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Magiere the dhampir thinks that her nights of hunting vampires are over. After settling down in her newly
adopted village of Miiska—now vampire-free thanks to her and her hdf-df partner, Leesl—she looks
forward to quiet days tending to her tavern.

But far away in the capitd dty of Bea, a prominent councilman’s daughter has been found dead on her
own doorstep...and dl sgns point to a vampire. Knowing that the battered and burned village of Miiska
could use an infuson of cash, Bela's town council offers a generous bounty to the dhampir if she will day
their vampire. Magiere ressts, wanting nothing more than to forget her past and ignore her haf-vampire
nature. Only Lees| can persuade Magiere to follow her destiny—before more innocents are daimed by
darkness.

Praisefor Barb and J. C. Hendee' s Dhampir

“ Dhampir maintains a high level of excitement through interesting characters, both heroes and villaing
caliding in well-written action scenes. Instead of overloading us with their world-building and the maps
and glossaries typicd of so much fantasy, the Hendees provide well-rounded characters that go a lot
further than maps in making a livdy fantasy world.”


D:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

— The Denver Post

“Take Anita Blake, vampire hunter, and drop her into a standard fantasy world and you might end up
with something like this exciting first novd.... A well-conceived imeagined world, some nagty villains and a
very engaging hero move this one into the winner’s column.”

— Chronicle

“This Buffy-like story in amedieva setting won't disappoint vampire aficionados.”
— Booklist
“Barb and J. C. Hendee have written a refreshingly innovative horror novel.... The plot is meaty and juicy
with unexpected turns so that readers are anticipating the next surprise.”
— Midwest Book Review

“With its complex heroes, refreshingly multifaceted villains, and carefully choreographed fight scenes, this
nove opened a broad new world. Wel done.”

—Mindy L. Klasky

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

He neither relished nor anticipated the task at hand. It was Smply one more step upon the path, and
he had dways been capable of doing whatever was necessary.

Street lanterns, lit by the night watch, hung from high posts and building-Sde iron mounts a more
regular intervas dong this street than other places in the king's city. Dim light shimmered on wet
cobblestone rather than packed earth, on stone dwellings instead of wettle and daub or timber buildings
Thiswas an dite didrict, where gentry, dignitaries, and dty offidds lived just outsde the wals of the
cadtle grounds. Light, warmth, and an aura of comfort flowed out between hdf-drawn curtains hanging in
windows with actud glass panes. Here, at night, al was serene.

He watched the street from a sde corner, making certain no guard or watchman would pass by
anytime soon, then stepped dong the cobblestones a a quiet pace.

Night air was seasoned with the wet scent of the bay on the city’s west side. The cool breeze carried
some chill, but he did not notice the cold. Still, he shifted the long black wool cloak closer about him. Its
dark color, mdting into the night, protected him from errant gazes by any occupant peering out a window
before sdtling to bed. He tugged his black lambskin gloves, flexing his fingers until the materid was
smoothed comfortably in place.

Arriving a the house he sought, he entered the iron yard-gate and waked up the path. His hand
rested gently on a side railing as he climbed the three stone steps to the large front door. Ornate ash
wood was stained in multiple tones to accent detailed doves and vines a patient artisan had carved in its
pands. Two lanterns glowed to ether sde of the door. He reached up and twisted their knobs, firg the
right then the left, until the wicks retreated and their light dimmed just short of going out atogether.
Grasping the large brass knocker ring, he announced his arriva with two raps and no more.

Moments passed. The door cracked open.

A young feminine face peered out. She was amdl for sixteen, with dark brown ringlets hanging to her
shoulders and a dress of muted lavender with light saffron trim. Her expresson was hestant at fird, but
then she amiled with warm recognition.

He knew she would answer. Her father was away this same midweek evening, playing faro with other
gentlemen and nohility. This young one dways took pity on their overworked servants, giving them a
secret night off without her father's knowledge. She was done in her house, in the quietest, mogt
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respectable of neighborhoods.
“Oh, Father ign't home tonight,” she said. “He's gone to the Knight's House for cards again.”

He did not answer her. His left hand shot out, gripped the back of her neck, and jerked her toward
his open mouth.

She heaved in a breath but never released it.

He bit her exposed throat before her hands could push a him, elongated canines snking through her
skin. His jaws snapped closed as he ripped away flesh to expose open veins. Pain and trauma paralyzed
her body, and there was no way she could scream. Her hands, dmogt to his chest, dropped limp in
gpasms.

Her weight was nothing, and he supported it by the hand clamped about her neck. Her heartbeat
dowed, its rhythm shdlow and irregular, so he shook her until the blood flowed fredy. It soaked her
collar, spreading from the wound, and he watched the red seep into her bodice and across her chest, and
downward over her shoulder until it ran dong her left arm to drip from her dender finger. The heartbeat
weakened urtil even he could not hear it anymore. He watched as her eyes grew cold and vacant. A
ringlet of brown hair adhered to the wet flesh on her throat as her head rolled in his grip.

With his free hand, he ripped her dress open, exposng the bloodstained white shift she wore
underneath. He shredded that as wdl and dropped her body upon the porch like a soiled, broken doll.
Tumning, he walked back out the front geate to the street, stopping briefly to check both ways. Once
certain the path was clear, he returned the way he had come.

Fishing a handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped his mouth.
The coming days had been successfully set in motion.

Chapter 1

It was the place he/ d nearly died, and here he returned every day before dawn.

Lees| stood swesting in the forest dearing’s cold air, surrounded by sparse-limbed, shaggy firs The
aun had crested the high eastern tree ling, and winking sparks of sunlight skipped between ocean wave
tops below to the west. Along the shdlow bay’s coasta edge sat the amdl port town of Miiska, its
rooftops brightened by the dawn.

White-blond hair matted flat to Leesl’s neck, shoulders, and his narrow face, letting the blunt tips of
his oblong ears peek out. Faded but Hill visble scars lined his tan-colored throat and the lower right side
of hisjaw. The thin beige cotton shirt dung to his back, and his feet fdt wet with perspiration in the soft
legther boots. Breathing hard, he scowled in irritation, wiping awvay sweat running into his eyes. He
shivered briefly. The chill of a late-autumn morning encouraged him to keep moving for warmth.

“Valhachkasg’a!” he muttered, though not completely certain of its meaning.

His mother—Nein'a, Father had caled her—would whisper it under her bresth when angered or
frudtrated, or when she cut hersdf accidentaly while sharpening a blade. Her narrow, triangular face of
gmooth caramd skin would wrinkle dightly, and high, thin wisps of white-blond eyebrows would cinch
together in a scowl as she shifted unconscioudy into her native Elvish.

She refused to teach Leesl her language, and her large, danted eyes would narrow whenever he
asked. At her occasond dips, he'd ligened carefully to the way she spoke and slently mouthed the



words in turn, trying to unravel ther meening. Leesl had heard enough foul excdlamations in varied
tongues to guess at the meaning of this exclamation. Childhood obsession became unconscious habit. A
few times, she had spoken his name with strange inflection— Leshil—and more than once referred to him
or hersdf as * anmaglahk,” but he never unraveled its meaning.

Shaking off the memory, Lees| returned to training, collgpsing low in a buckled crouch. His right leg
shot out to the Sde.

Momentum pulled him into a backward spin toward his outstretched leg, body pivoting quickly on his
left foot. When hisright hed had traced one-third of a circle, it bit into the dearing’s earth.

His torso soun around, and both arms swung over to his right Sde. Hands dapped fla agang the
ground to brace hisweight, and hisleft leg whipped upward.

Today hetrained later man ever before. There was so much to remember, to relearn, and it was the
last morming he could dip out done before anyone, induding his companion, Magiere, arose for the day.
Ther routine would soon ghift to nightlife again, as they fdl back into ther roles as the owners and
proprietors of the Sea Lion tavern. She would handle the bar, while he ran the card games a thar faro
table.

He looked down the dope to the town again, his gaze sdttling upon the nearest building with its new
roof, new everything, rebuilt from the ground up. The fresh cedar shakes looked too vibrant amidg the
other westhered rooftops. The new Sea Lion tavern was findly finished.

Farther up the shordline before the amdl docks was a large empty plot of burned earth between
surrounding buildings. The vacancy was eedlly three times the sze of any other building in the town.
Although the structure’ s charred remains had been cleared away, months of fdl weather hadn’'t washed
the blackened gtain from the ground where once stood Miiskda's largest warehouse. It had burned to ash
and cinders.. .. burned down by Leesl.

He looked back to the Sea Lion once more. It, too, had been a charred patch, but was now reborn
from the ashes, a little bigger and certainly brighter than its bleached and wind-worn predecessor. It
would be home once again for im and Magiere, and for their dog, Chap, as well.

And somewhere benegth it lay the powdered bones of mongers.

But not the one who' d been herein the forest dearing and nearly crushed the life out of him. Not the
one he'd let dip away.

He pictured in his mind the three undeads he and Magiere had faced. Two were destroyed, but the
last, Ratboy, had escaped.

Lees| turned to the cdearing's east Sde, where a large, scarred fir tree stood. Each morning he
brought a amdl box wrapped in canvas salldoth and set it at the tree's base. The fir was old and solid,
and wind and rain had carried away oil, exposng lumps of deep roots. One bare patch revealed where
bark had been torn away and alower limb was raggedly broken off. These injuries were not so old.

The undead of Miiska were gone. All three of them, but this brought Lees| no rdlief.
It wasn't over. He couldn’t tdl thisto Magiere, who wasn't ready to hear it. Not just yet.

Crossng to the scarred fir, Lees| unrolled the sall scrap to reved the long box of dark wood, its
length equd to hisforearm. It was flat enough to dip indgde a baggy shirt without leaving much of a bulge.
A flick of fingertips opened the lid, and his shoulders knotted in apprehension at its contents, gifts from
his mother on his seventeenth birthday so many years ago.

Insde lay weapons and tools the like of which could never be bought openly from a weaponer or
metalworker. Ther origin unknown to him, Lees| could only guess they’d come from his mother’'s
people, though why the dves would make such things he couldn’t imagine.



He studied the digagteful items. A garrote, its handles and wire of the same metd as his good diletto,
both a tone brighter than slver. A smdl curved blade that could be palmed but would esslly cut through
flesh and bone. And insde the lid behind a foldout cover, arow of a dozen thin struts, wires, and hooks,
agan of the same metd, and suitable for picking any lock. The find item was a hilt that matched the
better of histwo sheathed dilettos. Its blade was missing, snapped off a finger's breadth from the guard.

Lees| picked up the bladeless hilt, and a rush of unwanted memories hit him.

Ratboy, the filthy undead street youth, brown eyes dhining with hate and triumph. In Leesl’s
pain-fogged vison that night, the little monster had looked so human.

“Perhaps we could cdl this a draw?’ Leesl had joked, trying to sound confident. “I promise not to
hurt you.”

Ratboy’ s sharp festures made his amile seem out of place and pasted on.
“Oh, but I want to hurt you.”

The dusty undead hopped like a rat legping at a larger opponent, and kicked Leesl in the chest.
Leesl’s ribs cracked audibly as he was thrown hdfway across the dearing. Before his vison cleared,
Reatboy crossed the distance to snatch him by the shirt.

As Lees| was pulled to his feet, he curled his hands up and flicked open the holding straps of the
sheaths on his forearms. Stilettos dropped into each hand. He thrust both hilt-deep into Ratboy’ s Sdes.

“One good ... turn for another,” he gasped out, and then wrenched the hilts downward.

Benesth the sound of Ratboy’s cracking ribs came a muffled metd dink. The right blade snapped,
sending ajar through Leesl’s am and into his battered body. Ratboy’s mouth gaped, soundless beneath
wide eyes, and heflung Lees| at the trunk of the old fir.

The lowest branch shattered as Leesl fdl across it on his way down to the forest floor. Impact with
the ground sent so much pain through his body that it became distant and unredl, and he dropped his one
whole blade and the hilt of the other. Clutching at the ground, he gripped the severed hdf of the branch.
When Ratboy came again, Leedl |et the vampire s own momentum and weight do the work.

Ratboy pulled himsdf up and sumbled back, face filled with anguish and fear as he clutched at the
branch protruding right of center from his chest.

“Leesl! Where are you?’
A voice cdled out Leesl’s name, but Ratboy’ s gaping mouth had not moved. Haf-impaed, the dusty

undead bolted into the forest before Magiere broke into the clearing. Leesl lay on the ground trying to
day conscious.

The wiry, filthy little vampire had escaped.

And now, months later, Lees| looked over the indruments in his box. He dropped the bladeless hilt
and picked up the garrote, looping it as he gripped the handles. With a quick jerk, he pulled it tight. The
wire snapped draight, and a thrumming tone filled the ar with a vibration that made Leesl’s somach
lurch.

Timeto relearn lessons from his mother and father, to reclam part of a sckening heritage. There had
been so many nights when he drank himsdf to degp so dreams of a nightmare childhood couldn’'t wake
him. But he would never again be caught soill prepared.

Because it wasn't over.

Rumors would dip quietly dong in one direction or another. He and Magiere had wanted a quiet life
in Miiska, but word of her deeds would reach the desperate. They'd freed Miiska, a whole smdl port
town on the main coastal shipping route of the Belaski kingdom. And they’d done it right out in the open.



Magiere, hunter of the undead, would never be dlowed any laging peace.

Lees| dropped the garrote into the box, shut it, and wrapped it in the sal scrap. He gathered his
bundle and turned toward town, and the new Sea Lion tavern, where Magiere might now be preparing
for their opening night. He wished he could speak to her, tdl of his fears for her and how much he
wanted to protect her from what he knew was coming. But that was just one more thing she wasn't
ready to hear.

“Oh, Magiere ...” he whispered sadly, heading down the forest dope toward their new home. “It's
never going to be over—not now. And you can’t even see, can you?’

After months in this smdl port town, Magiere never tired of hearing waves lgp upon the shore. It
puzzled her that she'd lived nearly dl of her twenty-five years so far inland, only recently discovering her
love of exiding on the edge of an ocean. Not given to romantic notions, she now found the sea a mydica
welsaring of life The salt-laden ar was cdeansing. She waked with long strides dong the docks toward
asmdl warehouse.

Black tresses pulled back with a leather thong, she fdt the tal swing like a pendulum between her
shoulders. She cared littleif people stared at the sun-sparked scarlet glintsin her hair. Like a birthmark,
they were smply part of her now. She rardy wore her leather hauberk anymore, preferring the soft
comfort of dark breeches, aloose white shirt, and an oversize leather vest. Her two smdl amulets hung in
plan dght around her neck—one a smple topaz set in pewter, and the other a hdf ova of bone set
agang atin backing.

At her dde trotted Chap, tdl and wolfish of builld with dSlver fur and tranducent blue eyes.
Occasondly, the dog’'s ears perked and his gaze darted quickly about the crowd of dockworkers,
bargemen, and loca merchants. But nothing seemed important enough for him to balt off on his own, so
ghe didn’'t worry about him. She couldn’t say the same for Leedl.

Her hdf-dven partner had taken to disgppearing before dawn into the wooded hills above the south
end of town. Magiere had no ideawhy or what he did there done, but she somehow fdt reluctant to ask.
She' d taken careful note of his return each morning and, by that measure, he was late. Today of dl days,
his presence would be ussful. At least that was the reason she hed on to when she peered between
buildings to the tree-coated dope south of town.

Ther tavern had been burned little more than two moons past. With the townsfalk’s help, the Sea
Lion had been rebuilt. She'd ordered two casks of wine, three barrels of de, and stocks for the kitchen
inanticipation of heavy patronage. Tonight would be the grand reopening.

When she'd stopped by the tavern to check on the stores, nothing had been ddivered. Not a
tankard’s worth. Lees| was better—more tactful, he would say—at deding with such matters, but she'd
waited until nearly noon for his return, and then decided to take mattersinto her own hands.

Chap bounded away to siff a a stack of crates. An old man nearby, sewing up a net, looked down.
The dog lifted hismuzzein reply, and the man reached in his pocket to pull out a tuft of jerky and toss it
into the air. Chap caught it, barely chewing before the morsd was down his throat. He barked once, tall
switching expectantly across the dock planks.

“Chap,” Magiere cdled out. “Come on.”

The old man laughed, holding up empty hands as a 9gn he had nothing more to offer. Chap’s tall
stopped, and he let out a groaning whine, hanging his head in pitiful disgppointment.

Magiere had the strange notion the hound might well have learned this ploy from waiching Leesl
wheedle extra cream cakes at thar friend Karlin's bakery. She closed her eyes briefly.



“Chap, enough begging!”

At Magiere's indgent tone, the hound loped after her, and she headed down the waterfront.
Sometimes Chap displayed gartling inteligence.

And sometimes he just acted like a dog.

As she approached the run-down warehouse, the number of dockworkers seemed fewer than
normd. Too few. People were everywhere dong the docks, more than she'd seen in the past, but it was
different. So many new faces made up the surplus, and that made her srangdy anxious.

Amidgt common waterfront faces were now others. Merchants were present, but not dl of them were
meking arrangements with warehouses, as was standard practice. Instead, they haggled directly with
outgoing barge masters and mates of amdl ships that bothered to stop in this lesser port.

Peddlers actudly worked the dockside, and farmers tried to engage merchants and traders directly
with wagons full of bundles and bales.

Magiere watched men and a few women haul and stack crates and barrels and bundles. They seemed
shabby, thin, and more tired than she'd seen before, or perhaps she'd just never pad atention until
today. For some reason she couldn’t pin down, she fdt responsible.

Before she'd come to Miiska, her life conssted of cheeting peasants out of anything vaugble they
possessed and then moving on. She and Lees| had earned therr living by traveling from village to villagein
theinlands of the northeastern country of Stravina—or anyplace where peasants died of illness or other
unexplained cause. She convinced the inhabitants that they were plagued by an undead and that she, the
hunter, the dhampir, could save them for a price. At night, Leesl would masquerade as a ghost-white
mongter, “the vampire,” appearing in the village pathway to dart in and out of the darkness between ther
homes. In aviolent battle, Magiere would “stake’ him, and the village was saved.

But congtant travel and uncertainty became too much. She' d secretly saved enough profit to purchase
atavern sght unseen in thislittle coastal town. She wanted peace and quiet and to spend the rest of her
days amply running a tavern with Leesl. How ironic that turned out to be. A fake and chesat, playing
hunter of the dead, she’'d bought a tavern in likdy the only town in Belaski with a trio of undeads nestled
inits midd.

And worse, her rumored reputetion followed her to spread dowly through Miiska Everyone
expected her to have the kill and knowledge to fight such creatures, and the vampires themsdves
believed she'd come to hunt them. Unable to avoid this conflict, she destroyed two of the undeads,
induding their leader, Rashed.

Now, Magiere looked back down the waterfront. She'd actudly walked right past the charred earth
today and not even noticed the vacancy. Leedl had burned Miiska's largest warehouse, covering their
retreat from the undeads hiding place in order to save her life But Leesl’s action had other
consequences.

Rashed may have been a mongter masguerading among the townsfolk, but it ssemed he'd dso had a
head for business. His warehouse had employed many dockworkers as wel as beng the mainday of
export for the locd area.

Magiere findly recognized the source of her seemingly pointless guilt.
“Moveit, you lazy gruntd” shouted a foreman in a deeveless shirt. “There are plenty around to take
your placeif you can't keep up.”

She and Lees| had saved the town from its undead plague, but without Rashed's establishment for
competition, the two other smdler warehouse owners could now pay workers substandard wages for
longer hours, as wel as choke off the prices for abundant goods with less opportunity for storage and



export. Anyone who protested was dismissed. There were Smply more workers then jobs, and worse,
more business than these amdl warehouses could handle. People watched therr livdihood go to waste or
be bought out for low return.

Magiere tried to take no further notice. She had a business of her own to manage. She grabbed a
ragged worker by the shirtdeeve.

“Where s Master Poyesk?’

The men stared at her in exhaudtion, and his eyes narrowed dightly as his back sraightened. She
reelized that he recognized her and met his gaze without flinching. A long moment passed, until the slence
was too much.

He pointed toward the warehouse' s doors. “Insde”

Magiere nodded, and Chap followed as she entered the dimly lit building. She choked on the dust
while her eyes adjusted to the decreased light. Crates of wool, casks of de, and other packaged goods
lined the wdls. She spotted a short, weasdl-faced man writing on atorn bit of parchment.

“Master Poyesk!” Magiere caled out with an edge of anger.
Poyesk turned, dightly surprised by her presence. “Midress Magiere” he said in an ally tone. “I was
expecting your partner.”

Although he was dressed like a merchant in a burgundy vevet tunic, PoyesKk’s teeth were ydlowed,
hishar greasy, and his nose pockmarked. Magiere was too irritated to be revolted.

“If you' re expecting my partner, then you know why I'm here,” she stated. “My tavern opens tonight,
but my stocks haven't been delivered. | paid in advance, so what isthe deay?’

He st the parchment on a nearby crate and rubbed his hands together, smiling gpologeticaly.

“Yes, but as you see, business has been dow in Miiska of late. Fewer ships come to trade and there
are S0 many workers to employ. My overhead isdimbing by the day.”

Confused, Magiere wondered where this was leading.
“| pad the ddivery fee aswel,” she added.
He paused asif weighing his words, and tapped one finger lightly againgt hislips.

“Of course, but there are other considerations. With so few handling dl of Miiska's trade these days,
| have to consider who to serve firg based on which customers are most... profitable” He shrugged, as if
there were nathing he could do. “Otherwise, | won't have the coin to pay workers to serve the next
customer.”

Poyesk’ s meaning settled upon Magiere,

Leesl would handle this differently, but he wasn’t here. She reached to her hip for the fachion’s hilt,
but that wasn't here either. She' d stopped wearing it around town in broad daylight.

“Areyou asking for a bribe?’ she said. “Y ou want a bribe to deliver goods I ve dready purchased ...
with a ddivery fee paid in advance?’

She heard Chap growl softly at Poyesk, the low sound ralling up his throat to vibrate through
half-exposed teeth. Master Poyesk didn't react, picking up his parchment again to return to business as
usud.

“Setting your dog on me won't get you your de.”

Magiere was about to explain what she could do with a balling hook and his various body cavities,
when afamiliar voice caled out from behind her.



“Ah, there you are, Magiere. Cdeb sad you' d come down here.”

Magiere turned to see two familiar men entering the warehouse, Karlin Boigiesque, the town’s baker,
and Darien Tomik, constable and head of the guard.

Karlin's presence usudly put her at ease. Portly, smooth headed, and dways smeling of clove-spiced
soap, he was more than just a baker. He now served on the town council and had been her man
advocate in getting the town to rebuild her tavern. He was a good man to the core and her friend. She
didn't have many friends.

Darien, on the other hand, she didn’'t know well. He struck her as competent and quiet, though he
hadn’t held his position long. Tdl to the point of being lanky, he stood dmost a head above Kalin and
gazed serioudy a her. She redized her face must be flushed with anger.

“Thislittle weasdl just asked me for a bribe to deliver an order I've dready paid for,” she snapped.
Darien looked at Poyesk and asked softly, “Isthis true?’

“Uh, no... | think Migtress Magiere misunderstood.” Poyesk became dightly nervous. “I was
explaining that her ddivery had to be moved into the afternoon schedule. We ' re running behind today.”

“Behind ... something, certainly,” Magiere snapped, her hand ill on her hip.

Karlin settled one thick pam on Magiere' s shoulder in a friendly manner. Darien stepped in on her
other side. The quiet, dour constable was appropriately outfitted in lesther hauberk, sheathed short
sword, and asmdl cudgd tucked in his belt.

“But dl iswdl now?’ Karlin asked, polite and jovid. “You'll send her order this afternoon?’

Poyesk smiled with yellowed teeth and backed farther away. “Yes, of course. Shéll have everything
well before dusk.”

Magiere redized Darien's presence made Master Poyesk extremey nervous, more so than seemed
appropriate for one attempt a gouging a customer. Darien’s attitude stepped beyond mere disapproval
from atown congtable. She wondered who else Poyesk was attempting to extort and fdt less indined to
let the Stuation drop so eadly. Karlin, however, gave a dight tug on her shoulder, and began rushing her
toward the doors. Darien hesitated before following. Magiere glanced back at Poyesk.

“l hope there won't be any further misunderstandings to straighten out. And you'd better hope my
partner, Leesl, doesn't comeinmy place.”

Master Poyesk only amiled again.
Magiere shidded her eyes from the bright sunlight as they emerged from the warehouse.
“It's fortunate you two happened dong,” she said, blinking as she lowered her hand.

Karlin didn’'t answer and walked dowly down the waterfront. She and Darien fdl into step beside the
baker.

“All right, you going to tel me what's going on?’ she asked.

Darien remained slent, and Karlin rolled his shoulders as if shifting an irritating shirt seam to a more
comfortable postion.

“We went to speak with you at the Sea Lion,” Karlin began dowly. “When Caeb sad you'd gone to
the docks, we thought we' d take awak and see if we could find you.”

“And you did,” Magiere added. “1s anything wrong?’

“Yes and no,” he answered. “You mug be aware that things have changed in Miiska of late. When
you and Leesll... when Rashed' s warehouse was burned, the town’'s economy was atered.”



She took adow breath. Agan, everything came back to Rashed's warehouse.

“Where we once had a surplus of money,” Darien cut in, his voice even but hard, “is now a nearly
empty purse. The amdl warehouses like Poyesk’s are daiming they earn no profit, and months ago, town
funds were drained in hdping those who logt livdihoods after the fire. We have dmaost no community
aurplus left from taxes.”

Magiere kept stride, but she was uncertain why they wanted to chat with her about problems with the
town’s treasury.

“What isit you think | can do about this?’ she asked.
“Pay your back taxes,” Karlin said planly.

Magiere came to a sudden stop, looking in confuson between the corpulent baker and the lanky
town congtable. “Back taxes?’

“Theré's a tax for trade and busness, which in turn is Solit between community funds and what's
owed to the kingdom. Fortunately, we're a free township and don’t pay a percentage to a locd fief. Of
course, you would know that. It's just that you've been s0 hdpful to Miiska that the councll never
thought it right to ings. But we're in a crigs, and everyone mus do their share. Now that you're
reopening, we can expect a payment from the Sea Lion aswdl.”

Among dl the reasons Karlin would need to speak with her, thiswas the lagt thing Magiere expected.
Why had no one ever mentioned this before?

For ridding Miiska of undeads, she and Lees| had been gifted some payment, but nearly dl of that
hed gone into rebuilding the Sea Lion. She'd used up the remainder restocking to open for business. She
couldn't tel thisto Karlin and Darien, though.

“Lees| handles our account sheets,” shelied, dearing her throat. “I'll need to speak with him.”

“Of course” Karlin nodded. “We know you're just reopening and things might be a bit scattered. |
mugt be off now, at any rate. A town council meeting was cdled this afternoon over a letter from Bela
Apparently, the news it contains warrants an immediate discussion, but I'll stop by the tavern tonight.”

Darien gave a nod of acknowledgment and farewel and headed into town. Karlin patted her on the
shoulder before fallowing him.

Magiere watched her own feet step dong the waterfront planks. Where was Leesl, indeed, now that
she needed him?

She passed beyond the commotion of the docks and turned inward to the closest street pardlding the
shore. Shops around her grew dense and more closdly connected, sde streets occasondly reaching
inward to the heart of town. Her somach was in knots. She had until evening to come up with taxes on
the Sea Lion. Miiska was in trouble, and she and Lees| were patidly responsible. The least they could
do was pay their fair share. But how?

She passed the stable down the road from the tavern and saw Lila the cobbler’s wife, waking
toward her. A large woman with a mass of burnished auburn hair, she carried a basket of bread loaves
and fruit. It was a chearful Sght, as if some part of the world were cdm enough to smply worry about
pies and apple butter. Lila smiled when she spotted Magiere. Not everyone blamed her and Leesl for
Miiska s troubles.

As Lila passed an open dleyway, two teenage boys burst out, as if they’d been lying in wait for a
passerby. For a heartbeat Magiere froze in disodief.

The fird swung his fig and caught Lila across the jaw. She dropped indantly in a heap on the dry,
dugty street. The second grabbed the basket and turned to flee. All the day’ s frudtrations found welcome



releasein Magiere' s anger.
“Chap, get him!” she shouted as she took off after the first boy.

He was fast but didn’t notice Magiere until too late. She snatched him by the shirt collar, soun him
around, and flung him up againg the cobbler shop’s wall.

The boy turned as if ready to fight, but he looked terrified, breath coming in ragged gasps and eyes
wild with panic. His collarbone poked sharply out of a ripped shirt. His raised figs were bony at the ends
of thin arms. At mog, he was fifteen years old.

Magiere s anger drained indantly, and she heard Lilacdling out her name.

Hestant to take her eyes off the fird boy, Magiere glanced quickly toward the stout woman, who
was pulling a Chap.
“Magiere, hdp me. Cdl him off,” Lila shouted.

Magiere stepped back, watching the firgt boy until she was at a safe distance. She had little choice but
to let her quarry go and run back to Lila

Chap snarled and barked at the other thief pinned againg a pile of empty crates blocking an dley.
Magiere saw that the dog wasn't trying to harm the boy but merdly make enough of a show that the
young thief would cower down and be dill. Lila, on the other hand, didn't know Chap wel enough to
understand what was happening.

“Cdl him off,” Lilarepeated. “They’'re just hungry boys.”
“Chap, that’s enough,” Magiere said. “Leave hm be.”

The dog snarled once more and pulled back next to Magiere. The boy whimpered softly, rolled to his
feet, and started running.

“Wiait, take this” Lilacdled out. She hdd out aloaf of bread from the fdlen basket.
The boy never looked back and disappeared down a Sde street.

Magiere stared at Lila's swallen jaw. It would be black and purple tomorrow. “You're trying to feed
the thief who attacked you?’

Lila's expresson grew sad, so sad that Magiere fdl slent.

“They're jugt children, and they’re hungry,” Lila said softly. “There' s not even enough work for ther
parents, if they have any, so how can they feed themsdves?’

Magiere had no response. The knot in her somach tightened as she escorted Lila safely home.
Turning away, she headed back toward the south end of town, Chap beside her.

The Sea Lion was nestled at the base of a amdl, forested peninsula forming the southern side of the
bay. Stout and deanly cut plank wals, freshly whitewashed shutters, and an ornate sgn depicting a sea
lion riding an ocean wave greeted her as she stood outside her reborn establishment. The front door was
shaped from solid oak this time, with iron bars and locks that Leesl had requested. Enough fair-grade
glass panes had been found for the upper-floor windows, and shutters were in place on the ground floor.
The whole of the place was a least hdf again as long as its previous incarnation and shone like a new
copper coinin the sunlight. Even in hard times, people spent whét little they could afford for the comfort
of dein good company by awam hearth. The Sea Lion farly burst with promise of laughter and profit.
But at the moment, Magiere did not fed like laughing.

Chap scurried to the front door and sat waiting, but Magiere held back.

Somewhere ingde, old Caleb, the caretaker they'd inherited, was likdy putting things in order. Little
Rose, his granddaughter, would be playing in her new bedroom, probably waiting for Chap, her favorite



“pull-toy.”

Thisday dready weighed too heavily upon Magiere. She could imagine the activity that would grow
through the afternoon, until the place opened for business.

The lagt time she'd taken on the role of bartender, both Miiska's desperate townsfolk and the
vampires they feared had found her too easily. The memory, as wel as the reveations about hersdf that
had emerged, dill haunted her. In facing the truth behind her life of deception and lies, Magiere had dso
faced more of hersdf than she'd ever wanted to know. In the presence of vampires, rage and strength
filled her until she began to change, manifedting attributes only vampires themselves possessed ... canines
eongating to fangs amid sharpening teeth ... hedling hersdlf by drinking mortal blood. It terrified her, even
though it became necessary both to her own surviva and to protect Leesl. And they had grown closer
during the crigis.

Magiere fet suddenly cold and exposed.

In the aftermath, Lees| was s0 badly injured that dl she could do was care for him until he could walk
again. During that time, they didn’t speak much of their experience together, because she decided it was
best to put it dl behind them.

He began dipping away by himsdf each morning. Perhaps that was best. Her cool manner was
obvioudy troubling him, but hislife had been endangered because of his connection to her, and a certain
distance was for his own good. A londy thought, but true.

Magiere looked southward across the coastal road out of town and up to the forested hills that lay
inland. Lees| was late.

“Advance” Chane indructed, trying not to yawn from tedium, “and again. No, master, keep your
blade levd and then settle your weight back. Do not lean into your front leg.” He laaly parried but did not
take advantage of the blatant opening his opponent had left again—and again.

Toret, his pupil in swordplay and his master indl else, hdted in frustration.

“My sword issraight!” he snapped. His voice echoed off the walls of the enlarged cdlar cleared for
thar usein training and other clandestine pursuits. “Why do you keep repesting that?’

Thar three-story stone house resided in the upper-class quarters of Bela, the kingdom capitd of
Bdaski and its mgor port of cal. Acceptable and perhaps extravagant by middle-class standards, it was
not what Chane had been used to inlife. The city’s population was- so diverse dmost anyone could fit in.
However, snce he' d risen from death, Chane fdt nothing but out of place in his master’s company.

A recent Noble Dead, or vampire specificdly, Chane dill understood the walls between classes. In
mortd life, he had been aminor noble of an outlying barony, familiar with the politics and socid dtrategies
customary among the gentry. And now—as in most of his conscious moments—he assisted his crestor,
his master, in devating himsdf. That contradiction, as well as the contrast between them, was so beyond
comic it struck Chane as absurd rather than amusing.

Chane was tdl, with thick auburn har cut jus below his ears. Dark ginger breeches and a
midnight-blue tunic were tallor-cut for him, framing broad shoulders over a long torso. Huent in four
languages, with a noble's education and sdlf-schooled in less acknowledged arts, he handled a long
sword asif born to it.

Herein lay the contemptible irony of this new existence with his master .

Toret was thin-armed, seeming a youth no more than seventeen years, and smdl for the age. Even
scrubbed clean, his skin was tinted as though covered in a congtant layer of filth. His dirt-brown hair



stuck out in tufts and cowlicks. He bore scars on one wrigt and his cheek. He conversed wel enough in
Bdaskian, the common language throughout most of the region, and seemed to speak the vulgar tongue
of the Suman Empire across the ocean and far to the south. But despite this, so far, he could bardly read
or write any language, regardless of tutelage. His expensive burgundy brocade tunic made him look like a
houseboy playing dress-up while the manor lord was away.

But Toret had trapped and turned Chane, pulled him from degth into servitude. Now Chane could not
refuse the amdler undead's most menid whim. Once created, a vampire could not refuse its master.
Chane was adave.

“No, magter,” he said with forced politeness. “Your blade is not straight, and you throw your weight
too far. Observe me”

Chane stepped precisdy through three connected advances but did not believe for a moment that
Toret would catch the finer details.

“Wel, | think you're doing ... splendidly!” came a high-pitched voice from across the cellar.

Both Toret’s and Chane' s attention shifted toward the voice. Chane suppressed a sneer of disgust as
their household's third member forced her presence into his awvareness. Toret smiled, exposng sraight
but lightly stained teeth.

“My sweet,” Toret said with relish. “Have you been shopping?’
Houncing toward them was another painful redity of Chane's new exisence: Sapphire.

Some would find her dluring or desirable, in a vulgar way, but to Chane she was the most repulsve
cresture to invade his existence, before or after his death.

Sapphire wore a low-cut satin gown so gartlingly pink it might be caled magenta, and dark blond
curls sculpted into sausage ringlets framed her round and often pouting face. Red-stained lips stood out
between her smooth, pale cheeks, while gaudy ruby earrings that could feed a large village dangled from
her earlobes. No matter how much money Toret heaped upon her for dathing and jewery, she retained
the appearance of a wdl-pad but tasteless prostitute. Her only untainted feature was a set of bright
sapphire eyes, and hence the name Toret had given her.

To think of this creature as a Noble Dead was a congtant source of disquieting irony. But when Toret
looked at her, Chane saw in his master’s hungry eyes that she might as wel have been the queen of the
Fay. It was nauseating, and reminded Chane of a childhood time when hisfamily’s cook served a sdmon
left unprepared too long in the summer heat. Chane had spent three days kneding over a bucket.

“Splendidly?” Chane said, masking the sarcasm in his voice. “Did you learn a new word today?”

Both Toret and Sapphire blinked once, and she pretended he hadn’t spoken. Chane knew his
companions often had difficulty diginguishing whether he was being polite or insulting.

“Not shopping,” she said to Toret, amiling coyly with atilt of her head as she fingered the front of his
tunic. “To my dressmaker. Charlotte got in some lovdy mustard-ydllow slk, and I've had a new gown
made. Of course, her ideas for the cut were dull, so I've indsted on dterations.”

No doubt, Chane thought, trying not to imagine what overtly provocative choices passed for sylein
such a creature’ s thoughts.

Chane had managed to find bankers, merchants, and dressmakers who remained open for business
far into the evening. Appropriately handled, such requests weren't suspicious in a cdity the sze of Bela
Hdf the gentry he'd known dept dl day and spent dl night in socid politics or discreet debauchery. Toret
and his companions were smply “eccentric” for their late business hours. They paid wdl, and no one
complained.



“Have you fed yet, my dear?’ Toret asked Sgpphire. Clasping her hand, he pressed its pdm firmly
agang his mouth, dosing his eyes hafway.

“No, | was waiting for you.” She smiled at Chane and added, “For both of you.”

Chane nodded as coldly as possible without appearing rude. No matter how badly he treated her, she
played the coquette with him, though never openly enough to annoy Toret. She believed dl men found
her charms irresgtible and congantly played up to this sef-image.

“l want to go to the Rowanwood,” she announced quite happily.
Toret shook his head. “It's too soon.”

Sapphire had a penchant for dite prey, a dangerous indulgence, from Chane's perspective. She fed
on the rich as often as Toret dlowed. The Rowanwood hosted wedthy patrons, if not the most
sophigticated. Chane did appreciate its lush atmosphere, suitable for upper classes looking for a less
duffy night's entertainment. But frequent hunting near a predtigious establishment gained  unwanted
atention.

Sapphire’ s amile faded, replaced by a pout, and Chane steded himsdf. It was time to repesat the ritud
of manipulation.

“Wedl, where do you want to go?’ she asked Toret, her voice pitched so high it hurt Chane's ears.
“Some dockside tavern to feed on ginky fishermen? Do you want to andl de and sweat dl night? |
don’t. | don't! I want to go someplace nicel”

Toret Sghed, waking to the cdlar’ s far wall to place his sword back in the rack.
“Did you hear me?’ Sgpphire caled, astonished at being ignored. “Ratboy! Did you hear me?’

Toret froze in midstep. When he turned, his face was a tight mask of rage, and his dust-colored skin
appeared to turn hoarfrost white.

Ratboy? Chane had no idea why she cdled him that. Perhaps some peasant’s insult? Indeed, it had
an unimagingtive sound. During frequent fits of temper, Sgpphire cdled Toret dl sorts of names and
threw hersdf into sorrowful pouts until he relented to her whims.

Toret snatched a parying dagger from the rack and closed the distance to Sapphire. Before she
could dart away, he gripped her by the throat and pressed the blade’ s point under her chin.

Chane fdt something near to astonishment. It was quite pleasing. HE'd never once seen Toret lay a
hand on Sapphire in anything besides affection or desire.

“We discussed this” Toret hissed. “1 made you, and | can unmake you. You will never cdl me that
agan. Understand?’

Sapphire' s eyes widened as onetiny drop of dark fluid ran down the blade from under her chin.

Chane fdt a moment of pure pleasure a the open terror on Sgpphire's face. The evening was not a
complete waste after dl. The little bitch had given up something new to consider.

Ratboy.

Whatever the meaning, it displeased Toret more than anything Chane could recdl, and this was worth
remembering.

“I'msorry ... Toret,” Sgpphire sammered. “We can go anywhere . . . anyplace you like ... I'm sorry
. .. aywhere”

Toret lowered the blade and dowly released his grip on her throat. He then looked troubled, of
course, perhaps redizing he would later pay for his actions. And pay he would.



Chane kept hisggh of boredom glent. So tedioudy predictable.

“Itsdl right, my dear,” Toret said, his abrupt cam a counterpoint to his rage from a moment ago.
“We can't go to the Rowanwood again so soon ... but we haven't been to the Damask Throne in a
while”

Daggers and thresats forgotten, Sapphire’s face lit up. “Oh, yes, the Damask Throne? That would be
... lendid.”

Chane inwardly groaned. She had learned a new word. After changing into suitable attire, complete
with evening cloak and gloves, he went to fetch a covered carriage for hire.

In the far-past time of the firg king, Bela had conssted of a castle stronghold. Over time, villages
close by spread into towns and then into a surrounding city. The cadtle itsdf grew. As the city spread
outward, new fortification wals were erected for its defense. The king's dty of Bela now conssted of
three wdls that ringed the dty a nearly equd distances from its center castle grounds. Most banks,
munidpa buildings, wedthy homes, and upscale establishments existed within the inner ring wall, where
they were best protected. Though there were man avenues of commerce and city life running from the
center of Bea to the waterfront docks, such as Harbor Street, as one moved outward from the city’s
center, one moved downward in society.

Thenight air was crigp with a rare seaward breeze that pushed back the odors of wood, rope, fish,
st mill, and other harbor samdls. It was a short ride from their home urttil the carriage stopped near the
Damask Throne. Toret assisted Sapphire from the carriage while Chane paid the driver.

Even with large, burning street lamps positioned every thirty paces, the night fdt comfortingly dark.
Chane looked his part of protector inalong wool cloak with the point of his sheathed sword just visble
a the bottom. Toret and Sapphire appeared a wedthy couple.

The carriage moved off down the street, and Sapphire walked toward the luxurious inn while Toret
and Chane waited outside—a typicd game played many times over. Chane crossed his aams and stood
in the shadows. He rardy spoke to Toret unless spoken to first. Toret Sghed, watching Sapphire
disappear ingde the Damask Throne,

“Sheislovdy, ian't she?” he asked.
“Yes, magter,” Chane answered flatly.

In a short time, Sapphire emerged from the inn with a young couple. A femde vicim in the mix
aurprised Chane, as Sgpphire usudly brought out only drunken men, dl ne er-do-wells and blueblood
want-to-bes. But asde from the woman, the couple was no different from a typica set of wel-off
merchants.

“Oh,” Sapphire exclamed to her new companions as they crossed the street. “Here are my friends
now. | told you they’ d be dong soon.”

She introduced the couple as Smask and Luiza. Toret shook the man's hand and politdy greeted the
woman.

“SmasK is the son of a Stravinan winemaker, and he's in Bela on business” Sapphire continued.
“They don’'t know anyonein town, so | offered to show them a few of our evening attractions. But now
that you're here, you can help me entertain them.”

Chane focused upon the woman: in her early twenties, with pale skin and dark hair swept up under a
litle red velvet hat. He was suddenly struck by the growing tingle of hunger. His normd disdainful
thoughts were replaced by images of Luiza's soft, warm throat drawn close to his mouth as pardyzing
fear gained her face. Even now, he could fed the dight and dow shift of his teeth, canines dongaing as
sivabuilt up until he quietly swallowed it down.



One of the few times Chane forgot his unfortunate state of servitude was while he hunted.

Toret gmiled a& Simask. “Come, come. Theré's a much better inn down the dreet cdled the
Rowanwood. The food is excdlent, and they have the best wine cdlar in this part of the country.” He
paused a moment, then feigned a surprised epiphany. “Perhaps you can do business with the proprietor.”

Toret's relaxed and friendly manner put the young couple at ease. They strolled down the Street,
occasondly passing another late evening dtizen enjoying a wak, and once, a city guard who returned
them a palite nod.

Chane remained slent while Sapphire and Toret chatted avay with Smask and Luiza They turned
onto a doping road toward a merchant didtrict outside the inner wall. The area had grown unfashionable
over the years, and after hours was dl but deserted. Chane was amogt bored by the time Smask
suddenly stopped and looked around, redizing the street lamps had grown scarce, the buildings were
dark, and there were no other people about.

“Did we miss the Rowanwood?’ he asked. “Perhaps we went too far.”

Without warning, Toret grabbed him. He dammed Smask hard againg the clay-plaster wdl of a
closad shop.

Chane had long since ceased being surprised by his smdl master’s speed and strength. Toret’s lips
curled back to reved eongated canines. He exhaed into Simask’ s face once before rleasing him.

“Run,” he whispered.

Toret rardly toyed with his food. Chane preferred such pretense and foreplay himsdf, but understood
Toret’s concern for secrecy. Most Noble Dead could muddle or smother their victim’'s memories, so
normaly they left their prey dive but disoriented. Some devel oped more pronounced dbilities, but neither
Chane nor Sgpphire could do more than smply blur avictim's recollection.

There was a differencein Toret’s attitude tonight. Chane slently rejoiced, anticipating a brief respite,
and the release of dl the frudtration of his davery spread through him like warmth.

Smask tried to dodge around Toret and reach Luiza, but Sapphire stepped in his way, laughing.

“Not that way,” she said, and pointed down an dley. “That way.” Another low-voiced laugh exposed
her fangs.

Simask ran. Luiza screamed in shock as her husband's form receded into the dark. She backed into
the middle of the street.

Sapphire started after the husband. Toret hesitated long enough to look to Chane.
“No one knows them here. Do what you want, but leave no trace when you're finished.”
Then he was gone down the dley after Sapphire.

Chane saw Luiza daring a himin a mix of terror and ... pleading hope? He knew his appearance
suggested avassd lord or liegeman who protected women like Luiza, the far and fragile.

“Sr” shesad. “Please ...”

He walked quietly toward her, backing her up until they reached the dley’s other hdf across the
street. He tilted his head toward the opening.

“Go,” Chane said.

Luiza sobbed once and tripped over her skirt as she turned to flee. She managed to catch hersdf and
keep moving.
Chane let her run. He waited just alittle longer and then followed.



Her head turned once as he trotted steedily after her, not caring for slence any longer. She sobbed
loudly again and screamed for help at the footfadls dosng quickly behind her in the dley’s darkness. No
one would hear her. Or if they did, they wouldn't care.

He caught Luiza effortlesdy, and as he grasped the little red hat and a handful of her hair, he fdt a
dight disgppointment.
There were appropriate times for a quick and poignant kill. But not now. This was too easy.

To his surprise, she twisted away and with both hands grabbed an empty vegetable crate on the
ground. With dl her grength, she struck him across the side of the head. The crate shattered around him.

Theimpact dmog hurt, and dation returned.

Chane snatched her wrists and bound them in one grip. He grabbed the front of her clothes with his
other hand. He dammed her body up againg the dley wall, pinning her arms above her head.

He forgot Toret. He forgot Sepphire. He forgot his los mortd family and his mother and dl the
trgppings of life that he il missed. This mattered. This momernt.

Luiza struggled, and for a short while Chane dlowed her to. It was fascinaing how eesly he could
push his dead form to accomplish anything he demanded of it, and what little the living could do to
oppose him. He fdt her usdess squirming in his grip begin to weaken. Looking down, he took in the
horror on her face and watched as her cheek brushed against hm and her tears disappeared, soaking
into his black cloak.

Chane let hmsdf fed the shiver and heat of her skin againg his fingertips, and then he concentrated
until his fingernails hardened under his will and ever so dightly elongated. He pulled his hand back,
daching away her coat, blouse, and dl fabric from around her throat. His mouth closed down on flesh.

Herardy tasted blood until a short while after feeding, and then there was only a sdt-laden, coppery
resdue. During the act, he only fdt warmth and srength filling him, as if blood were only a medium
carying the power of life into his possession. Nothing in his memory compared to this. It was the only
aspect of his undead exigtence that brought him joy. Chane knew it was time to stop only when he could
no longer sense any life pouring into him, and the mix of oblivion and euphoria faded.

He returned to his current exisence—a dave.

Toret expected him to drop the woman's empty husk down a sewer grate, where it would not be
found immediatdly. Such a grate was only twenty paces away. He remained ill in contemplation.

After amoment he dragged Luiza s body with one hand down the dley closer to the man street and
dropped her. He then ripped her dress further open, shredding it and the undergarments. She must 1ook
savaged and mutilated by something unnaturd.

The night Toret turned Chane, he'd ordered, “You will stay in Bda and serve me”

Chane could not disobey, but there were loopholes to consider. If the bodies of lovely young women
were found with throats ripped and dothing shredded, would the constabularies or city guards begin an
active hunt? Chane could take care of himsdlf, but if fate were kind, Toret could lose his head.

He crouched down for one last look at Luiza's gill open eyes. His body coursed with lifé's energies
now, but he fdt sad as he wiped the blood from his mouth. The hunt had been so short and staged.
Straightening his cloak and pulling his gloves on, he walked back toward the Damask Throne.

Chapter 2



Lees| shifted cards about the faro table that evening, seding brief glances at Magiere, who stood
behind the bar pouring drinks and talking sparingly with patrons. Everything should have fdt like it had
before the events of months past. The Sea Lion was fully restored—better than restored. He should have
been happy.

After the fire, only the common room and kitchen hearths remained. A locd carpenter who
remembered the old bar quite wel had created a nearly identica verson. It glisgened with dark, fresh
gain. The building had been lengthened and dightly widened, and the common room hearth now stood
near the room’'s center, its backside open like the front. Patrons circled around it or nestled close to
dther open sde for alittle extra warmth.

Hanging above the hearth facing toward the bar was a sword. Regardless of how much Caeb had
scrubbed it, the blade remained partidly blackened and marred. Lees| considered having it polished and
restored but then thought better of it. This was Rashed's sword, the warrior undead that Magiere had
tricked into the flames as the old Sea Lion burned. She'd fished the blade from the ashes as a reminder
of what she and Lees| had accomplished for Miiska Displayed not in pride or triumph, it was a tribute of
respect for those who died and shouldn’'t be forgotten—Brenden the amith and his Sster, and Beth-rae,
Cdeb's wife, anong others. That blade symbolized what had been findly faced and overcome a a
severe Cost.

The upgtairs bedrooms were larger. Before the fire, he and Magiere each had their own room, but
Cdeb and his five-year-old granddaughter, Rose, had shared one. Now Rose possessed a bedroom to
hersdlf, and Lees| had whitewashed the interior for her. Every child should grow up with a place that was
dl hisor her own.

Leesl took in the room with its new wood wadls and secondhand tables and chairs donated, bought,
or scavenged from around town. It struck Leesl as bizare that, had Rashed not burned down the
origind Sea Lion, their establishment wouldn't have become what it was now. His gaze svung back to
the warrior undead' s sword above the hearth.

“Perhgps we should thank you,” he muttered, but there was more sarcasm than irony in his voice. He
turned again to watch Magiere.

The long battle with Rashed and his “family” had dltered her. Before, she'd started to become more
open to him. Close comradeship seeded the possbility of more, but in the past month, that warmer
Magiere seemed to fade. She amiled occasonaly, treated hm well as partner and favored companion,
and yet drifted back out of reach. Once in while during the evening, he caught her stlanding quietly behind
the bar, watching him intently with her dark brown eyes. He was careful not to let her notice his
awareness and thereby scare her away even more. There seemed no cue as to how to close this new
distance between them, let done fathom its cause.

Tonight, in celebration of the grand reopening, Magiere s long har was loose from its braid and hung
in gentle waves across the shoulders of her blue dress, bodice laced in tightly but not uncomfortably. It
was only the third time Lees| had ever seen in her anything but breeches and boots, and either a shirt and
vest or her leather hauberk. To his knowledge, she owned only the one dress. Seaing her in it was
panfully pleasant. He was careful not to stare, or, out of irritation and spite, she might store it away,
never to be seen again. Usudly she was the warrior, fachion a her hip and black har bound with a
leather thong, and that ook as wdl had its appeal. He'd become fond of both her aspects, wanted them
both, but sdldom had the opportunity to see her as she was tonight.

No patrons were interested in a game, S0 Lees| stacked up the cards and worked his way through
the crowded room to the bar, amiling innocently at Magiere. She was hesitant and then smiled back.



“Like old times?’ she asked.

“Not too old,” he answered. “We didn’'t have the place long before someone turned it into a pile of
charcod.”

Her answering scowl made him gamile again, honegtly this time. An irritated Magiere, at lesst for a
moment, was the true Magiere, who dways had & least one thing in every day to smolder abouit.

“l know,” she said, pouring an de and stting it on a tray for Caeb to serve. “But we're findly home
agan.”
Mdancholy struck Leesll. If only the world could stop, and, like some mage who'd ferreted out the

secrets to cage eternity in the wink of an eye, he could keep her in this one night forever. Oblivious to his
widfulness, Magiere knitted her brows.

“We need to tak... later. We have to raise quick money ... more than I’d thought, and I’'m not sure

Leesl wasimmediady on edge. It wouldn't be the firg time she'd kept something to hersdf until she
had no choice but to soit it out. The lagt time, she'd confessed to hoarding avay money when he wasn't
paying attention, just to buy this tavern.

“It' sfor the back taxes,” she added.
“Back what?’ Leesl raised one eyebrow.

“I’ve been a dolt on the business end of things” Magiere said. “Kalin came looking for me today,
and you haven't... there hasn't been time to tak to you about it.” She folded her arms and took a long,
dow breath. “We ve back taxes to pay. | don't suppose you have any coin hidden away?’

He blinked, about to laugh, and then redized she waan't joking. With a grunt, he gave her his
wide-eyed look of Sncere naiveté.

“Are you actudly aware of who you're talking to? Me?’

Her jaw tightened as she glared a him. An angry Magiere was sometimes even more red than a
smoldering Magiere. - The tavern’s front door svung open and a handful of sailors entered.

“That'smy cdl,” Lees| said. “They'll start gambling soon. Pour me some tea?’

D’ areding red wine had been his preferred evening drink but not in the last two months. He needed
to be sharp and clearheaded every moment if he were to be truly ussful to Magiere. She took a teapot
from under the bar, where it rested in an iron basin filled with hot cods from the hearth, and poured

Spiced teainto a chipped pottery mug.

“We're not done taking,” she ingsted, and handed over histea “Thisis serious, and we have to ded
with it, or dl of this'—she swiped a hand through the air, indicating their new home—"*could end up
logt”

“Duty cdls” Leesl replied. He took the mug from her and headed back across the room before she
could say anything more.

Ealy patrons were usudly townsfolk coming for fish chowder, ae, and a bit of company. The later
crowd conssted more of sailors and off-duty guards looking to drink and gamble. At the moment, they
were between the two crowds, and the place fdt a bit full. Y oung Geoffry, Karlin's son, had volunteered
to serve tonight, Snce they expected an unusudly large crowd, and Magiere had employed a girfl named
Aria on a permanent basis. With old Caeb serving as well, Magiere pouring drinks, and Lees| running
the games, they were wdl daffed in a room tha was wel duffed. Everyone enjoyed the new
surroundings as if trying on a set of clothes fresh from the tailor.

Everyone except Chap.



The slver-blue hound circled the hearth for the hundredth time, wolfish ears pricked in agitation.
Sitting near the old Sea Lion's fireplace, he easlly surveyed the whole room, from hearth to bar, front
door to kitchen doorway. But the new enlarged common room changed dl of that. Now, to check on
any unusud ruckus or raised voice, he was obliged to plod around and around the fireplace dl night,
unable to take in the whole room at once.

With the noise in the room, Leesl was't certain, but he imagined a never-quite-ending low rumble
issuing from the hound. He steered a wider course toward his faro table rather than pass too close to
Chap at the moment.

The tavern door opened agan, and Leesl saw Kalin ente—a welcome dght, as Leesl had
wondered why the portly baker hadn’t been a the door the moment they’d opened. Karlin was a true
friend, and his money was no good in the Sea Lion. When someone dse entered behind the baker,
LeesI's atention fixed on the new arivd.

Karlin's companion was dender and tal, with a gliding step that immediatdy reminded Lees| of his
mother even before he took full notice of the man's features. Silky, wheat-brown har was pulled back
behind his pointed ears. Large, dmond-shaped eyes of amber were sharply danted in a narrow and long
triangular face. The man’s skin was a darker tan than Leesl’s, but with a perfect complexion akin to his
mother’s. Standing with Karlin was a full-blooded f.

Magiere had mentioned Loni, so Leesl knew one of his mother’s people lived in Miiska, but he'd
never fdt the need to seek out this person. His own mother never saw fit to teach him anything of her
people, even their language. The eves were reclusve, not generdly mixing with the other races, which
itsdf made Leesl’s own heritage an oddity.

Since Loni ran the Vevet Rose, Miiska's most expendve inn, he had little cdl to vist a common
folk’'stavern like the Sea Lion. So why was he here, and with Karlin of dl people? Lees| hdd his place,
hafway to his faro table, where salors nearby eyed the cards. He watched Karlin lean over the bar’s end
to catch Magiere' s atention.

Magiere hurried down the bar's backside with a dight smile The baker spoke briefly, perhaps
discussing the tedious tax issue, and Lees| fdt suddenly annoyed. Why did so many people dwell on
such things? It would be handled soon enough.

Loni, the df, tapped Karlin on the shoulder and, with a serious look, tilted his head toward Magiere.
Karlin reached into his vest, withdrew a piece of rolled parchment, and handed it to her. She frowned in
confusion, then unrolled it and began reading.

Magiere s mild moment of happiness mdted from her pale features.

Brows knitted in puzzZlement, and then her eyes widened. When she lifted her gaze to Karlin, the
dench of her jaw was plain to Lees| from across the room. The df spoke, and Magiere threw the
parchment at his chest as she began shouting. Severa patrons at the bar shifted avay toward the kitchen
gde as Leed| quickly pushed hisway back across the crowded room.

