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Dhampir|

SHE HUNTSTHE REALMSMOST DANGEROUS GAME.
HER FEESARE EXORBITANT.
SHE'SWORTH EVERY COIN SHE RECEIVES,

OR ISSHE?

Magiere has earned a reputation as the mogt formidable vampire dayer in the land. Villagers far and
wide welcome her with both awe and disdain, grateful to her for ridding ther towns of the undead
menace, but finding themselves made poorer for their sdvation. Magiere has dways known she's deding
with smple folk who only wish to have thar superdtitions slenced, and she's never seen anything wrong
with exploiting them for profit.

Now, tired of the game, Magiere and her partner, the hdf-df Leesl, are ready to hang up ther
weapons and settle down in a place they can findly cal home. But their newfound peace will not last. For
Magiere has come to the atention 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 fufilling her destiny....

“A fabulous entertainment wrought with mystery, adventure, and sharp-toothed wit.”

—Mark Anthony, Author of Beyond the Pale
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“Dhampir kept me tumning pages ... with its complex heroes, refreshingly multifaceted villains and
carefully choreographed fight scenes, this nove opened a broad new world. Well done.”

—Muindy L. Klasky, author of The Glasswrights' Journeyman

IN THE HEAT OF BATTLE

Once more shifting to the far 9de of the bed, Magiere threw hersdf 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 diced a shalow gash down his chest.

I‘Wha_”

Therest of his words were logt in a gagping inhde. His wide-eyed gaze shifted to Magiere's sword.
Ashis brow creased in pain, his teeth snapped together hard and clenched. Shock got the better of him,
and hisgrip on his own sword fdtered 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, asif her teeth shifted, or grew—

“Dhampir is a fabulous entertainment wrought with mystery, adventure, and sharp-toothed wit. Barb and
J. C. Hendee conjure a misy world populated with livdy undead villains and an gppeding pair of
rogues-turned-heroes you'll find yoursdf 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 of Beyond the Pale

Dhampir
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Prologue

The village appeared deserted but for thin tralls of smoke escgping clay chimneys to drift up and
disolve in the darkness. All doors were barred, dl window shutters latched tight until only the barest
wigps of light from candles or lamps seeped between thar 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, hedtating next to the cottage. Sowly, its form shifted and expanded as it
ceased to conscioudy hide itsdf. Nothingness became booted feet and reaching ams, a tdl and dim
torso, and a head with two pinprick gimmersfor eyes. It scaled a tree rgpidly and jumped onto its god.

Satling upon the thatched roof, it did on its belly to crawl headfirst down one wall. Then it stopped,
poised at the top of a shuttered window. One finger extended to dip a dawlike fingernal between the
shutters. Prying and pulling, it worked at the shutter until the laich findly gave with a sharp snap. The
figure paused, waiting, ligening for any answering sound from within the room. When none came, it
pulled the shutters open.

On a bed ingde lay a andl, old woman. Long slver hair, tied in a braid, rested next to her head
across a ydlowed linen pillow. A faded patchwork quilt of carmine and tedl squares covered her.

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

The old woman moved dightly in her deep.
Again the voice asked with a touch of yearning, “Please, old mother, may | comein?’

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

The vigtor reached one arm through the opening and upward to st its fingernals in the wal. It
crawled over the upper edge of the window, letting its feet swing inward, then dropped soundlesdy to the
bedroom floor. Crossing to the bed, it quickly reached out with one hand and clamped it down over the
old woman's mouith.

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 vistor relaxed its grip, lowering its head to her throat. All in the
room became 4ill and quiet and timeless.

Then its head swung up to stare a the open window. A dark dan covered the sde of the old
woman's throat. The visitor began to lower its head again to the old woman, but paused. With an owil-tilt
of its head, its gaze returned to the window as it listened.

Outside, someone was waking the village path. The vistor moved to the window.

Stralling dong the village path was a young woman wearing studded lesther armor and high, soft
boots pulled over earth-colored breeches. In one hand she hdd a short pole, and in the other along knife
with which she worked at sharpening the pole’'s end into a crude point. At her sde hung a short fachion
inits 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 vigtor saw her dark har with hidden shimmers of red
that offsat smooth, young kin little more than two decades of age. No true fear or wariness showed in
the woman's posture as she moved through the village, faghioning the wooden short-spear.

“Hunter,” it whispered to itsdf with amusemen.

The pathetic humor of what it saw was too much to hold in, and it laughed under its breath as it
legped out the window to spider-wak up the cottage wdl 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 redly seeing it.
Peasants lived the same way everywhere. All ther bleak, shapeless huts began to blur together after 9x
years, and Magiere only noted their number as a gauge of populaion. No more than a hundred people
lived here, and perhaps as few as fifty. None showed themsdlves 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 fachion in its sheath, meking sure she
could draw it out eedily if needed, and continued her groll toward the far end of the village. A drizzle of
ran began, which soon matted down her black har, 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 visons of the cresture
they’d hired her to diminate.

Not far outsde the village she stopped at the commund graveyard to survey the fresh mounds of
earth, each surrounded by tin lanterns put there to keep evil spirits from saizing 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, sudying the buildings more closdy



thistime as she looked for the one mogt likely to be the common house.

Most of the peasants would be gathered in some commund building, seeking safety in numbers. She
glanced around for anything large enough, but dl the huts looked the same—drab, weatherworn timbers
with thatch roofs and cday pot-chimneys. They were diamd and slent, like everything dse in this
hope-abandoned land. Garlands of dried garlic bulbs hung across the few windows. The only sgns of life
were the few streams of smoke rigng into the night sky. Sight 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. Ther tattered
rags exposed filthy skin. Magiere absently dipped 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 suffing out ther lanterns.

“Hdlo,” Magiere cdled out softly. They both jumped and whirled toward the sound.

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

The man halding the pitchfork peered uncertainly through the rain & 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 adight nod. “Have you more dead?’
Both men let out adow breath of rdief and sumbled 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 & a door with a amdl sgn 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 ther name for a village chief. He, dong with
some of the villagers, would be waiting ingde for her.

An expectant 9gh dipped through her lips as she wondered what this zupan would be like—a cold,
hard sl she hoped. The ones who fawned over her, in hope that she wouldn't suck the village dry, were
the mogt repulsve. It was easier when they resisted, until she made them redize there was no other
reasonable prospect then to pay her price or wait to die. The quielly agreeable ones were the mogt
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 reclam their payment with a harvest blade or shearing knife through her
back.

“Open up!” one of her escorts shouted. “We have the hunter with us”

The door creaked inward. The orange-red glow of firdight spilled out, dong with an overwhedming
gench of garlic and sweeat. Magiere glanced down into the eyes of an age-stunted woman dutching a
gained shawl, face drawn and sdlow as though she hadn’'t dept in days. At the Sght of Magiere, the
woman's expression atered to one of desperate hope. Magiere had seen it too many times.

“Thank the guardian spiritd” the woman whispered. “We heard you would come, but | didn’t...” She
tralled off. “Please comein. I'll get you a hot drink.”

Magiere stepped into the thick heat of the smdl common house. One thing she hated most about her



vocation was dl of the traveling in the cold. Eight men and three women were crowded into the tiny
room. On atable to one Sde lay an unconscious boy. At least two people a any given moment hovered
close to the boy in case he died.

A superdtitious lot, these peasants bdlieved that evil Spirits sought out the bodies of the newly dead,
usng the corpses to prey upon and feed off the blood of the living. The firg thirty-Sx hours were the
mog criticd for a maevolent spirit to enter a corpse. Magiere had heard dl the other legends and folk
dories; this was just one of the more popular. Some thought vampiriam spread like a disease, or that
such creatures were Smply evil people cursed by fate to an undead existence. The details varied; the
results were the same—ong 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 grizay with a gray-stubble beard, stood &t 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 dothing looked smilar 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 surpriangly soft voice. He motioned to the woman who had greeted
Magiere. “My wife, Anna.”
Magiere politdy nodded, but didn’'t introduce hersdf. Mystery was part of the game.

Zupan Petre stood for a moment, teking 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.
Thevolume of her cloak made it uncertain wha might be hiding beneeth.

Her thick black harr with its red accents was bound in a long, plain braid, sensble 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 dl the accoutrements expected for someone who battled
the undead.

“I’'m honored, Zupan Petre,” Magiere said. “Your message reached me two weeks ago. | regret my
delay, but there are so few hunters and so greet a demand.”

His expression changed to gratitude. “Don’t gpologize. Come and see my son. He' s dying.”
“I'm not a heder,” Magiere quickly interjected. “1 can remove your undead, but | can't cure the

damage dready done.”
Annareached out to touch her cloak. “Please just look at him. Y ou may see something we cannot.”

Magiere glanced at the boy, and then moved closer. The other villagers shuffled out of her way. She
was dways careful to explain her limitations and give no one open cause to accuse her of meking fdse
promises. The boy was pae and barely bregthing, but Magiere grew puzzled. There were no sores or
fever, no 9gn of injury or illness.

“How long has he been like this?’

“Two days now,” Annawhispered. “Jud like the others.”

“Were they dl young boys?’



“No, one older man and two young women.”
No pattern. Magiere stared intently at the degping boy and then turned to Anna. “Take off his shirt.”

She waited quietly for Annato finish before examining the boy’s arms and chest. Then she inspected
thejoints of his limbs His flesh was intact but so pae it seemed dmost blue, even in the amber firdight
from the hearth. She lifted his head. Her eyes narrowed dightly at the Sght of two oozing 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 brigly 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 shalow bresthing.

“Has someone been with im dl the time?’ she asked.

Petre crossed hisarms. “Anna or mysdf. We would never leave him like this”

Magiere nodded. “Anyone ese?’

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

Magiere checked hersdf and quickly salved their uncertainty. “No two undeads kill in exactly the
same way. Knowing the detailswill help me prepare.”

The old woman relaxed vishbly, looking dmost 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 unintdligible symbols.

“l need thisto catch the vampire' s spirit. Many undeads are sirit 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 auffering, Zupan, but the costs of my materias 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 dl have helped by giving something.”

He opened the door, and she glanced ingde at goods piled upon a canvas quilt spread over the dirt
floor. There were two full dabs of smoke-cured pork, four blocks of white cheese, about twenty eggs,
three walf pdts, and two smdl slver symbols—perhaps for some deity who had not answered ther
prayers. All indl, it was a very typicd firg offer.

“I'm sorry,” Magiere said. “Y ou don't understand. Food is welcome, but the quilt is of no use to me,
and the rest won't cover my costs. | often work and gain no profit, but | can’t work a a loss. Without
enough coin, | a least need goods | can sl to cover what | spend to make reaedy for battle. Most of my
materids are rare and codly to acquire and prepare.”

Petre turned white, genuindy shocked. He gpparently had thought the offer quite generous. “Thisis dl
we have. | sent my family out begging. Y ou cannot let us die. Or are we now to bargain for our lives?’

“And what good would it do the next villageif | left here unable to prepare for ther defense?’ she
returned.



This exchange was customary for Magiere, though Zupan Petre appeared to be more intdligent than
other village leaders she' d dedlt with in the past. She kept her expresson sympathetic but firm. Villagers
amog dways had some little treasure hidden away where tax collectors couldn’t find it. It might be a
family heirloom, possbly asmdl gem or some siver taken off a dead mercenary, but it was here.

“You've come dl thisway, and you'll do nothing?’ The flesh beneath his eyes was turning gray.

Annareached 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.

Annaturned to the others, who so far had watched in slence. “What good is seed if we are dl dead
before sring?’

Petre breathed in sharply. “How long will we live with nothing to eat next year? How long will we live
inthe lord’ s dungeons when we cannot pay the tax?’

Magiere stayed out of this predictable bickering. They would go back and forth, for and againgt, urtil
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 dl the same.

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

At firg no one spoke. Then a lanky, middle-aged man stepped from the corner of the room to face
the zupan squardly. From the char smudges on his leather gpron, he was likdy what passed for a
blacksmith in avillage of thissze.

“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 thelr suffering and not the one summoned to save them.

“Here is what's |€ft 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 severd 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 wel your seed
coins are spent.”

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

The rain had subsided dightly. Magiere kndt 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
gmdl 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 hisvillage to akiller of the undead.



Magiere took a bottle from her pack and poured a fine white powder into one pam. She then gfted it
back and forth between her hands. With a sudden flourish, she threw the handful high in the air and
waited. Thetiny particles didn’t fdl but hung in the air like a vaporous cloud, cregting a wondrous glow
dl 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 doft 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 dlence, eyes closed for a moment. She opened them again without looking at
anything particular. Amid the hovering powders, her pae skin and dark hair made her seem a wraith of
light, unliving, asif she were transformed to something kin to the night creatures she hunted. Each time a
swirl of red power in the ar 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 lesther grip
tightly.

“The red cdls the beadt, like blood,” she shouted. “It can't resst.” She lowered hersdf to a crouch,
braid fdling forward over her Ieft shoulder, and stared up the path where she knew the creature would
come.

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

With the fingertips of her free hand, she flipped thelid 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
atacker’'s way. She scrambled back to a crouch, turning in dl directions to see what had hit her. The

peth lay empty.
For long moments she turned from side to side, watching between the huts of the village for any sgn

of movement. The zupan had backed up agang the common cottage door, eyes wide, but he remained
outside, watching.

“Whet 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 Szzled out.

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

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

A blur appeared in the corner of her Sght, 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 materid, and she jerked back.

There came a sharp tear as her own force strained againg that of her attacker, but the fabric hed.
Unable to keep her baance, her body twisted to the Sde as she and her opponent both soun 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 firg of her floating powders. Siver-blond hair svung in
muddied tendrils around a narrow, dirt-splattered face with danted amber eyes and dightly pointed ears.



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

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

It charged again, moving fast. A claw hand dipped ingde her guard and snatched the tall of her braid.
They were both soaked in rain and mud, making dl movements dick and desperate. She fdl 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 wall.
Magiere bit down on her own tongue by accident in an effort to hold the thing down, stake securdly in its
heart.

The creature thrashed wildly, dawing at the stake. Its torso arched, hdf lifting Magiere off the ground,
and aguttura scream came up from deep inits throat. Then its body went dack and splashed back down
inthe mud.

Magiere held on until the creature was completedly 4ill, then quickly scrambled to the brass urn.
Ficking it up, she snatched the mdlet and siwung it hard againg the container’s side.

A piercing dang reverberated in the air. Magiere dashed around to the far side of the body, griking
the container again and again. Standing in the cottage doorway, the zupan clapped his hands over his ears
agand the panful clamor. As the last dang faded, Magiere dapped the lid tightly over the brass jar,
seding it. She stood there, the village quiet except for her own panting.

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

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

“Hunter...” Petre searched for words, his expresson a mix of emations. “Have you ever seen such a
beast”

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

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

“Itis over then?’ asked Petre.

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

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

“I must be done for this” she answered bluntly, meking 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, dl of my efforts will be wasted. No one enters the
woods urtil morning, or | won't be respongble for what happens. If dl goes well, we will not see each
other again.”

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 amor and dothing. The grit againgt 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 smdl dearing and looked behind hersdf once more. It
would be a shame to have to kill some foolish villager, but she saw no dgn 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 dearing’'s far Sde, and Magiere diffened.
Leaves shivered, and a huge dog stepped out into the open. Though he was tdl 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
dlver-blue glittered back a Magiere. With a low grunt, the animd looked toward the bundle on the
ground behind her.

“Oh, be quiet, Chap,” she muttered. “After dl thistime you ought to know my sound.”

Magiere s spine arched suddenly as she fdt two feet dam into her back. Her eydids snapped wide
open in cold surprise and she did across the dearing’s wet mulch floor, thumping up againg the base of a
maple. She scrambled to her feet. Across the cdearing, thrashing its way out of the stained canvas, stood
the white figure with the stake through its heart.

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

Magiere rushed across the dearing and kicked his feet out from under him. The dender 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 buit of the stake.

Anger swelled up ingde her like afever. Strands of muddy, rain-soaked hair dung to her face as she
glared down at the white figure benegath her. She jerked the stake up.

“You irrtating half-wit!” she snapped. “If you'd stuck to the plan and not sent meralling 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 a the
bottom edge of the leather-wrapped butt. Magiere gave a quick glance into the hollow bottom of the
stake, then banged it againgt an exposed tree root. There came a sharp snap-knock as the pointed end
Sorang 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,
Leesl. We do it the same way every time. No changes, no mistakes. Just what is your problem?’

Leesl’s head dropped back to the ground. He stared up into the canopy of trees with a meancholy
dgh that was far too exaggerated for Magiere' s taste.

“It' sthe same thing dl the time” he whined. “I’'m bored!”

“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 il lit—by Leesl
before he came into the village for their performance. She opened the shutter, turned the knob to extend
the wick, and the light increased asmdl portion.

Lees| sat up and began opening the front of his ragged shirt. Beow the neckline, the true color of his
skin showed—not corpse white but awarm tan. He itched a the white powder on his throat. Across his
chest was strapped a burst leather bag ill dripping with dark red dye. It was caked with a mound of
wax that had hdd the collgpsed stake in place on his chest, giving the appearance that he'd been
impaed. He winced as he untied the twine holding the assemblage in place.



“Y ou're supposed to attack from the front, where | can see you.” Magiere s voice rose dightly as she
rolled up the stained canvas and rope she'd used to drag Leesl out of the village “And where did you
learn to skulk like that? | couldn’t seeyou at dl at fire.”

“Look at this” Leed| answered in astonished disgudt, wiping the dye off himsdf with one hand. “I've
got a big, red wdt in the middle of my chest.”

Chap, the large hound, strolled over to St by Leesl. Shiffing at the white powder on his face, the dog
let out a disgruntled whine.

“Serves you right,” Magiere answered. She duffed 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
theriver before we camp. We' re dill too close to the village to stop for the night.”

Chap barked and began fidgeting on dl fours. Lees| patted him briefly.
“And keep hm quiet,” Magiere added, looking at the dog.

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

It seemed to take them litle time to cover the distance, and Magiere was rdieved when they
approached the bend of the Vudrask River. They were now far enough from the village to safdy settle
for the nignt and build a fire. She turned inward, avay from the open bank of the river, and picked a
dearing in the forest that was gill wel hidden by brush, out of plain view. Lees| immediady headed
back to the river's edge to wash up, with Chap following dong, and Magiere remained to build a smdl
fire. When Leesl returned, he looked more himsdlf, though not exactly normd 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 amedium tan, rather than the white of the powder, and made Magiere fed pae
by comparison. But his hair was another matter—so blond as to seem pure white in the dark. There was
litle need to powder it for a village performance. Long tresses with a ydlow-white sheen hung to his
shoulders. And then there was the dight oblong shape of his ears, not quite pointed at the top, and the
narrow suggestion of adant to his amber-brown eyes beneath high, thin eyebrows the color of his hair.

Magiere had noted severa times how much the lithe man was like a negative reflection of her own
appearance. Mogt of the time, Leesl kept his hair tied up out of Sght in a scarf wrap that dso hid the
tops of his ears. His mother’s people were so rare in this part of the land tha he and Magiere fdt his
mixed heritage might create undue atention—which would not be good consdering his role in ther
profession.

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

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

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

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

Magiere opened the smdl bag and began counting out coins. She passed over two-fifths of the take
to Leesll, kegping the lord’s share for hersdlf. Lees| never argued, snce Magiere was the one who had
to dedl directly with dl the villages He tucked his coins into a pouch on his bet, then tipped his head
back for along guzzle, squeezing the wine sack as he swallowed.

“Don’t get drunk,” Magiere warned. “It's not long until dawn, and | don’'t want you deeping until



noon when we should be moving.”

Lees| scowled back at her, then belched. “Cdm down. This is the best of it, money in our pockets
and time to rdax.” He scooted back from the fire to lean againgt the remains of a toppled tree sump and
closed hiseyes.

Thefire crackled and popped. Chap lay down close to Leesl. Magiere settled back, dlowing some
of the tengon in her shoulders to ebb away. In moments like this, she couldn’'t remember how many
nights had passed since the firg such evening. If she actudly took the time to count it out, they couldn’t
have been at the game for more than afew years. She rubbed an aching musde in the back of her neck.
Thiswas a better life than the one she'd been born to— which would have consisted of a quick old age
from being worked to desth on the fam. Sll, Leesl’s unexpected change of drategy 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 superdtitious 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 transent noble vassal, he ruled the peasants for the
lords and collected rents due on land plots, Saying in one place for months or sometimes years, but
eventudly adways 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 ther 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 migtress, and she remained mostly out of Sght for nearly a year.

Rumors of her mother’s fate were whispered about the village, but the little-known truth was dl too
mundane. Some told tales of glimpsng her on the manor grounds in the evening, pae and lisless. It was
during the later haf 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 illegiimate daughter, he gave the infant to her mother’s sster 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 dl anyone
needed to know.

Aunt Biga 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 Smply taken one of the village sfew pretty young women—smply
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 Smple resentment.

Whispers, fearful stares, and rude cals 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 deding
legd life and degth. At fird, she wanted to know everything, to know what had been so frightening about
him and why they dl shunned her so.

Aunt Biga once said with sympathy, “They fear your father was something unnaturd,” but that was as
far asshe'd go.

Findly, Magiere grew less curious about her parents, and she began to hate the villagers for their
superdtitions and ther ignorance. With the passng of years, little enlightenment came and hodtilities
toward her increased. In the end, she cared nothing for her past and grew hard toward those around her.

When she turned sixteen, Aunt Biga took her aside, pulled a locked wooden box from under the
bed, and presented it to her. Insde the box was a bundle, wrapped in dilcloth agangt the wet dimate,



which hed afachion, 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 Smply hung on a legther dring. The other amulet was
asmdl hdf-ovd 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 srung on a chain that passed through the squared
Sde of the amulet, so that its ova haf hung down with the bone sde dways outward.

