back at him.

“Undeads who drain life do exist,” he said. “And they have made this place, this town, their own. Such
creatures may be more ... exclusive ... than most peasants believe, but they exist just the same. You
know all this. You are a hunter.”

“Not anymore.”

“You won’t be able to avoid such tasks here.”

“Really?”” She turned on him, eyes narrow with anger. “Just watch how well I avoid this, old man.”

He wasn’t quite that old, but he acted like some superstitious village elder. She thought of their first
meeting and another question came to her mind, something he’d said tonight.

“What did you call me ...dhampir 7

“It is nothing.” He turned to leave. ““An ancient and little-known word in my homeland for one specially
gifted and born to hunt the undead.”

She did not stop his departure. She watched him fade between the trees, heading toward the shore.

In spite of his possible intent to rattle her, his wild statements made her feel better, not worse. A few
nights ago, she feared he wanted something from her that she was unwilling to give, but now he seemed
like just another superstitious fool, albeit a well-dressed one. Yes, there was a murderer loose in town, a
sick and twisted one at that, but Ellinwood and his cronies were paid to deal with such things. She was a
barkeep now, not a hunter, even if a few townsfolk had heard about her past. In a year, maybe two, that
reputation would wash away with the tide until she was only Magiere, owner of The Sea Lion tavern.

She wiped her fingers off in the sandy soil, then brushed off the dirt against the thigh of her breeches,
feeling her breathing slow and the tightness in her stomach relax. She walked away from the backyard,
the woodpile, and the stains on the ground without looking back Only a handful of steps down the street,
she spotted Caleb walking toward her.

“What are you doing out here?”” she asked in confusion.

“Streets at night aren’t always safe. I came to find you.”

“I can guard myself well enough.”

But his concern touched her a little, especially since he appeared so tired. The last few days of stocking
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and preparing to open had not been easy for him, not to mention waiting on tables half of tonight. She
was about to start for the tavern again, waving him on, but Caleb was staring back toward the stables
and the smith’s cottage.

“Why was Master Welstiel here?” he asked.
Magiere turned her head stiffly toward Caleb.

“You know him?”

Caleb shrugged. “He is new to Miiska, but he came to the tavern often when Dunction was owner. The
two of them enjoyed each other’s company, and Master Welstiel was always welcome.”

Perhaps this new detail explained Welstiel. If he was very fond of the previous tavern owner, he might
be concerned about finding answers, even after such a while. And he might well have heard some idle
rumor about her past, if others were talking about her—like that pale nobleman in the tavern earlier in the
evening,.

He might also just be guessing about what he thought she knew of events in Miiska.

Any one thing by itself was easy enough to dismiss. Even two could be dismissed as the ways of a
madman. But all of it was beginning to mount up, one thing upon the other.

“We should get some sleep, Miss,” Caleb urged. He reached out to tug at her shoulder, and only then
did Magiere turn away from staring back to the stables, the cottage, and the stained woodpile. She
headed down the road silently, Caleb by her side.

As Magiere and Caleb started for home, a faint light behind them slipped from the shadows, brightened
to nearly the glow of a coal ember as it hovered in the road where the two late night walkers had just
been standing. It floated after them for a while, then turned down a side alley and disappeared.

Constable Ellinwood arrived at his rented rooms shortly past the midnight hour, glad to finally be home.

Although he was known to sit drinking ale with his men at any one of Miiska’s various taverns late into
the night, he found these “duties” more and more difficult as time passed. He felt that it appeared normal,
even propet, for the town constable to patronize Miiska’s drinking establishments with his guards. He
would listen to his men tell boring stories about their families, the arrest of some cutpurse, or breaking up
an argument between hawkers at the market. He would smile and nod and attempt to show interest.

But ale did little to fill his mind with dreamy comfort, and lately, it had grown more difficult not to leave
early from the guardhouse, where he completed much of his work, and flee home to his lavish rooms in
Miiska’s finest inn, The Velvet Rose. Once alone in his rooms, he could sit and mix yellow Suman opiate
powder with his hidden stores of Stravinan spice whiskey. The combination created a powerful tonic for
his troubled thoughts and allowed him to sit in bliss for hours and hours, floating in a perfect state of
existence.

Although he’d learned of the elixir years ago when a traveling merchant gave him his first taste, he hadn’t
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indulged much in the past, as the cost of both components was exorbitant. Particularly the powder, which
came from across the sea on the far continent, south into the Suman Empire and its kingdom of il’Mauy
Meyauh. And even there, it was grown in secret and had to be smuggled out of the country. The price
was often too much for him—except of course on special occasions when he was able to extort an
unusually high fine for a criminal’s release. He found it quite unfair that a man in his position, who earned
one of the largest stipends in Miiska, should not be able to afford simple comforts after a hard day’s
work. Of course, he didn’t have to live in the Velvet Rose, but his plush rooms also brought him great
pleasure, and a man of his stature needed to keep up appearances.

Then nearly a year ago, a miracle occurred and he could afford all the Suman opiate and spice whiskey
he desired. And “home” was a lovely place to be at night.

Ellinwood laid his cloak on the silk comforter covering his bed and went to his polished cherry wood
wardrobe to unlock the bottom drawer. He took out a large glass bottle full of amber liquid and a silver
urn, smiling in anticipation.

A knock sounded on the door.

His smile faded, and he decided not to answer. Anyone calling at this hour had no decent business. If
there were some town emergency;, his first lieutenant, Darien, could handle it. He himself deserved a rest.

The knock sounded again, and a cold voice said, “Open the door.”

Ellinwood flinched. He knew the voice. He placed the bottle and urn back in the drawer and hurried to
open the door. In the hallway stood Rashed, the owner of Miiska’s largest warehouse. The constable
was at a loss for words.

“Um, welcome,” he managed to say. “Did we have an appointment?”’

“NO 2

Any contact with Rashed unnerved the constable, but they had such a mutually beneficial relationship
that he was determined not to jeopardize it.

“Then, how can I help you?” Ellinwood asked politely.

Rashed entered the room and closed the door. He was so tall that his head nearly touched the low
ceiling. He’d never come to the constable’s rooms before, and Ellinwood’s typical feeling of “nerves”
grew to anxiety. An oval mirror in a silver frame reflected the constable’s fleshy visage—completely
decked out in shades of green velvet. He could not help briefly comparing himself to the perfectly
constructed creature now sharing the room with him.

Rashed glanced around briefly. “There’s a hunter in town, and if she bothers me or mine, I’ll kill her and
anyone who tries to assist her, including your guards. Do you understand?”

Ellinwood stared at him and sputtered, “Who do ... the new owner of Dunction’s? Oh, you’ve been
listening to town gossip. She did not strike me as impressive on any level.”

“She is a hunter, and if she hunts here, there will be bloodshed—hers. And you will look the other way,
as always.”
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The constable tried to draw himself up. Although he and Rashed had a clear agreement that any
disappearances or dead bodies found would be shabbily investigated, this was the first time Rashed had
spoken so openly about shedding blood. And he’d certainly never felt the need to relay such information
before the fact.

“Why are you consulting me?” Ellinwood asked.

“This is different. I don’t know when a confrontation will occur, but I prefer not to have any of your
guards in the way.”

“I’ll handle my guards. But you will be discreet? She is new in town and few know her.” He paused a
moment, trying to find something that might be a suitable explanation for future use. “Perhaps the
business, or a sedentary life, didn’t suit her as well as she thought it would. There would be little interest if
she and her partner simply disappeared one night.”

Rashed nodded. “Of course. No bodies.”

“Well, then. Do whatever you think is best.” Ellinwood’s eyes strayed to the bottom drawer of his
wardrobe. “Now, if you will excuse me, it has been a long day, and I would like to rest.”

Rashed’s crystalline eyes followed and rested on the drawer as well. Mild disgust passed across his
face, and he tossed a bag of coins on the silk comforter.

“For your trouble.” He turned and left the room.

The constable slumped in relief, his breath coming quick and short. Perhaps he should have stipulated
that if Rashed wished to speak again, he should arrange a meeting at the warehouse, as was their usual
custom. He had no wish to be alone with a vampire in the close quarters of his room ever again. But
these creatures who owned Miiska’s main warehouse certainly served his needs, and even had other
uses from time to time.

Ellinwood had first encountered Rashed’s kind about a year ago. He had been returning home after an
evening of ale with his guards, and as he cut through an alley, he stumbled across the sight of a filthy
street urchin with his mouth on the throat of a sailor. When Ellinwood realized the urchin was draining the
sailor’s blood, he cried out in alarm. The killer actually looked up, hissed at him, dropped the sailor, and
moved forward to attack. Three of his guards, who were just leaving the tavern after him, heard their
superior call out and came running to investigate. The urchin vanished down the alley.

As he himself had been in mortal danger, Ellinwood set guards to searching the town with vigor. A few
of Miiska’s citizens had come to him in the past swearing that night creatures had taken a loved one. The
constable had not put much stock in such accounts until he’d seen this twisted little thing in the alley
drinking human blood. Stories of monsters and demons were common among the sailors and merchants
who traveled up and down the coast, passing through strange and foreign lands. And didn’t most myths
come from some grain of truth? The constable was determined to track down this murdering, possibly
unnatural, urchin.

The next night, a message arrived at the guardhouse—an invitation. Ellinwood gave in to curiosity and
went down to the warehouse. Rashed greeted him and took him to a plush room of low couches,
embroidered pillows, and exquisite little rose-shaped candles. But Ellinwood did not take too much time
admiring the decor.
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Even in the room’s soft light, the constable could see something was not quite right about his host. His
skin was too pale for someone working a warehouse on the docks of a port town, as if he’d not been in
the sun for months. And the man’s eyes were almost colorless. His countenance seemed to express no
desires, no hunger for pleasures, no emotions at all.

Then a pretty young woman with chocolate-brown curls and a tiny waist entered. She introduced herself
as Teesha and smiled at Ellinwood, exposing dainty pointed fangs. When Rashed looked at her, his
empty expression changed completely to one of longing and fierce protection, and the constable decided
to remain quiet and see where this meeting would lead.

Rashed offered Ellinwood twenty shares of the warehouse—a virtual fortune—to look the other way if
one of Miiska’s citizens simply disappeared or was found dead in some unnatural state. He related that
such occurrences would likely never happen, but then amended his comment to “very infrequently.” In
order for this exchange to take place, he did not try to hide what he or Teesha were. And while it took
the constable a moment to absorb the fact that he was speaking with two undead creatures, he did not
flinch. He was no fool and did not snub opportunity. Rather, he viewed himself as quite shrewd. If he did
not agree, he’d never leave the room alive. But as long as he kept his position as town constable, he
could keep Rashed’s secret and merely pretend to investigate disappearances or strange deaths. Not
only would he retain his stipend for living expenses, but he would also receive enough money to keep his
supply of Suman opiate and Stravinan spiced whiskey constantly filled. It was a perfect arrangement.