He couldn't make out what she said, but he did catch “bastard,” and some Stravinan term that
sounded worse. Chap had somehow wormed through the room and beaten Lees| to the bar. The dog
growled a Karlin and Loni— modly at the df, for Chap was as fond of the baker as anyone e living a
the Sea Lion. Background noise began to fade as more and more people turned ther heads toward
Magiere sraised voice. Lees| planted one hand on the bar, vaulted to the backside, and caught her arm.

“Quigt, you dragon,” he whispered playfully. “Y ou' re frightening the peasants.”

Her pae skin was flushed, and the glare she returned made him think better of any further jest. She
moved back from Karlin and Loni, and closer to him.

“Leedl, get them out of here ... or I'll do it my way!”



Lees| abandoned any further thought of dissming the Stuation through humor, and dipped around
Magiere between her and the end of the bar.

“Into the kitchen,” he said softly, and then looked over his shoulder. “Karlin, you come now.”

Leesl steered Magiere down the bar toward the kitchen's curtained doorway. He was thankful she
didn't resst. She did, however, pull away from him and nearly rip the curtains off their rod as she swatted
them aside on her way through. Lees| hurried after her.

“What' swrong?’ he asked. He pulled a stool to the kitchen table and literdly pushed her down to st
onit. When he did, he fdt her shoulders shaking with tenson. “This can’t be about back taxes?’

The curtain pulled asde and Karlin entered, followed by Lord. The baker looked sricken and
shamed, atroubling contrast to his chearful nature. The df stared at dl of them, attentive and watchful but
otherwise expressionless.

“You could just say no, Magiere,” Loni said. “This drama is unnecessary.”
“Get out,” she answered with enough hatred that Leesil balked at her tone.

“And then what, send the offer back?’ Loni tossed the parchment on the table in front of her. “You
know this money could rebuild the old warehouse, this time to be operated as community property.
More merchants working the coastal route would once again stop here. Commerce would flourish
ingead of wither. Dockworkers could earn a decent wage, forang Master Poyesk and his like to pay
wedl or close up. Outlying farmers and local crafters could collectively wholesde their goods once again.”

“What isgoing on?" Lees| demanded, lost amid the argument.

Karlin stood in hdpless slence.

“l can't believe you'd ask this of me” Magiere whispered.

Her gaze locked on Loni. She wrapped one hand on the table's edge, as if bracing for a lunge, her
whole body tensed.

Leesl quickly stepped into her way, not the best place to be if Magiere succumbed to afit of dhampir
rage. Almog astdl as him, in such a state she could take down a trained undead warrior one-on-one.

“Show it to him,” Loni ordered her, nodding at Leesil. “He burned the warehouse—correct? Perhaps
hell comprehend the potentia of what you choose to ignore.”

Lees| twitched reflexively a Lord's dispassionate barb, and then he fet Magiere's fingers pulling on
his own. The touch drew his atention, and he looked down to find her pushing the parchment into his
hand.

“Read it,” she siid quietly.

The rolled parchment was partidly flattened from handling, but enough of the wax sed remained to
see itsimprint. In the center was the Belaskian roya crest under the tasseled banner of the king's city of
Bda Leesl’s mdancholy reared again. He unralled the parchment.

To the council and governing members of the free town of Miiska in his majesty’s kingdom of
Belask:

Through Sr Vidor Chasnitz, ship owner and member of our city council, we have learned of
your recent economic difficulties related to the loss of your largest warehouse. We send our and
his majesty’ s hope that your situation will improve. It is partially in this interest that we address
you with a request which might be fulfilled best by one of your own citizens and in turn serve the
recovery of your community.



From other sources, we have learned that in your respectable town resides one known as
Magiere, a reported individual of special talents with whom we seek contact. We have heard with
great interest of her skills put to the service of your town, and it is such skills and service that we
in turn wish to engage from her. Our concern is that our great city of Bela may be plagued in the
same manner as Miiska was until recently. The pattern of crimes pertinent has only of late come
to the council’s attention and by the worst possible means. The daughter of our prominent council
chairman was killed upon the front steps of his home. The circumstances leave little doubt as to
an unnatural perpetrator which continues to elude our city guard and constabularies.

We ask your council or its agents to bring this to the attention of Mistress Magiere, and that if
she is willing, she should travel to the capital with all possble haste. To that end, we include
documents to secure her, aswell as the companion with which she is reputed to work, immediate
free passage without question on any kingdom ship bound for Beta.

In exchange for her services, the council has been authorized to offer the sum of fifty gold
sovereigns of the realm, notwithstanding any bounty offered by private parties. We anxioudly
await your reply and hope that our offer meets with acceptance, compassion, and duty.

With sincerity,
Crias Doviak, Secretary
Acting for the Council of Bela

Lees| sat the parchment down and leaned back againg the table, blankly staring at the floor. Loni
alowed little more than two bregaths to pass before bresking the sllence.

“You do not seem surprised by this” he said.
“No,” Leesl answered.

“But... how?" Karlin started, attention hopping between the others in confusion. “Darien just brought
the letter to usthis afternoon. And you dready knew about it?’

“No,” Leesl repeated. “I didn't know about the letter or what wasin it. | knew something like this
was coming ... eventualy, though it's sooner than I d hoped.”

“What are you saying?’ Magiere' s voice was harsh but quiet.

Leesl lifted his head just enough to find her looking up a him. Confusion filled her eyes, but her nearly
white cheeks were dill flushed.

“What did you expect?’ he snapped more bitterly than intended. “If you think you had a reputation in
the backwoods of Stravina, think again. We waged open battle with three undeads right before the eyes
of an entire town ... a port town stting on the coastd sea lane of the whole nation, with salors,
merchants, and others passing through for two moons—even with the dropoff in trade. Worst of dl, we
won. Thisian't peasant superdtitions and rurd rumors anymore.”

Anger drained from Magiere' s face as her large brown eyesfilled up with barely suppressed panic.
The letter was only the beginning, and it was never going to be over.
Magiere sank in her chair with eyes closed. Lees| looked back at Karlin.

“They know,” he said. “They know Magiere and | are responsible for the warehouse, and they're
coming & her through guilt. Otherwise they would have offered the money directly to her. They knew
she' d refuse, didn't they?’

After amoment’s contemplation, Karlin nodded, his round face too sad for speech.



“You are responsble” Loni sad with a hard glance a Leesl before focusng once agan upon
Magiere. “Would it be 0 terrible to go destroy their undead, to help others as you have heped the
people here? No one denies the good you have done, but the repercussions cannot be ignored. You
have a chance to make amends. Do you not owe this to Miiska? Hunting the undead is what you do.”

The lagt statement made Leesl cringe. How could he or Magiere ever tdl anyone that until they’d
come to Miiska, ther entire reputation was built on a charlatan’s game for cheating peasants? Magiere
put her head in her hands.

“Go home, Loni,” she said. “Nothing you say can make me go to Bda... nothing.”

The dreamer shifted in his dumber. All around him, below and above, was boundless dark, the
dreamer suspended at its center. He hung there in Sllence, waiting.

Until the dark began to undulate.

It rolled like desert dunes under a starless sky. But when the stars did come out, they blinked not
from sky but from the crests of those black dunes dl around. The movement sharpened dowly into
carity, and stars became the glitter of an unseen light reflected upon black reptilian scales. Dunes
covered in those scales became a mammoth serpent’s coils, each larger than the height of man. They
crcded on dl ddes of him, and above and below. They writhed with no beginning, no end, no space
between, as if ancient and eternal and al-encompassing, perhaps dretching back into the time of the
Forgotten, and the lost higtory of the world.

“Where?" he asked again. “Where isit? It has been so many years ... decades. Am | closer?’
The same questions as dways, and little by little, small, cryptic imeges and words floated through.

High ... in the cold... and ice. The weight of those whispering words dipped into the dreamer’s mind
and suffocated his own thoughts. Guarded by old ones... oldest of predecessors.

“How can | find it?’

The dreamer tried to peer beyond the black coils and envison what he sought, but he as yet did not
even know what it looked like—only what the coils, his patron of dreams, promised the object could
provide. Once acquired, it would forever dter the nature of his existence. Nothing would be needed from
the outside, and al would be met from within himsdif.

The cails began to close in upon him with fear and exhaustion. These dreams with his nameess
benefactor filled his mind with knowledge one grain a a time, but drained him quickly. He wanted to
remain and ask more but could not.

Wedtid Massing opened his eyes, done, lying upon a large, canopied bed in his rented room as the
black coils faded from his thoughts.

It was like any dream one might have, sharp in its experience and dull in its aftermath. He
remembered coils in the dark, but neither their look nor the fed of his patron’s voice. And with each
dream, the voice provided fewer new answers. In the end, if he acquired the promised object, it would
free him. This much he did believe—and remember.

Risng, he settled at his desk with quill in hand and opened the top thin volume of a stack of journds.
He'd procured private rooms in one of Bdds more respectable inns, afording him the privacy he
required. Without contemplation, he wrote down whet little he remembered from the dream. His hand
shook dightly and his normd darity was fogged, but he had a few more pieces to add, even if they did
not al fit together well.

The object was hidden a an devation cold enough for ice and snow to reman dl year. And



“predecessors,” old ones, guarded it. Thet in itsdf wasn't new information, but gill left Welstid uneasy,
as this detall recurred time and again. How old? As far back as the creation of this object he sought?
From the time of the forgotten history perhaps, and so old it might predate the Great War.

He could not fight these predecessors done; that he' d surmised by the patron’s implications over the
years, but he'd long been preparing to address this obstacle. Plans laid with patience were now ready for
further momentum.

Wegtid made the bed and dressed with meticulous attention to each fold of shirt, breeches, and vest.
He combed dark har back to reved two smdl, equdly white patches at his temples. He used his right
hand, as his left was missng the fird digit of its little finger. He donned an expendve black cloak and
pulled up the cowl.

Fndly he opened aamdl jade box and removed a thin ring made of brass with minute, fine symbols
etched around itsingde. He dipped this onto the firg finger of hisright hand, bracing himsdf.

Asdways, everything around looked the same but fdt as if the world suddenly separated from him,
dmog unaware of his presence. It had been many years snce he'd made the ring, and he sddom
succumbed to a self-gppraisal when donning it. He looked into the smdl mirror on his desk.

His own familiar image was there in the glass, but it fdt as if he stared a the reflection of a findy
crafted panting. Though outside his appearance remained unchanged, what he held within—thought,
feding, and presence—would be imperceptible.

Before leaving, he took one more look about to be sure nothing was out of place. His journads were
of no concern, written in the tongue of his homedand far across sea and land in the northern Numan
territories. As to the other books stowed under the bed, their locked straps might intrigue anyone foolish
enough to search his room but were far beyond the capability of any thief to open. If they were forced,
the result would be most unpleasant.

On the bedside floor rested a frosted glass globe on a plain iron pedestal. Within the glass moved
three dancing sparks that glowed enough to dimly illuminate the amdl room. It was the oldest thing he
possessed, having been the fird thing he'd ever created in hislong Studies. He opened the door to leave,
spesking sharply without looking back. “Darkness.” The sparks in the globe winked out.

After Karlin and Loni’s departure, Magiere managed a polite front for her patrons until the lagt of
them left past midnight. She thanked them and invited them to return again. Across the room, Leesl
followed this same ritud as the find would-be gamblers gathered winnings and bemoaned losses. Caleb
collected dishes and mugs from tables onto trays, and Aria took the trays into the kitchen to begin
washing up. Magiere mindlesdy continued closing down for the night. When Lees| nearly pushed the last
gambler out of the tavern, he went to the curtained kitchen doorway.

“Aria leavedl that,” he said. “I'll take care of it in the morning.”
“Sir?" her questioning voice floated out. “Come morning, it'll ink like a broken ae keg in here”

“It doesn't matter. Just leaveit.” He looked back to Caeb, who was draightening up chairs. “Could
you walk Aria and Geoffry home?’

Normdly, Lees| would have played escort for their young helpers, who'd as wel been asssing with
preparations before the grand opening. With Caleb on such a duty and little Rose in bed, it was obvious
to Magiere her partner was getting everyone out of the way.

“l don't need Cdeb to take me home” Geoffry said indignantly. He dumped a load of firewood by
the hearth and glared at the hdf-ef. Under a mop of auburn hair, his plan face expressed righteous
indignetion. “For the love of mutton, Leesll, | helped you fight wolves and vampires. | can wak Aria



home mysdf.”

“Come, come,” Caeb said, gathering his cloak from the hooks by the front door. “Your parents may
wdl be waiting up, even to this hour. We should wak in numbers”

“Wel, you'll ill be waking back here dl by yoursdf,” Geoffry answered, not quite ready to givein.

Caeb was over sixty, dightly stooped, with thick slver hair. He sddom spoke but had a presence
that made people to stop and lisgen when he did. He looked at Geoffry in mild displeasure.

Geoffry sghed, walked to the door, and jerked his cloak off the hook. He grabbed Aria's as wel as
she emerged from the kitchen. Lees| ushered dl three out into the night.

Magiere went to gt on the hearth's edge. Her knees up in front of her, she reached out to where
Chap lay nearby and stroked between the hound's tal ears. Chap rolled his head to lick her hand. His
slver-blue fur was soft, and his clear eyes seemed to express sympathy, asif he understood her suffering.
A foolish thought, and Magiere shook it off.

“Areyou dl right?” Lees| asked, waking toward her. He pulled the tied scarf from his head, shook
hislong white-blond har loose, and scratched at his scalp for a moment.

Stupid question. She didn’t answer.

“It had to happen eventudly,” he said. “I've been wating for it, though you hadn't redly thought it
through until today. And it won't be the last time. Word is spreading. Maybe some of them are going to
want hdlp ... and some of them...” He paused, seeming hestant to finish. “Wel, some might offer a gresat
ded of money.”

“We don’t need their money!” she responded.

It was alie. She knew it and so did he.

“Yes, right, of course we don’'t,” he said, mockingly agreeable. “But for the moment, I'm not talking
about us, and you know it.”

Leesil crouched on the floor in front of her, bringing them face-to-face.

Amber eyes jus dightly amond shaped, and not as danted and large as Loni’s, stared back a her
from under thin white-blond eyebrows. Magiere wanted to look away but wouldn't. It was so hard to
look himin the eyes without memories surging into her thoughts—frightening and bloody memories. She
wanted to see no more pain on his face and no more scars on his body. Her gaze drifted down to his
wrig and then back up.

Even with his thin-lipped mouth adways on the verge of a wry amile he seemed dmogs sad—or
perhaps bitter.

“Loni may be rude” Leesl continued. “But some of what he sad is true. | burned that warehouse
down and ... I'd do it again without a second thought—given the same need.”

Magiere remembered nothing of ther flight from the warehouse, when Lees| had set the building on
fire to cover ther escape. But from what she'd later learned, he'd been rather thorough and zedous in
executing that chosen task. They'd tried to take the family of undeads in their underground tunnels
beneeth the building. The hested memory of fighting Rashed flashed unwanted into her head. She’'d been
in bloodlust, her dhampir nature consuming her with hate and hunger as she fought with the warrior
vampire. Then hislongsword diced through the side of her throat, and she collapsed into darkness.

There was no memory of how Lees| had gotten her out of there. The only thing she did remember
was awaking to Leesl healing her by feeding her blood from his own wris—and wanting him to go on
and never stop.

The gtart of a cold sweat broke out across Magiere's skin, and nausea rose in her somach. She



swalowed hard, not wanting Lees| to notice.

“Miiska now suffers for what | did,” he continued with a shrug. “There is a chance to make amends.
Plus maybe something for oursdves. The payment will be made to you, not the town, regardless of what
thet letter implies And a rebuilt warehouse run by the town doesn’t mean we can't get a piece of it for
having funded the whole thing.”

His schemes aside, Magiere couldn’'t believe what she heard, and then redlization struck her.

“You want to go. You want to do this”

He dropped his head until hislong hair hung forward around his face and across his ear tips.

“No. It's not about whet | want. | don’t see how we can refuse.”

“Easy, | just did. Or weren't you ligening in the kitchen?”

Leesi| rubbed his temple with one hand, pushing his hair back and letting it fal again like a curtain.

“You want to stay here and have us run this business forever? Fine. What if things continue the way
they’re going in Miiska? Where's our business going to come from with no spare coin in anyone's

pocket? What happens to Karlin and Geoffry? To Aria and her family? How are we even going to pay
Caeb enough to properly care for litle Rose?”

Magiere couldn’t see LeesI’s expression hidden behind his hair, and a numb feding crept through her.
There was more behind his words than Miiska's welfare. He'd never wanted the Sea Lion in the firgt
place. She'd purchased it on her own, and he' d fought her, conceding in the end only when she wouldn't
change her mind. Now it seemed his mind was changing. She leaned againg the stones of the hearth.

“If you want to do this” she returned, “then be honest about it and stop hiding behind concern for the
town.”

Leesl’s head jerked up, anger plain on hisface.

“It'snot that way, and you know it!” He dropped onto one knee, bringing him close enough to lean
his hands againgt the hearth’s ledge to both sides of her legs. “You're just trying to make it Smple enough
to ignore, and it's not.”

Magiere was forced to look himin the eyes again.
Lees| leaned farther toward her, and Magiere' s whole body tensed.

He turned, pushing his sde between her knees as he sttled to the floor between her feet and leaned
dowly backward. It took severd breaths as he settled there with his back toward her, coming closer to
contact with her, until Magiere redized she waan't breathing at dl. She took a dow breath, forcing her
limbsto stop shaking.

His weight againgt her was no more than a feather quilt at firgt; then it settled warm and firm as the
back of his head came to rest againg her breastbone.

“Nothing isthat Smple for us” he said quietly.

His body fdt dender, warm, and solid. She'd spent so much time watching over him every moment
after the find battle, tending his needs to be sure he survived. Though she'd stripped, bathed, and
bandaged him, and did whatever else was necessary to keep him recovering, they’d not touched like this,
both of them fully aware of the other.

She could smdl his hair, filled with forest scent, lavender soap from an afternoon bath, and remnants
of ae, pipe smoke, and other lingering scents of a night in the tavern. He was il and quiet, pressed
agang her. Her gaze traced down his flaxen hair running across the front of her dress and his own
shoulders. Indinctively, she lifted her hands to rest on his shoulders, and then her gaze fdl on his left am



agand her thigh.

Shirtdeeve loosg, it exposed the wrig sheath holding his remaining divery diletto strapped to his
forearm. Just below the downward-pointed hilt were the scars on hiswridt.

Memory boiled into Magiereé's mind, caling back her firsg waking awareness after flight from the
burning warehouse. Blood filled her mouth, running across her tongue, and bringing life into her body as
she swdlowed.

Leesl’s blood.

She remembered her teeth set into the wrist he'd dashed open in order to feed her. He'd straddled
her on the bed and pressed that wrist againg her mouth until running blood awakened her. In those early
days in Miiska, she'd dready begun to think more on him each day, and that fixation mingled in her
hunger. He was right above her, and her teeth sank deeper into hisflesh as she pulled him close.

He was so warm, so near that everything she fdt might have been poured from himright into her. And
she was killing him. Had Brenden not been there to pull him away ...

From that moment, part of her became linked to the world of the undeads she'd destroyed. She was
adanger to those she cared for, and deadly to the one closest to her. Leesl never saw this, would never
accept it. Magiere didn’t know which horrified her more—what she was, or what she could do to him if
ghe ever became a dhampir fully again.

The scars on hiswrist from her own teeth would never fade.

Magiere pulled out from behind Lees| and was at the kitchen doorway before he could get to his fedt.
She gripped the curtain’s edge <o tightly that her forearm ached, and she camed hersdf before looking
back at him across the room. Lees| watched her in confuson. Even Chap lifted his head.

Lees| was at least right about Miiska. At some point, if the town continued to wane, it meant the Sea
Lion would have few patrons left. Any hope for building a new life here would be hollow. If the town
died, so would the life she' d wanted.

If saving their life here were truly Leesl’s only reason for accepting the letter’s offer, she might have
fdt some peace in agreeing. But he wanted to be on the move again, dways onto something new, and
would never sdtle for what they had here.

“Go to Karlin in the morning and tel him well take the offer,” she said. “Wel sal for Bda on the
next northbound ship and destroy their undead. When we ... when the payment is delivered, the town can
rebuild the warehouse.”

Uncertainty filled Lees|’s voice. “Magiere—"
“It sdl right,” she said. Thiswasn't hisfault, not redly. “We should start packing.”
She left im and headed through the kitchen to the back stairs. She was thankful he didn’t follow.

Magiere paused upon reaching the upper floor. Lees’s door was thefirg on the left. He'd chosen i,
wanting to be the firgt line of defense should they ever have another assailant enter ther home. He swore
that if anyone who didn’t belong there tried to walk up those sairs or crawl through the hdlway window,
he would know. When he said it, she believed him. Lees| had very good hearing.

The next room down the hdl was hers. Since the downgtairs hearth was now near the center of the
common room, its chimney rose through the upstairs floor between her room and Leesl’s, and its warmth
permeated her private space. Caeb’'s room was a the hdl’s end, and indde it to the left was a door
leading to the fourth and find room, belonging to Rose, his granddaughter.

Insde Magieré's room was a narrow bed with a goose-down comforter—a gift from Arids
mother—and a smdl table and a chest. Opening the chest, she planned to pull out her old pack, a



Ieftover from the days she and Leesil had spent in the backlands of Stravina. But of course the pack had
burned with everything else.

So much logt. The blue dress she wore had been spared only because she'd changed at the Vevet
Rose and |eft it with Loni the night that the tavern burned. Lees| had few things left besides his weapons,
but he seemed to need little else. He' d dways liked traveing light.

She fingered the amulets hanging around her neck. Tools of the trade. The topaz stone glowed
brightly whenever a Noble Dead was near, though it gave off no heat. She had to seeit for its property to
assig her. The other amulet was more ambiguous a amdl piece of bone set againgt an ovd tin backing.
She'd usad it only once. Well, Lees| had used it.

He d learned its property from the stranger named Welstid Massing, who'd advised them concerning
the Noble Dead. A dhampir, injured to the point of needing to feed on someon€e's blood, mugt place the
bone sde againg his or her bare skin in order for the life force to be properly absorbed. Leesl had
pressed it againg her flesh before feeding her. There were times snce when she' d wanted to smash it but
could not. Amulets and fachion were dl that had been Ift to her by her father.

Born in the inland country of Droevinka, she'd never known her father, but throughout childhood
learned bits and pieces about him. A trandent noble vassd, he belonged to the class that ruled the
peasants for the lords and collected rents due on land plots. Staying in one place for months or
sometimes years, eventudly they aways moved onward to wherever the higher lord sent them. Few had
seen him except on late-evening collections, after daylight faded and everyone could be found in their
hovels and cottages, retired from labor. Her mother was just a young woman from a village near the
barony house. The nobleman took her for his mistress, and she remained mogtly out of sght for nearly a
yedr.

Her name was Magdlia, and she died giving birth to Magiere. Her father was assgned to another fief
and left hisinfant daughter with her mother’s sster, Biga Magdia had been lovdy, with a mass of black
hair but no glints of crimson, as shown in Magiere's. She was ds0 sad to have been quiet, composed,
and gentle. Although Magiere looked like her mother, she'd been born fierce, with a temper. Rumors that
her father had been an unnatura beast who feared daylight dominated her childhood. She was hated and
shunned by dl in her village except her aunt. On her sxteenth birthday, Aunt Biga gave her an inheritance
left by her father: two amulets, leether armor, and a fachion with a strange glyph on the hilt. Magiere took
them, and eventudly fled from the village to fend for hersdf in the world until she met Leesl.

She now knew her father had been one of the Noble Dead. For some reason, her father had 1€t her
the tools to fight his own kind, but she didn’'t know why.

So much time had passed snce the days with Aunt Biga Sitting in her new room, Magiere leaned her
head againg the edge of the open chest. There was little she needed to pack. Tonight's profits would be
left with Caeb to keep the Sea Lion running until she returned. With or without Leesl.

Outsdein the hdll she thought she heard soft footsteps and the sound of Leesl’s door quietly opening
and dosng.

Toret lounged on a mauve vevet divan in hislavish stting room, feding quite satisfied with the state of
hisdomain. He fixed his eyes on his glorious beloved. His beautiful Sspphire paraded before a large ovd
mirror in her new mustard ydlow satin gown. Dark blond ringlets framed her round and sensuous face.

Chane, his servant and bodyguard, stood near the dead hearth, leening againg the solid stonework
and looking as bored as dways. Although useful, Chane had little imagination, rarely spoke, and spent
maost waking hours sporting aflat, dour expresson. He was quite ...



What was the word? Tedious? Y es, he was quite tedious, redly.

But Toret didn't care. HE d come o far in the span of two moons. Was it only two since he had
abandoned Rashed and Teesha in Miiska? It seemed much longer, and puzzing that he'd lived under
Rashed’ s oppression for so many years, never redizing how capable he was of creating his own perfect
world.

Travding up the coast to Bela, he discovered the joy of a large city. He killed and fed at will, stole
money from his prey, and remade himsdf anew, dressing as Rashed had dressed, like a nobleman—only
better. Then one night, while hunting near a brothel, he saw the mogt perfect woman in the world, with
brilliant eyes that made him think of the bright daylight sky he hadn’t seen in many decades. He could
never destroy her, never Smply consume her. She must belong to him. His Sapphire.

She was a goddess.

She dtirred his desire to remake himsdf anew. He changed his name from Ratboy—an insuiting label
thrust upon him by his own undead maker—back to Toret, his given mortal name left behind long ago.

But Sgpphire had needs and desires beyond wha he could afford. When Toret found and turned
Chane, a poiled and arrogant young noble, ther stuation was safeguarded. Chane had come into his
inheritance, and the amount was subgtantia enough to keep them dl in comfort. Toret used part of the
wedth to purchase thar three-story stone house on the edge of an dlite didtrict of Bela ingde the second
ring wal. Why hadn’'t he struck out on his own sooner? Why had he endured dl those years under
Rashed' s command? Well, now Rashed was dead, or so Toret had heard, and so much the better.

“lan't it perfect?’ Sapphire asked, looking blissfully at the folds of her new gown. It was cinched so
tight a morta woman wouldn’t be able to breathe, but the effect raised the tops of her smooth breasts
high into view through the plunging lace bodice.

“Yes” he answered. “But you would look perfect in anything ... or nothing.”
Chane made a strange sound as if choking.

Toret looked over in mild concern as the tdler undead appeared to clear his throat. He made that
sound so often that Toret wondered if he'd carried some physica defect from life into afterlife. But since
the problem didn’t interfere with Chane' s ahility to serve, Toret never bothered to ask.

Thisroom pleased Toret more than any other except for the bedroom he shared with Sepphire. She,
of course, had her own room for her jewdry, dothing, and accoutrements, but he inasted she rest with
him by day.

Chane had ordered the furnishings for the gtting room, and Toret approved of his choices. When they
bought the house, this room dready boasted fine craftsmanship in its gray hearth and hardwood overlaid
floors. Chane had thick Suman carpets of amber and soft russet delivered, and Droevinkan pastora

paintings graced the stairway wals leading to the upper floors. He contrasted light oak tables with dark
mauve velvet furnishings.

If Toret hadn’'t known better, he would' ve sworn Chane took a modicum of pride in the finished
effect. But there’d been that one tense moment when Toret hung a life-sze portrait of Sgpphire in an
ornate bronze frame on the gtting room’s west wal. What could be more beautiful, more the finishing
touch to anything, than Sapphire?

The house had belonged to a wedthy but solitary merchant who died of consumption. Ownership
reverted to the city, and it had been for sde nearly a year when Toret bought it. One attraction was a
hidden passageway in the wal adjacent to the staircase, making him wonder just what the old merchant
hed been involved in. But one thing Toret had learned from Rashed was the absolute need for dternative
escape routes. Each floor possessed a hidden entryway to the passage a the landings of the man
garway, and dl three members of the house knew where each entry existed.



Since he and Sgpphire both kept rooms on the top floor, the second floor was empty. The man floor
conssted of the lavish Stting room and the dining chamber and the kitchens. The main area of the cdlar
was where they practiced sword-play, and Chane kept his own things squirrdled away in a smdler room
behind this.

Tuming away from the mirror’s reflection, Sapphire beamed at Toret.

“Are we going out tonight? | want to show it off.”

“We hunted last night. None of us need to feed yet.”

Her amile faded. “I didn't say anything about feeding, did 1?1 said | want to go out in my new gown.”

Toret found just “going out” to be quite dull. If he refused, she was going to pout dl night—and
possibly throw things—but he felt like staying in.

“Chane, could you?’

His servant appeared logt in thought, but the last of the conversation caught suddenly in his
awareness. For a second, aflicker of fright crossed his lean features.

Toret stared at him. Chane probably didn’t care to take Sapphire out to frolic any more than he did.
But Chane seldom displayed any expression besides boredom—except when he was hunting, and then
there were moments when his nature surprised even Toret. Chane stood at full height and crossed his
tightly muscled arms.

“l was to finish some studies tonight, master.” Chane fingered what appeared to be a amd| brass un
or vid on achan about his neck.

Sapphire's pout shifted dangeroudy toward impending temper.

“Yes, yes” Toret acknowledged quickly, “but that can wait. Your lady wishes to be entertained, and
you don’t want her to be unhappy?’

All he redlly need do was give an outright order, but Toret had aways hated being ordered around,
S0 he tried to avoid doing it whenever possible.

Chane blinked, his gaze shifting between Toret and Sapphire. He was about to speak when a knock
sounded from the front door.

Toret frowned. In their charade as landless gentry, there were socid contacts they’d made in order to
keep up a good front—some even as high up as the dty council—but it wasn't likdy any would come
cdling here. This was probably another ddivery for Sapphire. He'd tried to stop this, but the more
money she got her hands on, the more baubles and garments she ordered.

“Chane, could you get that?’ Toret said.

“l was going to my rooms to study,” histal servant answered.

All of Chane's dour nature had returned, and Toret s irritation got the better of him.
“Get the door,” he said more dowly.

Chaneés musdes jerked once. Toret saw him shake off the compulsve sensation and, once
composed, wak ingantly into the foyer. When Chane returned, he handed Toret a amdl folded paper
sedled at the center with wax.

“Thiswas ddivered for you, master.”

A message? Toret was tempted to have Chane read it to him but was worried that might make him
look weak. He broke the sedl, unfolded the paper, and read one short line



I will visit you near the mid of night with information regarding your past in Miiska. Be alone.

There was no Sgnature,
“What isit?” Sgpphire asked. “An invitation? Is there a party?’

Toret's reading kills were limited, and he read the note twice before fully comprehending every
word. Anxiety overran him.

Rumors had spread through bayside taverns and inns that a*“hunter” in Miiska had destroyed dl of its
undead, which wasn't exactly true. Toret had survived. He heard enough variations on the tae that his
amusement had waned and he'd tired of it. It was sedom repeated these days. But as he stared at the
note, hisimagination worked feverishly. No one knew of histime spent in Miiska. What if he hadn’t been
the only one to escape?

What if Rashed, the desert warrior, had actudly survived and come to Bea, tracking his old
companion—the one who'd run out on im?

That pompous, arrogant, sand-born, bastard of a... Images of the tdl, perfect Suman undead
smothered dl other thoughts, wiping avay Toret’s contentment. Rashed with his crystd-blue eyes, so
unnaturd for his mortd race, and his ridiculous code of honor, and his ability to command. The idea of
Sapphire coming under such influence made Toret squirm in agitation.

How long before the apex of the moon?
“Chane,” he said quickly, “get your lady’s cloak and take her wherever she wants to go.”

Sapphire frowned briefly, then brightened. Toret knew she didn't rdish Chane's company, but at
least she could take her new dress out on the town. Chane hesitated.

“Now!” Toret barked.

Chane twitched again, glowering openly as he headed for the foyer.

“l don’'t want a cloak,” Sapphire whined. “It Il wrinkle my dress.”

“You'll look odd without one,” Chane said. “ Ladies wear cloaks.”

“When | want your fashion advice, I'll ask you,” she snapped.

“He sright,” Toret said. “Put it on.”

Sapphire obeyed, taking her cloak from Chane's long, outstretched arm.
“Hurry,” Toret said. “The night is half-over. It’'s not long before the inns close.”

Chane glanced suspicioudy a him and a the folded paper. Toret uffed it ingde his runic and
grasped Sgpphire's pae hand to kissit.
“Bring me back some entertaining stories, my love”

Sapphire returned Toret only a dight amile, apparently uncertain whether to be angry because he was
sending her off with Chane or content to have her way.

“I'll have to go someplace expensive to be appreciated. Some extra coin would be hepful.”

Anxiety was turning to fear. Toret jerked the purse from his belt and pushed it into her hand. “Here,
this should be more than enough.”



With a gasp of ddight, Sapphire flounced out the door with Chane following.
“Take care of her,” Toret caled after him. And they were gone, and he was aone.

He had alittle time to think. Perhaps he jumped to ridiculous conclusons. Rumors regarding Miiska's
undead had usudly been consstent. Everything pointed to the fact that Rashed's charred bones were
buried in the remains of that accursed hunter's tavern. But if Rashed were dead, who ese could have
sent the note? No onein this city knew he came from Miiska.

A knock came at the front door. Toret hesitated.

Despite his rationdizations, he hdf expected to open the door and see Rashed towering over him.
Ratboy would run for the back door, but Toret wouldn't be driven from his own territory, and Rashed be
twice damned! He walked to the door, gripping the latch firmly, and opened it.

A dranger stood before him. Tdler than Toret, the man was not nearly Rashed's heght.
Middle-aged, with dean features and dark brown hair, he had stark white patches a each of his temples.
An expensive black cloak was wrapped around his frame.

“Good evening,” he said in a cultured voice. “Thank you for sending your companions away. | have
news of your past you may not wish them to hear.” He paused and took in Toret’s appearance. “You've
changed a great ded. May | comein?’

Caught off guard by this stranger’s familiar manner, Toret stood uncertainly in the doorway, but
curiogty nagged him. How did this man know him? If nothing came of it, Toret could, of course, just kill
him and be done with it. He stepped back.

“Of course, comein.”
The stranger entered and walked to the parlor to look around.

Toret sniffed the ar deeply to sense the man's blood, his presence. He forced in air, letting it fill his
head as his irises opened wide to expand his range of vison. He focused on the stranger with dl his
senses keyed to thar fullest extent.

And hefelt nothing.

There was no scent, no tingle to the air. There was no thrum of heartbeat or blood rush indde the
man's body. That in itsdf made Toret suspicious, but he sensed nothing else as well, not even tepid
temperature. Even Noble Dead generated a presence, but except for his physca appearance, footfals,
and the rugtle of hisdothing, it was asif this srange vistor weren't here at al.

“Who are you?’ Toret asked bluntly.

The man stepped to the hearth, examining the stonework, then turned to take in the life-sze portrait of
Sapphire with one raised eyebrow.

“A friend,” he said. “I followed you from Miiska. | watched what happened there, what the hunter
and her hafblood companion did to your home and comrades.” He dmost amiled. “I came to warn
you—the hunter is coming here, and you mugt prepare.”

Toret's throat closed, an old mortd reection that had stayed with him, though he no longer needed to
breathe. The only person in the world he feared more than Rashed was the hunter.

“How ... how do you know this?’
“I’'ve made it my business to know.”

The man's features were serious, earnest, and yet o0 distant. He had the same practiced stance as
Chane, straight-backed, head high enough that the back of his neck touched his collar. This vigtor was
noble or had lived among nobles a one time. But Toret was not so easly dominated.



“How do you know ... and why are you tdling me?’
The man paused, weighing his words.

“Bea s council made an offer she could not refuse. She is coming here to destroy the night creatures
the coundil believes plague the city. You mus be ready to fight. Your servant, the petulant one, dedls in
certain forms of the arcane arts, yes?’

Toret nodded dowly.

“Use him. The dhampir hasn't faced magic, red magic. And this time will be much harder then the
lagt. She will not make the same mistakes twice, and neither will her companion. Do not try to repesat
previous tactics, or you will pay for it.”

With that, the man swept past Toret toward the front door.

“Wait,” Toret nearly cried out, losing any control he might have gained over the exchange. “Why are
you tdling me this? What' sin it for you?’

The man stopped briefly.

“Prepare yoursdf,” was the only answer Toret received as the stranger dipped through the front door
and closed it behind him.

Toret rushed after him, flinging the door open and stepping out into the night. Standing upon the front
steps, he peered up and down the street, his vison stretched to its full range once again until he could
distinguish the varied shades of black in the thickest night shadows.

The street was empty.

Chapter 3

The sun rose on a crisp, clear morning as Magiere stood with Leesl and Chap on Miiska's docks
preparing to board a schooner for departure. They’d waited severd days to find a ship heading north that
could carry them, and a handsome, two-masted vessdl floated gracefully on the waves near the harbor’s
mouth. It was too large and deep-keeled to dock in Miiska s shdlow waters, so a skiff would take them
out to begin the voyage up the coast.

Magiere' s har was pulled back in a tal with a leather thong, and she wore black breeches and a
russet shirt, dong with thick leather boots. Her fdchion was once again on her hip, and the two amulets
hung in plain view. Her few extra clothes and a new pack, as wdl as hauberk, supplies, and Leesl’s
toolbox, were stored in the smdl chest from her bedroom, which now sat on the dock beside her.

Leesl, as dways, gave little thought to his attire and wore an old pair of loose, faded breeches, soft
boots worn thin, and an oversize banded-collar shirt that been hand-mended one too many times. He
carried no visbhle weapons, but that was the deception he carefully mantained. Magiere knew there
would be dtilettos sheathed upon his forearms, and perhaps other amdl blades hidden in places from his
bulky shirt to his boots. He was, however, wearing his green scarf about his head to hold back his hair
and cover the tips of his ears. They’d passed through Bea a number of past times but had never seen any
of his mother’s people. Lees| preferred to mute his appearance and not draw too much attention.

“You don't need that yet,” she said, gesturing to his scarf. “We haven't even boarded the ship.”
“I'm practicing my disguise,” he responded. “It gives me something to do.”



At another time she would have smiled or scowled, or referred to his highly visble and oddly colored
eyes, but his humor wasn't welcome this morning. They'd barely spoken since the night by the hearth.
Now they were off to Bela, where she might become the dhampir once more. If she logt control again,
and Lees| was close by ...

Magiere shook off the thought. For once she wished he would be serious and say what he was truly
thinking. He was dmost as wryly playful as he'd been dl those years in the backwoods of Stravina.
Perhaps that was what gnawed at her the most. He looked forward to the journey, to an adventure—to
anything besides life at the Sea Lion.

The long dock dretched back to the shore as they awated a large square-bowed skiff coming
toward them to collect passengers. All around them flat-bottomed barges and smdler ships were docked
for cargo trandfer.

“Hullol” avoice caled, and Magiere turned to see Karlin trotting toward them.

She was glad of it, dthough she'd never admit it under the circumstances. He was a symbal of what
she held dear regarding life in Miiska His generogity of spirit and cam ahility to see an answer to any
problem gave her faith in the world, in people.

At the sound of Karlin's voice, Chap dashed off to meet him. When the two of them jogged up
together, Magiere noticed Chap fidgeting, nearly beside himsdlf looking out at the approaching skiff.

“Not you too,” she muttered a him.

Lees| blinked. “Too? What about him?’

Chap stopped and looked up at her, ears diffly attentive.

“Nothing,” Magiere answered.

“We came to see you off,” Karlin puffed, out of bregth.

His apron was covered in stains of meted butter and dusted with streaks of flour.
“We? Magiere asked.

Down the dock behind the portly baker came Loni, waking toward them at a more sedate pace. The
wind blew back hislong hair, exposing his ears and making him appear strange and otherworldly with his
narrow frame, long, triangular face, and large amber eyes. Loni walked up and took her hand.

“Thank you,” he said serioudy, his manner completely dtered from their last meeting. “What you are
doing will be greetly appreciated by dl.”

Only dightly moved by his words, Magiere pulled her hand away.
“I'm not doing it for you.”
Undaunted, he nodded. “I thank you anyway.”

“Yes, yes” Karlin said. He turned pointedly toward Lees| and made a hdf bow, as Leesl often used
when dramaticaly charming his way into someone's graces. “We thank you both. There is no way to
express how much. Once more, you have come to Miiska s ad.”

He clapped Leesl on the back and stepped up to embrace Magiere. She noticed her partner was
glowering a Loni, who seemed oblivious, but before she could consder the matter further, Karlin
wrapped her in a bear hug.

His large, de cask body was comforting. She had no wish leave hm or Miiska. He hdd her for a
moment and then pulled back to face her.

“WE Il return as soon as we can,” she said, trying to smile with encouragement. “Bank draft in hand



and ready to start rebuilding.”
He patted her shoulder, and a tear gathered in hisright eye.

“Oh, you'll need this” he said, and hdd out a amdl pouch. “Travding money. It's the last of our
community funds, but your trip is an investment. No, no,” he added when she backed up. “You'll need
food and lodging and who knows what ese. Take it... or I'll just giveit to Leesl.”

Magiere glanced at her partner. The community pursein Leesl’s care?

“I'd best keep it,” she said.

“Pardon me?’ Lees| asked with a frown.

In truth, they needed the money, and she took it with a nod of thanks as the skiff pulled up to the
ladder hanging down from the dock. Chap whined once, pushed his head into the back of Karlin's knee,
and before anyone moved to collect luggage, he jumped off the dock and down into the skiff. The amadl

vessH rocked sharply, and its two rowers began curang. Chap merdy sat down between the benches
and stared up a everyone, histal thumping a hollow rhythm againg the skiff’s bottom.

Lees| looked down a Chap and back to Magiere. “Well, a least we don’t have to tadk him into
going,” he joked.

Or you, Magiere thought. As she helped him gather the chest, she noticed Karlin's attention focused
down the dock.

“What isit?’ she asked.

“Oh, Poyesk isleaning on his warehouse door, watching us” he answered.

Indeed, following Karlin's gaze, Magiere saw the spindly man on the shore.

“He does own a warehouse. He might be here on business” she said.

“Perhaps” Karlin answered dowly. “But he was againg our even showing you that offer from Bela
The lagt thing he wants is competition from a community-owned warehouse.”

The two sailors helped passengers load their belongings. The schooner, filled with cargo for return to
Bda, had amply stopped at Miiska out of habit to pick up possible fares. Besdes Magiere and Leesl,
three other men waited with litle baggage. From their dress, she took them for unemployed
dockworkers.

Magiere suddenly wished Karlin hadn’'t come to see them off. It only made things harder.
“Well...” she said, uncertain how to finish.

“Good-bye, Karlin,” Leesl said. “We |l see you again, soon enough.”

“Yes” Karlin samiled. *“ Soon. Off with you both. Chap’s walting with histal in the air.”

Lighthearted banter made things easier. Magiere nodded to Loni as wdl and dimbed down into the
boat. Lees| followed.

The sailors untied the docking lines and shoved off. Magiere knelt down near the side of the skiff and
ran her fingers through the blue-gray water. It was bitingly cold and refreshing, drifting past in the autumn
moming air. As the gently rocking boat moved out to the waiting schooner, the harbor appeared to open
wide to the ocean. The cloud-pillowed sky looked larger then it did from the streets of Miiska, and a
twinge of guilt needled Magiere for being so hard on Lees| in her thoughts. There was something to be
sad for the journey, and some amdl part of her—a very amdl pat—might find pleasure in at leest these
fird few days a sea. She watched Leesl dtting next to her, enjoying the sea ar as wel, strands of
ydlow-white hair fluttering out from benesth his scarf’ s edges. He appeared logt in thought, watching the
dock grow smdler behind them. Ahead, furled sals, masts, and rigging covered the sky as they



approached the schooner.
“What are you thinking?' she asked.

“I'm thinking how much | hate that df,” he answered. “Who exactly does he think he is to us,
grabbing your hand like that?

She shook her head. “Wél, we may never have to see him again. We may never see Miiska again.”
“Don't be ridiculous,” he scoffed. “Of course we will.”

“You know whet we're facing.”

He paused. “How much money did Kalin give you?’

“l haven't counted it. Why?’

“As soon as we reach Bela, | need to vist a decent amith's shop and have some new blades made.”
Magiere glared a him.

“Yes, I'm ligening, and | know what we're facing,” he answered.

A change came over his face as he stared toward the docks. His eyes lost focus and his thin brows
lowered asif he contemplated something ingde himsdf with weighted awareness. There was no hint of a
wry amile on his lips. His jaw muscles clenched dightly, and he appeared stern, without his warmth and
innate humor.

“l have afew idess... to make sure we come back dive” he said.
Magiere found hersdf both gpprehensive at his expression and surprised at his words.
“So you want to come back?’ she asked.

His danted brows wrinkled in puzzZlement, and the moment of cold withdrawa washed from his
features. “Of course. Why would you even ask me that?’

She shook her head, feding alittle better but determined not to let her guard down. Let them stay in
thar current state and be nothing more, no matter what he, or she, might think to the contrary. It was
better to have one close companion then ... Something more ... bloodless and buried in a grave.

The long, two-masted schooner bobbed on the waves beside them as deckhands dropped a rope
ladder. One of the skiff sailors grabbed her trunk, placed it on his shoulder, and dimbed up effortlesdy.

“You'd better have that letter from Bda ready for the captain,” Leesl sad. “He may not be
overjoyed at the prospect of stopping for five passengers only to find out two of them, and ther dog, are
traveing for free”

She hadn’t considered that. “Can you carry Chap and dill scale that ladder?”’
He grinned. “Y ou'd be amazed what | can scale”

“No, | wouldn't,” she said frowning. They never talked about his past before they’d met, but during
their battle with Rashed and his band, she’d redized Leesl was much more than a vagabond thief. How
much more, she was dill uncertain.

“Chap, up!” Lees| barked, and he bent over with his back to the dog.

Chap vaulted up, and his fordlegs hooked over Leesl’s shoulders. Lees| quickly cimbed the rope
ladder with one hand behind his back to support Chap’s haunches.

Once up, he peered over the deck rall and said quite serioudy, “Are you ready?’
“No,” Magiere answered, but she grasped the rope ladder and followed.



LeesI’s poorly hidden enthusasm drained rapidly over the fallowing four nights.

Asmuch as he rdished the idea of fresh seaar and the rushing wedge of white water dipping past the
prow of the wind-bound schooner, sea travel was new to him. By the second midday, the queasinessin
his tomach grew to full nausea. Sdliva continuoudy filled his mouth between intermittent dry spells, and
food was about as appeding as the dop bucket the cook had just poured over the side. Perhaps there
was a reason his mother’s people didn't travel.

He stayed on deck in the open ar as much as possible. Eventudly the wind would pick up, the ship’'s
rock and lunge would increase, and he would sumble below deck to curl again upon his bunk. All he
could do, between heaves, was mope and sulk for the rest of the day. Hisvison of this journey was a far
cry from the redity.

He d hoped traveing the open waters with Magiere and dtering their routine might present another
opportunity to close their distance. Instead of dally matters at hand, there would be the plans, strategies,
and tactics that had brought them so close once before. It should've been an opportunity to be off with
Magiere, living in inns eding when and what they could, and shaing days without scheduled
responsibilities or mundane tasks of any sort. The old days once again.

So far, none of this had happened.

Besides being sick, he was dmogt reluctant to open his mouth, not knowing what might uncontrollably
come out— or up. In addition, their cabin was the Sze of a closet with two bunks and barely enough
floor space for ther chest and Chap. It was probably the largest private space for purchase on a sl
but swift cargo vessel where passengers were an afterthought.

Lees| looked around the cabin illuminated by one lone lantern hung from a hook in the corner. It
avung dowly back and forth, meking the shadows undulate in a manner his somach didn’t appreciate.

When they fird saw the cabin, Magiere nearly backed over im trying to leave the room. They'd dept
for years out on the road with nothing between them but a campfire. Once, after a fight with an undead
and the fira emergence of her dhampir nature, he'd sat up dl night with her degping in his lgp to make
sure she was warm and recovered by morning. Now she balked at sharing a cabin with him?

Leesl lay curled on his lower bunk, eyes shut, dmost wishing they’d never Ieft Miiska He fdt
suffling near his face, and then something warm and wet dragged across his nose. He opened his eyes.
Chap licked his face once more with a soft whine that sounded amost sympethetic. Leesl barely patted
the dog’ s dlky head and fdt his ssomach lurch at the smdl of Chap'’s bregath.

“Oh, hdl’'s abyss” he groaned. “What' ve you been egting now?’

The cabin door dowly creaked open, and Magiere leaned in as if snooping to see if he were adeep.
With mild annoyance, he noticed that she appeared to fed fine Her smooth, pae cheeks showed not the
dightest tint of sckly yelow and green undertones.

“Any better?’ she asked.
He grunted in answer. “How much farther to Bda?’

“Captain says we could reach port tomorrow if the wind holds. If the wind cams, it might be longer
... but he dso said you'll probably stay sck either way.”

Oh, merciless saints, how wonderful, Lees| thought.

Magiere's brows knitted. “I guess some people get seasick and some don’t, but once it sets in,

goparently it takes a week or more to develop what he cdls ‘sea legs and grow accustomed to the
moation.” She heditated in the doorway. “Are you going to deep? Do you need some time done?’



Time done? What did that mean?

When he was in the cabin, she'd find a reason to be esewhere. Redly, where dse was there to go?
The schooner waan't that big. Then it struck him that she was the one who wanted the cabin to hersdlf,
and that filled him with enough anger to quel his nausea. Here he was, sck at the mere thought of food,
and dl she could think about was her privacy. Lees| rolled off the bunk before his somach tried to stop
him.

“Wheré s that coin purse Karlin gave you?' he asked.

“The coin purse?’

“Yes, I'm going to buy some wine to settle my somach—up on deck,” he said, then added with
bardy disguisad bitterness, “and you can have the cabin to yoursdf.”

She frowned, started to respond, and then went to their chest and removed the purse.

“How much do you need?’

Anger became incensed outrage, which made his somach fed worse. So now she wouldn't trust him
with their coin?

“l don’t know!” he snapped. “How much do sallors charge a sea for their stash of wine?”

From her stunned expression, Magiere was planly confused by his outburst, but if she had the
senstivity of a tree ssump, she'd have an inkling that she deserved it. He couldn’'t believe she was this
thickheaded. He snatched the pouch from her, poured a few coinsinto his hand, and handed it back.

“For safekeeping,” he said, “before | gamble it dl away ... or worse, drop it over the Sde while
puking up the dinner | haven't even egten yet.”

“Leedl. . .” Magier€é' s own anger began to show. “You're ill, you hdf-wit, and wine isn't going to
help. Just lie back down and rest.”

“Oh, | think wineis an excdlent idea” Even with the possbility of retching as a red threet, he swept
hisarm out as dramaticaly as space dlowed and gave her a shdlow bow. “I leave you in peace.”

He pushed past through the narrow door into the smdl hdlway and up the steps to the deck. She
didn't follow, but he didn’t expect she would.

Leesil leaned againg the rail, one hand clasped tightly around the braid of a rope ladder leading up
into the rigging. Nightfal sometimes brought a camer sea and smoothed the ship’sralling. He breathed in
mouthfuls of fresh night air and fdt his somach settle to alow grumble.

Embarrassment filled his dightly cleared head. Behaving like a peevish child wasn't going to make
Magiere wish to spend time with him. Hearing voices, he turned toward the stern.

Jugt below the ship’s elevated rear squatted four sallors playing cards by lantern light. Now and again,
they passed a large gourd, stained dark around the neck from years of wear by rough, sweaty hands.
Lees| forgot the lingering seasickness, hismind now better occupied.

In addition to the lean, weathered captain, the schooner boasted a fird mate, deven hands, and a
cabin boy. These four were gpparently off duty, and a round or two of cards might be digtracting. Leesl
walked over but didn’t St down uninvited.

“l don't suppose there' s D’ areding winein that gourd?’ he asked with an overinnocent smile.

One sallor with amissng ear and only three fingers on his right hand paused and looked up.

“Of course, and we Il make you a roast pheasant with dmond gravy for a late supper.”

The others laughed, but no one asked him to join the game. They sat on amdl casks or piles of canvas



and rope and used an old empty crate for a playing table. One large, off-white sal flexed above them in
the breeze.

Thiswas a rough life, and Lees| had dready surmised that most sailors found passengers to be little
more than a necessary annoyance, if not an outright inconvenience. However, he knew the most common
way to find acceptance at any gaming table, and he gently dlinked the coinsin his hand.

“Wdl, wine or no,” he said, “this damned seasickness won't let me rest. Could an honet and
deegplessfdlow join your game for awhile?’

The sailors exchanged glances, probably thinking him a witless ne er-do-well riding on some recent
risein fortune. The earless man handed him the gourd.

“Don't ask what'sinit. We make it out of whatever’s handy.”
Leesil amiled broadly, playing the fool, and took along pull on the gourd. He regretted it immediately.

The liquid burned down his throat and tasted like rancid potatoes. His empty stomach lurched,
threstening to expd what he'd jus swalowed. The salors laughed again, and the youngest with
salt-crusted blond hair grabbed an empty box and pushed it toward Leedl.

“Youll get used to it,” he said good-naturedly, while shuffling the cards. “You play Jack o' Knives?’
Lees| had been playing Jack o' Knives when Chap was a pup ill peeing on the floor.

“Hmmm, | may have” he said. “Tdl methe rules agan?’

While the rules were explained, he took another long pull on the gourd.

He logt the first game on purpose with a amdl bet, and his third pull on the gourd actudly made him
fed better. The burning lessened, and there was no desire to retch. His head fdt lighter, and he suddenly
didn't care that Magiere wanted him out of the cabin. Why should he care?

And he took another gulp.

He won the second hand, meking it look like a spot of luck. No one seemed suspicious, and the
one-eared salor handed him the gourd again. Leesl knew better than to drink while gambling, but
whatever was in the gourd drowned some of the nausea. He'd been thrown out of his cabin and
deserved alittle indulgence.

His head began to swim, and hisfifth hand of cards held nathing of note.

Lees| decided to bluff, and built the pot up with a few extra coins to scare off those with too little to
lose. The youngest sailor called him and took hdf the money Magiere had given him.

No matter. HE' d just win it back.
He took ancther drink from the gourd.

Alone in the cabin, lying in the lower bunk while Chap dozed on the floor, Magiere puzzled over
Lees!’s outburst.

Though he was seasick, he wasn't given to childish fits of temper. He'd snapped at her and stormed
out. That wasn't like him.

He was the type to keep arguing until she wanted to strangle him or suff a wad of wet wool in his
mouth to shut him up. She'd briefly considered following him and then changed her mind. Was he
worried about the coming days and too proud to admit it? She quickly rejected that thought. Lees| didn't
fear anything he could fight.



Magiere unbelted her fachion and lad it on the floor next to Chap, who watched her with miserable
cyddline eyes.

“Oh, don't be so tragic,” she said. “He s just seasick. He |l be fine once we reach Bela”
Sherolled over and ignored the little voice in the back of her mind.
Lees| knows you're avoiding him... feels you pushing him away.

No. He didn't like being fussed over. Her mother-hen minigration annoyed him while he finished
hedling in the last month. Why else would he have disappeared dl those mornings? Perhaps he needed a
bit of time by himsdf.

The cabin was so ardl that dl she saw inthe low lantern light was faded and bleached wood. She'd

meant to turn out the lantern but thought better of it, in case Lees| should return. Shifting about on the
old, flattened bunk pad, she tried to get comfortable and hdf closed her eyes.

Why exactly did he want wine? She hadn’'t seen him touch a drop while he was heding, not even on
the tavern’s opening night.

Magiere scrunched her eydids closed and tried to push her petulant partner from her thoughts. Sleep
would make everything fade, and things aways looked better in the morning. That was what her Aunt
Bigaaways said, and from time to time, it was true. The bunk fdt hard beneath her back, so she ralled
to her sde again, willing dumber to take her.

Chap growled softly from the floor.
“Shut up,” she muttered. “1t’'s hard enough to deep without your noises.”

She considered getting up and going after Leesl and then heard the door creak open. He was back,
and unexpected rdief washed over Magiere. Hopefully he'd crawl into the upper bunk and rest, so she
sat up, prepared to suggest judt that.

Magiere tensed and froze.

One of the tattered dockworkers who'd boarded the schooner with them in Miiska stared in a her
with equd surprise. There was aknifein his hand.

He' d probably expected to find her adeep or out of the room so he could rob the traveling chest. So
may people in town were gruggling, and sometimes faling, in the months since Rashed’s warehouse
burned.

But in that breath of moment, he never once looked toward the chest or anything ese in the room
except her.

Chap growled, dready on his feet, with soft jowls curled back over sharp canine fangs. Magiere
grabbed the fachion from the floor.

Any would-be thief with hdf a set of wits would have turned and run at the 9ght of a wide-awake,
armed occupant and a large, angry hound. Even the desperate wouldn't risk serious injury for unknown
profit. Instead, this one rushed her.

Caugnht off guard, Magiere had no time to unshegthe her weapon. The other two dockworkers from
the boarding party were right behind him, pushing their way through the narrow door. Her eyes widened
as the leader raised his dagger up, ready to strike, and he kicked out at her sword.

Magiere pulled the fachion out of the way. Bungling dockworkers they might be, but this was no
robbery. She raised the sheathed blade with both hands as a bar to block his strike and kicked out into
the man’'s gut.

The dockworker fell back againg the pair behind him. There was a moment’s joglling as the other



two struggled to push him aside, but he tripped over the chest and toppled into the room’s corner.

Chap launched at the men in the doorway, calliding with the second one, who was quite portly.
Forepaws driking the dockworker’s chest, he toppled againg the third, who backpedaled into the hdl.
Both dog and man collgpsed in atangle at the foot of the bunks.

Chap began barking full-throated. Not the eerie wall for hunting or the vicious utterance used to keep
someone cornered, but deep, long woaofing sounds asif cdling for atention.