“| suppose he expected a son,” Aunt Biga sad, refaring to Magiere s myserious father. “But you
might be able to sl them for something.”

Magiere lifted the fachion. It was exceptiondly light for its look, and the blade gleamed even in the
low candldight of the room. A amdl 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 Bigja 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 a market, but
Magiere s thoughts began to ran a different course from that night onward. It was a late Soring night when
she dipped 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 nether for her
unknown past, nor any kind of future with such awretched lot. Londiness would be bearable if she were
actudly aone.

The fallowing years had been hard, moving from town to town, working at anything to stay dive, 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 superdtition never faded. She became even more aware of how superdtitious the people
of the land were and how common from place to place. It was easy in the end to choose the specific
things to exploit. Most of dl, people feared the dark and death, and more so anything connected to both.
Theideafor “the game’ didn’'t just come to her suddenly. It developed in stages as she began to redize
she might make aliving by playing on fear, the same kind of fear which had once ostracized her.

At firgt, she worked done, 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 actudly believe she could trap undeadsin 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 invisble attackers. In the areas she traveled, she would set up a place in one town for
messages, usudly a well-patronized tavern rife with gossip, where her exploits would be passed quickly
on awave of whigpers. Outside just such a place was where she'd met Lees| for the firg time. He was
very good a what he did. So good, she redly shouldn’'t have caught him.

Waking away from a tavern in the evening, she fdt a sudden trembling itch at the amdl of her back
run up her spine and into her head. The whole night around her appeared to come dive as her senses
heightened, and she heard rather than fdt the hand digging in the cloth sack over her shoulder. When she
turned and snaiched the wridt, ready to ded 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 mutud recognition of their specid talents. Lees!’s unusud appearance mingled with the schemes
in her thoughts. She'd never actudly seen an df before, as they were not known to travel and lived far to
the north. The combination of his human and even blood created an exatic look in face and form. They
spent a wine-soaked evening of conversation, during which he took off his head scarf and dlowed her to
see his ears. The next morning, they Ieft town together, dong with a strange wolfish dog Leesl had with
him. That was four years ago.



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

“Stop it,” Leedl durred, hdfway through his flask by this point. “Theré'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
animd’s muzze away.

Magiere leaned over and looked out into the forest. Chap didn’t usudly fuss about nothing, but ill,
he was a dog. More than likdy he'd just heard a squirrd or a hare.

“l don't see anything,” she said, and turned back to the fire. In the red light, she remembered the
dmly lit common cottage and the two unexplaingble oozing holes in the neck of Zupan Petre’s son. Her
head began to ache. She dreaded the discusson she'd planned to have with Leesl. For a month, she'd
been putting it off, dways waiting for a better time. But this last job made her wonder how much longer
she could gdl. She was getting tired of it dl, and Leesl was getting careess. Things were becoming a
little too unpredictable.

“Before you drink too much, we need to tak,” she said quietly.

“l never drink too much, dways 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 hdfway. He lowered the
wineskin. “What about?’

She reached indde her pack and took out a folded parchment, dightly crumpled. “There's a bank in
Bdaski where | put money when we pass through, and where | have messages sent to wait for my next
vigt”

Leesl’s expresson went blank. “Messages? What are you talking about?”

She held out the folded parchment to him. “Thisis from aland merchant.”

Lees| took the parchment, dack jawed with surprise. “Y ou've been hoarding money away?’

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

Leas| blinked asif he didn’t undersand a word. “What?’

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

“You saved money?’ Leesl shook his head. “I don't believeit. All I’'ve got iswhat’sin my pouch.”
Magiere rolled her eyes. “That's because you drink it dl, or wasteit at a card table.”

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

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

“No warning. Not even a‘By the way, Leesll, 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. | 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?’

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

Leesl 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. “Well deep ingde



every night and stop taking dl these risks”
“No! I'm not ready to quit.”
“You'll be the card magter...”
“It'stoo soon.”
“...awam bed, plenty of deand mead ...”
“l don’'t want to hear any more.”
“... and mulled wine from our own hearth.”

Leesl became quiet. She could see him working his thoughts, examining the possibilities. He wasn't
supid, quite the opposite. Findly, he let out an exasperated grunt, or perhaps it was a burp.

“Can we talk about thisin the mormning?’ he asked. Still sulking, he took another long drink.
“Yes if you like”

And with that, Leesl ralled 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 indde her vestment. As she settled down,
Lees| suddenly sat up and looked about asif logt, dartling Chap to his feet.

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

Sleep wouldn’'t come quickly enough, and Magiere fdt restless and anxious. Lees| wasn't going to
eedly give in to this sudden change of plans. That much she'd expected, but he was a 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 coinin his pocket was the best time. With an empty purse, he would have
been more resgtant, wanting to wait for another ill-gotten windfdl.

Magiere watched the amdl fingers of fire dancing before her. She noticed Chap had not curled up
next to Lees| as he usudly did, but sat a little ways apart, looking off into the trees. Findly fed up with
watching him watch nothing, she closed her eyes. She didn’t see him shift his place, taking position to the
gde of thefire, equaly near both Lees| and hersdf.

Out in the thickness of the forest, something moved. From tree trunk, to bush, to snag-fdl, to tree
trunk, it darted closer to the wisp of firdight. It settled behind an aging oak with scales of fungus
gprouting from its Sides and peered into the dearing where two forms dept quietly. Between them was a
dog, its body somehow shimmering too brightly in the watcher’s vison for a normd hound. But the
hidden watcher gave the anima no more notice when it focused its eyes of pinprick lights close upon the
woman lying beneeth awool blanket.

Her pae skin now glisened in the firdight, and highlights of blood red ranin her dark hair.

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

Chapter Two



Chap lay with hislong head down, nose just shy of his paw tips. His haf-open eyes rardy blinked as
he stared relentlesdy into the darkness around the camp. Above the whisper of leaves and grass in the
breeze came Magiere slight breathing and LeesI’s soft, drunken snore.

The fire burned low in the late night, a pocket of molten-colored embers sprouting the occasond
flicker of flame. The camp was wdl flanked by large treesin a black forest wal. Not far away, sounds of
the Vudrask River, swollen with spring rains, gurgled as water splashed agang rocks in its steady,
ceasdless 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 a her once and then
resumed hisvigil.

Movement flashed between two trees a hdf dozen legps outside of the camp.

Chap raised his head and growled for the firg time since his companions had settled down to deep.
Siver-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 deep, but didn’t awaken.

Another quick blur passed in the darkness.

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

A white face with eyes like gligening stone appeared above a bush two legps out. It stared a
Magiere,

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

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 fachion from its sheath in confusion, dill heavy with deep as she
wondered what noise had broken through her exhaugtion.

“Leesl, wake up,” she sad quickly. “Chap is gone... after something.”

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

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

“Leedl... did you hear me?” She got to her feet. “Something is out there” Her amulets brushed
agang 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 frudtration.

Anather raging cry echoed low through the trees, and this time she knew it was Chap. She hesitated
for amoment as she considered whether or not she should leave Leesl done. Then she charged into the
forest toward the sound.

Something had spooked the dog so badly that he'd attacked without orders or even bothering to
wake the camp. Vidons 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 walling snarl she'd heard
earlier mingled with Chap’s usud 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 cdled out as she ran, “ Chap, where are you?’

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

“Chgp!” she cdled again, rushing forward.

A flicker of white passed through the left corner of her vison 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 asmal dearing upon the river’s shore. What
she saw caused her legs to freeze. Even from behind Chap, she could see the dark sains around his neck
and shoulders. She moved wide to hisleft, not wanting to sartle him.

Hismuzze was smeared and dripping, and though it was too dark to tdl the color, she knew it was
blood. Whatever fur on his body wasn't matted and wet stood straight out, meking him look even larger
then usud. The lips of hismuzze were pulled back, showing teeth in a shuddering snarl. Magiere's head
turned dightly toward the dog's quarry, trapped againg 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 dl foursif 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 har hanging to his
shoulders appeared out of place, asif he'd been carved from pae wood with blackened corn slk placed
on his head as an afterthought. The sringy hair shadowed his face, but his eyes shone as if reflecting a
nonexigent light. He lifted one emaciated hand to stare at the gashes of teeth marks ringing his wridst.
Smdl gnarled nalls, like mishegotten claws, extended from each fingertip.

“Not posshble ... just dog ... but its touch burns” The man's voice was filled with surprise. “Hlithy
mongrd...” 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 4ill, until it nearly rested upon his shoulder like an
owl as he stared at Magiere. Hair fdl away from hislong face, and she tightened her grip on the fachion.

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 tond. His head tilted farther
Sdeways, then crow-chatter laughter erupted from his throat. “Hunter!”

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

He dodged Ieft, soringing from dl 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 legp to the right. Chap’s front legs gave in the loose grave 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 |eft, then
her eyes flicked toward Chap as the dog fell. She blinked.

The man wasin the air coming down upon her.



Magiere ducked and rolled forward dong the ground, passng under the arborne arc of the maen.
There was no time to ponder how he moved so fast or legped so far. She spun and came up with her
back to the river in time to see her assailant twidt in the air, dready fadng her again. His feat barely
touched the ground before he lunged at her.

Magiere swung the fachion in a fast, short dash between hersdf and her attacker. It was a feghle
atack, but she hadn’t intended it to strike home. All she wanted was to scare him off. It would do no
good to kill aloca villager now, after she'd successfully worked her way out of Leedl’s little impromptu
performance.

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

“Poor hunter,” he moaned playfully, rasing fingers with stained nails and sraightening from his crouch.
Magiere took a step back. “1 just want the dog. | don’t want to hurt you.”

He laughed again, eyes hdf closed until ther glow resembled sparkling dashesin hisface.

“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 dumber couldn’'t wash it away.

Leesl, only twelve years old, squatted on the floor of the dark room benegth his parents home,
ligening to his father’ s lesson.

“Here—" hisfather pointed to the base of the human skull in his hand—“is where thin sraight blades
can be gpplied while the individud is distracted. This will cause indant and slent death in mogt
large-skulled humanoids.”

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

“Itisamog difficult stroke. If you fall to executeit correctly’—he scowled briefly at Leesl—*a hard
gde stroke on withdrawa may save you before the target can make any sound. Always use the diletto or
gmilar thin strong blades for this—never a dagger or knife. Wide blades will jam in the base of the skulll,
or be deflected by the top vertebrae.”

Theman stared at his son. A thick, peppered beard hid the lower hdf of histhin angular face. He held
out the skull. Young Leesl looked at it, but mogtly noticed how dender and amogt delicate his father's
hands were, so graceful in everything they did, no matter how vicious.

“Do you understand?’ his father asked.

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

“No, Father,” young Lees| answered, “1 don’t understand.”

Out of the shadows rose a second figure, sseming to sprout from the dark ground in the corner of the
room. She was tdl, dightly more so than his father, and deicately dender, with skin the honey-brown of
Leesl’s own, though smooth and more perfect than any person’s he had ever seen. Long har and
narrow, feathery eyebrows glisened pale gold like threads of a sunlit spiderweb. The points of her ears
rardly showed from beneeth those polished tresses. Her large amber-brown eyes danted up at the sides,
meatching the angle of her brows.



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

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

“Yes, Mother ... yes, Father,” he whispered. “1 understand.”

Leesl rolled over in his degp and moaned, pulled suddenly awake, but uncertain what had interrupted
hisdumber. For a moment, he was grateful for whatever had roused him. His head hurt from exhaugtion
and too much wine. He'd drunk too little to block out the dream on this night, yet bardly enough to
achieve dumber. With hisvison blurred, it took severa moments for him to redlize the camp around him
lay empty.

“Magiere?’ he cdled. “Chap?’

There was no answer. Fear began to clear the alcohol daze from his thoughts.

From a distance came a wailing he couldn’'t cal human or animd. Lees| pulled himsdf to his fedt,
shoved two dilettos up his deeves into wrigt sheathes, and staggered through the forest toward the
sound.

Magiere shifted away again, holding her assalant a bay with short swipes of her blade, which
wouldn't break her guard. Her breath was coming harder now from exhaustion, but dl her fents 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 redlized he'd maneuvered her back toward the trees.

Panic rosein her throat. She' d bardy managed to keep him at bay, not taking her eyes from him for
fear he'd make another legp that she couldn’t stop. If she had to concentrate on not losng her footing in
the forest, she'd either sumble and fal or, worse, get distracted and lose her guard.

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

Panic became tinged with anger.

Playing his game was a losng 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 dl
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 ings that the local lord hunt her down. Magiere settled hersdlf, 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 riversde, 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 amed for her throat. Magiere had no time to think and acted on
inginct. She brought the falchion down in a sharp dash.

The claw-hand missed its mark, damming into her chest. The sword blade smacked agang his
collarbone. Fingernalls scraped across leather armor. Sharp sted dit away tattered cloth and bit into
white flesh.

Magiere fdt the ground jerked from under her feet as she was knocked backward. Her head and
back dammed againg a tree trunk, and she tumbled dizzly 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 vison to clear.

The white man stood over her. His wide eyes stared down at the shalow wound running across his
chest asif 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 hersdf. Before she could finish, the man jerked from his stupor and fdll upon her. One
bony hand grabbed her throat, pinning her neck to the ground. She tried to swing the fachion at his head,
but he caught her wrigt and smashed it down as well.

“You cannot do thisto me” he snarled at her. “Not possible!”
Magiere s vidon blurred again as his hand squeezed tighter around her throat.
“You cannot hurt Parko.” It was a denid more then anything else.

She could fed the dizziness growing from lack of ar. 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.

Magiere struck out with her free hand, at the ovad haze of the man’'s head. Her fig stopped on impact,

and the blow sent ajarring shock through her am that made her shoulder ache. His head bardy moved.
She wrapped her hand across the blurred face and pushed as hard as she could.

Hisflesh fdt as unyidding 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 completdy from view and she knew she was not far
from unconsciousness. The cold burrowed deeper until she fdt 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 ingde her answered the growing cold.

It didn’'t come from the life fading from her body, but instead wormed out of some hidden place ingde
her, moving through her restledy. It stirred a risng fever that dipped from bone to muscle to nerve,
leaving tingling heat behind wherever it passed. Findly sattling in her ssomach, heat turned into a knot of
growing ache even the cold couldn’t blot out, then spread up her throat. A hollow opened ingde of her,
waiting to be filled.

It made her... hungry.

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

She pushed againg the man's head. Thistime, it gave jud alitile

Hunger spread out from her stomach, worming its way through her limbs urtil it seared away faigue
and fear, consuming the chill from the man’'s touch. She tried to lift her weapon am and fdt her wrist
dowly leave the ground againg the pressure of the white man's grip. In her darkness, she heard a
frenzied hiss escape her assallant’s lips as he released her throat to pull a her grip on his face. Magiere

gasped in air, filling her lungs
“NO ... n0 ... no!” he screeched. “You are no metch for Parko.”
Sraning agang 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 sngpping sound. As her vison began
to return, she made out the blurred ova of his head surging toward her face—click— then back and in



agan—crack—draning agang her own pushing force. The sound was an animd’s jaws sngpping
closed.

She redized 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
ams. A vidous snal came from her |eft, and her body was suddenly dragged dong the ground for hdf a
foot. The white man let out a wal of anger as his grip on her wrigts fdtered, and Magiere logt her
concentration in trying to understand what had just happened.

She caught dght of Chap flying in from her |eft, driking the man and rebounding away. The man's
body jerked hard to the right, and again Magiere fdt hersdf dragged across the ground with him. The
snaling 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
indiginguishable 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 ssumbled, caiching hersdf againg the limbless trunk of a tree. The strange hunger
gnawing in her bely was dill there, but had grown weaker. Lightheaded and dizzy, she found her footing
ungteady as she stepped toward the scuffle, trying to disinguish man from dog.

The white man soun toward her, but he was dill out of her reach. Chap lunged at the man’s leg, and
the man swung his hand back at the anima. The dog was too quick, and a squed of pain stabbed
Magiere's ears as Chap bit down on the man’swrigt.

In that moment, sound and feding and sght flickered from Magiere' s mind. Dog and man seemed far
away, too great a distance for her to reach. Her throat il fdt haf constricted and her breath came hard.

The squed of pain had bardly ended when she gripped the fachion with both hands and dashed out
sdeways, throwing her whole body behind the blow. She aimed high but blindly, unsure of her target but
knowing the man would likdy rise up to pull hisarm 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 fdl. 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 4ill, unable yet to St up, let done stand. As the spinning night settled into a heavy
pain indde 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 branchesin the breeze. She heard the rasp of her own desperate
breething, and the crackle of fdlen pine needles and leaves benegth her as she shifted her body, trying

agan to get up.
And that was dl. All the tiny sounds, the night sounds, dipped from her atention and between them

was only slence. 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 sde.

Two gligening eyes stared &t 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 a hisfeet lay atumbled 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 dl fours. Her body fdt 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
drike. 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 gill there was no movement. When she crept
closer, it became obvious why he hadn’t moved.

Where his head should have been was only the sump of his neck. She dumped back, her sword
dropping heavily to the ground.

So many villages had come and gone that she couldn’t remember them dl. But each time there had
aways seemed to be a rationd reason for the villagers deaths. This village was no different. The man's
cold skin and white complexion were obvious Sgns of illness, and it would not be the firg time that was
the red reason why mothers and fathers, spouses and sblings gathered by their dead to pray for lost
gpirits. llIness often brought madness, asit 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 dien
sensations made her skin quiver and somach 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 dumped, head dropping in exhausted
despair, when asmdl, 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 lesther 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 merdy an illuson—another result of fatigue and lack of air.

She looked at the dog gStting nearby, weatching her expectantly. She had to push the words past her
congtricted 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
ingoect him. The dog didn’'t seem to have any serious injuries, just a few amdl gashes on his shoulders
and sides. The blood maiting his throat came from a shdlow cut of no serious concern. Rdief washed
through her. He' d be iff and sore tomorrow, but she’ d expected worse after such afight.

Rubbing at her. neck, it fdt asif the bruises were dready developing. Chap made a sudden lunge at
her, and his tongue shot out to dap wetly across her chin and cheek.

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

Chap darted away and paced back and forth near the fdlen 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 gpproaching. Something had
to be done with the body.

There was no time to bury it, and even a hidden grave might be sumbled across before she could get
far enough out of the area. She had no idea how far the villagers normaly ranged from their homes and
fidlds, foraging for firewood or whatever else the forest yielded. Without away 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
dosdy at the body. Touching its flesh made her sick indde. It was chill, asif 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.
A rash of nausea swelled up in her throat at the Sght 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 saring at her, waiting expectantly.

She couldn’t decide what revolted her more, the Sght of the severed head, eyes open in the last
moment of shock, or the dog's cdm dispostion at handling the gridy 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 Slver-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 kndt by the body. There
was no time to ponder this uncanny development. With no other method available, she used the long har
to tie the head onto the corpse, knotting it severd 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 findly sank benesth the surface. A metdlic
clatter from behind made her twist about in the water.

On the shore sat Chap. His ears pricked up as he looked a her. Thistime at his feet lay the fachion
she'd left behind in the trees.

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

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

There was dill a dark gtain 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 dearing and sumbled
across the river’ s rocky shore. Leesl.

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

“l heard ... and you were gone,” Leed| spit out between pants of breath. “What's going on? Why are
you ... 7" He looked at Magiereé'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-threstening 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 redly begun yet, but her entire life had shifted course. If
she were a superditious peasant, she would have called it an omen.

“I'm done, Leesll,” she said. “All of it is over with.”

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

“What'swrong?’ he ydled. “We were going to talk about this”

Magiere s gaze drifted toward the water. The corpse had submerged, but the river might change that.
She thought of the lifdess body being dragged dong beneeth the surface, unable to resst the power of
the current.

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

Inthe smdl coastd town of Miiska, a waterfront warehouse bustled with activity, even though dawn
hed not yet arrived. The huge man floor between the unfinished plank walls was stocked with de 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 metd, sweat from
livestock and workers, and whatever had washed up on the shordiinein the last day or two. A andl waif
of aboy in an oversize faded green shirt, with a mop of dun-colored hair on his head, continudly swept
the wooden planks under everyone's feet, trying to control the congtant buildup of dust and dirt.
Workers were busy preparing cargo for a barge leaving a 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 tal man
watching over the work with careful detachment. He gave no orders and rarely checked on anything, asif
knowing dl would be carried out to his satisfaction. His daunting physica height made it appear he was
accustomed to looking down at others, even those not shorter than himsdlf. Long muscular arms, inde a
deep green tunic, were crossed over his chest, but his arrogant bearing suggested he hadn't built those
ams by lifting crates himsdf. Close-cropped hair the color of blackened corn slk looked even darker
around his pae features. Crystdline blue eyes, nearly transparent, watched everything a once.

“No, Jagua,” avoice said from behind. “1 ordered twenty casks of wine and thirty-two of de. 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—" Jagua began.

“l know whet | ordered,” she said camly. “We can’t possibly sl dl thiswine right now. Send twelve
casks back. And if the barge captain tries to charge us a shipping cost, tdl hm we can find someone ese
to do busness with.”

Thetdl overseer |eft his place by the door, moving toward the argument.
“Isthere a problem?’ he asked evenly.

“No, gr.” 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 amiled with tiny white teeth. She looked up without concern at her towering partner.
“No, Rashed. Just a mistiakein the wine order. It'll be taken care of.”
Rashed nodded, but didn’'t move, and Jagua scuttled off to correct his error.

“He's confused severd orders latdly,” Teesha said. “Perhaps he's been sampling the wine himsdf a
little too often.”

Rashed was incgpable of returning her amile, but this did not seem to bother her. Few would cdl 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 ill
her appearance was as pleasng to him as it was to anyone—perhaps more so. Her company itdf
pleased him as well.

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

“Oh, don't be so0 harsh. | don’'t want him replaced. | just want...” She stopped in mid-sentence,
daing a him.