Now Ellinwood reminded himself to clarify something with Rashed. Meetings must take place in the
warehouse. After all, he must retain some privacy. Yes, he must clarify this at the first opportunity.

Feeling more at ease, the constable opened his wardrobe drawer again. He mixed the opiate from the
urn with the whisky in a long-stemmed crystal glass and began to sip. Not long afterward, he was sitting
in a damask-covered chair, infused with pleasure, his mind drifting into bliss.

Chapter Seven

Teesha waited patiently down near the docks for the right drunken sailor to pass by. The wonder and
enormity of the ocean never ceased to please her, especially at high tide. The shore was a wall between
worlds that guided the movement of all things between water and land along its lapping edge. She walked
in bare feet, occasionally digging delicate toes into the sand, not caring if the hem of her purple gown
dragged slightly and became soiled.

Many years ago, before her arrival in Miiska, one of the docks had collapsed due to rotted support
poles. On its way, it had pulled down a small two-masted ship that couldn’t be untied in time. Workers
had dragged some of the remnants from the water, and the remains of ship and dock lay a short way
down the shore. Perhaps they’d once thought to salvage materials from the accident, but nothing had
ever come of such plans. Now, piled high on the shore out of the tide’s reach, dock pillons and ship’s
struts stood up in the dark like the remains of a beached sea monster left to rot away to the bones.
Weatherworn, but still partially solid, they offered a perfect haven. Teesha strolled calmly around the
columns, listening to the dark rather than seeing it and periodically sniffing the breeze.

Then came the scent of warm flesh nearby. She tensed in anticipation and slipped behind a thick wood
strut that could have been an old dock support or maybe a ship’s beam. Only appearing to the solitary,
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she would pull back into the shadows if a pair or group approached. She peeked out carefully into the
wind.

A lone sailor made his way along the shore toward the harbor. Canvas breeches with ragged unstitched

hems hung to just below his knees, the salt-stained garment held up with a rope belt. On his feet he wore
only makeshift sandals strapped at his ankles with leather thongs. His skin was dark from the sun, but his
face looked soft, with only the wisps of an adolescent beard.

Teesha did not rush into view but relaxed by the pole, waiting for him to come nearer and see her. When
he did, his step slowed only for a moment before he turned his course toward her. No more than five

arm’s lengths away, he stopped, staring at her pretty face, wild brown hair, and bare toes.

“Are you lost?” she asked him in a soothing tone that hummed behind the sounds of light wind and
waves. “You must be lost. Where is your ship?”’

For an instant he frowned in puzzlement, thinking she was the one lost or confused. Looking into his
young face, Teesha could see her words playing over and over in his mind until he wasn’t sure if she or
he had asked the question. A haze crossed his eyes as his frown deepened.

“Lost... lost?” he stuttered. Then he asked more urgently, “Yes, where is my ship?”’

“Here,” she said in the same soothing voice, the same humming tone. “Here is your ship.” And her
delicate fingers slid lightly down the side of the wood pillar at her side.

The words seemed to push at his mind, not unlike an erratic breeze in the sails after a long calm at sea.

“Come and I'll show you the way,” she urged.

Teesha held out her hand to the young sailor, and he took it. She urged him to follow her as she stepped
back into the aged wreckage of dock and ship. She never even looked over her shoulder to find her
way, but kept her eyes always on him as they moved. And he followed her willingly under the makeshift
roof of broken poles and old bleached planks, back into the shadows.

“Here it 1s.” She smiled with perfect teeth.

The sailor was indeed young, maybe seventeen, with a hint of ale on his breath, but not enough to make
him drunk. That didn’t matter either way. He looked about uncertainly.

“Yes, you’re home again,” she said, laying her free hand on one of his, the one she held gently to guide
him. “This is your ship, your home that goes with you.”

His features softened. Teesha heard a sigh of relief escape his lips.
“Come sit with me.”” And she guided him down to the sand.

She ran her fingers through his uncombed hair and kissed him gently on the mouth. Feeding had never
been difficult for her, once she’d learned her own way to hunt.

His hands reached out and grasped her arms so he could kiss her back, and she tried to shift upward to
her knees. He was stronger than he looked, but obeyed when she whispered, “Shhhh, not yet,” and
pulled his head against her shoulder. When his neck was fully exposed, she wasted no time.
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Sometimes she fed from their wrists, sometimes from the vein at the inside joint of the elbow. Whatever
worked best in the moment. But tonight, she punctured one side of the sailor’s throat, gripping his head
tightly, both to support his weight and keep him from reflexively jerking away. His body bucked once.
Then he was lost in his dream again.

She took what she needed, no more, and drew her fangs away without tearing his flesh. Taking a small
dagger from her sleeve, she precisely connected the punctures on his neck but made certain the cut was
shallow and slightly ragged. She could have just cut him and drunk from the wound, but that wasn’t
enough for her. The touch of warm flesh on her lips, slipping around her teeth, was so much more
pleasing than the aftertaste metal left in the first drops of blood.

Laying him back in the sand, she untied his purse—not that she needed money, but this was also part of
the deception. She placed one hand on his sleeping brow and stroked his eyes closed with the other. Her
lips brushed against his ear as she whispered. “You were walking to your ship tonight, home once again,
and two thieves came. You fought them, but one had a knife ...”

He flinched in reflex. One hand rose sluggishly, trying to reach for his own neck, but she gently pushed it
back down.

“They stole your purse, and you crawled back here to hide, in case they returned, and you slept... now.”

When she heard his breathing deepen, Teesha rose quickly and left. He would be safe there. But if
anything happened to him after their encounter, that fate did not concern her.

In this same manner she had fed for years. And she always tried to pick the ones who’d not be around
for long. Miiska was such a perfect place, with sailors and merchants coming and going. Occasionally,
she killed one by accident when need and hunger overbalanced her careful control, but that had not
happened in a long time. And if need had caused her to choose a local citizen of the town, she always
buried the poor unfortunate, and Rashed blamed Ratboy whenever some mortal went missing. She saw
no need to alter his perception.

Now she ran lightly along the shore, feeling the warmth and strength of the sailor’s blood, glad for her
own innate ability to sometimes put the past and future from her mind and to live only in the moment.

“Teesha?”

She stopped in surprise, looking at the water and the wind in the trees above the shore.

“My love?”

Edwan’s empty voice echoed from behind her, and she turned. He floated just above the sand, his green
breeches and white shirt glowing like white flame through a fog. His severed head rested on one
shoulder, and long, yellow hair hung down his side all the way to his waist.

“My dear,” she said. “How long have you been there?”

“A while. Are you going home ... already?”

“I wanted to check on the warehouse and see if Rashed needs anything.”
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“Yes,” he said. “Rashed.”

Edwan’s visage changed subtly, as if the corpse image were no longer freshly dead, but had been lying in
decay for a week or two. The glow of his skin was now sallow, whitened, with the hint of bruises from
stagnant blood beneath his tissue.

Teesha lost the moment’s joy of strength and heat. She stepped lethargically up the shore and wilted to
the ground against a leaning tree.

“Don’t brood. We need Rashed.”
“So you tell me.” Edwan was by her side, though she hadn’t actually seen him move. “So you told me.”

Together, they listened to shallow waves lapping at the beach. Teesha did not know how to respond.
She loved Edwan, but he lived in the past, as did most spirits among the living, barely able to grasp the
present. And she knew what he wanted. It was always what he wanted. He was the hungry one now,
and with no true life to live, memories were all he had.

But it drained her so much, depressed her to do this for him. Every time he needed, and she relented, for
the next five or six nights, it destroyed her ability to live only in the delicious present.

“No, Edwan,” she said tiredly.

“Please, Teesha. Just once more,” he promised—again.
“There isn’t enough time before sunrise.”

“We have hours.”

The desperation in his voice hurt her. Teesha dropped her chin to her knees and stared out to where the
water disappeared into the dark.

Poor Edwan. He deserved so much better, but this had to stop. Perhaps if she showed him the sharpest
of memories, played out to the end, he might be able to accept their current existence—her new
existence.

She closed her eyes, hoping he’d someday forgive her for this, and reached out to him with her mind,
reached back....

High in the north above Stravina, snow fell from the sky more days of the year than not, and it seemed
the clouds continuously covered the sun. Day or night made little difference, but Teesha hardly cared. In
her tightly tied apron and favorite red dress, she served up mugs of ale to thirsty patrons and travelers at
the inn. The place was always warm with a burning hearth, and she had a smile for whoever came
through the door. But that special smile, as welcome as a break in the clouds when she could see the sun,
was only for her young husband, working somberly behind the bar, making sure all was right and not one
guest had to wait for an ordered drink.

Edwan seldom smiled back at her, but she knew he loved her fiercely. His father was a twisted, violent
man, and his mother had died of fever when he was just a child. He had lived in poverty and servitude.
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That was all Edwan could remember of childhood, until he left home at seventeen, traveled through two
cities, found a job tending bar, and then met Teesha, his first taste of kindness and affection.

At sixteen, Teesha had already received several marriage proposals, but she’d always declined. There
was just something not quite right with the suitor—too old, too young, too frivolous, too dour... too
something. She felt the need to wait for someone else. When Edwan walked through the tavern door,
with his dark yellow hair, wide cheekbones, and haunted eyes, she knew he was her other half. After five
years of marriage, he still rarely spoke to anyone but her.

To him, the world was a hostile place, and safety only rested in Teesha’s arms.

To her, the world was songs and spiced turnips and serving ale to guests—who had long ago become
close friends— and spending warm nights under a feather quilt with Edwan.

It was a good time in life, but a short one.

The first time Lord Corische opened the inn’s door, he remained standing outside and would not enter.
The cold breeze blowing openly into the common room was enough to set everyone to cursing, and
Teesha ran to shut the door.

“May I come in?”” he asked, but his voice was demanding, as if he knew the answer and was merely
impatient to hear it.

“Of course, please,” she answered, mildly surprised, as the tavern was open to all.

When he and a companion entered, and Teesha could finally shut the door, everyone settled down
again. A few people turned to look in curiosity, then a few more, as the first curious ones did not turn
back to their food again.

Nothing about Lord Corische himself stood out as unusual. Not his chainmail vest and pieces of plate
over padded armor, for soldiers and mercenaries were seen often enough. He was neither handsome or
ugly, large or small. His only true distinguishing features were a smooth, completely bald head and a small
white scar over his left eye. But he was not alone, and it was not Lord Corische the tavern guests stared
at in any case. It was his companion.

Beside the smooth-headed soldier walked the tallest, most striking man Teesha had ever seen. He wore
a deep blue, padded tunic covered in a diamond pattern stitched in shimmering white thread. His short
hair was true black against a pale face with eyes so light she wasn’t certain of the color, like the
smoothest ice over a deep lake.