Magiere assessed the leader toppled in the corner. Medium height, medium build, with plain brown
har and eyes, and clothes that were faded and worn. There was nothing digtinctive about him. He was
the type whom everyone forgot immediatdy. For some reason, this disturbed her.

It had been, along while since she' d fought a living opponent, and chasing down would-be thievesin
the streets wasn't the same. When she fought the undead, strength, speed, and rage poured into her. That
was her advantage even if it unbalanced her sdf-awareness. She was at a loss without the rise of her
dhampir side, and uncertainty made her hesitate too long.

The leader drew himsdf up, eyes narrowed, and rushed her again. She jerked the sheathed fdchion
up to guard hersdf, and he hdf spun in the amdl space, kicking the blade from her hand.

When he charged for real, Magiere rolled from the bunk, hoping he'd land in her place and she could
come up behind him. He did land on the bunk, but she hit the floor hard and, before she could sring
back up, he rolled off the bunk on top of her.

Chap’'s snarl came from somewhere near the door, followed by the frightened outcry of the man he'd
pinned.
Magiere' s attacker struck down with his knife. She snatched his wrigt and pulled it to the Sde in

midswing, adding her own strength to its downward momentum. He looked shocked when his blade
stuck into the floor next to her Ieft shoulder. She dammed her forehead into his face.

Blood spurted from his nose across Magiere' s chest as his head snapped back. She followed with
her right fig againg his mouth, and he tumbled backward, shoulders striking the edge of the lower bunk.

Magiere twisted Ieft on the swing's momentum and jerked the knife free from the floor. By the time
the man rebounded, she had the blade in moation as she swung back. It did fast and deep through his
throat.

His hand indinctively flew to his neck. Blood running from his nose across his jaw mingled with dark
red seeping between his clenched fingers, and then it began lesking from between hislips

Magiere shoved him asde and scrambled to her feet, holding the knife out. The dockworker
crumpled to the floor, gagging, and she turned quickly toward the cabin doorway.

Chap clenched the portly man's upper arm between histeeth, and raked at him with front paws. The
men screamed hystericdly for help, but no one came to his aid. His shirt was dready shredded and
gtained with his own blood. Magiere kicked the hound' s opponent in the head, and the man fdl slent and
limp. Chap indantly shifted on top of the dazed attacker, snarling and watching intently.

Magiere breathed hard for a moment. Where was the third attacker?

Had he panicked and run, seeing how quickly his partners went down? She stepped around Chap
and his prisoner, and looked out the door toward the steep dairs to the right. Dim ydlow light seeped
down from the hatch leading to the deck. There was aflicker of shadow from her |€ft.

Something heavy and hard collided with the back of Magiere's skull. Everything flashed white and
then snapped to darkness, as if the lantern had flared and snuffed out. Her legs folded uncontrollably as
she fdl againg the hdlway’s far wdl. She knew she'd hit the floor only when the sensation of motion



ceased, and her whole body went limp.

She tried hard to lift her face but managed only to roll over onto her back. Her right hand closed but
was empty— the knife had fdlen from her grip. Above her was a soft, dm ovd maeridizing from
shadow. The blurred shape dowly sharpened. An illuminated face appeared above her.

A young and dightly built man with dirty-blond hair and angry, determined eyes stood over her with
an iron cudge gripped in both hands. He'd let Chap maul his companion while he waited outsde the
door for her to emerge.

Magiere tried to gather strength, to think, to act, as he raised the cudgd again. Tine most she could
manage was to lift one arm that wavered.

A shadow passed across the young man's face. Something had blocked the light filtering down
through the hatch. He paused and looked up.

Sender legs in faded canvas breeches shot through the ar above Magiere, and their feet covered in
low legther boots struck her attacker in the face. His cudgd flipped out of his hands as he tumbled
backward down the dark hdlway out of Magiere' s Sght.

The booted feet swung up to the planked ceiling, followed by the legs, and behind them came a torso
clad in aloose, worn-out shirt dightly too big for the wearer.

Leesl et go of the hatch's top edge and quickly tucked in midar above Magiere. She caught only a
glimpse of his face surrounded by whirling white hair broken loose from hisfaling scarf as he flipped past
her out of Sght. She fdt the impact through the floor as he landed in the hdlway at her feet.

Magiere clawed at the passage-side wall to pull hersalf up on one elbow. Her head fdt thick and too
heavy to hold up.
Leesl hdf crouched, his back to her, with a diletto in each hand. Magiere heard Chap’'s muffled

snarls and barks from behind the cabin’s closed door, likdy pulled shut by her attacker to keep the dog
out of hisway.

Around Leesl’s legs, Magiere made out the young dock-worker’s shadowed figure getting up. The
men dipped a hand behind his back, and when it came into view again, he held something long and dark.
He rushed forward. Before the dender man closed, Lees| soun on hisright foot in the narrow hdlway.

Hisleft leg folded up next to his body as he pivoted. Asit cleared the close walls, his leg shot out and
connected with the dockworker’s jaw and cheekbone. Before the man's head had fully recoiled, Leesl
followed ingantly with the pommd of the left diletto, striking precisely the same spot. The man spun and
tumbled down the hallway wall. Lees| settled to both feet again, and staggered forward.

Staggered? Magiere pushed hersdf further up. Was Lees| injured?
“Be careful!” she managed to shout. “They’re not thieves.”

Lees| righted himsdf as the dockworker threw whatever he wielded, and the object clattered dong
the floor. The man turned and ran the other way down the hdl into the dark. Leesl started after the
fleaing figure but didn't get far, and Magiere s bresth caught in her throat.

His feet tangled in the skittering object, and ingead of sumbling, he toppled draight over and
dammed into the floor.

“Leesl!” Magiere got out.
From somewhere up on deck she heard running feet, shouting, and a splash.

She dlimbed up the wdl to her feet. The back of her skull ached, and her ears rang ceasdesdy, but
she was more concerned for Leesl. As she took two unsteady steps, he came toward her. His tilettos
dready tucked away, he carried the object that had undone him—another iron cudgd. He dropped it,



grabbed arung of the steps up to the deck, and stood swaying dightly.

Magiere reached out to him and sumbled closer, leaning againg the ladder’ s steps. She ran her hands
over hisarms, shoulders, and chest, pushing the folds of the loose shirt around to check for rips or sgns
of blood.

“Hurt?” she managed to ask. “Did he hit you?’
Leedl’s narrow, tanned face lifted, and he looked a her in some confusion.

“I'mdl right... I'm... fine ... that skinny toad ain't never gonna get near you ... promise.” He put his
hand on her cheek alittle too roughly, meking her vison spin, and then leaned his face close to hers. “All
right... you're dl right now.”

Magiere jerked her head away, which made the whole world jump before her eyes. His breath
reeked, and she stared at Leesl’s face in the dim light.

His eyes were bloodshot.
Assasans had attacked her, and he was drunk.

Chapter 4

Two nights after Chane escorted Sgpphire around town to show off her new gown, he waked the
dark streets outside of Bea's middle ring wall in a rare mood of contentment. Once per week, Toret
gave him leave to do whatever he liked. He dways chose the same detination: the new Belaskian branch
of the Guild of Sagecraft. On such nights, he wore a casud white shirt, brown breeches, and a smple
brown woal cloak—without his sword. This was his usud attire for such vigts, as he preferred to be
viewed as nothing more than an avid pastime scholar of minor noble birth. His only accoutrement, tucked
beneeth his shirt, was the amdl brass vid on a chain around his neck.

He grolled dong the cobbled street toward the southern sde of the city. A coach for hire would have
expedited his journey, but he preferred to walk. His body did not tire, and he liked the older didricts with
their motley architecture marking the history and growth of the city. They hdd an aging charm that as yet
hed not dipped into decay.

It had taken hdf a decade for the city council to negotiate arrangements for these foreign scholars,
these sages, to come to Bdafrom a great distance. As rumor had it, the council was pleased, for it meant
apatid library of historical scrolls and documents would exis within the city, dong with highly learned
men and women who gathered and preserved such archives. Eventudly, a full library would grow from
thisamdl start. This was the firgt such branch of the guild on this entire continent. In his regular vigts with
the sages, Chane had learned much about ther origins

Started nearly two centuries ago, the sages’ founding branch was in a country caled Maourne, west
across the ocean and to the far coast of that distant continent. Then-homeland guild grounds were
actudly that kingdom's old keep and castle, given to the guild in bygone days when newer sructures
were built for their monarchs. Maourne was the oldest of kingdomsin what they cdled the Numan lands.

There was dso a guild branch on the continent’s southern hdf in the imperid dty of Samau'a
Gaulb—"Heart of the Heavens’—capitd of both the country of iI’'Dhaa Nguum and the Suman
Empire as awhole. A third established branch was said to be in dven lands somewhere in the midde of
the continent.

After the Great War, thought to have occurred hdf a millennium ago, dvilization on the far continent



hed been thrown into ruin and nearly obliterated. So much was logt that the Guild of Sagecraft was
founded in the early days of Maourne s monarchs as a safeguard againg another such holocaust.

Chane had read the few higtories that reached back before the kingdoms of Belaski, Stravina, and
Droevinka were established here. It was likdly that this same war that the sages spoke of had touched
this continent as wdll, though the thought of such a wide-reaching conflict seemed too fabricated a times.
There were tdes of mongrosties and unnaurd hordes, and of years worth of battles and skirmishes
with invaders from across the ocean. Those speculative histories suggested thet the first peoples of this
continent faded as well, to be later replaced by migrating tribes and clans from elsewhere.

And now the auspices of the guild had come to Chane’ s own homdand.

Those digant libraries and archives the sze of castles overwhemed his imagination. Someday he
would see them with his own eyes, fed ther parchments beneath his fingertips, read strange tongues that
spoke of forgotten days and lost mysteries, and quench his mind on centuries of knowledge gathered by
the learned. How many new indghts into his conjury might he find in such vast repositories? And what
might be known of the Noble Dead, with some detaill of knowledge that might findly free him from
Toret's domination? There was now a guild here, and perhaps that would be enough to uncover a key to
his freedom.

The piecemed vigon il lingered as he absently rounded a street corner onto an intersecting cobble
road. A short distance ahead was an open archway in the city’'s midde wdl. Two ring-mailed
Strazhy-shlyahketne, the city's offidd guards, stood relaxed but atentive to ether Sde of the massve
granite portal. They gave him little more than a passng glance.

Chan€e' s degtination was only a short distance ingde the ring wal. When he reached it, he paused to
take in the 9ght illuminated by the Street lanterns' dim ydlow light. His vison of grand, scholarly enclaves
faded like smoke in the night breeze.

City space was scarce and, from dl whispered suspicions, the city council had decided it best not to
house these highly valued but “foregn” emissaries too close to the royd grounds. What stood in front of
Chane as the new Belaskian branch of the Guild of Sagecraft was an old, decommissioned barracks.

In years past, the guard outgrew these accommodations, and two new barracks were
constructed—one near the outer ring wall and one near the inner. The old building stood empty for over
ayear, until the sages arrived. Weathered and aged, it was reasonably wel kept and rose to two stories
of sound timbers attached directly to the city wal’ sinner Side. But as much asit had been adequate for a
barracks, it was not what the sages had hoped for. There Smply wasn't enough space indde to house
their necessary wares, let done build alibrary.

Chane lifted the front door’s latich and entered, his welcome established months ago. He turned |eft
down the narrow centrd passage toward where the Strazhy sergeant’s quarters were once located.
Apprentices and hired scribes trundled up and down the gtairs with careful armfuls of scrolls, sheaves,
tablets, books, and the occasond oddity he could not immediatdy identify. A few nodded a gregting as
they passed.

The old sergeant’s front chamber, once used as an impromptu courtroom for petty crimes and avil
disputes, was transformed into a udy area with tables, chairs, scribe desks, and shelves. Around the
room were afew curious glass lamps filled with glowing light that never flickered.

Two sages in clean gray robes—one of medium sSze, the other dight and small—sat together at the
rear table carefully consdering a leather-bound box. But they were dso waiting for him, and both looked
up when he entered. The tdler of the two was the old domin, or grandmaster sage, Tilswith.

“Right... right time,” he said in broken speech with a warm smile
Though he was wdl into his sixties, Tilswith’s vivid green eyes were keen of sght, though occasiondly



he used a reading glass to megnify amdl script. His gray hair possessed a hint of its once coal-colored
shade, and he wore it cropped short with a close-trimmed beard to match. Though lined, his narrow face
and long hands were nat harshly wrinkled.

“Come ... St,” Tilswith said with awecoming wave of his hand. “We may have ... new dueto ...

The domin fatered and, with greet frustration, hedily motioned to his colleague, who leaned close to
whisper in his ear. Though he was engaging and wise, the elder man’'s command of loca languages was
not dl it should be for the head of such an establishment. Tilswith tapped fingertips to forehead, Ietting out
agrunt of frugtration asif the term that escaped him were now obvious.

“Yes, yes—Great War... the Forgotten.” He sghed deeply. “Pardon ... days | think | never learn
speak your language”

Tilswith's smdler companion shifted out of her stool to offer it up. Sightly built and barely reaching
Chane's collarbone, Wynn Hygeorht was twenty years old a best, yet dready Tilswith's primary
gpprentice. Light brown hair hung in a neat braid down her back. Her olive-toned face was round and
unpainted, adorned only by samdl features and a pair of rich brown eyes. As assgtant to Tilswith, and an
initiate in the Order of Cathologers, Wynn specidized in the knowledge of knowledge itsdf: the
preservation, organization, and coordination of libraries great and smdl, and aways knowing where to
find the lagt forgotten corner note that only one person in a decade might care to retrieve. She could
read, write, and speak a hdf dozen languages, induding Belaskian. Though she seldom spoke without
something specific to say, it was dways engaging to converse with her. After nights of Sgpphire’'s inane
chatter, the fewest words spoken by Wynn were soothing to Chane's ears.

He found true contentment during only three types of moments in his existence—on the hunt, delving
some new depth of conjury, or engaged with Tilswith and Wynn. Any other moment was little more than
the lingering of servitude.

He looked down at the table and this new object of interest.
“Would you care for tea?” Wynn asked in her soft tone.
“No, | an fine. How old isthis parchment?’

Tonight he was especidly anxious to push the world aside. He sat on the stool, Wynn just behind him,
and watched as Tilswith opened the e ongated |eather-bound box.

From within, the sage removed a scroll. The sheath, as well as the spindles ydlow wood, |ooked
new, and Chane wondered what could possbly be contained in this recent acquigtion. From Tilswith's
solemn date of excitement, it was obvioudy nothing he had brought with him on the initid journey to
Bda

The domin dipped the sheeth off and unrolled the scroll on the table, leening forward to inspect the
contents.

“Is copy—or... origind found after we leave and is stored safe in home guild in Cam Seatt. No date
on origind. After copy, one copy sent us, me to judge ... judge ...

“Authenticity,” Wynn supplied.

“Authenticity?’ Tilswith glanced over his shoulder, uncertain of his pronunciation until WWynn nodded.
“Grest War my fidd. Think this part”—he pointed to the current section displayed—"write by soldier
before or after battle”

Chane blinked. “Highly unlikely. Even the highest-quality parchment would not survive well for hdf a
millennium, and | doubt such was given to soldiers in the fidd. If thet is the true nature of the origind
document.”



Tilswith listened carefully. 1t took a moment for him to comprehend Chane's speech, and then he
nodded agreement.

“From notes, and marks heré’—he pointed to a strange row of dots spaced between the foreign
characters—"origina not whole but better... better than other old texts. Look.”

Tilswith dowly rolled the scroll, pointing again and again at repeated, irregularly placed rows of dots
between and within passages of texts.

“Dots where scribe find no text can read. Copy maich mark place, size, and more from origind.
Some text logt, but much survive ... more than hope for this old. Puzzle how could be.”

“Can you read this tongue?’ Wynn asked over Chane's shoulder.

“No,” he answered. The marks appeared to be tiny pictures instead of letters, dl arranged in rows as
writing. He' d seen few such pictographic texts during his studies, and they had dl been attributed to the
same source. “It looks like some form of ancient Sumen?’

“Good!” Tilswith nodded and pointed to a brief one-line passage of two characters. “This name of
woman. Rest may be lifein soldier camp ... and what eat for dinner.” His finger moved down to the first
ful section, but he read it from right to left. “Intere<t... writer common soldier write letter to home.”

“But why would he write it on a scroll ingtead of a Sngle parchment sheet?” Wynn asked, “A dngle
page would be digpatched more essly to its destination.” As she leaned in for a closer look, her braid
dipped over to the Sde, across Chane' s shoulder. She did not seem to notice.

The same question had occurred to Chane, but none of them could think of an answer to share. The
two sages enthusiadiic curiogty was infectious. He briefly wondered if Toret or Sgpphire would give a
whit about the possibility of a five-hundred-year-old epistolary journd written by a nameless soldier in a
mythicd war. Though indeed much more than a myth, it seemed.

“So what makes you think this man was writing in the time of the war?" Chane asked.

“This'—Wynn pointed further down the parchment—"is a reference to the forces of the ‘night voice,’
the unseen leader or messiah of the enemy. Here he mentions being in K’ mad, a region near the southeast
edge mountains that rim the vast desert north of the Suman Empire. Over many years, some evidence has
been found of possible large encampments and battles fought in this area near the beginning of what we
think of as the Forgotten, the logt time. We know dmost nothing of the history surrounding this war or
whet came before it.”

“Symbols most important,” Tilswith added, “but tdl little we not know. Good for theory. World was
more .."—he fdtered until Wynn whispered to hm again—"advanced, not less, before war—or
advanced like now. Much... dl... logt in before. Thiswhy our guild made ... protect knowledge, never
more logt.”

Domin Tilswith was passionate for hisory, and mogt particulaly for the Great War sad to have
touched the world as a whole. Once he mentioned that in his own land there was 4ill debate as to
whether or not the war had truly occurred as thought. And Tilswith had aways shown a keen interest in
any mention of the “night voice.”

Few specifics had been recovered concerning this supposed leader of the hordes that washed across
the sage’s continent and other parts of the world. Known by varied names depending on the cultura
origin of the source, it was aways coupled with mention of a voicein the dark. Rare physicd descriptions
were vague and varied, making it impossible to tdl fact from fear-filled fancy. Tilswith suspected very few
individuds of the time, if any, ever saw the being with their own eyes. Only three references recurred
irregulaly: It was likdy mae, of immense proportions, and dways of midnight-black hue. Some accounts
presented it as chimeric, others as reptilian, and few as humanoid, but never with detall. 1t was impossble
to determine its true nature, or why it had led a campaign over many years, decades perhaps, apparently



bent upon little more than continued spread of carnage againg dl sentient life not under its control. Those
under its sway had no other purpose than daughtering everything in their path.

There was some certainty that the war began in the vast desert north of the Suman Empire and far
south of where Maourne now existed. Somehow the “voicg’ had been defested—some accounts said
“killed’—overnight, and it vanished from dl awareness. From tracegble accounts of the times tha
followed, avilization had been devastated into nonexistence. All corners of the continent reverted to
loose dan structures bettling over whét little food and unspoiled land remained.

Before becoming a member of the Noble Dead, Chane had little interest in higtory. In fact, he learned
swordplay and languages only because such was expected of a nobleman’s son. Conjury had been his
keenest passion, much to his father's ire, but he'd not advanced more then to cdling up minor air
eementds, dust devils, to cause mischief about the manor. Looking back, he saw himsdf as a shdlow
cresture, some usdless snob who would decay and diein scant years of time. But now ...

Now he was agdless. Clearly, the past hedd much to offer for an endless future. He wanted to
undergtand everything.

Wynn watched his intense gaze upon the scrall, and he caught her soft amile from the corner of his
vidon. Her face was lovey, with a balanced proportion of features set around her intdligent eyes. She
would have made afine noblewoman.

He could hear her blood, a pulse surging beneath her skin.

Unconscioudy, his senses expanded urtil he fdt her body heat ailling lightly across the sde of his
face.

Chane quickly focused, driving down the hunger rigng in his throat. Intellectua companionship fulfilled
as vitd a need for him as blood. Blood could be found anywhere for the taking. The company of one
such as Wynn was precious. He turned his attention back to the puzzing parchment.

Creeping down the short ladder into the schooner’s cargo hold, Leesl tried not to think. It was a
pointless effort, even with his head 4ill clouded from sailor’s grog. Around his neck hung a smdl flask of
al and a smdl flask of water. He carried a lantern, and his box of tools was suffed insde his ragged
shirt.

Magiere had killed the first assailant, cut his throat. Chap had pinned the second, now locked in a
storage room below deck. Lees| had |et the third escape due to his own drunken incompetence.

Useful, dependable Lees| had botched things up again.

Magiere cdled them assassins, but Leesl knew better. Skilled assassins were shadows passing
unseen and unheard even by ther victims. They didn’'t work in groups. They didn’'t bungle through a
cabin door, rousing ther victims, nor use iron cudgels and baing knives. Someone had hired common
thugs to murder M agiere—someone who wanted either a cheap kill or who had no knowledge where to
hire a trained assassin. Leesil was going to find out who that person was, one way or another.

Standing in the dark and narrow passage, he succumbed to shame. After dl the weeks he'd spent
preparing himsdf for what he knew was coming her way, the fird time she truly needed him, he'd been in
his cups again. Wasn't that what he dways did when troubled? To wash away nightmares of the
betrayds and assassnations for which his parents had raised him, he'd drowned himsdf in wine until
deep became a dreamless escape.

No more. Not a drop.
He wouldn't givein again. For two months since their lagt battle, he’'d consumed only water and tea,



and he'd dill managed to deep through the worst of his dreams. He would be what Magiere needed,
evenif he never dept again.

A knife s throw down the passage was a door to a smdl hold for the sailors supplies. Pulling his box
out, Lees| noted he wouldn't need to pick any lock. The door’ s laich was sedled with a cargo hook.

He lifted the hook, quietly entered the room, and closed the door behind himsdf.

Rasng the lantern, he saw an exhausted, overweight man shackled to the floor. The chains were old
and worn but dill functiond. The captain had questioned this prisoner earlier, but the man refused even to
speak his name. Magiere learned nothing regarding who her attackers were or who'd hired them. She
didn’'t express fear, but Lees| knew she was troubled by this mystery. So was he.

And he knew ways of asking a question that perhaps the captain did not.
Theman looked a him and blinked in surprise, his round face gligening with swest.

Lees| removed the faded green scarf from his head, letting his nearly white, shoulder-length hair fal
around hisface. He pushed it back behind his ears, so their dightly pointed tips were in plain view, and
&t the lantern down a the man's feet. With his amber eyes and dark skin, he knew he looked bizarre
and unnaturd to this common lowlife Stting before him.

He knelt down, his gaze never leaving the man's face, no expression passing across his own.

The stout man indinctively pulled back againg the room’s rear wall. Close to the prisoner, Leesl
andled old ae, sde swest, and a hint of urine. The man's unkempt hair was dudly rather than greasy.
Brown stubble covered his chin and jowls. His flesh hung dightly loose, as if he'd once eaten too wel
and then come on hard times. Perhaps he'd been a dockworker in Miiska before the warehouse burned
down. Lees| didn't care. Thisman had tried to kill Magiere.

Leed| flashed a sudden amile. The man flinched.
“So you know who | am,” Leesl said, “but you don't know me. I've come to give you a test.”

He opened his box of tools, displaying the white metd of the one good Hiletto, the garrote, and the
curved, shorter blade. Pressing the catch ingde the box, he flipped open the lid's interior pandl, exposing
the array of hooks, wires, and probes in their fabric holding straps. He took out a thin strut of gleaming
metd.

“Since you tried to murder Magiere,” Leesl continued, “and you were obvioudy hired, that makes
you an assassin.” He held up the wire. “Tdl me, usng this, what's the quickest way to kill a man from
behind?’

The portly captive breathed hard. The stench of sweat thickened around him, but no answer came.

“No guess at dl?" Leesdl asked. “How disgppointing.” He carefully set the wire down on the box’s
lid. “But we shouldn't proceed quickly. Anything worth learning takes time”

Thistime, the man blinked. His stubble-covered maw opened, then closed again. Lees| reached into
his box, hesitated with his hand poised above the diletto, and then he picked up the thicker but smdler
curved blade.

“But fird, 1 should cut you free)” Leesl said, “My mother gave me this blade ... you should fed
privileged. | never tak about my mother.” He turned the blade dowly in the ar until the reflection of the
lantern’ s light from the metd lanced directly into the man's eyes. “Bone is one of the lighter dements this
will cut through. Y ou won't have any hands, but you'll certainly be free of those shackles.”

The man's breeth logt its even rhythm of deep heaves and grew ragged.
“What do you want?’ he gasped.



Leedl let out aggh of resgnation, ignoring the question.

“I'd intended to start with your eyes. Thisign't an appropriate tool for such work, but it will do in a
pinch. Then again, you won't be able to watch me cut off your hands. No, well gart at the hands and
move upward.”

“Stop your blather!” the man nearly spit. “What do you want?’

Leesl’s expresson remaned unchanged, gving no acknowledgment that the conversation had
somehow shifted directions. His voice remained casud.

“Who hired you?’
The man snorted, and the fear on his face vanished.

“That's what you're after? | shoulda known, you drunken sot. Feding bad ‘cause you was Spping
grog on deck?” He sneered, and dmogt chuckled. “Wdl, go ahead and cut me. | saw you try to bluff
those salors at Jack o' Knives. You ain't doing nothing.”

For a long moment, Lees| didn't speak, just stared into the man's eyes without blinking. Then he
snapped the blade out in a sudden flash a the man's face.

The portly prisoner lurched back, his head banging againg the wall. His breething stopped dtogether
as he stared wide-eyed. Lees| sat with the blade again turning between his fingers. There was no blood
on the metd.

The man settled again with a snicker. “I knew it.”
“As| said, you don't know me” Leesl| replied.

A thin, dark line appeared on the man’s face. It ran in a vertica line down his forehead, through his
left eyebrow, skipped over the eye, and continued through his cheek to the corner of his mouth. His amile
faded as the fird trickle of blood spread into the creases of his eydid. He blinked and tilted his head,
trying to keep the blood out of his eye and not lose Sght of Leesi|, and then began to shake.

The slence grew lengthy and uncomfortable.

Lees| st the blade down in the box and pulled both flasks from around his neck. He took a candle
from his pocket and lit it from the lantern with one hand, while popping the stopper of the ail flask with
the other and spattering drops of ail across on the man’s dirty trousers.

“Hey!” his captive shouted. “What are you doing?’

“No one saw me come down. No one knows I'm here” Leesl explained, as if to a child. “Those
salors were quite embarrassed that you attacked a passenger and your companion managed to jump
overboard before they could catch him. When you're found, the cgptain won't know who did it—or
won't care. And | have avery beievable face”

He held the candle near the man's oil-spattered pants.
“You won't burn me” theman said. “You'll set the ship on fire and kill yoursdf, kill your partner.”

“Water,” Lees| answered, shaking the second flask. He popped its stopper and set it close by on the
floor. “I know how to contral fire on flesh. Smal flames make only thumb-sized blisters, but they often
become infected after a few days. | once saw a man's legs turn green and black. Took him nearly a
week to die” He picked up the curved blade, once again flaghing its gleam into the man's eyes. “You
won't see the blisters, though. | wouldn't do that to you.”

Thistime, open fear washed across the man's features, and he tried to back into the hull wall.
“Who hired you?’ Lees| asked.



“l an't tdling you, sot!”
Lees| dipped the candle flame and ignited a spot of oil.

The captive cried out and swung his chained hand to swat out the flame. Leesil jabbed him rapidly in
the throat with two fingers. The man fell back, gasping for ar while his leg began to burn.

In aflash, Lees| splashed water from the second flask on the flame. 1t winked out in a hiss, leaving
the acrid amdl of charred cloth. He kndlt on the man’s hand, pinned it down, and hdd the candle close to
his captive' s face. His expresson remained cam, friendly, even as anger and hatred crept into his soft
voice.

“This could take dl night. No one will check on you until marning ... late morning, and the poor soul
who finds you will most likdly lose his breakfast.”

He turned, prepared to set ignite another patch of ail, and beneath him, the man writhed.
“Magter Poyesk!” he shouted.

Lees| stopped the candle.

“He owns a warehouse in Miiksa” he replied. “Why would he want to harm Magiere?’

“To stop her,” the man rushed on. “He don't want a warehouse run by townsfolk. Hell lose what
he's got now. Don't you see? | an't lying.”

Leas| rocked back on his heds.

Of course, Poyesk wouldn't want Magiere to return with a bank note large enough to build a
town-owned warehouse. But he couldn’'t pass this information on to Magiere. Not yet. The only thing
keeping her on ther current path was the desire to hdp Miiska If she knew one of its dtizens had hired
thugs to kill her, she'd lose whet little resolve she had. Then what? Would she quit and go home? Miiska
would deteriorate, and he and Magiere would go back to the tense holding pattern they’d suffered for
months. No, he couldn’t tell her. They had a service to render and payment to receive, or there would be
no future for them. He could protect her without telling her anything about the source of these thugs.

Leed| stood and turned the all flask over the man's head.
“No! What are doing?’ the man coughed out.

“Did he hire anyone =7’ Lees| asked.

“No! No one but us. | swear.”

Lees| stared down urtil he was satisfied the truth had been spoken, then leaned over. The man
recoiled, but the hdf-df amply ripped the man's pants leg open to examine the burn. The skin was
merely sSnged.

“If you tdl the captain | was here, he won't care. All that will matter to him is what information you
told me, not that | was here. And | can find you again.” Finished, he carefully repacked his tools,
grabbed the lantern, and headed for the door.

“Would you have cut my hands off...” the man whispered, “taken my eyes?’
Leed| left without pause, fagtening the door securdly behind him.

Chapter 5



Magiere stood near the schooner’s prow in black breeches and worn leasther hauberk, with her
fdchion on her hip, and watched sunlit shimmers flit across the water. This morning, they would reach
Bda Strands of her hair had loosened in the autumn wind, so she retied the tall of black hair. The thong's
tenson aggravated the ache in her head, but the pain had decreased overnight, her body recovering
quickly.

The assault in her cabin was common knowledge, and she noticed the crew pausng in their duties to
dare a her, a her har and skin. Glandng back dong the deck, she spotted the captain ganding beside
the hdm watching her as well.

Magiere faked as much indifference as she could and looked out beyond the prow. Despite Leesl’s
didinct festures, she was now as much an oddity as him. In their backwoods traves through Stravina, her
appearance hadn’t been so noticeable. Thickly treed, spotted with bogs and marshes, the damp forest
filtered the sunlight through its canopy on clear days. But under a cloudless morning sky at sea, she could
imagine the bloodred shimmers vigblein her black hair. And more.

She tugged back her left shirtdeeve to expose her forearm. Recently she'd noticed a drange
sensation, neither pleasant nor distasteful, and only when she was exposed to the open sun for prolonged
periods. A subtle tingle ran across her white skin. She' d dways assumed it held its severe pdlor because
of night travels and the dim Stravinan forests. When she and Lees| had firgt hit the open coastline on their
way to Miiska, she hadn’'t noticed anything. But after months in town and days at sea under the autumn
aun, it became obvious that her skin didn't ten at dl. Standing next to Leesl’s darker dven tint, she must
look as pallid as the dead. Another reminder of her tainted heritage.

Blood-marked, raven-haired, corpse-colored, and now with night assassins with dit throats in her
cabin. Who wouldn't stare at such a creature from a safe distance? Magiere wanted to order the ship
about, as if that were possble, and return to Miiska, where she wouldn't have to become some
half-thing again, no matter the compensation.

Light footsteps approached her from behind. No one ese might have noticed such a soft sound, but
she’' d grown accustomed to it. She sent a cold glare over her shoulder.

Leesl stood rubbing his arms and hands in the crisp wind's chill. A once-green paidey scaf was
wrapped around his head and held his hair tucked back. His clothes were wrinkled and creased, as were
hers, from being dept in dl night. Once the fight was over, he'd settled her in bed with a cold rag on the
back of her head. She'd turned away from him as he sat Slently on the floor, refreshing the rag now and
then from a pan of water. Neither of them spoke. When she'd awoken the next morning, Leesl was in
the upper bunk, snoring like a drunk.

The ship took a sudden swell, rolled dightly, and Lees| grabbed the rail, eyes scrunched shut until the
ship leveled out. He was ill discolored from seasickness and hadn't eaten in more than a day. Added to
this, his eyes were now bloodshot and, even in the open air, Magiere ill caught the thin, lingering odor of
dde grog or whatever hel d been drinking the night before.

“How much longer... farther?” Lees| asked. It would have sounded exasperated, except it was clear
he lacked the strength for hisusud dramatics.

“Not far,” she answered. “Soon.” And she turned her attention to the coastline.
“Magiere...” Leesl began. “Ligen, I'm—"

“l don't want to hear it. If Chap hadn’t been there ...”

“l know—"

“No, you don't!” Magiere turned long enough for her gaze to pass once over his disheveed
appearance. “Not now, or last night.”



There was nothing he could say that would justify his behavior. Three assassins had entered her room,
and he was out drinking again. If it hadn’t been for Chap ...

She suddenly wondered where the hound was, now that both she and Leesil were out of the cabin.
She spotted him midship, perched upon a stack of crates lashed in cargo netting. Fur rustled by the wind,
he watched the sailors, who in turn gave him a wide berth. Word had spread as wel about how the
hound had mauled alarge, armed man into submission.

“There, look!” Leedl said, a bit more drength in his voice. He pushed in close to Magiere and
pointed ahead of the ship.

The coadtline curved inland out of dght. In the far distance, Magiere could see where it turned
outward again to continue north. The southern point of the Outward Bay was findly in view, and her ire
with Lees| subsided for the moment to be replaced by ariang edge of anxiety.

Although they’ d passed through large cities in thelr travels, they'd rardy stayed long. It'd been many
months since ther lagt and find vigt to Bela, when Magiere collected the tavern’s deed on ther way to
Miiska. Over the years, they’'d briefly stopped in the capitd, where she'd stored away funds, little by
little, at one of the less notable moneylending and changing establishments near the southern land-side
gate. Venturing farther into the city’s business didtrict for an upper-class bank would have attracted too
much attention for an armed woman on the move.

Theking's dty of Belarested at the base of an immense peninsula reaching over thirty leaguesinto the
ocean from the northwest corner of Belaski. On each Side of the peninsulad s base were two large bays
with mouths some eight to ten leagues wide. They were known respectively as Vonkayshae u Vntitorna
Zdiva, the Outward and Inward Bays, the former on the peninsula's ocean sde while the latter faced
northeast into the Guif of Belaski. Bela was Stuated at the innermogt point of the Outward Bay.

“Oh, grateful praise!” Lees| muttered. “Dry land again. Maybe tonight | get to keep the food | est.”
Returning ire quickly snuffed Magiere' s pang of sympethy. The schooner amed for port.

She knew nothing of sea vessdls, but dl Szes and makes were anchored throughout the bay’s
expanse. Some were as and| as the schooner, but many were twice its bulk or more. Severd were of
unimaginable Sze. Passing near one hulking mongtrosity, she watched its crew scurry over it like ants on
the branches of a lesfless bugh, its 9x masts a maze of cables and ropes crisscrossng through the sky.

Vessds dotted the water dl the way to the port ahead. Then ashimmer from the corner of Magiere's
vidon drew her atention. It came from the north.

At firgt, she couldn’'t be certain it was more than a glint on the water. It sparked like polished metd,
but the light wavered, as if what reflected the sun fluttered in the wind or rolled on the ocean. It was a
ves, riding smoothly, perhaps even a bit high, as it skimmed across the top of the water. The shimmer
came from its sals, iridescent as white satin. Magiere squinted and shaded her eyes.

Long and deek, the bow reached out to a point like a spear. The hull gleamed sun-tinted green one
moment and rich golden tan the next, and itslip appeared delicately curved like ahdlly leaf’s edge.

Lees| pointed to it and cdled to a nearby sailor on deck. “What' s that over there?’

A young, sandy-haired man paused from colling his rope to glance across the bay. “Elven,” he
answered shortly, “from the far north, on the east Sde of the cape.”

“Never heard of them having ships”

“Never heard ...7" The sallor looked a the hdf-df asif he were a haf-wit.
“Too bad we can't get a closer look,” Lees| added.

At that, the sailor took one step toward Leesl and Magiere.



“I"d sooner sdl adingy into awinter squdl!” He tossed the rope aside and waked quickly away.

Magiere didn't understand the sailor’'s caution, but she wouldn't forget it either. The even people
were S0 reclusive that she' d seen only a handful in her lifetime. If Loni back in Miiska was unusud for his
kind, having settled away from his homeand, she wondered what these al-but-hidden people were truly
like

“How is it you know so little about your own people?’ Magiere asked, dill rductant to exchange
words with him.

“They're not my people,” Leesil corrected. “They’remy mother’s, and | know nothing more of them
then what 1’d seenin her... and that was long ago.”

He finished more quietly than he began. Magiere left the subject done, at least for now.

“Oh, please, please let us dock directly.” Leesil looked longingly toward the shore, his words nearly a
prayer. “1 don't even want to ride a skiff in from anchor after dl this”

“Enough whining,” Magiere retorted.

Theland at the bay’ s back was a massive, rigng dope that extended dl dong the shore. At its center
was Bela, the king's capitd city. More than three centuries past, before Belaski was so named or known
as a country, Bela had been a amdl walled keep settled at the dope's crest. Over time it grew, until now
it was a vigble behemoth of white granite.

Villages closest to the castle spread into a town, and a defense wall had been erected around dl. But
the town, eager to become a city, wouldn’t be contained. The population grew, new structures sprang
up, the castle expanding as well, and the capitd sprawled ever farther dong and down the dope. A
second fortification was erected around Bela, as it came to be caled. Mixed buildings hid thiswal’s base
from sght like unkempt, wild foliage againg a stone cottage. Given more years, the dity dill wouldn't be
confined.

Now, athird ring wall with regularly spaced towers existed, which reached dmost down to the shore
and the expangve docks that supported moorage for scores of ships.

“l don’t remember it being thishig,” Lees| muttered.
“Because we aways came from the flat, land Sde,” Magiere added, “and never ventured far into it.”

Magiere felt even more uneasy. Foolishly, she'd not considered Bela's Sze, a further argument againgt
accepting the city council’s manipuletive offer. In Miiska, out of necessty rather than choice, they'd
hunted three Noble Dead who'd aready exposed ther presence. Bela was at least twenty times the sze
of the little coastdl town. Within its three ring wadls, they must now find one undead—if an undead it
was—with no dlue but agirl’s corpse.

As the schooner drew near the docks, the dope filled Magiere's view and the outer ring wal
obscured the inner city from sght. Buildings of mixed size, make, and color were mashed together so
cdosdy she made out only afew vertica roads running outward like whed spokes from the city’s center.
Each such passed through the third wdl via a towering, fortified gatehouse with raised iron portcullis.
Trals of smoke like a thinned gray forest in the ar curled upward from chimneys dl about the city.
Warehouses lined the shore, and the ar was suddenly tainted with a myriad of scents from fish to oiled
wood, sat water to people and livestock.

A noxious breeze blew across the deck, and Magiere wrinkled her nose. Down the right coast at the
city’s edge was a building the sze of two or three warehouses. On its bayside, massve wooden duices
dribbled water into the bay, while on the structure' s side towering wheds turned, carrying seawater up
and into wide troughs running into the building.

“SAt mill,” Lees| choked out. “They're harvesing sdt from the sea”



The amdl dearly affected him the mogt, and his face turned pale and sdlow before Magiere' s eyes.

There were people everywhere. Uncomfortable numbers of them. Dockworkers and salors
clambered over the piers upper and lower levels, moving cargo to and from vessels, handling mooring
and rigging, and shouting to each other over the generd din.

“This is impossible” Magiere said under her breath. Her gaze panned across the sprawling city.
“How are we to find anything indl of this?’

“Onedep a atime” Leedl replied.

Asthey drew near alower dock, the schooner’s crew was in the rigging, teking in the lagt of the salls.
Severd salors tossed out lines to men waiting to moor the ship, and the schooner settled to a stop.

Chap barked repeatedly, until Magiere's and Leesl’s attention turned his way. He legped from his
perch of lashed crates and trotted toward the ship’s dockside, where a boarding plank was being
lowered.

“Come on. Timeto get Sarted,” Lees| sad.

He was off a atrot toward their cabin to gather their belongings. Magiere followed in slence, sharing
little of her companion’s desperate hurry. As they reached the hatched stairway, the captain was waiting
for them.

“No need to go below,” he said, dour and 4iff, as if he didiked having to speak with them at dl. He
shoved afolded parchment into Leesl’s hand. “Your baggage is gathered and being offloaded. You can
turn over the hilling to the council’ s secretary.”

“Wdl, that's very kind,” Leesl responded with an elevated politeness his expresson didn't match.
“And our thanks for the passage.”

The captain looked briefly a Magiere and then turned a hard stare toward Leesl.

“Get off my ship, before | have anything more to explain to the port officids” He turned and walked
avay.
Magiere was puzzled by the last remark. The one dead assailant had been tossed overboard at sea,

and another had managed to jump of his own accord. There was the third locked in the cargo hold, but
the captain had questioned him and learned no useful information.

“What was that about?’ she asked Leesl.

“Likdy nothing,” Lees| offered, and rubbed his head before waking around to the ship’s dockside. “I
think it's definitdy time to disembark.”

When they waked down the lowered boarding ramp, Chap dready stood waiting on the floaing
dock. Beside the hound sat their packs and chest, and Magiere looked to the main pier overhead,
uncertain as to how they were to get both dog and luggage up to the ity leve.

“Thisway,” Lees| said. Grabbing his pack and one end of the chest, he waited as Magiere did the
same.

Following him toward the docks shore end, Magiere saw another floating wakway dong the
shorelin€'s rock wdl beneeth the overhead piers. At intervas spaced between every other pier were
switchback ramps and dairs leading to the dty leve. Along the stone wall of the shordline, she spotted
archways to the sewers benegth the aity that drained brackish water into the bay.

They headed upward, hauling their belongings. Chap ran ahead, stopping now and then at turnsin the
wakway to look back and be sure they were following. When they reached the dty levd, Magiere's
anxiety peaked.



Evay five or 9x steps, they were forced to maneuver around hurrying dockworkers, milling
passengers, and wandering vendors and porters hawking their goods and services. At one point, a rolling
cook’s cart with dangling racks of smoke-cured beef came out of nowhere, dmogt running them over.
Magiere stopped, dropping her end of the chest and causing Lees| to sumble.

“Valhachkasg’a,” he muttered. “Give me some warning next time!”

“This is insane” Magiere looked about, but dl she could see were crowds and warehouses
everywhere. “We haven't got the dightest idea where we're going.”

“Wel, perhaps we should find someplace to put this Suff,” Lees| added sarcadticaly. “Nearer the
cadtle grounds, where we're supposed to go in the firs place?’

“l know where we need to go,” Magiere answered in a threstening tone. “Near the cadle is too
cogly. We need an inn that’s close enough but isn't going to eat up dl of our coin. | have no idea where
thet i Do you?’

Lees| crossed hisarms. “All right, men we find someone who does.”

Magiere looked through the crowd. Even the hawkers seemed unable to pause long enough for a
short conversation.

“Hey, gr, help with the luggage?’ a high-pitched voice wailed ot.

Standing nearby, head craning to see around passersby, was a boy no tdler than Leesl’s ssomach.
Hisfrayed har was plastered down on top and in need of a wash, and his secondhand mudin shirt and
pants were too large for his frame. He pointed at Leesl.

“Yeg, you, Sr,” he said, ducking between the taler bodies in his way. “Help with the luggage? Best
porters on the piers, right here.” The boy’s tapered, dirty face was as serious as that of any journeyman
hawking his services.

Magiere let out a deep Sgh as Leed| cast her a Sddong glance, something between a frown and a
snicker. She scowled at him with adight shake of her head.

Leesl rolled his eyes and looked down at the lad. “And what do you charge, Sir, for your services?’

“WEell take you anywhere in the city,” the boy answered, falding his ams firmly across his narrow
chest, “for two copper pennies”

“What?' Magiere took a threatening step toward the boy, but he didn’t budge. “That's a day’s wage
for the strongest dockworkers, not some runt. Leesll, no!”

Chap shoved his head between Magiere and Leesl to peer a the young newcomer. The boy
remained sanding firm, chin up. His atention passed briefly to the hound in casud appraisd before
returning to his prospective customers.

“Nice mutt,” he said.

A low growl rumbled from Chap. Lees| raised one eyebrow at the dog, shook his head, and turned
back to the boy.

“Who's this we you keep mentioning?’ he asked.

The dour little pier boy put two fingers to his pursed lips, and Leesi| vishly cringed a the ghill whisle
that followed.

Weaving varied paths from out of the crowd came four more boys in equa disarray. Two carried
wooden poles and worn straps over their shoulders. They ganged themsdaves up around the fird, and a
fifth appeared directly from behind ther leader.

This last member was bardy hdf the spokesman’'s sze, with cropped blond har and a fat-cheeked



face of freckles above his spindly little body. He gave Magiere a amile that scrunched his eyes dmost
closed. His two front teeth were missng.

“Leedl, | said no,” Magiere repeated.

In answer, Lees| smply dropped his pack on the chest. “Give me the purse.”
“| dready gave you coins back on the ship.”

“I... | don't have any copper. Just give me the purse.”

Magiere hestated. After everything she'd put up with in the last day and night, she had an insatigble
urge to clout im upside the head, hangover or not. She pulled the coin pouch out and handed it over.

“What's your name?’ Lees| asked of the leader as he fished in the purse.

“Vaz,” the boy answered, and he hooked a thumb toward the freckled companion peering around
hissde. “ThisisPint. And that’ll be payment in advance.”

Lees| pulled hisfingers from the pouch and reached out to the boy. One copper penny fdl into Vatz's
open pam.

“Thet'll be a down payment,” Lees| said, and with thumb and forefinger, he fanned out three more
copper pennies like tiny cards. “The rest when sarvices are complete. And | need guidance to a
wegponamith of a particular kind.”

Vaz eyed Leesl, but his attention kept dipping to the three coins.
“Done,” he said, tucking away his one penny, and he waved his crew forward.

They descended upon the luggage with many an “Excuse me’ and “Step aside, mdam,” and Magiere
found hersdlf caught between backing out of their way and swetting them aside like pestering flies Before
she could decide, two boys lowered ther poles to ether trunk side while their counterparts dipped
leather straps through the trunk’s end handles, synching the trunk between the poles. All four boys
positioned themsdlves at the poles ends, ready to lift and heaul the moment the word was given.

“So where to?’ asked Vatz.

“Wait—Leesl...” Magiere grabbed her companion by the arm, pulling hm aside. “What are you
doing? Why do you need a smith?’

Leesl licked hislips and looked her gtraight in the eyes.

“| can't help you with a couple of dtilettos, or ..."—he took a bresth and lowered his voice—*any of
the other gear I'm accustomed to.”

“Yes ... your other gear,” Magiere repeated quietly, but it wasn't the time or place for what she
imagined would be along tale best told in private. “Then we ll get you a sword, a short saber, or anything

manageable.”

Lees| shook his head. “I don't have time to learn a sword, and it doesn't fit my ways. I've something
planned | think will work, but | need a wegpon maker who's skilled and fast. Hopefully one with
gpprentices or journeymen to work onit dl at once.”

“We don’'t have that kind of money,” Magiere indsted.

“l don’t need money.” He handed her back the pouch, minus the copper to pay ther porters.
“Leesl—" Magiere began.

“I've somethings | can barter with,” he rebuked. “It'll dl be perfectly aboveboard.”

Magiere aready imagined ways he might procure funding for the purchase, but she was too eager to
get away from the throngs of people.



“Get it done and catch up to me before ... Where are we going?’

Lees| turned about. “Vatz, we need an inn that's clean, cheap, out of the way, but farly close to the
cadtle grounds.”

The boy didn't hesitate. “Easy enough. The Burdock. My boys know the way.”

“And you're coming with me” Lees| added, then looked to Magiere. “I'll meet you in time, before
we go to the council—promise.” With that, he waved Vaiz to falow and hurried off.

Alone amid the milling dock crowds, Magiere fdt exposed. Whatever Lees| needed to am himsdf
for the coming days wasn't anything she could try to deny him. Hopefully it wouldn't end with some
outraged smith pounding on their door with the city guard in tow. There was little left to do but get to the
inn and wait for him.

The pier boys were ready but stood suppressing snickering laughter for some reason. She looked
about for her own pack.

Out ahead was Pint, or what she could see of him, her pack hoisted up like a bearer. As he teetered
blindy back and forth under its bulk, his head had disappeared in the sagging mass that dropped down to
his shoulders.

“Give methat!” She snatched the pack off of him. “And get moving.”

Fnt wobbled as his burden suddenly vanished, and soun completdly around before his short legs
righted themselves. He grinned, dl fat cheeks and scrunching eyes, and scurried off to lead the way.

“Four copper pennies,” Magiere muttered, as she followed, “to be a nursemaid.”

Lees| harbored doubts whether what he had planned could be accomplished in an absurdly short
time As he stood in the amith’s outer timber gdl, with Vatz leaning impaiently againg the entry, he
peered through the archways to the work area of the amithy. What he saw gave him hope.

Rear doors at the room’'s back were opened for light, but mogt illumingtion came from the glowing
forges, cadting the interior and its occupants in a swetering glow. The place was hig enough to house
Miiska s own amithy in the forge room done. A hdf dozen men and women worked forges and fire pits.
Benches and tools and materids were spread everywhere, and the ar was baked with the smdl of metd
and coal.

Leesl turned toward the back stdls. Through a door, he saw severa more people a atable polishing,
sharpening, and finishing spear- and arrowheads, swords, and other armaments. Vatiz had more than
adequately filled his request for a particular kind of weapon maker. Lees| fished in his shirt and withdrew
afolded parchment and an old scarf wrapped around an object the length of his forearm.

Out of the workroom came a man who bardly fit through the archway, a solid column of flesh with
legs and arms like ship beams. Between smears of soot, sweet glisened across his skin. Even his long
leather apron seemed to perspire.

“Magter Bdgavi a your service” the man pronounced with a heavy, ralling voice as he wiped his
hands on an over-smudged rag. “What can | do you for today?”

“l have job for you, something unique, and | need it fadt,” Lees| said. “Can you handle it?’

The amith shrugged. “If you make it worth putting aside other work, as | don't lose busness just to
do new business. If | put enough of my people on it, we can make most any sted wespon. In aslittle as a
few weeks, you'll—’

“No, not weeks,” Leed| cut in. “Days”



Bdgavi’s mouth dackened as his snged brows wrinkled, and for a moment Lees| wondered if he
was about to be tossed into the street.

“You haven't got that much coin,” the smith growled.

“I"ve got something worth that, and more,” Lees| replied. “Can you do it?’

“What's it you want?’ Bagavi asked suspicioudy. “It had best not be any nonsense.”

Lees| tucked the scarf bundle under hisarm, and carefully unfolded the crinkled parchment shest.

In the woods outside of Miiska, he spent his time scribbling, rubbing out, and redrawing, until the
image fit his vison. If it could actudly be made, he had faith he could stand with Magiere againgt
whatever they fought.

Its forward end was shaped like a flattened spade, tgpering smoothly from the point in arcs to both
Sdes. At the base between those arcs was a crosswise handle to be gripped in the fig so the tip could be
thrust with a punch. However, one sde arc of blade did not stop a the handle. It continued in an
extended, more gradud curve that would run dong on the outside of the forearm, ending just beyond the
elbow.

“Hmm ... intriguing, sure enough,” the amith said, taking the parchment from Lees| to inspect it more
closdy. “And fortunately for you, not as complicated as I'd expected. The grip can be made by cutting
an ovd in the base of the head, making a handle to be wrapped like a hilt. Better than forging on a
crosspiece, and it'll give some srength. And we' ve some Smilar curves of metd that could be adapted
for this outsde wing. That'll save some time”

“I need two of them,” Leed| corrected. “Mirrored. One for each hand.”
Bagavi Sghed deeply. “You'd better have something wel worth this”

“And I'll need custom shegths to fit that will hang from a bdt, with lashings to strap above the knee
and hold them to the thighs”

At that, the amith grunted. “Go to the scabbarder. Down the road, two blocks.”

“l don't havetime” Leesl retorted. “And for what I’'m paying, you can send one of your apprentices
with the drawing, easy enough.”

The amith folded the parchment in hisfig.
“Let’s see this oh-so-grand compensation you' ve been ducking about.”

As he unrolled the scarf, Leesl was careful to watch the amith's eyes. This was the moment he'd
feared the most. The bulky giant was clearly intrigued, and both his irritation over the rushed work and
his mild curiogty concerning the drawing meant he was likdy able and willing to fuffill the request. If
Lees| gambled correctly on the vaue of his barter, he' d know the moment the smith saw what was in the
scaf.

The scarf’ s folds parted, dropping around his hand, and in hispadm lay the dven diletto and the extra
hilt.

Bagavi’s eyes blinked twice. Leesl| tried not to amile
“Where d you get this?” the amith asked quietly, as he reached out to touch the white metal.
“An inheritance, of sorts,” Leed| answered. “But now | need something more suitable”

The amith hadn’t taken his eyes or fingers off the diletto. For that matter, Vatz now craned his neck
to see, and for the fird time, he logt his affected stony expression in awe.

As Bdgavi lifted the diletto, it caught light from the forge room. Rose highlights shivered aong its



dlver-white metd and sparked dong its clean and perfect edge.

“Done” the gmith said Smply. “But be warned ahead. This kind of hurried work ... | won't stand
behind it. You'll get the best that can be done in the time, and that's dl.”

“Far enough,” Leed| agreed. “Either | or someone | send will check back to see how the work
goes.”

With that, Bagavf nodded, took the spare handle as well, and waked back into the forge room,
shouting to his people.

Lees| headed out into the street, Vatz trotting by his side. The boy looked at him with irritation.

“Forget it. You get pad when your work is done,” Lees| said.

“That's not what I'm thinking about,” Vatz said with grumbling dissatisfaction.

“Then what?’

“I'mthinking | should have charged you more.”

Wynn didiked vigting the Bela council hdl on the castle grounds, and she often wished Master
Tilswith spoke the locd language well enough to handle these meetings by himsdf. Now, the old domin
sat beside her as she patiently waited to trandate or supply any words he could not remember.

Directly in front of her, seated behind a large, cherry-wood desk in his office chamber, Count Alexi
Lanjov closed his eyes and rubbed his left temple in mild frustration. He wore a perfectly pressed white
shirt, black tunic, and black breeches. Wynn and her master were dressed as dways in their Smple gray
robes.

“l understand point, Alexi,” Domin Tilswith said, “but you admit old barracks not... suitable ... our
needs.”

Wynn noticed tha the twinge pulsng in Lanjov’s left temple became more acute as the domin went
onin his broken speech, describing inadequate fadlities for ancient scrolls, new volumes and books, and
materids and indruments necessary for their work.

Lanjov opened his eyes to look again at the two sages seated across from him.

At the moment, it seemed the councilman had little time for the complaints of scholars, and Wynn had
more understanding of his position than her master did. Lanjov spent hdf of his time handliing the city’s
treasury funds at Bela's largest bank and the other half making decisions as chairman of the city coundil.

He was a tdl man, and though he was nearing fifty years of age, his square face was unlined and
adorned by a draight, dightly large nose. His hair was sted gray, short, and neatly combed.

“Your coundl invite us here,” Domin Tilswith said, “start new branch our guild, serve city, kingdom,
people. First on your continent, but you not...” He paused and, once again, Wynn leaned to whisper in
hisear. “Vdue?' he said doud with puzzZlement, and Wynn nodded. “Y ou not value us”

Lanjov placed his elbows on the desk, laced hisfingers, and rested his chin on them.

“Domin,” Lanjov said in audible frugtration. “ Tilswith— you know we do vaue your presence here. |
understand the barracks are inadequate, but there is Smply no place to move the guild a this time. The
aty is growing at an unfathomable rate, and there is no building or grounds currently not in use tha is
large enough for what you plan. We mugt wait until suitable open ground is dlocated to build an entirdy
new structure.”

Wynn had to trandate parts of the councilman’s response, but when she had finished, Tilswith's green



eyes glittered. Wynn dmogt amiled in rdief, hoping this would be enough for her superior. Perhaps
Lanjov truly would assist them.

“Yes, yes” Tilswith said, “best solution! When?’

Lanjov Sghed. “1 will see that the council takes the opportunity to address your concerns. But at the
moment there are Smply no funds available for a project of thissze”

Wynn glanced about the office, as did Tilswith, and she couldn’t help a suspicious frown. Lanjov
shifted uncomfortably.

Deep blue tapestries trimmed in soft cream covered the wals. On one wdl hung a portrait of Chesna,
his daughter, and on the opposite a portrait of the king. The imported Suman rug was thick enough to
degp on, and a porcdan tea service, with matching pitcher and washbasin, rested on a cherrywood
gtand by the chamber’s side door. Lanjov’s inkwdl and the tip of his crysta-handled quill were crafted in
matching Slver.

“Yes” Tilswith said. “We see problem ... with money.”

Wynn fdt her previous hope fade as Lanjov's expresson turned from polite frudration to one of
dismisA.

“l respect your presence here, and am persondly glad of it,” he said serioudy, “but truly, Tilswith, we

have more pressng matters. No—don’t look a me asif I'm deaf. There are other matters ... aimind
matters which require the council’ s attention.”

These words the domin understood, and he paused in slence.
“| sorry your daughter,” Tilswith said. “She kind girl... in... innocent.”

Wynn, too, felt sympathy. Lanjov was a private man, and the recent murder of his daughter—on the
front porch of their home, no less—weighed heavily upon him. She had heard little in detail, but the brief
descriptions of the body were more than she cared to know.