Rashed stared at the north wdl of the warehouse, dutching his throat tightly with one hand. He fdt a
cold numbness rush downward through his body. Years had passed snce he'd fdt 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 againg one of its timbers for support.
The cold line across his throat ran dl the way through to the back of his neck.

Teesha grabbed hisarm, firg gently, then her dender fingers squeezed.
“Rashed ... what’s wrong?’
“Teesha,” he managed to whisper.

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

“What isit?” 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 hismind's eye. Then it snuffed out and vanished. He found himsdf saring out over
the tops of buildings to the forest and skyline in the northeast.

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

Teeshd s smooth brow wrinkled in confusion. “But how do you know this?’

He shook his head dightly. "Perhaps because he was once my brother.”

“You've never fdt such a strong connection to him, even before he Ieft us for the Ferd Path.”
Rashed lowered his eyes to hers, anger teking hold above dl other sensations.

“| fdt it. Someone cut his head off and ... something wet... running weter.”

She stared at him, frozen in the moment, and through her hands he could fed the shudder run through
her amdl frame. She quickly pulled her hands from his face, as if repulsed by what he'd described, then
leaned her forehead againg 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 unsdtling in a forgotten way, as it had been decades snce he'd fdt

anything &kin 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, t0o.”
Rashed ignored the sympathies.

“Send him out. Tdl him to find whoever did this and bring me aname. Tdl him to look northeast.” He
rased his gaze inland again. “Tdl him to hurry.”

A oft gimmer wavered in the ar near the two, dmost nothing more then the light cast from a
lantern’s cracked shutter. Teeshd s face turned inits direction and her lips moved as if speaking, but not
aword was heard. The light vanished.

Chapter Three



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

The sun was sdtting over the ocean off the coastal road of Beaski, illuminaing the land with a dusky
orange glow that made it appear less gloomy and hopeless than in full daylight. Leesl dways liked dusk,
and he stopped for a moment to watch the fading light over the water. The coastdl road they followed
south from Bela, the country’s capitd city, was reasonably fast and clear, much easer traveing than the
five days trek west out of Stravina

It had been twelve days snce the death of the mad villager, and Lees| had yet to ask any hard
questions about what had redly 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 ill 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 mogly healed by then, but Magiere inssted
he needed rest.

“Let’'s make camp,” Magiere sad.

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

“Maybe we should dip down to the shore,” he said. “ Searwater’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 sdt crust.”

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

“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 dtarted to
falow him off the road, then paused and looked back.

“What'swrong?’ he asked.

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

“Someone iswhat?’

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

Lees!’s own cloak was beginning to fed thin in the rapidly cooling air, and he quickly chose a dearing
inthe trees. Magiere unpacked a dented cooking pot, loose tea, dried meet, and apples, while he cleared
a space of ground and got asmdl fire going.

Despite his outer calm, his thoughts were il troubled. Once again, they had fdlen into smple routine,
going through daily motions without redly taking, and there were severd subjects beyond tonight's
dinner that he wished to discuss.

“Do you need help getting Chap?” Magiere asked suddenly.
“No, he can wak on hisown.”

Lees| went to the cart and wrapped his dender, tan arms around the dog's neck. “Hey, there. Time
to wake up and eat something.”

“How ishe?” Magiere cdlled.
Chap’ s eyes opened indantly, and he whined before lifting his slver-gray muzze to lick Lees!’s face.



He pulled free of Leesl’s arms and hopped out of the cart, heading toward the cooking fire.

“See for yoursdlf,” Lees| answered. “And | think he's about as bored as he could get with riding in
the cart.”

Lees| dways found her atitude toward Chap a bit odd. She never petted the dog and rarely spoke
to him, but dways made sure he ate and was wel cared for with what little comforts could be offered.
Leesl|, on the other hand, enjoyed the dog’s companionship immensdy. But in the days before Magiere,
Chap had often hunted up his own supper because his master smply forgot.

Leesl unhooked the donkey and tied it in an area with sufficient grass, then returned to the fire.

“We passed a 9de road hdf a leegue back,” he sad absently, teking a waterskin off the ground and
pouring water into the cooking pot for tea. “Might lead off to avillage”

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

“l didn't want to ...” FAndly angered by his partner’s palite front, he snapped, “You know exactly
what | mean! Maybe thisisn'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 fed like working. You want to buy a tavern? Fine,
but | don't see why we have to leave the game nearly coinless.”

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

“Wdl, | anl” Her serene attitude infuriated him. “1’ve only a share from one village, and you didn’t
gveme any warning. If I'd known we were backing out, | would have made some plans”

“No, you wouldn't have,” she said, not looking at him, her voice dill cam. “D’areding red wine is
expensve, or if it wasn't wine, you would have found a card game somewhere or a pretty tavern girl with
asad sory. Tdling you earlier wouldn't have changed anything.”

Sghing, Leesl searched his mind for a way to convince her. He knew she was thinking a great dedl
more than she said. They’d been working together a long time, but she aways kept an invisble wdl up
between hersdf and everyone else. Mogt of the time he was comfortable with that, even appreciated it.
He had his own secrets to keep.

“Why not one more?’ he asked findly. “There s bound to be other villages dong—’

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

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

“Wdl, Miiskais agmd| fishing community that’s doing good business on the coastal sea route. There
will be plenty of workers and afew sailors looking to drink and gamble after a hard day. The tavern has
two floors, with the living quarters upgtairs. | haven't thought of a name yet. You're better a things like
that. Y ou could even paint asgn for the door.”

“And you want me running the games, even though you know | lose hdf the time?’ he asked.

“l sad running the games, not playing them. That’s why the house wins, and you aways end up with
an empty purse. Just run an honest faro table, and well go on being partners jus like dways. 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 dways been sraight with him. Well, as sraight as she could be with such
atight lip. No one dsein hislife 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.



“How far isthis Musky place?’ he asked.

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

Leesl pulled the wineskin from his pack as Chap circled the camp, sniffing about. His mind began to
truly consder 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 afew ideas for asgn,” he sad findly.
Magiere s mouth curled up dightly, and she handed him an apple. “Tdl 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 womean or fair-haired haf-breed spoke, as if ligening to every word. It stopped behind an
oak at the edge of the fire' s reeching light and settled there.

Rashed paced indde the back room of his warehouse. Tonight, he didn't wish to go outsde and
observe the giant glowing moon, as was his custom. Nervous tenson lined his pae face as his booted
feet clomped across the wooden floor. Persond appearance was important to him and, even in criss,
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 Teeshain mild annoyance. She sat on a hardwood bench cushioned with paidey
pillows, sawing impossibly tiny gitchesinto a piece of tan mudin.

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 materid.

“Then where is he?’ Rashed demanded. “It's been over twelve days snce Parko’s death. Edwan is
not fettered by physicd distance. It could not possibly take him thislong to gather informetion.”

“He has a different sense of time than we do. Y ou know that,” she responded, bresking 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 ditches as if this were just another
night—although usudly 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
nat fully understand why words on parchment were so important to her.

He wished her cadm could infect him, so he sat down next to her. Candidight reflected off her
chocolate-brown hair. The beauty of those long, slk curls hdd his attention for only a short time. Then he

was up and pacing agan.
“Where could he be?’ he asked no onein particular.

“Wdl, I'm getting sck of waiting.” a third voice hissed from the corner shadow. “And I'm hungry.
Andit'sdark now. And | want out of this wooden box you cdl our home!”

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

“Ratboy,” Rashed spit the nickname out asif it were ajoke told one too many times. “How long have



you been skulking in the corner?’
“l just woke up,” Ratboy replied. “But | knew you'd be upset if | went out without saying hello.”

Everything but his skin appeared brown, and even that had adightly tan cast from months —possibly
ayear's— old filth. Plain brown hair stuck to his narrow, pinched head above plan brown eyes. Rashed
hed heard many termsin hislife 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 srengths. No one ever remembered
him as an individud, 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 yoursdf.”

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

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

Hard words froze in Rashed' s throat. Although his voice was soft and cam, his expresson betrayed
him.

“Needless killing is another subject you should not criticize”

Ratboy turned away, shrugging dightly. “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 iswhy you drove him out.”

He picked at afinganal with his teeth. “Besides, | dready told you, for the thousandth time ...” His voice
trailed off like afasdy accused child facing a disbdieving parent. “I didn’t kill that tavern owner.”

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

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

With the exception of ther unusudly pae skin, both he and Teesha passed easly for human. Rashed
hed worked hard to set up their lifein Miiska. It was important that he find out what happened to Parko,
not only for revenge, but for the safety of dl of them.

“I'm dck of waiting every night,” Ratboy said petulantly. “If Edwan doesn’'t come soon, I'm going
ajt_”

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 smply smiled up a Rashed.

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

He wore green breeches and a loose white shirt, the colors of his clothes vivid in the candidight. His
patidly 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 am with the illuson of
heaviness. His appearance was exactly the same as a the moment he'd died.

“My dear Edwan,” Teesha said. “It has been londy without you.”

The ghost floated toward her asif the smdl distance between them was too much.

“Where have you been?’ Rashed demanded indantly. “Did you find Parko’s murderer?”’

Edwan’s movement stopped. His body hdf turned until his doping head faced Rashed, and he stayed



therein along slence.

It was unusud for the ghost to appear visbly like this. His own appearance embarrassed him, and he
did not like to see horror, revulson, or even smple distaste in the eyes of others. Normdly, he only
appeared to Teesha, who never showed any 3gn of discomfort. But latdy he'd taken to maeidizing in
the mogt gridy detall whenever Rashed was present.

Rashed kept his expresson emotionless on purpose. “What have you learned?’

“It was a woman caled Magiere” Edwan's hollow voice echoed. He turned to face his wife as if
Teesha had actudly posed the question. “She hires hersdf out to peasant villages seeking to rid
themsdlves of vampires and ther like”

“l think I've actudly heard that name” Ratboy chimed in, perking up now that his atention was
dimulated. “It was atravding 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
hdl. “Parko rests in the Vudrask River, his head ... his head ..”—he duttered 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 Smply sat ligening and thinking. Rashed
began pacing again.

He'd himsdf heard much about the occasiond “hunter” traveling the lands, cdling themsdves by
fandful titles such as “exorcigt,” “witchbane,” and “hunters of the dead.” Ratboy was correct on one
count. They were dways cheats and mountebanks merdy seeking profit by preying on peasant
supergtitions—regardiess of whether those peasant fears were based on a hidden truth. But Rashed
knew something more had happened thistime, and Parko had died because of it. It was difficult, dmost
impossible, for amortd to kill a vampire, even one who'd abandoned his intdlect to run wild through the
nights, logt to the Ferd 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 fird 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 thet be ... 7’

“Where did she find out... 7’

Edwan'’s eyes closed asif the voices hurt him.

“Quigt,” Teesha snapped. Both Rashed and Ratboy fdl slent as she turned back to the ghogt,
peaking cdmly and quietly. “Edwan, tdl us anything you know about this”

“Everyone in Miiska knows the owner disappeared months ago.” Edwan paused, and Rashed turned
asugpicious glarein Ratboy’ s direction. “1 listened to her tak with her partner. The missng owner owed
money on the property to someone in Ba, so the tavern was sold off low just to pay the debt. This fase
hunter now holds the title to the tavern, free and clear. She will arive late tomorrow and intends to settle
here to run the tavern.”



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

The others remained slent, logt in ther thoughts.
Findly, Teesha asked, “What should we do?’

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

“I'll do it,” Ratboy said, dmost before Rashed had even finished.

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

“I'm the fastest, and | blend into anything,” Ratboy argued, eagerness in his eyes. “Let me go,
Rashed. No one on the road will ever remember | passed by. People dways remember you. You look
like a nobleman.” A hint of sarcasm dipped in for only a blink. “Theat hunter will never even see me
coming, and thiswill dl be over.”

Rashed weighed the possibilities. “All right, | suppose your bad habits might serve us this time. But
don't toy with her. Just do it and dispose of the body.”

“Thereé sadog.” 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.”
“Ligen 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 abit sad. “Yes, kill her quickly and then come home.”

Ratboy stopped only long enough to rall 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 thet little or no killing
was ever dlowed in Miiska. The three of them commonly erased the blurred memories of ther victims
while feeding. While this nourished the body, it did not feed Ratboy’s soul nor the hunger in hismind.

He loved to fed a heart stop besting right beneath him, to smel 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
travelersin secret and hid the bodies where no one would find them. But those were too few and too far
between. Occasondly, he had gone too far and caused the desth 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 ill didn’t believe him.

Tonight, Rashed had actualy given him permission, and he would make the most of it, enjoying every
dow moment. He fet the hunger rise up again, begging and demanding as he redized that he dill had not
fed this evening.

A guarter of the night passed as he worked his way dong pardld 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 nodtrils. He crawled through the trees and brush to the edge of the
coadta road from Bela, and heard the faint creak and scrape of awagon, its axle in need of grease.

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

“Hep me” Ratboy caled out weskly.

The driver’s head raised up, awake. In hiswell-worn, purple cloak, he looked to be a haf-successful
merchant, probably one who traveled a great dedl and wouldn't be missed for afull moon. Ratboy fought
the urge to lunge.

“Here, please. | think my leg is broken,” he called in mournful agony. “Help me”

His face awash with nauseating concern, the merchant began dimbing down indantly. 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 himsdlf out on the ground.

Heavy footsteps brought the smdl of warm life running to Ratboy’ s Sde. The merchant kndt down.

“Didyou fdl?’ he said. “Don’'t worry. Miiskais not far, and there we can get you some help.”

Ratboy snatched the man's cloak collar and jerked downward while ralling, until the two had
switched places. Staring down into the surprised face, Ratboy could not help mouthing the word, “Foal.”
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 fdt no pain, not as mortas did, and
had no such limitations. The struggles of his vicim 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 ariddle” Ratboy whispered. “What am 17’
“My wife died last summer,” the man said, panting, fighting harder to free himsdf. “I have two young
sons. | must get home”

“If you're not going to play, then naither am |,” Ratboy scolded, pinning the merchant harder againgt
the ground. “Just make one guess. What am 1?7’

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

“Sorry... too lae”
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 dill dive. Tonight the hunger was too strong for such
playfulness. The heartbeat dowed in his ears, the taste of adrenadine and fear rose in the merchant’s flesh,
then both faded.

Whenever it was over, there aways followed a moment of meancholy for Ratboy, like a child's last
moment a a carniva, 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.



Chapter Four

Jugt within sght of the coadline road, Ratboy traveled swiftly, dipping through the trees and
congtantly amdling the ar for any hint of his prey, even though he knew she was ill hours awvay. Just
what did a charlatan vampire hunter amdl like? Tagte like? In an endless existence, anything new, any
new experience was a rare and savory thing.

Asnight dipped away and the firg streaks of dawn appeared over the ocean, he grew concerned, but
not about where he'd deep that day. Sea caves were easy enough to find, and in desperation he could
aways burrow under the forest mulch benegath the canvas tarp roped to his back. But whet if she passed
hmwhile he dept? Indeed, she would pass him. He'd hoped to come across her camp while she dept,
but the scent of few travelers drifted to him and none with the fragrance of a woman. What should he do?

He redized he may have underestimated norma human speed. So how far away was she? And when
she awoke, how far could she trave 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 diff wall. Dropping over the sde of the diff, he scaled downward like a spider and
disappeared into an ancient hole, cravling back and away from the light with no fear of darkness or
whatever might already be living ingde. He laid the pouch of coffin earth on the cave floor and curled
around it on his Sde in the scant space. Then he pulled the loosened canvas over hmsdf againg any stray
lance of sunlight that might somehow find him.

Logic told him that dthough he'd only traveled for hdf the night, she would not be able to cover the
distance to Miiska left to her in one day. He'd deep 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 aways, and certainly not
for the tavern owner. Some grizay old drunk offered little temptation to a killer like himsdif.

His eydlids grew heavy, and he logt histrain of thought.

By lae afternoon that day, Leesl’s narrow feet hurt, and his partid 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 dill be there no
meatter when they arrived. Magiere never pushed them like this when they were on the game. No, the
three of them had amply traveled & a comfortable pace until reaching ther intended target. He was
getting sck of her constant negging: “Leesl, hurry. Leesl, not far now. If we keep going, well make it
tonight.”

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

“Enough’s enough,” he announced loudly.
When Magiere, waking ahead of the donkey and cart, showed no sgn of hearing him, Leesl



sumbled theatricaly to the roadside and dropped on the grass.
“Come here, Chap,” he cdled. “Timefor a break.”

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

“You heard me. Come on,” Lees| repeated loudly.

Magiere heard LeesI’s shout this time and turned her head jugt in time to see Chap bounding out of
the cart and back down the road to where Lees| sat. Her normdly stoic jaw dropped dightly as she
stopped in the road. The donkey and cart moved on without pausing.

“Wha in... not again,” she sammered, then caught aght of the escaping cart. She grabbed the
escaping beast’s hdter and pulled it to a stop. “You dven hdf-wit,” she cdled back to Leesl, dragging
donkey and cart back to where he sat. “What are you doing?’

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

Instead of lying down, Chap sniffed around the rough sea grass, sretching his limbs, then bounded off
into the brush nearby. Leesl took hiswineskin and dipped its carrying strap off his shoulder. He popped
its stopper, then tilted it up and over his open mouth for along, satisfying drink. The dark D’ areding wine
adways tasted dightly of winter chestnuts. It comforted him in ways he couldn’t describe, and that was
likdy dl the comfort he' d get, unless Magiere stopped driving dl of them with her stubbornness. But two
could play that game.

Magiere stood dumbfounded, glaring a him, covered in road dust and in need of a wash.
“We don't havetime to rest. I've practicaly dragged you sSnce midday asit is”

“I'm tired. Chap'’s tired. Even tha ridiculous donkey looks ready to ked over.” Leesl shrugged,
unimpressed by her apparent dilemma. “Y ou're outvoted.”

“Do you want to be traveling after sundown?’ she asked.
He took another drink, then noted he, too, wasin need of good bath. “Certainly not.”
“Then get up.”

“Have you looked a the horizon lady?’ He yawned and lay back in the grass, marvding at the
tan-colored, sandy earth and salt seagndl inthe air. “We'd best make camp and find your tavern in the
morning.”

Magiere 9ghed, and her expresson grew amog sad and frudrated a the same time. Lees| fdt a
sudden desire to comfort her, urtil 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, nating the clean lines of her profile againgt the
brilliant orange of the skyline. She glared out at the horizon as if willing the far edge of water to deny the
anking sun access and hold it there. Her head dowly dropped, just enough for her hair to curtain her face
from view. Lees| heard, just bardly, the soft Sgh that came from her lips. He gave an exaggerated Sgh of
hisown.

“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 slent. “What if the place looks
blesk and depressing in the dark? No, well arrive like true shop-folk a midday or so and assess the
placein broad daylight.”

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



puppet.”
“Don't tak like a poet. It's annoying,” he retorted.

Shefdl slent, and once again they took up ther familiar routine of setting up camp. Chap continued
to sniff a and dig in the sand, thrilled to be released from hisralling prison.

Lees| occasondly glanced over a 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 sdt 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 mountainsde 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 amoment, 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.”
“Hnd some firewood, you lazy half-blood.”

They made camp on the far Sde of the road that divided them from the shoreline. In redity, it was
quite a distance down to the water, but the enormity of the ocean created an illudon of closeness. The
last hint of daylight dropped below the horizon, and thick, wind-worn trees provided cover from the
evening breeze. Lees| was digging through burlap bags in the cart for leftover gpples and jerky when
Chap stopped siffing playfully about and froze into a stance of attention. He growled & the forest in a
tone that Lees| had never heard before.

“What's wrong, boy?’

The dog's stance was rigid, dill and watchful, as if he were a wolf eyeing prey from a distance. His
slver-blue eyes seemed to lose color and turned clear gray. Hislips rose dightly over his teeth.

“Magiere” Leesl sad quietly.

But his partner was dready saing at the dog, and then at the forest in equd intervas.

“Thisislike 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 Lees| knew which night she meant. He
pulled his hands out of the cart and put them up his opposing deeves until he grabbed both hilts of the
dtilettos 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 histiny cave disoriented him for a momen.
Then he remembered his misson. The hunter. Time to backtrack.

As he emerged into the cool night air, he rejoiced in the feding of freedom the open land offered. This
was a good night. Yet part of him aready missed Teesha and the odd comfort she created in their
warehouse. “Home’ she cdled 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
timekilling, draining her, and then return home before dawn.



Bdow the diff, the white sandy beach stretched in both directions, but he quickly turned away and
scaed upward to the diff’s top, fingers gripping the rough wall of earth and rock effortlessdy. The beach
might be fagter traveling, but it was too open. Reaching the top edge, he svung himsdf up and was about
to gauge his bearings when the scent of a campfire drifted to his nogtrils.

His dightly tapered head swiveled, and at the same moment, he amelled a woman, a man, and a
donkey. Then his nose picked up something ese. A dog? Edwan had made some ridiculous comment
about a dog. Ratboy hated Edwan dmost more than he hated Rashed. At least Rashed offered vauable
necessties—a place to deep, a steady income, and the shidding disguise of normdity. Edwan merdy
sponged up Teeshd's time and gave nothing in return. All right, so he had located the hunter and her
companions, but that was a amdl thing. And what could he, Ratboy, have to fear from a dog, a tamed
one traveling with its masters?

Quivering détion rippled through him. Had he found his prey so essly? Could this woman be the
woman? Had she literdly made camp within Sght of his degping den?

Orange flames from the fire were just visble through the trees, and he wanted to get a better look. He
dropped down to hisbely and cast about for some way to cross the road unseen. The road offered no
possihility of cover, so he decided to smply cross it quickly. In a blink, like a shadow from flickering
firdight, 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 tdl, wearing studded leether armor, and looked younger than Ratboy expected. She
was amog lovely, with a dusty, black braid hanging down her back as she poured aflask of water into a
pot near the fire. Her companion was a thin, white-blond man with elongated ears and dressed dmost
like a beggar, who stood digging about in the back of asmdl cart and then ...