The two men walked to a table, but the bald soldier still hadn’t taken his gaze off Teesha.

“Can I bring you ale?” she asked.

“You’ll bring me whatever I find pleasing,” the soldier answered in a loud voice, enjoying the moment. “I
am Lord Corische, new master of Gaestev Keep. Everything here already belongs to me.”

When the villagers around them heard Corische’s announcement, hushed murmurs began, but all words
were kept low enough not to be heard.

Teesha held her breath and dropped her eyes. Over a year had passed since the previous vassal lord
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had died of a hunting wound. No word of a new lord arriving had reached them in all that time.

“Forgive my familiar manner,” she said. “I did not know.”

“Your familiar manner is welcome,” Corische said quietly.

He did not look remotely noble to Teesha, but then she had rarely seen a noble in her life. Corische did
have a look about him that fit these mountain lands, cold and possibly cruel to the unwary. But if either
one of these two strangers were a lord, Teesha would have thought it his companion.

Corische’s striking companion did not speak. He even appeared detached, not listening to their
conversation. After a slow gaze at the crowd, as if gauging for possible dangers, he settled back and

ignored his surroundings.

“This 1s my man, Rashed,” Lord Corische said, without motioning to his companion. “He’s from a desert
land far across the sea and despises our cold weather, don’t you, Rashed?”

“No, my lord,” Rashed answered flatly, as if this were a ritual simply to be completed.

“May I fetch ale, my lord?” Teesha asked politely, wanting some reason to move away from the table.
“No, I came for you.”

The answer stunned her into confusion. “Beg pardon?”’

Corische stood up and pushed his cloak back. His skin was pale, but his shoulders and upper arms
were thick beneath the armor.

“I have already been in the village a few nights, watching you. Your face is pleasing. You will come back
to the keep with me and stay while I'm detained here. A few years at most, but you’ll want for nothing.”

Fear hollowed out Teesha’s stomach, but she smiled as if his request were an ordinary flirtatious remark.
“Oh, I think my husband may object,” she said, turning to go back to her work.

“Husband?” Lord Corische’s brown eyes moved beyond her and settled knowingly on Edwan—fragile,
fierce Edwan. who was tightly poised, ready to jump over the bar.

“This is not the time, my lord,” Rashed said quietly.

A long moment passed. Then Corische nodded to Teesha, stood, and left without a word. Rashed got
up and followed.

That night in bed, Edwan begged her to pack her belongings and slip away with him.
“To where?” she asked.
“Anywhere. This isn’t over.”

The small northern village was her home, and she foolishly insisted they stay. Two nights later, a local
farmer that Edwan once quarreled with over the price of bread grain was found stabbed to death behind
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the inn. When Lord Corische’s men came to investigate, they found a bloody knife hidden under Edwan
and Teesha’s bed. Rashed was there, seemingly overseeing the search, yet all he did was enter, sit at a
table before the hearth, and wait. When the knife was brought out by Corische’s soldiers, neither surprise
nor anger registered in his transparent eyes. He simply nodded shallowly, and the guards proceeded as if
their orders had already been given.

Teesha was too stunned to cry out when soldiers dragged her husband from the inn in shackles. She saw
Rashed’s eyes, and how empty they were, except for a twitch she couldn’t be quite sure of before it was
gone again.

Before Teesha could lunge after Edwan, a third guard snatched her by the arms from behind. Lord
Corische then entered the inn and stood patiently in front of her, waiting for her to give up her struggling.

For the first time, Teesha began to believe his crude appearance and rough speech were a disguise to
mask some hidden self. There was no life in his face, no feeling at all.

“What will happen to him?”” she whispered.
“He will be sentenced to death.” Corische paused. “Unless you come to the keep with me tonight.”

Had she been stupid or just naive? She had heard stories around the inn about nobles and their abuses,
destroying the lives of others without concern. She thought such tales were merely exaggerations.

“If I come with you, he will live?” she asked.

“Yes.”

He did not let her pack so much as a spare dress. She was escorted outside to two bay horses held at
the ready by one of Corische’s men. Corische mounted one, and Rashed the other. Edwan was nowhere
to be seen.

“Rashed is your servant as well now,” Corische said. “He will protect you.”

Rashed leaned down and gripped her under the arms. He lifted her in front of himself as if she were
parchment. Although horror prevented her from taking note of the moment, it came back to her many
times later. On that night she was still Teesha the serving girl, who loved her husband and believed life
consisted of songs and spiced turnips, Teesha the serving girl who couldn’t understand where her Edwan
was or what was happening to him. Sitting sideways on the saddle, she leaned back and clung to
Rashed’s tunic as his horse jumped forward.

The ride to Gaestev Keep took forever. With no cloak, the freezing air cut through her dress. Rashed
did not verbally acknowledge her presence, but after she shivered once, he rode with both his arms
covering hers to shield her from the wind. Corische rode on ahead, with his remaining soldiers bringing up
the rear of the procession.

And still there was no sign of Edwan. Had he already been dragged off to some damp cell?

The keep loomed ahead, and her fear shifted to her own fate. It was an imposing construction of stone,
a squat and wide tower with a stable and guardhouse built against its sides. When Rashed lifted her
down, she considered running but had no notion of where to go, and she feared what would happen to
Edwan if she did run.
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The inside of the keep looked as bleak as the outside. No welcoming fires burned, and the bitter wind
was exchanged for the bone-chilling cold of air trapped within stone walls. No pictures or tapestries hung
on those walls. Old straw covered the main floor. Stone steps running around the inner wall led to the
unseen upper levels. The only furniture visible was a long, cracked table and one massive chair. Two
small torches on the wall burned to provide light.

Lord Corische did not notice her chattering teeth and walked past her to lay his sword on the table.
Torchlight glinted off his smooth head.

“Ratboy,” he called out. “Parko.”

The timbre of his voice dropped to an echoing, angry growl. Skittering, running feet on the stairs made
Teesha unconsciously pull back behind Rashed. Two strange men—or creatures—entered the room.

The first looked like a street urchin, covered with dirt down to the surface of his teeth. He could have
been a boy or a young man. Everything about him was brown except for his skin, which she glimpsed
beneath smudges of grime. The second figure, however, terrified her instantly, even more than Corische.

An emaciated white face with bestial eyes that sparked in the torchlight looked as if it were carved from
bone. Strands of filthy black hair hung down his back beneath a tied kerchief that she guessed had once
been green. But it was his movements that frightened her most. Quick as an animal, he darted into the
room, springing off the steps before reaching the bottom. He caught himself on the table and used his

hands to propel himself around, smelling at the air.

His eyes settled in her direction, and he lunged across the room, stopping halfway, neck swiveling and
craning as he tried to see her behind Rashed.

“You do not wait to greet your master?”” Corische said coldly.
“Forgive us,” Ratboy answered in a lilting tone. “We were preparing the woman’s room as you asked.”

His polite voice belied the hatred and mischief in his eyes. Parko dropped low to crouch on all fours and
did not turn to face Corische.

“Woman,” Parko said, nodding.

The numbness of Teesha’s emotions faded as she looked about at the pit into which she’d been cast.
These were the kind of men who served her liege lord? Where were the fires? Where were the guards
and the casks of ale and the food?

Rashed stepped forward, exposing her to view. He crouched down to Parko’s level.

“You cannot touch her, Parko. Do you understand? She’s not for you.”

The odd, gentle quality in his tone surprised Teesha.

“Woman,” Parko repeated.

“He does not need your warnings,” Corische said, removing his cloak, “and you forget your place.”
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Rashed stood and stepped back. “Yes, my lord.”

Corische then turned to Teesha. “I am not cruel. You may rest for a night or two before taking up your
duties.”

“Duties? What are my duties?”

“Acting as lady of the keep.” He paused for a moment, then laughed as if he’d finally understood some
elusive joke. The sound brought Teesha’s dinner to the base of her throat.

“If I am to be lord here,” Corische continued, “I must have a lady, even a floor-scrubbing tavern wench
like you.”

That was her first hint that Corische harbored no desire to play lord of Gaestev Keep. Most feudal
overseers were assigned fiefs as gifts from nobles wealthier than themselves or from their own liege lords.
But what did Corische want from her? She knew nothing of ladies or playing at nobility. She looked
again at Ratboy and Parko in confusion. If Corische surrounded himself with lowly creatures in order to
feel more important, then why enlist someone like Rashed? And why bother with a woman to play at
being lady of the house?

She was locked in a filthy tower room that night and left to shiver with no fire and only a thin, moldy
flannel sheet as a blanket. No one came all the next day, but the following night, she heard the door
unlock and was caught between relief and terror. Rashed entered with a tray of tea, mutton stew, and
bread, and he carried a cape over one arm.

“It’s freezing in here,” she said.

“Put this on.” He held out the cape as he set the tray on the floor in front of her. “The keep is ancient.
There are no hearths, only a fire pit in the main room. I found wood and lit it. Some heat might rise, but
do not go down there without the master or myself.”

She couldn’t tell if he was being kind or just instructing her in one more rule of the house. Then she
realized it didn’t matter. He seemed the closest thing she had to a friend in this vile place. Unwanted tears
ran down her cheeks.

“What about Edwan?”” She stood, taking one step closer to Rashed. “Will he be released soon?”

Rashed was silent for a moment, not moving, his eyes staring at the wall behind her.

“Your husband was sentenced this morning and executed at dusk.” He said it without any change of tone
in his voice.

He turned toward the door, preparing to leave. “Do you wish to sit by the fire?”

A kind of madness tickled Teesha’s brain.

“Do [ wish to ... 7’ She began laughing. “You bastard.”

For nothing—she’d come to this nightmare pit for nothing, and Edwan, who deserved a peaceful life

more than anyone she’d known, was dead simply because some twisted lord fancied his wife. The
vicious comedy of it alt became more than she could bear. Death was far preferable to this existence.
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She bolted past Rashed, running down the short hall. She didn’t know if Rashed pursued her or not as
she ran down the stone steps to the main room. Lord Corische sat at the cracked table writing on a scroll
with a feather quill. Teesha ignored him and ran for the great oak doors.

As she reached out for the iron latch, Parko sprang in front of her as if sprouting from the earth, snarling
and sucking in her scent. She staggered back in reflex, but did not turn around, her eyes focused

watchfully on the disheveled figure in front of her.

“Let me out of here!” she ordered Corische. She had nothing left for him to take, nothing that mattered
to her, and so no more reason for fear.

Then she saw the enormous iron bar across the door. She hadn’t even noticed it while rushing to escape.
It was wider than her own upper arm and so thick and heavy it didn’t seem possible that any one person
could have lifted it alone. It was most certainly impossible for her to do so by herself.

“Take this down,” she said, her back still to Corische. “Our pact is over.”

“Rashed put that bar up. Even I would have difficulty removing it. Did you enjoy dinner?”