“I helpiif can,” Tilswith added.

Lanjov nodded iffly. “Yes, | know you would. We are doing wha we can to find her killer. The
coundl has sent to Miiska for a dhampir.” He then paused. “Do you know of such?’

Both sages stared at him for a moment. Tilswith frowned in confusion and then leaned closer to
Wynn, seeking an explanation.

Wynn looked back to Lanjov. “What is a dhampir?’

“A hunter of the dead—or the undead,” he answered. “Yes yes | know it's digaseful and
uperdtitious-sounding, but...” He stopped, clear discomfort risng in his eyes. “An unnaurd creature
murdered my daughter. | have no doubt of this and the dty needs an equdly unusud agent to hunt it
down.”

“But what is a dhampir?’ Wynn repeated.

Lanjov sighed again. “From what I’ ve been told, legend has it that such a person is the offpring of a
vampire and amorta and, by nature, capable of exterminating these creatures.”

Wynn paused, uncertain of what she heard, and then trandated. Domin Tilswith scoffed.
“Childtdes” he sad. “We have likein sories cdl ar-dadesbarn.”

“You would say ‘dead’s child,”” Wynn explained, “though it is the offspring of a revenant, not your
vampires. How much did you pay this ... dhampir?’

“Tdes of this person drifted dong the coast,” Lanjov said, ignoring the issue of payment. “It seems



those stories are true to a point, as much as any rumor holds some grain of truth. She and her companion
hunted down at least three undeads in Miiska. That she has killed at least three is verified by Miiska's
town council.” Lanjov shook his head dowly. “Undeads ... the mere thought that such things are more
then peasant superdtitions ...”

Tilswith shook his head sympatheticdly and scoffed again, but Wynn was curioudy intrigued. A
haf-undead?

Domin Tilswith appeared on the verge of returning to the issue of new guild quarters, when a knock
sounded &t the Sde door.

“Comein,” Lanjov cdled out, sounding rather eager.

Crias Doviak, coundil secretary, put his head around the door.

“Shes arrived, ar,” Doviak said. “The council is gathering in the main chamber now.”

Lanjov quickly rose. “Thank you. | will bein directly.”

Doviak nodded respectfully and eft.

“| gpologize” Lanjov said to Tilswith, stepping briskly around the desk. “Duty cdls me away.”

Tilswith sputtered, but Lanjov nearly lifted him out of the chair while sheking his hand in farewell. He
placed a hand on Wynn's shoulder as wdll, propelling them toward the main chamber door.

“We will continue addressing your concerns as soon as possible.”

Surprised by this sudden rush out of Lanjov’s office, Wynn indinctively tried to plant her hedsin the
floor, but the councilman’s large hand dipped down the center of her back with a quick shove. Before
she could offer a polite good-bye, the door closed in ther faces.

“H’neaw hornunznu!” Tilswith spit back at the closed door.
Wynn was rdieved she did not have to trandate such an utterance.

Leesl dowed his step as they approached the coundl hdl, overwhdmed by its sheer sze. The
lengthy, three-story building o served as the city’s central courthouse and hdl of justice. It was bound
to be more than the back room of the Vevet Rose used by Miiska's own council—but this he hadn’t
expected. The entrance doors were wide enough to pass through with arms outstretched. When he
stepped indde, Lees| fdt an anxious spasm for every questionable act he' d ever committed in his entire
life

Once indde the cathedra-like entryway, he, Magiere, and Chap waited as an interior guard sent a
youthful attendant to fetch their escort, Crias Doviak, secretary of the council. The paned window arch
above the doors spilled light across stone wadls stained in soft green to complement a marble floor with
vens the color of jade. Above them, raised into the domed ceiling, hung an iron chanddier with polished
brassfittings that held at least two dozen ail-lamp receptacles in glass globes.

Lees| adjusted the faded scarf on his head and surveyed his attire in somber dismay. He fdt like a
dolt who' d walked home through the town market not redizing he/ d sat in cattle droppings. Normadly, he
didn't care what anyone thought of his appearance, but this was a whole other world. They were here to
play hunters of the dead—for red thistime.

Magiere was oblivious, pacing in short steps back and forth around the polished floor. After Leesl
left her to find a wegponsmith, she' d gone with the pier boys to a moderate inn called the Burdock in the
lower-class merchant district. Theinn turned out to be owned and run by Vatz's unde but was suitable in
dl other respects. When Lees| caught up with Magiere, they’ d bardly had time for soup before leaving to



meat with Bdd's council.

“Don’'t worry,” he said to her. “All we do is find out about the degth of this councilman’s daughter,
get an idea where to gtart looking, and Chap can take us from there. Just likein Miiska”

“I'm not worried,” she answered.
Chap whined and pushed his nose into her pam as she passed himin her pacing.

“Stop it,” she said, pushing the dog' s muzzle aside. She gave Leesl a disdainful 1ook. “I’ve dedt with
enough village elders back when we were on the game. | know how thisis played.”

Yes, Lees| thought, but we're not in a Stravinan village.

These weren't superdtitious peasants awed by floaing powders, danging urns, and a hdf-ef dusted in
flour. They werein the king's city, and this wasn't a game anymore.

He smply nodded and said nothing.

Magiere's dtire was less disheveled than his own. She wore her black breeches, a loose shirt that
needed a wash, and a leather vest. Her har was pulled back in its usud tail, and her fachion rested
comfortably on her hip. She appeared relaxed—except for the constant pacing.

Down a sde hdl came a short, well-tailored man at a brisk trot, his heds dicking on the floor. Leesl
assumed this to be Crias Doviak, the councl secretary. Two armed guards accompanied him, and their
longer legs made their steps seem dower and more deliberate.

“The council has gathered and awaits you in the main hdl,” Doviak said with a dightly affected lisp.
Hislight brown hair was purposefully curled into smdl, uniform ringlets.

“We'reready,” Lees| answered.

“As aformdity, you mugt turn over dl weapons to our guards.” The diminutive secretary paused with
an gpologetic expresson on his face. “Who will, of course, take proper care and return them upon your
departure.”

Magiere stared at him. “Why?’
Clearly not accustomed to confrontation, Doviak ssammered for a moment.

“l assure yovu, it is standard policy for security.” He proffered a short bow of his head. “Though in
your case, dhampir, it would smply be a courtesy on your part.”

“Oh, give them your sword,” Lees| blurted out. “1 doubt you'll have need of it here.”
Magiere scowled but began unbdting her scabbard.

“And where,” Doviak began in a cautious tone, “will the migtress be leaving her dog?’
“He stayswith us” Lees| sad flatly.

Doviak opened his mouth to argue and then closed it.

Magiere surrendered her fachion to one guard, who in turn asked, “Anything e 27’
“That'sdl,” she answered sharply.

The guard nodded. Leesl 4ill wore his two “everyday” dilettos indde of his shirtdeeves, but he saw
no need to mention them.

They were ushered down a wide corridor, Doviak leading the way, and the guards fallowing behind.
They turned into another wide hdlway headed for huge double doors of carved dark wood. Along the
passage were smdler sde doors, and standing before one were an dderly man and a young woman,
both wearing smple gray robes. Even in their plan attire, Lees| found them mildly curious and then



outright unsettling as they stared back, looking him over as if he were some drange animd that had
managed to get into the building unnoticed.

The young woman paused from chatting with her elder companion and absorbed the Sght of Leesl,
then Magiere, and findly Chap. Her face was smooth and ova, and she didn't blink once as she looked
over thetrio, particularly Chap. She offered a mild amilein gredting and spoke directly to Leesl.

“ Majaye tudg bithva annaseach esh dille! Sheorsde a’ bithva?”

He didn't understand it, but fdt an uncomfortable tickle of familiarity with the sounds. The woman
was speaking Elvish to him, though something was different compared to the few words he had heard in
the past from his mother.

“I'm sorry,” Leesl replied. “I don't spesk...”
“Oh.” She appeared embarrassed and confused at the sametime. “I gpologize ... | did not redize”

Lees| looked away, avoiding the Stuation atogether, then noticed Chap's atention fixed upon the
womean. Histall was wagging. At that, Lees| couldn’t help looking back as well.

The woman gazed a the hound with eyes narrowed in puzzlement. Then, as if the moment never
happened, Chap turned and loped to catch up. The huge doors opened, and Dovigk ushered dl three of
them into the adjoining chamber.

Leed| found himsdf standing between Magiere and Chap in a cavernous room buzzing with hushed
activity. Guards stood at dl four corners, and attendants unobtrusvely poured tea, took cloaks, and
refilled inkwells on the immense table. Lifesze portraits of unamiling, conservetively dressed,
middle-aged men hung at intervas on dl four walls between cobalt curtains trimmed in white. And the
table...

He couldn’t imagine a mahogany tree large enough to provide that solid, Sngular piece of wood. Its
oblong surface siretched over hdf the room’s length, from door to the far wall, in dl its refined glory. At
least thirty men of various ages sat around it in high-backed mahogany chairs and stared a the new
arivas.

Magiere didn't appear impressed by the scene before them. She stepped up to the table€'s rear end,
fallowing Doviak, and the little man stopped to announce them.

“Migtress Magiere and ...” Doviak paused, looking uncomfortably at Chap and Leesl. “And party.”

At the table€'s far end, in the pogition of centra authority, one man stood up. He was unusudly tall,
with broad shoulders and sted-gray hair, and everything he wore from collar to cuffs was impeccable.
Agan, Lees| wished he'd at least taken time to wash his shirt.

“l am Alexi Lanjov, chairman of the council for Bela,” the man said. He hesitated, looking her over
with uncertainty. “You are Magiere? The hunter from Miiska?’

Lees| sensed that Lanjov was usudly skilled at guarding his thoughts, but there was no hiding the
shock in his eyes. Magiere was cdlearly not what he expected.

Magiere looked graight at Lanjov without notice of anyone or anything else in the room.
“Yes, I'm the hunter you requested.”

Severd council members whispered to each other inlow tones. An old man dressed entirdly in black
pointed a Chap.

“Animds are not dlowed in the council chamber. They are not even dlowed in the building.”

Lees| put hishand on Chap’s back and fdt the dog tense, as if Chap knew he'd become the object
of atention. Magiere' s gaze shifted to the old man, resting upon him for the span of a breath. Without



comment, she returned her atention to Lanjov.

“Your offer has been accepted,” she said. “All we need now are the details. Your letter sad a girl
was killed on her own doorstep. We need the location and a piece of her dothing, and we will start from
there”

Lanjov’s face grew pale, and he breathed in audibly. The whispers grew into muttering until a strong
voice with a vagudy familiar accent rose above them.

“And what, exactly, are you planning to start?’

Lees| followed the voice to an unusuad man with shoulder-length black-brown hair, a close-trimmed
beard, and pockmarked ginger-colored skin. He wore a slk robe of dark amber and exuded visble
arrogance.

Lanjov raised one hand in the air. “Lord Au'shiyn ... we addressed your concerns before, and the
meatter was settled.”

Au shiyn. Leesl repeated the namein hismind. It wasn't Stravinan or Belaskian. He wondered if the
men was from the deep parts of Droevinka, but the accent didn't match and his name didn’'t sound of
that country or language. Then Lees| recognized where he' d heard such an accent before.

Au shiyn spoke like Rashed, the warrior undead Magiere had fought in Miiska. And Rashed had
been Suman in hisliving days. What was a man from the Suman Empire doing on the Bda dity council?

“It was not adequately settled,” Au'shiyn answered coldly, and he turned on Magiere again. “What
exactly do you bdieve you are to hunt?’

For the first time since entering the counall chambers, Magiere' s expression grew uncertain.
“Your council sent for me” she said directly to Lanjov. “The letter was very clear.”

“Yes, yes” answered a young man with reddish-blond hair gtting at Lanjov’'s sde. He appeared
earnest but distressed at the dissenson. “Please understand, our offer is genuine. It is Councilman’s
Lanjov’s daughter who was murdered at his own home. Thisis difficult for im to discuss.”

Lanjov nodded but looked no less troubled.
One word the younger man at Lanjov’s Side had used now stuck in Leesil’ s thoughts: murdered.

He d read the letter sent to Miiska's coundil mentioning a girl killed, but he’'d never heard the term
“murder” in connection to vampires. “Killed” or “daughtered,” or a number of more disurbing terms.
Thisyoung man's tone was different.

Lord Au shiyn picked up on the word as wdl. “Indeed, the poor gifl was murdered, so | would like
to know why our own city guard has not tracked down her killer.”

“Because the killer isn't naturd!” the young man burst out. “It is an undead that feeds on blood. For
that, we need a dhampir. The city guard has tried and falled.”

Au shiyn burgt out laughing. “Y es, a dhampir.” With amusement, he appraised Magiere. “One of your
parentsis of these predatory corpses—a vampire? Which one? Mother or father?’

Magiere' s expresson turned cold. Lees| eyed the four guards around the room and was particularly
glad she' d been disarmed before entering. Even the doubtful men around Au shiyn had the good taste to
look embarrassed.

“Redly,” the man next to him murmured. “Is that necessary?’

“Enough!” Councilman Lanjov ordered. “The dhampir has come to hep us. She deserves our thanks
and cooperation”—he nodded to Magiere, briefly lowering his eyes— “and common courtesy as well.
Suitable rooms have been reserved for you & one of Bea's fines inns I'll have guards escort you



immediatdy. Come to my officein the morning, and | can give you the few detals that | have”

Magiere stepped back, taking in the entire scene. Lees| knew her well enough to redlize this moment
was crucid. She'd either tdl them to burn the offer and where they could suff the ashes, or she'd put
forth the effort to gain control of the Stuation.

Chap whined and put his nose in her padm. She looked down a him, and Lees| watched them lock
into a long gaze. Magiere gave Chap a rueful amile and stroked his head. She turned her dark,
determined eyes back upon the council and walked dowly around the long, ovd table.

“One of your members logt a child in a way that frightened the lot of you enough to send for me. If
she died with her throat torn open, then you ether have an inhuman predator or a Sick madman on your
hands. I'll assume your guards can handle a madman, so it's obvious why I'm here” At that, her gaze
passed over Au'shiyn but didn't pause. “If it's an undead, then you need me—and them.” She pointed a
Leesl and Chap. “The only reason we're here is because you offered us enough money to save Miiska
from ruin. The offer has been made and accepted. Now, dl you need to do is answer our requests and
day out of our way.”

When Magiere findly stopped at Lanjov's Sde, even Au'shiyn remained slent. Lees| suppressed a
grin. None of these men were accustomed to such blunt words.

“Weve our own rooms,” she informed Lanjov. “It won't do to have guards parade us into some
upscaleinn. We don't need that kind of attention.”

Lanjov’s shock a having logt control increased. “ The arrangements are dready made.”

“Then get your money back,” she said. “And tomorrow morning is too late. The trall is dready cold
asis WeEll vigt your home tonight.”

“My home?’

Lanjov fdtered. Clearly, he never consdered the idea, but then he nodded as he redized the
oversght. Mystery ill surrounded Magiere, and he probably thought she had some supernatural method
for tracking.

“Thisevening,” Magiere sad firmly. “We |l need the location. We don't want an escort.”
The chairman sat down and resumed his cam but dominating demeanor.
“Of course,” he said. “My adewill provide directions.”

At that, Magiere turned on her hed and headed for the doors, past the openmouthed Doviak, with
Lees| and Chap stepping in beside her. She stopped briefly before the guard at the door.

“My sword,” she said.

Theman handed it to her, and she continued, not even pausing until they were outside on the council
hdl’s terrace. Only then did she close her eyes, leen on the Sone rail, and let out a deep breeth.

“Jud like village leaders.” She didn't sound confident in the comparison. “No matter how angry, on
the indde, they’re frightened. They want someone e<e to fight their battle.”

“Do you think it redly isan undead?’ Lees| asked.
“l don’t know. You know as much as | do about that. But for Miiska s sake, we' d better hope s0.”

“Sad thought,” he added, and then draightened in dramatic determination. “Wdl, you dedt with the
wolves once today, so wait here. I'll get directions to Lanjov’s house”

“Yes” she sad. “Then we're on the hunt.”
He looked over her pale features, her hair, mouth, and her eyes saring blankly out into the courtyard,



log in thoughts he couldn’t touch. At least she'd findly committed hersdf. He would see to it she reached
the end and made it home again, no matter what else might pass between them.

“On the hunt,” Lees agreed.

Weddid Massng waited in the sde corner of Councilman Lanjov’s office. He knew the medting
taking place would soon end, and Lanjov dways returned directly to his private chamber. Findly, the
door opened.

Lanjov appeared drained and tense. Moving to his desk, he sank into the chair and pulled a vevet
cord hanging againg the wall.

Doviak poked his head inthe door. “Yes, Sr?’

“l wish to dismiss the hunter and have a note immediately ddlivered wherever sheis Saying.”

Doviak nodded in approva with a quick breath of rdief. “I'll get a parchment and be in directly.”

Lanjov buried his face in his hands as the door closed.

“Y ou would be wrong to dismiss the dhampir,” Weldtid said as he stepped out.

Lanjov started dightly and turned in his chair.

“Wegid?' he said, regaining his composure. “How did you ... ? What are you doing in here?’

“Your aide showed mein a short while ago. I’ve been in the cdlar archives dl day doing research. |
heard the dnampir had arrived and came up to wait for you.”

“| did not notice you,” Lanjov answered. He leaned back in the chair, rubbing his eyes. “You should
have announced your presence.”

“The audience did not go wdl?’

Wedtid stepped to the front of the desk, fingers laced with his hands hanging down to rest on his belt.
Lanjov's attention fdl briefly on the partidly missng little finger. Weldtid often wore gloves to hide the
dight disfigurement, but now his hands were bare.

“A disagter,” Lanjov answered. “You told me she was a professond.”

“Sheis” Wddid answered. “Do not dlow her appearance and manner to fool you. Only moons ago,
she destroyed a trained undead warrior nearly twice her weight. She is a dhampir.”

Lanjov shook his head with uncertainty.

Wedtid had met him for the firg time a month ago at the Knight's House, an establishment for the
dite of Bdla Then-polite acquaintance quickly grew to casuad companionship, and with the exception of
Domin Tilswith, Welstid was the only friend of Lanjov’s to express open sympathy a Chesna's desath.
Lanjov wanted judtice, S0 he cdlled it. Wddid offered to hep him reason through what had happened
and suggested a possible solution.

“If there is a vampire in Bela, she will find it,” Weldid continued. “I’ve seen firshand how undead
beasts kill. Y our daughter was taken by such.”

A brisk knock on the door sounded, and Doviak waked in.

Lanjov hesitated, and Wegtid understood his concerns. If the dnampir failed, he would be disgraced.
If he sent her away now, he would ook like a fool after dl the pressure he had put on the council—and
there would be no justice for Chesna.

“Never mind, Doviak,” Lanjov whispered. “We will stay on our current course for now.”

Doviak glanced briefly at Welstid and frowned, his smdl mouth pursed. “Are you certain?’ he asked
Lanjov.



“Stay strong inthis” Weldie encouraged. “And let the hunt begin.”
Lanjov took a deep long breath. “Let the hunt begin.”

Chapter 6

The Burdock was a modest but clean inn, nestled in a merchant didrict on the south sde of Bda
After council hdl of dlites, this suited Leesl. Magiere had paid for two smdl rooms next to each other,
the arrangement amilar to the Sea Lion's upstairs. Each room hdd a narrow bed, a window, atiny sde
table, plus a candle for an extra copper penny. Chap wandered about Magiere's room and poked his
nose through the open chest. As Lees| stood in the doorway, watching Magiere unload her belongings, a
drange isolaion crept over him.

Indeed, they had their own rooms a the tavern, which was pure pleasure after years of degping on
the ground. A warm, dry bed was aluxury that never wore off, but in this little inn a new change entered
Lees|’'s awareness.

For years on the road, they’ d kept together—Magiere, Chap, and himsdf. On rare occasions they’d
rented a room or a famer’s barn loft. They huddled in the same space to save money and maintan a
sense of sanctuary in aworld into which neither of them had been welcomed. At the time, he hadn’t given
thought to Magiere as more than a close companion and partner.

There' d been so much fear, hers perhaps greater than his, as they dowly discovered what little they
now knew of her dhampir nature. Perhaps more apprehension came from what she didn’t know of her
past. In the face of that, he d found himsdf wanting more from her. And now, in spite of her
penny-pinching ...

Magiere had acquired separate rooms.

Rulling on her hauberk, she buckled her sword belt across it, checking that the blade dipped smoothly
from its sheath. She removed a brush and an extra leather hair thong from her pack and placed them on
the table. It was her way now to make any space hers. He'd never redized this out on the open road,
nor how important a sense of home was to her. Perhaps she wasn't aware of it hersdlf. For Leesl, home
was wherever she and Chap happened to be.

“Wha are you thinking?' she asked.

“That we're in over our heads, and we can't back out,” he replied. “That pack of wolves on the
councl might share traits with village elders you've dazzled, but there are differences. They're landed
gentry and wedthy merchants. Did you see ther faces when we waked in?’

“Yes” She stopped to pull the chest’s lid closed. “But if | think like that, | won't be able to go on.”

“Then we avoid the coundil.” He nodded, white-blond hair waving as he leaned againg the doorway,
reluctant to enter the room. “We go to Lanjov’s, and maybe Chap picks up a scent from the dead girl’s
clothes. Then we gtart hunting. We're in the largest ity in the country, and this won't be smple. We
aen't trackers, but well have to play the pat and hope for luck.” He lifted his head with a
narrow-lipped smile “Maybe if we blunder dong, the bloodthirsty little monster will panic and try to kill
one of us. That would get things out in the open.”

“You're not funny,” Magiere replied. “We ve done this once. We can do it again.”
Lees| wanted to believe her.



In spite of her attempted confidence, Magiere was overwhelmed as they stepped through the iron
front gate a Lanjov’'s home. Constructed of findy masoned stone, the house was easlly large enough for
three families back in Miiska. When they climbed the three steps to the door, she grasped the large brass
knocker, then paused and glanced at Leesl.

“You need that shirt fixed. Or better, buy a new one. You look like a beggar.”
“| could pretend I'min disguise”
She glared a him and rapped the knocker againg the door.

Chap sniffed the front porch in some agitation. When Magiere looked to see what had captured his
interest, she noticed that, unlike the clean stone in the walkway, the mortar between the left Sde porch
stones was dark, asif stained.

A young maid opened the door and peered out, wearing a Smple mudin dress covered by a clean
apron, her harr tucked completely under a white linen cap. She looked a Magiere and then Leesl, and
her eyes widened with fright.

“We have an appointment with Councilman Lanjov,” Magiere said quickly. “Heis expecting us.”
The maid nodded, hdf hiding behind the door as she stepped aside to let them enter.

“H-he ...” she stuttered, looking at Leesl, then quickly averting her nervous eyes, “he told me to have
you wait in the lower study.”

She seemed even more flustered when Chap entered behind them. Lees|l flashed her a amile, which
only caused her skin to pae as she turned to lead them down a hdl and through an open archway.

“Please St,” she managed to say, mationing to a green velvet divan, and then she fled.
“Don't amile a the hdp,” Magiere said, sdttling on the divan. “They aren't used to it.”

Leesl rolled hiseyes. Instead of taking a seat next to her, he peered about at luxurious knickknacks
and bric-a-brac carefully placed about the room. A crystd vase and a slver inkwel held his attention for
ashort while, and then he stopped at an antique gold candleholder on the end table next to the divan.

“Do you suppose thisis genuine?’ Leed| asked.
“Stop it!” she warned.

Leesl| returned an innocent stare. “What?’

“l know what you're doing.”

“What am | doing? I’'m admiring the man’s taste.”

“If anything comes up missng’—she grabbed for hisarm, but he stepped out of reech—*I’ll suff you
inour trunk and save them the trouble of arresting you.”

Before Magiere could force him to St, a deep voice interrupted.
“How kind. | see you can appreciate some of the finer things”

Lanjov stood in the study’s archway. Though he was dill as freshly dressed as this afternoon, his
expression was tired and worn. He' d obvioudy had along day.

“I'm sorry about the evening vist,” Magiere replied. “But we need to know more of what happened.
Y our daughter was killed on the front porch? Who found the body?’

“l did,” he answered with difficulty, saring a Leedl’s torn shirt. He studied Magiere's partner for a



moment, and a narrow-eyed expresson passed over his face that she couldn’t fathom. It was most
catanly time to change Leesl’s ook, if they were to continue deding with the councilman and his kind.
Lanjov's gaze lifted to Leesl’s face, or perhaps his harr, and Magiere grew more puzzled. The
coundilman’s observation moved back downward to where Chap sniffed at the divan'slegs

“Then you weren't home?’ Magiere asked. “Where were you?’

“At the Knight's House playing cards. | came home quite late and she ...” His gaze grew unfocused,
until hefinaly closed his eyes.

Magiere waited, dlowing Lanjov to compose himsdf. “Was anyone else a home?’

He paused in thought. “Only my cook, who aso serves as housekeeper. My coachman was with me.
| was unaware that my maid and my houseboy were missng. When | questioned them later, | learned
that Chesna had been giving them the same midweek night off for nearly a year. | dways go to the
Knight's House on the same evenings”

Lees| stepped away from the candlesticks and spoke to Lanjov for the fird time.

“Y ou |leave the house on the same nights, and your daughter had a habit of letting the servants off for
those evenings?’

Lanjov seemed disturbed at being addressed directly by Leesl, but he tightened his jaw and nodded.
“Yes, but | did not find this out until after Chesna' s deeth.”

Lees| glanced a Magiere, and she knew his mind was now busy. That was what she needed. This
one connection was easy to spot, but he often picked up on things she didn'’t.

“WEe Il need to speak with the servants” Magiere said quietly.

“Why?" Lanjov was back on his guard. “I've told you everything they told me. They fed quilty
enough about then-betrayal. What possible reason is there for upsetting them further?”

Betraya? This man thought a few servants indulging in a night off was betraya?
“You sad the cook was a home” Magiere pressed. “| at least need to speak with her.”

With his jaw dill tight, Lanjov backed through the archway to speak low and harshly to the young
maid. Soon &fter, a portly woman in her mid-fifties appeared.

Unlike the maid, she didn’t appear frightened. Her red-and-gray hair was bound in a bun, and her
gpron, athough clean, bore afew faded stains. She Szed up Magiere.

“So you're the hunter. Y ou’ re not what anyone expected.”
Magiere dmogt amiled. “ Apparently not.” She turned to Lanjov. “Could we speak with her done?’
“No,” he sad flaly. “Any questioning will take place in my presence.”

It became clear to Magiere that for dl his words to the council concerning cooperation, he had little
intention of doing so himsdf. He probably expected her to stay far from him and his home, and use some
mydica power to track down Chesna' s killer. Then he would expect proof for the council, so they could
pat her on the head, give her a bank draft, and send her out of Sght.

“What's your name?’ Magiere asked the cook.
13 Dytall
“Tdl uswha happened the night Chesna was killed.”

“| dready told the magter everything. | didn't know the poor mistress had even opened the front
door. | never heard the knock.”

Magiere nodded. “No one is blaming you, but | need you to tdl us exactly what you did that night. It



might help usfind her killer.”

Dyta pursed her lips. “Chesna was a swest girl. Always sent Hedi and young Andrey out for a little
amusement whenever the master was off to the cards. She stayed home and read or visted with me. That
night, | was busy in the kitchen, storing up dried plums for winter. | didn’t hear no knocking. | didn't hear
no voices, because the kitchen is out back of the house. But | did catch a sharp draft when | opened the
back door for a bit of ar. | thought maybe a window out front might have been left open. So | went to
see and found the front door gar.”

She stopped. Before tears could get the better of her, Dyta scowled hard, anger replacing anguish.

“l closed it. The poor lamb was lying out on the steps, and | never saw her or thought for a moment
she' d be anywhere but in her room. | just closed the door.”

Lanjov ligened attentively, but at those words his head dropped dightly.

“Was't until later,” Dyta continued, “past midnight, | heard the master shouting. | was dready settled
in bed in my room out back, so | found my robe and ran out. | heard him outside and opened the door as
Lord Kushev came running up the front walk.”

“Who's Kushev?’ Lees asked.

“A neighbor,” Lanjov answered. “He was playing cards at the Knight's House with me.”
“The saddest gght,” Dyta whispered, “with her dress dl torn, and throat so—"
“Enough,” Lanjov ordered in aragged voice. “1 don't see how any of thiswill help.”
Lees| raised his eyebrows, but Magiere couldn't tl what he was thinking.

“| assume you saved the dress?’ she asked.

“Yes” Lanjov answered. “Cgptain Chetnik of the city guard told me that | must keep it, even after
she was buried.”

Magiere committed the name to memory. So far, few people in this had shown much sense, but this
cgptain apparently had, and it might be worth the time to speak with him.

“I'll need to see it” She paused and fdt some embarrassment. “Actudly”—she pointed to
Chap—"our tracker needs to smdl it

Lanjov's face paled again. The thought of a dog siffing over his dead daughter’s dothing was
pushing this evening past his tolerance. To his credit, he Smply sad, “It'sin her room. Follow me”
As Dyta left, Magiere, Leesil, and Chap followed Lanjov back into the halway and to the right. The

hdl opened up in a wider area with a curved staircase. Lanjov led them up to the third floor and into a
bedroom.

Cream draperies hung from a four-poster bed with a meatching comforter. Smdl whitewashed shelves
were attached to the wdls a heights low enough for a young girl to reach, and the number of dalls that
filled them surprised Magiere. Leesl looked at them too. At least a score of dolls, intermingled with
occasond toy animds or afoppish marionette, were displayed dong one wal done. Some were blond,
some had dark ringlets, and one had hair of auburn red. All of their heads were porcdain and most wore
pink, lavender, or ydlow lace dresses.

“How old was your daughter?’ Magiere asked.

“Sixteen,” Lanjov answered.

At that, Leesl’s eyebrows rose, and herolled his eyes as well.
“Whereis her mother?’ Lees| asked.



Again, Lanjov paused asif the question were not only irrdevant but impertinent.
“She died the night Chesna was born,” he answered.

Magiere couldn’t help pitying this arrogant man. He' d logt his wife in childbirth, and now logt his only
child. Perhaps he' d been in no hurry to see his daughter grow into alife of her own.

Lanjov opened the doors of atdl wardrobe and removed a cloth-wrapped bundle. He carried it to
bed asif it were both precious and harrifying to the touch. Insde was what had once been an egant day
dress of lavender with saffron trim. The neckline and left shoulder were stained with dried blood.

Chap trotted to the bed and looked up a Lanjov expectantly, but the councilman merdy stepped
back. Leed| reached out and took the dress, letting it unfold until the skirt hem touched the floor.

From its sze, the gl would have stood no tadler than Magiere's shoulder, but what caught her
atention most was its condition. The front was shredded and torn open from bodice to hem. Magiere's
gomach began to burn, accompanied by a familiar ache in her jaw that she quickly suppressed. But
anger dill crawled up her throat and into her head.

Those lower dashes hadn’t been done to feed or kill. An ugly question needed to be asked, but when
she looked a Lanjov's face, she couldn’t voiceiit.

Lanjov stood slent and never blinked as he stared a the dress. His hands were tightly closed a his
sdes, and Magiere saw his throat cench as he swalowed.

Chap started at the hem of the torn skirt, pushing at it with his nose. As he worked upward, Leesl
dropped down urtil the hound could reach the collar. Chap looked up at Lees| and back to Magiere and
whined. Magiere kndlt down next to the hound.

“Nothing?” Grabbing the shredded fabric in her fist, she shoved it a Chap, nearly jerking the dress
out of Leesl’shands. “Agan ... pay atention!”

It wasn't that Chap understood her words, but Magiere had come to recognize that he knew exactly
what hisrole wasin their trio.

Chap looked into her eyes for a moment, and Magiere fdt as if he returned her own dissatisfaction
with a fant rumble in his throat. He again breathed in the dress, working dong the folds and up to the
bodice and shoulders. He finished and then whined.

“That’senough,” Lees| said. “He s not getting anything. Perhaps it's been too long.”

“WdI?" Lanjov demanded, as if expecting them to have some new dram of indght after this painful
incignity.

“We need to take it with us” Leedl said. He stood to face the councilman, leaving the dress in
Magiere' s hands. “Chap might not know what he' s scenting yet.”

Magiere knew wdl enough that her partner was now tdling tales. She bunched the lavender dress in
both hands. Part of her didn't want to know what had been done to this girl as she bled to death. She
suddenly envisioned the mother she'd never seen being taken away in the dark to a fief keep. Rumors
passed among the villagers of a woman glimpsed on rare nights, wandering, full with a child sired by what
Magiere now had accepted was a waking abominaion masguerading as a man. Just before her mother
died, Magiere was born, unnatura and haf-tied to the world of the undead. She squeezed Chesna's
dress between her fingers and closed her eyes.

Teeth clamped down on her wrigt, and Magiere' s eyes snapped open.

Chap had her wrist wrapped in his jaws, and he tugged at her as he backed toward the door. She
pulled out of hisgrip and looked at Leesl.

“| don’t know.” He shook his head. “Just follow him.”



At that, Chap whirled about, trotting out of the bedroom door. With dress il in hand, Magiere went
after him, Lees| following, and from behind, she heard the breathy irritation of Lanjov. Chap stayed wel
ahead and, upon reaching the main floor, bolted toward the front of the house. Magiere chased him,
coming to a stop in the main entryway. Chap stood grunting and growling as he pawed at the front door.

“It appears your dog needs to go outsde,” Lanjov sad coldly. “Perhaps you gave him too much
water before coming.”

Lees| turned on the councilman and was about to spit something out, when Magiere interceded. “He
wants to see the front porch again.”

Lanjov blinked. With a deep sgh of resignation, he opened the door.

Chap lunged out and did exactly as Magiere had expected. He stopped with nose down, sniffing the
dark-stained grout between the porch stones.

Stepping out, Magiere studied the spot that Chap inspected. In the low light of the porch lanterns, it
was hard to see it clearly. Her gaze dill on the porch stones, she reached for the left-sde lantern to turn
up its knob and extend the wick for more light. Instead of growing brighter, the light dimmed.

Magiere looked to see if she'd misakenly turned the wick down and snuffed it out. The wick was
fully extended, and the flame burned wildly, licking the top of the lantern. The light was so bright that she
pulled her gloved hand back to shidd her eyes.

Her gloved hand. She didn’'t wear gloves.

Chap yipped, legping aside as Magiere sumbled down the porch steps. She stood in the wakway,
hend held before her, and stared at her fingers

There was no glove on her hand.

“Magiere? Leesl asked hestantly. “What's wrong?’

“It'snothing,” Magiere muttered.

When she pulled her awareness back to the moment, Leesil stood before her, sudying her face with
wide-eyed puzzlement.

“I'm..." she began. “It's nothing.”

She glanced once more a her hand, the right empty and the left gill dutching the bloodstained dress,
and shook her head. Stepping around Lees, she headed purposefully up the right sde of the steps,

watching the left-sde lantern suspicioudy. A trick of the light was dl it had been, and she grabbed the
raling to steady hersdf.

The porch was empty and slent.

Magiere stared at the closed front door with its outer carved pands of detailed doves and vines. She
tried to look about and find where Leesl or Chap or even Lanjov had disappeared to, but her head
wouldn't turn.

Her hand reached for the door’ s Side lanterns, firgt the right and then the left, turning down the wicks
until thenHlight dimmed just short of going out. Her hand wore a wdl-tailored, tight-fitting, black leether
glove The hand itsdf was wrong, wider than it should be. It grasped the brass knocker, clacked it twice
agang the door, but there was no sound. Magiere tried to back away but couldn’t move.

Moments passed. The door cracked open. A fresh young face peered ouit.

She was a pretty girl with dark ringlets of hair that hung to her shoulders. The girl released a amile, as
if knowing Magiere as afamiliar acquaintance. Magiere had no recollection of ever seeing or meeting her
before, but something about her appearance was familiar. When the girl spoke, Magiere couldn’t hear



the words, but dark ringlets swayed across the shoulders of her lavender gown with its saffron trim.

“Chesna? Magiere whispered, or thought she had. The sound never reached her ears. The only thing
she heard was her heart hammering.

Jaw now aching, Magiere fdt her canines e ongate, pushing againg the clench of her teeth. Her gloved
hand snatched the girl’s neck and wrenched the young woman closer. When her mouth clamped around
the girl’s throat, lips seding across smooth, warm skin, there came the scent of lilac from perfume or
soap. Chesna s throat collapsed between Magiere s teeth as blood seeped into her mouth.

Magiere wanted to let go and scrape the taste from her tongue with her fingernals. Its thick warmth
trickled to the back of her throat. Her head doruptly ripped back, and Magiere saw the sde of the girl’s
throat open, exposing snew and bleeding veins. Her hand dill clenched around the girl’s neck, she shook
Chesna until blood soaked the lavender bodice. Her free hand came up, fingers snarling in the front of the
lavender dress ...

Chesnd s empty eyes rolled.
“Stop it! Wake up!”
Magiere jerked away, both hands to her face as she clawed at her own mouth.

Her foot dipped off the edge of the porch. A hand snatched her upper am, and she snarled in fear
and pulled free, tumbling down the dtairs to land facedown on the wakway.

Magiere lay dill, unable to do anything but hold her bare hands across her face. She could 4ill taste
blood. Her heart raced so fast that she couldn’t separate the pounding beatsin her ears.

Hands grabbed her shoulders from behind, trying to pull her over onto her back. She blindly swung a
backhand fig a her attacker. Her wrist was snatched in a grip that pulled her up and around to her
knees.

“Valhachkasg’a! Open your eyed”
Magiere obeyed.
Everything in the pitch dark around her appeared thinly luminous.

Lees| kndt before her, one hand on her shoulder, the other ill gripping her wrist. The door lanterns
behind him burned so brightly she couldn’t ook at them, and yet his face wasn't night-shadowed. She
saw his features clearly, from the fine hairs of his danted eyebrows to the fant scars on his jawline where
the samdl undead, Ratboy, had tried to claw his throat open months ago.

“What isthis?’ Lanjov shouted. “What is wrong with her?’

The councilman stood in the house's entryway back from the door and stared in horrified
agonishment at the two of them knedling on his front walk.

“Quiet, please,” Leedl snapped in annoyance.
“No!” Lanjov shouted. “Enough of this ridiculous—"
“l said quiet!” Leesl repeated, and leaned around to face the coundilman.

Magiere couldn’'t see her companion’s face, but Lanjov's reaction was plain. The councilmen logt dl
semblance of anger and took a further step back into his home,

Leesl turned back to her, and Magiere saw a change pass across his features. His narrow jaw
tightened, and large amber eyes flinched and widened, and she fdt his sudden twitch through his
tightening grip on her wrist. He looked afraid. She shrank back from him, but he held her in place.

The achein her jaw began to fade. Lees| dowly released her wrist and tried gently to pull her other



hand from covering her mouth. She jerked her head away.
“Let me see,” he whispered.

Thistime, she let im push her hand aside. She fdt his fingertips gently spread her lips. He frowned
and gave a shdlow nod.

“It'sdl right now,” he assured her. “Nothing to hide anymore.”

“She knew him,” Magiere choked out, and ran her own fingers over her teeth. There was nothing
drange to her touch.

Leesi| took hold of her upper arms and pulled her to her feet.

“What are you taking about?’ Lees| asked.

“l saw ... fdt him,” Magiere tried to answer. “Chesna. She knew him.”
“How could you see ...” Lees| started. “What do you mean, him?”

She didn't know how to explain that she’ d seen through the eyes of the murderer, followed his steps,
and lived ingde his moment. Tasted hiskill.

“My hands.” Magiere shook her head. “They were too wide for awoman. And the gloves I... he was
wearing were fine lether. Custom-fitted.”

“All right.” Leesil hestated as he looked her over. He took a deep breath and let it out dowly. “This
‘seaing’ we'll get to laer, but the gloves ... means maybe he's masquerading as an dite or noble
perhaps.”

“Hedidn’t feed,” she continued. “Thiswasn't for blood.”

“No more!” Lanjov shouted harshly through the doorway. “I have answered your questions and let
you paw over her dress. You should be out in the Streets hunting this creature, not putting on a spectacle
for my neighbors.”

Magiere dipped around Lees| and up the steps. “Chesna knew him. Who ese comes here? Does
anyone ese come regularly to the house?’

Ashen with anger, Lanjov spit his words. “Are you suggesting the murderer is not a vampire?’

“No—he s an undead.” Magiere shook her head, the vison now crysdlized in her thoughts. And that
one word hung in her mind—murderer. “But he didn’'t feed on her blood. | think he wanted it dl over
her. He wanted someone to find her that way.”

“Leave my home at once,” Lanjov said. “My daughter did not know this creature. It... heis a fiend,
like those of your own town. The guard captain has taken accounts from those who were ather attacked
or viewed attacks by thisthing, and | assure you, it was not a nobleman.”

“There have been other attacks?’ Leesl’s voiced betrayed an annoyance Magiere could hear
growing into open outrage. “With survivors? Why didn't anyone tdl usthis?’

Lanjov stared blankly at him, searching for a response to a question that apparently made no sense to
him.
“There was no need. The city guard took the reports, and the victims were—"

“Common folk,” Magiere finished in disgust. “You didn't see a need to cdl for me until one of your
own died. So some survived these attacks to report them, but what about bodies? Besdes Chesna,
where are the other bodies?’

“l do not know,” Lanjov answered tiredly. “Now, please, leave my home. This is a prowling creature
that kills a random. If you wish to be paid, take that dog into the sewers or any other place where such



things hide, and do not mention this ridiculous theory of a nobleman again.”
He closed the door, and Magiere heard the bolts ingde dide sharply into place.
“Areyou dl right?’ Lees| asked.
Magiere ran her hand across her mouth, wiping at the lingering taste and touch.
“l saw her die” she said. “I saw it through his eyes. | fdt it.”

“l know, and | beieve you, though ...” He paused, and then hestantly asked, “What did you see
when you opened your eyes?”’

“Jugt your face, the lanterns, the walkway, but... as if everything were touched by a hidden, soft light
thet let me see it more cdlearly. Why?’

Lees| stepped off the porch and looked away from her as he spoke.

“Your eyes. They were completdy black, like their centers opened up and swalowed dl the color
out of them.”

A thickness settled in Magiere s limbs. She was tired enough to crawl away into a amdl place, not to
emerge for as long as she could reman undiscovered.

“| thought this was dl done with,” she said. “How many more twisted parts of me do | have to face?’
Leesil took her by the arm and pulled her into mation, headed for the front gate.

“We know the Noble Dead can see in the dark. It makes sense that you' d have some of that as well.
It's night Sght, Magiere. My mother’s people have something akin to it, and | do partly as wel. As to
what you saw through the killer—"

“Why now?’ sheinggted. “Why haven't | had visons before?’

Leesl shook his head. * Perhaps the dress?’

“Then why didn’t it happen in the bedroom when | firg touched it?” Magiere hed up the bunched bal
of the dress.

“l don’t know. It could be ... | just don’t know,” was dl he could say.
“l want no more of this”

Magiere looked about the street, its cobblestones illuminated by spaced ail lanterns atop posts or
henging from brackets fixed to the inner ring wal across the way. There was no movement and nothing to
see in the empty night. Except for Chap, who had somehow passed them by and sat watting patiently
outsde the gate.

“No more” she added. “| fed tainted dl thetime asitis”

“Give me that.” Lees| took the dress from her hand. “We won't risk seiting it off again, however it
happened. We Il walk until we spot a coach to take us to theinn.”

Magiere gripped her fdchion's hilt, squeezing it tight like a Sngle handhold over a chasm. Who were
they fooling? She was an ex-mountebank and a tavern owner. Leesl was an ex-thief and a gambler who
loved his wine too much. Yes, they could fight, even againg the undead. They’d proven that much in
Miiska, but this was different.

“They were right about murder,” she said, shamed at what she'd seen, her hand— his hand—around
Chesna' s torn throat. “He daughtered that girl with bardly a swalow and left her there on purpose. What
is hgppening here?”’

“I'll find us a coach,” Lees| muttered. “And we ll get you away from here”



After alight breakfast of porridge and grainy apples the next morning, a hired coach took them back
to the inner ring wall and the recently built barracks of the Strazhy-shlyahketne, the roya guard divison
assigned to the king's city. Magiere noticed that Leesl had mended his shirt sometime in the night. Over
breakfast, he'd questioned her about the vison. It was digurbing to remember, et done ponder why it
happened at al.

They knew the Noble Dead varied some in powers and abilities. Now, Magiere found her dhampir
state continuing to mimic them.

She was changing. She could sense the sun. She'd awoken that morning at dmost the moment it
arose, though the curtains on her window were closed.

Even in the upper-class didtricts, people went about on daly business, though fewer street hawkers
and peddlers wandered about. Most shops here served the whims and fancies of the privileged. Next to
adothier Hling cloaks and voluminous capes trimmed in satins and rare furs stood a wine house built of
dark timbers and white plastered walls

They passed by other shops dong the way, from a bakery with full tables of glazed goods to a large
catwright sation for the sde and repair of carriages and coaches. At firs, Magiere was puzzled when
they entered this didtrict rather than Lanjov’'s, but it made sense that even a king's guard divison
deployed for the city’s protection wouldn't be housed among the homes of the dite. No, even the
Strazhy-shlyahketne were dill common folk, regardiess of their standing. After deding with Lanjov,
Magiere hoped this Captain Chetnik might be less deluded and caste-conscious.

Lost in thought, Magiere was jarred back to awareness as the coach rocked to a halt.

Stepping into bright daylight, Magiere shiedded her eyes and looked indde the purse Karlin had given
to her. Their coin was holding, but they would spend quite a bit getting around in a place as large as Bela,
and she paid the coachman with reluctance. It was either coaches or buy horses, and that meant stable
fees as wel. On the Stravinan back roads, they’d walked or paid fare on a barge or ferry traveing the
man rivers, but time meant little back then, and horses were an unnecessary extravagance. Now, they
couldn’'t spend hdf the days getting from one place to another.

“Can you ride?’ she asked Lees| as the coach pulled away.

“You mean a horse? Only if | have to. | don't care to be a the mercy of a bag of lunacy lunging
around on four gticks.”

“Wdl, you may have to. The price of coacheswill drain us soon enough.”

He stopped his gpprehensive examingtion of the barracks outer stockade and looked at her.

“Y ou're worried about the price of coaches? Forgetful gods, Magiere, | have never met another spirit
as mean with money as you.”

“Wdl, one of us has to be!”

Magiere pushed past him, heading for the gate to the barracks grounds. She wasn't mean with
money. She amply planned ahead. That was more than anyone could say of him.

The barracks crafted stockade around its grounds was twice a man's height, with a double-wide
gate that stood open. Four guards manned the porta, while others indde went about in the cool moring
ar, dilling at arms. All were smilarly outfitted in ring mail benesth white surcoats and armed with sabers.
Some, on their way out to posts around the city, carried long, pronged pikes and white shidds
emblazoned with twin sea hawks. The center ridges of their hdms were trimmed in the feathers of these
same birds.



Magiere paused before one gate guard. “Pardon, I’'m looking for Captain Chetnik.”

The men appraised her briefly, but spoke palitdy in turn and gestured toward the building directly
ahead. “In the main hdl. Ask & the front entry.”

Magiere nodded her thanks and headed across the grounds, with Chap at pace beside her and Leedl
fallowing behind.

Theman hdl was two stories of masoned stone, the front doors propped open to let in the morming
ar. The entryway led into asmdl room, plain and sparse. From down one of the sde hdls came an angry
voice, though Magiere couldn’t quite make out what was being said. Behind the front desk was a bading
litle clerk, clean-shaven and plain-clothed, who raised his head and gave them a brief and polite nod.

“How may | hep you?" he asked.

“We're here to speak with Captain Chetnik,” Magiere replied. “At the request of Councilman
Lanjov.”

“And this pertains to?’ the clerk asked.

“The councilman’s deceased daughter,” she answered. “We were caled upon by the aty councl to
look into her death. The captain has reports from ditizens that might be of help.”

The clerk seemed momentarily agitated but, with a short Sgh, nodded in understanding. “Please wait.
I'll seeif the captain can meet with you.”

At that, he disappeared down the left hdlway toward the voice Magiere had heard, only to return
moments later.

“The captain is currently with someone, but he said you are to come in anyway.” He motioned
Magiere around the desk and gestured toward the halway. “Just go down to the end door.”

Chap trotted ahead to the corridor’'s end. His whole attention focused through the open door at
whoever waited ingde. Magiere caught up to the hound, wondering what had his interest, when voices
ingde the room became clear.

“Are you suggesting my son would just leave the city without a word?’

The question came from a stout, middle-aged men gStting on the near side of the room in front of a
large, dark-wood table. Dressed modedtly in a short burgundy cloak with cap to match, he had an ample
and sculpted beard dropping to a point from his chin.

“Cgptain, my son and his wife have been missng for days,” he continued shouting. “Will you do
nothing?’

Behind the table sat a hefty man in ring mal armor with a broad nose. A mass of dark brown curls
hung from his head, trimmed off around his face as if his hdmet had been used as a shearing guide.
Among the table's clutter of scrolls and parchment was a hdmet amilar to those of the Strazhy but with
more ridges and one plume of feathers arcing back over the crests from the noseguard. This, Magiere
assumed, would be Captain Chetnik.

“What else would you have me do?’ the captain asked, too quietly for his stature.

Magiere expected him to be bored by merchant’s outburst, or a best, in a hurry to take the man's
gatement and shove him out the door. That had been her previous experience with constables and
guards, but this captain appeared patiently sad.

“According to your statement,” he went on with equa softness, “your son, Simask, and his wife,
Luiza, were here with you on business. They went out to seek patronage for your vineyard from locd
innkeepers but didn’t return. Guards have made inquiries, and I’ ve natified the didrict constables in the
area and the two locd didricts where they'd likdy have gone. But there are no witnesses and no



evidence of foul play. What more would you have me do?’
“Look for them!” the merchant answered in frugtration.

“Where? In which part of the city should | search? Where were they lagt seen? We ve had to guess
a best”

The merchant collapsed in his chair under a sudden weight of fatigue.

“We separated to work different gdes of the city,” he continued more quietly. “I didn't even redize
they were missng for aful day. | don’'t know where they might have gone, but my son is dependable. He
wouldn’'t have missed our mesting day.”

It was then that the captain noticed Magiere and Lees| sanding in the doorway, and he stood up.
The girth of hisbelly was wide, but appeared more muscle than the bulk of a sedentary man.

“Go back to your inn and rest,” he told the merchant. “We Il do what we can. If there isany news, I'll
send word without hesitation. Now you mugt excuse me, as there is another matter that needs my
atention.”

The merchant’s face was drawn and hopeess as he stood. Magiere pitied him, but she didn't know
what to say. When he turned to leave, he spotted her in the doorway and looked back at the captain.

“Luiza is far, dmod like that,” he said, pointing a Magiere. “And black hair, but she is shorter,
sndler”

The captain nodded. “I will make a note of it.”
With nothing ese to say, the merchant shuffled out past Magiere and down the corridor.

“Can | hdp you?’ the captain asked, looking her up and down. He picked up a leather-bound sheef
of parchment and flipped the loose cover open. “I don’'t have any other gppointments this morning, but
I’m due to meet with the locd congtabulary in a short while”

“This won't take long,” she said. “I'm Magiere. The councl hired me to investigate the death of
Coundilman Lanjov’s daughter.”

At her words, Chetnik scowled and shook his head as he dropped the sheaf on the table. He studied
her a moment, with only a brief appraisal of Leesl and Chap. A dightly amused smile bent his mouth up
as hefolded hisarms.

“You're the hunter. Who's he?’
“My partner, Leesl.”
Chap was siffing the air about the room, but he looked over a Chetnik intently.

“That’'s our tracker,” Magiere added. “But the trall is cold, and we need to limit our search. Lanjov
sad there are reports of attacks by a night assallant. We'd like to talk with some of these people. Can
you give us alig of names and where to find them?’

Chetnik stood there, dill amiling faintly. “You aren’t what | expected.”

If there was one phrase Magiere was mogt tired of hearing, this was certainly it.
“Indeed,” she responded.

Chetnik laughed doud, and the lagt of the sad drain vanished from his eyes.

“No, no,” he added. “I expected some pompous mydic or aspiring achemig throwing potions and
powders about. | was none too pleased when the coundil took this case out of our hands. But our hands
arefull, and the digtrict congtabularies are hired locad's not dways suited to the task. You at least ook like
you can handle afight.”



His goading good humor proved mildy sdtling, and Magiere relaxed a little. Although Chetnik’s
continudly eyeing her was more than alittle puzzing. In fact, it made her rather uncomfortable.

“Canyou give usalig?’ she asked more politely.

“Hmmm ... perhaps you've time for an exchange” His thick eyebrows arched. “I don’'t care who
catches this murderer, but | want it done with.”

Lees| stepped closer. Magiere noticed that he appeared to be strangdly put out by this conversation.

“What do you mean, ‘exchange’ 7’ he asked.

Chetnik acknowledged him briefly and turned hisfull atention back to Magiere.

“No matter how good you are, you may need hdp sooner or later. I've spoken with dl of Count
Lanjov's neighbors. I'd be willing to share their statements, if you'll tel me what you' ve come up with so
far or what you discover dong the way.”

Magiere suppressed the urge to immediatdy agree. Chetnik was more than a soldier. As captain, he
might know the city as well as any of the locad constables assigned to its separate didtricts. Anything the
congtabularies heard would likdy be passed to Chetnik. She and Leesl were working blind. On the other
hand, she didn't want to appear too eager. If Miiska was to be saved, she and Leesl—not the
Strazhy-shlyahketne—had to produce the remains of an undead.

Chetnik’ s warm eyes watched her expectantly. She returned him a shdlow nod of agreement, though
she wouldn't necessarily share everything.

“Have you found any bodies?’ she asked.
The blunt question surprised him. Likely he thought he would be the fird to get some answers.

“No,” he answered. “We modly hear about disappearances. One way or another such things often
Oet resolved, for better or worse. In the last month, there ve been more reports and fewer resolved.
There are now more missing people than we can possibly search for a once.”

None of this made sense to Magiere. So many missng, yet Chesna had been Ieft to die on her own
front porch in plain view.

“Chesnd s killer wanted her body found,” she said doud. “I think he mutilated her and Ieft her there
intentiondly.”

“I'd consdered that, but why? Chetnik asked thoughtfully. “It doesn’t fit with any of the
disappearances.”

He stepped around the table and closer to Magiere, his brows knitted. As he settled on the table's
edge, he leaned toward her jugt a bit.

“And what makes you certain it' saman?’ he asked, and his gaze wandered a bit.

Leesl et out a sharp breath. “I think we ve taken up enough of the captain’s time. If you could give
usthelig, wéell be on our way.”

Leesl’s voice was icy, and Magiere could tdl he wanted out of here for some reason. The tone
wasn't lost on Chetnik, who grunted and walked to a short chest of drawers againg the wall.

“Thereign't any lig,” he said. 1 can get you started with a few statements, but | expect them back.”
He dug through parchments in the top drawer and pulled out a stack as thick as his thumb. “Names and
addresses are dl written out. Can you read?”’

“He can,” she answered without embarrassment, giving anod in LeesI’s direction. “But that's quite a
few statements.”



“They aren’'t dl going to help you,” he said, agan rather friendly and chatty. “A drunk or two have
been known to see mongersin the dark, and there are dways those who laich on to rumors and tavern
taes to blame for mifortune”

Leesl snatched the stack from his hand. “Thank you. Let's go.”
He headed draight for the door. With little choice, Magiere hurried after him, urging Chap ahead.
“Keegp meinformed, and if you need anything se,” Chetnik called after, “stop by and let me know.”

Magiere merdly waved in thanks and hurried out. By the time she reached the courtyard, Leesl was
dready in the street hailing a coach.

Although Lees| considered himsdf adept at talking to dmost anyone, by the time the sun dipped low
a dusk, he didn't care if he ever spoke aword again. They'd been over hdf the city. All right, so it was
probably a tenth or twentieth, but it fdt like hdf, and they’d managed to find only eght people noted in
the reports Chetnik had given them. Chap became more restless throughout their search, and twice Leedl
hed to go scouting about nelghborhoods and markets to track him down.

Magiere had been severdly shaken by her experience a Lanjov’s, as had he. He'd wanted to both
comfort her and fathom what was hgppening to her before it happened again. But in typicd fashion, she
grudgingly put up with afew questions over breakfast and then refused dl further efforts to discuss these
nenly manifesing abilities. The “gght” was not so surprising, but the vison, and what had triggered it,
was another matter.

It couldn’t have been the dress, for she'd handled items— even bloodied ones—from victims before
inMiiska. The same reasoning stood for waking in the footsteps of an undead at the ste of a killing. In
Spite of this unsettling awareness she' d developed, a part of him fdt they shouldn’t be thrown by any kind
of unexpected help. They had no trall, not many clues, nothing to hunt, and on top of that, the guard
cagptain had spent the better part of ther brief meeting appraisng Magiere as if he wished to make her
part of his breakfast, or perhaps a late evening repast. Lees| didn't like this Chetnik one hbit.

He was tired, hungry, and sck of ligening to sad, despondent folk rdive unsgttling experiences.
They'd talked to cobblers daughters, tanners and sons, barkeeps, and even low-ranking gentry. So far,
only one tanner’s son and one young noble—who hadn’t even wanted them in his home— had managed
to produce coherent and unified stories. Both men had encountered a femde with bright blue eyes in
gaish clothes. Of those taes, nether tdler remembered what had happened, only that they’d found
themsdves wandering later in a befuddled and wesk state, torn woundsin their throats.