A slver-gray dog, nearly the height of Ratboy’s hipbone, legped to its feet and stared right at him, as
if the foliage between them did not exig. 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 feding into his chest. What
was this feding? He hated it, whatever it was, and it made him pull back behind the thick trunk of atree.

Edwan had said something about a dog.
A dog was nothing. Peering out again, he saw the womean grab her sword, and he smiled.

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

“l 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 thistrip, Leesl didn't argue and moved quietly and quickly to fallow her ingtructions.

Chap’s growls began risng 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 Say.”

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' sdrding the camp,” Magiere whispered to Leedl.



“What?" Leesl looked about, foot in the crossbow’s gtirrup and both hands pulling on the bowstring
to lock it in place. “What's drding the camp?’

She looked a her partner, a his narrow face and wispy hair. At leadt this time he wasn't drunk and
hed the crossbow |oaded, but now she wished she'd told him more abouit killing the mad peasant. How
strong the pale man had been, how terrifying... how she' d fdt the strange hunger suddenly grow in the pit
of her somach. Afterward, the whole occurrence had seemed too unred, and she'd passed it off as just
her own mind mixing up dl the trgppings and tricks of playing the game too long. A bad encounter had
made her dip into beieving her own lies for a panicked moment.

And now she had no answer to Lees|’s question.

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

“Thetrees!” she cdled 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 LeesI’s belt until he crouched low. “It' supin
the trees.”

The dog's ability to fallow his position was becoming more than a mere annoyance to Ratboy. There
was no way to try aflanking or head-on attack, so he worked hisway over and above his target through
the tree limbs He inched aong carefully.

“I’'m going to bring your skin home for a rug, you glimmering hound,” he whispered, making himsdf
fed better picturing the animd’ s bloody siver fur draped over his own shoulders. Teesha might even like
the unusud, soft color.

But who to kill firs? Ratboy had seen a few haf-breeds in his time, and this mde certainly carried
some dven blood. The crossbow was little to worry about. It would hardly dow him down, even if the
half-blood could shoot Straight.

He could snap the dog's neck quickly enough, landing on it firgt, but that would give the other two
time to set themsdves for afight. No, fird priorities were best put firg—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. Lees| caught a glimpse in the dark, the blur of a facdess form passng
overhead and down.

A wiry, brown-headed figure dressed like a beggar dammed into Magiere, knocking her to the
ground. Lees| expected the attacker to tumble to the ground himsdf but, to Lees!’s surprise, the man did
not fal, but landed firmly on his feet. And on impact, hisfig was aready in mid-swing downward.

“Magierel” Leedl shouted. He bardly finished spinning around to am the crossbow when a loud
crack sounded as the attacker’ s fig struck Magiere hard across the cheekbone.

Magiere' s head bounced againg the earth in recoil. Lees| fired.

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

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



Magiere lay on the ground unmoving, as Lees| legped out the back of the cart. By the sound of the
blow, he knew she was likdy to be unconscious. For a moment he was caught between stopping to
check on her and falowing his dog to hdp finish off the intruder. Between a crossbow quarrd and
Chap's ferocity, the fodlish 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, reedying to
reload as he started around the scattered fire, then skidded to a stop before he' d gotten hadfway.

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 bdly fur. Chap logt his trgjectory.

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

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

Lees| pulled the bowstring, trying to reload the crossbow, and nearly losang his grip when startled by
ashout from behind him.

1] Chw, no!n

Lees| turned his head just enough to see, but dill keep the beggar boy in his view. Magiere was up,
fdchion in hand, though somewhat unsteedy on her feet.

“Get back, Chap!” she shouted again.

Chap trembled and snarled, but kept his distance. Every muscle under his fire-snged fur tensed in
protest, asif 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.”

Hisdull brown eyes grew wide and uncertain. He was shaken for some reason, sseming to not have
expected pain or injury. He looked no more than Sxteen years of age and was huilt as if he'd spent half
that time in near Sarvation. Cdm appeared to settle upon him, but there was dill gpprehension in his
gance as he shifted his weght lightly from foot to foot, perhaps caught between fight and flight. He
grabbed the quarrd protruding from his abdomen, and pulled it out with a quick jerk and only the
dightest flinch.

Taking in dl of this a once made Leesl momentarily forget about reloading the crossbow. This
grange 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 fachion, knees dightly bent in a haf-crouch,
expression tense and purposeful. And the intruder who stood wel out of reach across the fire was
congderably less worse for wear than he should be.

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

“Does it matter?’ the boy asked.

Lees| could see that neither of them even noticed his presence anymore.
“Yes” Magiere answered.

“Ratboy.”



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

Leesl 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 fachion dready in
motion. The boy twisted to dodge, but the blade Hill cut a shdlow dash across his back, and he
screamed out.

The voice was impossbly loud and high. Lees flinched.

Ratboy started to fdl, but caught himsdf on the cart with both hands. He propelled himsdf 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
a himwhile he was dill inthe air.

Lees| couldn’t imagine the strength of an ordinary kick whipping someone's torso over in the rapid
manner he saw. And Magiere was maneuvering fagter than hed 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, hissng and groping with one hand at his back where Magiere' s fachion had cut into him.

“It burns” he screeched, astonished and angry. “Where did you get that sword?’
Magiere didn't answer. Lees| pulled himsdf 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.
Leesl wasn't sure she could have spoken if she wanted to.

Magiereé' 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 cirded 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 impossble 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 smdl tears ran down her cheeks.

Leesl could not turn his attention fully back to Ratboy. He held his position to keep Magiere in his
fidd of view as wdl. Thiswas not the woman he' d traveled with for years.

Dog, boy, and woman dl stood motionless, tense and poised. All watched for the firg d9gn of
movement. Lees| couldn’'t stand it dl any longer and cocked the crossbow.

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

“Hunter,” he whispered and then bolted for the tree line.

Leesl raised the crossbhow and amed at the flesing figure, not beieving it would do much good.
Somehow Magiere's sword and Chap'’s teeth had been more damaging than a quarrel through the body
a close range. Before he could fire, Ratboy was gone in the dark. Leesl stepped quickly around the
campfire to put itswaning light at his back, but there was no Sgn of the flesing figure. Chap started to trot
inthe direction of the trees, but Lees| cdled the dog's atention with a snap of his fingers and shook his
head. Chap whined and sat down with his attention dill fixed out into the dark.

“Lees|?
The sound of her voice was weak, bardy awhisper. Lees| turned about, dmost as on guard as when



fading the vicious beggar boy.

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

“Lees|?” she said again, asif she couldn't see him. Then she sank to her knees, the fachion's blade
thumping againg the ground.

Lees| hestated. A samdl 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 savagdly 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 dowly
twig into something ... someone he recognized only in the barest manner.

Magiere dumped over, head hdfway to the ground. She'd dropped the sword entirdly. Her weapon
hand bent backward againg the ground, unable to turn over to properly brace her weght.

Leesl had never touched her, except during their mock battles for money. The thought of stepping
nearer to her now made hisingdes tense. Indinctively, he lifted the crossbow, holding it tight and pointed
a Magiere.

How many times had she been the last one to deep as he drank himsdf into dumber? 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 im share ther dream, even if it wasn't one he
particularly wanted? And he' d never before seen her need anyone.

He rushed over, dropping the crosshow as he caught her before she collgpsed fuly to the earth.
Magiere crumpled and her weight was more than Lees| could hold in his haf-crouch. He fdl backward
on the seat of his breeches, and Magiere's shoulders and head toppled back againg his chest, nearly
knocking him flat.

“I've got you,” he said, pushing himsdf up as he steadied her, one am around her shoulders. “It's dl
right.”

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

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

Ashe 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 hdf tucked into the top of her lesther
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 rationdize, he fdt the energy of his
exigence dowly dripping down his back and from his arm, weakening him. He' d been able to focus his
will and remaining energy to daosing 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 drength like this, and lack of
understanding only fuded his fear. Sumbling, he fdl againgt the timber wall of a building, not even aware
of what part of town he had entered. If he logt the last of his drength before reaching shdlter, the sun
would rise upon him.



Inthis early time before the day, the town lay slent. Rows of amdl weatherworn houses stretched out
on both sdes 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 nogtrils. Hunger and longing pulled him from his stupor, and he scrambled on dl fours to
the nearest corner of a house. There was aso the amdl of horse dung and metd, as wdl as cod 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 outsde Miiska's only blacksmith's
shop. Fallowing the humming voice, he crawled to the woodpile with a fence behind it. He was as careful
as possible while dimbing the stacked wood to peer over the fence.

A girl of about fifteen years kndt by the family wood stack on the opposite sde of the fence, her
dlky, mouse-brown hair touded 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 dl 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, “Migy, come out of there. You're the one scratching a
my window to be let in. Stop playing games and come in the house.”

A soft meow answered her and ayoung tabby popped its head from out of the woodpile on the girl’s
gde 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 girfl before she saw him at dl. 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 againg 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 sruggle. Her hands merdy
shook, ungble to act.

Thefirg 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 wrigts 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 ingde after feeding was a pleasure he
never grew tired of, no matter how many times he fdt it. It burned through him now, filling him up. It was
more plessure than he could ever remember, even when he'd been dive 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 logt track of the time, until a less pleasant tingle ran down the back sde
of his body across his kin.

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

Ratboy fled dong the dock sde of the town toward the warehouse. There would be a lot of
explaining to do. Perhaps alittle lying as wdll.



Lees| had managed to toss stray pieces of wood into the fire and kick it together, but it did little more
then sputter a few smdl flames for the rest of the night. He couldn’'t afford to drink now, so that dso
meant no deep. Not tha he could deep, as this night's events had been dmogt as unsdtling as his
never-ending dreams. It was not a hardship, as he' d gone as long as three deepless nights before fatigue
caught up with him. He remembered his mother could go even longer when the need arose, and likdy his
own &bility was inherited from her. Something to do with her dven heritage that shed so sddom
discussed.

Chap had changed quickly back into his chearful sdif, 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 slently grooming
himsdf and ngpping for short periods, only to stir occasiondly at the forest sounds only he could hear.

Sitting quietly with Magiere desping in his lap, Leesl 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 a
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 fdt another surge of fear and confuson. As the sun rose just high
enough that he could fed its warmth on his back, Magiere' s eydids quivered and opened.

“Areyou dl right? he asked quietly.
“Yes” she answered hestantly, 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 sde of
her face.

Before he could ask another question, he fdt her body tense. She blinked wide as she stared up a
him, apparently now redizing she lay in his|ap.

“What's going on?’ she asked.

“Good question,” he said, raisng his eyebrows. “| like that question. | might even ask it mysdf.”

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

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

“I'm not exhausted,” she muttered angrily, then dimbed to her fedt.

Her hand went ingantly to the sde of her face, and she wavered dightly where she stood. Leesl
retrieved hiswineskin and, taking atin cup from his pack, hefilled it with red wine.

“Thisisdl we have for the pain. Drink it. All of it.”

Magiere sddom drank anything besides water or spiced tea. She grabbed the cup too roughly and
dopped part of it on to the ground. She sipped it, winced, and then rubbed at her jaw. Lees| watched
suspicioudy.

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

She shook her head. “Whét is there to tdl?’

Lees| crossed his ams. “Wal, let’'s see now. We were attacked without reason. | shot him, and he
pulled the quarrel out asif it were a splinter. Then he acted like Chap’s bite was a mortd wound. Not to
mention he seemed surprised that your sword could actudly 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 amog faster than | could see ... not to mention your drooling maniacd



expresson. What exactly do you think—"
“I don’'t know!” she shouted a him.

Magiere dropped to the ground next to the cart and leaned back againg its whed. Her head drooped
until Lees| could no longer see her eyes. She let out a deep, angry Sgh. Then a second sigh, wesk and
heavy.

In the years he'd known her, many words occurred to him that would have adequately described
Magiere—sirong, resourceful, heartless, manipulaive, careful—but never logt or vulnerable.

“l don’'t know what happened,” she said, dmogt too quietly for him to hear. “If | tdl you something
crazy, Leesl, you mustn't laugh.”

“I wat in suspense” he said, not understanding why he suddenly fdt angry insead of more
sympathetic. He was worried about her, but ill angry. Perhaps it was the long, edgy night of Stting 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 red
and what' s fdse are becoming blurred inmy head. | don't want to fight anymore ... or a dl or ... | don't
know. All of this can stop if we just make a peeceful life WEIl run an honest business, keep to
oursdlves, and thiswill dl go away.”

“That'sit?’ Leesl’s frudration was quickly fuding his anger.

“That'sdl | know.” Shefindly looked at him, then away, sheking her head. “I don’t know what else
it could be.”

That was no answer, just another evason. She'd told hm nothing. Or had she? Leesl’s past had
erased dl degire to protect anyone besides himsdf. He wasn't certain now if he fdt protective or Smply
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 findly caught up with her. That would have to be rdief enough for now. But
there would be more questions when another opportunity arose.

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

“Yes” She hdf amiled. “Good enough for a new life”

“I'll make the tea,” he grumbled, kneding 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, druggling form into the underground
drawing room and threw him up againg awall.

Teeshd s eyes rose from her needlework in near darm. “What is going on?’
“Look a him!” Rashed spit.

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

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

Teesha stood and smoothed her blue sdin dress. Her chocolate curls bounced dightly as she
approached Ratboy, who was sprawled againgt the base of the room’s back wal. She looked him over,
and her head tilted ever so dightly to the Side as her amdl face took on a disgppointed expression.



“Isthistrue?’ she asked.

“While you're garing so hard, take alook at my back,” the dusty urchin answered, finding his voice.
“Thet blackish guff isn’'t human blood. It's my own.” He hed hiswrigts 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 ingpection.
Jagged white dashes resembling teeth marks covered Ratboy’ s forearms. “How?’

“That hunter!” Ratboy screeched back at him in frudtration. “She truly is a hunter. I've seen few of
our own kind move so quickly, and her sword diced my back asif | were living flesh.”

“Nonsense,” Rashed said in open disgust, sepping back. “The charlatan used her earnings to buy
some warded blade, that's dl. Y ou obvioudy rushed inwith your usud naive confidence and falled. 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 dow process of heding, 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 | have
scars!”

Rashed paused only a second, then turned away in disgust.

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

If Ratboy had made such a statement, Rashed would have shaken him like a rag daoll, but Teesha's
words rang true. Thetdl leader glared down at Ratboy again, but did not continue his assaullt.

“When will she reach town?’ he asked.

Sl petulant, Ratboy answered, “Sometime today. She's travding with a hdf-df and ... that dog.” He
turned to Teesha. “Edwan was right about the dog. His teeth burned me. | wasn't ready! If 1I'd known, |
could have won. | would have broken that hound’s neck in the firg blink.”

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

Teesha's atention washed dl the anger from Ratboy’s face, and he alowed himsdf to be led awvay
like a puppy.
Rashed frowned at ther backs. Ratboy’s injuries were his own fault, scars or not, and Teeshd's

motherly kindness only encouraged further carelessness. That little leech of an urchin should deep dl night
inhis own crusted blood.

But for now, such petty thoughts were minor concerns. Rashed had built this home out of nothing. His
gardl family had reasonable wedth and safety, the likes of which normdly came to only the older of the
Noble Dead after years of planning and manipulaion. While he dept this day, a hunte—charlatan or
no—was coming to take it dl away. She mug be removed quickly and quietly. Teesha was right. He
should have handled this affair himsdf.

Rashed began suffing out the candles, one by one. Keeping the Stuation awvay from Miiska was no
longer possible. Parko, hisfdlen brother, must have let something dip 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 dlow this hunter to become comfortable. And then he would
dedl with her persondly.



Chapter Five

Magiere caught her firg glimpse of Miiska late that morning and fet a twinge of uncertainty. She had
literdly banked everything on finding peace in thissmdl port town, and dreams by a campfire were often
afar cry from redity.

Leesl showed no smilar apprehension “FHndly,” he said, and his step quickened until he moved out
ahead of her. “Comeon.”

Like him, she had become fond of clean, sty ar. Unlike him, she could not express such
gppreciation. His habit of gpesking exactly what he thought often confused her, but now she hurried to
fallow, jerking on the donkey’s bridle. She was glad of Leesl’s open curiogty. He might make this
esser.

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

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

“You look fine” Leesl 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 hishair so that the tightened, smooth sides
of his ponytall would cover the tips of his ears. Perhaps now that he was ariving & his new home, he
didn’t see the need to blend in anymore.

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

People bustled around the man street where it opened into a amdl marketplace a the near end of
town. Smdls of warm milk, horse manure and swesat and, most of dl, fish assaulted her as she passed the
fird cluster of hawkers shacks and tents. A candle maker measured out dye into a pot of meted wax.
Nearby, a dothier emptied a cart and hung up multipatterned cloth that would give a harlequin fits. From
beyond the buildings and toward the docks came a hill whistle and the sound of a taskmaster’s voice
cracking dockworkers into mation 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
sde. Thiswas not an outback village of superdtitious peasants but a thriving community.

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

They passed agmdl tavern on the right where a stout woman swept lagt night's dirt and leavings out
the door. By itslook 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 Leesl back before he dipped through the open
door.

Even in the mill of activity, heads turned toward them. Magiere kept her back sraight and her pace
even. Newcomers would be common in a port town. However, only one or two other people openly
carried any wegpon, and she now wished she'd stowed her fachion in the cart. Hopefully, there would
be no need of it here.

The scent of fresh bread caught her attention, and her gaze wandered about until she spotted the



aroma’ s origin.

She walked up to atablein front of asmadl cottage. Through one shutterless window she saw the dlay
ovens and redized it was an actud bakery.

“A loaf of black forest and aloaf of rye,” she said to a bading, plump manin an apron.

The man hesitated, and Magiere fdt immediatdy conscious of the way she mugt look, armored and
armed. There was an awkward slence.

“Do you have any sweet rolls?” Lees| 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 a Leesl’s high eyebrows and blunt-point ears peeking through
diver-ydlow hair, but Leesl’s amile inevitably proved infectious. He could come across as the most
carefree, harmless creature. Magiere knew better. She dso knew when not to disturb Leesl’s influence

on people.
“l have some cream pastries ingde,” the man suggested.

“Cream padtries?’ Leedl| et out an ecdatic gasp. “Fetch me three before | drop right here a your
feet!”

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

“You'd be logt without me,” Lees| whispered to his partner, clearly pleased with himsdf.
“You just keep on believing that,” Magiere muttered, but she was secretly relieved.

Upon the baker’s return, Lees| fussed suffidently over the pastries and then tossed one to Chap, who
swdlowed it whole with hardly a snap of his jaws. When the baker’ s face went flat with indignant shock,
Leesl redized his mistake and covered it with a politdy dismissve manner.

“Oh, he's one of the family. Loves cream, and’—Leesl gave the baker a quick conspiratoriad
wink—"1 only give him the best. Say, do you know where we could find Constable Ellinwood, the town
baliff?’

“Congtable Ellinwood?” the man asked, wiping his hands on his gpron with an expresson of worry.
“Is there trouble?’

“Trouble?’ Leed| 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 0?7’ The
plump baker caled out to a clean-faced boy chopping wood at the bakery’s far corner. “Geoffry, run
and fetch the congtable. He'll be edting his midday med with Martha about now. Tdl him the folks who
bought the Dunction place are here.” Then he turned back to Leesl. “Come, come,” he motioned with
one thick hand. “I'm Karlin. I’ ve some tables around the side, o you can st and finish your pastries. The
constable will be right along.”

Feding smultaneoudy embarrassed and relieved a how well Leesl was managing, Magiere followed
dong slently. She would rather have gone to find the tavern hersdf and looked it over in private before
tending to formdlities, but things were proceeding smoothly enough. And she found hersdlf hungrier than
expected when faced with fresh bread—and something more comfortable to St 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 alittle, now that
they were out of the main street and away from so many curious eyes.

“l don't think this town sees many strangers comein by the road,” she commented.



Less| nodded. “Y ou should have stowed that fachion.”

Magiere glared back a him but sad nothing. He was probably armed to the teeth with his little
knives, which were easier to conced in his dathing.

Despite her nervousness, Magiere did like the look of congtant business around her. These people
seemed to live with more purpose than guarding againg their own superdtitions. They had &fairs to tend
to, with family and friends around them who didn’'t watch each other with a suspicious eye, wating for
some curse to pop up from ther own imagingions. 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 Geoffry, the baker’ s son, came running back, followed by a
behemoath of a man, who strode among the townspeople asif each was his persond servant. At the sght
of him, distaste settled in Magiere's somach. She put down the pinch of bread she was about to dip in
the honey. She’d seen hiskind before.

Dressed in a purple brocade tunic and forest-green sash, he’ d garnished his matching purple cap with
awhite feather. Although his attire mugt have cost what Magiere earned in three village jobs, the sash
only accented the Sze of his protruding belly rather than heping 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 serioudy. Thiswould be Constable Ellinwood.

Kalin the baker respectfully ushered the congtable to her table, and Magiere's distaste grew.
Congtable Ellinwood possessed a dour, fleshy countenance, and smdl, piglike eyes that suggested he
thought daily free tankards of de and fleecing the townsfolk at every opportunity were his rightful due.
She doubted he had bought that expensve double-felt tunic with his own wages, from what Magiere
knew of the pay for such postions.

Inwardly, she redized the hypocrisy of her contempt. But dthough she and Leesl had probably done
worseinther time, at least they struck a village once and moved on immediatdy. They didn’'t remain to
drain the townspeople like some bloated leech.

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

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

“Y ou bought the Dunction place?’ Ellinwood asked Leesl, repesting what he’ d been told.

“l don't know who owned it previoudy,” Magiere interrupted. “But | have a deed for a tavern near
the docks.” She unfolded a worn sheet of paper.