Hatred was a new emotion for Teesha, disorienting, and it took a moment to think through Corische’s
insulting chatter.

“If you wanted a lady for your house, why didn’t you find one? Are you afraid she would detest your
crude manners and lowborn airs? No, you wanted someone beneath you that you could lord over”—she
looked at Parko, no longer frightened by him, then caught sight of Ratboy hovering in the corner—*like
the rest of your wretched little mob.”

She heard something slam down on the table hard enough to make it slide and grate on the stone floor.
He was easy to anger. Good. She turned about to face him and saw clean, unmasked rage.

“You live at my mercy,” he said, “at my whim. Do not forget that.”

“Your mercy?” The madness in her laugh matched Parko’s eyes. “And what makes you believe living
has anything to do with this? You murdered my Edwan, and I will do nothing to bring you pleasure. Do
you understand me now? I will not grace your table nor entertain your guests nor do anything you desire.
I will try to escape every day until I succeed or you tire of it and kill me.”

Corische appeared stunned into silence.

Teesha only blinked once, reflexively, and he was suddenly across the room at her side.

His hand lashed out and grabbed her arm. The stale smell of him filled her with revulsion, but his grip hurt
so badly she couldn’t help crying out.

“Youwill do as I say,” he hissed. “I am master here. This keep may be a pathetic hovel, but I am still
lord and you will obey.”

“No,” she whimpered. “You murdered my Edwan.”

Corische swept the floor with one foot, kicking aside the straw to reveal a worn wooden hatch with an
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inset iron ring. Before Teesha could resist, he jerked up the hatch and shoved her inside.

Teesha expected to fall straight down, but instead she tumbled along stone steps in the dark. When she
reached bottom finally, her head banged against a stone floor she couldn’t even see in the half-light
spilling down from the open hatch. A hollow thud echoed through the chamber as the hatch slammed
closed, leaving her in complete darkness.

She sat up, feeling along her limbs for any wounds greater than bruises or scrapes. At least now she was
away from him for the moment.

A savage grunt came from the dark.
“You will do whatever I ask,” a voice said, “because you won’t be able to stop yourself.”
Corische had come down the steps behind her and was somewhere in the chamber.

Teesha slid back from his voice. Finding the bottom stair with her hand, she turned to scramble upward
to the hatch. Something tangled in her hair, jerking her back, and she felt fingers coil tighter just before
her head was slammed to the floor.

She couldn’t be sure if she’d lost consciousness for a moment, but she became aware of someone large
crouched over her, pinning her down. The smell of Corische’s breath hit her in the face. His hand was still
in her hair, pulling hard enough to hurt as her head tilted back. She tried to thrash free and cried out
instinctively. Her scream was cut short as she felt canine teeth bite down on her throat.

Teesha gasped in panic, wondering from where the animal had come, and became rigid with shock when
she realized it was Corische. Air became harder and harder to take in as she heard him suck her blood
through his teeth. As he continued to drink, the dark around her began to tingle on her skin. Her head
swam, her breath grew shorter and shorter, until she could barely feel the air move in and out through her
slack mouth.

He pulled back suddenly, and she wheezed in a lungful of air just before she felt herself jerked up to
sitting position. Her arms were still pinned to her sides by Corische’s thick legs. Both his hands clamped
across the back of her head, and he crushed her face into his chest.

The stink of his flesh made her gag, but his skin felt chilled. And there was something wet smearing
against her face.

She opened her mouth, trying to breathe, and the wetness spread across her lips. A coppery taste hit her
tongue. The liquid was as cold as his skin, but she could still recognize the taste from the times she cut a
finger or thumb while preparing food in the inn’s kitchen—and she’d raised the small wound to her
mouth, trying to stop the drops of blood.

Corische pressed her face tighter against his chest until she could not breathe at all, only feel and taste
the slight bit of his blood escaping into her mouth. Every sensation in the dark became unreal and distant
until all feeling in her body faded and her breath stopped altogether.

Teesha awoke on the stone floor in the dark. Had it been hours or days? It felt... somehow felt even
longer. There was light in the room, yet the hatch above was not open. Rashed kneeled over her, a small
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oil lamp in his hand. Something flickered across his cold features. Pity? Regret? She sat up to look about
anxiously, but Corische was nowhere to be seen. A heavy wooden door with an iron slide bolt was set in
the wall opposite the stairs that led up to the hatch. Otherwise, the room was empty.

Rashed stood and opened the door to expose a long hall angling downward into the earth. Along its
sides were other doors like the first, each with a slide bolt, but also looped steel at the jambs where the
door could be secured with a lock.

“This used to be a dungeon of some sort,” he said.

Teesha was too weak and confused to either question or object when he scooped her up in his arms,
lantern still in hand, and carried her into that hallway. He did not stop at any of the doors but walked to
the end of the passage, and placed his free hand firmly against the end wall, careful not to drop her. The
stone under his hand gave, sinking into the wall, and he reached inside to some hidden pocket of space.

Teesha heard something akin to grinding metal, then the grind of stone as the hall’s end pivoted open to
reveal a set of stairs angling farther downward. Rashed slipped through and descended.

He walked on and on until finally he reached an end chamber. Within it was nothing more than five
coffins. Four were of plain wood and little more than long boxes, while the fifth appeared to be of thick
oak with iron bindings, crafted for the final rest, yet without any handles on the out-sides of its lid.

“This is where you must sleep now,” he said, “in a coffin with the dirt of your homeland. If you go out
into the sunlight, you will die.” He set her down in one of the four wooden coffins. “You will rest here
near my own. [’ve already prepared it for you.”

And so Teesha, the carefree serving girl, was gone, and something else was born in her place.

She learned many things over the next few nights: That she could not refuse the wishes of her master,
that she needed blood to exist, that Rashed’s coffin was half full of white sand, and that she was undead.
Rashed taught her everything with his endless dispassionate patience, and although she sometimes wished
for the rest of true death, hatred for Corische kept her rising every night.

He was more than lord of the keep. He was a master among the Noble Dead, those beings among the
undead who still retained their full semblance of self from life in an eternal existence no longer subservient
to the mortality under which the living grew old and weak. They were the vampires and liches who
possessed physical bodies, their own memories, and their own consciousness. The Noble Dead were the
highest and most powerful of the unliving. The only weakness for vampires, however, was that they were
slaves to the one who created them. Corische’s master, his own creator, had somehow been destroyed,
and so he was free to create his own servants.

Teesha found that when he gave a verbal order, she could not refuse him. Internally, she could despise
him, fantasize about seeing him scorched in flames, and think whatever she pleased. But when he spoke,
she could not stop herself from obeying. Neither could Rashed, Parko, or Ratboy—not that Rashed
would have refused anyway. The tall, composed warrior seemed honestly loyal to his master. This
revolted Teesha, as Rashed was clearly superior to Corische on every imaginable level.

Rashed taught her how to feed without killing, harmonizing the thrum of her voice to the exertion of her
will, until the victim became pliable and docile.

When she asked Rashed why he cared so for mortals, that he did not wish to kill them, his reply was
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coldly practical.

“Even a heavily populated area like this one cannot support four of us recklessly. We must be careful or
lose our home and our food supply.”

She came to understand that their kind developed different levels of power. Rashed thought her mental
abilities were quite pronounced. His own and Ratboy’s were adequate. Parko couldn’t express himself
well enough for the others to gauge his abilities, yet his senses were highly acute, even beyond the
average heightened senses of a Noble Dead, and he was a constant trial for Rashed to control.
Corische’s telepathic skills were so limited that Teesha sometimes wondered how he fed.

Most of the Noble Dead developed mental abilities, but these often were dependent on the individual’s
inclinations in life. Teesha had always loved dreams and memories, for her life had been filled with the
best of them, and so she eventually found she could easily reach into the mind of a mortal and project
sweet waking dreams and alter memories.

The first time Rashed took her hunting was a revelation. They rode his bay gelding together for a while
and then dismounted and tied the horse to a tree. Slipping through the forest, she realized they were
hiding in the shadows on the outskirts of her home village. A farmer came out of the tavern and stepped
into the trees to relieve himself. Teesha recognized him. His name was Davish.

“Watch me,” Rashed said. “This is important.”
He stepped out of the shadows. “Are you lost?”” he asked Davish.

The farmer started slightly at the sound of a strange voice, and then he looked in Rashed’s eyes and
seemed to relax into a kind of confusion. “Lost? L... ? I’'m not sure.”

“Come. I will help you home.”

Davish appeared to be frightened, but not of Rashed. He kept looking around as if he should know
where he was but did not. Rashed reached out as if to help him, but then gripped his arm, pulled him
over, and wasted no time biting down on his throat. Teesha watched in fascination.

Rashed did not drink much and then pushed the dazed farmer toward her. “Feed, but not too much.
You must not kill him. You’ll be doing this on your own soon enough.”

Teesha grabbed Davish and began feeding, unable to stop herself, and surprised by how right the act
felt. She was not repulsed at all. Then she realized how delicious his blood tasted, how warm, how strong
she felt. Pure pleasure seeped through her. She could not stop.

“That’s enough.” Rashed pulled her off. “Don’t kill him.” He laid Davish out on the ground and then used
a knife to connect the holes made by his teeth, but he did this carefully and did not cut too deeply. He
leaned close and whispered, “Forget.”

“What did you do?” she asked.

“You simply reach inside their thoughts with your own. Force the fear, the moment, the emotion to
fade.”

And so she learned that Rashed was able to manipulate emotions, and able to create a blank space in his
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victim’s memory. Teesha herself learned to create dreams and manipulate more complex memories.

Ratboy, on the other hand, hunted through his ability to blend. No one noticed him. No one remembered
him. He did not hunt with finesse or by creating dreams, but he was able to feed by mentally intensifying
his own innate ability to be forgotten. That was all.

Parko quite often killed his victims, but they were mainly peasants. As master of Gaestev Keep,
Corische was responsible for looking into these deaths so, of course, little investigation took place.

Teesha hunted either alone or with Rashed. His forethought and consistently rational manner impressed
her. He wasn’t exactly predictable, which would have made him mundane, but rather, he was constant.
His intelligent, calm nature was the only thing she could count on besides herself in this new existence.

Corische, on the other hand, exhibited mood swings she never learned to understand. One night, her
choice of dress might please him, and on the next night, the same dress would disgust him and give him
cause to humiliate her. The unwashed state of his armor and his yellow teeth sickened her. True hatred
was a new emotion for Teesha, and because of this, she did not question how often it consumed her. She
began to wonder about the nature of his control and to consider how she might be forced to obey her
master and yet thwart him at the same time. Since she was only compelled to obey him when he gave a
verbal order, a subtle approach seemed the only possibility. The answer took a month but was simple
enough in the end.

She would become exactly what he claimed to want.

Half a year passed, and Teesha made only small changes at first. She took up fine needlepoint and hired
a talented local woman to come three times per week for lessons. She asked Corische for money and
ordered fine dresses in the styles that most often seemed to please him. And he began to smugly revel in
her efforts.