“Thesunisgoing down,” he said. “Let’sjust go back to theinn. We can start again tomorrow.”
“One more,” Magiere said absently, daring a a parchment.

She could make out a few words at a time, and Lees| sat watching her read the same line of ink
scrawl three times. It was getting even darker outside. Most shops they passed were closed. Chap lay on
the seat across the coach, and Lees| had the oddest impression the dog looked sullen.

“Bright blue ... blue ... blue eyes” Magiere mumbled as she worked word by word through the
scribed report.

Lees| groaned. “Let’s a least have some supper firs.”

“lan't this another name for a brothd?’

He reached out. “Let me see that.”

“Oh, yes” she said inmild disgust. “That would get your attention.”



“Not funny,” Lees| euded, and scanned the parchment.

Jus over a moon ago, a woman with bright blue eyes— like “crysds” the witness had
said—attacked a hired guard named Koh'in ib’'Sune serving a one of Bed's loftier “domvolyne” a
house of leisure. In other words, a brothel for those who preferred not to frequent an establishment that
might actudly be caled a brothdl.

“It' s the same description,” Magiere said. “Like the tanner’ s son and that haughty little noble.”
Lees| nodded.
“That makes three matching accounts,” she said.

“All right, dl right. One more and then back to the inn. But there's no exact address.” He leaned
through the coach door window and cdled to the driver. “Do you know the Blue Dove?’

The driver looked at him cautioudy. “I know whereiit is, if that’s what you mean.”
“Take usthere” Lees| ducked back ingde the coach.

Chap let out a whine without lifting his head. They rode for a while in slence until findly the driver
cdled out thar destination: “The Blue Dove.”

Leesl hadn't paid atention to their progress and was surprised to find they’d passed back into the
inner wall ring. What they knew from the reports didn’t add up in away that would leed to this place.

The young noble who' d seen the blue-eyed woman lived insde the second ring wdl in a respectable
but not overly wedlthy area. The tanner’s son lived in the outer ring. The three encounters had occurred
indifferent parts of the city, but ill, it wasn't unimaginable that an undead would range so widdly.

Magiere paid the coachman, asked him to wait, and then stood next to Leesl, shifting her waight from
one foot to the other. The brothe was a lavish stone dwdling with two large braziers on each sde of a
door painted sky blue. The building's unusudly smdl windows were shuttered tight, so no one could see
ingde. Asthey stood there with Chap looking about, afew people, particularly one elder couple, passed
them with disapproving glances.

“I’ve never been indde a brothd before,” she said findly.
Leesl grinned & her. “Nether have I. How tragic isthat?”
“For who?" she muttered under her breath. “You or the women?’

“The women, of course” Leesl answered. “And from whet I've heard, these places serve a wide
variety of entertainment. Some even employ young boys, and | know of a place in the Warlands with a
large medtiff that—"

“Not another word.” She gripped his arm, pulled him up the steps and knocked on the door.

A gargantuan man opened it and looked down at them in surprise. His head was as clean-shaven as
hiswide, deft chin, and his eyes were a brown so dark they were nearly black. But his most noticesble
feature was his deep brown skin. He wore dark green breeches and an open vest with no shirt, and the
handle of a flanged mace was dipped through the side of a wine-red sk belt wrapped more than a dozen
times around hiswaist.

“You are too early,” he said.

“Uh, no...” Magiere sammered. “You don't understand. We're looking for a man named Koh'in
ib'Sune. Is he here?”

The man's body blocked the entire doorway.
“l am Koh'in, but | do not know you.”



Lees| noted that his accent was smooth and fluid, like Lord Au’ shiyn's from the city council.

“We're working with the city guard,” he lied. “We wanted to speak with you about a report
describing a woman with crysta-blue eyes who attacked you. Ther€ ve been other reports, and we're
trying to find any link between them.”

Koh'in's stern expression didn’t change. “You do not look like the city guard.”

“We're not,” Leesl replied, exhaudion getting the better of him. Bluntness seemed to be the only
option. “We re vampire hunters working for the city guard. Can we come in?’

Koh'in blinked twice with a flare of his wide nodtrils as his expresson changed to mild concern.

“Come to the kitchen,” he said, dhifting dowly aside. “My mistress was displeased that | reported the
event a dl. She correctly believes such a stain on our reputation may hurt business.”

With a quick glance behind himsdlf, he ushered them toward the back of the house.

Lees| was curious to see the parlor, but he barely got a peek from the foyer before being hurried
away to the kitchens. Fillows of shimmering fabrics rested upon divans and couches, and rich, thick
draperies were pulled across the windows. Following Koh'in, he looked at the man’s bulging shoulders
graining the back of his vest. It was likdy the patrons of this domvolyne conducted themsdves with
evey bit of good manners.

The kitchen was well kept with pottery stacked about, and a warm, low fire in the cooking hearth.
The room dready contained two occupants. A beautiful woman with a generous figure and a mass of
chocolate-brown hair sat a the kitchen table drinking tea, while a lovdy blond nymph curled the
woman's dready impressvely spirded tresses. They wore matching slk dressing gowns of amber with
embroidered white roses.

“This is Brita” Koh'in said, respectfully gesturing to the seated woman, and then lifted his hand
toward the other. “And young Natasha. They must prepare each other while we talk.”

“Koh'in, what is this?’ Brita asked disdainfully, taking in Magier€'s breeches and fdchion. “You
know the migtress doesn't dlow vigtors at this hour. And a dog?’

“They are from the dty guard,” Koh'in whispered, “and need to ask me questions about... the
woman.”

“Oh.” Britaimmediatdly stood up, and at full height she was taler than Leesl. She stepped directly in
front of Koh'in asif to block passage. “Well, you can pose any questions in front of us. The guard helps
uslittle enough, and troubles us plenty when some fop starts complaining. Ask your questions—and then
leave hmin peace.”

Natasha set her curling rod on the stove and stepped close to Koh'in's side, crossing her ams in
agreement. Next to the tal Suman guard, she looked like atiny porcdan figurine

“Yes” she sad with some hitterness. “Poor Koh'in was attacked in the dley nearly a moon ago. The
dashes on histhroat are dready heded, yet thisis the firg time you decide to look into this?’

“We don't actudly work for the guard,” Magiere replied, both empty hands in front of her, ssemingly
on the defensive. “We're working for the cty council on another matter, but it might be connected to
what happened. We may be tracking whoever attacked your friend here.”

“Vampire hunters” Koh'in whispered to Brita
Brita snorted and crossed her arms, crinkling her amber slk deeves.

“That's what the coundil is spending taxes on? What happened, some pasty-skinned noble get his
throat cut? But when it happens elsawhere, it's no concern of theirs”



Leed| shifted uncomfortably at how closdly she assessed the Stuation.
“Can you just tdl us what happened?’ he asked tiredly.

Koh'in nodded. “I dways make sure dl the ladies are safe, donein their rooms, before | lock up the
downgairs”

Natasha wrapped her dainty hands around the large man’s forearm. It took both hands to encompass
the bulk of hislimb.

“But before locking up,” he went on, “1 walk the outsde, dl around the house, to be sure no one
remains, someone looking up at one of the windows, if you understand.”

Lees| nodded.

“That night,” Koh'in said, 1 saw a red dress and blond curls in the dley behind the house. | thought
one of the ladies had been cdled to a party and was coming home late. | hurried to take her indde. She
was not one of ours.”

“What exactly did she look like?” Magiere asked.

“Pretty. Small. Dark-blond rings of hair and bright blue eyes. So bright they made me think of gems,
like they could reflect the light from the street lamps. But the mistress would not hire her to work here”

“Why not?’ Lees| asked, and Koh'in frowned.

“Her dress was rich satin, but she looked...”—he searched for the right word—"cheap—not like
Britaor Natasha. Perhaps it was her face, the way she looked. | cannot explain. | thought to help her, as
she should not be done in the dley. She amiled and asked me where we might go to be done. Then |
thought she was a poor street whore in a Solen dress trying to make coins from our patrons passng by.
So | went to chase her off, and ...”

The large man's eyes wandered, and he wrung his hands as Natasha leaned her head agang his
upper arm. He appeared shamed.

“She pushed me againg the dley wal. Her mouth opened, and | saw her teeth come for my throat.
They were like those of a numar.”

“A what?" Lees| asked.

“A large wild black cat in my homdand,” Koh'in explained. “Fanged above and below. | threw her
off, but she was strong—s0 strong—and | ran. | did not know | was bleeding until back insde with the
door bolted. Thiswas not ared woman.”

Natasha patted hisam softly. “It's dl right. There was nothing more you could do.”
“Did you manage to rip part of her dress or anything she was wearing?’ Magiere asked.
“What kind of a question isthat?’ Brita snapped.

Magiere pointed a Chap. “He tracks. If you have anything that belonged to this woman, it would help
lJSIH

“Oh.” Brita's demeanor softened. “Koh'in?’
The Suman shook his head. “No. | did not think of anything but to get insde”

Lees| hadn't expected much, but the man's description of the woman closdly matched that of the
tanner’ s son and the noble.

“So now you'll catch thisthing?’ Natasha asked.
“Well try,” Leesil said, for lack of a better answer.



Brita looked at them both and said, grudgingly but politely, “Thank you for coming. At least findly
someone has”

With a few promises and good-byes, Leesl found himsdf once again dimbing into the coach, but this
time heading back to the inn and a hot supper. Only now, he found no joy or comfort in the thought of
rest and warm food. One fact hung in the Slent ar between himsdf and Magiere.

“There are two,” she sad findly. “We re hunting two of them.”

“If your vison was correct,” he added.

“My vison s correct. And we ve hunted more than one before.”

“Do you think they’re connected?’ Leesl| suggested. “Are we deding with another pack?’
Magiere shook her head in uncertainty.

“The council can quake in their houses for dl | care,” Lees| added. “But | liked Koh'in—and Brita
and Natasha. Besides the other common folk, the pier boys and such, these are the firs people I've met
worth protecting.”

“And Chesna, who's now beyond our help ” Magiere glanced sddong a him. “We |l protect them.
That's what we're here to do—so it seems.”

Leesi| leaned back. A fight was coming their way, and he smiled with a mordant sense of contentment
for the fird time since they’ d left home.

Chapter 7

Past dusk the following evening, Lees| and Magiere finished another gruding day of wandering the
length and breadth of Bela, speaking to as many people from Chetnik’ s reports as they could find. For dl
their efforts, they learned nothing new nor came any closer to beginning the hunt. Leesl’s dark
contentment faded shortly before lunch.

Magiere's concern over the price of coaches, mixed with his reluctance to ride on horseback, had
resulted in a greast ded of waking. Chap limped dightly, his paws obvioudy aching from the city’s
cobblestone streets. But even more frudrating to Lees| was thair lack of progress.

Back at the Burdock, they sat in the common room in their dusty clothes, mildly relieved that the hard
wooden stools let them get off thar feet. Lees| took off his scarf and scratched his head fredy, shaking
out hiswhite-blond hair.

“Are you having supper tonight?” asked Milous, the innkeeper. “We ve a nice mutton stew and fresh
bread. A few barrels of Droevinkan de just arrived yesterday. It's the best.”

“You aremy hero,” Leesl replied with a weak smile. “ Stew and bread dl around. Any spiced tea?’
“I'll see. And for you, migtress, the same?’
“Yes, spiced tea,” Magiere answered tiredly.

“I'll bring it directly,” Milous assured, and glanced down a Chap lying exhausted on the floor.
“Hmmm, whenyou say ‘dl’ ...”

“Jud find alarge bowl and pour somein for him,” Lees| answered. “A bowl of water as wdl.”
The stocky innkeeper sighed, shaking his head, and went off to fetch their medl.



A gndl hearth lit the room with a soft glow. The place was comfortable and clean, but like the
innkeeper's face, merdy pleasant and not truly noteworthy. There were only two other patrons. Old men
sat near the front door, smoking their day pipes as they talked in low voices, while young Vatz brought
them tin tankards on an old wooden tray.

Lees| found himsdf thinking of ther double-sided stone fireplace set in the center of the Sea Lion's
common room. He thought of his faro table, and Chap drding the hearth with sharp eyes, and Magiere in
her |lesther vest—or perhaps her blue dress—behind the long polished bar.

“This place doesn’'t compare, does it?” Magiere said.

Lees| looked up to find her watching him intently. Apparently he' d dipped up, his thoughts obvious to
read on his face.

“No, | suppose nothing would,” he answered. “Who'd ever think I’d be homesick?’
There was long moment’'s Slence before she replied.

“Home remains a long way off, if today is any measure. We should ask Chetnik to cdl for us when
another attack is reported. If we can get Chap there quickly, he might pick up atral.”

Lees| frowned. Chetnik was the lagt person he wanted involved.

“You mean another attack is reported, and there are two undeads out there, by our best guess.
Lanjov's grief and arrogance are eding up his patience, o if it's about getting paid, we need to find the
nobleman from your vison fird, and quickly. We've no clues, and what little we' ve found points to this
roaming femde.”

“So what do you propose?’

“l don't know.” Lees| shook his head. “Buit I’ ve been thinking about the fight eventudly to come and
preparations to make. Also, we' re on our own. No townsfolk to organize, so we can't paticulaly lay a
trap and draw them in. That means hunting them down while remaining undetected.”

“We dready know this” she argued. “What about your little excurson to a wegponsmith?’

“It's more than jugt the hunt” Leesl answered, shaking his head. “And you'll see—| haope
soon—what’ s coming from the smithy.”

Magiere appeared about to press with more questions, but Lees| continued before she could get in a
word.

“We have to get to these creatures while they’re unaware and off guard. If they’re working together,
we need to take them separately. | want the advantage, and | want them outnumbered. That means quick
changesin tactics and proper supplies.”

Magiere stared a him slently from across the amdl table. The hearth’s light painted her white skin
with amber, and set off crimson glimmers in her black har. In the moment’s didtraction, Lees| didn't
quite catch the suspicion growing in her eyes. Her face, drawn and fatigued, was il beatiful.

“Judt like your old times, yes?’ she said, but with no warmth in her voice.

Leesl iffened. “What?’

“Y ou've done this before.”

Lees| assumed she was jegting with him. “\We both have done this—"

“No,” she cut him off.

He was completely confused. “What are you taking about?’

“l never redized how cunning—even dy—you were until Miiska,” she began. “You've dways been



nimble, and I’ ve seen you take down someone twice your Sze. But thereé s moreto it, isn't there? Maybe
something to do with dl those mornings you disappeared into the woods.”

Leesl’s nerves hummed with tenson. Now wasn't the time to explain things she wouldn't want to
know.

“And lady, you've been ...” She stopped, and he saw determination settle on her face. “Leesl, were
you just athief before we met?’

She'd never asked him this, never even come close to it. The crux of thelr life on the road had been to
leave the past wel enough done. There was only the day a present and perhaps the day ahead, and
nothing e se had mattered.

“l was someone dse living another life. Someone you wouldn't want to know,” he said findly. “Now
I’'m someone who needs to find a good crossbow.”

Magiere dumped on her stoal.

“All right. We ll try to pick one up tomorrow.” She gazed vacantly toward the fire. “We prepare what
we can and, once we locate the undeads, if possble, we do exactly wha we did before: track them
down and take them before sunst. It would have worked last time had we found them more quickly.”

Lees| fdt histenson ebb but not completely. There were only so many times he could evade her, and
he was usng them up.

“Yes, if we do thisright,” he offered, “there may not even be much of afight.”
“Or need to burn anything down,” she snapped without looking a him.

Her tone wasn't truly accusing, but even if it had been, it wouldn't have mattered. She'd been
unconscious and bleeding to death with her throat dashed open. Rashed was after them, and there was
no other option. So he'd burned Miiska's largest warehouse down—and he'd do it agan without a
second thought. There was no argument as to what came fird as he sat there waiching her.

Leesl folded his hands on the table and looked down at the scar of teeth marks on his tanned wridt.

“If there’s afight, if you're cut again,” he said, trying to reassure her, “I'll be there for you. | know
whet to do now.”

When heraised his head, Magiere glared a him, eyes wide. Her words came out in a hiss of breath.
“Don't ever say that to me again.”

Her hands pressed hard into the table, and Leesl thought he heard a creak from the wood. Teeth
clenched, her expresson was caught between fear and anger, and she looked a him as if he were an
undead.

“Magiere, | just meant—"

“l know what you meant.”

She pushed back from the table. Lees| saw her anger fade, to be replaced by something painful in her
blinking eyes.

“I'mtired,” she whispered. “I’'m going up to deep.”

“You need to edt. | wastrying to offer assurance. Thisisn't the old game. | just wanted you to know |
will be with you, no matter what it takes.”

“Don't be such a dolt,” she said, and her voice returned to its familiar, bad-tempered tone. “I could
never do any of this without you—and Chap.”

Leesl’s heart pounded in his chest as he nodded. He was uncertain what had just happened, but now



was obvioudy not the time to press for answers.

“l have an idea,” he said. “Beld's a large city, the biggest port on this end of the continent, and dl
we ve doneiswork. Let's forget the mutton stew and find a bit of something specid. There's bound to
be a high-class inn or an exctic eatery around here. We can't do anything else urtil tomorrow, so why
not enjoy oursalves?’

“Aren’'t you tired?’ she asked inmild disbelief.
“Exhausted. My feet are going to fdl off any moment.” He grinned. “But let’s go anyway.”

He watched her expression reax, and though he rarely tried to charm her as he did with others, he
knew his expressive moods were infectious.

“We don't know how long we Il be here”” She shook her head. “Our coins haveto lagt. | think we've
enough to keep usfor awnhileif we're careful.”

Leesl collgpsed upon the table with an audible groan.

“All right, enough dramatics” she said. “You said you bartered for whatever that amith is making, and
there are dill the coins you took back on the schooner. So | suppose we can aford wha you have
|eftover.”

LeesI’s breath caught in his throat, and he tried not to let his checks flush as he raised his head with
an innocent look. “Oh, didn’'t | tdl you? 1—’

“Did you lose it?” she asked. “Not dl of it? To those salors?”

“Wdl, | had to pay for my share of their grog, and then | logt a few hands of Jack o' Knives, just to
be polite. | was about to start winning when Chap sounded the darm and—"

“Y ou were too drunk to fight!” Magiere shouted, and dammed her hand down so hard that the table
bounced. “I’ ve seen you fight with your face dashed open, but you're a second-rate gambler even when
you're sober.”

HI aT] I’]O[!”

“l can't believe you didn't tdl me this sooner,” she continued. “You logt it dl to a bunch of drunken
deckhands?’

“l think there are afew penniesleft,” he offered.

Magiere tried to utter words that Smply wouldn't come out, and then she stood up too quickly,
knocking her stool over. As she headed for the Sairs, she didn’'t even look back.

“Then you have enough for your evening out,” she snarled. “Next time, trust me enough to confess
before you're pressed to it.”

Magiere took the airs two at atime, and Lees| heard a door dam. He looked at Chap.

“Oh, yes, | should trust her because she responds with such kind underganding,” he sad
sarcadticdly.

Chap rumbled at him. Before Leesil could guess a the hound's complaint, Chap got up and gingerly
trotted up the sairs as wdll.

Lees| stared up the dairs in bewilderment. He should have told her, but she would have shouted at
him no matter when he' d chosen to speak up. Well, let her pass on the wonders of Bela's nightlife Now
more than before, he deserved arespite.

The innkeeper came back with ther tea.
“The stew iscoming,” he said, and looked around. “Where' s your woman and dog?’



Lees| grunted, refraining from any unplessant explanation.

“Have supper sent to her room. | won't be egting here tonight. Can you recommend someplace in the
dty that shouldn’t be missed?’

The innkeeper frowned. 1 suppose maybe the Rowan-wood. They've one of the largest gaming
roomsin Bda”

“Perfect,” Leed| said.

Chane waited upon the steps, his satchel bulging with acquisitions, as Toret unlocked the front door
of thelr house. It had been a tedious evening, with his master’ s constant complaints dill ringing in his ears.

They had wandered the lower markets and shops after dusk, as Chane judicioudy acquired what he
would need. All the while, Toret continued with the same irritable questions. Why had Chane left dl of
this to the last possible moment? Why hadn't he gone by himsdf and left his master & home in comfort?
Why hadn’'t Chane ordered the materids ahead of time to be ddivered or picked up as needed?

Each time, Chane patiently—or less so—explained it again. Some of the acquistions needed to be
fresh, while others required that he gauge appropriateness by fed, hence the necessty of Toret's
presence.

The firg reason was true enough. In addition, it was best to acquire supplies in short order from
diverse sources, leaving no obvioustral to find or connection to make. Some apothecaries might become
suspiciousif asked for certain combinations of goods. Conjury was not outlawed like sorcery, but it was
not as welcome as thaumaturgy or as revered as theurgy.

The second reason was, of course, a lie In truth, Chane did not need Toret’s presence, but the
subterfuge served a purpose. Still uncertain as to precisely how, Chane intended to find his way free of
his maker’s contral. It was worthwhile to stretch Toret’s nerves and keep him off balance, and feed the
puzzing disquiet growing in im ever snce tha night the myserious note had arrived. Chane was 4ill
exasperated that he had not eavesdropped on Toret that evening. Something happened after he'd Ieft to
escort Sgpphire. Upon Chane' s return before dawn, Toret was waiting for imin a frenzied state, though
he would not speak directly of the cause. Instead, he gave Chane two tasks. to plan for this evening's
work, and to use his resources to hunt for two people—a womean of black hair and palid skin, and her
half-blood companion.

Additiondly, this evening’s outing, however sressful and tiresome, served Chane's future options. A
later mention of another such venture would be enough for Toret to quickly give hm leave to go done.

Chane followed Toret into the foyer of thar home. Asthey removed their cloaks, a piercing squed of
ddight scraped across Chane's nerves. He looked up and choked.

Descending the stairs was Sapphire, a vidous spark in her overadorned eyes above an unrestrained
gnile of white teeth between wine-colored lips. But it was not her face that held atention for long.

“Am | not ddicioud” she exclamed.

The gown she “wore’—for Chane did not care to speculate how it stayed on—was charcod velvet
trimmed in scarlet lace, the whole of it fitted smoothly to her ample form. The skirt dropped from her hips
to the floor in wrapped layers hanging loosdly around her legs. Strapless, the bodice rose in two points to
just below her collarbone on ether sde of her throat, and its center olit down to her sernum, passng
between her breasts. As she descended the lagt step with an extended leg, the skirt’'s folds rolled apart
like an ebbing black tide to expose a dender death-white ankle and calf.

With an obvious undulation of her torso, she stepped up to Toret, dragping her ams across his



shoulders.
“Wel, tdl me how much you love my new dress,” she said.
“You...” Toret answered with a swalow, “are not going out in that.”

For a moment, Chane was sunned. Could it be that his dow-witted master understood that she
looked like atralling progtitute?

Sapphire' s expresson dtered to a glower.

“You don't appreciate anything | do for you,” she snapped a him. “I've been stuck in this place dl
day and dl evening, while you wander about just so Chane can get his andly little its and bits for...
whatever. I'm bored ... bored! What good is a new dressif no one appreciates it?’

“I’'m not letting you out like that,” Toret repeated. “ There's alimit to how much attention we can risk.
Now go change into something less ... obvious.”

In place of jedousy’s ire, Toret now spoke sensbly—too sensbly, and Chane began to wonder.
Since the night Toret had received the note, he had become wary and agitated. Perhaps someone dready
had taken notice of them, and that was why Toret wanted to move quickly ahead with tonight’s task.

Sapphire spun about and headed updtairs. At the fird landing, she cast a sullen glare over her
shoulder before continuing upward.

Chane kept glent as Toret ran a hand over his face, for anything he might say on the matter would
amply make him the dternative outlet for his master’ s frudration. It was more ussful to let Toret seethe.

A flutter of wings passed through Chan€e' s consciousness, cagting a fase impression of shadow across
hisvison. He stepped through the parlor and straight to the front window.

“What isit?” Toret asked, following him.

“Tihko,” Chane replied.

Toret’s voice became urgent. “Has it found something?”
“In a moment, we will know.”

Rulling aside the curtain, Chane flipped the latch and the two haves of the window opened inward
like the doors of a portal. He opened the outer shutters aswdl and, right before him, a large black raven
landed upon the windowsll.

Shifting from foot to foot, flexing itswings, it tilted its head. Chane reached out the back of his hand,
and the raven hopped onto hiswridt.

“What did it see?’ Toret asked.
“One moment, master, if you please.” Chane turned hisfull atention upon the bird.

Its name meant “slence” With Tihko close, Chane fdt tinging warmth from the smdl brass umn
hanging upon its chain benesth his shirt. He closed his eyes, blotting out dl awareness as he cleared his
thoughts. Tihko's return sgnified thet his familiar had accomplished something of the task given to it.

The bird's feet tightened on Chane’ s wrigt.

Chane fdt the ar rush around him, and in the dark of his closed eyes, a dowly moving vison came
into sght. He forced Tihko's smdl mind to focus until a glimmer in the shadows of its memory began to
appear.

Seaing through Tihko's eyes was dill novel, though a bird’'s memory was not particularly organized or
clear. Bda adways looked so smdl from above. Soaring over the night-shrouded rooftops, Chane
watched the empty roads and streets through Tihko's vison. There were few people about, and even so,



he looked down from a great height that rendered them as little more than isolated spots of color and
movement among the pools of light from Street lanterns.

Recognition...
The city lunged upward toward Chane and his ssomach lurched.

He floated in the soft breeze at twice the height of the tadlest building. In his mind, Chane saw the
central castle wdls updope and to his Ieft. It was enough for im to know he glided over a
lower-southside merchant digtrict ingde the middle ring wall.

From above, he saw pae hair, too pae for that of most humans. Chane' s fidd of vison passed above
the figure gtriding down the street. There was a golden tint to the figuré s skin, and it was made. The man
lifted his hands and began tying something around his head that hid his hair from view.

The vison lurched, and Chane's view pointed briefly toward the garlit night sky before levding off
agan into the northern distance of the city. Thiswas dl Tihko had seen and why the bird had returned.

Chane opened his eyes, and Tihko shifted fitfully on hisarm.
“WdI?" Toret asked. “Did it find anything or not?’

“Perhgps,” Chane said quidtly. “1t may be the haf-df, or perhaps another full-blood. Ther kind are
scarcein the land, but there is an ven ship moored on the harbor’s far side. Perhaps this one came with
it. Nothing is certain, other than that it was a made with ven blood.”

“Where was he?” Toret inagted. “What was he wearing? What was he doing?’

Chane shrugged. “In the lower-southside merchant district. The man was waking down a man strest.
| did not see where he came from or was going, or what he was wearing. He tied something around his
head, perhaps a scarf, and that was dl Tihko saw.”

Chane watched Toret wak amlesdy about the room, the brow of his dightly wide head furrowed. He
suddenly stopped and passed one hand lightly over the Sde of his chest asiif feding for something.

“It hasto be,” Toret muttered. “That damn half-breed ... but how did they know | was here?’
“How did who know?’ Chane asked.
For amoment, Toret seemed not to hear, and then he looked up a Chane.

“I'll explain,” Toret answered. “But right now, get that bird back out there before dawn, and have it
find where that half-blood is degping.”

Chane opened the window again and settled Tihko on the ledge. The bird cocked its head, watching
him with one eye. Chane focused his thoughts into its mind, renforcing the imeage of the white-haired man
and urging the bird out again to find and, thistime, watch until dawn drew nesr.

Tihko lifted from the ledge in a black flutter of feathers. Chane bardly resecured the window when the
clop of pouting footsteps came from the parlor’s archway.

“Wedl, I'm changed,” Sapphire exclamed. “Now will you take me out of here?’

She now wore lavender Slk of a plainer cut, and though the bodice was not cleaved quite as severely
as before, there was dill an ample display of elevated flesh. Toret hesitated asif he could not tdl whether
the change was an improvement.

“That's better,” he findly announced. “But you'll have to wait. Chane and | have work to do, and
neither of us can escort you right now.”

Sapphire’ s mouth dropped open. Before she could screech another word, Chane cut in.
“Perhaps if | acquire a coach,” he suggested, “to take her directly to a chosen place, Mistress



Sapphire could take her ease.” Chane turned a firm glance toward Sapphire. “Provided she does not
leave the establishment until we join her later.”

Toret appeared about to disagree.

“We mug focus on the task at hand,” Chane interjected. “And the mistress cannot assist us.”

He raised one eyebrow with intent, hoping his master had enough wits to take the hint.

Toret looked confused for a moment and then hestantly nodded. “Yes, | suppose that'sdl right.”
Sapphire lunged across the room to drape hersdf around Toret, but she cast Chane a coy glance.

“The Rowanwood. | want to go to the Rowanwood,” she said as she bit gently on Toret's ear,
though her gaze never left Chane.

Chane returned a curt bow of his head. One dull wit a atime was enough to dedl with.

As Toret sat upon the cdlar's dirt floor holding the pam-sized brass urn Chane had placed in his
hands, a constant, subtle shiver ran through his small frame. It was't the cold, nor the large gray wolf
that lay muzzled, bound, and chained to the floor in front of him, nor even the impending spdl, ritud, or
whatever Chane would perform upon him and the animd. Clinging to his own new existence made him
quake.

Somewhere in the city were the haf-breed and that pasty-skinned bitch of a dhampir.

He was certain of this, regardless that Chane's familiar hadn’t gotten a clear look a the white-haired
maen. But what could have possibly led them to Bela to hunt hm down? He'd been careful, though
Sapphire was sometimes hard to restrain. She was 4ill young in this afterlife and would learn in time. He
was sure of it. And Chane was far too exacting and ditigt to have done anything to attract atention. Now
the hunter and her companion had come to track him down and send him into dust and ashes with
Teesha and Rashed.

He wouldn't run again, as he had from Miiska. He had too much to lose. 1t'd been over two moons
since hislagt fight with the haf-df, and ill he fdt the lingering bite of a broken diletto blade cutting away
a hisingdes.

One good turn for another.

Toret remembered the sharp thrust of thin metd a both his sdes, as the half-blood' s blades jammed
up into his chest cavity. He fet and heard the snap of his own ribs, as both weapons were wrenched
downward and the right one broke off insde his body.

“One good turn for another,” Toret whispered.
“What was that?” Chane asked. He was grinding something with a mortar and pestle.
“Nothing,” Toret answered. “Let’ sfinish this. We have more preparations to make.”

After Sapphire’ s departure, Toret had explained to him the nature of these people for which the raven
now searched. Chane listened carefully to every word. Toret tried to impress upon him the dhampir's
grength, the dog' s savage nature, and the cunning of this half-blood with his hidden blades.

The cdlar was as wide and dmost as long as the house above it. To one Sde were stone steps
leeding up, and the opposite supported the weapons rack for training. Besde this, they’d removed
masonry and excavated a passage directly into the city’s sewers. At the cdlar’s back wdl behind him
was the door to Chan€e's private room. Toret's tdl servant preferred this lower, dark and dank quarters
to either of the free rooms on the second floor.



Toret had little interest or even liking for the magicd arts, though Chane's skills proved useful. He d
seen afew thaumaturges in histime, from an eclectic hedge mage to a blithering old dchemist 4ill chasing
after the secret for cregting gold. Conjury, however, was a different matter. He knew nothing of it.

“Timeto begin,” Chane said, and he crouched before Toret with a bone-handled Slver dagger in his
hand.

Toret looked down at the tiny brass urn clutched in his hands. “What do | do?’

“Exactly what | tdl you,” Chane answered. He turned toward the wolf, dropping to one knee.
“Nothing more or less”

He grabbed the scruff of the wolf’s neck. The animd jerked and thrashed, snarling through the leather
thongs binding its muzzle. Chane thrust the dagger point into the furred skin clenched in his hand and
withdrew the tip dowly. He held the blade flat and leve, careful not to spill the blood pooled on its tip,
and turned back to Toret.

“Give me your wrigt,” he ordered.

Toret held out one arm. Without tilting the blade, Chane drew the tip's edge dong Toret’s wrid,
cutting into the skin. Black flud seeped from the shalow wound to touch the red aready on the blade.
As the fluids mingled, Chane tilted the tip dightly so the mixture seeped partidly back into the cut. Toret
fdt the tiniest tingle of life cregping up hisarm.

“With the living, this would be enough for the binding ritud,” Chane said. “But our existence would
merdy consume the animd’s spirit instead of holding the part of it | will conjure. That iswhy we mugt use
the urn as container and conduit. Lose the urn, and you will lose the familiar.”

He leveled the blade again, lifting it, and then dipped its point into the mouth of Toret’s tiny urn. The
mixed fluids dripped from the blade into the vessd.

Chane stepped back to his crate table and picked up the lit candle there. He carried it to Toret and
hdd it over the urn to let wax drip urtil it welled to the vessd’s top. As he replaced the candle, he
retrieved the pestle he’ d been working with and a narrow-necked bottle of glass too dark to see through.

With the slver blade, Chane cut a double-bordered triangle in the dirt floor around Toret. Between its
borders he carved tangled gtrings of symbols and characters, which he filled with a viscous, dlive green
flud poured from the bottle. The liquid soaked in, making the marks swel into raised, glisening ebony
lines He stepped back and cut a wide double cirde and more markings in the floor around himsdf and
the wolf, and dusted them with the powder mixed in the pestle.

Chane picked up the candle and settled cross-legged on the floor with the wolf between himsdf and
Toret.

“Do not move from the space marked around you,” he said, and stretched out his arms, resting them
upon his knees with pams up. His gaze focused upon Toret’s eyes.

Toret remained dill. He fdt his own body rigid with the exertion not to move. Chane's eyes were il
upon him, unblinking, as Toret saw the barest movement of Chane's lipsin a slent but continuous charnt.

Toret began to ache indde, as if hdf the night had passed, until the tal undead's eydids drooped
closed.

Thewalf began to struggle.

Theanimd thrashed, chainsrattling as it growled. It wrestled asif to escape some torment benegth its
own skin. Sdliva leaked through its muzze onto the floor asiits head rolled sdeways.

Chane's hands dapped together, envdoping and smothering the candl€'s wick, and the sound
hammered through Toret’s bones. He clenched the urn.



Itsmetd burned hot, but Toret’ s attention was now on ... the wolf’s open eyes saring back a him ...
his own open eyes saing back...

The room flickered before him. He saw both ends of it at the same time. He fdt the ill air around
him, and the press of chains wrapped tightly across his body. He opened his mouth fredy, but fdt the
press and amdl of wet leather binding his jaws.

“Itisdong” Chane stated.

Toret looked down at the wolf. Its eyes looked back a him, and his vison began to spin and flicker.
He looked at the walf and through its eyes—at himsdf. His head throbbed. Nausea overwhemed him,
until he collapsed.

Prone upon the floor, he found himsdf looking up into Chane' s wry, miling face.

“Never watch yoursdf watching your familiar through its eyes,” he said. “Contact of gaze in such a
date is most disorienting. It isthe first lesson we dl learn the hard way.”

Toret sat up and looked for the urn. Chane handed it to him, and he hung it around his neck. The wax
was dried and sedled solid within it.

“Do not lose the urn,” Chane admonished, “or you lose control of the familiar. And if the urn is out of
your possession for too long, the familiar may break free permanently. Also be aware that the death of
the familiar can be dangerous to its master.”

Nodding in comprehension, Toret dimbed to his feet.

The wolf was dready unbound and stood shifting upon its paws as if uncertain of its own actions.
Toret tried a brief attempt to will it to St, but nothing happened. Chane seemed to guess what he was
atempting.

“Exeting control comes with time and practice,” he explained. “Think of it more as a suggestion
rather than a command, and remember the sensation of being ingde the creature’ s awareness yet not
linked to its senses. Do not overcontrol afamiliar, or its resstance will grow, making it more, rather than
less, difficult to dedl with over time”

“Enough for now,” Toret said. “We have other servants to acquire.”
“Not yet; you are dready taxed from the bonding. Y ou need to feed.”

“No,” Toret answered. He needed to feed, but he must continue to fast for the moment to come. “I
mugt be able to absorb alife quickly enough to drag my victim beyond degth.”

“Asyou wish.” Chane collected his equipment from the makeshift table. “Then perhaps we should go
tojoin your lady.”

He headed toward the door to his chamber with his beongingsin hand.

Toret dowly placed a hand on the wolf’s head, the firs of his new minions yet to come. The anima
growled low in its throat but did not resst. When Toret found the haf-blood and his white-skinned
dhampir, they wouldn't believe what they faced. The find days in Miiska would be a tavern brawl by
comparison.

Chapter 8

Lees| wasn't eadly impressed by grandeur, but as he stepped into the Rowanwood' s wide entryway,



he dowed his pace.

Large all pantings hung on white walls, and dl archways, windows, railings, and other fixtures were
made of aged and polished wood suiteble to the place's name. Carpets depicted patterns of ivy and
forest scenes. Men and women in rich dress floated about. To the left was a dining chamber, and to his
right was an elaborate gaming room, with tables for cards, dice, a fortune's whed, and some oddity
concerned with diding marked tiles around a grid of squares. Ahead was a wide hdlway of forest-green
carpet that flowed up a staircase. Lees| imagined sumptuous rooms above that he could likdy never
afford.

Among the patrons were occasiond servers and afew tal and solidly built men of moderate but clean
dress. The latter moved about the room or stood near archways watching the rooms. They wore no
uniforms and carried no visble weapons, but each was amilaly dressed in white shirts and colored
vestments of fine fabrics.

Lees| fdt panfully underdressed and yet again out of place. Before the nearest guard turned around,
he dipped into the gaming room.

A few patrons cast him curious or disgpproving glances, but most were preoccupied with their
pursuits. He counted seven at the faro table, and sounds of ecstasy and despair carried to his ears. Most
of the players were middle-aged dlites, and odds at faro favored the house too much for the few coins
that he carried.

The scent of pipe smoke drifted to his nodtrils, and he turned to see a game of Two Kings at a table
near the short bar at the room’s front. A handsome womean in her mid-forties caught his eye and smiled.
He smiled back. There was no need to be impolite. Lees| approached the table, and her expression
grew more welcoming.

Her auburn hair was piled up in elaborate coils, and she wore a rich, mute forest-green gown that
made her appear part of the establishment’s own decor. The dress was sashed about her torso with a
long olive scarf. Something about the gown puzzled Leesl. It had a high collar, rather then the
open-topped bodices most of the women wore.

“Are you searching for a game, Sr?’ she asked.
“If you have space a your table, it would be my honor,” he answered.

The other players were modly well-to-dos and old wedth. The deder was an ashen-faced man
wearing a badly fitted wig, who seemed appdled by the woman's suggestion.

“My dear madam,” he spuittered.

Leesl knew he'd stepped too far across some socid barrier and was about to be escorted briskly
into the street. After Lanjov, the council, and the other nose-in-the-air nobles over the last few days, he'd
hed quite enough snobbery for one lifetime.

A younger gentleman to the woman's right appeared embarrassed by the dedler’'s manner. He
reached out and pulled over an empty chair from another table. But there were scowls, and a couple of
worried glances from other players as Lees| settled cautioudy into the offered sest.

“l an Madame Lenska,” the woman said. “My husband and | arein Bdaon trade.”
“What trade would that be?’ Lees| asked.

Madame Lenska laughed, whispering in a conspirator’ s tone, “ Snalls”

The young gentleman to her side blinked in surprise. “ Snalls?’

“Yes” shewent on. “It sounds gppaling, but the demand for this ddicacy is dmogt insttiable. We' ve
been settling contracts with the better establishments” She leaned toward Leesl. “Persondly, | can't



stand the disgudting little things”

Leesl chatted politdy while the cards were dedlt. Two Kings was a reaivdy smple game. Though
the odds favored the house, as dways, the stakes tended to be low. Winning meant coming as close to
twenty points as possible without going over, and anyone dedt two kings in the firg round won
automaticaly. With a queen of spades and nine of diamonds on the fird pass, Leesl| decided to say the
hand and bet everything in his pocket—which amounted to three copper pennies. He won, and the amdl
pile of coins grew.

Severad men looked at himin displeasure, but Madame Lenska laughed again.

“I’ve heard beginners are fortunate company, and I’'m feding generous toward the lucky. Would you
like a goblet of wine? The burgundy from southern Droevinkais quite excellent.”

Lees's atention wavered. How long since he' d tasted it? He' d sworn to himsdlf, never again, but the
imege of Magiere gorming up the staircase rose in his mind. She thought him nothing more than a
gambling drunk, and a “second-rate’ one at that.

Wadl, why not have just one goblet? He could live up to her low expectations, and enjoy himsdf a
that.

“Thank you,” he replied. “You are most kind.”

Madame Lenska snapped her fingers, murmured to a serving girl, and moments later, a large pewter
goblet brimming with burgundy was placed beside Leesl.

He forgot to watch the deder while taking along, dow sip, and the wine dipped dry and sweet down
histhroat. He made amd| bets, lost two hands and won four, and redlized his goblet was empty. Studying
his amassed coins, he saw there was enough to purchase one rdfill and ill continue playing. He sgnded
to the serving girl.

The wine was strong and made him light-headed, but he wasn't drunk. He knew wel enough when
“drunk” was approaching, and it was along way off. He made a larger bet on a new hand.

As he absently stacked his coins, one toppled and rolled off to the floor, and he leaned down to
retrieve it. Under the table, Madame Lenska s legs were crossed, exposing a bare ankle and a touch of
cdf, and he froze. Her boots were weatherworn, and a king of diamonds peeked from the top of one.

Lees| sat up dowly, fingering his cards with a sddong glance at the woman.

Madame Lenska' s gown was very traditiona. Too much so, now that he thought about it, worn only
by women from old houses he remembered from his days in the Warlands in service to Lord Dartmouth.
The dress wasin afine state but unlikely to be worn by alady out for alittle leisure. He suddenly redized
why she’d been so inviting to him.

If the players and dedler were watching an underdressed lowborn, no one would pay atention to her
as she dipped ina card or two. She' d even bought him a drink to keep him at the table.

At the draw of the cards, the dedler exceeded twenty, and Leesil won again.

The house should win Two Kings at least two thirds of the time. If someone became suspicious, who
would they point to firs—an old-world lady or a haf-blood outsde his place?

Lees| stood and gathered his coins. “Wdl, I'm off to sup-per.”

Severd gentlemen looked openly relieved, and the one who' d offered him a chair gave a polite nod of
farewd|. Madame Lenska frowned.

“So soon? But you've only just started. Let me buy you another goblet.”
The server walked over with the wine he' d ordered, and he quickly paid for it himsdif.



“You're mog kind,” he sad for the second time. “But I've won a few coins and need to refresh
before continuing.”

With adight bow, Leesl left the room carrying his goblet.

An entryway guard gave him an appraisng look but no more. Entering the dining chamber, Leesl
watched lavish trays of seafood and roasted birds sweep by in the servers hands, and he redized even
hiswinnings might not cover the price of a med. Severa polished stools by the room’'s bar were empty,
50 he perched to waich the people as he sipped hiswine.

Then she walked in.

Lees| was certanly light-headed now, but hisvison was il clear, and the flash of lavender sk burst
through the archway without warning. He spared litle atention for rich, usdess women, and only
Magiere filled his heart, but he couldn’t hep staring.

The low-cut neckline exposed mounds of creamy, pae bosom pushing up from a tight bodice.
Ringlets of perfectly curled hair hung across her shoulders and back, and her neck and fingers shimmered
injewds. Like the game room, she was an infectious Sght. With eagernessin her eyes, she looked about.
Then she noticed his attention and smiled.

Leesl grew mildy uncomfortable. He returned a palite smile and spun around to face the bar. As light
steps approached from behind, she floated up beside him.

“Have we met before, Sr?” she said. Her gazed moved amost hungrily over his face. “You look very
familiar to me”

He raised one eyebrow. “1 don't think so. | believe | would remember you, miss”

“Was that a compliment?’ She tilted her head dightly. “May | join you? I'm without an escort a the
moment and would be so much more a ease in good company.”

His guarded surprise increased but so did his reluctance. He didn't wish to encourage her. Nether
did he wish to be rude and attract further attention.

“Pease” he sad findly, and gestured to the sool on hisfar Sde.

“Wouldn't this be more splendid?” She raised one hand toward an empty table nearby with a coy
drop of her lashes.

As Lessl stood up, he noticed her eyes resting on his half-open shirt, across his collarbone and chest.
Agan, he wondered how to politely escape the Stuation as they settled at the table.

“I'm Sgpphire,” she said, with a touch of fingertips to her throat.

“Leesl,” hereplied.

“Areyou just vidting Bda?’ she asked.

“Yes, on busness” he answered shortly. After amoment’s silence, he cleared his throat. “And you?’

“Oh, no. | have alovdy three-story home in the city. For anyone interested in red society, | think
Bdaisthe only place to live”

He nodded politdly.

“Your eyes—so unusud,” she said. “Where are you from?’

“l don't know.” He hestated, then added, “My mother was even.”

“Andf?" she replied with interest. “Ah, but | think your father was human, yes? Y ou're haf-dven?’
“Yes” he answered flaly. “I’'m a haf-blood.”



“Oh, | didn't mean thet. It's judt... I've heard dves live a very long time. That their life force is much
stronger than humans. Is that true?

For the firg time, he smiled. “Where' d you hear such athing?’

She laughed, but it was forced, asif she were embarrassed by her own bluntness. “If dl haf-eves
look like you, 1 should be glad to meet more of them.”

The second those words left her mouth, Lees| tensed in his chair.

“Wl, thank you,” he said. “But if you're a wedthy man's daughter or wife looking for a unique
diverson, | don’t think I’'m your man.”

He stood up, took his goblet, walked toward the game room, and didn’t bother looking back to see
her expression.

The game room was hectic, but it didn’t take long to find a seat a an empty table. He settled to sip
hiswine and watch the faro game.

Ancther flash of lavender caught his eye. Sapphire had followed him.

He began to stand, but she stopped him with a ddicate hand on his shoulder. Before he could blink,
ghe pressed him back into his chair and settled deekly into his|ap.

“l just wanted to know you better.” Sapphire said Looking down a him, she made a show of
dretching her torso upright as she brushed her har back.

Now it was histurn to stare at her—or whatever ample features hung right before his eyes.

Magiere sat on the bed’ s edge, ignoring the bowl of mutton stew on the bedside table. Chap shoved
his nose into her hand, and she petted his head a few times, but her thoughts were elsawhere.

“Was | too hard on hm?" she said.
Chap sat down with alow whine, eyes intent.

“Jugt when | think he'simproving, he gets drunk and loses our money, and then he's too cowardly to
admit it.” Throwing up her hands in disgudt, she looked a Chap, wishing he could speak. “You make
more sense than he does.”

Chap trotted to the door, scratched at it, and looked back at her.
“You have to go out... now?’

He woofed once, tal swvishing.

“Fne” she muttered. “It's not like | have anything better to do.”

Taking Chap out to do his after-med business was now Magiere's high point for the day. It wasn't
enough that they’d gotten nowhere with ther search. Now Leesl was playing some idiotic gdlant,
offering up his ... blood ... asif she'd ever again let that happen. What was the fool thinking? Out of habit
more than need, she snatched up her fachion, preparing to strap it on as she opened the door. Before
she could finish, Chap bolted out and down the gairs.

“Chap, stop,” she shouted, rushing after the hound, but he quickly Ieft her behind.

Loud exclamations came from below in the common room, followed by a raucous clatter and a string
of cursesin a high-pitched voice.

When Magiere descended, she looked about for the dog. The common room was empty, except for
one old man 4ill smoking by the front door, who now stared wide-eyed toward the bar. She followed



the gaze, noticed the curtained doorway behind the bar that mogt likely led to the kitchen, and her eyes
narrowed.

“Chap, you glutton!”
She headed for the kitchen, intending to chase the hound down, but then did to a stop.

Sticking out dong the floor from the bar’s end was a amdl booted foot with an overturned tankard
suck on the toe. Magiere peeked around the corner.

There sat—or rather sorawled—young Vatz, an overturned bowl in his lap and a pile of scraps,
garbage, and leavings dl over im and the floor. He looked up at Magiere with an egg-bailing heet in his
little face.

“Oh, Vaiz ... no,” she said. “I'll get him out of the kitchen. And | promise, when I'm done with that
mongrd, thiswill never happen again.”
She was about to step over im when he growled, “No!”

Vaz looked down at the mess of himsdf and back up to Magiere. Mouth open, he heaved a couple
of exasperated gasps in place of whatever words he couldn’t get out, and then stabbed a finger toward
theinn's front door.

Magiere frowned and then cringed. Vatz must have been on hisway out with the garbage when Chap
hed bolted through.

“l see,” she sad, reaching down to help the boy up. “He ... he must have redlly needed out.”

Vaz swatted her hands aside, letting out an incomprehensible series of grunts and exclamations, and
then vidently waved her off toward the door.

“Yes, wdl, agan, I'm sorry about this” Magiere sammered, and twisted about, muttering under her
breath, “ Chap, you're going to be pig's dop when I’'m done with you.”

Strapping on her fachion, Magiere opened the door and stepped outside.
There sat Chap in the middle of the Street, saring at her, wide-eyed and ears perked.
“You!” Magiere snapped, lunging at the hound to snatch him by the scruff.

Chap darted away up the street, turned about, and sat down to look a her agan. Magiere glared at
him, dumbfounded.

“The dley—that way!” She pointed around the side of the inn. “Now get. And you'd better hope |
don't leave you out dl night.”

Chap’'s tal dowly swept the cobblestones. He barked twice a her, wheded about for two more
hops up the street, and sat to Stare a her again.

“What iswrong with you?’ It took Magiere a puzzied moment to redize what the hound was up to.
“No! No Leesl. Now get”

She pointed toward the dley again. Chap was immediatdy up on dl fours, barking continuoudy,
hopping about and turning circles.

“Quiet. Stop that.” She took two steps toward him, but Chap again spun farther up the road. “I'm not
going after your sot of a master. Now quiet.” With that she threw up her hands in disgust and turned to
go back ingde. “You can stay out here the rest of the night.”

When she reached for the door’s latch, her fingertips barely touched it as a strange tingle ran up her
sine.

Lees|? She held an image of himin mind, seated at hisfaro table, watching her behind the Sea Lion's



bar asif she weren't aware of him.

Magiere looked back over her shoulder, as if expecting to see him. There was no one there but
Chap.

Had she been too hard on Lees|? He was an irrespongble dolt, and had no idea whet he was redly
sying this evening. But was it asking too much to let him have hisway jud a little? It hadn’t been that
long since they’d |eft the game, and, in his own way, he was doing his best—wasn’'t he? It hadn’t been
hisidea to quit and settle, and she certainly hadn’t given him much choice.

Magiere s hand hung near the door latch. She looked back at Chap waiting in the Street.
“Stay,” she said, and pushed the door open.

Insde, Milous was hdping Vaiz clean up. He gave her a disgusted glower.

“Did my partner tdl you where he was going?’ Magiere asked.

“He wanted someplace specid,” the stout innkeeper answered. “So | told hm to go to the
Rowanwood. Any coachman in the dity can take you there.”

Magiere Sghed. Leaveiit to Lees| to choose someplace they couldn’t afford.
“Thank you,” she said, and stepped back out.
Chap now sat so close behind it startled Magiere.

“| told you to stay.” She stepped into the street with the hound pacing beside her. “You get more like
your master every day. I'd better find him, before he cheats hisway into acdl a Chetnik’s barracks.”

She waked up the street until spotting a passing coach. Haling it, she gave the coachman her
dedtination while Chap dimbed in and stretched across one of the seats. The ride wasn't long, and soon
the coach came to a hdt as the driver cdled out “The Rowanwood!” Magiere paid him and looked up
with mounting apprehension at the degant inn.

Richly dressed patrons walked in and out, and here she stood in breeches, high boots, and a leather
ves. She decided to just go in, pull Lees| out—and, maybe, seeif he wanted go someplace a little more
suitable.

“Come on,” she said to Chap. “But | don't think they’Il want a dog in this place.”

A woman in a cream lace gown looked at them in shock as they walked through the front doors. A
few other heads turned as well. Magiere began doubting her decison and wondered if she shouldn't
quickly leave. A tdl man approached her, wide shoulders filling up his white shirt and embroidered
vestment.

“May | hdp you?’
“I’'m searching for afriend,” she explained. “Soon as | find him, well be on our way.”

The guard nodded politdy. “You'll need to leave your sword with me. Food is served in the chamber
to the left. Gaming is on the right. Rooms are aso available, and you can ask any of the Saff to assst
yw.”

Magiere fdt her somach turn hollow.
“Y ou have a gaming room?’
“Yes miss” the house guard replied. “Y our sword?’

A faro table was one thing, but a whole room of chance? The thought of Leesl in there was too much
for her. She unstrapped her blade and handed it to the guard, and suddenly Chap growled.

“We try to be accommodating,” the guard added sternly. “But you will keep your animd under



control or leave immediady.”

Chap inched toward the archway to the game room. A low rumble began in his throat and dowly
grew to an eerie high-pitched whine. Severd nearby patrons stepped away in darm. It was a familiar
sound, and Magiere' s attention fixed on the archway.

She looked down to her chest. The topaz amulet glowed brightly.
“You've got bigger problems then the dog,” she said, and turned to Chap. “Go!”

Chap lunged into the archway as Magiere followed. She scanned the room for Leesi| but couldn't find
him, and a bright spot of color grabbed her eye—the back of a shapely woman in a lavender slk gown
gtting in aman’s lap. Dark-blond ringlets fdl down past her shoulders.

Chap let out a series of savage, sngpping barks that startled even Magiere.
And the room burgt into turmail.

The nearest patrons rushed, lunged, sumbled, and fdl over one another and their chairs while trying
to get away from the animd. A dice table overturned. Two men in vestments rushed forward to help
patrons, dl the while kegping their attention on Magiere and Chap. At the commotion, the blond-haired
womean looked back, shifting in the man's lgp and exposing him to view.

Lees|? Magiere mouthed, but no sound came ouit.

He sat done, except for the woman he held, with a stack of coins on the table next to a large pewter
goblet.

Chap'’ s atention was fixed directly on Leesl’s companion.

Magiere snatched the edge of a table in her way and jerked it over and aside. Lees| looked at the
womean atop him with a strangdly baffled and annoyed expression, and then he caught sight of Magiere.

He took a deep breath, amber eyes widening, and his tan complexion appeared to pae.

As Sapphire nestled onto hislap, Lees| had no idea how to respond. The rudling slk and the plump
mounds of her breasts filling his view put him a a momentary loss. Blinking, he looked up a her with
what he hoped was adequate annoyance. He grabbed her upper ams and was about to hoigt her off
when he noticed her eyes. He hadn’t looked a them closdy before.

They were bright blue, her pae face framed by long curls of dark-blond hair. There was something
familiar about her, asif he'd seen her once before. Then came a strange, unnaurd howl more familiar
then the woman's face, and people began shouting.

Patrons clamored and shoved their way toward the room’s back. Tables, chairs, and bodies toppled
one over the other. Two house guards waded in, trying to disentangle bodies from furniture. But
everyone's dtention was fixed toward the bestid sounds coming from the archway. His uninvited
companion turned in his lap as well, opening his view.

There stood an enraged Chap.
And Magiere.

He was in a gaming room. He was drinking. He had a slk-clad blond in his lap with her chest in his
face. Magiere sinfuriated expresson sent a numbing chill through Leesl that sank through to the seat of
his breeches.

There was't anything that could save him from Magiere long enough to explain dl of this.
Chap snarled, inching into the room, and Leesil tensed in darm. The reasons for Magiere's ire were



plain enough, but what had gotten into Chap?

Magiere looked at Sapphire, and Lees| had a moment’s concern over what Magiere might do to the
womean. Grabbing a table in her way, Magiere dung it aside, and Lees| winced, trying to figure out how
to get both himsdf and Sapphire out of harm’s way until Magiere cmed down. Then he saw the topaz
amulet in the room’ s softer lamplight.

It glowed. His eyes rolled up to Sgpphire once agan.

Dark-blond ringlets. Bright blue eyes—like gemstones. Pretty and eager. With smooth, palid skin.
Like Magiere's.
Leed| diffened, a coin's toss between mortified and horrified, and choked back a curse before it

could escape. The dim chance of explaining anything to Magiere faded. He'd be lucky if she ever spoke
to him again, if he lived through this.

His right hand dropped dowly to his sde, and he flicked the shegth strap to dip a diletto into his
hand.

Sapphire' s hand clamped around his throat, nals biting into his skin.

“Try tha and you're dead,” she hissed without looking & him. Her atention was on Magiere,
confusion in her voice as she spoke. “Hold that dog off, or this one died!”

Magiere stopped. “Let im go, or you won't reach the door.”

The two guards in the room stood dill and uncertain. Leesl spotted a third poised in the entryway
behind Magiere, eyes shifting, asif wondering whom to ded with first. Such a disturbance was probably
rare in a place like the Rowanwood, and they dearly had no wish for a patron to be killed indde the
edtablishment. But they aso appeared more anxious over Chap than the sght of Sapphire's fingers on his
throat.

In one movement, Sapphire dipped out of his lap and spoun around, pulling Lees| to his feet with his
back toward Magiere and Chap. She retreated toward a Sde exit used by the Saff.

Lees| dill believed he could remove her fingers with little damage to himsdlf, but there were too many
people ingde the game room. She might smply grab someone else. He decided to let her to pull him
outsde.

Chap raged somewhere behind him, and he wondered what Magiere might do next.

Sapphire pulled him through the sde door into a narrow, plan passage and kicked the door shut
behind them. Her fingers tightened as she backed hedtily toward the hdlway’s end and another door.

“Now, I'll never be able to come here. And thisis my favorite place,” she hissed, pulling him dong.
“Y ou might have mentioned you were married, but your kind rarely does on an evening out. Maybe she
won't even careif | rip you apart.”