Lees| leaned back quietly, comfortable enough with the change of roles now that he was duffing
himsdf and washing mouthfuls down with an occasiona sp from his wine sack. Turning his atention to
Magiere, Congable Ellinwood's fingers reached down to grip the deed, exposng two heavy,
etched-gold rings on his fingers.

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

“Who?" Karlin gasped.

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

“Oh no, not another...” Karlin tralled off as he glanced toward Lees| and Magiere.

“Not another what?’ Magiere asked, looking not at Karlin but at the constable.

“Nothing to concern yoursdlf about,” Ellinwood said, puffing up even more. “Now, if you want to see



the tavern, follow me”

Magiere withhed any further comment. If Ellinwood redly consdered 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 hedthy-sze town, but not so big that most people wouldn't know each
other, a least casudly. Magiere s mild distaste for the constable turned to revulsion.

Down near the docks, the ocean scent blew stronger, filling Magiere' s lungs with sdt-laden comfort.
The view of the ocean’s horizon with its thin tralling 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 smdl bay told her the drop-off was steep and a perfect place for
agndl port town to crop up, offering commerce and a safe stopover for barges and smdler ships
traversng the coastline.

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

Dingy, wesatherworn, and possibly in need of a new roof, the Sght made Magiere hestant to step
indde. The outer wdls looked old and hadn’t been re-stained in years, turning mottled brown and gray
from years of weather wear in st air. At least the shutters were 4ill intact. One of them banged softly
agang awindow in the light breeze. Leesl stepped forward and touched the wood next to the entrance.

“It's quite 0lid,” he said excitedly. “Wonderful. A bit of gain, afew shingles....”
“What did the previous owner cdl it?” Magiere asked Ellinwood.

“l don’'t think he ever gave it a name. Folks just caled it Dunction’s”

“Why did he sl it?’

The congtable puckered hislips “Sdl it? He didn't sl it. He just ran off and |eft it one night when no
one was watching. | suppose he didn’'t own it outright, because | received formd notice from a bank in
Bedathat they’ d reassumed possession. It wasdl in order.”

“The owner ran off?” 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 |, to be honest.” He rapped his knuckles once on the door before opening it. “Caeb?’ he
cdled. “You home? New owners are here”

Hlin wood didn’t wait for an answer and opened the door to step insde, waving Magiere and Leesl|
after him. Chap dipped in last before the door could shut. With pleasant surprise, Magiere found the
ingde 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 postioned to fit as many as possible, with
room enough for the passage of sarving saff 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 ail 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.

Overdl, the indde was far better than Magiere had hoped. As little as she had pad for it, she'd
wondered some nights what she could expect Sght unseen. And for some reason she couldn’t explain,



the hearth was more important to her than anything else. 1t was sound and looked strong.

“Thisis perfect,” Leesl sad, as if he didn't quite believe it. He moved past her, turning around in
amazement, running his dim hand over a table as he waked through the room right up to the hearth
Magiere was dill 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 dowly were an old, stooped man, an
old woman, and allittle blond girl about five or Sx years old.

“Oh, there you are, Caeb,” Ellinwood said, rubbing his hands, gpparently deciding his business here
was finished. “These are the new owners. | mugt get back to work.”

He bid Magiere a good day, ignored Leesil, and |€ft.

Uncertain of exactly what was going on, Magiere turned back to the old couple and child. The old
men was hdf a head tdler than her, with sraight ashen har pulled back at his neck. His face was
wrinkled but smooth of expresson, his eyes dark brown and steady. He wore a plan mudin shirt that
meaiched hiswife'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.

“WEe're the caretakers,” Caeb sad upon seeing Magiere' s bewilderment. “This is my wife, Beth-rae,
and my granddaughter, Rose.”

Chap trotted over to the old lady, who pulled thelittle girl out of the way. The dog's ears popped up
draght as he looked at tiny Rose, his nose reaching out little by little, sniffing, until the child held out a
tentative hand.

Asarule, Chap didn't like being petted by anyone but Lees|, and Magiere tensed, ready to reach out
and jerk the dog back by the soruff if he growled. But Chap licked at the smdl fingers and the child
giggled as his tail began to switch. Magiere experienced a wave of ingant good will toward these three
thet washed away the bad taste Ellinwood had |eft.

“Oh, look, Caeb.” 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. | can tdl,” Beth-rae said. “It will be good to have him standing
guard.”

Little Rose thumped both her hands across Chap’s back and laughed.
“Hisname's Chap,” Lees| said, dso puzzled by the dog's unusud friendliness with strangers.

“Come to the kitchen, Chap,” Beth-rae said. “Weé |l 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 |eft the room, Magiere again looked at Caleb as if to question his
presence.

“We're the caretakers,” he repeated, medting her gaze. “When Master Dunction disappeared, the
congtable commissoned the bank in Bea to keep us on until the place could be sold.”

While wondering about Calely's use of the term * disappeared,” Magiere turned her atention to a new
dilemma

“Do dl three of you live here?’
Lees| 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. Teking on a tavern was one thing;
supporting afamily of three she'd just met was another. Leesl mugt have read the expression on her face,
for he cut in before she could speak.

“Were going to need hdp 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 de would
probably want to eat as well.

“What did Dunction serve?’ she asked Caleb.

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

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

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

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

Caeb didn't respond. Magiere hdd her tongue as wdl. The old man's afars were none of her
business.

The upper floor was as wel tended as the lower. The top of the sairs emptied into the center of a
short, narrow hdlway. Firs Caleb showed her a large bedroom at the left end of the hdl, somewhere
above the common room downgtairs, and proclaimed it to be hers. There was another room for Lees| a
the midpoint of the hdl, just across from the stairs, and a third smdl room at the right end of the hdl. The
lagt had likdy 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.

“Thisis where we stay, Miss” Caeb said. “We don't take up much space.”

For the second time that day, Magiere Sghed in resgnation. Lees| was right; they couldn’t manage
evarything by themsdlves. Besides, she had no idea how to make spiced fish chowder and no time for
tasks like deaning 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.
“Wha does the bank pay you?’

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

Magiere didn’t know whom she despised more a 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 sad to Caeb. “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 Leesl down the hdl and away from the amdl
room. She stopped a the top of the stairs and looked back a them. “And | don't need tha big
bedroom. WEe I switch places later this afternoon.”



Lees| stared at her, then looked at Caeb and shrugged. A flicker, just a hint, of astonishment passed
across Caeb's face, but he nodded asif such an offer was commonplace.

“That will be jugt fine” he said camly. He moved down the hdl past her and went quietly back
downgtairs, no doubt to inform his spouse of the changes to come.

Magiere stepped into the doorway of what would be LeesI’s room and leaned againg the jamb.
Lees| drolled 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 wdl that looked
out toward the ocean, its view only dightly obscured by the branches of a nearby fir tree. Magiere willed
hmto be glent.

“How uncharacteridtic,” hefindly said.
“If you disagreed, you should have spoken up.”
“l don't disagree.”

Nether spoke for a short while. Between the two of them, they’d likdy starved out entire villages for
the price of her services. Magiere findly said, “1 want a new life”

Lees| looked at her out of the corner of his eye, loose hair exposing his ears. He nodded and amiled.
“l supposeit'sadart.”

By sundown that night, Magiere's persond appearance and her world had atered consderably.
Beth-rae arranged for a long, hot bath in the kitchen so she could scrub every bit of mud from her har
and skin. While she bathed, her dothing miraculoudy disappeared and was replaced by a mudin dressing
gown. Still planning too many activities that night to remain in what she consdered nearly night-clothes,
Magiere went back updtairs into her smdl 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 dl the comforts of a home surrounded
her. Where there was once a bed bardly 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 ether
been sngle or dept done. 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 fachion.

Heset from the kitchen fire traveled up the stone chimney in the corner and helped warm the room,
though her bare feet dill fet a little chill on the wood floor. A wardrobe of dark wood stood againg the
wadl across from the bed. Replacing Rose’'s mat was now a samdl table with one char 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
materid had sharply creased after years of Sorageinits 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. Insde was a dark
blue brocade dress with black laces on the bodice. Aunt Biga had given it to her years ago.

Magiere put it on quickly, fumbling a bit with the laces before tying them securdly. She absently
fingered the metd chain of her bone-and-tin amulet, then dropped it to let it rest between her breasts near
the topaz stone. Meaningless trinkets that merdy 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 hersdlf, but when she looked down at the drape of the skirt, it
fet odd and dien not to see her own breeched legs or booted feet. She fdt a sudden urge to pull the
dress off, but with her everyday clothes missing and having limited other dothing in her pack, there was
little else to wear at the moment. She turned instead to putting avay her things



Her worn blanket and teapot and few spare undergarments made the wardrobe look barer then
before she' d placed anything init. The amdl sze of the room was actudly a rdief, snce she had so few
persona beongings with which to fill it.

“By dl the dead deities,” came Lees|’s voice from behind her. She quickly spun about. “What did
you do to yoursdf?’

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

Magiere fdt acutdy aware of her own appearance, the tightly laced gown and how her black har
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 a him. “And you might take care. Shéll
probably burn yours, by the state they werein.”

“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 allittle taler than her.

“Don’t you knock, or has degping on the ground rubbed out dl your manners?” she replied. “And |
didn't buy it. My aunt gave it to me along time ago.”

That comment halted hisline of questioning immediatdy. Taking about their pasts was something they
both made a point of avoiding.

“Where's Chap?’ she asked.

“In the kitchen.” Lees| rolled his eyes. “He sfdlenin love with Beth-rae. Every time | see them, she's
feeding him something. That’s got to stop. What good is afat guard dog?’

He gill eyed Magiere up and down, and it was garting to irritate her even more.

“Well search the place tomorrow, take a look at the cellar or whatever passes for storage, and get
an inventory. If there are enough de 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 fachion and turned to
placeit indde the corner of the wardrobe while Lees| plopped down in the chair, watching her. “In the

afternoon, wéell 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
indinctively she knew it wasn't Caleb or Beth-rae. Leesl turned as well, Saring at the door he'd left
open, and a iletto appeared in his hand.

Magiere didn't stop to ponder where he’ d hidden that in his dressing gown. She dipped the sheath of
her fachion, 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
cameinto the room, gentle, even soothing.

“Don’t be darmed.”

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 derted them to an intruder.

The man was about forty years old, of medium haght and build. His peppered-brown har lay
carefully combed back. Perfect white patches a both temples framed even fegatures that were griking



rather than handsome. There was a dight widening bump at the bridge of his nose. His clothes were
hidden benegth a floor-length, mahogany cloak. Only the rounded points of well-made boots were
vigble He did not appear to be armed, but there was no way to tdl what might be hidden beneath that
cloak. His hands were clagped in front of his chest, and she noticed the top hdf of the little finger on his
left hand was missng.

“Answver up!” Leesl snapped. He was now on his feet and had somehow produced a second blade
inhis other hand.

Theman stared for amoment at Magiere' s fachion, as if sudying 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 ingde the dress, out of sght. While shoving them benesth her bodice, she
noticed the topaz stone seemed brighter than normd, but she turned her attention back to the stranger.
He gave no notice & dl to Leesl.

“My nameis Welsid Massing. But you're the one, aren’t you? The one who kills vampires?’

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

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

Agan this Welsid Massing acted asif no one had spoken, his attention centered on Magiere.
“You are not what | expected, but you're the one.”
“l 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 baance of
her new life

“l doubt you can avoid it here,” Weldtid said. “I just came to warn you.”
“Get out,” she said coldly, losng her patience, “or I'll throw you out.”

Weldid backed up, not in fear, but asif he were a cresture with impeccable manners. “Forgive me. |
smply thought to warn you.”
“Wel, now you have,” Lees| spoke up, “and I'll show you the front door.” He moved forward.

For a moment it appeared this night vigtor was not going to move. Then his eyes rolled casudly
toward Lees|. He turned and headed down the hdlway asif leaving was his own idea.

Both Lees| and Magiere were caught in their own surprise for a moment, and then Lees| bolted out
the door to “escort” Welsid Massing down the gairs. Magiere followed in time to see her partner
danding at the top of the dtairs, wide-eyed. She heard the tavern’'s door downgtairs close. Lees| looked
back & Magiere with an expresson on his face as if hed come in on the tal end of a bizarre
conversation that he couldn’t quite figure out.

“He's rather quick for an older man,” Leedl sad quietly, then added, “I'll be back.” And he
scrambled down the gairs out of Sght.

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

Lees| appeared again in the doorway. “Chap, Cdeb, and Beth-rae are dl adeep in the kitchen. | told
you she was feeding him too much.”

“I'll speak with her in the morming.” 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. | 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, tuning to Magiere with serious intent on his face.
“Don't let that lunatic bother you. WE Il keep him out of the tavern. We don’t have to do business with
anyone we don't want to.”

Magiere lad her fachion back down, watching candldight reflect off the shining blade.

“That’s not necessary. | think he’'s harmless, but he's out on his ear if he Starts talking about vampires
agan.”
“How do these people find us?’

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

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

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

“| thought you' d do that when you painted the Sgn.”

“How about The Blood Pie Inn?

“You're not funny.”

He laughed and stepped out, dosing the door behind himsdif.

Chapter Six

Two evenings later, a somewhat refurbished tavern named “The Sea Lion” opened shortly before
dusk. Lees| had never lived close to the ocean before, and watching a herd of sea lions swvim dong the
cresting waves heading north had sparked ingpiration for a name that suggested location and strength. At
fird he hadn’t even known whét to cdl the creatures he saw, until he asked one of the sailors down at the
docks. Magiere knew she possessed little imagination with words, but Leesl usudly expressed enough
words and imagination for both of them. Most of their patrons were sallors far from home, or unmarried
dockworkers. A few young couples showed up as wel. There were dso two middie-aged women
shopkeepers daiming to love Beth-rag’s fish chowder, who came trundling in behind the main crowd.
After edting, the pair took eager interest in the new attraction of Leesl’s faro table and sat chatting
comfortably with the nearby sailors as Leesll flipped the cards.

Ironicaly, the old caretakers, especidly Beth-rae, seemed like gifts from the heavens. Before arriving
in Miiska, Magiere had never redly given thought to serving food, but now redlized her shortsightedness.
Everyone who sat about taking and drinking and playing cards ordered something to eat, sooner or later.
They came for the food dmost as much as the de. One par 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 asif a house specid they’d ordered for years had suddenly disappeared
from their favorite place. She ran upgtairs and blended something from her leftover trave 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 Lees| had taken from avillage or two, but it was certainly a



more comfortable way to make aliving. Caeb had heped establish the price of served goods, based on
what the previous owner had charged, and that was as good a place to Sart 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 againg an de keg on the rear
counter and relaxed jud a little, feding clean and comfortable. Beth-rae had washed out her old black
breeches the night before, and Magiere wore them now, dong with a loose white shirt and unbuttoned
russet vest she'd picked up at the open market. She wore her amulets tucked ingde the shirt, as was her
cugom. In spite of the many life changes of late, the dress Aunt Biga had given her smply didn't fed
right, so she’d decided to stick with habit in her attire.

She looked around the room in satisfaction. Everything appeared dmodgt exactly as she had imagined.
Chap sat by the fire, hisusud attentive sdlf, watching for trouble. Leesil laughed and joked while deding
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, dthough he looked haggard in the mornings, his eyes more
bloodshot than usud, asif he' d needed the wine to get to deep dl those years. She' d dept 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 unintdligibly, in his deep. She never mentioned it to him.

Litle Rose sat near the fire behind Chap, who occasondly checked on her while she drew with
charcoa on some faded parchment Leesil had bought for her.

Evey time the door opened, Magiere couldn't hep anxioudy glancing over to see if it might be the
intrusve vidtor, Weldid, from their fird night here. As the evening wore on with no sgn of him, she
stopped eyeing every person who waked through the door and relaxed just a little more. If this was the
firg of many such nights to come, she might actualy find the peace she' d imagined.

She did not hear the door open, but rather fdt the wind and heard Lees| cdl out a ritud welcome,
When she turned from an de barrd, her firg 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 drain a dl. A sdlor or even cgptain was out of the
question, for his skin was so0 pde it hadn't seen afull day’s sunin along while. He stood across from her
on the other sde of the bar, unusudly tdl with a heavy bone sructure and cropped black har. A
well-taillored burgundy tunic did little to hide the tight muscles in his arms. His eyes caught and hdd hers.
Clear blue, dmod transparent, they reminded her of Chap's. He bore himsdf 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 mogly because she wasn't sure why she could heer it a dl amidst the chatter of the
patrons. But it was familiar in an unsattling way. Her eyes shifted toward its source.

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

Her gaze clicked back to the men 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 dl 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 histall.
Magiere turned her full atention back to the nobleman. “What can | 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 didinctly experienced immediate didike
for Constable Ellinwood, an uncharacteristic goodwill toward Caeb and Beth-rag, an unexplaingble fear
of Wedtid, 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, asif he were
memorizing each feature.

“A fine place” he said. “Nathing like the taverns in Bela, but very comfortable for Miiska. | have
some friends I"d like to bring sometime.”

“Any good patron is dways welcome,” she answered palitely with a courteous nod.

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

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

“l don't do that anymore.”

“You are akiller,” he said quietly. “I have seen one or two true killers before. They never stop. They
(H,]i t.’l

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

Magiere turned back to the wine casks, wanting to dismiss hm and yet suddenly nervous about
exposng 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 ill curling just
ghort of asnarl. Shelet out adow exhde.

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

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

Magiere enjoyed no more of the pleasant sounds around her that night and continued drawing de with
numb hands until the last guest left. She had suspected this might happen eventudly. It was dways a
possihility that someone who knew of her previous life would sumble across her. She smply hadn’t
expected it to be so soon—and twice within the first week, so perhaps the gossip was aready spreading.
And both occurrences seemed less a query or recognition than a chdlenge for denid.

“What anight,” Lees| said, ill looking down &t the cloth-covered faro table with the thirteen ranks of
spades lad out. Copper coins, and one slver, were piled highest on queens, tens, and threes for some
reason.

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

“Hne” he answered. “A little less than a fourth above the garting pot, but | was gentle with them.
WEe Il make enough on food and drink, so best not to scare them off by emptying their pockets too
quickly.”

Surprise a his darity of thought dmaost 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 Sght. He' d done no searching of the room when he entered but came directly to her. Then again,



perhaps othersin town were talking about her. She tended to stand out some, and there cartanly weren't
any other armed women gralling through town on thelr firs day with a hdf-ef and oversized dog in tow.
But what was going on? And an unexplained degath the night before her arriva didn’t help matters. It was
too close to the pattern of the game she and Lees| had played for years.

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

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 smdl coadtal
town?

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

“The blackamith,” he answered Smply. “His shop’s near the market at the north end of town, on the
shore sde”

“l need some ar,” Magiere said, grabbing her fadchion from under the bar and strgpping it on, not
caring what anyone thought, induding Leesll. “Can you clean up by yourselves?’

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

She practicdly fled the tavern, sucking in cool gulps of st ar after dosng the front door behind
hersdf. All around, Miiska lay deegping, but in a few hours some of the fishermen would rise wel before
dawn to prepare thar nets and lines. Not dlowing hersdf to think, Magiere walked down rows of
cottages, houses, and shops without redly seeing anything. She took no notice of the very few street
torches and lanterns il burning or the stragglers sumbling from another tavern or inn as it findly closed
wdl past midnight. She just wanted to clear her head of dl the plaguing thoughts running through her
mind.

Scents began to regiger in her smothered thoughts— horse dung, charcod, 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 Sster of someone named Brenden. Brenden the
blacksmith,

It seemed no onein this town said anything sraight out, but there had been more than one mention of
citizens disgppearing. Karlin the baker had been more than startled by the announced degth; he'd tried to
keep himsdf 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 redized she was walking again until she reached the end of the street and heard
horses dirring in the stables. Around the bend was the amith’'s work area and behind that a long,
chest-high stack of cut wood againg a fence. Just beyond she could see a amd| cottage out back. A thin
trail of smoke curled up from its pot chimney in the moonlight.

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

There was something of a back porch and afaling flower garden to one sde. Another garden patch,
likdy 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 firs week in her new hometown, so she
kept awatch on the back door as she looked about. Of course, the body was long gone, but there might



be other tdltde Sgns left behind.

A dark patch on the woodpile caught her attention. At first she thought it was just a space between
the cut and Folit 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 flud had
dripped and run down. She kndlt near the base of the stack.

Earth near a shore was usudly damp, but looking carefully now she redized that the coastd earth she
hed seen while traveling was light colored, close to the gravely sand of the shore itsdf. On the ground
here she found more dark spots, like the stains on the wood. One large one was surrounded by others,
gndler and smeared. The ground was a mess of footsteps, likdy from Ellinwood and his so-called
guards. Beyond that, she could find no other Sgns of chase or struggle.

She ran her fingertips through one dark patch. Though modly dried to the semi-damp state of the
shore earth, some did gtick 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
whet the killer may have done to his or her vicim to spill so much blood.

Yet it wasdl in one place, asif the girl had not been able to run, struggle, or fight for her life
“| thought you no longer concerned yoursdf with such, dnampir ?” avoice said from behind her.

She whirled around to her feet in one motion, gripping her sword. At firg she could see nothing, and
then she spotted a waver of shadow beneath a tree on the yard's seaward side.

Wedtid stood there, dressed exactly as before in hislong, 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 hersdf
ganang a his hands, and dthough she couldn’t quite make them out, she remembered the missng end of
hisfinger and wondered how he had o4t it.

“Are you fallowing me?’ she asked angrily.

“Yes” he answered.

That slenced her for a moment. When confronted with that question, most people denied it.
“Why?" shefindly asked.

“Because thistown is plagued by Noble Dead,” he said, “who survive by feeding upon the living. This
gr isnot the firdt, and you know that. And no one in Miiska can stop them but you.”

“And how would you have any ideawhat | know?’