Since her master was masquerading as a feudal lord, he could not completely ignore his duties. A good
portion of land profits remained in his purse, so he collected rents and even occasionally sat in judgment
over peasants who were accused of petty crimes. But in that first year, he had a new barracks built on
the north side of the keep, and afterward forbade any of the soldiers to enter his home. A competent
middle-aged soldier named Captain Smythe, along with Rashed, handled the typical workload required
for overseeing a fiefdom with four villages.

One night, when Corische and Rashed were leaving to collect rents, Teesha watched Rashed lift the iron
bar off the door. He was physically the strongest creature she had ever known, an immortal incarnation
of bone and muscle. But she had also begun to see through his cold dispassion, catching him at times
staring intently at one of her needleworks or the small items she’d ordered for the making of a proper
noble household. Rashed hungered for the trappings of the living. She saw no shame in this, and knew
she could use his hunger to her advantage. Teesha decided that night to accelerate her plans.

First, she had every room above the cellar cleaned by hiring a temporary housemaster, allowing him to
believe she and Corische were a pair of lazy nobles who debauched all night and slept all day. She
ordered tapestries, braid carpets, and muslin bedding for the two small guest rooms, a chandelier with
forty candles, silver goblets, and porcelain dishes. Every night, she had a roaring fire laid in the pit to
create an illusion of life and warmth. Although she told herself this was all simply a ruse for Corische’s
benefit, she began to see layers of herself she’d never realized before. Weren’t taste and style simply
learned skills that the wealthy taught their children? Isn’t that what she’d always believed? Back in the
tavern with Edwan, Teesha cared for nothing beyond warmth, love, and the friendship of others. She’d
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worn one dress in the summer and another in the winter. Why had that never bothered her? Why hadn’t
she seen how much more there was to desire? She hated Corische, but part of her appreciated how his
curse had opened her eyes.

Corische watched with a growing arrogant satisfaction as day after day she slipped deeper into the role
he expected of her. And she watched Rashed’s fascination grow as the cold keep slowly changed into a
living place. She even found that she derived some comfort from pleasing him. And he was the only one
she entertained any interest in pleasing.

Eventually, Corische stopped taking notice of all the things she did. She was doing what he wanted, and
he made little or no comment on it. Rashed, on the other hand, could not hide his growing approval,
which seeped out for a blink or two to wash away the grim coldness of his features. He’d ask where
she’d found the latest tapestry or how she would use the strangely shaped flowered vase. Once, he even
complimented the knotted pattern she was stitching into a pillowcase.

Then one late evening, when Corische was out, she slipped downstairs to spot Rashed alone in the main
room, unaware of her presence. A wrapped and tied bundle of new cloth she had ordered was sitting on
the table, and he was trying to peek inside without leaving any trace that he’d been inspecting it.

For a moment, Teesha forgot about Rashed’s place in her half-formed plans and stood entranced by his
bizarre obsession with mortal trappings. A forgotten sofiness filled her briefly while she watched him.
Firelight almost gave his face color, and he looked so handsome standing by the table, as curious as a
boy about her bundle. Then she remembered herself and shook off the feeling. She must think of him as a
tool. He would be her instrument, and she could not let emotion sway her from using him.

In another month, Corische began to invite guests to the keep—at first only a nearby lord from a
neighboring fief, then a few others as the visits were a success. Teesha could see he sought to improve his
social standing and rise in mortal political ranks. After the year’s end, she stepped up her studies, using
house accounts Corische put at her disposal to order scrolls and books.

She studied history and languages on her own. Lord Corische knew she was trying to improve herself
and did not interfere, but neither did he take an active interest, seeming to shy away whenever she was
entranced in some text. Rashed, however, openly approved of her efforts and, to her surprise, started
teaching her mathematics and astronomy. He showed little interest in most of her books, but was
apparently educated, instructing her from memory alone. It was the most she’d learned about his origins
somewhere in the great desert lands he referred to as the Suman Empire. Her ability and interest in
academics gave her more cause to appreciate her new life—should she call it life? There was so very
much to learn and study and absorb, and she’d never given any of it a moment’s thought. She’d never
known that anything beyond her small world of spiced turnips and Edwan even existed. How droll, how
sad.

Although she studied astronomy and languages diligently, Teesha learned little about the other household
members. Parko grew more difficult to speak with as time passed. Often he would be out at night, only
appearing when Corische wanted him for something. He seemed to have an awareness that told him
when his master would expect his presence. On the other hand, Ratboy would annoyingly pop out of
dark corners whenever he felt like it. She caught him watching her intently several times, only to have him
turn away with dramatic disinterest when discovered. He was always polite but bored and
discontent—something of which she took careful note.

Throughout that second year, Corische began to make guests in the house a regular event, at least once
per month.
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In the third year, a caravan came through the village. She hurried out early after dusk in time to purchase
a large piece of rich, dark burgundy brocade and silver thread before the merchants closed their tents for
the night. For the next month, she worked in secret, sewing Rashed an exquisite tunic. She finished it
early one evening and sat waiting in the main hall, knowing he would be along sometime soon, as always.

“Here,” she said. “I thought you could use something new in your limited wardrobe.”

He offered no response when she handed the wrapped bundle to him. He took it with only a slight twitch
of puzzlement in his left eyebrow, wasted no time snapping the binding strip, and unwrapped the muslin to
display the tunic.

Rashed looked at Teesha once, quickly, then back down at the tunic, staring for a long moment. He said
nothing to her as he turned away, but his hands shook slightly as he carefully refolded the muslin around
the tunic and then walked toward his own chamber. It was not until later in the year that she would realize
why he didn’t start wearing it immediately. He would only wear it on the rarest occasions when expected
to look his best for guests, and when he did, he was conspicuously concerned with anything that might
cause the slightest stain or smudge on the fine fabric.

But that evening, Teesha sat quietly satisfied as Rashed disappeared down the side hall, her gift in his
hands. He thought himself so guarded, but he was so easy for her to read. She told herself the gift was
only meant to sway him further to her side. But he had looked pleased, hadn’t he?

It took a moment, distracted with Rashed as she was, before she sensed the eyes watching her. She
turned her head slowly with a scowl, expecting to catch Ratboy lurking in the corner again, but she
couldn’t have been more wrong.

The sight that met her eyes would have made anyone else, even one of her current household, back
away—but not Teesha. She froze, unable to speak, and perhaps experienced a moment’s fear. Then her
eyes grew forlorn as if her heart had been shattered all over again. No tears fell, for the dead no longer
had the ability to weep. She tried and failed three times to speak, then stumbled halfway across the room
to stop short. A smile finally came to her lips.

Edwan stood at the foot of the stairs in his hideous, transparent form.

Perhaps she’d been living in a nightmare so long that seeing the ghost of her dead husband did not strike
her as traumatic. Perhaps death was too intimate a thing for her to be repulsed by his visage. She smiled
wider, cutting short a small laugh of relief.

“How long have you been here?” she asked.

“Since ... beginning,” Edwan said, though the sound didn’t quite match the movement of his sideways
lips speaking from the half-severed head upon his shoulder. “I saw ... he did to you.”

Teesha’s smile faded. “And you left me alone?”
Language seemed difficult for him, but she could still read his familiar face, pale and bloodless as it was.
“You have not been alone,” he said, almost petulantly, his words growing clearer. “I was afraid to show

myself. I exist at the moment of my death.”” His body turned, for he couldn’t move his severed head and it
was the only way to pull his closing eyes away from her.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Teesha stepped close, glancing quickly about to make sure no else was there. She reached out to touch
him, but her hand only passed through his chest without even a tingle on her flesh. Edwan’s eyes opened.

“You are beautiful to me,” she said, and she meant it.
“Then leave this place. I am bound to you, and if you leave, I can follow.”
She was astonished. “Edwan, I can’t leave. I’'m bound to my master.”

“Is that why you’ve changed yourself? Why you work to make this place and yourself so beautiful for
him?”

For a moment, she thought he spoke of Corische, then she caught the quick twitch of his eyes toward
where Rashed had left just moments ago. She couldn’t find any way to make him understand the years
that had passed. There wasn’t enough time before someone would come in and discover him, so she
comforted him with soft words.

“We will be free, my Edwan. I have planned it.”

Another year passed. Sometimes Teesha could feel Edwan nearby, even when others were present.
None of them appeared to notice the spirit, only she. She studied and never once let pass even the
smallest opportunity to do some kindness for Rashed. She bought special irons to heat, so she could curl
her hair elaborately before pinning it up. Her dresses became simpler and darker in color but more
elegant. Occasionally, Rashed would knock on her door and come in to find her primping or trying on
some gown. After he left, Edwan would reappear in thinly disguised agitation, and Teesha would parade
for him, telling him all she had worked for and how it would soon be time to leave. She did not allow
herself to dwell on the unwanted thought that Rashed’s opinion of her gowns was the only one that
mattered.

During this phase, she actually had little to do with her master. He never touched her and rarely sought
her company unless they had guests. He even stopped reveling in her obedience and simply took it for
granted, as he did with Rashed. Then one night, Corische invited six lords and their ladies from southern
Stravina for roast pheasant and aged spring wine.

Both Corische and Teesha had become skilled at pretending to eat. Consuming food wasn’t impossible
for the dead. It simply provided no sustenance, and only raw foods, particularly fruits, had any real flavor
for them. Cooked flesh tasted bland and nearly repulsive. Wine was at least tolerable, sometimes
pleasant.

While Corische tried to draw one of the noblemen’s attention to an exquisite tapestry that Teesha had
ordered from Belaski, she politely interrupted and asked the gentleman a question. She phrased it in the
old, little-known Stravinan tongue spoken mainly by nobles with too much free time and too high an
opinion of their bloodline. It was easy enough for her to snatch the surface thoughts from the gentleman’s
mind to perfect her accent by the time she finished her first sentence.

The nobleman smiled in delight, thumping his glass down as he responded. Everyone at the table
suddenly switched to conversing avidly in the nearly dead tongue— everyone, that is, but Lord Corische.
He sat in mild discomfort at first, perhaps a bit nervous that he had no idea what was being said around
him, and then Teesha caught his eye.
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She looked at him with all the disdain she had amassed in the years with him, and it flooded through her
gaze to wash over him.

Realization dawned on Corische, and his discomfort turned to barely contained outrage. Teesha felt the
initial sweet bite of satisfaction, a unique blend of triumph and revenge. The culmination of her plan was
coming soon.

Shortly before dawn, after all guests were safely in bed, Corische found her by the fire. Lately, he had
begun to dress like Rashed and now wore well-tailored breeches and a dark orange tunic, his chain mail
abandoned.

“Do not forget your place,my lady ,” he said sarcastically. “I was displeased at supper.”