Lees| couldn't believe what he was hearing. Not only was she completely vapid if she thought
Magiere was some enraged wife, but her main concern was that shed not be able to patronize the
Rowanwood again. When Magiere caught up to them, thisidiot corpse had a few surprises coming. How
hed such a cresture survived on her own?

He il gripped the hilt of a iletto in his right hand, the blade up his deeve. Sapphire had been so
preoccupied she hadn’t told him to drop it. The blade wouldn't kill her, but perhaps he could get free a
the right moment.

A young house guard stepped from a Sde door down the passage, blocking Sapphire's way. He
looked uncomfortable, as if he should be asking Leesl to release the woman and not the other way
around.



“Miss, please, we can't have this sort of thing here. Let the man go.”
Sapphire's head twisted so sharply toward the guard that Leesl was unprepared.
Her free hand shot out.

Nails solit the man's throat as her fingers drove deep into his neck and then jerked out again. Dark
red liquid coated Sapphire’s fingers and ran down the back of her hand. The guard crumpled, choking on
blood overflowing his gasping mouth.

Leesl punched upward with his right hand, dashing the diletto’'s blade againg the undersde of
Sapphire’ s wrigt. He grabbed her outstretched forearm and spun to hisleft, twiging her arm.

She logt her grip on his throat and screeched in surprise. As she jerked hersdf free of him, Leesl
dashed downward across the top of her wrist. They sumbled apart, Leesl dutching only a severed
deeve cuff where he'd tried to take her entire hand.

Chap and Magiere burgt through the door behind them. Fright replaced the fury on Sapphire’s face.
Clutching her dashed wrigt with her bloodied hand, she fled down the passage toward the end door.
Chap shot past and out the door as well. Lees| started after them.

“Nol” Magiere ydled. “Let me”
He ignored her and shoved the piece of fabric ingde his shirt, bolting after Sapphire.

Magiere's anger increased when Lees| ignored her order. She didn't even have her fdchion, and dl
he carried were his ftilettos. Fury fed her speed as she ran after him. She fdt her eyeteeth dongate as the
night around her brightened in her sight. The topaz amulet’ s light actudly fdt warm on her chest. Benesth
rage, she remained focused—amost aware, dmos controlled.

Leesl ganed disance ahead of her, and she heard a crack and a snaling ydp echo down the
dleyway. Chap mug have reached the undead harlot fird.

Magiere forced hersdf to run faster, anxious to reach the dog, and her body obeyed. Lees| reached a
corner in the dley and was about to round it, when he suddenly threw himsdf to the ground in aroll, head
over heds

From around the corner, a wood timber struck down and smashed into the empty space he'd just
occupied. Leesl’s roll continued toward the far dley wall. Magiere reached the corner, and the timber
rose again. She snatched the protruding end.

Holding the other end was the woman who' d been stting in LeesI’s [ap. With a screech of frudration,
dhe jerked the timber, but Magiere hdd on. Surprise and fear registered in the creature's bright blue
eyes.

Lees| came off the far wall, body whirling across the dley floor. Scarf fdlen away, his hair was a wild

cloud moving across the ground. His right foot hooked the undead’s ankle, and his body twisted over
with both hands dapping hard againg the dley floor. Hisleft leg shot up.

The kick struck the woman's breastbone and ground its way up into her face. Magiere blinked as she
fdt the wood jerk harder in her hands. The undead arched backward, faling. Magiere toppled forward
and threw her weight behind the timber.

The timber’s splintered end struck the woman's sernum. A muffled sngp of bone sounded from
indde her chest as ribs gave way and a dark stain raced through her sk bodice around the wood. She
screamed louder than Chap’ s hunting wal.

The sound pierced Magiere until she fdt it indde her head. Heat and hunger answered it to rise up her



throat. She shoved hard, and the timber drove through. When it struck the cobblestones beneath the
undead, wood splintered in Magiere' s grip.

The creature sprawled limp and slent on the dley floor.

Magiere dropped to her knees on top of the corpse, panting and regaining sdlf-control. It came
quickly this time, the ache washing from her jaw. She didn't have to dide fingers into her mouth to be
certain.

Leesl rolled to his feet and ran to where Chap lay againg the dley wall. Magiere got up to follow
him. He had alat to answer for, and there would be no more evasions.

Lees| gingerly touched Chap's legs and head.

“Anything broken?’ Magiere panted.

“l don't think so, but he' s dill dazed. She must have hit him hard.”

Chap groaned—and then growled. Magiere took a deep breath of rdief.

Thiswas what they did—aways. They would speak of matters a hand and push aside dl dse. She
was Sck of it.

“Are you sober?’ she asked bluntly.

“Yes, I...” He looked at her, amber eyes so sad that he seemed on the verge of pouring out words,
but he Imply looked away and said, “I am.”

Anger drained from Magiere. What good would lecturing him do? What good had it ever done?
Lessl lived in the moment and did whatever he wanted & the time, never redizing what his own lack of
awareness could cost him.

Chap lifted his head with arumble il in his throat. Magiere stroked him once and then rocked back
on her heds.

“l doubt anyone can dismissthis” she said wryly. “We have proof enough even for the council.”
They both turned toward the corpse. Leesil got quickly to hisfeet again.

“What... 7’

Magiere stood as wdl, panic taking hold as she looked both ways down the dley.

The body was gone.

Chapter 9

Along, walling cry rang out in the distance, and Toret’s fingers dug into the coach seat. The sound
brought a flash of memory.

He d fled through the woods outside of Miiska from the haf-blood and the dhampir, with a sivery
hound leading their hunt. No other animd ever made such a sound.

Sapphire was out there alone. There couldn’'t be anyone ese the beast hunted.
“Stop the coach!” he yelled at the driver.

Theindant hisfeet touched cobblestone, he bolted, hearing Chane close behind. They wove through
the streets fagter than harnessed horses puiling a burden and neared the Rowanwood, but the hound's



cry seemed to come from severd directions.
“Which way?’ Toret demanded.
Chane closed his eyes to ligen, but the walling had stopped.
“Chane!” Toret demanded. Helplessness mounted ingde him, seeding anger within it.
“l hear nothing. She went to the Rowanwood. We will sart from there.”

“You don’'t know what that dog can do,” Toret said, and reflexively touched the scars on his face as
quilt and fear muddled his thoughts. “ She doesn’'t know what’s happening. | didn’'t even warn her.”

“We will find her,” Chane inasted, “but we mus dow down. Gentlemen do not run through the
Streets attracting attention. She will try to get out of Sght, taking to back roads and dleys”

“No!” Toret shouted. “She could get trapped in a dead end, or penned in some narrow way.”

“l did not say it was wise” Chane answered, reaching out to pull Toret back. “I said it was what she
would do.”

For a moment, Chane sounded so much like Rashed tha resentment passed through Toret. Always
s0 cdeulating and focused, coldly thoughtful. Did Chane fed anything? For dl Toret’s immortdity and
cunning, he would never be tal and imposing like Rashed or Chane. But he had Sapphire, who loved and
needed him, and now she was hunted.

Toret pressed on, but the drag of Chane's grip reduced him to a hurried walk. Peering into each
empty sSde street and dley, he hastened to the next.

“Wait.” Chane s grip tightened on his shoulder. “Can you fed her?’

Toret stopped, cagting about for any hint of Sapphire's presence. When opened wide, his senses
were more powerful than those of most of his kind. And he'd made Sapphire, so he could dways fed
her presence when she was near.

“Nothing,” Toret answered. “It' slike sheign't...” He couldn’t bear to finish the thought as he looked
to Chane.

His companion scanned about quickly and returned Toret's own puzzled expression. Neither Chane
nor Sapphire was developing anything close to the mentd gbilities Teesha or Rashed had possessed. But
Chane had other powers naturd to him.

“Get that damn bird of yours” Toret commanded, “and find her.”

Chane closed his eyes and stood 4ill as a statue poised upon the street corner.

“Hurry up!” Toret urged.

“Be quiet,” Chane said, only his mouth moving. His eyes snapped open, and he drew his sword.
“Did you find her?’

“Perhaps” he said, and he headed down the nearest Sde street a atrot.

Toret followed, so angry now that he wanted blood. He wanted to find the haf-ef or the dhampir, or
even the dog trying to get his Sapphire—something to take the brunt of his panicked rage. As they
passed an open dleyway, he heard sobbing and shuffling footsteps.

“Thisway!” he shouted, not caring who might hear.

As he bolted down the dley, Chane turned back to catch up. The narrow way was cluttered with
refuse, crates, and other odds and ends left behind the shops that the dley served. Toret darted around
obstacles or kicked them out of hisway.



A shadow wavered to hisright. What he saw wrenched a moan from him.

Sapphire struggled dong a sde dley wall, supporting hersdf with her hands. One hand was coated in
red blood. Theright deeve of her gown was sheared away below the cuff. Her own fluids trickled from a
crcle around her wrigt, and aso leaked from her mouth, down her chin and throat, to blacken her bodice
and chest.

But the worst of it made him hesitate as she lifted her eyesto him.

A long, splintered timber protruded from the center of her chest. Her expresson twisted up in fear
and confusion.

Toret rushed forward to grab her as she collapsed. He lowered her to the dley floor, supporting her
shoulders.

“Sapphire! Stay with mel” he ordered, his tone vicious with demand. “Chane!”

Chane dready kndt beside him, sudying the timber through Sapphire's chest with cold composure.
Sapphire mouthed something, but dl that came out was a gargled choking.

“Agan,” Toret urged. “Say it again, dowly.” He watched her mouth this time to read the words from
her lips

Can't get it out.

Toret grabbed the timber.

“No,” Chane said, catching hiswrist and pulling his hand away. “ She's weak and hdf-drained.” He
paused. “It'sin her heart.”

Renewed panic gripped Toret. “I won't lose her!”

“She dill moves,” Chane whispered in puzzlement. “A wooden stake through the heart should destroy
one of our kind.”

Help me, Sapphire mouthed.
“What do | do?’ Toret pleaded.
Toret’s dread mounted as Chane remained passvely contemplative.

“Tear your wrist open—down to veins” Chane indructed. “As| pull the strut out, you must feed her.
Thereisno lifein our fluids, but perhaps it will keep her body whole long enough to take her back to the
house. Then we must find her blood as quickly as possible”

Toret hestated. “I haven't fed for days. | can't... you feed her. I'll pull the timber.”

Chane jerked upright with an expresson close to revulson. Jugt as quickly, his features smoothed
back to cadm indifference. He put the edge of his sword to hiswrigt and diced deeply, and his own fluids
began dripping to the ground. Dropping the sword, he forced the base of his hand into Sapphire’ s mouth.

“Bite down,” he ordered, and then to Toret, “Now.”

Toret wrenched the timber out, windng as it ground againgt the bones of Sapphire's rib cage. Her
eyes and mouth opened wide as she tried to scream. Chane hdd fadt, forcing hiswrist between her teeth,
smothering any outcry.

“Quiet, and drink,” Chane ordered.

His words cut through to Sgpphire, and she bit down, swdlowing mouthfuls. Chane's upper lip
trembled once in a snarl, but he neither recoiled nor cried out. Toret fdt a strange rush of gratitude and
was ashamed of the emotion.

The seepage in Sgpphire’'s chest dowed and stopped. Findly, Chane put his free hand on her



forehead and jerked hiswrist away with effort.
“Morel” shewailed at him.
“No,” Toret said. “We mugt get you home. I'll bring you life to feed on.”

Sapphire grabbed Toret’s shoulders and snapped at his throat, but he held her down until she camed
and smply lay in hisarms, twitching.

Chane tore a gtrip of dlk from the hem of Sgpphire's dress and bound up his wrigt. He shredded
more fabric to wrap her torso.

“I will find us a coach,” he said. “Once back on the open street, we must get her out of Sght quickly.”
Without further comment, he headed down the narrow side dley.

Toret rocked Sgpphire gently, understanding for the firgt time exactly how Rashed had fdt and why
he refused to run from Miiska

“It'sdl right,” he crooned. “I’'ll have you home soon.”

He wouldn’'t wait for the hunter and her minions to find one of them aone again. He would find her
fird.

“| pierced its heart,” Magiere whispered.

Leesl watched her pace in hisroom at the Burdock, her fachion leaning in the corner. He d waited in
the coach with Chap while she'd gone back into the Rowan wood to retrieve it. Sooner or later, they
were going to catch hdl for what had happened there tonight, but he couldn’t imegine it would be any
worse than deding with Magiere a the moment.

“That timber went right through her,” she ingsted, denching her hands as if she 4ill fdt the wood in
her grip.

“l know,” Leedl sad. “l saw it”

Chap rested on the bed as Leesl’s mind worked over what had happened—and what hadn't
happened, it seemed. At the very least, hisidiocy a the Rowanwood was put aside. He carefully ran his
fingers through Chap's fur, feding for injuries. His fingertips passed across a sweling on the sde of the
dog's head. There was no blood, but Chap had been struck down too hard for him to track tonight, so
they’ d returned to their rooms. On the amdl table near Magiere' s sword rested two burning candles and
atin basin of water they’d procured from the innkeeper.

Lees| pointed to the basin. “Hand me that.”

Startled from her thoughts, Magiere passed him the basin as she sat down on the bed's far sde.
Lees| dipped a folded rag in the water to make a cool compress and placed it gently against Chap's
head.

“How could that thing have gotten away?’ she asked.

Uncertain, Leesl shook his head. “There are only two possibilities. One, you missed the heart.”
“I didn't.”

“Then ... it's not the firg thing we' ve tried .that turned out to be nothing but superdtition.”
“Fne” Magiere grumbled at him. “That means we're back to taking heads.”

“Or ashes,” he added.



“Don't get any ideas,” she warned.

An edgy Slence passed thet left Lees|l wondering if it was now time for her to turn on him. She sat
quigtly, watching him refresh the compress for Chap’s head.

“Besdes” she continued, “ashes won't prove anything to the council. We ve nothing to show for
tonight. There€'s no way to track this thing, unless Chap hedls fast enough to pick up atral. | didn’t get
anything from her for im to smdl.”

Leesl hestated. “1 did.”
Maigere' s eyes narrowed as her lips pressed into aflat line, but she didn’t look up a him.

“Wel, you had more opportunity, didn't you?’ Her voice held a cold bite. “Perhaps thisis how we
should hunt now. Turn you loose in the nearest brothel with a card table and a goblet of wine, and just
wait for the first undead dut to drop into your lap.”

Leed| tried not to flinch and failed. He actudly bit his tongue, knowing anything he said now was just
fud for her fire. For that matter, he'd no ideawhat to say.

Hefdt asif he'd been unfaithful—but unfaithful to what? Everything he' d done, every gentle ploy he'd
tried to get close to her, had faled. She pushed him away again and again. So why fed ashamed? Well,
there was the drinking and gambling. But he wasn't drunk, and he hadn’t logt, and thet left one thing to be
ashamed about, and that he hadn’'t even wanted. He hadn’t even thought of such things snce sttling in
Miiska

He d thought only of Magiere.

And the worst, most infuriaing and confusing part was that of dl the things he'd done tonight, the one
she fixed upon was that thing gtting in his lap.

A deep 9gh from Magiere caught Leesl’s attention. When he looked up, she was gazing a his white
har hanging past his shoulders.

“You logt your scarf,” she said. “WE Il have to get you a new one.”

Lees| reached into his pocket and pulled out an entire handful of coins, which he poured onto the bed
infront of her.

“Here. | won back mogt of what | logt on the ship, but | doubt the scarf makes much difference
anymore.”

He fdt thankful for the change of topic. But when she saw the coins, he redized too late that it was
another mistake. He quickly rambled on before she could cut into him.

“A scarf won't hide my eyes or kin. It seems my people are more of an oddity here than | redized.”
Her atention pulled from the coins. “Y our people?’
“You know what | mean.”

“No, | don't,” she answered with an abrupt shake of her head that whipped wisps of black hair about
her pale face. “I didn't forget what you did back inthe dley. You didn’'t learn that in a month of mornings
out in the woods.”

Lees| bused himsdf with Chap again. This wasn't what he'd expected. Now was not the time. But
ghe leaned in toward him across the bed.

“Look & me” she snapped. “We'reinabad way, and | don't know what to do next. The only two
things I've ever counted on besides mysdf are you and this dog. You changed when we settled in
Miiska, for the better, but now... now you're sarting to act like the old Leesl from our days on the
road—or worse. Drinking, gambling, and—"



“And nothing,” he cut in. “That wasn't what it looked like”

“Thisign't about that whorish little monster you let dazzle your wits”

“| wasn't dazzled!”

“l don't want to fight with you—but | will. Now, tdl me, what's wrong?’

Hisjaw tightened. This was going to be bad, and worse for the timing—worse than being caught with
an undead trollop in his 1ap.

“l promise I'll never touch a drop of wine again. | will dways be sharp, in control. And I'll stay that
way.”

Candldight flickered upon Magiere' s face, and Lees| could see his response wasn't enough. Chap's
breathing deepened into alight snore as he rested comfortably between them, and Lees| set the basin out
of the way on the floor.

“l need more than promises” Magiere said.
“What do you meaen?’ Futile as it was, Leesl| dill hoped there was away out of this.

Magiere let out a 9gh. “1 don't talk about my past because there's little to tdl and even less that |
know for certain.” She looked him directly in the eyes. “But | would tdl you anything of it... anything you
asked, if | knew the answer. So why won't you tdl about your life before we met?’

“There s nothing you want to hear, and it doesn’'t matter anymore.” For dl his usud guile, this came
out as a blatant evasion, and she ignored it.

“Where did you learn to fight like that? What is that long box of strange tools you carry, and where
did it come from? It never mattered before, because you kept it hidden away until two moons ago. It
meatters now.”

Leesl closed his eyes. If he told her, what would she do? What could she do but wak away and
never look back?

“Anmaglahk,” he whispered.
“What's that supposed to mean?’

“It's an dvish word my mother used. | never learned its meaning, but after a while it wasn't hard to
guess with the way we lived. She used it rardly for hersdf. And once for me”

Magiere settled back to the bed's edge, garing a him.
“She was an assassin,” Leesl said, hisvoice fla and emotionless. “So was my father. So was 1.

Wariness—or was it revulson?—replaced the anger on Magiere' s amooth face. She looked briefly
about the room, perhaps wondering where his “tools’ might now be hidden, then down to his arms. His
cuffs were loose and unbound, and one hilt of a iletto in its wrist sheath protruded. Lees| dowly pulled
his hands back into his lgp and closed his deeves.

“Your mother—an df—was an assassn.” Her voice was bardy a whisper. “You murdered for
money?”

“You know of the Warlands far up north,” he continued. “Provinces, not even true countries, where
rulers hold power by military force. Ever heard of a Lord Darmouth?

“Yes” she answered hestantly.
“My family served him. We were his daves—his spies and assassins.”
Magiere turned away toward the far wall.



Lees| was afraid now, and few things frightened him anymore. There was little else to do but finigh.

“Rulers like Darmouth have enemies, not only outside their borders but within. And if they don't, they
gill think they do anyway. | was raised to ded with those enemies— proficiently. By the age of five, my
parents were dready traning me. At fird it was just athin dagger | held, widding it like a sword while
pretending to be a warrior. | didn't know we were property to be owned. But in the years dfter, |
wondered about the purpose of the strange things they taught me, until | no longer had to wonder. When
to move dlently, unnoticed. How to lie convinangly. Who and what to watch for in the dark. Which
places on a body afford the quickest kill.”

Magiere peered back over her shoulder. All Leesl saw was one eye watching him.
“Thetoolbox,” she said. “That'swhat it'sfor?’

He nodded. “From my mother. Probably made by her people, though | don’'t know how or why. |
learned to use everything init, and | was a good dave, for awhile. Some days | can dill remember every
person I’ ve killed.”

“And now you need new tools? You bartered with the amith for them.”

“No, that has nothing to do with my past,” Leesl added, his own voice suddenly harsh. “I can't keep
trying to take vampires with dilettos. | need something else. But I've no time to learn any standard
weapon, so I'm having ones made to fit the skills | have”

Magiere shook her head, holding up a hand to ward off his words.

“Even a dave can think for himsdf,” she said. “So why didn’t you run before it was too late? Why
didn't dl of you run?’

Such asmple choice, Lees thought. If it had only been that smple. And he laughed.
Magiere soun about to glare & him. “What's so funny?’

“Nothing,” he answered, no amile on his face. “Absolutely nothing. We were never dlowed to work
together. There was dways at least one—mother, father, or son—who stayed behind under a watchful
eye to ensure the job was done, and the one a work came home again.”

He watched her eyes for any hint of understanding. When it didn’t come, he smply went on.

“l was forced to betray a kind old teacher fdsdy accused of treason, and he was hanged. That was
when | ran. | lived on the road with Chap, drinking mysdf to deep to forget— until | met you, and we
began awhaole new round of killing.”

“Killing? Magiere shook her head. “We ve never killed anything together besides undeads.”

Leesl took in her puzzled expresson and hated himsdf even more. But as long as it was dl coming
out, she might as wel face the whole past.

“The peasants?’ he asked. “You're thinking too amply again. How many peasants starved because
we took their seed coin? Or died in the stocks from exposure, or were worked to death in indentured
service because they couldn’'t pay ther taxes?’

Her head hung low. “Now at least we try to make up for those years. But what we did wasn't the
same as being paid to take alife”

“You can never make up for it,” he argued. “It doesn’'t work that way.”
There was no hitterness in his voice, for this was Smply how things were.

“Now we save people,” he continued. “We do what we can to hdp. It's a better life, for the most
part, than the ones I’ ve lived before.”



Magiere sat there for along time. Leesil kept quiet as wdl, waiting.
“It was't your life” she whispered. “Just the one forced on you by birth.”

As Lees| watched, her gaze became empty and hollow. Her words came from somewhere other than
this moment. She shook hersdlf, denching her eyes briefly as she did.

“Your mother married a human,” she said. “Do you know how strange that sounds? Elves keep to
themsdves for the mogt part, and I’ ve never even heard of one working for a human lord. Not as an
assassn, let done adave”

“My parents never talked about that, though a few times | tried to ask. | don’'t know much beyond
what I've told you.”

“So they're dill there and ..."—she stopped and then spit out the words—“killing for Darmouth. Why
didn’t they leave as wdl? They no longer needed to protect you. Or is there something else they stayed
for?’

“Magiere ...” he began, and then dropped his head, frustrated.
She' d never fully understand the world he' d come from. He kept his words quiet and detached.

“Saves remember? And aways under a waichful eye— hostages. That was the chain Darmouth
used to bind my family. You don't think about what you do. You just do it, and say dive, and keep
those who depend on you dive. But | couldn’t kill anymore, and | ran.”

This time he was the one to turn away, Stting on the bedside with his head down and eyes closed.
For dl the lives he'd taken, the last two were the ones he locked away so carefully they’d not even
entered his nightmares.

“You did theright thing,” Magiere offered.

“Theright thing?' Lees| soit without looking at her. “They’re dead, Magierel My parents ... | ran.
And so now they’re dead.”

That was the end of it. HE d never spoken this to anyone, yet he/'d told the one person who should
have never known.

Where would he go, now that thislife with Magiere was at an end?

He sat with eyes closed, not wanting to see her leave. It was better that when he opened them again,
she was Smply gone.

The sound of tapping metd reached his ears, and he redized she'd picked up her sword. He listened
to her footsteps around the bed as she headed for the door. There came another soft tap of metd on
wood, closer.

Fingers did lightly up his cheeks to comb through his hair until pams settled upon his temples.

Opening his eyes with his head Hill down, Lees| saw the tin basin resting on the floor & Magiere's
feat between her crouched legs. He heard her breath close to hisface as her forehead touched his

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for tdling me”

With hiswrist bandaged tightly, Chane stepped from a coach into one of the poorer areas of the outer
ring. He preferred not to be announced by the clatter of a coach ralling through a district where no one
could afford such luxuries. Paying the driver, he waked down the street toward what Domin Tilswith and
Wymn referred to as Hovel Row.

Only a short while ago, he'd Ieft the house to find sustenance for the wounded Sapphire. She had



related amdl parts of what happened to her, how a hdf-df had outmaneuvered her through sheer speed
and ability, and a white-skinned woman had shown more srength than was possible for a mortd. Toret's
face had nearly glowed with anxiety.

More questions formed in Chane's mind as Toret ordered him out into the night on this errand of
mercy. These two old enemies of Toret’s might indeed be the key to Chane's freedom. He decided a
brief detour wasin order, but he mugt hurry. If he was gone too long, Toret would not only be infuriated
over Sapphire’'s prolonged suffering but might become suspicious. Still, with Toret's recent erdic
behavior, there was no tdling when he would have another opportunity.

The hour was late, and Hovel Row had been aptly named.

Street gutters andling of rot and decay, the shabby dwdlings pushed againgt one another. There
came an infant’s cry of hunger and a man shouting obscenities. A woman's answering shout turned to
defeated weeping.

Chane sped on toward his destination.

Wym had told hm of an df living in the secluded squalor of Hovd Row. Strangdy, she had
interacted with dvesin her homdand and spoke ther language fluently. She had heard of one here in
Bda, somehow, and was eager to meet the eves of this continent. But upon her vidt, shed met with
quiet hodtility and hadn’t gotten past the front door.

Chane was not aware there were eves anywhere other than the far northeast, past the Warlands over
the Venjetzf Rozpatje—the Crown Range. He' d heard through his father’ s friends of how the eves were
reclusve to the point of paranoia. Now he had questions concerning them, or at least pertaining to one
half-blood. He wanted answers, and he didn't redlly need to get past afront door.

He never forgot anything, and Wynn had kindly told him where to look. Sx streets in, he found the
correct abode. It was old, but some of the planking and roof shakes had been replaced or repaired in
recent years. The place looked completely sedled up.

He' d asked Wynn why an df would livein such a place. She grew thoughtful before answering.

“l cannot say, but | had the strange feding he was waiting or perhaps just watching. For what, | do
not know.”

Chane fdt oddly cam when remembering her ovd face. It had been many nights since she had sat
next to him, speculating upon the ancient parchment sent for trandation. He glanced a his bandaged
wrigt, remembering the fed of Sapphire’s mouth upon him. If it had been Wynn ... but the thought that he
hed given of himsalf to save Sapphire swelled an angry revulson amidst his thoughts.

He approached the oak door and knocked hard and let his senses open fully, though the smdl of the
digrict ingantly assaulted him for it. No one answered, but he hadn’t expected an answer right avay. He
knocked again and kept on knocking.

There was no sound of movement, but he heard the heartbeat approach from within even before a
Soft but bitter voice called from behind the closed door.

“Go away.”
“I have information,” Chane replied, “regarding one of your kind newly arrived in the city.”
After amoment, the door cracked.

Chane stared at a loaded crossbow held by a man sanding back in the doorway’ s shadow. He was
thin with sharply peaked ears and sand-colored, tangled har. He wore a long cloak of faded
dun-colored fabric that hid the rest of his attire. His tan skin looked unhedthy, asif he ate poorly and had
not seen daylight in some time. His long face was triangular, and he was tdler and more dender than the



man Tihko had seen.

“l am the only one of my people livingin thiscity,” he spit out. “Now stop pounding on my door and
g) aNa)/_”

“You are migaken. Thereis another.”

“Nonsense,” he rebuked, and was about to dam the door.

“If you won't share information, then | will, for there is a hdf-blood here in the city. Younger, agile,
with exceptiond fighting skills. Stilettos are his favored weapons, and he travels in the company of a
womean warrior and a dog. | have questions. Do you have answers?’

The crossbow did not waver, but Chane saw the barest widening of his bloodshot amber eyes, and
heard his pulse quicken briefly.

“You are migaken,” the df said quietly.
The door dammed shut, and Chane heard the metd bolts dide home.

Chane was anxious now. Too much time had passed since he had left to find blood for Sapphire.
Toret would be pacing in fury by now, but there was dill more to be learned here, and he might not have
a chance to come back. He would contrive some story of delay and ded with the consequences later.
Tuming back down the road and around the nearest corner, he settled into the shadow of a wattle and
daub hut to wait and watch.

A short while later, a soft and fant rhythm reached his ears. Footsteps.

Chane carefully surveyed the hovel. The door and dl windows were dill closed. He focused on the
sound until it nearly resounded in his hearing, and then he faced down the Street, separating the shadows
with hissght.

Something moved quietly aong the buildings, and Chane dipped across the street to follow.

The cloaked figure avoided the few dim pools of light from street lanterns, heading out of the city. He
was stopped by the guards & the outer gate. Under the gatehouse's bright lanterns, Chane saw the df’s
face ingde his gray cowl. The df exchanged brief words with one guard, opening his cloak for ingpection,
and then moved on hisway.

Waiting a moment more, Chane stepped out and followed.

There was actudly amix of men a the gate. In addition to four surcoated Strazhy-shlyahketne, there
were two armed menin plain clothes, likely from the local congtabulary.

“And where might you be going at such an early hour, Sr?’ asked one of the guards.

Chane remained polite, but gave the man a dow and gppraisng glance that made the guard shift
uncomfortably.

“l was vigting the home of some workers of mine and smply stayed too late” he answered. “And
with the night dmost gone, | thought to walk for awhile until one of the loca inns opened. Too little night
lft to return to my bed.”

The guard made a cursory gppraisa of Chane, glancing back down the street, and nodded.
“Vey wel, sr,” he said stepping to one side. “But best keep to the main streets and wdl-lit ways. A
good night to you.”

Chane moved on, gaying as close to the buildings as he could, dipping into a sde street now and
agan just long enough to let his quarry stay ahead of him. It was actudly easer to tral his target outsde
the city, as the buildings and huts became sparser, giving way to samdl fidds and groves of trees. The df
moved furtively, findly stepping off the road and heading into the thick woods. Chane followed from tree



to tree, watching as the df wove hisway.

The forest grew dense. Chane crept forward, low to the ground, working hisway wide to the right of
where the df had passed, but he could not find an dternative path through the brush. Crawling under the
lowest branches of atree, he carefully cleared the earth in front of him so as not to make more noise than
necessary.

Thedf stood near an old fir rigng high into the night. Its lower limbs were sparse and sheared away,
exposang its trunk. The df dug within his cloak and withdrew a Smple object. An oblong shape ending in
narrow points, it was no longer than the man's pam, light ydlow in color, and its surface shimmered,
polished smooth.

Plading it againg the tree' s trunk, the df flattened one hand over it to hold it in place, and appeared to
whisper to himsdf, over and over. Then he spoke, and a stream of words in his own tongue came out in
ahdting pattern.

Chane grew more intent. It appeared the df now hed a kind of conversation with the tree. No, his
eyes were turned aside, saring vacantly through the woods.

The df spoke through the tree—to someone else.

Chane knew allittle of the dvish tongue from scant texts he seen over the years but had rardly heard it
spoken. He tried to ligen carefully, wishing he possessed Wynn's gift for language.

“ Bithag fuile letheach ag’us ag meanna, gye sapdjasij Anmaglahk colhtaseach!”

The words jumbled in Chane's mind as he tried to pick out what he could recognize. Part of one
word, lethe, meant hdf in the masculine form, but hdf of what? The haf-blood perhaps. Ag meanna
meant “not of us” But most curious was one emphatic word— Anmaglahk—which seemed to be a
name or title. Perhaps the person to whom the df spoke? Severd phrases dipped by before Chane
focused again.

“Tridlhina Ihos ag me. Urkharasg tii aonec.”

The best Chane could guess was “not depart plan or purpose’—and an emphatic “send one more,”
but one more of what?

“ Leanave faodeach ag a bitheana ahk bith so cuishna. Vorthasg] so true! ”

The stream of words stopped suddenly, and the df dipped the polished diver back into his cloak. He
turned and headed back the way he came. The lagt thing that Chane could make out was about
someon€e's parent, a mother perhaps, and taking the life of a “traitor.”

It seemed there was much more to this haf-df that Toret feared.

Gray streaked the night sky as Chane crept out from under the tree to trot back to the city, dowing
briefly as he passed through the gatehouse once again. Instead of traverang Hovel Row, he swung
toward the waterfront, reaching the low-end merchant street where a few coaches could be found. He
could not arrive home empty-handed.

Urgency was dways dangerous, but there was no time for cautious sdlection. Waking the sde
streets, he watched for sgns of movement in the dleys and listened carefully for heavy breathing. He
found a drunken sallor behind a tavern, curled soundly adeep againgt the building's side. Chane waked
purposefully over and struck the man hard enough across the jaw to be sure he would not awaken
anytime soon.

He flagged down a coach while supporting the sallor with one arm.
“Too much de” he said to the driver. “1 mus get my friend home.”
He gave an address two dity blocks away from the house. He would walk the rest of the way and not



risk the driver seaing his destination. As the carriage whedls clattered away, he rolled one word over in
hismind.
Anmaglahk.

Chapter 10

Near dawn, Magiere and Lees| dill sat on the bed next to Chap's degping form. Ther tak strayed
from past to present and to more comfortable topics like srategy or any possble way to find the
nobleman in her vison. In spite of dl that happened this night, Magiere wasn't dismayed by Leesl’s
confession. His obvious quilt and sdf-revulsion for his earlier life made her want to comfort him, but she
didn’t know how. One phrase kept ringing in her ears.

Until I met you, and we began a whole new round of killing.

Guilt was an emation she'd rardly experienced, but in the last few months, enough of it had poured
through her for one lifelime. Perhaps this was a cord that bound them together no maiter how much she
feared accepting a deeper bond.

“How isthe swdling?’ she asked, watching Chap.

“Better—he saquick heder,” Lees| answered. He lifted the cold compress to inspect Chap’s head.
“A good night's deep and some breakfast will put him right. Oh, that reminds me” He pulled the ripped
scrap of lavender Slk from ingde his shirt. “This won't hep find your nobleman, but it may help us find
our wayward undead from last night. If the two are somehow connected, so much the better.”

Looking at the glk scrap, Magiere ft a moment’ sire return, but she knew it was poorly placed.
“You redly didn’t know that doxy was an undead?’ she asked, trying to keep venom from her voice.

“l didn’t even look a her enough to notice she was somehow familiar,” Leesl answered defensvely.
“Not until she dropped inmy lap two breaths before you and Chap burst in.”

Magiere fet her face flush. She was about to change the subject, when a knock sounded at the door.
“l don’t remember ordering breakfast in bed,” Lees| quipped.

Magiere saw his right wrig tense dightly, ready to dip a diletto into his pam. Now that she knew
where and how he'd learned such things, the movement sent a chill up her spine. He got up, cracked the
door, and then opened it dl the way.

Standing in the hall was the gray-robed young woman who'd addressed Leesl in the corridor of the
coundl hdl. She was smdl, with along brown braid hanging forward across her shoulder.

“Excuse me for this early intruson,” she said. She had a soft, dmost guttura accent to her voice that
Magiere couldn’t place. “My master sent me to speak with you.”

“Who are you?' Magiere asked.

“l am Wynn Hygeorht, apprentice in the Guild of Sage-craft under Domin Tilswith, my teacher and
head of our branch here. We reside in the old guard barracks of the inner ring. The domin was playing
Hounds and Foxes with Councilman Lanjov last night when word of the disturbance a the Rowanwood
reached them.”

“Wel, that was quick,” Lees| mumbled, and he stepped back to dlow her in. “Thought we might at
leest make it through breskfast before anyone caught up with us. So who brought word? The city



guard?’

“Yes” she answered. Her atention was diverted by Chap’s degping form. When she saw the water
bowl and rag, her expression became ingantly concerned. “1s your dog ill?’

“A thump on the head, but hell bedl right,” Leesl said.
“I might be able to help. We have medicines of many types at the guild.”

She kndt down next to the bed, eyeing Chap curioudy, and then put her hand out. Lees| was about
to stop her, when Chap opened his eyes, lifted his muzzle, and lapped her fingers once before ttling
himsdf again. Wynn took her hand back with a amile

“He appears wdl enough,” she said. Her brow wrinkled dightly as her amile faded, and she stood up
to face Lees| again. “The day in the coundil hdll, when |... spoke to you...”

She appeared embarrassed and hriefly dropped her eyes before returning her gaze to Leesl’s tan
face.

Magiere fdt a sudden flare of ire again. How many strange women were going to favn over Leesl
before they got out of this cursed city?

“l was surprised that you do not speak Elvish,” Wynn said. “One of your parents was of that race,
yes?

“l was never taught,” he answered flatly.
Agan Wynn appeared embarrassed, and then confused.

“l see. | was only commenting on how beautiful your dog was and wondering what breed, as | have
never seen hislike before.”

Lees| merdy shrugged. “My mother gave him to me when | was boy and he was just a pup.”
“Y ou mother, she was your dvish parent?’ Wynn asked.

“Yes” Leesl leaned down and stroked Chap's back. “He's probably just a muit of some kind. We
mixed-breeds tend to be the smartest.”

Chap rolled hishead at Leed|’ s touch, shifting for comfort on the bed.
“There was thisloon of amanin Miiksa” Lees| added, “who cdled him a majay-hi.”

Wynn's head tilted. “ Majay-hi?” she asked, the word smoother and more rdlling than Leesl’s
pronunciation.

“Yes, that sounds about right.”

“Perhaps a colloquid reference or a regiond nickname for the breed.” She shook her head in what
appeared to be quaint anusement. “In the Blvish didect that | know, it might mean something like ‘fay
hound’ or ‘hound of the dementals,” though | have never seen his kind before. He seems a very amiable
creature.”

“You don't have to hunt with him,” Magiere sad under her breath. “Now, what was Lanjov’'s
reaction to what he heard?’

The barest hint of disapprova surfaced on Wynn's face as she looked at Magiere.

“Councilman Lanjov was quite upset. He seems to think the creature that killed his daughter is to be
found among the common folk and cannot understand why you keep plaguing respected members of

Magiere rose and sighed. “Did he mention dismissing us?’



“l do not recall this” Wynn answered. “But my domin was interested in the event. A woman dressed
in slk”—she faltered, and swalowed hard—"speared a house guard through the throat with only her
fingers. And your dog was reported as turning savage toward the woman and frightening the patrons.
Then dl of you pursued her into the back aley.”

Magiere grew more uncertain as to what this young woman wanted.
“Do you believe in undeads?’ she asked.

“I've read of such,” Wynn answered palitely, “though only in my homeland's legends. Having heard
Coundilman Lanjov’s gtory, | looked into whet little | could find of this land’s folklore, though we have
yet to begin sgtting up a proper library and collecting texts. In my tongue there are fables of the
atheldeth, which surprisngly means dmost the same as Noble Dead in your language.”

“So you do bdlieve” Magiere said.

“To study a concept is not same as bdieving it,” Wynn continued. “Domin Tilswith considers Lanjov
superdtitious, but we have learned more since meeting him, and | began searching for what | could learn.
The Noble Dead are accounted as the highest forms of the undead. Unlike lesser forms, they retain dl
memories, consciousness, and self-awareness from their mortd life Among them are your vampires, high
revenants found in our legends, some wraiths, and the like”

“What about methods for destroying these Noble Dead?’

Magiere asked, tumning the conversation to her own agenda. “We know mog of the myths and
superdtitions, such as a wooden stake through the heart, which we now have reason to doubt.”

Wynn shook her head and returned Magiere a dubious but polite scowl.

“Most works on the subject are legends, fables, and stories. Some accounts involve staking the
creatureinits burid place and beheading it. Perhaps the stake was intended to pin the creature, keeping
it from escaping, and that became a further superdtition as away to destroy them. There redly is no way
to be certain ... if one believes any of this”

Magiere fdl slent. All their skills in baitling undeads had been learned through trid and error, dong
with the cryptic advice of Welsid Massing back in Miiska, who seemed obsessed with the Noble Dead.
But this young woman appeared to know a bit and was far more open than Welstid had ever been.
Magiere pulled out the stool.

“Please gt. Would you like some tea? The kitchen falk are probably up and about by now.”
Wynn smiled openly and shook her head.

“l cannot stay, but the domin and | are interested in your experiences. In return, we offer the support
of the guild's resources, though our materids are scant compared to the main branch in our homeland. |
will help trandate any document | can.”

“We don’'t have time for schooling,” Leesl put in. “And it won't help track... unless you can access
recent deeds on houses purchased in Bela, those of middle to upper qudity.”

“This information should be avalable,” Wynn answered with hesitation. “If the locd city government
keeps such records.”

Leesl amiled. “Oh, I'm farly certain this city does.”
“What are you up to now?’ Magiere asked.

Lees| settled on the bed next to Chap. “The woman we chased lagt night said she had a three-story
house. Chetnik’s reports of her go back only afew moons. There' s agreat ded of old money in the city,
50 buying and sling that kind of dweling won't be too common.”



Magiere quickly caught up to where Lees|’ s thoughts had turned.

“We find recent purchases,” she added, “and pick up atral or even locate this woman's exact hiding
place—if she waan't lying.” She looked a Wynn. “Can you hdp us with this?’

“Yes, but | mugt speak to my domin firs. He is interested in your exploits in Miiska and seeks an
exchange of information.”

A thought occurred to Magiere. “This domin of yours was a Lanjov’s lagt night? Lanjov told us he
never has vistors”

“Oh, Domin Tilswith vidits now and again to play Hounds and Foxes with the councilman. But |
believe Count Lanjov discourages other vigtors”

Magiere glanced toward Lees|, who now wore an irritated frown.
“What does Domin Tilswith look like?” she asked. “Is he noble? Does he wear black gloves?’
Wynn laughed. “No, he dresses as | do. Why do you ask?’

“We bedieve Chesna knew her killer,” Leesl answered. “So if no one besides your domin vists, and
he doesn't fit the description, then where and how did Chesna meet this man?’

At that, the young sage’ s oval face grew puzzled.

“Most nobles acquainted with Count Lanjov would be on the coundil as wdl. Perhaps his daughter
went with him to the hdl or to his bank.”

The scope of events was changing, and it did little to ease Magiere' s mind. This young scholar was
open and unbiased, and appeared to have no hidden agenda. It might pay to keep her around.

“Tdl your domin we'd be glad to tak,” Magiere said, and then turned to Leesl. “We should deep
awhile and then have avigt with Lanjov at his bank.”

Lees| nodded and got up to open the door for Wynn.

Magiere waited for the young sage to leave before discussng anything further with Leesl. She caught
Wynn Hygeorht glancing back as the door closed. At fird Magiere fdt another tinge of ire, thinking the
glance was for Leesl, but instead the woman's eyes dropped briefly toward the bed and the deeping

dog.

After too brief a rest, Lees| found their plans changed dightly. A note for Magiere from Captain
Chetnik had been left with the innkeeper. It Smply read, | need to speak with you about the incident
at the Rowanwood.

They both decided to put off that meeting as long as possible. Leesl was anxious to check on the
progress with his new wespons, but Magiere wanted to stop at the sage’ s quild to provide Wynn with as
much information as possible regarding the type of dwelling to search for. Stone congtructions with cellars
would be foremost. To Leesl, Magiere seemed a bit too rdieved by the young sage's apparent
willingness to help. The girl could prove useful, but they knew nothing about these supposed scholars
from across the ocean.

He agreed to meet Magiere a Lanjov's bank by noon, and then he headed out for Bagavfs amithy,
Chap trotting at his sde. As they approached the amith’s shop, Chap dipped in ahead toward the scent
of burning forges and the noisy dang of metd.

The sudden hiss of steam from the forge room filled Lees|’s ears upon entering the outer gdl. To his
aurprise, he found Chap dancing dong a row of weagpons on the west wal. An assortment of spears and
swords and even metd quarrels hung in plan view, and the dog was determined to siff every one of



them. The bear-szed amith in his leather gpron looked up to see Leesl and the prancing hound, but
indead of showing annoyance, Bagavi grinned.

“Heyours? A hunter breed?’
“Something like that,” Lees| answered. “ Chap! Leave those done and come here.”

“Knows his wegpons,” the amith said. “Keeps coming back to that boar spear. Could skewer a
full-grown bull with that.”

“Come here, Chap,” Leesl indsted.

There were times Chap's presence was a blessng. At other times, the dog's behavior was
embarrassng. Chap bounced over, but sniffed everything dong the way. He looked up at the amith and
wagged histall.

“Hne animd, rather tdl,” the amith said. “I’ve never seen fur like that. My father kept wolfhounds, but
their coats turn coarse as they grow up. What breed is he?’

“l don't know. He was a gift,” Lees| answered coldly. “Are my wegpons finished?’
Bdgavi was dightly taken back by histone. “One' s done. Still working on the other.”

“You told me you'd have them done in a matter of days,” Lees| snapped. “That diletto | traded is
worth ten times the amount of two punching blades.”

The amith’s face, shiny with steam, clouded over, and he turned on his hedl. Walking to the blackened
worktable, he picked up an odd spadelike shape in a matching shegth.

“l took two journeymen off paying work to get this done for you. If you can find better than this in
two days, take your giletto back and be my guest.”

Rulling the blade from its sheath, Balgavi held it out.

Leesl took it from the amith's hands, examining it carefully. The forward end was shaped like a
flattened spade, though dightly elongated to the tip. At its base was a crosswise, ova opening, dlowing
the blade to be gripped by the backside for punching. The ova’s base was the handle, paingakingly
wrapped in woven legther for the grip. When held, the blade’ s outside edge continued in a gradua curve
thet extended the full length of LeesI’s forearm, ending just past his e bow.

Gripping it, Lees| svung hisarm dowly.

It was heavier than he’' d expected, and he' d have to compensate for loss of speed. It wouldn't be the
same as infighting with short blades, but it was exactly what he' d envisoned.

Chap wagged his tall and barked, saring up at Leesl. Bagavi watched them both curioudy, his
annoyance dipping away.

“What do you plan to fight with that thing?’

Leesl redized he was being a difficult patron and changed his manner.

“You wouldn't believe meif | told you, but this is everything I'd hoped for. How long on the second
one?’

“Ancther two days, perhaps. You mentioned saying at the Burdock? Vatz passes by often enough,
20 I'll have him bring you word when it’s ready.”

Lees| nodded. “My thanks.”
He fainted forward again, punching straight outward at an imagined pale-skinned throat.



Magiere paced in front of the bank. It was no surprise that Leesl was late, as his sense of time was
annoyingly flexible. Her frudtration nearly had the better of her when a amdl coach pulled up, and out
hopped Leesil with Chap at his side, tall in the air with a cheerful countenance.

“Sorry,” Leesl offered. “One of my weapons was finished, and | stopped by the inn to store it. I'd
rather not wear it, as we dready make Lanjov nervous enough.”

Passershy cast them an occasiond wary glance, and Magiere redized that Lanjov wasn't the only one
they made nervous. Lees| had a dark red scarf tied around his head.

“| thought you weren't going to bother with that anymore,” Magiere said.
Leesl just shrugged. “Habit. The eyes are obvious, but my ears and har are a dead giveaway from a
distance.”

Magiere turned toward the bank doors. “We don't exactly fit in this part of town. We could put a
scaf over your face, and people would dill stare a us. | miss Miiska”

“WEe Il be headed home soon enough,” he said, but his words brought Magiere no comfort.

The bank’s interior wasn't as lavish as the coundil hal, but the floor was polished speckled granite,
and two narrow pillars of the same stone framed the large entryway, more as ornament than support. A
few uniformed, armed men in gray tabards stood aong the sdewdls. To the right was a row of clerks
upon a long raised platform lined with a polished cherrywood counter. All were busy with parchments
and quills On the left was a maiching wood partition risng chest-high, and to Magiereé's surprise,
Doviak, the foppish council secretary, sat at a desk in the waled-off space.

As Lanjov's main occupation was running his bank, serving on the council being only proper for a
gentleman of his sation, Doviak must serve as secretary for both the council and Lanjov’s business.

The wigpy little man looked up and locked eyes with Magiere, and disbdief turned to dismay. He
scurried around the partition’s far end with his shoes dicking upon the floor like a cricket.

“Midress Magiere ... |... how ... may | asss you?’

Magiere wavered at the poorly hidden distaste in his voice. In the councl hdl, she'd been summoned
as “the dhampir,” assuming her familiar role of convincing village or town elders that she was their only
svation. In this place, amidd a fdteing invedtigation, she was as logt as a peasant anong old-blood
nobility. She remembered the hatred and distrust from her home village and suddenly fdt swalowed by
uncertainty. She blinked and summoned her mask—her dhampir persona—once an illuson but now a
redity.

Asif senang her sruggle, Lees| stepped forward.
“We ve come to speak with Councilman Lanjov.”

Doviak’s lips parted dightly, and his perfectly curled hair swayed forward as he pretended to check
the appointment log he carried.

“Oh, he does have afull schedule. Perhaps if you make an gppointment for another day, he can fit—"
“Thiswon't take long,” Lees| cut in. His palitely disaeming manner vanished. “We Il see him now.”

Whenever Leesl’s voice turned threstening, most people backed down. Rather odd, since he was
neither large nor imposing. Doviak straightened his spine without even a flinch, ether brave or merdy
supid.

“No one,” Doviak said coldly, “not even the king, would expect to see Councilman Lanjov without an
gppointment. His duties serve the city, and his schedule is set wdl in advance.”

Lees| amiled and took one step toward Doviak.



“I’'m not the king, you little dandy. | was hired to investigate a murder. And where were you the night
Chesna was killed?’

Dovigk sputtered, two dainty fingers over his mouth. He took his fingers away and shouted,
“Guardd”

Magiere snatched Lees| by the shoulder, ther roles suddenly reversed in who held who back. She
raised her empty hand, open pdm toward Doviak.

“We meant no offense. We smply need to—"

“What isgoing on out here?” a deep voice cdled out.

As gray-clad guards closed in from around the room, Lanjov stepped out from a side door.
“That's more likeit,” Lees| said with satisfaction.

Lanjov scanned the room over the partition’s top. His gaze findly rested upon his secretary and the
new arivas, and his eyes widened as his mouth closed. Waving the guards back, he came to join them.

“Midress Magiere” he greeted her with cold formdity. “Wha are you doing in my place of
busness?’

“Our gpologies,” she said, asthiswasn't at dl what she'd had in mind. “We need to speak with you
urgently ... regarding the Stuation.”

Before Lanjov could reply, a second figure appeared a his chamber door. Lord Au' shiyn, the Suman
merchant who'd opposed her presence at the council meeting, exited Lanjov’s office, sriding through the
room to stand behind the councilman, dressed in a floor-length russet robe open in the front. His head
was wrapped in folds of beige cloth mounted in layers. His shimmering white shirt was of strange design,
with clasps of satin cord gtitched in curling, looped patterns.

“Ah, the dhampir,” he said. “ Come to make a deposit? Or perhaps a withdrawd?’

The last person Magiere wanted to mince words with was this arrogant outlander. She ignored
Au shiyn and spoke directly to Lanjov.

“Thiswon't take long.”

Chap growled low, and Lees| dowly crossed his arms. Magiere only hoped it had the proper effect,
now that this vigt had fdlen to such displays. Lanjov’s choices were ether to see them in his office or to
have them “escorted” out, and it was clear thet & least two of the vistors would make a scene. One thing
amean like Lanjov couldn’t endure was a scene.

Forcing awecoming expression, Lanjov motioned them toward his office. “Of course, comein.”

Magiere put aside dl self-doubts and strode past Lanjov and Au’shiyn and around the partition to the
chamber door dill gar. Leesl and Chap followed.

Lanjov’'s office was austere compared to the gtting room at his home. A window facing the street
was hung with opened plain burgundy curtains that exposed iron bars on the insde and heavy oak
shutters on the outside. Narrow bookshelves lined the walls to either Sde of the door, and a stout desk
sat on the room’ s opposite side.

To Magiere' s surprise, Au' shiyn followed Lanjov in and closed the door.

“Our time here is actudly the end of my scheduled appointment,” the Suman said. “This is coundil
business, and | am a member of the counail.”

Lanjov appeared about to protest and then thought better of it. He sat down tiredly behind his desk.
“What isit you need?’ he asked Magiere.



“We re more convinced the killer is noble” she sad, “or a least masquerading as an dite. And |
bdieve your daughter knew him. We've since learned that Domin Tilswith is a regular vigtor at your
home. He doesn't fit the description, so Chesna may have met her killer esewhere. You said she rardly
went out, and I'd guess most people you know wel are either on the councl or connected to your
business. Since the killer is dso an undead, he can’'t go out during daylight hours. That narrows things
down congderably. Who do you know who prefers night meetings and finds excuses to avoid mornings
or afternoons?’

It was dl blunt and unproven, as Magiere had little evidence beyond her vison, but Lanjov didn’t
need to know this.

“Have you been talking to Domin Tilswith?” Lanjov asked in surprise.

“How dare you?' Au shiyn interrupted. “Chesna' s murderer was not noble, and you will not harass
coundl members and the patrons of this bank. The council has been patient with Chairman Lanjov out of
respect for his grief, but you will cease this a once. Am | understood?’

Before Magiere could cut into Au'shiyn, Lees| grunted in disgudt, crossing his ams again, and spoke
directly to Lanjov.

“Is there any way she could have met someone who fits the description ether a the coundl hdl or
through the bank?’

Lanjov dropped his head. Magiere dmost fdt sorry for him—amod.

“Some evenings,” Lanjov answered, “she came with me to read doud my dispatches for the following
day. My eyes get tired and certain materid is too ddicate to |leave the hall. But she wasin my company at
dl times, and the few men she ever met were proper gentlemen.”

“Who dso happened to be in the courthouse a night,” Magiere said, trying to make her meaning
clear. “We need ther names.”

“You need no such thing!” Au'shiyn roared, apparently not caring who heard him in the outer
chamber. “ Cease thisimmediatdy. | will not have the council accosted by the likes of you. Leave now, or
| will cdl the guards and have you thrown into the street.”

Magiere appraised himin slence. Could he be that ditist, or was he hiding something? Perhaps both.
His outburst leaned far beyond snobbery.

Chap whined and trotted toward the chamber door. Magiere found hersdf agreeing with the hound's
sentiment. She turned again to Lanjov.

“If you want Chesna’ s true killer found, you'll assst us. If not, find someone ese to waste ther time.
Y ou know where we're daying.”

Mationing to Leesll, she turned and Ieft.

Chapter 11

That night, Chane dimbed the gtairs to Sapphire’s room shortly after a message was ddivered for
Toret. Feding some trepidation about entering her room, he knocked on the door.

“What isit?” Toret cdled fromingde.
Chane cautioudy opened the door but remained in the hdlway. Toret sat on the satin-covered bed



next to his beloved, dong with a hdf dozen shimmering nightgowns of varied hue he'd ordered, so she
would have choices of atire for her convalescence. Sapphire reclined againg a mountain of pillowsin a
sea-foam-green dressng gown.

“l can't do my own hair like this” she complained. “Y ou must hireme agirl.”
“That's not safe, my sweet,” Toret replied, asif to a child.
“But my curls are fading. Just look at my curls”

Indeed, Chane noted without sympeathy that her sculpted ringlets hung haf-coiled in a dark-blond
meass down her shoulders.

“A message was delivered,” Chane said. “Do you wish meto read it to you?’
Toret’s neck craned around and then he reached out. “No, I'll take it.”
Unfortunately, this required Chane to actudly enter the room and hand it to him.
“Areyou ligening to me?’ Sgpphire demanded.

Toret opened the message, looked at it for severd moments, and then folded it again.
“Chane, gay and entertain your lady awhile”

“In here?’ Chane asked.

“Of course in here. You and | are going out later, and | don’t want her done dl night. See to her
wishes but stay out of the parlor. | need some time to mysdlf.”

Toret left, dosng the door, and Chane fought down his revulson as he looked a Sapphire. He had
been reduced to a houseboy.

Sapphire smiled with the wide, glassy eyes of a cat spotting a mouse. “What can you devise for my
amusement?’ she asked.

Chane wondered if sngpping her neck would qudify as a suitable diverson.

“I'm bored,” she said. “And my ribs hurt, and Toret promised to bring me a pretty girl to stisfy me.
Y ou make sure he remembers that.”

“Yes, some nobleman’s daughter. A trifle, I'm sure. Where should we look for such a treat, my
lady?’ He bit off the last two words. “Young people from proper families are safely ensconced in their
homes at night.”

“Toret and | found you, didn’'t we?’ Her smile widened. “Not so proper then, are you?’

Her bright eyes dropped to his haf-open shirt. When the message arrived, he'd been done in his
cdlar room, preparing to change clothes for Toret’s errand later this evening.

“And not proper at dl tonight,” Sapphire added.

Revulson turned to mild fear. If he walked out, she would begin screeching. Toret would come up
and amply order him to stay—or worse if he suspected something illiat had occurred. 1t would be his
fault ether way.

“What about a game of cards?’ he suggested quickly.
She blinked, honest surprise washing over her round festures.

“You would play cards with me? Redly? | haven't played cards in a long time” She pointed at
something in the corner. “We can use that little white tray if you set it on the bed.”

“I mug find a deck,” he said. “Unless you have one?’



Thiswas a gamble, but the chance of Sapphire’ s having a deck of cardsin her room was minimdl.
“No, I... don’t think | do,” she answered.

“l have one in my room that | use for scrying experiments. It is old, but will do. If you give me a
moment—"

“How long will you be?” she asked, dightly suspicious now.

“Not long, but it may take me afew moments to find my cards.” He handed her a pewter comb and
picked up the smdl mirror next to her. “Best comb your hair and put it up. Falen curls do not become
you.”

At those words, she grabbed the mirror and gazed into it with serious concern. “Oh, my. Go find
those cards.”

Chane dipped quietly out as Sapphire fussed with her curls.

He could not use the main stairs for fear Toret might hear him, so he walked quietly to the hdl’s end
and the staircase landing. He pressed down with his booted toe againg the corner of the floor, and the
wdl pivoted outward just enough to grab its edge. He opened it and dipped ingde the wall. At times he
wondered why the origind owner had wanted this parald passage between dl four leves of the house.
Closing the hidden door behind him, he crept downward. There wasn't enough light even for his eyesin
this narrow space. At the bottom of three steep flights, he pressed againg the wal until it grated open,
and he stepped into the cellar.