Her words were more a retort than a question she expected to be answered. And no answer came.
Magiere s somach 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 sdf they had inlife, their unique essence, so to speak. Vampires are but one type, as wel as
liches, the more powerful wraiths, and the occasiona High Revenant. They are aware of themsdves, 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 beieve such things? There are no
vampires” She turned back to stare at the sained earth and woodpile. “We have enough mongters of
our own kind.”

“Yes” he sad 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 exis,” he said. “And they have made this place, this town, their own.
Such creatures may be more ... exdusive ... than most peasants bdlieve, but they exigt just the same. You
know dl this. You are a hunter.”

“Not anymore.”
“Youwon't be adle to avoid such tasks here”
“Redly?’ She turned on him, eyes narrow with anger. “Just watch how wel | avoid this, old man.”

He wasn't quite that old, but he acted like some superdtitious village elder. She thought of their first
mesting and another question came to her mind, something he/ d said tonight.

“What did you cdl me ... dhampir ?”

“It is nothing.” He turned to leave. “An ancient and little-known word in my homdand for one
specidly 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 possble intent to rattle her, his wild statements made her fed better, not worse. A few
nights ago, she feared he wanted something from her that she was uwilling to give, but now he seemed
like just another superdtitious fool, abeit a well-dressed one. Y es, there was a murderer loose in town, a
gck and twisted one a that, but Ellinwood and his cronies were paid to ded with such things. She was a
barkeep now, not a hunter, even if afew 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 againgt the thigh of her breeches,
feding her breathing dow and the tightness in her somach reax. 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,
ghe spotted Caleb waking toward her.

“What are you doing out here?’ she asked in confusion.
“Streets a night aren’t dways safe. | came to find you.”
“l can guard mysdf well enough.”

But his concern touched her a little, especidly since he appeared so tired. The last few days of
gocking and preparing to open had not been easy for him, not to mention waiting on tables hdf of
tonight. She was about to start for the tavern again, waving him on, but Caleb was saring back toward
the stables and the amith’s cottage.

“Why was Master Weldtid here?’ he asked.
Magiere turned her head Hiffly toward Caleb.
“You know him?’

Caeb 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 Weldtid was dways welcome.”

Perhaps this new detall explained Wedtid. If he was very fond of the previous tavern owner, he might
be concerned about finding answers, even after such awhile. And he might well have heard some ide
rumor about her past, if others were taking about her—Ilike that pae nobleman in the tavern earlier in the
evening.

He might dso just be guessing about what he thought she knew of eventsin Miiska.
Any one thing by itsdf was easy enough to dismiss. Even two could be dismissed as the ways of a



madman. But dl of it was beginning to mount up, one thing upon the other.

“We should get some deep, Miss” Caeb urged. He reached out to tug at her shoulder, and only then
did Magiere turn away from garing back to the stables, the cottage, and the stained woodpile. She
headed down the road dlently, Caleb by her side.

As Magiere and Cdeb darted for home, a fant light behind them dipped from the shadows,
brightened to nearly the glow of a cod ember as it hovered in the road where the two late night walkers
hed just been gtanding. It floated after them for awhile, then turned down a sde dley and disappeared.

Congtable Ellinwood arrived at his rented rooms shortly past the midnight hour, glad to findly be
home.

Although he was known to St drinking ae with his men & any one of Miiska's various taverns late
into the night, he found these “duties’ more and more difficult as time passed. He fdt tha it appeared
normd, even proper, for the town congtable to patronize Miiska's drinking establishments with his
guards. He would ligen to hismen tdl boring stories about ther families, the arrest of some cutpurse, or
bresking up an argument between hawkers at the market. He would amile and nod and attempt to show
interest.

But de 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 fines inn, The Vevet Rose. Once done in his rooms, he could St and mix ydlow
Suman opiate powder with his hidden stores of Stravinan spice whiskey. The combination created a
powerful tonic for his troubled thoughts and alowed him to st in bliss for hours and hours, flogting in a
perfect state of existence.

Although he'd learned of the dixir years ago when a travding merchant gave him his firg taste, he
hedn't 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 specia occasons when he was
able to extort an unusudly high fine for a crimind’s release. He found it quite unfar that a men in his
position, who earned one of the largest stipends in Miiska, should not be able to afford smple comforts
after a hard day’s work. Of course, he didn't have to live in the Vevet Rose, but his plush rooms dso
brought him great pleasure, and amean of his stature needed to keep up appearances.

Then nearly a year ago, a miracle occurred and he could afford dl the Suman opiate and spice
whiskey he desired. And “homé’ was a lovely place to be at night.

Ellinwood lad his cloak on the slk 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 Siver
urn, smiling in anticipation.

A knock sounded on the door.

His amile faded, and he decided not to answer. Anyone cdling at this hour had no decent business. If
there were some town emergency, hisfird lieutenant, Darien, could handle it. He himsdf deserved arest.

The knock sounded again, and a cold voice said, “Open the door.”

Bllinwood flinched. He knew the voice. He placed the bottle and un back in the drawer and hurried
to open the door. In the hdlway stood Rashed, the owner of Miiska's largest warehouse. The congtable



was at aloss for words.
“Um, welcome,” he managed to say. “Did we have an gppointment?’
“ NO_”

Any contact with Rashed unnerved the constable, but they had such a mutudly beneficid relationship
that he was determined not to jeopardize it.

“Then, how can | hdp you?’ Ellinwood asked politely.

Rashed entered the room and closed the door. He was o tdl that his head nearly touched the low
caling. HE d never come to the congtable’'s rooms before, and Ellinwood's typicd feding of “nerves’
grew to anxiety. An ova mirror in a Slver frame reflected the constable's fleshy visage—completely
decked out in shades of green velvet. He could not hdp briefly comparing himsdf 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 asss her, induding your guards. Do you understand?’

Ellinwood stared at him and sputtered, “Who do ... the new owner of Dunction’s? Oh, you've been
ligening to town gossip. She did not strike me as impressive on any leve.”

“She is a hunter, and if she hunts here, there will be bloodshed—hers. And you will look the other
way, as dways.”

The congtable tried to draw himsdf up. Although he and Rashed had a clear agreement that any
disappearances or dead bodies found would be shabbily investigated, this was the firg time Rashed had
spoken so openly about shedding blood. And he'd certainly never fet the need to relay such informetion
before the fact.

“Why are you consulting me?’ Ellinwood asked.

“Thisis different. | don't know when a confrontation will occur, but | prefer not to have any of your
guardsin 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 explandion for future use. “Perhaps the
business, or a sedentary life, didn't suit her as wdl as she thought it would. There would be little interest if
she and her partner Imply disappeared one night.”

Rashed nodded. “Of course. No bodies.”

“Wdl, 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 along day, and | would like to rest.”

Rashed' s cryddline eyes followed and rested on the drawer as well. Mild disgust passed across his
face, and he tossed a bag of coins on the slk comforter.

“For your trouble.”” He turned and Ieft the room.

The congtable dumped in rdief, his breath coming quick and short. Perhaps he should have dtipulated
that if Rashed wished to speak again, he should arrange a medting a the warehouse, as was their usud
cusom. He had no wish to be done with a vampire in the close quarters of his room ever again. But
these creatures who owned Miiska's man warehouse certainly served his needs, and even had other
usssfrom timeto time.

Ellinwood had firg encountered Rashed's kind about a year ago. He had been returning home after
an evening of de with his guards, and as he cut through an dley, he sumbled across the sght of a filthy
street urchin with his mouth on the throat of a sailor. When Ellinwood redized the urchin was draining the
sdlor's blood, he cried out in darm. The killer actudly 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 cdl out and came running to investigate. The urchin vanished down the dley.

As he himsdf had been in mortad danger, Ellinwood set guards to searching the town with vigor. A
few of Miiska s dtizens had come to himin 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 dley
drinking human blood. Stories of mongters and demons were common among the sallors and merchants
who traveled up and down the coast, passng 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
unneturd, urchin.

The next night, a message arrived at the guardhouse—an invitation. Ellinwood gavein to curiogty and
went down to the warehouse. Rashed greeted him and took him to a plush room of low couches,
embroidered pillows, and exquiste little rose-shaped candles. But Ellinwood did not take too much time
admiring the decor.

Even in the room’ s soft light, the constable could see something was not quite right about his host. His
skin was too pae for someone working a warehouse on the docks of a port town, asif he'd not been in
the sun for months. And the man’'s eyes were dmogt colorless. His countenance seemed to express no
desires, no hunger for pleasures, no emotions at dl.

Then a pretty young woman with chocolate-brown curls and a tiny waist entered. She introduced
hersdf as Teesha and amiled at Ellinwood, exposing dainty pointed fangs. When Rashed looked at her,
his empty expresson changed completdly 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 virtud fortune—to look the other way
if one of Miiska's citizens Smply disappeared or was found dead in some unnaturd state. He related that
such occurrences would likdy 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 congtable a moment to absorb the fact that he was gpesking with two undead creatures, he did not
flinch. He was no fool and did not snub opportunity. Rather, he viewed himsdf as quite shrewd. If he did
not agree, he/'d never leave the room dive But as long as he kept his postion as town constable, he
could keep Rashed's secret and merdy pretend to investigate disappearances or strange deaths. Not
only would he retain his stipend for living expenses, but he would dso receive enough money to keep his
supply of Suman opiate and Stravinan spiced whiskey congtantly filled. It was a perfect arrangement.

Now Ellinwood reminded himsdf to darify something with Rashed. Meetings mug take place in the
warehouse. After dl, he mud retain some privacy. Yes, he mug darify this at the first opportunity.

Feding more at ease, the congtable opened his wardrobe drawer again. He mixed the opiate from the
urn with the whisky in a long-stemmed crystd glass and began to sip. Not long afterward, he was stting
in a damask-covered chair, infused with pleasure, hismind drifting into bliss.

Chapter Seven

Teesha waited patiently down near the docks for the right drunken salor to pass by. The wonder and
enormity of the ocean never ceased to please her, especidly at high tide. The shore was a wal between
worlds that guided the movement of al things between water and land dong its lgoping edge. She walked
in bare feet, occasondly digging delicate toes into the sand, not caring if the hem of her purple gown
dragged dightly and became soiled.



Many years ago, before her arivd in Miiska, one of the docks had collapsed due to rotted support
poles. On itsway, it had pulled down a amdl 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 materids 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
druts stood up in the dark like the remains of a beached sea monger left to rot away to the bones.
Wesatherworn, but Hill partidly solid, they offered a perfect haven. Teesha srolled cdmly around the
columns, ligening to the dark rather than seeing it and periodicaly sniffing the breeze.

Then came the scent of warm flesh nearby. She tensed in anticipation and dipped behind a thick
wood srut that could have been an old dock support or maybe a ship's beam. Only appearing to the
solitary, she would pull back into the shadows if a pair or group approached. She peeked out carefully
into the wind.

A lone sdlor made his way dong the shore toward the harbor. Canvas breeches with ragged
ungitched hems hung to just below his knees, the sdt-stained garment held up with a rope bdt. On his
feet he wore only makeshift sandals strapped at his ankles with legther 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 dowed only for a moment before he turned his course toward her. No more than
five arm’ s lengths away, he stopped, saring a her pretty face, wild brown hair, and bare toes.

“Are you log?" she asked him in a soothing tone that hummed behind the sounds of light wind and
waves. “You mus be logt. Where is your ship?’

For an indant he frowned in puzzlement, thinking she was the one logt 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.

“Log... log?’ he stuttered. Then he asked more urgently, “Y es, where ismy ship?’

“Here” she sad in the same soothing voice, the same humming tone. “Here is your ship.” And her
ddicate fingers did lightly down the side of the wood pillar & her side.

The words seemed to push at his mind, not unlike an erratic breeze in the salls after a long cam at
sea

“Come and I'll show you the way,” she urged.

Teesha hdd 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 dways 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.

“Hereit is” She smiled with perfect teeth.

The sailor was indeed young, maybe seventeen, with a hint of ae 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. “Thisis your ship, your home that goes with you.”

His features softened. Teesha heard aSgh of rdief escape hislips.
“Come gt 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 hurt.



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 againg her shoulder. When his neck was fully exposed, she wasted no time.

Sometimes she fed from ther wrists, sometimes from the van a the ingde joint of the ebow.
Whatever worked best in the moment. But tonight, she punctured one side of the sailor’s throat, gripping
his head tightly, both to support hisweight and keep him from reflexively jerking away. His body bucked
once. Then he was logt in his dream again.

She took what she needed, no more, and drew her fangs away without tearing his flesh. Teking a
ardl dagger from her deeve, she precisaly connected the punctures on his neck but made certain the cut
was shdlow and dightly ragged. She could have just cut im and drunk from the wound, but that wasn't
enough for her. The touch of warm flesh on her lips, dipping around her teeth, was so much more
pleasing than the aftertaste metd left in the firs drops of blood.

Laying him back in the sand, she untied his purse—not that she needed money, but this was aso part
of the deception. She placed one hand on his degping brow and stroked his eyes closed with the other.
Her lips brushed againg his ear as she whispered. “You were waking to your ship tonight, home once
agan, and two thieves came. Y ou fought them, but one had aknife ...”

He flinched in reflex. One hand rose duggidhly, 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 dept...

When she heard his bregthing 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 aways tried to pick the ones who'd not be
around for long. Miiska was such a perfect place, with salors and merchants coming and going.
Occadondly, she killed one by accident when need and hunger overbaanced her careful control, but that
hed not happened in along time. And if need had caused her to choose a locd dtizen of the town, she
aways buried the poor unfortunate, and Rashed blamed Ratboy whenever some mortad went missng.
She saw no need to dter his perception.

Now she ran lightly dong the shore, feding the warmth and strength of the sailor’s blood, glad for her
own innate aaility 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, yelow har hung down his Sde dl the way to hiswaist.

“My dear,” she said. “How long have you been there?’

“A while. Are you going home ... dready?”’

“l wanted to check on the warehouse and see if Rashed needs anything.”
“Yes” hesaid. “Rashed.”

Edwan’s visage changed subtly, as if the corpse image were no longer freshly dead, but had been
lying in decay for aweek or two. The glow of his skin was now sallow, whitened, with the hint of bruises
from stagnant blood benegath his tissue.



Teeshalost the moment’s joy of strength and heet. She stepped lethargicaly up the shore and wilted
to the ground againg a leaning tree.

“Don’t brood. We need Rashed.”

“So you tdl me” Edwan was by her sde, though she hadn’'t actudly seen hm move. “So you told
rre”

Together, they ligened to shdlow waves lgpping 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 dways what he wanted. He was the hungry one now,
and with no true life to live, memories were dl 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 Sx nights, it destroyed her daility to live only in the ddlicious present.

“No, Edwan,” she sad tiredly.

“Please, Teesha. Just once more,” he promised—again.
“There ian'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
exigence.

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 fdl from the sky more days of the year than not, and it
seemed the clouds continuoudy 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 de to thirdy patrons and
travelers a the inn. The place was dways warm with a burning hearth, and she had a amile for whoever
came through the door. But that specid amile, 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, meking sure dl was right and
not one guest had to wait for an ordered drink.

Edwan sdddom amiled back at her, but she knew he loved her fiercdy. His father was a twisted,
viodlent man, and his mother had died of fever when he was just a child. He had lived in poverty and
servitude. That was dl Edwan could remember of childhood, until he left home at seventeen, traveled
through two cities, found a job tending bar, and then met Teesha, hisfird taste of kindness and affection.

At sixteen, Teesha had dready received severd marriage proposals, but she'd dways declined.
There was just something not quite right with the suitor—too old, too young, too frivolous, too dour...
too something. She fdt 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 haf. After five
years of marriage, he dill rarely spoke to anyone but her.

To him, the world was a hodtile place, and safety only rested in Teesha's arms.

To her, the world was songs and spiced turnips and serving ae to guests—who had long ago become
close friends— and spending warm nights under a feather quilt with Edwan.



It was a good timein life, but a short one.

The firg time Lord Corische opened the inn's door, he remained sanding outsde 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 | comein?’ he asked, but his voice was demanding, as if he knew the answer and was merdy
impatient to hear it.

“Of course, please,” she answered, mildy surprised, as the tavern was open to al.

When he and a companion entered, and Teesha could findly shut the door, everyone settled down

agan. A few people turned to look in curiogty, then a few more, as the firg curious ones did not turn
back to ther food again.

Nothing about Lord Corische himsdf stood out as unusud. 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 amdl. His only true distinguishing features were a smooth, completely bald head and a smdl
white scar over hisleft eye. But he was not done, and it was not Lord Corische the tavern guests stared
a inany case. It was his companion.

Beside the smooth-headed soldier walked the talest, most sriking 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 againg a pae face with eyes o 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 dill hadn’t taken his gaze off Teesha
“Can | bring you de?’ she asked.

“You'll bring me whatever | find pleasing,” the soldier answered in aloud voice, enjoying the moment.
“l am Lord Corische, new master of Gaestev Keep. Everything here aready belongsto me”

When the villagers around them heard Corische's announcement, hushed murmurs began, but dl
words were kept low enough not to be heard.

Teesha hdd her bresth and dropped her eyes. Over ayear had passed since the previous vassa lord
hed died of a hunting wound. No word of a new lord ariving had reached them in dl that time.

“Forgive my familiar manner,” she said. “I did not know.”
“Y our familiar manner iswelcome,” 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 possbly crud to the unwary. But if
gther one of these two strangers were alord, Teesha would have thought it his companion.

Corische's driking companion did not speak. He even appeared detached, not ligening to ther
conversation. After a dow gaze at the crowd, as if gauging for possible dangers, he settled back and
ignored his surroundings.

“Thisis my man, Rashed,” Lord Corische said, without maotioning to his companion. “He's from a
desert land far across the sea and despises our cold wesather, don’t you, Rashed?’

“No, my lord,” Rashed answered flaly, asif this were aritud amply to be completed.

“May | fetch de, my lord?” Teesha asked politely, wanting some reason to move away from the
table.

“No, | 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 ams
were thick beneath the armor.

“l have dready 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 a mogt, but you'll want for
nothing.”

Fear hollowed out Teeshd's ssomach, but she amiled as if his request were an ordinary flirtatious
remark.

“Oh, I think my husband may object,” she said, tuning to go back to her work.

“Husband?’ Lord Corische's brown eyes moved beyond her and settled knowingly on
Edwan—iragile, fierce Edwan. who was tightly poised, ready to jump over the bar.

“Thisis not thetime, my lord,” Rashed said quiely.

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 bdongings and dip away with him.
“To where?’ she asked.
“Anywhere. Thisign't over.”

The amdl northern village was her home, and she fodlishly inasted they stay. Two nights later, a loca
farmer that Edwan once quarreled with over the price of bread grain was found stabbed to death behind
the inn. When Lord Corische's men came to investigete, they found a bloody knife hidden under Edwan
and Teesha's bed. Rashed was there, ssemingly overseeing the search, yet dl he did was enter, st a 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 amply nodded shdlowly, and the guards proceeded as if
thar orders had aready 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 firg time, Teesha began to believe his crude appearance and rough speech were a disguise to
mask some hidden sdf. There was no lifein his face, no feding at dl.

“What will happen to him?’ she whispered.
“Hewill be sentenced to deeth.” 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 thar
abuses, destroying the lives of others without concern. She thought such tales were merdy exaggerations.

“If I come with you, hewill live?" she asked.
HY$H

He did not let her pack so much as a spare dress. She was escorted outside to two bay horses held
a 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 aswdl now,” Corische said. “Hewill protect you.”
Rashed leaned down and gripped her under the arms. He lifted her in front of hmsdf 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 dill Teesha the serving girl, who loved her husband and believed life
conssted of songs and spiced turnips, Teesha the serving girl who couldn’t understand where her Edwan
was or what was hgppening to him. Sitting Sdeways on the saddle, she leaned back and dung to
Rashed’ s tunic as his horse jumped forward.

Theride to Gaestev Keep took forever. With no cloak, the freezing ar cut through her dress. Rashed
did not verbally acknowledge her presence, but after she shivered once, he rode with both his ams
covering hers to shield her from the wind. Corische rode on ahead, with his remaining soldiers bringing up
the rear of the procession.

And dill there was no sgn of Edwan. Had he aready been dragged off to some damp cdll?

The keep loomed ahead, and her fear shifted to her own fate. It was an imposing congruction of
stone, a squat and wide tower with a stable and guardhouse built againg its sdes. When Rashed lifted
her down, she considered running but had no nation of where to go, and she feared what would happen
to Edwan if she did run.

Theingde of the keep looked as blesk 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 wdls. Old straw covered the main floor. Stone steps running around the inner wal led to the
unseen upper levels. The only furniture visble was a long, cracked table and one massve chair. Two
gmdl torches on the wdl 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 ot “Parko.”

The timbre of his voice dropped to an echoing, angry growl. Skittering, running feet on the dairs
made Teesha unconscioudy pull back behind Rashed. Two strange men—or crestures—entered the
room.

Thefirg 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 ingantly, even more than Corische.

An emaciated white face with bestid eyes that sparked in the torchlight looked as if it were carved
from bone. Strands of filthy black har hung down his back benegth a tied kerchief that she guessed had
once been green. But it was his movements that frightened her most. Quick as an animd, he darted into
the room, springing off the steps before reaching the bottom. He caught himsdf on the table and used his
hands to propel himsdf around, amdling a the air.

His eyes settled in her direction, and he lunged across the room, stopping hafway, neck swiveing 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 dl fours
and did not turn to face Corische.
“Woman,” Parko said, nodding.

The numbness of Teeshd s emotions faded as she looked about &t 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 de and the food?



Rashed stepped forward, exposing her to view. He crouched down to Parko’s levd.

“You cannot touch her, Parko. Do you understand? She's not for you.”

The odd, gentle qudity in his tone surprised Teesha.

“Woman,” Parko repeated.

“He does not need your warnings,” Corische said, removing his cloak, “and you forget your place.”
Rashed stood and stepped back. “Yes, my lord.”