“Truly?” She raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows and watched him take in the sight of her
low-necked, black gown and plaited chocolate hair. “That is because you are not noble and could not
share in our discussion. You are not even ancient.” Her tone remained even and polite. “I know Rashed
believes you to be old, but his good heart is easily fooled. What were you in life,my lord ? A mercenary?
A caravan guard? However did you escape your own master?”

Her goading struck a chord, and he stepped back, voice ragged. “You will not speak to me this way.”
“Yes,my lord .”
She could not disobey, but she would now openly despise him.

It took a little more time for Corische to fully grasp what she had become, and in turn, he began losing
his contentment. More often than not, his frustration caused him to behave like a mannerless thug.
Teesha, so much the noble in all things that mattered now, made him look coarse and low when they
were seen together. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t catch up on the few years she’d spent training
herself while he played at his rank like an uneducated soldier. He reacted with anger, threatening her into
submission, which she readily gave because she knew it wormed into him even sharper. If she altered
herself and began looking and behaving like Teesha the serving girl again, how would his noble
acquaintances respond? She was the only true hold he had upon his place in rank and society.

He changed tactics and began anew. First came the compliments whispered in her ear at feasts for
guests—and all watching saw the eagerness in his eyes and the revulsion in hers, mixed with a touch of
well-played fear. Then came the gifts, such as a pearl necklace shaped like petals he presented her at a
holiday dance given by a neighboring lord. She flinched with a shudder as he put it around her neck, her
eyes like a doe’s running from the hunter. And last, and only once, in private he tried to confess how fond
he’d grown of her—how deeply fond—and was answered by her flat and cold expression.

Corische began going on long hunts, sometimes staying out all night, only to arrive home in time to beat
the dawn.

If Teesha felt even the slightest sorrow regarding her existence, it only involved Edwan, who watched
somewhere unseen. But she hid it away carefully, especially when she began to play seriously with
Rashed.

By now, it was no secret to any in the household that he adored her in a white knight manner. For all his
passionless ways, Teesha had made it so. She sewed him fine clothes, comforted him with kind words,
and took over mundane tasks like arranging for his laundry. She made a point of seeing to his needs first.
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Stepping up the process, she began to sometimes approach him as he worked on accounts, placing a tiny
hand on his shoulder while speaking with him. As always, she pushed aside thoughts about the solid feel
of his collarbone and reminded herself that he was her tool. When she was alone again, Edwan appeared
in her room, on the verge of despair.

“Why are you doing this?”
“Doing what?”
“Seducing that desert man.”

“We need him, Edwan.” She spoke flatly and calmly, without anger or sorrow. “Can I drive a stake
through Corische’s heart? Can you? Can you lift the bar from the doors?”

Her husband moaned and vanished in a flash. She regretted his pain, but the situation couldn’t be helped.
They needed Rashed.

The next night, her master rose and left at full sundown. She sat by the fire pit, sewing. When Rashed
walked in, she smiled at him. He nodded, turned to leave, and then stopped.

“What are you doing?”’ he asked.
“Sewing a table runner.”

Rashed shook his head as he stepped up to stand in front of her, knowing she was well aware of what
he meant.

“I know you despise Corische. But there are aspects of him you don’t know. He is glorious in battle.
That is where his power lies.”

“Is that why you followed him?”

Rashed looked hard at her, perhaps finally suspicious. “Do you honestly want to hear this? I thought you
cared little for the past.”

“Certain aspects of the past are quite important to me. I’d like to know how someone like yourself
became a slave to a low-born creature unfit to kneel at your feet.”

Stunned by her bluntness, Rashed paced for a moment, his face filled with puzzlement.

“I was fighting near the west of iI’Mauy Meyauh, a kingdom of the Suman Empire across the sea. My
people were at war with a group of the free tribes of the desert. I don’t know where Corische came
from, only that his own master died by accident in a fire. I did not understand at the time, but now
wonder how one of our kind could ever fall to an accident. Once free, Corische wanted to secure himself
by creating his own pack of servants. He was careful, and only chose men easy to control like Ratboy ...
and Parko, my brother.

“Parko disappeared from our camp one night. I followed his trail and found Corische. We fought. Even
as just a mortal, I made him earn his victory. In the end, he pierced my heart. As I bled to death, he
made me an offer. At that moment, all I could think of was that Parko would never get along without me.
Strange, foolish thought. When I awoke, I was Corische’s servant. He took my inheritance and forced us
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all to travel north. We crossed the sea into Belaski. In Stravina, he found patronage under a powerful
mortal lord. The master and I distinguished ourselves in battle for him. In five short years, we were
appointed here, to Gaestev Keep. After the warmth of the south, this place was a frozen prison until...”
“Until I came and made it beautiful?”” Teesha finished, almost impishly.

He nodded silently.

Teesha could see him slipping into the relief he’d gained since she’d started making changes in the keep,
but this time she wasn’t going to allow him that release.

“This isn’t our home,” she hissed, and Rashed back-stepped once in surprise at her sudden change of
tone. “No matter what I’ve done to it, it’shis . We merely exist here. And that’s all we’ll ever have!”

Rashed stared at her for a time longer than any silence Teesha could remember between two people.
His eyes were no longer filled with suspicion. He was confused, and Teesha’s long careful nurturing of his
desires began to take hold.

“What would you have us do?” he finally asked,

“Leave, go southwest to the coast, make our own home.”

“You know we can’t,” he said gently. “He will always be our master.”

“Not ifhe’s dead ... finally dead.”

Now it was Rashed who changed his demeanor, voice cold, hushed, and almost vicious.

“Don’t say such things.” He dropped to sit on the bench, glaring at her, but his eyes shifted about as if he
was looking for Corische to suddenly enter the room.

“Why not? It’s true,” Teesha retorted. ““You serve him, but I see the anger under that cold mask you
wear. You bought his rise in power with your family’s money and your own skills. Yet he treats you—all
of us—Tlike property, nothing more, and we will never escape until he is gone.” She slid off the bench and
knelt, touching his leg, her voice low to match his. “If I stay with him much longer, I'll find a way to end
my existence.”

Rashed pulled back but continued to stare down at her. “If he were gone, would you leave this place
with me?”

“Yes, and we’d take Ratboy and Parko. We could make our own home.”

Rashed finally stepped completely away and walked toward the heavy front door. He stopped and half
turned, but he did not look at her. His jaw clenched.

“No, it’s not possible.” He jerked the door open with both hands. “Don’t speak of this again.”

But the seeds were properly planted. Alternately kind and cruel to Corische, Teesha easily managed to
keep him home more often. Sometimes she flattered him, and he drank and fed upon her words.
Sometimes, out of Rashed’s presence, she would quietly insult Corische, making cutting guesses about
his low birth. Behaving more and more like a fool of desire, he restrained himself from lashing out, shrank
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back, and sought some new way to solicit her approval. He never gave her verbal orders. She became
the master and he the slave, and she despised him all the more for it.

Corische may not have let his anger out at Teesha, but it still burned inside him. In a fit of rage and
frustration one night, he broke the handle off a broom and beat Parko with it. Such an action could never
have harmed one of them, but Rashed came running in to see why his brother yelped out in fear. He did
not interfere, but Teesha saw clouds darker than disapproval pass over his desert warrior’s face.

At every opportunity, Teesha drove Corische to desperation, especially when Rashed was nearby,
seeking to portray their master as a petty abuser—which he was—and Ratboy, Parko, and herself as the
abused. Rashed’s expression grew more grim each night. Teesha bought a painting of the sea-coast and
hung it above the hearth as a less-than-subtle reminder, one that Corische wouldn’t comprehend. She
managed to quietly call Rashed’s attention to it whenever possible. Large and well-crafted, the painting
with its dark, cresting waves was a physical image of what they did not have—freedom to leave and see
new places.

There finally came a night when she knew Rashed was on the edge. She tried several times to engage
him in conversation, but he refused to respond. It was time for the last step. And Teesha waited until the
following evening, when all five of them had barely arisen after dusk.

They were gathered in the main room, busy with mundane activities, and she leaned in close to
Corische’s ear, and whispered, “I believe I met your mother a few nights ago. She was a gypsy hag
working in a caravan tent, selling herself for two coppers per man.”

All her other jibes had been callously elite, copied from the manner with which she’d seen nobles insult
the lower classes and carefully played so that Corische’s ego might construe them as possibly goading
instead of contemptuous. But this base comment was a lewd, open barb, the like of which had never
passed her lips.

Corische’s nostrils widened and for a moment he was stricken into stillness. He struck her across the
face hard enough to knock her from the hearth bench and smash her small body into the stone wall.

Teesha blinked in pain. Her head pounded, and the room appeared to grow dark. One moment, barely
a blink, stretched itself to a length she couldn’t measure. All she could hear in the darkness inside her
head was a ringing that played in her ears. Not a word from anyone. She had made a mistake in judging
Rashed’s mood. Corische would not be played with this way ever again, not after what she’d just done.

Finally, some of the darkness cleared. Corische stood over the bench, his arm just finishing its swing.
Behind him, Rashed was lunging across the center oak table. His face was twisted in rage, his mouth
wide with extended fangs, and a fierce growl ripped from the back of his throat. His right hand swept
down to snatch the hilt of Corische’s sheathed sword lying upon the table.

Corische turned at the cry of rage behind him. His eyes did not grow wide in surprise but narrowed like
an angry dog’s, cornered down an alley. Mouth open, his voice started to issue a command Rashed
would not be able to refuse.

Rashed drew back his arm and flicked his wrist in a blur. The sheath slid up the sword’s blade on his
backswing, and before it even cleared the blade tip, the weapon swung forward.

Teesha heard a slight cracking sound when the blade cut through Corische’s neck. His head bounced off
the hearth’s mantle, a spray of black liquid spattering the wall.
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The sheath finally clattered to the floor.

Teesha crumpled down against the wall. Rashed landed on the near side of the table as Corische’s body
collapsed where it stood. The head rolled across the floor to bounce off Ratboy’s boot.

Teesha blinked again. That was all the time it took.
After years of preparing moment by moment, everything changed in an instant. Teesha watched the
near-black liquid, too dark for living blood, pour out of the corpse’s neck stump onto straw-covered

stones. It was the only movement in the room.

Parko was the first to disturb the stillness. He giggled quietly, nervously, then leaped across the floor like
a cat to crouch at the body, sniffing. He laughed hysterically.

Ratboy began stammering. “You ... killed him.”

All the rage in Rashed was gone. He stood limply, sword dangling in his hand at his side, as he stared
down at the headless body. His face looked as white as the snow. Then he looked up to find Teesha
watching him.

She wasn’t about to let him slip and fall back now.

“Are you sorry?” she asked almost accusingly. “Do you regret this?”

“It’s too late for that now,” Rashed answered. He dropped the sword to clatter on the floor and lifted
Teesha to her feet gently with both hands. She said nothing, but kept staring at him, waiting as if she
hadn’t heard his first answer. Something of his anger came back and the muscles in his jaw tightened.