He liked to keep this outer area sparse. im long swords, andl bucklers and shields, and one short
sword lined the opposite wall. This was where he and Toret did mogt of their training, and he practiced
by himsdf if time dlowed. A sharp mind with adull body was usdess. He hurried to his own room.

“Sparsg” would hardly describe it. Rows of books lined the wdls ingde of old shelves. The narrow
iron bed with athin mattress and no blankets seemed to be an afterthought. The foca point of the room
was his desk, covered in feather quills, faded parchments, crysta orbs, tiny wooden boxes, and whatever
tome he happened to be sudying. At the back of the desk was a cage with alarge rat.

Chane opened the cage, hoping Sapphire gill worked on her second or third curl. Whisking up the
rat, he carried it to the bottom of the main gairs and focused his mind, absently touching the smdl urn
around his neck as he did so.

He fdt the animd’s scattered thoughts at the edge of his awareness. He would need to guide it, but it
would nat hurt to implant an impression in its thoughts first. The amdl creature wriggled its long whiskers
and stretched. Chane took it to the top of the cdlar stairs, pushed the door dightly gjar, and set it down.
The deek rat dipped out.

Chane shut out his awareness until only the rat’ s senses filled hismind. It scurried past the kitchen and
dining room, aong the short hdlway toward the edge of the parlor. Two sets of booted feet stood in the
room. The rat darted quickly under and to the forward edge of a divan.

“She drove a stake through my mate's heart! | will take thisfight to her.”
Toret’s voice was the firg that Chane heard through the rat’ s ears. But to whom was he speaking?
Chane turned the amdl creature' s attention upward.

A dranger stood across from Toret. Middle-aged, dressed like a gentleman in well-fitted clothes, the
men had a dignified bearing, except that his crafted high boots were dull and scuffed as if wel traveled.
Dak brown hair, combed carefully back, was marked with a stark white patch at each temple.

“Of course,” the stranger agreed. “That iswhy | warned you.”
“Why would you care?’ Toret retorted.



“It's merdy fortunate—for you—that our objectives are compatible. How would this play out if you
were unaware she was even here?’

Toret stepped closer, and Chane now saw both men through his familiar’ s eyes. How ridiculous Toret
appeared next to his vigtor. He was amdl and lowborn, and his deep purple tunic and black polished
boots made him look like a houseboy playing dress-up.

“Very wdl, what do you suggest?’ Toret asked findly, rdenting.

“She and her partner say at the Burdock in the southern merchant didtrict. You know she can stand
agang a swordsman. Rashed was skilled and strong, but to no avall. She's never fought magic, and she
dedt with Rashed one-on-one. Force her to dea with your conjuror. Increase your numbers. Give her
more than one opponent to face.”

Toret nodded. “I’ve aready been preparing for this”

Chane wasn't sure how he fdt about greater numbers in the household. He wanted to be free of
Toret but remembered how weak his master had been in Chane's early nights as an undead. Making
more than one new minion might weaken or disorient Toret enough for Chane to take advantage.

It appeared the conversation would soon come to a close. As much as Chane wished to hear dl that
was said, he needed time to reach the third floor before Toret returned there. He pulled his awareness
back and summoned the rat. When it reached the cdllar door, he carried it back to hisroom and its cage.

He rummeaged through his belongings, opening smdl boxes and saichds until he found a deck of
cards. Once back at the cdlar’ s hidden entry, he dipped into the wall and up the narrow hidden passage
to the third floor.

Why did Toret not further question this stranger’s willing assstance? The man had hinted a an
agenda. Were Chane in his master’ s place, he would take no advice, falow no suggestions, until he was
certain what this man stood to gain. Toret behaved asif he were more accustomed to taking orders than
gving them.

Chane dipped out onto the third floor and moved down the hdl to Sgpphire’s room. As he entered
and closed the door, she was dill combing out her curls and looked at him expectantly.

“Did you find some?’

He held up the deck, and she clapped her hands.
“What should we play?’ she asked.

“Two Kings. And | ded.”

* % %

Wedtid sped by coach from Toret’s house directly to a modest but respectable inn cadled Calabar’s
ingde the second ring wal. Lanjov had sent for him, and he did not wish to keep his acquaintance
waiting. He found the councilman gtting at their usud table, but Lanjov's face had changed much in
recent weeks. Lines around the man's eyes made him appear weary.

But more seemed to weigh upon the coundilman tonight, for Welstid noted a strange apprehension in
the man. He fidgeted, glancing about as if not wishing to be discovered. Then his eyes focused on
Weddtid.

“Y our message sounded urgent,” Weldid said in acam voice.

Lanjov offered a hdf amile tinged with relief, followed by a look of reluctance. “Yes, my friend,
please St and have a drink with me.”

Wedtid settled quietly across from him. “What troubles you?’ he asked.



Lanjov sgnded to the innkeeper for two tankards of wine before answering.

“Tomorrow, | will dismiss the dhampir. | wanted to tdl you fird. Y ou were so hepful to me in finding
her, and | did not want you to mistake this as ingratitude.”

“Digniss her? Wedtid leaned back, surprised by this sudden turn. “You have given up on bringing
Chesna s killer to judtice?’

“No, of course not. But the dhampir has some mad idea the killer is a nobleman who... who knew
Chesna It isridiculous that such a creature could pass for one of us”

Wedtid folded his hands upon the table. “What brought her to this concluson?’

“Some vison she gpparently experienced while she and that hdf-blood were a my home” Lanjov
paused and shuddered with apparent revulson. “The point is, she is not only incorrect but invading the
privecy of our best citizens Only lagt night, there was a distagteful scene a the Rowanwood, and now
the council must pay for the damages. Today, she came to my bank, stood in the lobby, and demanded
to see me. | was thankful there were no patrons of note present. Lord Au shiyn was with me, and we
had no choice but to take her into my office. She plans to question any dignitary or council member who
hed contact with Chesna, and demanded a lig of names Lord Au shiyn was supportive in this matter,
and | hope you, too, see the need to stop this nonsense” Lanjov became dmogt manic in the momernt.
“This cannot happen. | would lose my place on the council.”

A saving girl brought their tankards and set them on the table. Lanjov paid her quickly and waved
her off.

“If you dismiss the dhampir, who will destroy the cresture &t large?” Welstid asked.

“Please” Lanjov continued. “We cannot have council members questioned in this manner. It is
pointless and only creates outrage and disarray. Captain Chetnik understands how these things work. He
meay not be a dhampir, but at least he'll search in the right places.”

“And what happens if he finds it?” Wedgid asked. “Can he fight an undead? Can any of the cty
guard? If you dismiss the dhampir, it could further endanger Bela' s citizens”

Lanjov ran a hand over hisface, and then hed it over his mouth. He leaned closer across the table.

“Councilman Batak is our legd adviser,” he whispered through his fingers. “His wife is niece to the
queen, but Batak keeps a midtress. If he was with the woman on the night of Chesna's death, how could
he provide an dibi? Councilman Amrogovitz is a Sxth-generation lord of a southern province, but he has
aso logt much of his fortunes in the gaming rooms, and few beside mysdf know this. It does not hinder
his voice on the council, but we have no wish for his ... pastime to become public knowledge.”

Weddid stared a him, and Lanjov shifted again in his seat.

“If you dismiss the dhampir,” Weldtid said, “you are afool, and more will die. What does it matter if a
few men are embarrassed in comparison to the safety of your city?

Lanjov tensed, and his voice hardened in return. 1 explan my reasons out of respect for your kind
efortsthusfar. Lord Au'shiyn's counsd to dismiss her is the correct course of action, whether you agree
or not.”

Stll, Weldid did not blink, and for just a moment Lanjov's face expressed a suspicious fear as he
stood up.

“I'm sorry you are cross with me” he said. “But my mind isfirm on this. She leaves tomorrow.”
Weddid redized he had lost his own composure, and held up one hand.

“Forgiveme,” he urged. “Sit and drink, and we will speak more. Perhaps there are other ways to put
an end to this matter.”



“Itislate, and the day waslong,” Lanjov sammered. “Ancther time. Enjoy your wine, and thank you
for meeting with me at such alate hour.”

Lanjov hurried out into the night, and Welstid sat done.

Although Sapphire' s protection often drove Toret's actions, as he and Chane wove through the back
dleys of Beld's coast-side outer ring, he pushed dl thoughts of her from his mind.

He' d starved himsdf gnce this stranger had firgt appeared on his doorstep with word of the hunter.
For dl of Rashed and Teeshd's ahilities, he'd done something neither of them ever attempted: He had
created his own minions. He didn't like to think of Sgpphire as a servant, but in truth, she was bound to
him. Chane certainly was a servant, and a vauable one a that. Toret enjoyed the irony of rasng a
wedthy noble as his dave. Now, he needed muscled fodder to provide the dhampir with an exhausting
fight from al sides.

He would surpass even himsdlf, and raise two from desth in the same night.

“You understand whet to do?’ he asked Chane, asthey peered from an dley across afilthy Street to
a shabby tavern. Progtitutes, who'd seen more prosperous days, shuffled in the doorways, trying to
entice afew pennies for services rendered.

“Yes, but you need to choose carefully,” Chane replied. “Men armed with swords, or a least visble
fighting blades, are the best probability. Choose men who have been drinking but are not drunk. A true
fighter sddom fdls too far into his cups.”

Months ago in Miiska, if Rashed had given im such a cavdier lecture, Toret would have hissed back
with seething resentment. He' d changed since then in more ways than Smply improving his station. Now,
he carefully listened to Chane's advice.

“Did you ever hdp your father choose guards?’ he asked.
Chan€e' s jaw twitched. “Yes”

Toret didn't press the matter and looked back to the Street. They were both dressed as poor
merchantsin order to blend in, should they wak on the streets or enter a tavern. Toret wore a faded blue
tunic and green cap made by winding a thick scarf into coils and fagtening the ends. For the fird timein
months, he fdt comfortable. He liked the loose tunic and how the cap hid his congtantly unruly hair.

He was daving for life, for blood, but he Hill fdt anticipation as Chane watched for possble
candidates.

“Anyone?’ he asked.
“Not yet. Do you wish to find both men and have me incapacitate them before you begin?’

Toret hesitated. He wasn't exactly certain what “incapacitate’ meant but grasped that Chane wanted
to know if they should secure both subjects before Toret began—as opposed to turning one and then
beginning the process again.

“Yes, both,” he answered, and leaned his hand agang the dained bricks, feding srangdy
comfortable. “I've never been in this part of the city. Have you?’

“No.” Chane quite often used as few words as possible. He had his functions, but conversation
wasn't his strong point.

Severd men passed in and out of the tavern, but Chane showed no interest in anyone. Then,
unexpectedly, he spoke. “ Sgpphire wants a pretty young girl to feed on. Did she tdl you?’

“Oh, she told me, dl right.” Toret Sghed. “I’ ve no idea where to find one, and we ve other matters to



worry about right now.”

“When we finish, | will go into the second ring. An attractive merchant-class girl in a decent dress
should do.”

Toret gave hm a sddong glance. Chane had never offered on his own to do anything for Sapphire.
“Yes” he answered, dill puzzled. “Thet'll do.”
“There” Chane nodded toward the street. “Look.”

Two tdl salors with wesatherworn skin emerged from the tavern. One wore a hook-tipped sword on
his belt, and the other wore two heavy daggers strapped crosswise over his lower back. They were
sober enough to bypass alarge and obstinate progtitute without causng a scene.

“They are together,” Chane said. “Convenient, and | doubt we will find anyone more likdy down
I’He_”

Toret agreed. “Stay back.”

Once again, Toret became Ratboy the street urchin, who knew how to survive, disappear, and
reman forgotten. He' d dways despised this part of himsdf, and yet now dipped effortlesdy into his old
ways. Pulling off his cap, cloak, and purse, he messed up his har. Chane faded back into the dley
shadows. As the sailors passed, Toret stepped out and dropped the purse behind them.

“Srs” he cdled, drooping shoulders and bent knees making him look even smdler. “One of you
dropped a purse”

Both turned a once, indantly on guard. Upon spotting the thin, dusty-brown beggar boy, they
relaxed.

Toret picked up the fdlen purse and stepped toward them, but only as far as the dley’s near corner.
He hdd out the purse.

“| think you dropped this”
“Not me, lad,” answered the one with the sword. “It's not mine”
“Areyou sure? | saw it fdl as you passed.”

Curiogty crossed ther features. They stepped closer, and Toret settled back dightly, as if wary of
their approach, forcing them to move in front of the aley’s mouth. The leader approached without fear
and looked down.

“No, lad, you're an honest fdlow, but that isn't—"

Toret sprang a him, damping down with one strong hand over the man’'s mouth and wrapping his
other arm about his throat. Before the sailor could reach for his sword, Toret wrenched him sdeways
into the dley and dragged him farther into the darkness.

Theingant Toret had moved, Chane lunged from the shadows and lifted the second one off his feet,
the sailor’s mouth equaly illed by an iron grip. A quick spin into the dley, and the second sailor, struck
the brick wal and dumped.

“Chang!” Toret caled, holding his sruggling victim.

In aflash, Chane siwung hard with one fig, catching Toret’s salor in the jaw with a sharp crack. The
salor dumped unconscious.

“Not so hard,” Toret snapped. “You'll kill him.”
The sailor moaned, and Chane shook his head. “Heis ill dive”
Toret kndt atop the sallor, hestating for a moment. He was starving but couldn’t dlow himsdf to fall,



no matter what it cost him. His actions were dl based on what hed heard from his old master and
maker, Lord Corische. HE'd never actudly seen Corische raise an undead, but he'd heard enough over
the years to piece the process together.

Gripping the back of the salor’s head, he bit into the man's throat and drank without caution, feding
life and strength dam into his body like an overwheming wave. He had fasted in order to take in more life
than usud, and he took in as much as he could hold. This was the gluttonous gorging of the starved, with
no pleasure init as his body seemed to tear ingde under the pressure of so much fillinghim up dl a once.

He dowed immediaidy as he heard the sailor's heartbeat fdter. His vidim had to die so fast and
hard, with afull leaching of hislife energies, that it pushed him beyond the point of desth before it actudly
occurred. He was guessing at what came next, but it had worked with Sapphire and Chane.

Toret pulled his teeth out of the sailor’s flesh, dashed open his own wrig with his nails, and forced the
dripping wound into his victim's mouth. Trying to keep from choking with his last breath, the salor
swallowed down Toret's dark fluids

The man's heart stopped besting.
Toret fdl, writhing in pain.

The dley darkened before his eyes, and sounds of his own body convulsng on the dley floor faded in
his ears. Perhaps this was why there were so few of their kind.

Awareness died in Toret as he suffered the sallor’ s death asif it were his own. In this moment, he and
his new creation were connected as one.

The firg time with Sapphire had been horrifying, experiencing desth again. What would have
happened if he' d given in, Snking to the bottom of the darkness? Would he have truly died?

His own flesh fdt like it would split and rupture from the indde. He forced his senses to widen, open,
and then dammed his fig againg the dley wal. Pain shot up his aam, but he didn't dismiss it as any
undead could. He let it stab him. He struck the wal again. And again. Findly he flopped down on his
back.

The hard cobble ground into his shoulders, and he let the irritation goad him. Any sensation to day
aware and pull him back up away from death was welcome.

Ashisvison returned, he found Chane staring down at him curioudy.

Toret tried to speak but couldn’'t and Smply held up a wavering hand. Chane obeyed, pulling him to
hisfeet, and Toret staggered deeper down the dley to disgorge.

He'd not taken in dl of the sailor's blood, for that was physcdly impossble. But he'd taken in so
much to kill so quickly, that he couldn’'t feed on the other man if he was dready glutted. His abdomen
clenched as he heaved, and like an overturned bucket, blood poured from his mouth to splash on the
ground, collecting in a dark pool around his feet.

Toret's vison jumped and twisted in vertigo as he sumbled back down the dley, one hand on the
wall to steady himsdlf. The first sailor’s body lay Hill and unmoving, eyes open and mouth frozen wide in
shock. Chan€e's expression remained casudly curious.

“Heis dead?’ Chane asked.

“Yes” Toret managed to answer, resting for just amoment more. “The body will flush dl waste, and
perhaps by the end of the night he ll rise, but he mugt rest for tonight. Tomorrow evening, héll be ready
to serve our family.”

Chane studied Toret. “You do not look like you can do this again.”
Toret ignored him, and straddled the second man. Gripping the back of the sailor’s head, he gorged



agan. Aslife dammed into his dready sated body, he gagged. When he heard the heart fdter, he pulled
back, but the dley spun wildy around him.

“Help mel” he hissed.

Chane gripped hiswrig, jerking it toward the sailor’s mouth.

Darkness erupted in Toret’s head and swallowed him whole.

Pieces of memory thinned and drifted from him like blood in tepid running water.

A day-waled hovd in the beggar's quarters of il’Nar’ Sahkil, where his mother lay sck as he
scavenged and stole food from the markets, wondering aways where and who his father was.

Teesha' s eyes, softly stern but warmly admonishing as she tended his wounds.
Sapphire’ s cool body next to him while the sun burned through the sky over their roof.
Cold panic saized Toret like frost cryddlizing around him to hold in the memories.

He opened his eyes to find himsdf lying facedown in the dley, his cheek to the cobblestone, and he
convulsed until blood poured again from his mouth. He pushed himsdf up on his elbows as his abdomen
clenched over and over, even after nothing more would come up.

By the time Toret finished, he was too weak to wak, and Chane lifted him to his feet, leaning him
agang the dley wal. He looked down at the bloodied cobblestones.

“l see now why you did not want to take them back to the house firet,” Chane commented dryly.
Toret ignored him, both hands flat againgt the wall to keep himsdf from diding to the ground again.

“Search the dleys” he ingtructed weekly. “Find barrdls, crates, tarp, or whatever is ussful to hide the
bodies. Then hal a carriage. | mugt get them back to the house.”

“Vey wel,” Chane answered. “I'll get them loaded. While you take them home, | will find your lady
her young girl, perhaps somewhere in the upper digtricts. Will you be strong enough to unload them by
the time you reach home?’

Toret nodded, and Chane dipped down the dley.

A vigtor waited patiently outsde Lord Au shiyn's home in the inner wdl ring. He remained in the
shadows, and no one in this wedlthy neighborhood had even seen him arrive. In little time, his patience
was rewarded, as a coach pulled up to the outer gate.

Lord Au'shiyn stepped out and walked toward the front steps of his home as the coach pulled around
behind the house. In acity that had grown faster in population than in physicd sze, space for a persond
coach and driver was aluxury even among the wedlthy. Lord Au’shiyn lived wdl indeed.

As he reached the front door, the vistor stepped from the shadows to follow him up the walk, and
cdled out softly, “A word, if you please.”

Au shiyn turned in mild annoyance, looking tired and uninterested in a late chat, but then recognition
crossed his features, and he stopped.

“Oh, good evening. What brings you here so late?’

The vigtor stepped up to front porch asif to convey informetion, and his gloved hand seized the back
of Au'shiyn’'s neck.

Before the Suman dite could cry out, the vistor bit into his throat with dongated canines, not to drink
but to tear. He ripped flesh open to expose raw veins, crushing his victim’s windpipe in the process.



Lord Au shiyn died quickly, with panic in his eyes.
The vistor shook the body until blood ran free to soak the white shirt and russet robe. The layered

coth wraps about Au'shiyn's head fdl to the porch. Pausing, the vidtor shredded the shirt’s front for
savage effect and then dropped the corpse upon the steps.

Chapter 12

The sun hadn’t yet risen, and Leed| lay deeplessin his bed.

Upon leaving Lanjov’'s bank the day before, he, Magiere, and Chap had gone to the dley behind the
Rowanwood. Chap smdled the piece of lavender sk Leesl had cut from Sapphire's gown, sniffed the
ground, and, with a burding cry, took off down the winding back ways. Only a few Sreets away, the
hound raced into an open road and stopped, turning about in confusion. The trall was gone.

After this disgppointment, they journeyed to the sages guild to check on Wynn's progress, but she
was dill awaiting delivery of records. With nothing further to follow up, they returned to their inn for
supper and much-needed deep. Except that Lees| had not dept wel at al, and now lay on his back,
eyes closed, unable to quiet his thoughts.

How would they spend yet another day with no further hint of where to look? He had no answer.

Predawn darkness findly overwhemed himin his frugtration. Ralling to his feet, he leaned the bed up
agang the wal on its Sde to give him a amdl space of open floor and lit the candle on the bedside table.
He dipped his new wegpon from its sheath. The blade had been wel beveled and sharpened, ready for
use.

He began with dow feints as he tested its weight. At times he fdt unbaanced, for it was heavier than
expected. The blade itsdf was stable in his grip, but he needed its twin as a counterweight on his other
am. He executed a series of draight jabs with the blade’ s point, aternating with sweeps of his leg. Each
time he tried a swinging chop with the weapon’s outside edge, he fdt an unnerving imbaance in his step.

In the degping inn's dlence, booted footsteps in the hdl were easier to catch, and he paused,
perfectly ill. Who would be walking around the upstairs guest quarters at this early hour? Then a short
rapping sounded a his door. Sipping the blade behind his back, he cracked the door open.

One of the white-surcoated dity guards stood outside. A few steps down the hdl stood Captain
Chetnik in full uniform, pounding on Magiere's door as well.

“It's Captain Chetnik,” he caled out. “Don’t be darmed.”

“Don't be darmed?’ Lees| said, dicking his head out. “Y es, why would she be darmed by someone
beating on her door before sunrise? If thisis about the Rowanwood, we ll tak later at the barracks.”

Chetnik barely glanced a him, and Magiere opened the door, rubbing one of her eyes.

Her long hair was completdy black in the dim hdlway and hung loose down past her shoulders,
meking her pale face stand out like a specter. She dill had her shirt on and was wrapped up in a blanket
from her bed.

“Chetnik?’ she said. “What's wrong?’

Magiere was tdl for a woman but looked vulnerable sanding next to the towering captain. Chetnik
looked her up and down, and Leesil’s grip tightened on the blade hidden behind his back.



“Lord Au'shiyn of the city council was found dead on his front steps this morning,” Chetnik said.
“Looks the same as Councilman Lanjov’s daughter.”

Magiere stared at him without spesking.

“There smore,” Chetnik went on. “The congtabulary of the Westsde mid-didrict found a body two
days ago in an dley but just notified me. It's a young woman who was reported missng, and her
condition appears to fit the pattern. | assumed you' d want to look a both immediady.”

* % %

Magiere rode in slence to Au' shiyn’s manor.

Leed| sat in the military wagon across from her, equdly quiet, with Chap resting between his fest.
Chetnik sat beside her, and the single guard who'd accompanied the captain drove the wagon. As they
pulled up to a house, Magiere wondered at the display of wedth dl around them.

Nearly every house was three stories tal and constructed of crafted stone or cast brick. Fences and
gates were S0lid iron or sained timbers carved with ornate patterns. The street was impossibly clean, and
dwarf trees and shrubs were planted in the smdl front spaces of many houses. Chetnik leaned toward
her.

“l had the woman's body brought here, before it was taken to the funerd house, so you could look
them over together. The constabulary couldn’t identify her, but one of the guards saw the amilaity to
Lord Au' shiyn's desth and brought it to my attention. | won't contact her family until | hear your thoughts
onthis”

“My thoughts?’ Magiere asked.

“l want to know if you think the killer is a madman or... or something dse, and if the deeths are truly
connected.”

She climbed out the wagon's back. What could any of this matiter to the woman's family?

The sun was risng. Magiere fdt it on her back as she spotted the weary figure of Lanjov anding on
the house' s front steps. She passed through the open gate and up the walk toward him.

“I'm sorry,” she said and meant it.

He smply nodded, his expression guarded and beaten at the sametime.

“Thank you for coming so early. | was not sure what ese to do, so | asked the captain to bring you.”
“Isit the same?’ she asked.

“Yes, both of them,” Lanjov answered, and then added as an afterthought, “but the young woman
was found inan dley.”

His sted hair looked limp and smply gray as dawn began. Magiere couldn’t help feding pity.

Lees| came up quigtly beside her, and she was grateful for his presence. He often picked up detals
thet she didn't. Chap sniffed around on the porch, drawing close to Lanjov, who didn't pull away this
time. The council chairman mationed them inside, past a sobbing middle-aged maid, through a fair-sized
dining room, and down the servants hdl to a back part of the house Lanjov amply referred to as “the
kitchens” Magiere entered the macabre scene.

Both bodies were lad out on the large center table with pots and knives hanging above them.
Peasants did this for vigtaion, having no better place to wash the dead before burid, but Magiere was
jarred by their lying on a table used for chopping meat and other foods consumed by the wedlthy.

“Nothing has been changed or removed from the bodies,” Lanjov sad, flat and emotionless. “The
cgptain wanted you to see them as found.”



“Y ou found him on the front steps?” Lees| asked. “Like Chesna?’

Lanjov nodded. “Yes, across the sairs. The door was not open as with my daughter. His coachman
came indde from' the rear stable and, not finding Au' shiyn present, stepped out front to discover the

bodly.
Chap reared, placing both paws on the table to siff at Au shiyn's body. At this, Lanjov winced and
closed hiseyes.

Lees| reached out to his dog. “Down, boy.”
Magiere winced as wedl when she looked a Au shiyn.

His eyes were dill open, and one sde of the man's throat had been torn away. There were no clean
punctures or teeth marks to be seen. The flesh had smply been ripped to veins and blood covered his
dothing dl the way to his abdomen.

“Hiswindpipeis crushed,” Lees| said, examining the unwounded side of Au'shiyn's throat. He didn’t
appear remotely squeamish or even moved by any of this, and pointed below the man's chin. “Theré's a
pattern of bruises running around the back of the neck. Fingers. And look at the dark blotch running
around front—a thumb.”

Leesl walked around the table, his attention turning to the woman's body.

Her grayed, mottled flesh suggested it had been days since her death. She wore a wel-made red
cotton gown, now soiled with grime from the dley in which she was found. The front was shredded and
the shift showed through, but it was spattered rather than soaked with her blood. A tiny red velvet cap
was partidly pinned to her disheveled hair.

She was smdl with black hair, and likdy of far complexion when dive.
Magiere looked to Chetnik back in the doorway.

“It' s the merchant’ s daughter-in-law, ign't it?” she asked. “That one in your office the day we came to
the barracks.”

“l think s0,” he answered. “1 won't be sure until the family identifies the body.”

“The wound is different,” Lees| broke in, as he leaned againg the tabl€'s edge saring at her throat.
“The teeth marks are clean, no tearing of flesh, and there's less blood on her. This was a feeding. Look
a her hair and the bruises on her wrigts. At the lesst, she had time to sruggle. Or the creature played
with her a bit.”

Lanjov averted his eyes, and even Chetnik scowled at that find remark, but Leesl gave them no
notice.

“It' s unfortunate,” he said, “that we don’t know more about Chesna s state when she was found.”

His gaze skipped back and forth between bodies, and he shook his head ever so dightly. Something
bothered him, and Magiere stepped closer.

“What isit?’
“There are no other bruises or marks from a sruggle on Au'shiyn, and from his color, the amount of

blood on him, and the type of wound, it wasn't a feeding. He died fast, before he could even defend
himsdf.”

“They're unconnected?’ Chetnik asked with some doubt.
“I’'m not certain,” Leesl answered. “ There's something else wrong here.”
“We dready know we ve been hunting two separate prey,” Magiere added.



“Threg” Lees| sad. “Maybe.”

Magiere looked over the bodies again, but couldn’t see how he'd come to this conclusion.
“Why three?’ she asked.

Leesl remained locked in contemplation.

“These two weren't killed in the same way.” His voice was quiet, as if he merdy spoke aoud to
himsdf. “Chesna's dress was shredded as if she were ... wdl, ravaged. But then why is Au'shiyn's shirt
ripped? The woman had time to sruggle but was used as food. Au'shiyn died quickly and wasn't fed

upon.”
He reached out with two fingers to carefully pull asde the shreds of shirt.

“Look at his chest. No wounds. Though his skin is spattered, it isn't thoroughly coated in blood. The
shirt was ripped after the kill... likdy after he was dead.”

Lanjov stayed back, but Chetnik stepped closer. Magiere looked at the details Lees| pointed out,
though it made her throat dry. She saw what Lees| described but il didn't see what it mearnt.

“Someone wanted a connection between Chesna and Au'shiyn's deaths,” Lees| explained. “But was
it the same attacker?”’

“Perhgps it was the woman you chased out of the Rowan-wood,” Chetnik suggested.
Magiere looked at Leesl’s face, now beginning to catch up.

“No,” she answered to the captain’s suggestion. “Undeads as a whole are vicioudy srong, but that
womean couldn’t take a large man this quickly, not before he could defend himsdf.”

“The bruises on his throat are too large for her hands” Lees| added.
“And | doubt brute strength is her way to snare victims” Magiere finished.
Lees lifted his gaze to Magiere and nodded toward Au shiyn’s body. “Are you up to trying agan?’

For a moment, Magiere was uncertain what he meant. Then she fdt sck as she redlized he wanted
her to have another vison.

“I'mright here,” Lees| whispered. “1 won't leave your Sde”

Nausea il threatening, Magiere reached out and touched Au' shiyn's cold, giff hand. She closed her
eyes and waited, anticipating the shock of the world suddenly shifting around her as it had before.

Nothing came. Magiere exhaled, suddenly aware she' d been holding her bregth.
Reeching across to the woman, she tried again. The result was the same.
“Maybe it'sthe place they died,” Lees| suggested.

As Magiere turned to leave, Lees| pulled out a diletto from his deave. In the same movement, he
diced a blood-soaked grip from Au'shiyn's shirt and turned toward the kitchen door. As they stepped
out the front door, Chap sniffed yet another set of dark stains on stone steps. Lanjov and Chetnik had
followed, but Lees| motioned them both to stay indde as he pressed the bloodied doth into Magiere's
hand. When she flinched, he held her hand closed around it.

“It might take both the place and object,” he said.

She nodded and stepped down onto the front walk.

Magiere closed her eyes and fdt hersdf waking to the Sde of the house. She opened her eyes again.
Dawn'’slight had vanished, to be replaced by the cold dark of night.



A coach pulled up, and she watched as Lord Au'shiyn stepped out. Along with the dghts and the
grdl of damp night ar, there was something more indde of Magiere. She could fed anger. Perhaps
frudration of some need or desire unfulfilled.

She stepped from the shadows and followed Au shiyn as he approached the front door, and fdt her
hands flex ingde leather gloves. In the bottom of her view, the cloak she wore swirled around her, and
she fdt sharp caninesingde her mouth. It was't the same as the familiar aching change of her own teeth.

“A word, if you please,” she said as she stepped close.

Magiere heard the sound this time, but before she could focus on the deep voice that issued from her
mouth, Au’ shiyn turned in annoyance and recognition crossed his features.

“Oh, good evening. What brings you here so late?’

Magiere' s right hand shot out and grabbed his neck so hard she fdt her thumb crush Au'shiyn’'s
windpipe. She tore the left Sde of histhroat open with her teeth, and warm blood ran into her mouth. As
with Chesna, she didn’t drink.

Au shiyn choked, unable to breathe. Magiere shook him and blood flowed from his neck to soak into
his dothing. She reached out to shred his shirt and—

“Stop it!”

Strong hands gripped her ams, and she soun around as Au'shiyn's image whirled away. She fdt
herdf jerked backward againg something hard, as wiry arms wrapped around her. She thrashed to get
free.

“Enough!”
The grip around her remained as light poured into the darkness.

Magiere found hersdf gtting on the porch with her back up againgt Leesl’s chest. Remembering
Au shiyn'sfight for air, she choked.

“Leesl?
“Shhhhhhh,” he said. “It's over.”

Chetnik now stood in the wak, watching her suspicioudy. Magiere curled away from him toward
Leesl, leaning her head againg the steps’ ralling.

“It'sdl right,” Lees| said from behind her. “Shéll befinein a minute” Then he whispered in her ear,
“Wasit the same cresture?’

Magiere relaxed at hisfamiliar voice. “Yes ... the same one... | think.”

She bresthed deep and, while hidden from Lanjov’s or Chetnik’s view, dipped her fingers into her
mouth, making sure her teeth were normd. She rose out of Leesl’s arms, bracing againg the raling as
ghe turned toward Lanjov. He looked embarrassed or revolted by her.

“It's the same one, Lanjov,” she said. “Dressed like a noble with black gloves. And it's not a
masquerade.”

It took a moment to quell the lingering vertigo before she could continue.

“He moves and speaks like one of you, and you're the only connection | can see. Why would any
noble want to kill Au'shiyn and your daughter... anything, no matter how far-fetched or minor?’

The councilman looked utterly at a loss. “I don’'t know any reason. Au' shiyn was strong-willed, but
respected by dl.”
“You're sure of dl this?” Chetnik asked Magiere.



“Of course she's sure” Leesl snapped. “We need the name and home address of everyone on the
coundl.” He looked directly at Lanjov. “As wel as anyone you' ve worked with through the bank who
knew your daughter.”

The pain tha flashed across Lanjov's face brought Magiere another flicker of pity, but not nearly
enough to overcome her frudtration with the man's arrogant obstinacy.

“Captain Chetnik will take you to the council hdl,” Lanjov answered softly. “My aide will provide the
informetion you require.”

“Not enough,” Leesl added, and he turned on Chetnik. “ Shut the city down. Closeiit off.”
Chetnik scowled, hands on his hips, but it was Lanjov who cut in fird.

“We cannot do that!” he shouted. “Thisis the kingdom’s main port. Thousands, no, tens of thousands
here and e sawhere depend on dally trade through Ba”

Magiere' s head svam with afterimages of her vison, making it hard to dearly falow what was beng
sad. With aquick glance a Leesl, hiswords resurfaced in her mind, and she understood.

“We can't let these things out of reach,” she said. “Will your precious trade continue if more bodies
are found? What ship’'s captain would harbor here? And there won't be a famer or merchant in the
region who'd risk coming to market.”

“Soyou'd lock usdl in?’ Lanjov retorted in panic. “This cannot be done.”
“Yes it can,” Chetnik cut in.
Lanjov looked a himin stunned dishdief, but the captain continued.

“If any of these creatures escape, they'll move on to another town or cluster of villages And the
killing sarts dl over again.” He looked at Magiere sernly. “But we' re not doing this your way.”

“How then?” Magiere ingsted.

Chetnik cast one last glance a Lanjov, asif fed up with political influences.
“These things move only at night, correct?’ he asked.

Magiere nodded. “WEe ve never heard of or seen one move in daylight.”

“Then night is the only time they can leave” Chetnik said. “Commerce continues for the day, and
there slittle or no business done past dusk. I'll double the watch by day and night, but well lock the city
up only before dusk.”

“Except the sewers,” Lees| added. “Sed the bayside spillways and keep them guarded at dl times”

Chetnik became immediatdy disagreegble. “If it comes to that, better to send my men into the sewers
and flush these things out.”

“If you want to lose hdf of them,” Magiere replied. “You don’'t know what you're deding with, and
we don't have time to teach you, so stay out of it. Just tel your men to keep the bayside grates locked
down.”

Lanjov ran his hands over his face and through his hair. Chetnik findly nodded agreement.
“Take us to the courthouse. We need thet lig,” Magiere said more camly.

Chetnik didn’'t answer for amoment. “We dill need to talk about the Rowanwood.”
Magiere indicated the councilman with alift of her chin. “They can pay for it”

When the captain looked up the steps, Lanjov nodded without a word. Chetnik stepped purposefully
down the walk toward the wagon.



Magiere tried to follow but logt her baance, and Leesl caught her. This vison had been quick but
more intense than the lagt.

“Looks like we're the villagers thistime” Lees| muttered, as he haf supported her down the walk.
“Whet? Magiere replied.

“Aushiyn’s body ... that mimic killing, even if it is the same creature,” he said, but then saw that his
answer dill mydified her. “We re the ones being played. Someone' s on the game here, and it isn't us this
time”

The coach rolled up to the next house on ther lid, and Magiere kept her emotions in check.
Hickering images of Au'shiyn's death and the little velvet cap hanging by a thread from the dead
woman's har drifted through her mind. Two more desths, and they Hill had no clear idea where to find
the undeads of this city.

Lees| bdieved the woman's blood had been consumed, but what if he was wrong about the third
Noble Dead? Her visons were both of one, from what she’d could tell, and whet if Sapphire had killed
the young woman?

“| shouldn't have given up my sword at the Rowan-wood,” she said to Leesl, bitterness in her voice.
“l could have taken her head.”

He turned from gazing out of the coach window.
“Forget it. You can’t change the past—only dter the present and future”
His words pulled her out of her guilt. “Are you trying to spout wisdom?’

“It' strue.” He shrugged. “We can never change what's passed, no matter how much we might want
to.”

Without giving him the satifaction of knowing it, Magiere fdt a little better, though ill somber. He
was right, once again, and it was wasted effort to think otherwise.

“l want something to fight,” she said.

He grinned. “I’'m contagious.”

“Sure” she muttered under her breath, “fless, laziness, vices...”
“l don't have fless”

He pushed open the door and stepped to the ground, pulling out hits of fabric from Sapphire's and
Chesna s dathing.

“They're both lavender,” he mused. “I never noticed tha before.”

“It doesn’t mean anything”—she looked briefly a the scraps—* except they both had a great ded of
coin to spend. Chap, come on.”

Armed with alig of Bela's council members, but not ready to start pounding on the doors of the dlite,
they were counting on Chap. He'd tracked Miiska's undead to the warehouse, so they hoped he might
sense something if they stumbled upon one here. One by one, they worked through hdf the list, moving
from house to house as Chap sniffed hisway around each building. But nothing had come of it.

Chap stepped to the coach door, eyes taking in the street.
“Comeon,” Leed| said. “To the house”
Lees| hed out the cloth scraps, but the dog ignored them, hanging his head as if he had no further



interest in their scent. He stepped out and walked up to the house' s front gate, sniffed the iron bars a few
times, and then trotted back to the coach and jumped in.

“Get your mangy backside out of therel” Magiere scolded. “Thisisimportant.”
The coachman glanced over his shoulder asif they were dl mad, and settled back in his sedt.
Insde the coach, Chap dropped his haunches to the floor with a low, grumbling whine.

“Thisign't it,” Lees| said, the words spoken dowly, like a gradud redization. “He knows this isn't
it—and he wants to move on.”

“He's just a dog,” Magiere answered in exasperation. “Smarter than mogt, I'll grant, but he can't
possibly know what we're doing. He's merdly tired of this, probably more than you or 1.”

But the moment those words left her mouth, she looked into Chap's tranducent blue eyes and fdt
certain Leesil was right. This was indeed not the house.

She dimbed back into the coach, snatched the list off the sest, and handed it to Leesl.
“Give the driver our next stop.”
Chap crawled upon the seat opposite her, panting softly.

Au shiyn’'s dying face peered back at Magiere each time she blinked or closed her eyes. And behind
the Suman’s sagging head, Chesna watched her with an ashen face.

Chapter 13

Agan, Leesl sat done in his room unable to deep. Perched on the bed's edge, he stared a the
burning candle, watching wax drip into the baked clay holder.

Neither he nor Magiere could find a solid link between Sapphire, Lanjov's daughter, Lord Au'shiyn,
and the young woman they’ d examined that morning. Ingtinct told himif he found that link, the question of
location might be answered. Completing their duty would smply be a matter of hunting down undeads.
He knew how to do the latter, but the former dill euded them.

Chap’s behavior became more troubling by the day. The dog was obgtinate, as if nothing they did
interested him at dl. They'd covered most of the houses on Lanjov’s lig, and Chap snowed mild to no
interest, often jumping back into the coach and refusing to get out again until they reached their next
destination. Lees| didn’t know what to make of this, but the search had proved fruitless. The lagt thing he
wanted to do was investigate one more house, and that was Magiere's agenda for the coming day. There
might be alimit to how long Chap would cooperate.

He sghed and arose, picking up his punching blade and lifting his bed againg the wall.

Dressed only in loose breeches, he maneuvered around the amdl room in his bare feet. He dmost
never took off his dilettos, so he practiced with those strapped to his forearms as well. It would do no
good to adjust to his new weapons, and then have to compensate midbettle for additiond weight on his
ams,

He spun around, kicking up swiftly behind a swipe of the blade. He repeated this severd times and
then shifted the weapon to his other hand, preparing to go again on his other sde. The door to his room
Swung open.

“What in the seven hdls are you doing in here?” Magiere asked, rubbing her eyes.



Lees| froze, legs dightly bent from afinished spin and hisarm straight out with the new blade.

Magiere blinked, half-awake, but her eyes fully opened as her gaze dipped dong his bare am and
the weapon.

“Sorry,” Leed| said quickly, lowering the blade to his side. “Didn’'t mean to wake you.”

Magiere didn’t seem to hear him as she stepped into the room. She 4ill wore her faded white shirt
from the day. Except for her amulets, she wore nothing ese that Leesl could see. Her bare feet seemed
gmd| for her height, and her legs were the same pale, near-white of her face and hands, from ankles
across smooth, muscled caves to just above ...

“Is that what the amith made?’ she asked. “1 was wondering when you' d get around to showing me”
Lees| faltered a moment before catching her question.

“A punching blade, of sorts,” he answered. “With some changes of my own.”

He lifted the weapon, holding up the wing that extended back dong his forearm.

“Stand back and watch,” he said, and Magiere returned to the doorway.

He soun again and kicked and then shot out throat-high with his bladed hand. A quick punch with his
free hand followed, and he whipped around again. The blade scythed an arc through the ar at neck levd.

“Might not decapitate on the firg strike,” he said. “But it'll get the job the done. Wait till the twin is
finished. Heads will fly.”

Magiere stepped close again, sudying the bright sted more closdly. A soft amile on her face was
bardly visble beneath the shadow of her hair.

“Soon you won't even need me,” she said.
“Nonsensg, I'll dways need you,” he answered indantly.

A brief and embarrassed dlence followed. Again, Magiere' s gaze followed the blade dong his am,
and thistime continued up dong his shoulder.

Lees| had a sudden urge to touch her face and caught himsdf hafway to reaching for her cheek. He
pushed his white hair out of his eyes instead.

“I'll be quiet now. Y ou should get some more deep.”
Magiere stepped back to the door.

“It'sdl right if you need to practice. | don't think anyone but me would hear, but you should get some
deep yoursdf.”

She reached for the latch to pull the door closed.
“Good night,” he said.
She looked a him a moment longer and then closed the door, saying, “Good night,” in return.

Lees| set his blade on the table and jerked the bed back down with both hands. Dropping on it, he
puffed the candle out and lay in the dark, eyes closed, trying to clear his thoughts. He lay quietly for a
long time—how long, he didn’'t know—and listened to the click-tick againg his window.

Late night to early morning in Miiska always brought a coastal breeze through the trees. Large firsand
pines out back of the tavern were old and long limbed, occasondly fingering the tavern’s rear walls and
shutters. He'd ligen to the settling sound reminding him that they’ d made a place in the world away from
the cold outside. Click-tick, they whispered.

Hewasn't in Miiska



And there were no trees in the back dley behind thisinn.
Someone was trying to break into his room.

Toret hung down from the roof to the window's edge and opened his vison to its full extent. The
crescent moon provided enough light for his undead eyes, but when he peered into the inn's smdl room,
the bed to the left was pushed too near the window’ swall for im to seeit clearly.

Usng hardened fingernails, he hooked and pulled the window’ s frame outward just enough to dip a
blade into the crack. An early-evening vist by Chane to the Burdock had reveded that it boasted four
private guest rooms and only the firs two were occupied. Although ill shaky from the previous night's
events, Toret could wait no longer. The dnampir and her dy hdf-df would be caught in their beds tonight
and quickly killed.

The newest members of his“family” were Tibor and Sestmir, both of whom showed him a good dedl
more respect than Chane ever had. They treated him as they would a captain a sea, and this was a
benefit he hadn’t expected. Chane wasn't accustomed to orders or to looking after anyone but himsdf.
Tibor and Sestmir expressed confusion and fear regarding their new existence, but once taught to feed
and given their orders, they had adapted and even shown a dutiful attention to their master’s welfare.

Tibor, tdl and lanky with close-shaven brown har and clear brown eyes, was skilled with the
hook-tipped saber, and now waited while Toret worked the latch. Sesmir had gone with Chane to the
next window down theinn'sdley side.

“Don’t forget about the dog,” Toret whispered to Tibor. “It's fierce and unnaturd. And its bite burns
likefire and leaves scars”

The window latch gave and he paused, ligening for any sound ingde the room. Nothing.
“Let me enter fird, master,” Tibor whispered.

“No,” Toret answered. “Whichever one isin here will die quickly in bed. But if a fight breaks, you
watch for any chance to kill from behind. Do you understand?’

“Y&”

Toret swung the window open and dipped down lower dong the wal. He pivoted his grip on the gl
and let hisfeet settle quietly on the ledge. Sipping hislong sword out, he stepped down into the room.

The bed' s blankets were wrinkled but flat. The bed was empty.
From hisright, he caught aglint in the dark arcing toward his head.

Toret lifted his long sword and fdt the resounding dang of sted agang sted as a foot dammed into
hisside and propelled him across the amdl room. He hit the wal near the door and pushed off, swinging
the sword back to force his opponent away. Legs dightly bent, sword draight out, Toret faced his
skulking attacker.

Out of the corner came a dender man widding a strange blade dong one arm, naked to the waist. His
skin was golden brown, and white-blond har hung to his shoulders.

Toret hesitated as recognition flowed into his mind.

“Bif,” he whispered.

The haf-blood’ s eyes widened. His jaw dropped ever so dightly in disodlief.
“You?' he hissed.

Tibor dropped in through the window, saber in hand.



“Magiere” the hdf-blood shouted. “Get up!”
And Toret charged.

Chane saw Toret dip through the window and knew he had to move quickly. He hoped the hdf-df
would be walting ingde the room he would now enter. As much as Toret feared the haf-blood, Chane
preferred to have his master battling the dhampir. Chane wasn't remotely afraid. He could handle dmost
any kind of fight, but he fdt potentid freedom lingering close. The dhampir had a better chance of
finshing Toret.

“Stay here unless| cdl for you,” he said to Sestmir.

The mindliess minion nodded. Although pleased that the creation of these new daves had weakened
Toret, Chane found them dmogt as annoying as Sapphire. It was sckening the way they groveed so
before ther maker. He dropped through the window and landed without a sound.

A low, rumbling grow filled the room.

Chane turned to lock gazes with an enormous blue-gray hound glaring at him with cryddline eyes. Its
coat dmogt shimmered in the dark room.

The bedcovers shifted, someone turning benesth them. All Chane could see was dark hair around a
pae woman's face as she groaned in annoyance.

“Chep ... 7
The dog leaped, walling, and struck Chane hard at the was.

Its teeth sank through his cloak into his sword arm. Shock and pain hit him as his forearm began to
burn asif ignited from the ingde.

A loud thud came through the wall from the next room, and a voice shouted, “Magiere, get up!”

Blankets flew off the bed into the air. From behind the flurry of doth, the woman scrambled for the
near corner of the room. This was hagppening too fadt.

Chane punched the dog in the head, and it tumbled away and rolled back to its feet. Its snarling and
walling pounded in Chane's ears.

The black-haired woman stood near the door, an unsheathed fachion in her hand. Dressed only in a
loose shirt, she had pae skin like one of hisown kind. A light below her throat pulled his gaze to a smdl
gtone on a chain that glowed brightly, casting her fegturesin yelow tones. He had not expected her to be
lovely.

Thumping footfdls and scraping metd sounded from the next room, and the dog's attention shifted. It
looked quickly at the woman. Without teking her eyes from Chane, she flipped the door’s latch and flung
it open, and the dog raced ouit.

Hivafilled Chane' s mouth, and he willed himsdlf into tight control. If she was the dhampir, then Toret
now faced the half-blood. Chane needed to make this ook like a true fight, without killing her or dlowing
her to kill him. No smdll fest.

She was poised, blade at guard, waiting and watching. Grunts and cries and the dog’'s wail sounded
from the other room, and then another loud thud, but the dhampir remained fixed upon him.

“Come for me” he said, throwing historn cloak off.
She took in the Sght of him, and her gaze settled on hislesther gloves.
Chane fdt unsattling confusion as her dark brown irises flooded to pitch black. She hissed at him, her



mouth lined with € ongated canines among sharp-edged teeth.

Cold wrath coiled ingde Leesl. Ratboy? How was that possible?

He d seen the little undead vanish into Miiska s woods with a wooden branch through his chest. Now
he was somehow in Bda? The dy little creature looked different, wel dressed and groomed, and
brandishing a crafted long sword fit to hisSze. But it was indeed Ratboy, and he wasn't aone.

Lees| wanted to rush the door and get to Magiere, but Ratboy stood in the way, and an armed sailor
dropped through the window. No doubt some undead was dipping into Magiere's room as well.

If two faced him, how many had come for Magiere?

Ratboy hestated, and Lees| feinted with his blade at the sallor, kegping him at bay. He was about to
cdl out to Magiere again, when the door dammed inward as the jamb splintered. The snarling mass of
Chap charged past Ratboy and into the sailor.

Leesl quick-stepped toward Ratboy. He dammed the am blade down hard againg the undead's
lunging thrugt, and then spun and kicked Ratboy in the face. The scrawny undead grunted as his head
whipped to one side, and Lees| stepped intight, driving his blade’ s point at Ratboy’ s throat.

The space in front of Lees| was empty. Sted flashed down from hisright.

A quick twig of shoulder and arm, and Lees| blocked. The long sword screeched dong his blade's
edge. Snarling and the sound of a man's painful cry filled up the room. Chap had gotten past the sailor's
guard and connected with histeeth. Ratboy settled back into the room’s center, blade out.

It struck Lees| as bizarre that this creature, who'd fought so vicioudy with teeth and fingernails, now
relied on a wesgpon.

With awrig flick, Lees| dipped a tiletto into his empty left hand.

“Remember these?’ he said, holding the thin blade out in plain sght. “I think you 4ill have one. Been
bothering your guts much lady?’

Ratboy hissed and charged. Someone had taught him to widd the sword, but a man with a sword
was just that and nothing more, if he didn't keep his wits. The second Ratboy lunged, Leesl spun agan,
low beneath the thrust.

Hisfoot caught the ingde of a knee, and Ratboy’ s baance fatered.

Lees| hooked the long sword's crossguard with the stiletto blade. He didn't need to hold it off but
only guide it away on Ratboy’s momentum. Risng up, he pushed off the floor with his legs, sngpping his
am blade forward.

At the last moment, a sudden lurch by Ratboy made Leesl’s blade point miss its mark a the
undead' s throat, and pierce just below his collarbone. Leesi| drove forward and up with his entire weight.

Ratboy diffened as his dender body was dammed againg the wal and his feet Ieft the floor. Unable
to cry out, he stared in shock at the blade buried nearly to its grip in his upper chest.

Mundane weapons might not even dow down an undead, but a gaping wound in any creature’ s body
would cause confugon if not outright panic. At least that was in LeesI’s mind when he'd first conceived
his new weapons. Now he only wished he had the second blade to take this little vermin's head. His left
hand arched up, driving the dtiletto through Ratboy’ s Ieft eye.

The smdl undead screamed thistime and dropped his sword. He dashed with his fingernalls, catching
Lees| across throat and shoulder. Pain burned Leesl’s skin, and he retreated, losng hold of the iletto,
but keeping his grip on the punching blade.



Ratboy dropped to hisfeet and jerked the stiletto out, flinging it away as he sumbled dong the wal to
the corner, dark trails running down his cheek from his mangled eye socket. Lees| clutched at his own
throat, but saw the surprise on Ratboy’ s face as the undead looked down at himsdlf.

Black fluids poured from his chest wound, soaking his split tunic and dripping down to the floor.
Lees| hestated in shock. Had his blade gone so deep?

Chap and the undead sailor toppled to the corner beyond the window, the sailor’s saber logt in the
scuffle With Chap' s teeth clamped around his wrist, claws tearing at the man's face, the sailor resorted
to his own teeth and nalls

Before Lees| could move, Ratboy reded toward them and kicked the hound in the sde. Chap
tumbled back againg the foot of the bed with a yelp, and the sallor snarled as he tried to saize the dog.
Lees| started to rushin.

A snap and hum sounded behind him, and something whipped past him through the air.

The salor lurched back on his knees. The feathered end of a quarrd protruded from his throat, its
metd head gticking out below the back of hisskull. He clutched at it, as his throat began to smoke.

Leesl glanced back to see Vaz in the doorway with an empty crossbow in his hands. He was trying
to recock the gring, his face scrunched in determination.

“Run!” Ratboy shouted, dambering through the window. “Now.”

Chap lunged after the sailor, but his front leg gave way. Ratboy suddenly reached back through the
window from outside, grabbed the undead sailor’'s arm, and they both were out the window and gone.

“Vaiz, say with Chap,” Lees| snapped.

He pushed the boy aside and dodged into the hdlway. Magiere' s door was haf-open, and the room
ingde burgt into flames.

Too many impressions Spilled into Magiere' s awareness at once.

She didn’t need to look down, for the topaz amulet’s glow filled the space in front of her. Lees| had
shouted and was likdy under attack as wdl. She fdt rdief when Chap charged out the door, and
inwardly willed Lees| to stay dive until she could get to him. A tal undead with along sword, dressed
like a nobleman, stood in her room by the window. He was broad-shouldered and clean-shaven, his
red-brown harr tucked behind his ears. She didn’'t know him, but marked him as someone of means.

And his black glovesfit well.
A gnawing began in her somach and raced up her throat as the ache spiked through her jaw.
“Come for me,” he said, throwing his cloak off.

Indinct flooded Magiere, and the room lit up in her sght until she could dearly see its darkest
corners. A hiss escaped her throat, followed by hunger riang from her ssomach.

His cold face was void of emotion or thought. He Smply stood, waiting as she charged.

Magiere svung the fdchion for his neck. He blocked and turned his own sword a the point of
contact, trying to dide hers away. She shifted and pulled her dash to the right. His long sword's tip
cracked down on the bed's end, and Magiere rammed her knee into his rib cage, sending him tumbling
over the bed and his own sword. She sidestepped to the room’s center to go after him, but he'd aready
righted himsdf with his sword at guard.

Emoation now registered on his face. Hunger. Arousd.



Hickering sensations passed through Magiere. She'd fdt this enough times before that it was now
familiar.

His desire to feed on her dipped insde her head. When she'd fought Rashed or Teesha, the only
impressons she' d fdt were hatred and the wish to see her dead. But this cresture hungered for her.

Magiere fought down the answering desire to tear him open with her teeth. She matched his stance,
blade a ready, and her wits returned.

She had to get back indde his guard and take his head, but a flesh wound might give her an opening.
Her fdchion had proven painful to undeads in the past, though she didn't understand why. If she could
just dice his chest or sword arm...

He made a fast dash, dipping over the top of Magiere's sword before she could counter, and she
was forced to retreat. At that he circled near the window again. He straightened dightly, his features
smoothing to a calm, calculaing expression.

His hunger faded from Magiere' s awareness, leaving nothing in its wake.

Instead of the impressons themsdves, the indant loss of them broke Magiere's concentration. A
gmdl panic set in. She could no longer fed what drove him.

She feinted to hisright, and when he moved to block, she reversed and dashed him across his upper
left arm. He didn't cry out but reared backward in shock, and she swung at his throat.

His swiftness surprised her as he dropped and crab-stepped back to her right, and her fachion
ceaved through empty air. He kicked out, and his booted foot caught her in the sde and stomach.
Magiere' s bare feet dipped, and she fdl back againg the wal beside the window.

“Sesmir!” he shouted. “Now.”

Someone dropped fegt-firgt through the window, landing on the floor between her and the undead
nobleman. His eyes were bright, and his open mouth showed jagged teeth between eongated canines.
Point downward in each figt, he held long, triangular daggers.

He lunged, stabbing down at her chest.

Magiere rolled right, coming to one knee. She clenched the fachion's hilt with both hands as she
reversed her twig and brought the blade down on the back of his neck. As the edge hit, he jerked
upward in panic, and the blade cleaved through.

His body toppled backward. His head struck the sl and bounced down between hislegs. Dark liguid
pooled on the floor around the corpse.

Before the head had even stopped ralling, Magiere was on her feet. She fdt something cool and wet
flowing around her |€ft foot as she faced her firs opponent again.

For the firg time, he looked uncertain. He'd moved like a much better swordsman then his actions
portrayed. Why the toying, and why the loss of bloodiugt she'd fdt from him? He no longer showed an
interest in killing her, yet he dso made no overt move to flee.

She dill fdt her own hunger, and stepped away from the cold wetness around her feet.

Thetdl undead began whispering, the movement of hislips quick, and his eyes rolled up once before
he made a flashing gesture with his hand.

The dothing of the headless corpse upon the floor burgt into flames

The heat was blinding, and Magiere shielded her face with her free hand. When she looked back a
moment later, the nobleman was gone. The fire dlimbed the wal around the window.

“Magierel”



Leesl burg through the door and hed one am up a the d9ght of the flames He looked about
franticdly, until she reached out and grabbed hisarm.
I‘I’m he,.e.”

Something metdlic brushed againg her, and she saw his new blade dill clenched in his fig. It was
gtained black, and fluids smeared on her forearm as he turned toward her. Shalow, jagged cuts ran dong
his throat and shoulder, bleeding down his chest.

“You're cut,” she choked through the smoke.

Leesl crouched, shidding his face from the blaze, and he reached out to grab the nearest handle of
their chest across from the bed. He jerked it toward the door. The fire now lapped across the caling,
and its crackle grew desfening in Magiere' s ears as the air became painfully hot in her chest.