Corische then turned to Teesha. “I am not crudl. You may rest for a night or two before taking up
your duties”

“Duties? What are my duties?’

“Adiing as lady of the keep.” He paused for a moment, then laughed as if he'd findly understood
some eusive joke. The sound brought Teesha s dinner to the base of her throat.

“If 1 am to be lord here,” Corische continued, “1 mugt have a lady, even a floor-scrubbing tavern
wench like you.”

That was her firg hint that Corische harbored no desire to play lord of Gaestev Keep. Most feudd
overseers were assigned fiefs as gifts from nobles wedthier than themsdves or from their own liege lords.
But what did Corische want from her? She knew nothing of ladies or playing a nobility. She looked
agan a Ratboy and Parko in confuson. If Corische surrounded himsdf with lowly cresatures in order to
fed more important, then why enlig someone like Rashed? And why bother with a woman to play at
being lady of the house?

She was locked in afilthy tower room that night and left to shiver with no fire and only a thin, moldy
flannd sheet as a blanket. No one came dl the next day, but the fallowing night, she heard the door
unlock and was caught between reief and terror. Rashed entered with a tray of tea, mutton stew, and
bread, and he carried a cape over one arm.

“It' sfreezing in here,” she said.

“Put thison.” He hdd out the cape as he st the tray on the floor in front of her. “The keep is ancient.
There are no hearths, only afire pit in the man room. | found wood and lit it. Some heat might rise, but
do not go down there without the magter or mysdf.”

She couldn’t tdl if he was baing kind or just ingructing her in one more rule of the house. Then she
redized 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 dlent for a moment, not moving, his eyes saring a the wdl behind her.

“Your hushand was sentenced this morning and executed at dusk.” He sad it without any change of
tonein hisvoice.

He turned toward the door, preparing to leave. “Do you wish to St by the fire?’
A kind of madness tickled Teesha s brain.
“Dol wishto ... 7 She began laughing. “Y ou bastard.”

For nothing—she d come to this nightmare pit for nothing, and Edwan, who deserved a peeceful life
more than anyone she'd known, was dead smply because some twisted lord fancied his wife. The
vicious comedy of it dt became more than she could bear. Degth was far preferable to this existence.

She bolted past Rashed, running down the short hdl. 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. Teeshaignored 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,
snaling and sucking in her scent. She staggered back in reflex, but did not turn around, her eyes focused
watchfully on the disheveled figurein front of her.

“Let me out of here” she ordered Corische. She had nothing left for hm to take, nothing that
meattered 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 done. It was most certainly impossible for her to do so by hersdf.

“Takethisdown,” she said, her back 4ill to Corische. “Our pact is over.”
“Rashed put that bar up. Even | would have difficulty removing it. Did you enjoy dinner?’

Hatred was a new emation for Teesha, disorienting, and it took a moment to think through Corische's
inaulting 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 benesth you that you could lord over”—she
looked at Parko, no longer frightened by him, then caught Sght of Ratboy hovering in the corne—*like
the rest of your wretched little mob.”

She heard something dam down on the table hard enough to make it dide and grate on the stone
floor. He was easy to anger. Good. She turned about to face him and saw clean, unmasked rage.

“Youlivea my mercy,” he said, “a my whim. Do not forget that.”

“Your mercy?’” The madnessin her laugh matched Parko’s eyes. “And what makes you believe living
has anything to do with this? Y ou murdered my Edwan, and | will do nothing to bring you pleasure. Do
you understand me now? | will not grace your table nor entertain your guests nor do anything you desire.
| will try to escape every day until | succeed or you tire of it and kill me.”

Corische appeared stunned into Slence.
Teesha only blinked once, reflexively, and he was suddenly across the room at her side.

His hand lashed out and grabbed her arm. The stde amdl of him filled her with revulson, but his grip
hurt so badly she couldn’t hep crying out.

“Youwill do as| say,” he hissed. “1 am magter here. This keep may be a pathetic hove, but | am dill
lord and you will obey.”

“No,” she whimpered. “Y ou murdered my Edwan.”

Corische swept the floor with one foot, kicking asde the straw to reved a worn wooden hatch with
an inst iron ring. Before Teesha could resis, he jerked up the hatch and shoved her insde.

Teesha expected to fdl sraight down, but instead she tumbled dong stone steps in the dark. When
she reached bottom findly, her head banged againg a stone floor she couldn’t even see in the hdf-light
salling down from the open hatch. A hollow thud echoed through the chamber as the hatch dammed
closed, leaving her in complete darkness.

She sat up, feding dong her limbs for any wounds greater then bruises or scrapes. At least now she
was away from him for the moment.

A savage grunt came from the dark.
“Youwill do whatever | ask,” avoice sad, “because you won't be able to stop yoursdf.”



Corische had come down the steps behind her and was somewhere in the chamber.

Teesha did back from his voice. Finding the bottom dar with her hand, she turned to scramble
upward to the hatch. Something tangled in her hair, jerking her back, and she fdt fingers cail tighter just
before her head was dammed 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 amdl of Corische's breath hit her in the face. His hand
was dill in her hair, pulling hard enough to hurt as her heed tilted back. She tried to thrash free and cried
out indinctively. Her scream was cut short as she fdt canine teeth bite down on her throat.

Teesha gasped in panic, wondering from where the anima had come, and became rigid with shock
when she redlized 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 fed the ar move in and out
through her dack mouth.

He pulled back suddenly, and she wheezed in alungful of ar just before she fdt hersdf jerked up to
gtting position. Her arms were ill 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 gtink of his flesh made her gag, but his skin fdt chilled. And there was something wet smearing
agand her face.

She opened her mouth, trying to breathe, and the wethess spread across her lips. A coppery taste hit
her tongue. The liquid was as cold as his skin, but she could ill recognize the taste from the times she cut
afinger or thumb while preparing food in the inn's kitchen—and she'd raised the smdl wound to her
mouth, trying to stop the drops of blood.

Corische pressed her face tighter againgt his chest until she could not breathe & dl, only fed and taste
the dight bit of his blood escaping into her mouth. Every sensation in the dark became unred and distant
until dl feding in her body faded and her breath stopped atogether.

Teesha awoke on the stone floor in the dark. Had it been hours or days? It fdt... somehow fdt even
longer. There was light in the room, yet the hatch above was not open. Rashed knedled over her, a smdl
al lamp in his hand. Something flickered across his cold features. Pity? Regret? She sat up to look about
axioudy, but Corische was nowhere to be seen. A heavy wooden door with an iron dide bolt was st in
the wal opposite the airs that led up to the hatch. Otherwise, the room was empty.

Rashed stood and opened the door to expose a long hdl angling downward into the earth. Along its
sdes were other doors like the firgt, each with a dide bolt, but dso looped sted a 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 ether question or object when he scooped her up in his arms,
lantern dill in hand, and carried her into that halway. He did not stop at any of the doors but walked to
the end of the passage, and placed his free hand firmly againgt the end wall, careful not to drop her. The
stone under his hand gave, anking into the wal, and he reached insde to some hidden pocket of space.

Teesha heard something akin to grinding metd, then the grind of stone as the hdl’s end pivoted open
to reved a set of airs angling farther downward. Rashed dipped through and descended.

He waked on and on until findly 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 thefind rest, yet without any handles on the out-sides of itslid.



“Thisis where you mugt deep now,” he said, “in a coffin with the dirt of your homdand. 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 dready prepared it for you.”

And s0 Teesha, the carefree sarving 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 magter,
that she needed blood to exi4, that Rashed' s coffin was hdf full of white sand, and that she was undead.
Rashed taught her everything with his endless dispassionate patience, and athough she sometimes wished
for the rest of true death, hatred for Corische kept her risng every night.

He was more than lord of the keep. He was a master among the Noble Dead, those beings among
the undead who 4ill retained ther full semblance of sdf from life in an eternd existence no longer
subservient to the mortaity under which the living grew old and weak. They were the vampires and liches
who possessed physca bodies, ther own memories, and ther own consciousness. The Noble Dead
were the highest and most powerful of the unliving. The only weakness for vampires, however, was that
they were daves 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 verba order, she could not refuse him. Interndly, she could
despise him, fantasize about seeing him scorched in flames, and think whatever she pleased. But when he
spoke, she could not stop hersdf from obeying. Neither could Rashed, Parko, or Ratboy—not that
Rashed would have refused anyway. The tdl, composed warrior seemed honestly loyd to his master.
Thisrevolted Teesha, as Rashed was dearly superior to Corische on every imagineble leve.

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
coldly practical.

“Even a heavily populated area like this one cannot support four of us recklesdy. We must be careful
or lose our home and our food supply.”

She came to understand that their kind developed different leves of power. Rashed thought her
menta abilities were quite pronounced. His own and Ratboy’s were adequate. Parko couldn’'t express
himsdf 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 congtant trid for Rashed to control.
Corische' s telepathic skills were so limited that Teesha sometimes wondered how he fed.

Mog of the Noble Dead developed mentd abilities, but these often were dependent on the
individud’ sindinationsin life. Teesha had dways loved dreams and memories, for her life had been filled
with the best of them, and so she eventudly found she could eesily reach into the mind of a morta and
project sweet weking dreams and dter memories.

The firg time Rashed took her hunting was a reveation. They rode his bay gdding together for a
while and then dismounted and tied the horse to a tree. Sipping through the forest, she redlized 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 himsdalf. Teesha recognized him. His name was Davish.

“Weatch me” Rashed said. “Thisisimportant.”
He stepped out of the shadows. “Are you log?’ he asked Davish.

Thefamer started dightly a the sound of a strange voice, and then he looked in Rashed' s eyes and
seemed to relax into a kind of confuson. “Logt?|... ?1’'m not sure.”

“Come. | will hep 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 hdp 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 mug not kill him. You'll be doing this on your own soon enough.”

Teesha grabbed Davish and began feeding, unable to stop hersdlf, and surprised by how right the act
fdt. She was not repulsed &t dl. Then she redized how ddicious his blood tasted, how warm, how strong
she fdt. Pure pleasure seeped through her. She could not stop.

“That's enough.” Rashed pulled her off. “Don’t kill hm.” 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.”

“Whét did you do?’ she asked.

“You amply reach indde ther thoughts with your own. Force the fear, the moment, the emation to
fade”

And s0 she learned that Rashed was able to manipulate emotions, and able to create a blank space in
hisvictim's memory. Teesha hersdf learned to create dreams and manipulate more complex memories.

Ratboy, on the other hand, hunted through his &bility 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 mentdly
intengfying his own innate ability to be forgotten. That was al.

Parko quite often killed his victims, but they were manly peasants. As master of Gaestev Keep,
Corische was responsible for looking into these deaths so, of course, little investigation took place.

Teesha hunted ether done or with Rashed. His forethought and consgently rationd manner
impressed her. He wasn't exactly predictable, which would have made him mundane, but rather, he was
congtant. His intdligent, cadm nature was the only thing she could count on besides hersdf in this new
exigence.

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 hew emoation 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 consder how she might be forced to obey her
magter and yet thwart him at the same time. Since she was only compelled to obey him when he gave a
verbd order, a subtle approach seemed the only possibility. The answer took a month but was smple
enough in the end.

She would become exactly what he damed to want.

Hdf a year passed, and Teesha made only smdl changes at firg. She took up fine neediepoint and
hired a tdented locd 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
reve in her efforts.

Since her master was masuerading as a feudd lord, he could not completely ignore his duties. A
good portion of land profits remained in his purse, so he collected rents and even occasondly sat in
judgment over peasants who were accused of petty crimes. But in that fird year, he had a new barracks
built on the north sde of the keep, and afterward forbade any of the soldiers to enter his home. A
competent middle-aged soldier named Captain Smythe, dong with Rashed, handled the typica 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 physicdly the strongest creature she had ever known, an immorta
incarnation of bone and muscle. But she had aso begun to see through his cold digpassion, catching him
a times garing intently a one of her needleworks or the smdl 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.

Firgt, she had every room above the cdlar cleaned by hiring a temporary housemaster, dlowing him
to believe she and Corische were a pair of lazy nobles who debauched dl night and dept dl day. She
ordered tapestries, braid carpets, and mudin bedding for the two smdl guest rooms, a chanddier with
forty candles, siver goblets, and porceain dishes. Every night, she had a roaring fire lad in the pit to
create an illuson of life and warmth. Although she told hersdf this was dl amply a ruse for Corische's
bendfit, she began to see layers of hersdf she'd never redized before. Weren't taste and style smply
learned ills that the wedthy taught their children? Ian't that what she'd dways believed? Back in the
tavern with Edwan, Teesha cared for nothing beyond warmth, love, and the friendship of others. She'd
worn one dressin 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 dipped deeper into the
role he expected of her. And she watched Rashed' s fascination grow as the cold keep dowly changed
into aliving place. She even found that she derived some comfort from pleasng him. And he was the only
one she entertained any interest in pleasing.

Eventudly, Corische stopped taking notice of dl the things she did. She was doing wha 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 strangdly shaped flowered vase. Once, he even
complimented the knotted pattern she was ditching into a pillowcase.

Then one late evening, when Corische was out, she dipped downdairs to spot Rashed done in the
man room, unaware of her presence. A wrapped and tied bundle of new doth she had ordered was
gtting on the table, and he was trying to peek indde without leaving any trace that he' d been ingpecting it.

For a moment, Teesha forgot about Rashed's place in her haf-formed plans and stood entranced by
his bizarre obsession with mortd trappings. A forgotten softness filled her briefly while she watched him.
Hrdight dmost gave his face color, and he looked so handsome standing by the table, as curious as a
boy about her bundle. Then she remembered hersdf and shook off the feding. She must think of im as a
tool. He would be her instrument, and she could not et emotion sway her from usng him.

In another month, Corische began to invite guests to the keep—at firg only a nearby lord from a
neighboring fief, then afew others as the vists were a success. Teesha could see he sought to improve his
socid ganding and rise in morta palitica ranks. After the year’s end, she stepped up her studies, usng
house accounts Corische put a her disposa to order scrolls and books.

She studied history and languages on her own. Lord Corische knew she was trying to improve hersdlf
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
gpparently educated, indructing her from memory aone. It was the mogt 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 cdl it life? There was s0 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 amdl world of spiced turnips and Edwan even existed. How drall, how



sad.

Although she dudied 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 fdt like it. She caught him watching her intently severd times, only to
have him turn away with dramatic disnterest when discovered. He was dways 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, a leest
once per month.

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 siver 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 hal, knowing he would be dong sometime soon,
asdways.

“Here)” she said. “1 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 dight
twitch of puzzlement in his left eyebrow, wasted no time snapping the binding strip, and unwrapped the
mudin to display the tunic.

Rashed looked a Teesha once, quickly, then back down & the tunic, saring for a long moment. He
sad nothing to her as he turned away, but his hands shook dightly as he carefully refolded the mudin
around the tunic and then waked toward his own chamber. It was not until later in the year tha she
would redize why he didn't start wearing it immediatdy. He would only weer it on the rarest occasions
when expected to look his best for guests, and when he did, he was conspicuoudy concerned with
anything that might cause the dightest sain or smudge on the fine fabric.

But that evening, Teesha sat quidly stisfied as Rashed disappeared down the side hdl, her gift in his
hands. He thought himsdf so guarded, but he was so easy for her to read. She told hersdf the gift was
only meant to sway him further to her sde. 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 dowly with a scowl, expecting to catch Ratboy lurking in the corner again, but she
couldn’t have been more wrong.

Thesght 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 dl over again. No tears fdl, for the dead no longer
hed the ability to weep. She tried and failed three times to speak, then sumbled hdfway across the room
to stop short. A gmilefindly came to her lips

Edwan stood at the foot of the Sairsin his hideous, transparent form.

Perhaps she'd been living in a nightmare so long that seeing the ghost of her dead husband did not
drike her as traumatic. Perhaps death was too intimate a thing for her to be repulsed by his vissge. She
gmiled wider, cutting short asmdl 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 Sdeways
lips speaking from the half-severed head upon his shoulder. “I saw ... he did to you.”

Teeshd s amile faded. “And you left me done?’



Language seemed difficult for him, but she could dill read his familiar face, pae and bloodless as it
was.

“You have not been done” he said, dmog petulantly, his words growing clearer. “I was afrad to
show mysdf. | exig a the moment of my death.” His body turned, for he couldn’t move his severed head
and it was the only way to pull hisdosing eyes away from her.

Teesha stepped close, glancing quickly about to make sure no dse 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. | am bound to you, and if you leave, | can follow.”
She was agtonished. “Edwan, | can't leave. I'm bound to my master.”

“Is that why you' ve changed yoursalf? Why you work to make this place and yoursdf 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 Ieft 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.

“Wewill be free, my Edwan. | have planned it.”

Ancther year passed. Sometimes Teesha could fed 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
smdlest opportunity to do some kindness for Rashed. She bought specid irons to heat, so she could curl
her hair elaborately before pinning it up. Her dresses became smpler 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, tdling him dl she had worked for and how it would soon be time to leave. She did not dlow
hersdf to dwel on the unwanted thought that Rashed's opinion of her gowns was the only one that
mattered.

During this phase, she actudly had little to do with her master. He never touched her and rardy
sought her company unless they had guests. He even stopped reveling in her obedience and smply took
it for granted, as he did with Rashed. Then one night, Corische invited gx lords and ther ladies from
southern Stravina for roast pheasant and aged spring wine.

Both Corische and Teesha had become skilled a pretending to eat. Consuming food wasn't
impossble for the dead. It smply provided no sustenance, and only raw foods, particularly fruits, had any
red flavor for them. Cooked flesh tasted bland and nearly repulsve. Wine was a least tolerable,
sometimes pleasant.

While Corische tried to draw one of the noblemen’s atention to an exquisite tapestry that Teesha had
ordered from Belaski, she politdly interrupted and asked the gentleman a question. She phrased it in the
old, little-known Stravinan tongue spoken manly 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 firgt sentence.

The nobleman amiled in ddight, thumping his glass down as he responded. Everyone at the table
suddenly switched to conversng avidly in the nearly dead tongue— everyone, that is, but Lord Corische.
He sat in mild discomfort &t firdt, perhaps a bit nervous that he had no idea what was being said around
him, and then Teesha caught his eye.



She looked a himwith dl the disdain she had amassed in the years with him, and it flooded through
her gaze to wash over him.

Redization dawned on Corische, and his discomfort turned to barely contained outrage. Teesha fdt
the initid sweet bite of satisfaction, a unique blend of triumph and revenge. The culminaion of her plan
was coming soon.

Shortly before dawn, after dl 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 mall
abandoned.

“Do not forget your place, my lady,” he said sarcagticdly. “I was displeased at supper.”

“Truly?” She raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows and watched him take in the sght of her
low-necked, black gown and plaited chocolate hair. “That is because you are not noble and could not
sharein our discusson. You are not even ancient.” Her tone remained even and polite. “I know Rashed
believes you to be old, but his good heart is easly fooled. What were you inlife, 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 alittle more time for Corische to fully grasp what she had become, and in turn, he began losing
his contentment. More often than not, his frudration caused him to behave like a mannerless thug.
Teesha, S0 much the noble in dl 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
hersdf while he played at hisrank 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 dtered
hersdf and began looking and behaving like Teesha the sarving gil 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. Firgt came the compliments whispered in her ear at feadts for
guests—and dl watching saw the eagerness in his eyes and the revulson in hers, mixed with a touch of
well-played fear. Then came the gifts such as a pearl necklace shaped like petas he presented her a a
haliday dance given by a neighboring lord. She flinched with a shudder as he put it around her neck, her
eyes like a do€' 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 fla and cold expression.

Corische began going on long hunts, sometimes staying out dl night, only to arrive home in time to
best the dawn.

If Teesha fdt even the dightest sorrow regarding her existence, it only involved Edwan, who watched
somewhere unseen. But she hid it away carefully, especidly when she began to play serioudy with
Rashed.

By now, it was no secret to any in the household that he adored her in a white knight manner. For dl
his passonless 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 firs. Stepping up the process, she began to sometimes approach him as he worked on accounts,
placing atiny hand on his shoulder while speaking with him. As dways, she pushed aside thoughts about
the solid fed of his collarbone and reminded hersdf that he was her tool. When she was done agan,
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 flaly and camly, without anger or sorrow. “Can | 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 Stuaion couldn't be
helped. They needed Rashed.

The next night, her master rose and left at full sundown. She sat by the fire pit, sawing. When Rashed
walked in, she amiled a him. He nodded, turned to leave, and then stopped.

“What are you doing?’ he asked.
“Sawing atable runner.”

Rashed shook his head as he stepped up to stand in front of her, knowing she was wel aware of
whet he meant.

“l know you despise Corische. But there are aspects of himyou don’t know. He is glorious in battle.
That iswhere his power lies”

“Is that why you followed him?’

Rashed looked hard at her, perhaps findly suspicious. “Do you honestly want to hear this? | 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 yoursdf
became a dave to alow-born creature unfit to kned at your feet.”

Stunned by her bluntness, Rashed paced for a moment, his face filled with puzzlement.

“l was fighting near the west of il’Mauy Meyauh, a kingdom of the Suman Empire across the sea. My
people were a war with a group of the free tribes of the desert. | don’'t know where Corische came
from, only that his own magter died by accident in a fire. | did not understand at the time, but now
wonder how one of our kind could ever fdl to an accident. Once free, Corische wanted to secure himsdf
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. | followed his tral and found Corische. We fought.
Even asjust amortd, | made him earn hisvictory. In the end, he pierced my heart. As| bled to death, he
made me an offer. At that moment, dl | could think of was that Parko would never get dong without me.
Strange, foalish thought. When | awoke, | was Corische's servant. He took my inheritance and forced us
dl to trave north. We crossed the sea into Belaski. In Straving, he found patronage under a powerful
mortal lord. The magter and | didinguished oursdves 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, dmogt impighly.
He nodded slently.