“No, I’'m not sorry,” he added.

She gripped his forearms, or as much of them as her small hands could take in. In the air over Rashed’s
shoulder, she thought she saw Edwan’s wispish form hovering in the rafters.

“We’re free,” she whispered.

She had not failed. Corische was dead, and they had no master. They were free. Joy rushed through
her, and she wanted to laugh, but she came back to her senses as Rashed pulled away.

He reached up and took the seacoast painting off the wall.
“Everyone gather what you want with you. We leave tonight.”

“Leave?” Ratboy sputtered. He was still standing dumbly as before, staring at Corische’s headless body.
“What are you talking about? Where are we going?”

Teesha walked with a smile over to Ratboys, still slightly uncertain on her feet. He stared at her with wide
brown eyes. With a gentle touch, she pushed him toward the stairs to their lower chambers for the last

time.

“To the sea.”
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Edwan jerked away from Teesha’s mind, away from memories he could no longer stand to relive. In the
silence, neither of them even heard the waves collapsing onto the shore of Miiska.

“Why?” he asked, his empty voice anguished. “Why show me these ugly visions? Go back before ... to
the tavern.”

(3 GN 0 . 2
“To the day we met, to the first time we—"

“No, my love.” She shook her head. “To understand where you are, you must see where you’ve been,
and not just the sweet parts.”

“I am in torment!”” Edwan cried, shaking her completely out of the past and into the present.

“My love,” she whispered, regretting his pain. “Let’s walk among the dark streets and pretend we are
high in the north, children again, in distant days.”

“Yes.” He drew near, instantly appeased, and she reached out for his hand. Although she could not
grasp it, the cold mist of him settled around her slender fingers.

Ratboy watched a sleeping girl through the loose window shutters of a cottage, her dark hair spread out
on the pillow, her breathing light and even. She didn’t look anything like the girl he’d ripped and drained
not many nights ago, but he felt the taste of blood running on his tongue with the memory. And the
merchant on the road, taken so easily.

Who made these absurd rules that killing mortals would not be allowed? Did all of their kind follow such
laws? Parko had not.

First there had been Corische enforcing his strict guidelines, desiring power and nobility among mortals.
Now there was Rashed dominating every aspect of their existence, Rashed with his disgusting sense of
honor, his obsession with safety and mortal trappings. Weren’t they Noble Dead? Wasn’t that enough?
No undead in his right mind would wish to become a mortal lord, or own a warehouse and earn a mortal
living. Lately, Ratboy had begun to suspect Corische and Rashed were the mad ones, the twisted ones,
not him, not Parko.

The girl rolled over in her slumber and raised a lovely tanned arm above her head. The movement
caused Ratboy to tense, to smell the warm blood beneath her skin.

“What are you watching, my sweet?”” a quiet voice said beside him.
He did not jump or even turn to look. It was only Teesha. He pointed through the window.
“Her.”

“It’s not wise to feed in their homes. You know this.”
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“I know many things. I’'m not certain I agree anymore.”
Her hand rose and stroked the back of his hair.

“Shhhhh,” she whispered. “It’s not far to dawn. Come and find easier prey. You must think of our home.
You must think of me.”

Closing his eyes at the feel of her touch, Ratboy slipped away from the window. Yes, he’d be cautious
for her. But as they turned down the street together, he still remembered the sleeping, tan-armed girl.

Chapter Eight

Four nights later, Magiere stood behind The Sea Lion’s bar, feeling a little more comfortable in her daily
schedule. Out on the road, she and Leesil had developed a type of routine involving traveling, making
camp, planning, manipulating feigned battles, and then beginning the process all over again. These events
were interspersed with their experiences in new towns, villages, and Leesil’s gambling. Now things were
different. Her entire staff stayed up half the night serving guests, then slept late in the mornings. Leesil
spent his afternoons working on the roof, while Beth-rae cooked, Caleb cleaned, and Magiere handled
supplies, stocked shelves, and kept the house accounts. Chap watched over Rose. They always ate an
early supper together before opening for customers. Magiere was continuously clean, warm, and slept in
a bed every night.

Physical comfort and a unique sense of structure were not the only aspects of this life which brought her
peace. For the first time, she was giving back to a community instead of draining it. The sailors, fisherfolk,
and shopkeepers who patronized The Sea Lion enjoyed themselves and had a space of relief from their
hard work. It did bother her when Leesil would mention the hushed whispers that often reached his ears
about Magiere, “Hunter of the Dead.” Perhaps she had become a local attraction. She could only guess
how such rumors began, although she’d not seen either Welstiel nor the imposing nobleman again.
Magiere suspected Leesil might still be drinking himself to sleep some nights, but as long as he stayed
sober at the faro table and picked no pockets, she had no complaints.

Beth-rae walked up to the bar, carrying a full tray of empty mugs and looking a bit weary. A few strands
of her silver, braided hair hung in loose wisps.

“Four more ales for Constable Ellinwood and his guards,” she said.

Magiere glanced at the table of loud men, but didn’t comment while drawing the ale. One customer she
could often count on was Ellinwood. Her distaste for the self-important man only grew with familiarity.

She set the mugs back on Beth-rae’s tray, and the front door opened, letting in a cool breeze. No one
entered, but she saw a head of brilliant red hair in the doorway with a close-trimmed beard of the same
flaming color that hid his chin, cheeks, and upper lip. A burly man, perhaps in his late twenties, wearing a
leather vest, he stood half in and half out, hesitating. He scanned the room and stopped upon seeing
Constable Ellinwood. His jaw tightened, and Magiere knew there would be trouble.

The man stepped in, not bothering to close the door, and strode to Ellinwood’s table, glaring down while
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the constable’s ale mug halted in midair, almost to his mouth.
“Can I help you, Brenden?” Ellinwood asked, attempting to make his heavy body sit straighter.

“My sister is dead nearly a week, and you sit drinking with your guards? Is this how you catch a
murderer?” the man spit out angrily. “If so, I could find us a better constable lying in the gutter with a
bottle of swill!”

The townsfolk stopped talking, even those at the faro table, and heads turned. Leesil held up one hand
toward Chap before the dog moved, motioning him to wait.

Ellinwood’s fleshy jowls grew pink. “The investigation continues, lad. I have found several important
facts just today, and now, as any man, I do as I please with my own time.”

“Facts?” Brenden’s tone rose to a dangerous level.

The solid muscles of the blacksmith’s arm tightened as he leaned on the table, and Magiere judged from
his build that he could break Ellinwood’s neck without trying. Perhaps his accusations were justified, but
she wanted no bloodshed in her tavern. She glanced over at Chap and Leesil again, wondering if she
should take action or let Leesil handle it. Her partner was more skilled at managing such situations in a
quiet fashion.

“What facts have you found?” the blacksmith continued. “You slept till midday, then spent the afternoon
eating cakes in Karlin’s. Now you’re here, in your finest velvets, drinking ale with your lackeys. When
exactly did you find your new facts?”’

Ellinwood’s pink tinge deepened, but he was saved from responding when an unshaven guard in a
rumpled shirt stood up.

“That’ll be enough, blacksmith,” he said. “Go home.”

He was answered with a resoundingcrack as Brenden’s fist connected with his jaw, sending the man
tumbling back into another table of patrons. Another guard started to rise, but Brenden grabbed his
greasy black hair and slammed the man’s head twice against the table before anyone else could move.
The guard slumped off the cracked table to the floor, unconscious. Leesil jumped over the faro table as
Magiere unsheathed her falchion from under the bar.

“Chap, hold!” Leesil called out. If the dog leaped in, someone would end up bleeding.

Magiere slipped around the bar’s front and held her ground for the moment. Leesil could usually stop a
fight with few injuries to anyone.

“Gentlemen ...”” Leesil began.

Lost in rage, Brenden swung a backhanded fist at the half-elf, but his blow met empty air. Leesil
dropped, hands to the floor, and kicked into the back of Brenden’s knee. The blacksmith’s large body
toppled and a breath later, he found himself pinned, facedown. Leesil sat on his back, with one forearm
against the blacksmith’s neck and the other pinning his right arm. Although he was much heavier than
Leesil, no amount of bucking from Brenden could throw his lithe keeper off. Every time Brenden tried to
pull a leg under himself, attempting to get to his knees, Leesil kicked back with his foot in the
blacksmith’s knee, as if he were spurring a horse, and Brenden flattened to the floor again.
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“It’s all right,” Leesil kept saying. “It’s over.”

The first guard Brenden had hit disentanged himself from the table of patrons that he’d landed on. Blood
ran down his jaw and chin from his nostrils and it was obvious Brenden had broken his nose. His hand
dropped to the sheathed shortsword on his hip, but then his eyes lifted to see Magiere. Her falchion
rested on his shoulder, the sharp edge next to his throat. She said nothing. The guard put his hands up in
plain view and stepped slowly back.

Finally, Brenden stopped struggling and lay in a smoldering, panting heap.

“My friend’s going to let you up,” Magiere said to him, not taking her eyes off Ellinwood’s guards.
“Then you leave my place, understand?”’

“Leave?” Ellinwood puffed. “He is under arrest for attacking the very men who protect Miiska. He is a
criminal.”

While Magiere disagreed, this was none of her concern. She just wanted them all to take it outside.

“He’s not a criminal,” Leesil protested. “Have some pity, you whale!”

One of the guards—not the one with the broken nose— pulled a rope from his belt and crouched down
to begin tying Brenden’s hands. Leesil reached out to stop him, but Magiere grabbed him by the
shoulder. Cursing under his breath, the half-elf stood up and stepped out of the way.

When Brenden was roughly jerked to his feet, he glared at Magiere as if she were to blame.

“Don’t come back,” she said. “This is a peaceful tavern.”

“Peace?” Brenden spit out, sorrow outweighing the anger in his voice now. “How can you talk of peace
when you’re the one who can stop this killing? No, you hide away, serving ale to the likes of him.” He
motioned with his head toward Ellinwood.

“I can’t stop anything,” she said, tensing.

The guards dragged Brenden from the tavern.

Leesil walked away without a word and went back to his faro table, but Magiere could see he didn’t
feel like dealing cards anymore.

Late the next morning, Leesil stood outside Miiska’s guardhouse, which also served as a jail, and
checked his purse again, somehow hoping the coins within had miraculously multiplied. It had been hard
enough to keep his distance from passersby who could have unwittingly aided him with that need, but
he’d promised not to lift any more purses now that they had to stay in one place. Upon rising that day,
he’d asked Magiere for his month’s share of profits in advance. She’d given it to him with some
apprehension, probably believing he needed it for a gambling debt. He didn’t care what she thought.
She’d never understand the truth. He wasn’t sure he understood what he was doing anyway.

When he entered the guardhouse, Leesil paused in surprise. He’d hoped to handle things with one of the


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

witless deputy guards, but there was Ellinwood’s massive body behind the small table that served as a
desk, tucked into the right corner of the room near the front barred window. He was staring intently
down at some scribble on a parchment.

Leesil had seen his share of jails, from both sides of a cell door, and this one appeared no different. A
few “wanted” posters were tacked to the walls—those offering a reward or other profit from an
arrest—and three cell doors lined the back wall, which was more than enough confinement for a town the
size of Miiska.

He swung the front door shut as he stepped over to the cells. At the noise, Ellinwood finally looked up.

“Oh, it’s you,” he said with thinly hidden impatience, most likely expecting a formal request for payment
regarding the broken tavern table. “What do you want?”’

Leesil peered into the eye-level slots of each door and found Brenden crouched on the bottom bunk of
the center cell.

“I’m here to pay the blacksmith’s fine,” he answered. “How much?”
“You want to ... why would you do that?”’ The constable looked suspicious.

Leesil shrugged. “It was either come down here or stay home and work on the roof. Which would you
choose?” He paused briefly and repeated, “How much?”

Ellinwood sat for a moment before answering. “Six silver pennies, no foreign coin.”

Leesil suppressed the urge to wince. It was an absurd amount for the offense. He only had five and that
was a month’s estimated share, and well more than a month’s wage for many in a small town like Miiska.
It seemed the constable made good money by charging outrageous fines— or carried a grudge against
the young smith and would make it difficult for anyone to interfere. But Leesil wasn’t going to give up so
quickly, and he doubted Ellinwood was willing to ignore such easily obtained profit.

“What if I pay you five now and sign a voucher on the other one?”” he asked. “I can pay the balance at
the first of next month.”

“I’ve got the rest,” Brenden said quietly from his cell.

Leesil’s head turned to find Brenden’s large eyes staring out of the cell’s peep slot, his red mane of hair
sticking out wild and unkempt around his face. Leesil walked over to the cell door, nodding.

“At least I did,” Brenden continued, “when I came in.” His gaze shifted to Ellinwood with an accusing
glare.

“Well, that should cover it then, eh, Constable?”” Leesil added, leaning against the door with his arms
crossed.

The constable stared back at them, as if considering some weighty decision. Then he turned around and
picked up a small chest on the floor. Fiddling out a set of keys from under his tunic, he unlocked the
chest and took from it a small, char-stained coin pouch. He walked over, unlocked the cell door, and
handed the pouch to the blacksmith.
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Brenden poured a small assortment of coins from the pouch into Leesil’s slender hand, who in turn sifted
through the contents until he came up with enough copper coins to make up the difference. Leesil then
emptied his own purse to complete the fee.

“Here,” the half-elf said, holding out the coins in his fist. He dropped them into Ellinwood’s open palm.

The constable returned to his desk, counting out the amount carefully. He put the coins into the chest,
closed and locked it, and then went back to scanning the documents on his table without a word.

Leesil shrugged with disgust and motioned for Brenden to follow him out into the street. People bustled
by, heading for the market or off to some other business of the day. A small boy hawked smoke-dried
fish biscuits by the near corner. The sun beat down through a sparsely clouded sky.

“L... I’ll pay you back,” Brenden said under his breath, “as soon as I can.”

“Oh, that’s all right. I don’t spend money I can’t afford.” Leesil shrugged again. He had food, shelter,
and an endless supply of wine. There was nothing more that he needed and little more that he wanted at
the moment. “I’m sorry about last night,” he added.

“Sorry?” Brenden looked away. “Now you shame me. I heard what you said for me, and you could
have set that wolf on me. From the way you put me down, you could have done ... I guessed you could
have done more.”

Leesil began walking, and Brenden fell into step beside him. This blacksmith was a man with a strong
sense of fan-play. It was odd company for Leesil, after years of less-than-scrupulous ventures with
Magiere, or on his own before that. He found it difficult to say anything more now that he’d gone to all

this trouble for a stranger.

“What you said to Ellinwood was justified,” Leesil said finally. “He’s done nothing to catch your sister’s
murderer.”

“I’m not sure he can,” Brenden answered, kicking at some dust. “I’m not sure anyone can but your
partner, and she refuses to help.”

“What are you talking about?” Leesil feigned ignorance, hoping to dismiss what he knew was next on the
smith’s mind.

“Your partner—hunter of the dead.”

Leesil’s stomach growled, but not from hunger. He was beginning to understand Magiere’s restless
irritation of late.

“You’ve been listening to too many rumors,” he added.

“Maybe, buttoo many is always the catch,” Brenden countered. “When it’s the same rumor over and
over, wherever you go, it’s got something of truth behind it.”

“And I find people just like to use their mouths,” Leesil snapped. “They’ll talk up just about anything,
including ... especially what they don’t know a whit about.”

“Then why did you come to pay my fines?”” Brenden barked back at him.
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Leesil had no answer, or at least not one he could put into words. Perhaps Magiere’s generosity to
Caleb and Beth-rae was contagious. Perhaps, like his partner, he was examining his own past and
realizing for the first time how much harm they must have caused swindling village after village. But what
possible good could this sudden attack of conscience bring? How could he make amends, any amends?
And for all this rather new self-examination, Leesil still considered most people to be mindless cattle who
deserved to be cheated by the more intelligent, or wolves who preyed on others through power or
wealth. Helping any of them seemed pointless ... but this blacksmith?

The man had walked into a public tavern and confronted a worthless town constable and demanded
justice. Although Leesil tended to circumnavigate problems instead of facing them straight on, he could
appreciate bravery when he saw it, and he could respect loyalty to the dead, to those who had no voice.

And for his bravery, Brenden had been called a criminal and locked up in a cell. It wasn’t right. Leesil
was well aware that his own sense of right and wrong was tenuous at best, but helping Brenden seemed
the proper course of action.

The two of them continued walking in silence until they reached the end of the street, where Leesil had to
turn down through the middle of town toward the tavern. They both stopped in another uncomfortable

pause.

“Don’t judge Magiere. You don’t know anything about us,” Leesil said more gently. “Come to The Sea
Lion anytime. I’ll tell Magiere you’re my friend.”

“Am I your friend?”” Brenden asked, his tone somewhere between puzzlement and suspicion.

“Why not? I only have two, and one of them is a dog, by the by, not a wolf.”” Leesil made a mock face
of great seriousness. “I’'m a very particular fellow.”

Brenden slightly smiled, but with a hint of sadness. “I may stop by ... more quietly next time.”

They parted. In the empty space between them, a light, brighter than the midday sun, flashed once. A
few passersby blinked, turning their heads as if something had been there, then went on their way.

“He was with the blacksmith,” Edwan said in the small sitting room beneath the warehouse. “I saw him.”
Rashed approached Edwan’s visage, not certain why the ghost was so troubled. One minute, he and
Teesha had been going over import accounts, and the next, Edwan appeared, rambling about the
hunter’s half-elf and a blacksmith.

“Slowly,” Rashed ordered. “What is this about?”

“You need to kill that hunter now,” Edwan said, with emphasized precision in his voice.

“No.” Rashed turned away. Rash actions on top of Rat-boy’s foolishness would only make them more
vulnerable to discovery. “It’s too soon. We will wait until she has lost some of her apprehension.”

“You’re wrong. She visited the death place of the girl Ratboy destroyed. I saw her.”
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“Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?”” Rashed asked angrily.

“And today the half-elf, her partner, paid for Brenden’s release. They talked together.”

Rashed shook his head and turned to Teesha with a questioning expression.

“Brenden is the dead girl’s brother, and the blacksmith in this town,” Teesha said from the couch.

“What?” Rashed turned back on Edwan as if the agitated spirit had suddenly become the
source—rather than messenger—of misfortune. He began pacing again in silence, eyes shifting about
without focus as his thoughts worked on themselves.

“She’s preparing to hunt, isn’t she?” Teesha asked. “Why else would she be searching for a trail,
sending the half-breed to befriend the victim’s remaining family?”

Yes, why else would she? Rashed asked himself. Moving this quickly after one murder was dangerous,
but that damned Ratboy had left them little choice. If she investigated too far and some connection led
back to any of them or the warehouse, there would be little time to prepare. Ratboy had been reckless,
and there hadn’t been enough time to even clean up after him. It was impossible to guess what clues
might have been left at the site of the girl’s slaughter.

“We’ll have to move against her first,” he said. “Teesha, stay here, but prepare us to leave if it comes to
the worst. Ratboy will come with me.” He raised a hand calmly to her coming objection. “No, I’ll do it
quietly myself, and no one will find a body. She’ll simply disappear. But I need someone to watch the
others, the half-elf and the dog.”

“Then you should take me. I could do better for you than Ratboy.”

“I know you would, but”—he walked over to the couch—*just stay here.”

“A noble gesture,” Edwan said from the center of the room, “but I agree. Do be careful, Rashed. It’s
been a long time since you fought anything stronger than an accounting error. Something unfortunate
might happen.”

Rashed did not respond, but he could feel Edwan’s attention upon him like the first glimmer of dawn
burning at his skin. He wondered what he had ever done to earn the ghost’s venom. It had been
Corische who’d falsely accused and beheaded him.

“Yes, you must be cautious,” Teesha agreed, either missing or dismissing the ghost’s sarcasm.

Rashed nodded and left to get his sword.

Chapter Nine

Several patrons—mainly young sailors—remained talking and drinking at The Sea Lion until well past
midnight. Magiere felt some relief when they finally downed the last of their ale and bid her goodnight.
She had set no official closing time, preferring to wait until customers left of then-own accord. But tonight
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had been longer than usual, with less than a handful of hours left until dawn. She was tired, and Leesil had
been strangely quiet and distant all night. She overheard one of the fisherwives gossiping about how the
half-elf had bailed the blacksmith out of jail. It surprised her and made her ashamed for her assumption
that he’d been gambling on his own time and needed the money for a debt.

Beth-rae sighed deeply. “I thought those boys would never tire.”

Leesil sat at the end of the bar nearest the door, drinking a cup of red wine. “Perhaps we ought to start
asking people to leave at a reasonable time,” he added.

“You could have gone up to bed,” Magiere said flatly. The last of the faro players had departed hours
ago, and, with such peaceful late-night patrons as the young sailors, she wasn’t sure why he’d lazed
about the bar the rest of the night.

He blinked, then frowned, looking hurt. “I always help close up.”

Yes, he did, and that wasn’t what bothered Magiere. For all her speculation, she couldn’t figure out why
he’d spent a month’s wage bailing out that headstrong blacksmith and that annoyed her. In fact, it
annoyed her enough that she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of asking him.

Chap slept contentedly by the fire, curled in a huge silver ball. With half the lamps and candles in the
room snuffed out, the hearth threw its dim red light across the room, reflecting off Leesil’s yellow-white
hair and smooth skin. 