Teesha could see him dipping into the relief he'd gained since she'd started making changes in the
keep, but thistime she was't going to dlow him that release.

“Thisian't our home,” she hissed, and Rashed back-stepped once in surprise a her sudden change of
tone. “No matter what I've doneto it, it's his. We merdy exig here. And that'sdl we'll ever havel”

Rashed stared at her for atime longer than any slence 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.



“Wha would you have us do?’ hefindly asked,

“Leave, go southwest to the coast, make our own home.”

“You know we can't,” he said gently. “Hewill dways be our master.”

“Not if he's dead ... findly dead.”

Now it was Rashed who changed his demeanor, voice cold, hushed, and dmost vicious.

“Don't say such things” He dropped to St on the bench, glaing a her, but his eyes shifted about as if
he was looking for Corische to suddenly enter the room.

“Why not? It'strue,” Teesharetorted. “You serve him, but | see the anger under that cold mask you
wear. You bought hisrisein power with your family’s money and your own skills. Yet he treats you—dl
of us—like property, nothing more, and we will never escape until heisgone” She did off the bench and
kndlt, touching hisleg, her voice low to match his. “If | stay with him much longer, I’ll find a way to end
my exisence.”

Rashed pulled back but continued to stare down &t 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 findly stepped completely away and walked toward the heavy front door. He stopped and
hdf turned, but he did not ook at her. His jaw clenched.

“No, it'snot possble.” He jerked the door open with both hands. “Don't speak of this again.”

But the seeds were properly planted. Alternately kind and crud to Corische, Teesha easly 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
hislow birth. Behaving more and more like afool of desire, he restrained himsdf from lashing out, shrank
back, and sought some new way to solicit her approval. He never gave her verbd orders. She became
the magter and he the dave, and she despised him dl the more for it.

Corische may not have let his anger out a Teesha, but it dill burned indgde him. In afit of rage and
frudration 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, especiadly when Rashed was nearby,
seeking to portray their master as a petty abuser—which he was—and Ratboy, Parko, and hersdf 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 lessthan-subtle reminder, one that Corische wouldn't comprehend. She
managed to quietly cal Rashed's atention to it whenever possible. Large and well-crafted, the painting
with its dark, cresting waves was a physcad image of what they did not have—freedom to leave and see
new places.

Therefindly came anight when she knew Rashed was on the edge. She tried severa times to engage
himin conversation, but he refused to respond. It wastime for the last step. And Teesha waited until the
falowing evening, when dl 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 bdieve | met your mother a few nights ago. She was a gypsy hag
working in a caravan tent, sdling hersdf for two coppers per man.”

All her other jibes had been cdloudy dite, copied from the manner with which she'd seen nobles
inaut 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 nodrils widened and for a moment he was stricken into gillness. He struck her across the
face hard enough to knock her from the hearth bench and smash her smdl body into the stone wall.

Teesha blinked in pain. Her head pounded, and the room appeared to grow dark. One momernt,
bardy ablink, stretched itsdf to alength she couldn’t measure. All she could hear in the darkness ingde
her head was aringing 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 thisway ever again, not after what she'd just
done.

Findly, 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 dley. Mouth open, his voice started to issue a command Rashed
would not be able to refuse,

Rashed drew back hisarm and flicked hiswrigt in a blur. The sheeth did up the sword’s blade on his
backswing, and before it even cleared the blade tip, the wegpon swung forward.

Teesha heard adight 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.

The shegth findly clattered to the floor.

Teesha crumpled down againg the wall. Rashed landed on the near Sde 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 dl the time it took.

After years of preparing moment by moment, everything changed in an indant. Teesha watched the
near-black liquid, too dark for living blood, pour out of the corpse’s neck sump onto straw-covered
stones. It was the only movement in the room.

Parko was the firg to disturb the stillness. He giggled quietly, nervoudy, then legped across the floor
like a cat to crouch at the body, sniffing. He laughed hystericdly.

Ratboy began sammering. “You ... killed him.”

All the rage in Rashed was gone. He stood limply, sword dangling in his hand at his sde, as he stared
down a 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 dip and fdl back now.
“Are you sorry?’ she asked amog accusingly. “Do you regret this?’

“It'stoo 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 daring a him, waiting as if she
hadn’t heard hisfirg answer. Something of his anger came back and the musclesin his jaw tightened.

“No, I'm not sorry,” he added.

She gripped his forearms, or as much of them as her amdl hands could take in. In the ar 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 ill sanding dumbly as before, saring at Corische's headless
body. “What are you tdking about? Where are we going?’

Teesha walked with a amile over to Ratboy, Hill dightly 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
legt time.

“Tothe sea”

Edwan jerked away from Teesha s mind, away from memories he could no longer stand to rdive. In
the slence, 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 visons? Go back before ...
to the tavern.”

13 No.”
“To the day we met, to the firg 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.”

“l amintorment!” Edwan cried, shaking her completely out of the past and into the present.

“My love” she whispered, regretting his pain. “Let’s wak among the dark streets and pretend we are
highin the north, children again, in distant days.”

“Yes” He drew near, indantly appeased, and she reached out for his hand. Although she could not
grasp it, the cold migt of him settled around her dender fingers

Ratboy watched a degping girl through the loose window shutters of a cottage, her dark hair spread
out on the pillow, her breething light and even. She didn't look anything like the gil he'd ripped and
drained not many nights ago, but he fdt the taste of blood running on his tongue with the memory. And
the merchant on the road, taken so eedly.

Who made these absurd rules that killing mortals would not be alowed? Did dl of ther kind follow
such laws? Parko had not.

Fra there had been Corische enforcing his drict guiddines, dedring power and nobility among
mortals. Now there was Rashed dominating every aspect of their existence, Rashed with his disgusting
sense of honor, his obsesson with safety and mortd trappings. Weren't they Noble Dead? Wasn't that
enough? No undead in hisright mind would wish to become a mortd lord, or own a warehouse and earn
amortd living. Lately, Ratboy had begun to suspect Corische and Rashed were the mad ones, the
twisted ones, not him, not Parko.

The gifl rolled over in her dumber and raised a lovely tanned am above her head. The movement
caused Ratboy to tense, to smdl the warm blood beneath her skin.

“Wha 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. Y ou know this”

“l know many things. I'm not certain | 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 mus think of our
home. Y ou mugt think of me”

Closng his eyes a the fed of her touch, Ratboy dipped away from the window. Yes, he'd be
cautious for her. But as they turned down the street together, he dill remembered the deeping, tan-armed

girl.
Chapter Eight

Four nights later, Magiere stood behind The Sea Lion's bar, feding a little more comfortable in her
daly schedule. Out on the road, she and Lees| had developed a type of routine involving traveling,
meking camp, planning, manipulating feigned battles, and then beginning the process dl over again. These
events were interspersed with their experiencesin new towns, villages, and LeesI’s gambling. Now things
were different. Her entire gaff stayed up hdf the night serving guests, then dept late in the mornings.
Leesl spent his afternoons working on the roof, while Beth-rae cooked, Caeb cleaned, and Magiere
handled supplies, stocked shelves, and kept the house accounts. Chap watched over Rose. They dways
ate an early supper together before opening for customers. Magiere was continuoudy clean, warm, and
deptin a bed every night.

Physicad comfort and a unique sense of structure were not the only aspects of this life which brought
her peace. For the fird time, she was giving back to a community instead of draining it. The salors,
fisherfolk, and shopkeepers who patronized The Sea Lion enjoyed themsalves and had a space of rdief
from ther hard work. It did bother her when Leesl would mention the hushed whispers that often
reached his ears about Magiere, “Hunter of the Dead.” Perhaps she had become a locd attraction. She
could only guess how such rumors began, dthough she'd not seen either Wedid nor the imposng
nobleman again. Magiere suspected Lees| might dill be drinking himsdf to deep some nights, but as long
as he stayed sober at the faro table and picked no pockets, she had no complaints.

Beth-rae waked up to the bar, carrying a full tray of empty mugs and looking a bit weary. A few
strands of her dlver, braided hair hung in loose wisps.

“Four more aes for Congtable Ellinwood and his guards,” she said.

Magiere glanced at the table of loud men, but didn’t comment while drawing the de. One customer
ghe could often count on was Ellinwood. Her distaste for the sdf-important men only grew with
familiarity.

She st the mugs back on Beth-rag'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 legther vest, he stood hdf in and hdf out, hestating. 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 the constable’ s de mug halted in midair, dmost to his mouth.
“Can | hdp you, Brenden?’ Ellinwood asked, attempting to make his heavy body st Straighter.

“My dder is dead nearly a week, and you st drinking with your guards? Is this how you catch a
murderer?’ the man spit out angrily. “If so, | could find us a better constable lying in the gutter with a
bottle of swill!”

The townsfolk stopped taking, even those at the faro table, and heads turned. Lees| hed up one
hend toward Chap before the dog moved, mationing him to wait.

Ellinwood' s fleshy jowls grew pink. “The investigation continues, lad. | have found severd important
facts just today, and now, as any man, | do as | please with my own time.”

“Facts?’ Brenden's tone rose to a dangerous leve.

The solid muscles of the blackamith’s am 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
judtified, but she wanted no bloodshed in her tavern. She glanced over a Chap and Leesl agan,
wondering if she should take action or let Lees| handleit. Her partner was more skilled at managing such
gtugionsin a quiet fashion.

“What facts have you found?” the blacksmith continued. “You dept till midday, then spent the
afternoon edting cakes in Karlin's. Now you're here, in your fines velvets, drinking de 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, blackamith,” he said. “Go home.”

He was answered with a resounding crack as Brenden's fig 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 har and dammed the man’s head twice againg the table before anyone ese could move.
The guard dumped off the cracked table to the floor, unconscious. Lees| jumped over the faro table as
Magiere unshesthed her falchion from under the bar.

“Chap, hold!” Lees| cdled out. If the dog leaped in, someone would end up bleeding.

Magiere dipped around the bar’ s front and held her ground for the moment. Lees| could usudly stop
afight with few injuries to anyone.

“Gentlemen ...” Leesl began.

Log in rage, Brenden swung a backhanded fig a the hdf-df, but his blow met empty air. Leesl
dropped, hands to the floor, and kicked into the back of Brenden's knee. The blackamith’s large body
toppled and a breeth later, he found himsdf pinned, facedown. Leesl sat on his back, with one forearm
agang the blacksmith's neck and the other pinning his right arm. Although he was much heavier than
Leesl, no amount of bucking from Brenden could throw hislithe keeper off. Every time Brenden tried to
pul a leg under himsdf, attempting to get to his knees, Leedl kicked back with his foot in the
blacksmith’s knee, asif he were spurring a horse, and Brenden flattened to the floor again.

“It sdl right,” Leedl kept saying. “It's over.”

The fird guard Brenden had hit disentanged himsdf from the table of patrons that he'd landed on.
Blood ran down hisjaw and chin from his nogtrils 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 fdchion
rested on his shoulder, the sharp edge next to histhroat. She said nothing. The guard put his hands up in
plain view and stepped dowly back.



Hndly, Brenden stopped sruggling and lay in a snoldering, 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. “Heis under arrest for attacking the very men who protect Miiska He is
acrimind.”

While Magiere disagreed, this was none of her concern. She just wanted them dl to take it outsde.
“He snot acrimind,” Leed| 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. Lees| reached out to stop him, but Magiere grabbed him by the
shoulder. Cursaing under his bregth, the haf-df stood up and stepped out of the way.

When Brenden was roughly jerked to hisfeet, he glared at Magiere asif she were to blame.
“Don’'t come back,” she said. “Thisis a peaceful tavern.”

“Peace?’ Brenden it out, sorrow outweighing the anger in his voice now. “How can you tak of
peace when you' re the one who can stop thiskilling? No, you hide away, sarving de to the likes of him.”
He moationed with his head toward Ellinwood.

“l can’'t stop anything,” she said, tenaing.
The guards dragged Brenden from the tavern.

Lees| walked away without a word and went back to hisfaro table, but Magiere could see he didn't
fed like deding cards anymore.

Late the next morning, Lees| stood outsde Miiska's guardhouse, which aso served as a jail, and
checked his purse again, somehow hoping the coins within had miraculoudy 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 risng that day,
he d asked Magiere for his month's share of profits in advance. She'd given it to him with some
gpprehension, probably bdieving he needed it for a gambling debt. He didn't care what she thought.
She' d never understand the truth. He was't sure he understood what he was doing anyway.

When he entered the guardhouse, Lees| paused in surprise. HE'd hoped to handle things with one of
the witless deputy guards, but there was Ellinwood' s massve body behind the smdl table that served as
a desk, tucked into the right corner of the room near the front barred window. He was daring intently
down a some scribble on a parchment.

Leesl had seen his share of jalls, from both sides of a cdll door, and this one appeared no different. A
few “wanted” posters were tacked to the wals—those offering a reward or other profit from an
arrest—and three cdl doors lined the back wal, which was more than enough confinement for a town the
gze of Miiska

He swung the front door shut as he stepped over to the cdls. At the noise, Ellinwood findly looked
up.

“Oh, it's you,” he said with thinly hidden impatience, most likedy expecting a formd request for
payment regarding the broken tavern table. “What do you want?’

Leesl peered into the eye-level dots of each door and found Brenden crouched on the bottom bunk
of the center cdl.

“I'm here to pay the blackamith’sfing” he answered. *“How much?’



“You want to ... why would you do that?’ The constable looked suspicious.

Lees| shrugged. “It was ether 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 Slver pennies, no foreign coin.”

Lees| 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 wel more than a month's wage for many in a amdl town like
Miiska. It seemed the constable made good money by charging outrageous fines— or carried a grudge
agang the young smith and would make it difficult for anyone to interfere. But Leesl wasn't going to give
up so0 quickly, and he doubted Ellinwood was willing to ignore such eedly obtained profit.

“What if | pay you five now and 9gn a voucher on the other one?’ he asked. “I can pay the balance
a thefirg of next month.”

“I've got the rest,” Brenden said quietly from his cdl.

Leesl’s head turned to find Brenden's large eyes saring out of the cedl’s peep dot, his red mane of
hair gicking out wild and unkempt around his face. Lees| walked over to the cdl door, nodding.

“Atleast | did,” Brenden continued, “when | camein.” His gaze shifted to Ellinwood with an accusing
gae

“Wdl, that should cover it then, eh, Constable?’ Lees| added, leaning againg the door with his arms
crossed.

The congtable stared back at them, as if considering some weighty decison. Then he turned around
and picked up agmdl chest on the floor. Fddling out a set of keys from under his tunic, he unlocked the
chest and took from it a smdl, char-stained coin pouch. He waked over, unlocked the cdl door, and
handed the pouch to the blacksmith.

Brenden poured a smdl assortment of coins from the pouch into LeesI’s dender hand, who in turn
sfted through the contents until he came up with enough copper coins to make up the difference. Leesl
then emptied his own purse to complete the fee.

“Here)” the hdf-df said, holding out the coins in his figt. He dropped them into Ellinwood's open
pam.

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.

Leesl| 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 busness of the day. A smdl boy hawked
smoke-dried fish biscuits by the near corner. The sun beat down through a sparsely clouded sky.

“I... I'll pay you back,” Brenden sad under his breath, “as soon as | can.”

“Oh, that’s dl right. | don’t spend money | can't afford.” Leesl 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 a
the moment. “I’'m sorry about last night,” he added.

“Sorry?’ Brenden looked away. “Now you shame me. | 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 ... | guessed you could
have done more.”

Leesil began waking, and Brenden fdl into step beside him. This blacksmith was a man with a strong
sense of fan-play. It was odd company for Leedl, after years of lessthan-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.



“Wha you said to Ellinwood was judtified,” Leesl sad findly. “He's done nothing to catch your
sser’s murderer.”

“I'm not sure he can,” Brenden answered, kicking & some dugt. “I’'m not sure anyone can but your
partner, and she refusesto hdp.”

“What are you taking about?” Lees| feigned ignorance, hoping to dismiss wha he knew was next on
the smith' s mind.

“Your partne—hunter of the dead.”

Leesl’s somach growled, but not from hunger. He was beginning to understand Magiere's restless
irritetion of late.

“Y ou' ve been ligening to too many rumors,” he added.

“Maybe, but too many is dways 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 | find people just like to use their mouths” Leesil snapped. “They'll tak up just about anything,
induding ... especidly what they don’t know a whit about.”

“Then why did you come to pay my fines?’ Brenden barked back at him.

Lees| had no answer, or & least not one he could put into words. Perhaps Magiere' s generosty to
Cdeb and Beth-rae was contagious. Perhaps, like his partner, he was examining his own past and
redizing for the first time how much harm they must have caused swinding village after village. But what
possible good could this sudden attack of conscience bring? How could he make amends, any amends?
And for dl this rather new self-examination, Leesl| ill considered most people to be mindless cattle who
deserved to be cheated by the more intdligent, or wolves who preyed on others through power or
wedth. Heping 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 sraight on, he could
appreciate bravery when he saw it, and he could respect loydty to the dead, to those who had no voice.

And for his bravery, Brenden had been called acrimind and locked up inacel. It wasn't right. Leesl
was wdl aware that his own sense of right and wrong was tenuous a best, but heping Brenden seemed
the proper course of action.

The two of them continued waking in slence until they reached the end of the Street, where Leesl
had to turn down through the middie of town toward the tavern. They both stopped in another
uncomfortable pause.

“Don’t judge Magiere. You don't know anything about us,” Leesl said more gently. “Come to The
Sea Lion anytime. I'll tdl Magiere you're my friend.”

“Am | your friend?’ Brenden asked, his tone somewhere between puzzlement and suspicion.

“Why not? | only have two, and one of them is a dog, by the by, not a wolf.” Lees| made a mock
face of great seriousness. “I'm avery particular fdlow.”

Brenden dightly smiled, but with a hint of sadness. “I may stop by ... more quietly next time”

They parted. In the empty space between them, alight, 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 amdl stting room benesth the warehouse. “I saw
him”



Rashed approached Edwan’s visage, not certain why the ghost was o troubled. One minute, he and
Teesha had been going over import accounts, and the next, Edwan appeared, rambling about the
hunter’ s hdf-df and a blackamith.

“Sowly,” Rashed ordered. “What isthis about?’
“You need to kill that hunter now,” Edwan said, with emphasized precison 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.”

“Y ou're wrong. She visted the death place of the gil Ratboy destroyed. | saw her.”

“Why didn’'t you tdl methis earlier?” Rashed asked angrily.

“And today the haf-df, 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 slence, eyes shifting about
without focus as his thoughts worked on themsalves.

“She's preparing to hunt, isn't she?” Teesha asked. “Why ese would she be searching for a trall,
sending the haf-breed to befriend the victin' s remaining family?”

Yes, why ese would she? Rashed asked himsdf. Moving this quickly after one murder was
dangerous, but that damned Ratboy had left them litle 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 |€ft at the Ste of the girl’s daughter.

“WEIl have to move againd her fird,” 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 camly to her coming objection. “No, I'll do it
quiely mysdf, and no one will find a body. She'll amply disappear. But | need someone to watch the
others, the haf-df and the dog.”

“Then you should take me. | could do better for you than Ratboy.”
“l know you would, but”—he waked over to the couch—*just Say here.”

“A noble gesture,” Edwan said from the center of the room, “but | 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 fed Edwan’s attention upon him like the first gimmer of dawn

burning a his skin. He wondered what he had ever done to earn the ghost's venom. It had been
Corische who' d fasdy accused and beheaded him.

“Yes, you mugt be cautious,” Teesha agreed, either missing or dismissing the ghost’s sarcasm.
Rashed nodded and left to get his sword.

Chapter Nine



Severd parons—mainly young sailors—remained taking and drinking a The Sea Lion until well past
midnight. Magiere fdt some reief when they findly downed the lagt of their de and bid her goodnight.
She had set no officid daosing time, preferring to wait until customers left of then-own accord. But tonight
hed been longer than usud, with less than a handful of hours left until dawn. She was tired, and Lees| had
been srangdy quiet and distant dl night. She overheard one of the fisherwives gossping about how the
haf-df had balled the blackamith out of jal. 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 sghed deeply. “I thought those boys would never tire”

Lees| sat a the end of the bar nearest the door, drinking a cup of red wine. *Perhaps we ought to
dart asking people to leave a areasonable 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. “1 dways hdp close up.”

Yes, hedid, and that wasn't what bothered Magiere. For dl 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 dept contentedly by the fire, curled in a huge slver ball. With hdf the lamps and candles in the
room snuffed out, the hearth threw its dim red light across the room, reflecting off Leesil’s yelow-white
har and smooth skin. It suddenly occurred to Magiere that she redly had no idea how old her partner
was. With mixed blood, he'd likdy live longer than a human, but then she had no idea how long
full-blooded dves lived.

“Wel, let’s clean up then and go to bed,” she said.

“You go on up, Miss,” Caeb said in his perpetudly cdm voice. “Y ou've been working harder than
anyone. WE |l get things closed down.”

She glanced at Leesil, who nodded and stood up.
“Yes, go on, and I'll lend them ahand,” he said. I’ ve been stting long enough.”

The pink tinge of his eyes and dmog indiscernible dur in his voice suggested he'd dready had more
then a cup or two, but she fdt too tired to argue and headed for the stairs. Chap awoke and Stretched as
Lees| went to break up the fire. Caleb and Beth-rae went into the kitchen. All in dl, it was a typicd late
night & the tavern, a least for as long as Magiere had been there.

Insgde the darker night of the aley across from The Sea Lion, Ratboy crouched beside Rashed and
watched the last glimmers of light in the windows fade out. Rashed stared down hard a him.

“No feading a dl, and no bodies if possible,” Rashed sad for the third time. “Do you understand?
Jugt watch the common room and be ready to asss me if needed. | will enter through an updtairs
window and break her neck while she's degping. If you have to kill, then so be it—but no noise, no
disturbance. W