“Grab the other end,” he ydled. “We have to get out of here”

She spun around the chest and grabbed its other handle. Leesl had never been one to care much for
possessions, but hauling on the chest, he pulled it and her out into the hdl. As she passed through the
frame, Magiere snatched her sheath by the door where she'd Ieft it.

Lees| dropped his end of the chest, leaving his blade on top, and ducked insde his room. He picked
up his sheeth from the bedside and tossed it to her. Magiere dapped it down on top of the chest with his
blade.

Magiere was sunned to see young Vaz kneding next to Chap, an empty crossbow in his ams and
quarrels tucked through his belt. His overlarge hazd eyes watched the animd in either worry or anger.
Leesl scooped up the hound in hisarms.

“Hurry up,” Magiere said. “Vatz, where' s your uncle?’

“He'sout,” the boy answered, and followed Leesl to the door. “I take care of things when he's with
hislady friend, and he ...” His mouth dropped open and his eyes widened as he looked back down the
hdll. “What the hdll did you do?’

Smoke rolled dong the hdlway caling from out of Magiere's room.
“Not now,” she snapped, and shoved him toward the gairs.

Leesl hurried after Vatz, Chap in his ams. Magiere tucked their weapons under one am and
dragged the chest behind her. It suddenly occurred to her why Leesl wouldn't leave the chest behind:
His box of tools was indde. She shuddered at the thought of what he/' d wanted to save as she glanced
back at the smoke-shrouded hdlway.

Ashes and fire, aswdl as blood, seemed to fallow wherever they went.

Chapter 14

As the light of the Burdock’s flames faded in the southern merchant didtrict of Bela, a different light
shimmered unnaticed near the north point of the Outward Bay.

A large ship skimmed the water, rounding the point, long and deek, its iridescent sals reflecting the
crescent moon's light. Salls began to fold, and it dowed wel avay from the harbor to dip as close to
shore as the bay’ s depth dlowed. A smdl shape bobbed upon the water, moving away from the vessd.

Sender as its parent, the longboat glided into shore with four cloaked forms aboard—one to the



dern, two at the oars, and the last a the bow. As the boat drifted to a stop, the forward passenger
legped out upon the gravely sand.

His cloak was colored between charcoa gray and forest green. He wore a scarf around the lower
haf of his face and a cowl covering his head. Large amber amond-shaped eyes gazed back at the
longboat. He raised a dender gloved hand.

His companion in the stern returned the gesture and cdled out, “ D’ creohk.”
“Toan end,” he repeated back in the language of the land he now stood upon.
“And good hunting, Sgaile,” his companion added.

The longboat drifted back toward the ship, and Sgaile fled into the shordine trees.

A light rustle of autumn leaves and pine needles on the forest floor followed in his path, with no thump
of footfal or crack of twig. When the nearest of Bela's outerlying villages was in view across the fdlow
fields, he settled upon the mulch carpet between the trees. He would wait and enter the dity by daylight
amongd its populace on the Streets.

Sgaile sat dill in contemplation. Word had passed to the homdand from the city’s watcher, and then
to the ship where he/ d been assigned.

“A hdf-blood?’ he whispered.

So few such aberrations existed in thisworld. He was mydified why this particular one distressed the
watcher enough to cdl through the trees across the continent. Sgaile had never met a haf-blood. Traitor,
this one had been labeled, and in that there was possible sense. For the only one he heard of had been
born years ago to another traitor to his people ... atrator to her people.

Aoishenis-Ahare—Most Aged Father—was wise beyond comprehension in ancient memories, and
as leader of Sgalle's people, knew more reasons then his descendants why they should fear the humans
It was not Sgail€'s place to chalenge such wisdom, though it concerned him that he did not know how or
why his target had been judged.

He untied the doth strap running crossways over his chest and pulled its end until the narrow bundle it
held to his back dipped from under his cloak and into his lap. He unfolded the cloth, arranging his
beongings with care, and made sure each piece was in proper condition.

Ficking up a tube of slvey metd and two double-curved lengths of polished, tavny wood, he
assembled the short-bow and drung it. Five arrows with teardrop points dso lay on the cloth. His
dilettos were strapped to his forearms beneath his shirt.

Sating the bow across his Iap, he reverently picked up his last possession, a plain but findy crafted
wooden box as long as his forearm, wider than his pam, its depth less than the thickness of his wrigt.
When he opened it, he carefully inspected each item within, from the strangling wire to the bone-cutting
blade, to the ddlicate struts, hooks, and implements hidden beneath a second pand in the lid.

Traitor, this haf-blood had been cdled. The only other Sgaile knew of who'd borne such judgment
was now dedlt with. And her child, if that was truly who this one was, would not receive the mercy she
hed been granted by her people—or by her kind, the anmaglahk.

Magiere and Leed| trudged through the late-night streets to the front door of the sages barracks.
Lanterns to aether Sde were extinguished, but Magiere banged upon the door anyway.

By good fortune, her breeches and boots were in the chest, so she hadn’t had to wak the Streets
half-naked waiting for some guard to arrest them for indecency. She was certain her har was a wild



mess. Her shirt hung loose, black smears and spatters across it. There were no marks of her own blood,
but her ribs and hip ached where she' d been kicked. She was about to pound on the door again when it
cracked open.

To Magiere s rdief, Wynn Hygeorht peered out, dutching her robe closed. She held up a lantern, its
light somehow brighter than any Magiere had seen.

“Oh,” she sad, “itisyou.”

Shetook Sght of Leesl’s state of undress and his gashes, and the massive gray form of Chap in his
ams. Magiere knew she didn’t look much better. Wynn's eyes widened in darm.

“Spare alittle bread for afew beggars?’ Leedl jested.
Wynn jerked the door open. “Come—come insde”

It was then that Vatz stuck his head out from behind Leesil. Wynn's surprise grew, but she motioned
the boy in as wdll.

“What happened? Why are you carrying Chap? Is hedl right?” Wynn asked dl at once.
“He'sdive” Leedl answered, “but can’'t seem to wak on one front leg.”

Without another question, Wynn ushered them down a hdlway, then dong another passage tha
emptied out into a kitchen. Magiere imagined the room probably looked smilar to when it served the dity
guard, but now narrow wooden poles hung from the caling with a variety of harvested herbs arranged
there to dry.

“Lay him on the table,” Wynn said. “I mugt find Domin Tilswith. He has more medicind knowledge
then 1.

Sdting the lantern on the table next to Chap, her hand hesitated, about to touch the hound lightly on
the head. Instead, she hurried away back down the passage.

Vaz waked up to Chap but didn’'t touch him either. “He won't die, will he?’

There was a bit of concern in the boy’s voice beneath his generd fuming. For hdf the wak to the
barracks, he' d spouted a never-ending barrage of angry questions and foul exclamations over the fire a
the Burdock. Magiere had bitten her tongue more than once. As much as Vaz had every reason to be
upsd, it wasn't hdping matters. They could only gpologize so many timesin one night.

Lees| shook his head adamantly a Vatz. “No, absolutely not. You won't believe how soon héll be
up and around again.”

“Good. | thought that vampire was gonna kill him.”

At the word “vampire” Magiere closed her eyes for afew breaths. Smdl for his age, probably due to
poor diet, Vatz couldn’t be more than ten years old and yet spoke so matter-of-factly about something
she'd only recently come to accept.

“Wdl, you saved him,” Leesil said. “A good shot.”

“l was aming for the bastard's eye.”

Lees| roughed up the boy’s dreedy frayed hair.

“Knock that off,” Vatiz snarled. “I’'m not your dog!” But he remained a Leesl’s sSide.

Magiere fdt a stab of londiness and the dedire to see little Rose a the Sea Lion again. She'd never
redly paid attention to how children so eedly attached themselves to Leesl—even those who didn't
show it openly. Though indl honesty, Vatz didn’t behave much like a child.

After they fled the inn, the boy roused the locals, and afire brigade was organized faster than Magiere



thought possible. Thelocd congtabulary arrived, and Lees| gave them a story about brigands raiding the
inn. The Burdock’ s bottom floor was lined on the outside with stone, and one-story buildings bordered it.
With enough people at hand, the fire was kept from spreading, and a portion of the ground floor might be
sdvaged.

So far, no one had located Milous, the innkeeper, and Magiere dreaded facing him. She planned to
ask Lanjov for council money to rebuild the Burdock. If he refused, then the cost would come out of her
and LeesI’sfind payment. Milous and Vaiz couldn't be left homdess and without a livelihood.

Leesl kndt and took the crossbow from Vatz. Smdler than mog, its length was two-thirds of the
boy’ s height.

“How did you load this?’ Lees| asked.

“l didn't,” answered Vatz. “My unde loads it for me whenever he leaves for anight.”

“We're safe here,” Magiere said. “You shouldn't need it anymore.”

“Course | will,” he answered. “I’'m gonna help you fight vampires.”

Lees| looked & Magiere.

“l don’'t think s0,” she said, putting an end to the subject.

“It probably pays better than sweeping floors or packing some fop’s baggage,” Vatz added.

Lees| frowned and sat on the floor next to the boy, showing him how to put his feet againgt the bow
and use hislegs to hdp pull the crosshow’ s string back to the catch.

The sound of trotting feet -flooded in from the halway. Wynn reappeared, followed by an older sage
of medium build and close-cropped siver hair and beard with a few hints of black remaining. His bright
green eyes gppraised the room’s occupants. Like Wynn, he wore asmple gray robe, and his expresson
was somehow cdm and concerned a the same time. Magiere guessed this was the head of Wynn's
order, Domin Tilswith.

He stepped close to Chap and said something to Wynn, though Magiere didn’t understand the words
he spoke. Wynn retrieved a amdl jar from a shdf behind the table and handed it to the domin, but her
gaze was locked upon the dog.

“Can you fix hm?’ Vatz asked in a chdlenging tone.

The eder man amiled down at the boy. “Yes, but not know he need me” The accent of his broken
gpeech was like Wynn's but thicker. He turned toward Magiere. “I Domin Tilswith, head of new branch
of guild. Your dog hed now.”

Magiere peered to where the domin gently fingered Chap’s fur. A narrow cut dong the hound's right
shoulder was no longer bleeding and had closed. Wynn aso studied the wound, and her lips parted,

Speechless.
“What about hisfront leg?” Magiere asked. “Isit broken?’

Tilswith fdt gingerly dong the limb, and Chap let out alow whine.
“Bone fed right, but... 7 He paused to speak again to Wynn in thelr strange, guttura tongue.
“Fractured,” she added for the old man. “It might dill be cracked.”

She quickly poured aliquid like brewed tea from the jar onto a large wooden spoon. She was about
to lower it to Chap’s muzze but stopped. Looking to Magiere, she held out the spoon.

“Thiswill help the pain and alow him to deep. Perhaps you should try. He seems to ligen to your
words mog.”



“Not lately, he haa't,” Magiere said, but she took the spoon.

Putting one hand under Chap'’s jaw, she tilted his muzze up. Leesl put his hands around the dog's
shoulders to hold him steady. Oddly enough, Chap didn’t struggle and lapped the fluid from the spoon.

“Good boy,” Leesl praised.
Chap licked hisjowls and lad his head down.
Domin Tilswith looked from Magiere to Lees| to Vatz and then chuckled.

“We not see vigtor at night much. | have ... sdve? Yes, sdlve for wounds.” He stopped suddenly and
examined Leesl’s cuts more closdly. “Claws?’

“Hngeanalls” Lees| answered.

The domin raised one eyebrow and picked up another jar. Wynn fetched a bowl, filling it with water
from a clay pitcher, and began washing Leesl’s throat and shoulder with a clean cotton cloth. She
worked gingerly, but Lees| Hill flinched, and Magiere tried to see how deep the cuts were.

“They're not bad,” he assured her.
Once Wynn finished, the domin liberaly applied white sdve to Lees!’s wounds.

“Good quff,” Leesl remarked with a soft amile He rolled his wounded shoulder a little, but didn’t
wince a the movement.

“May | take that with me?’ Magiere asked, pointing to the jar. “I may need some mysdf... later, in
privete”

The domin merdly nodded and handed her the salve.
“What happened to dl of you? Wynn asked. She glanced up briefly from siroking Chap’s back.
“Blazes and bloodsuckersiswhat happened,” Vatz grumbled.

Before Leed| could add anything, Magiere presented a less colorful and somewhat sketchy account
of the night's events. When she finished, the domin spoke with Wynn. The eder had some trouble with
the Belaskian tongue, and it was annoying not knowing exactly what he now said. With a nod to her
elder, Wynn turned to Magiere.

“You mug be tired, and we have aroom for you.”

“A room? Magiere asked, somewha dartled. “We just needed to get indde and didn't know
anyone dsein the aity. We ll stay in the kitchen until sunrise and then find aninn.”

“We know Lanjov,” Lees| suggested dryly. “Perhaps he could put us up?’
Tilswith chuckled again. Wynn tried to scowl disgpprovad a him but couldn’t hide her own amile. The
two knew the council chairman well enough.

“Domin Tilswith says you should stay here,” answered Wynn, “with us—for the remainder of your
time in Bda We have quarters set asde for scribes or vidtors You will be safe here and able to save
your coins for other needs.”

Magiere was uncertain but relaxed a bit more. These sages reminded her of Karlin back home, who
dill thought his own generosity of spirit was commonplace. She looked to Leed to seeif he agreed.

“Thank you,” Lees| said to Wynn. “We do need the rest.”

He picked up Chap, and Wynn grasped her lantern to lead them back through the passages to the far
end of the building. Along the way, Wynn assisted Magiere in refrieving the chest. She showed them to a
smple room with no door and two identical sets of stacked wooden bunks. Blankets had dready been
laid out, and another of the brilliant lanterns rested on a table &t the room’s rear.



“Will this do?” Wynn asked, as she led them ingde.

“Itll do fine” Magiere answered.

Leesil lad Chap on the lower bunk to the left and gestured to the bed above it.
“Up you go, Vaz. WE I find your uncle tomorrow.”

Vaz stood outside the doorway. His normdly dour and serious expression had given way to worry
as he glanced up and down the dark hdll at the row of openings to amilar rooms. Perhaps he' d expected
to be placed in a separate room. At Lees|’s words, he appeared openly relieved and scrambled into the
bunk above Chap.

Lees| pulled a blanket over the boy and added, “Hunters of the dead stay together at night.”

With a grunt of acknowledgment, Vaz pulled the blanket under his chin and closed his eyes. Magiere
wondered how often the boy was left on his own and what had happened to his parents.

After hdping Magiere to stle the chest, Wynn placed her lantern on the table, diding the one there
closer. She removed itstin cap and frosted glass, and as she reached toward the exposed light, Magiere
amog caled out. The sage’s dim fingers closed about it and were stopped firmly before pinching out the
illumination. When she lifted her hand, the light came with it, perched between her fingertips.

“What are... what isthat?’ Lees| asked, stepping closer.
Wynn amiled. “It isa cold lamp.”

Opening her hand, the lighnt rolled down her fingers and into her pam, and though it was ill painful to
the eyes, Magiere saw the glimmering outline of a clear crystd againg Wynn's skin. It was no longer or
thicker than one joint of her finger.

“With dl that we keep here—scrolls, books, and other precious knowledge—open flaneisa risk we
cannot tolerate,” she explained. “Some of our people are thaumaturgicd artificers, mages of making, and
create the crystas we usein our lamps.” She held it out. “Here, fed it

Magiere set down the sdve jar on the chest and took the crystal with some hesitancy. It was cool to
the touch.

“Now rub it between your hands” Wynn ingtructed.
She did so gently, and when she opened her hands, the light was indeed too bright to look at.

“That isdl you need do if it dims” Wynn explained. Taking the crysta again, she returned it to the
lantern, replacing both glass and cap. “Sleep as lae as you wish and come to the kitchen when you
wake.”

She dipped out and back the way they had come.

When Magiere was certain the sage was gone, she whispered, “Vaz?’

The boy only grumbled and shifted, ssemingly lost in dumber, and Magiere turned to Leesl.
“It was him, the one in my vison. He was the one in my room tonight.”

For amoment, Lees| appeared uncertain what she meant. But then, instead of eagerness over finding
their prey, he closed his eyes and dumped on the edge of the bunk across from Chap.

It was Magiere s turn to wonder in confusion.
“Are you certain about this?’ Leedl asked.

“Dressed like a noble in a well-tallored black cloak,” she answered. “He wasn't in the coundl
chambers thet fird day we arrived.” Her voice grew firm. “But he wore black gloves, wdl fitted. How
many other undeads do you think we can find like that?’



“Oh, thisis more twisted than even | can ded with,” Lees| muttered.

“What?" Magiere asked. “I’'ve seen him now. Thisis what we're here for.”

“No, it ign't,” he whispered.

She crouched down with some effort, the Sde of her chest aching even more. When she looked into
Leesl’s narrowed eyes, he stared back at her, unblinking.

“It was Ratboy ... inmy room,” he said.

Hiswords washed dl ese from Magiere' s thoughts. “Ratboy?”

“He was different... dressed like a wedthy dite” Leesl went on. “And widding a sword this time,
like some hdf-pint warrior. But it was him.”

Thiswas far beyond anything Magiere had anticipated. She shook her head dowly. “Please don't tdl
me he was wearing black gloves as wel.”

Leas| shook hishead aswdl. “I don't recdl.”

Confuson and faigue snuffed the last of Magiere sfury at seeing the nobleman’s black-gloved hands.
Sy and cunning, Ratboy, Rashed, and Teesha had concedled themsdves among townsfolk—but in an
out-of-the-way place, not the king's city. So why would Ratboy now keep company with a demented
dead nobleman murdering the city’ s dite ditizens ... and not even for their blood? She tried to stand again
but doubled over hdfway, pain dicing through her side.

Lees| snatched the Sde of her shirt and lifted it. In reflex, she swatted his hand aside.
“What are you doing?’

“Oh, stop playing the prude,” he growled. “You didn't get out as unscathed as you look. Now St
down.”

Magiere was too tired to argue. It wasn't the firg time they’d tended each other’s wounds. She
seitled on the bunk’ s edge, and he lifted the sde of her shirt again.

“Ah, | see you're findly getting some color,” Leesl said with a frown.

Magiere pulled the shirt up enough to see for hersdf. A large patch of her pale torso was mottled and
yedlowed. There was ill ahint of black and blue benesth the skin, but the bruise looked days old instead
of aquarter night.

“You and that dog.” Lees| sghed, and reached behind her on the bed to gather the folded blanket
agang the wdl. “Still, the salve should take away some pain. Lean back.”

Magiere reclined, and if she had any reluctance a being tended like an invdid, she logt it in another
aching stab.

Leesl unbuttoned her shirt to the base of her breastbone. She suppressed another urge to push him
away and do it hersdf. He lifted the shirt Sde to expose her ribs and then dipped hisfingers into the salve
gtting on the chest. She winced hard as he gently worked the sdve into her side, but her thoughts were
dill on the puzze that had grown more baffling this night.

“What is Ratboy doing here?’ she asked. “He' s more savage than Rashed or Teesha were, but that's
not the same as butchering bodies without feeding. 1t's not hisway.”

“l told you when we left Au shiyn's home, someone's on the game here” There was a hint of
exasperation in LeesI’svoice. “I jugt didn't know it was thet little wretch until now.”

His fingers worked dong the edge of her rib cage around her white ssomach. It was possible she'd
cracked a few ribs, but the pan began to dull. She fdt numb beneath the sdve, which made the



occasiond brush of Lees’s hand againg her somach more acute.
“Make some sense, please,” she said tiredly.

“Put it together,” he answered. “The killer left Chesna dead on Lanjov's doorstep but never
contacted Lanjov or the council. So why? Intimidation? Fair enough, but for what reason? And what did
Lanjov and the council do?’

“They sent for us” she answered.

“All the missng people, afew bodies, and then Chesna ... asif someone fdt he wasn't getting enough
atention and needed to be allittle more obvious.”

Magiere hestated, not even wanting to believe where he was leading her.
“Bait,” she whispered.
Less| nodded.

“Yes, and we walked right into the snare, no better than the peasants we fooled dl those years on the
road. Tonight was Ratboy’s worn-out way of throwing a welcoming party, complete with his new
family.”

“But why Au shiyn?’ she asked. “That doesn't fit, if murdering nobles was just to get us here. He
died after we arrived.”

“l don't know.” Lees| shook his head. “I1t's alarge city, and perhaps they couldn’t find us either and
needed us to show oursalves. Evenin daylight when we went to Au shiyn's, Ratboy could have found a
way to track us”

AsLeedl finished a stroke of salve down her side, hiswrigt brushed the crest of her hipbone. Magiere
flinched more from pain than the flurry of nerves she fdt indde. Leesil pulled away and frowned again.

“Looks like he grazed the hip as wdl.”
“No, it'sfine” she said, and began to st up.

“Stop being a child,” he snapped. With one quick hand to her shoulder, he shoved her back. “We
hunt tomorrow, and even your rapid heding needs dl the help it can get.”

Resentment got the better of Magiere's nervous discomfort. She leaned back on her elbows, as he
uncinched her bet and carefully pedled the side of her breeches down enough to expose her hipbone.
Discolored like her sde, the skin was dso scraped raw from the nobleman’s boot.

As Lees| worked the salve in, she refused to flinch and give him an excuse for another remark. But
when the numbness settled in, it was followed by the same mix of uneasiness and contentment that spread
from LeesI’sfingertips.

Magiere watched him, dill naked to the waist, and their conversation dipped from her mind.

“We need to find you a shirt,” she said quietly.

“You don't look so neat and tidy yoursdf,” he replied. “Unless those black stains are some new
badge of honor for dhampirs. Guess you findly got me out of my old rags.”

Eveay nervein Magiere' s body tightened in a rush of panic, and she stood up, buckling her belt with
some difficulty.

“Thanks ... it's better now,” she said.
Lees| sat tight-lipped, asif she'd just insulted him.
“You'd better take the bottom bunk, in case you need to get up in the night,” he said.



With that, he hauled himsdlf into the top bed and flopped back to stare at the caling.

Magiere sttled on the lower bunk. It didn't matter how much she might want Lees| closer, because
the closer he came, the more danger he would be in. She was 4ill a dhampir, and nothing would change
thet.

“Lees|?” she asked, wondering if he were dill awake.
“What?' he said from above.

“If it satrap, why are we playing into it?” She didn’t redly expect an answer, and just wanted to hear
hisvoice. “Shouldn’'t we wait?’

“No, not on my life” he said harshly.
The pause tha followed was so long, Magiere was about to speak when Lees| aoruptly continued.

“He s mine. That filthy little whelp is mine. I'm going to finish what | should have ... what | couldn’t
that night outside of Miiska”

This was no time for vengeance, and Magiere fdt an angry rebuke risng in her throat. Then she
remembered her rage upon seeing the nobleman in his black gloves.

“With the four who attacked us” she said, “there should be a clear trail to follow. Except Chap is too
injured to track.”

“We may not have to search anymore” he whispered. “They're coming to us now. And that suits
rre”

“We have to find the lar,” she ingsted. “Thiswon't be over until we' re sure we ve gotten them dl.”
He didn't answer, and in alittle while, his breathing deepened.

The cold lamp burned brightly from the table. Magiere wasn't certain she'd be able to deep. She lay
ligening to Leedl’s deep, dow breaths and the occasond creak of the bunks when he shifted. She
closed her eyes againg the light.

Blind in one eye, his body trembling with exhaustion and lost fluids, Toret shoved open the front door
of his house, and he, Chane, and Tibor staggered into the foyer.

Sapphire sat in the parlor in her mustard slk gown. Her jaw dropped. Toret knew they were an ugly
Sght.

Tibor had long gashes dl over his ams and face. There was a blackened hole in the middle of his
throat, and his dirty clothes were a shredded mess. Chane wasn't wearing his cloak. Something sharp

had dashed through the shoulder of his vestment and shirt, leaving a black 0ozing mess down his deeve.
The wound wouldn't close.

Toret was the worst of dl. In place of his right eye was a gore-seeping cavity. His upper chest was
Flit open, his ribs and severed breastbone exposed in the wide wound. The whole front of his lit
vestment was soaked black like Chane' s deeve. But he was home now, and Sapphire was waiting. Toret
sumbled toward her.

“My sweet,” he managed to say.

Her horror grew as he closed the gap between them and put his hands on her shoulders for support.
She stepped back and pushed him away.

“Toret! Thisisred glk.”



Toret leaned on the divan in confusion, sending fresh black fluids trickling down one arm. Why didn't
she comfort him?

“That'savdve divan,” she said. “Chane, do something! And don’t you dare let that sailor in here”

Toret stared at her through his one good eye. “Sapphire ... my love. We're in a bad way. We need
your help.”

She frowned, asif this scene were Smply too much, and whirled out of the room without a word.

Toret watched Sapphire' s departing yellow-clad backside in disbdief. He could order her to stay. He
could order her to help him, but he didn't. She should be caring for him, as Teesha had cared for
Rashed, yet now she walked away in disgust because he was bleeding.

Lacking hisusud grace, Chane sumbled in to assst him.

“You need rest,” he said flatly. “ So does Tibor.”

“l need to feed,” Toret answered. “Can you find me something?’
Chane moved to the window, lifted the curtain aside, and looked out.

“Dawvnistoo close, but rest will help, and | will go out the moment the sun sets tonight.” He looked at
his own open wound. “Thisis not dosng. What do you know of the dhampir’s sword?’

Toret sank upon the divan and leaned back. “Enchanted—or cursed,” he replied. “I’'ve fdt its ging
mysdf.”

Chane pointed to Tibor sanding in the foyer. “What about his throat? A quarrdl should not do that to
one of us”

“Smpletrick. It was soaked in garlic water... poison to us” Toret closed his eye. “Send Tibor up to
rest and then assst me”

It shouldn’'t be Chane hdping him but Sgpphire. Through the nightmare of making their way home
unseen, Toret’s mind was filled with images of Sapphire’ s concern for him, of how she would care for
him as he had cared for her.

He fdt strong hands pulling him up, but he pushed Chane away.
“Go downgtairs and rest.”
“Yes ... mader.”

Toret walked to the gtairs and grabbed the ralling. As he climbed, he hoped feeding later would
restore his mutilated eye. The haf-blood had used mundane weapons, not like the dhampir’s sword, so
time and life force should hed his wounds completely. But when he saw Sapphire's closed door, he
wondered if dl wounds would hedl.

He went to his room aone.

Wedtid sat at agmdl table in his room, thinking. At the bedside in the frosted-glass globe on its plain
iron pedestd, the three dancing sparks dimly illuminated the smal room. It was the oldest thing he
possessed, having been the fird thing he'd ever created in hislong studies. That seemed o very long ago.

His fingers laced, and he absently traced the stub of the severed smallest finger with his other hand.
His plan was not proceeding smoothly, and he was troubled. Lanjov was ready to dismiss the dhampir,
and this was not a contingency Welstid had consdered. Magiere was an excdlent hunter. This done
should outweigh any of her socid shortcomings, evenin Lanjov'sworld. Or so he had thought.



In addition, the pathetic Ratboy—or Toret—was not proving the chdlenge Welstid had hoped.
Magiere required practice and training. She needed to learn to handle multiple opponents, and to expect
that older prey might have additiond skills at their disposa beyond the varied abilities and strengths of the
Noble Dead. Ratboy’'s lackey, Chane, was obvioudy a conjuror, and perhaps more, and yet for dl
Rat-boy’ s efforts and resources, he bumbled about like a foal.

Weddid leaned back, exhausted. He had used his own methods to keep the dreams at bay for severd
days now— to keep himsdf from the coils of his dream patron. But he had to rest, a least alittle while,
before anything further could be addressed. He rose, made sure the door was tightly locked, and
collgpsad on the bed.

He barely noticed the room. A typicd inn, and suitable for the kind of man who frequented the
Knight's House, but he had seen the ingde of too many inns. In recent years, they’d dl begun to look the
same. He reached into his baggage under the bed and pulled out a pewter vid, sipped its content lightly,
and murmured a soft chant. Willing himsdf not to sink into dreams and merdly to lie down for a while, he
closed hiseyes.

But it had been too long since he'd rested.

The world around him shifted and rolled like tal desert dunes, the countless grains of sand threstening
to bury or pull im under. But there was no sand. The dunes were black. Movement sharpened dowly
into darity and sand grains became the glitter of light reflected upon black reptilian scales. Scale-covered
dunes became a mammoth serpent’s coils, drding on dl sdes of him. They dowly writhed with no
beginning and no end and no space between.

“Where? Weldid asked. “Where isit? It has been so many years. Am | closer?’
They were the same questions he dways asked.

High... to the cold and ice, came the whispered answer that penetrated his thoughts. Guarded by
old ones... oldest of predecessors.

“How do | find it?’

As aways, he tried to peer beyond the black coils to find what he sought, but he Hill did not know
what it looked like—only what the coils promised it would do for him.

A jewd or gem—something unique and long forgotten to the world. It would be endowed with a
divine essence able to free im of his current existence. He let his mind roll with the coils around him.

The old ones.

He did not know for certain, but he suspected what the coils tried to tdl him. And to bettle these
guards was why he needed and prepared Magiere. She would be the most useful tool for his task.

The congtantly railing coils of his patron exhausted him, but he languished amid its dream. Words
dipped like an echo through his mind. He could not tdl if they came from his own thoughts or his
faceless, scaled patron.

The sister of the dead will lead you.

Chapter 15

Sgaile neared the end of the didrict outsde of Bea's third ring wal. He dipped off his cloak and
reversed it. The inner lining, now outward, was evening blue and, though as dark as the rest of his



gray-green rament, broke the congpicuous monotone of his attire. His features would be eyecatching
enough. He disassembled his shortbow, lodging the pieces in the back of his belt.

Humans moved about the street, but with his cowl up, few took notice of him. He dowed has pace as
he approached the gatehouse through the outer ring wall.

Benesth the raised portcullis were four white-surcoated city guards, watching each passerby, and
severd other armed men in plain dress. Upon the wal top, more guards paced the rampart in both
directions into the distance. There were more than expected, and he wondered what had forced an
increase in the day watch.

A guard lowered a prong pike across his path. “What's your business here, master tregborn?’

The man was tal for a human, dmog as tal as Sgaile, with a close-cropped beard spiking from his
chin and amdl eyes beneath the ridge of his plumed hedmet. Human facid hair had dways been somewhat

repugnant to Sgaile.
“l am ddivering aletter to kin,” he answered.
After amoment’s gppraisd, the guard held out his gloved hand. “Let’'s have alook.”

Sgale withdrew a folded paper from his vestment. The guard took it and roughly snapped it open
with one hand, squinting as he stared at the inked scrawling upon it.

It was mardy a letter from Sgal€'s brother on a journey down the coast. As it was scripted in
Sgaileé s own tongue, it was doubtful this sSmple guard would know the difference.

“There has been a death in our dan,” Sgalle lied. “I am here as the bearer of sad tidings for a
kinsman.”

The guard shook his head, trying to read the letter, and then handed it back.

“Move dong,” he ordered.

Sgale gave a curt nod and passed through the gatehouse archway.

In this lower digtrict, few people moved about the filthy Streets. The denizens of the city cdled this
place Chatruche Zasup—Hove Row—and its packed stench confirmed its name. Little was given
atention in such a place, which was why the one he came to see would be found here.

Upon ariva he ignored the dweling's shabby appearance and directly approached the front door.
His knock was light and sharp, and he hoped the occupant was a home.

The door cracked gar, and it was dark ingde. A figure appeared back in the shadows through the
opening.
Thin, with sharply peaked ears and long, sand-blond tangled hair, the man hid his attire beneath a

faded dun-colored cloak. His large amber eyes widened, and there was the barest hint of joy in his soft
amile for the vidtor upon his porch.

“Kinsman,” he whispered.
The door opened fully, and Sgaile quickly stepped insde.

Something tugged LeesI’s bare foot. He opened deepy eyes to see Vatz hanging on the bunk’s edge,
glowering a him.

“Youdl right?” Lees| mumbled.
“l got to find my uncle” Vatz answered. “And tdl him about the inn.”



“The whole didrict knows by now,” Leesl said, coming fuly awake. “I'll get you back. He's
probably worried, wondering where you are.”

Vaz dowly blinked hazd eyes too large for his face.

“Naw, but hell be mad about the inn, and | got to tel hm what happened. And you shouldn't be
therewhen | do.”

Lees| heard Magiere tir, and she rolled out of the bunk below him.
“Of course we should,” she said. “You don't have to ded with this. None of it is your fault.”

“No, hell take it better from me” Vaz said, sheking his head adamantly. “Just stay and hdp that
Wynn girl track down the vampires from dl that Suff she's reading. I'll be back soon to help fight. I've a
notion what you might be getting paid, so | an’'t working cheap.”

“Now you hold on,” Leesil growled.

The boy’s ardor for hisfancied new trade was getting out of hand. Before Lees| could tel Vaz to put
such ideas out of his head, Magiere turned the subject aside.

“Tdl your unde I'll request that the coundil pay to rebuild the Burdock, and if they refuse, well take
care of it somehow.”

“Good enough.” Vaz nodded in satisfaction. “You're okay,... though | ill should have charged you
more on the pier.” He strode out of the room on his short legs.

Lees!’syawn ended in aSgh. “Have we inherited a child?’

“He won't take no for an answer,” Magiere replied. “So we make sure he gets no opportunity for
trouble”

“Ratboy.” Leesl leaned back again. “He knows quite a bit about us. That may change the way we
hendle this”

The Sght of Ratboy had been unsettling, to say the least. Of dl possible places across this land, it
seemed nearly impossible that Ratboy should reside in two places that he and Magiere were cdled to for
different reasons. But the pieces did together in his mind last night while hed been minigering to
Magiere. It bothered him that they’ d been played so easlly into this blood-soaked mess. Taking Ratboy’s
head would end that problem, much to his pleasure.

Magiere leaned down to check on Chap. At her hestant touch, the dog yawned deeply, and then
rolled off the bunk, limping but surprisngly able to hobble about. She roughed up the fur on his head.

“He heds even fagter than | do.”

Lees| watched, unnoticed, as Magiere lifted the Sde of her shirt enough to inspect her ribs. The
ydlowed mattling was dill visble, but no black and blue remained benegth.

“Chap can't track yet,” Magiere added. “So we might as well look in on Wynn. | don't read well, but
you do, and perhaps we can narrow down what she' s looking for.”

Leesl looked down at himsdf. “We need to find me some clothes. Boots and a shirt, at least.”

Her expresson seemed troubled, asif in looking & him she was now uncertain of something. Did it
bother her that much to look a him?

“Stay here” shesad, “and I'll seewhat | can find”

The only dathing Magiere found was a shabby gray hand-me-down sage's robe and a guard's old,



faded surcoat. Lees| chose the surcoat, which he diced off just below the belt and sashed around his
was with the remaining gtrips. It didn't cover the dilettos strapped to his smooth brown arms. The
soldier’s boots were too large, so he wore a pair of sage' s sandd's instead.

Once he was decent, of course, Lees| gave little thought to his attire. Magiere found the effect worse
then his previous shabby shirt, as he would stick out wherever they went. There would be no more
arguments about new clothes. She was reoutfitting him at the firg opportunity, induding some additiond
rament she had in mind.

Magiere led them back to the old sergeant’s chamber now used as the sages’ study. She liked it, with
its glowing cold lamps, shdves and tables, parchments and books. A peaceful place of thought, even if
she couldn’'t read mogt of what was stored here. To her mild surprise, the place had changed. Casks,
crates, and stacks of parchment were piled around the far table, and Wynn was shuffling through
documents. She smiled widdy at Magiere.

“It would appear both the city guard and the loca constabulary consider me part of this investigation.
I’ve received dmog everything | asked for in the way of records.”

Magiere sat down on a stool. “They’refindly ligening to us. Hopefully, thiswill dl be over soon, but
we're dill uncertain how many undeads we re tracking. The number keeps growing.”

Lees| followed more dowly with Chap, looking over the room with mild surprise, taking in the Sght
of rolled parchments and a few leather- or wood-bound sheaves and books. He glanced out one of the
gmdl windows in the room with concern.

“l hope Vaiz gets hmsdf back here before nightfal or stays in with his unde. Ratboy and his little
horde have seen him. It’s not going to be safe out there, especidly near theinn.”
“How many are you hunting?’ Wynn asked.

“At least four,” Magiere said thoughtfully. “Assuming Sapphire was't destroyed. There were two in
Leesl’s room, and one of them we know. He escaped us in Miiska. | took down the second one
entering my room, but not the fird. He is a more serious problem.”

Wynn set down a handful of parchments, atentive as Magiere shifted upon the stool and continued.

“He's a mage, or some such, and ignited his dead companion’s body from across the room. The
place burned down and left me with no proof—no head—to show the council.”

Wynn's nose wrinkled. Magiere had related some of this the previous night, but without mention of a
headless corpse.

“That last one was dressed as anoble” Magiere went on. “With a cloak and black gloves. I've never
seen him before, but he could be the one we are after... who murdered Chesna, and possibly Au’ shiyn.”

Wynn lifted a tegpot from a Sde table and poured two seaming mugs, dropping atiny green ledf into
each. She handed one to Magiere. It amdled dightly of mint.

“I will arrange food shortly,” Wynn said. “Tdl me what this nobleman looked like. I've seen many of
the councl and their gaff on royd grounds.”

“Tdl, wdl built, not much older than me” Magiere said. “Handsome, | suppose, with hair to about
the chin and tucked behind his ears. Good with a sword but...”

Magiere hung on the thought for a moment, but Hill could not understand what had happened in the
room with the nobleman.

“When | fight one of their kind, at times | pick up impressons—fedings, intentions, or occasondly a
name or identity. There were gtrange flashes from him, as if he wanted to bleed me dowly, toy with me
rather than kill me. And then everything wiped away, and | fdt nothing from him.”



Wynn's head tilted; then she shook it. “Your description does not match anyone | have seen on the
coundll or at their hdl.”

Magiere shook her head as well. “I'm not certain of hisvoice, as| didn't hear much of it.”
“You've heard the killer' s voice?” Wynn asked in surprise.
“A few words ... in avison. Which means we may be looking for five”

The mention of visons gave Wynn pause, though she did not seem surprised, which in turn made
Magiere wonder.

“I will return in a moment with food,” Wynn said quietly, and left the room.

She returned shortly with a wooden tray carrying three bowls of seaming soup made from yelow
beans, potatoes, and assorted vegetables. She passed one each to Magiere and Leesll, set the third upon
the floor before Chap, and gestured to the crates around them.

“Perhaps these will help us” she said. “They contain records, some of which are for dwelings
purchased in the haf year. It is further back than you asked for, and not dl are deeds and hills of sde,
but | wanted to be thorough. The one you cdl Sepphire, or some of the others, could have exigted in the
aty before the death of Lanjov’s daughter.”

“Where do we start?” Magiere asked.

Wynn looked at her. “You wish to gft through records?’

Lees| pulled off the top of a crate, fingering through its contents.
“Chap needs more rest, so ther€' slittle else to do,” Magiere explained.

At these words, Chap growled and loped toward the door, but he sumbled three times, hdting in
frustration.

“Get back here. You can't hunt like that,” Leesl said without looking up. He piled parchments and a
few scroll cases onto a table. “We're looking for a three-story dwdling; that’s what Sapphire told me.
Knowing Rashed' s past arrangements, if Sapphire iswith Ratboy, the little butcher will want underground
access. Sng out if you find any cdlarsin the descriptions.”

Magiere knew he was speculating, but it made sense.

“Oh,” Wynn added, “And if Magiere' s theory of a connection to Lanjov is correct, be sure to check
any deed you find againg the names of the council members.”

Chap growled again.
“What's wrong with him?" Magiere asked.

“He d rather be hunting.” Lees| scowled, and then his expresson became troubled a some thought.
His voice became hestant. “I lost my shirt.”

Magiere shook her head. Since he now resembled a refugee soldier, his logt shirt was rather obvious.
“WEeIl get you another one.”

“No, | mean, | logt my shirt. The shreds of coth from Chesna and Au shiyn and Sapphire's dress
were indde it. Chap may not be able to track without them.”

“Oh, Leesl...” Magiere sghed, and sank back down on a crate. Another setback wasn't what they
needed. “There s nothing you could' ve done. We bardly got out of the fire with most of our belongings”

Wynn shuffled and organized parchments into new stacks, separating what appeared to be recent
deeds from older ones and other papers they didn’'t need.

“It does not matter,” she offered. “You told me Chap can amdl the presence of an undead. All we



need do isfind the right dwdling and bring him near it.”
The young sage was right, and Magiere opened another crate.

“Start with the properties purchased in richer didtricts about three months ago,” she ingructed. “Or at
least whet sold for a substantial sum.”

Wynn nodded and continued sorting, while Lees| stopped to dir his soup with a spoon.

Chap limped back, ignoring the bowl on the floor, and, without warning, reared up to place both
paws on Wynn's table. He sniffed at the parchment stacks, and then suddenly began dawing sheets off
the table as he pushed his nose deeper in the piles.

“What iswrong with hm?” Wynn asked, voice rigng above its norma cam.

She grabbed at papers as they flew or were knocked from the table. Magiere dropped the stack she
held, about to go after the hound and the parchments sailling everywhere around the table. Lees| reached
out fird, setting hisbowl aside.

“Get down. Stop that.”

Chap turned his head and snarled a Leedl, patidly baring his teeth. His growl faded to a low,
continuous rumble. Instead of dropping down, he shoved his muzze into another stack, knocking half of
it across the table. Wynn made a quick grab for the tegpot before it toppled.

“Chap, pleasa!” she sad in frudtration.
Jugt once the hound glanced a Wynn with an extra rumble.
“All right, that’s enough,” Magiere snapped.

Wynn sat back in fright, but watched as Chap continued digging through the parchments. “Wait,” she
whispered. She hesitated a moment longer, and then she whispered again, this time to the hound.
“ a’ Creohk, mathajme.”

Chap froze, dmost gppearing startled, and looked up at her.
Magiere stepped closer. “What did you say to him?’

Everyone's atention was now fixed on Chap, ignoring even the disarray he'd created. The hound
lowered his head asiif aware he was the center of attention. Muzzle on the table, he glared a the young
sage with alow grumblein his throat.

Wynn's breaths were quick and shdlow as she stared back at the dog. “ a Creohk, mathajme,” she
repeated.

Chap dropped down, rumbling dill in his throat, and belly-crawled under a nearby table.

As suddenly as Chap had attacked the parchments on the desk, Wynn bolted across the room and
began rummeaging though the contents of other tables. She didn’t seem to find what she was after and
turned ingtead to the roon's rear shelves.

“What are you doing?’ Lees| ingsted. “Just what is going on here?’

“He understood me.” Wynn gasped. Shoving books roughly aside, she dumped smdl boxes out on
the table and gfted quickly through their contents.

“So he understands Elvish,” Lees| said in confusion. “My mother gave him to me and likey got him
from her own people. He' s heard it before.”

“No,” Wynn said. “| requested that he hdt what he was doing.”

“So you told him to stop,” Magiere added. “He' s smart enough to know that, though | don’'t know
why he ligens to you now instead of us” But she dill stepped to the side, trying to see where Chap had



gone.
“No!” Wynn shouted thistime, and both Magiere and Lees| were taken back by her tone.
Wynn tried to compose hersdf and panted asif out of breath.

“It was not an order,” she continued more camly, “and he could not have... should not have known,
even if raised hearing your mother speak some of the language.”

“Make sense,” Magiere snapped a her.

Wynn took severa more deep bresths. “1 requested—not ordered—that he end what he was doing
... formdly.” She paused, then hed up a hand before anyone could interrupt. “I formed it in the Elvish
that | speak. Any one root word in Elvish can be transformed into an action, thing, or rather verb, noun,
and so on. Thelittle Elvish I've heard or read since ariving in Bela is not formed the same way as from
my region, though I’'m not certain why.”

Magiere was utterly confused now and only barely followed what the young sage was saying. Wynn
gasped in exasperation.

“| formed the request in the Elvish | know, not what Chap would have heard. And even so, a dog
would not have understood without interpreting the differences of didect, let done the formdity of

phrasing.”
Finished, she waited for the words to snk in.

An unsettling chill crept over Magiere as she began to comprehend the explanation, though it didn't
quite explain much. Lees| crouched down to peer through the legs of the room'’ s furniture.

“Chap?’ he said, haf-voiced.
Magiere crouched down as well.

The dog hunkered in the shadows benegth the table in the farthest rear corner of the room. His
glittering eyes sparked, dhifting between her and Leesl. He looked in Wynn's direction with a dight show
of teeth, asif she were a threat he wouldn't even come out to face.

Wynn returned to her frantic search and then suddenly stopped, snatching up an item from a box of
quills styluses, and charcods. She scurried to the middle of the room between the dog's hiding place and
Lees| and dropped to the floor.

“Please stay behind me” she ingructed. “I think he knows what we are saying ... and is very upset.”

Chap twisted about beneath the table, eyes fixed on the young sage. He snarled at her with exposed
teeth.

“Chap, stop it,” Leed| ordered, but the dog barely glanced a him.

“That isridiculous” Magiere muttered, but readied to jerk Wynn back if Chap lunged &t her.
Wynn held alump of white chalk, and she poised it on the floor.

“Cdl to him,” she said to Leesll.

Leesil looked at her suspicioudy, and with aSgh of resignation, did as she asked. “Come on, boy.”
Chap growled at him, and dropped his head low to the floor.

“Come out,” Lees| indsted.

The hound inched forward, gaze shifting between the three of them, but modtly dill glaring a Wynn.
When he'd crossed hdf the distance, Wynn began drawing on the floor with the chak. She scripted two
sets of symbols a hand breadth apart, but Magiere couldn’t read either of them. Wynn pointed to the first
and then the second.



“Bithd... na-bitha,” she said, looking to Chap.

She scrawled a second set of words below thefirg, thistimein Belaskian.
“Yes...no”

Chap immediatdy backed away with a pathetic whine.

“Come here)” Magiere ordered him.

The hound dipped his muzze to the floor with a loud, resstant rumble. He limped forward again,
sopping before the chalked words and wrinkling his jowls at the young sage. It took another moment
before Wynn could speak.

“Majay-hi?”

Chap turned dowly toward Leesl|, saring a him for a moment. His paw reached out to the firs set of
words on the floor.

Yes.
“Oh...” Wynn whispered, stting back upon her folded legs. “Oh ...”
Chap hung his head.

Leesl dropped hard to St on the floor and ran a hand across his face. He looked like a peasant
mourner in a dank Droevinkan burid ground, logt and abandoned.

Wynn's hand, sill holding the chalk, was shaking.

“Fay,” the young sage whispered, gazing at the dog.

“What?' Magiere asked, but when no answer came, she shook Wynn by the shoulder. “Whet do you
mean, ‘Fay’ 7’

Wynn looked back at her.

“Heis Fay,” she sad, and swdlowed hard. “An dementd oirit.”

Magiere shook her head with a grunt of disgust. “That's just something that loon Weldie caled him.
You told us yoursdf it was probably afolk term for his breed, evenif he sarare kind a that.”

Wynn regained some of her composure, her atention split between Magiere and the hound.

“He senses death and life, has intdligence, understands language as well as didect, hed's miraculoudy
... and his injuries are dight compared to what they should have been. | know of no breed such as his,
and he does not have the look of mongrd or mix. You both have told me how powerful heisin battle,
enough to face an undead.”

She looked back to Chap, leening down and trying to catch the dog's attention, but Chap swiveed
away.
“Possession cannot change an animd’ sinnae intdlect, not that 1 know of,” Wynn continued. “So his

intdligence is part of his nature. | know of no way such could be created through magic.” She fingered
the chak markings on the floor. “ And when asked, he confirmsit himsdf.”

Magiere was on her guard now. Chap had been with them for years—had been with Leesl most of
hislife Indl that time, the hound had understood everything they’d said and done? True, Chap displayed
uncanny intdligence for an animd, but this was nonsense.

“How isthis possble?” Magiere demanded. “Evenif he is capable? Leesl’s had him since they were
both young ... and why are we only now finding this out?’

Wynn swalowed hard and shook her head.



“l don't give adamn,” Lees| muttered. “I'm sick of every day reveding more ... things’ —he looked
suspicioudy at the dog—* pulling and pushing us around like unwitting puppets.”

Magiere couldn’'t help but share Leesl’s suspicion. Years ago, she'd stepped from a tavern into the
dank, cold night of a Stravinan town so far inland and remote she no longer remembered its name.

A trembling itch had run up her spine as her senses came dive to the smdlest sound and scent,
followed by an urgency that told her to turn about. Something approached from behind.

It was the barest, tiniest rustle she shouldn't have heard, but she had heard rather than fdt the hand
digging in the cloth sack over her shoulder.

When Magiere whirled, ready to ded with this thief, she hated with his wrigt in her grip. They stood
there, she and he, saring a each other. Neither tried to move away. There was complete surprise on the
thief’ stan face.

Leesl'sface.
Now, inthe sages barracks, Magiere looked into Lees|’s amber eyes.

Something had prompted Leesl to sed from a well-armed woman. Something had piqued her
awareness of athief. After dl the skill and cunning Lees| displayed over the years, she shouldn't have
caught him. And somewhere nearby had been a dog.

If any of wha Wynn concluded was true, then why of dl people did this creature choose to keep
company with a couple of peasant-chesting rogues?

Magiere shivered at the sudden recollection of the night she'd chased Chap into the street from the
Burdock. There had been an urge to find Leesil, built upon her memory of their firs mesting. Why was
she recdling these two events now?

Leesl’s eyes widened at her, and a Sckening knot formed in her ssomach.
“What... 7" she asked hestantly. “What're you thinking?’

“Thefird night...” he said, uncertainly. “I remember the firg night we met.”
Leesl’s face turned hard and cold as he looked upon Chap.

“You ..." Lees| whispered.

Magiere' s musdes clenched at the thought of what had happened that firg night she looked into
Leesl's eyes—and nather of them had known until now.

“You son of ahitch!” Leesl snarled, and he lunged a the hound.
Chap sittered away as Wynn fdl backward, caught between the two of them.

Magiere grabbed Lees| by the wast and, crouched as she was, threw hersdf backward, toppling
them both across the floor. Wynn spread her arms out like a barrier, with Chap nervoudy peering around
her sde.

Clinging tightly to Leesl, Magiere pulled him dong as she backed across the floor up againg the legs
of atable.

“You did that to mel” Leesl shouted a the hound. “Steding from a wandering woman with a
sword—it was lunacy—but | couldn’t leave wel enough done.”

“Stop it,” Wynn shouted back. “From dl you have told me, he has never harmed you ... never done
anything to hurt you.”

“Leedl, cdm down,” Magiere whispered.

He wrestled out of her grip and rolled to his feet. Backing toward the hdlway entrance, he wouldn't



even look a Chap.
“| can't be here”
He left without another word.

Gathering her gray robes and pushing her braid back, Wynn clambered to her feet. The young sage
was obvioudy at her wits' end.

“l do not understand,” she said, looking to Magiere for an answer. “Why is Lees| acting thisway?’

Magiere had no answer for her. There was too much behind dl of it, too little time, and so much more
they were now facing. All these years, Chap had been hiding from them, fallowing them slently. And
tdling Wynn anything meant reveding her and Leesl’s past livdihood to someone who wouldn't
understand it.

“Stay,” Magiere findly managed to get out. “Stay with Chap and try to find out why he was digging
through those parchments.”

Betrayd and reveations aside, their immediate needs hadn’t changed. She couldn’'t dlow Leesl to
turn away now. As she backed toward the hdlway, Chap peered agan around Wynn'slong gray robe.

Canine crystd blue eyes looked at Magiere, watching her carefully.

* * %

The moment the sun set, Chane dipped from the house to find Toret sustenance. He fdt the hunger
himsdf, and his wounded shoulder troubled him. It burned.

He traveled the dleys and side ways into a lower digtrict until coming upon a derdict woman resting
behind a stack of crates, haf-conscious, an empty brown glass bottle in her hand, the ar around her
srdling of cheap liquor.

Her flesh reeked of sweat and filth and urine, but Chane gorged himsdf on her blood, soaking in her

life He was careful not to shed a sngle drop on his clathing. Eyes closed, he settled back and focused
inward, awareness sfting through his flesh, driving the woman’s solen lifeinto his shoulder.

Pain decreased, but the wound did not fully hedl.

He let the woman's body lie where he had found it. As he walked away, it occurred to him that Toret
hed abandoned dl rules concerning prey. Before this hunter’s arrivd, they killed infrequently and dways
disposed of the bodies with discretion—or rather, Chane made certain that was what Toret believed.
Now, no questions were asked.

The hunter.

She was the key to fit the locks and chains upon him. All he need do was to bring Toret and this
dhampir together. All previous schemes tossed aside, he stepped onto the main street of the inner ring
wall, heading for the sages’ old barracks. Toret waited to be fed, and time was limited.

Upon reeching the barracks, Chane stepped inside, not bothering to knock. It was dill early evening,
and likdy Wynn would be about. He headed draight for the large study area, relieved to find her ingde
poring over a stack of parchments.

He paused upon entering.

Across the floor were scattered scribblings. Chaked words were everywhere, and only a “yes’ and
“no” werein Belaskian, the rest scrawled in what appeared to be Elvish script in odd groups at dl angles.

He stepped in, and Wynn noticed his arrival. She looked perfect stting there in her neat gray robes
and long brown braid, surrounded by piles of parchment in the glowing light of the cold lamp upon her
desk. Her cdm dlive face was lovely, and her knowledgesble counsd was aways welcome. He could



see that she was attracted to him, though her intdllectud nature blinded her awareness of this. She was a
little sparrow of a scholar, and he would never play with her.

“Good evening, Wynn,” he said politely.
For some reason, she appeared mildly agitated and not particularly glad to see him.
“Oh, Chane ... did we plan to meet this evening?’

He crossed the room and pulled up a vacant ool to st by her. “No, but | need informaion and
thought to stop by. | hope that isdl right?”

She nodded absently, preoccupied, and began scooping up parchments into neat stacks. “Yes, you
are dways welcome. Thereissmply a great ded happening right now.”

“What is this?” Chane asked, glancing down at the chalked symbols on the floor and indicating the
genead disarray of the room.

“As3ging some friends” she replied, and sat back on her stoal. “I am glad to see you, but | am a bit
scattered at the moment. A change might clear my mind.”

Wynn rubbed her eydids, dealy she had been a her task too long without pause. Chane fdt
momentarily reluctant to burden her further. Mortals on the whole meant nothing to him, but Wynn was
unique.

She reached out with smdl and perfect hands to draighten up the table. “Tdl me wha you are
seeking.”

“Hrg, can you trandate an Elvish word for me?’

“l can try. What isit?’

“ Anmaglahk,” he answered. “Something | read recently, but | have no idea what it means.”
Wynn's brows knitted. “1 do not think it isared Elvish word, Chane. Where did you see it?’
“In a higory text on this continent’s dves” he lied.

She appeared thoughtful for a moment. “My best guess ... would be ‘thief of lives” That is the closest
| can surmise”

“Thief of lives?” he repeated. “That sounds like a killer—or an assassin.”

“Perhgps,” she replied with a frown, likdy finding his interpretation unpleasant. “But the eves do not
Use assassins, S0 the word must have been used in reference to other races” She offered him a tired
amile “Now, what did you redly come to research?’

“Aslong as you promise not to laugh at me” he chided.
“Why would | ever laugh a you?’ She blinked, not quite catching his humor.

“l want to know about alegend cdlled the ‘dhampir,” rumored to be the offaring of a vampire and a
morta. A mere supergtition, but curious.”

Wynn did not laugh. In fact, she stared & his hands and hair and, for a moment, Chane thought he
saw fear pass across her pretty features.

“Where did you hear that word?' she asked.

Her reaction confused Chane enough that his senses began to open. Carefully casud, he spread his
hands, pdm up, in a carefree gesture.

“A passing fancy,” he said. “I think it was in a tavern, arumor | overheard.”
She nodded, outwardly cam, but he heard the quickened beat of her heart and the dight tremble of



her breath. Was she arad ... of hm?
“Domin Tilswith is the expert on lore. If you will wait here, | will find him.”

As she stood up, Chane fdt an urge to prevent her from leaving, to find out what had suddenly
frightened her. Such an action would certainly frighten her further and, strangely, that bothered him.

With a quick bow and a shaky amile, Wynn left the room.

Something was amiss. Then Chane heard the sound of quick footsteps coming toward him from the
far end of the barracks. Ingtinct took hold, and he bolted from the study toward the front door.

Magiere paced the short path between the bunks in their barracks room and the open hdlway. Every
time she reentered the room, she saw Chap perched next to the table, his expresson somehow sad.

She understood little of what Wynn had explained throughout the afternoon and evening, as the young
sage worked to speak with the dog in their hdting manner. The study’s floor was now covered in chak
marks.

Fay were as old as the world itsdlf, so legends said, and for the most part they were considered to be
myth and superdtition. Varied rdigions had their stories of how life began, but older dill were the tdes of
the world' s meking.

Earth, water, air, fire, and spirit.
Mountain, wave, wind, flame, and tree.
Solid, liquid, gas, energy, and essence.

Perhaps divine by some faiths standards, these dementd intdligences had been the Fay, whose
mingling brought the world into existence.

The sages bdieved humans were the oldest race, and the mingling of the firg humans with these Fay,
when the world was young, gave birth to new beings. In turn, these beings mingled among themsdves
and from them, down through the ages, descended the new races. The Elvish word for these Fay-derived
races was Uirishg—which meant either “Fay-blooded” or “Children of the Fay.”

Amongd the trees and forests were the elves. The people of earth and mountain were the dwarves,
though Magiere had never seen nor heard of any in this land. The Fay-descended races of wind, wave,
and flame were not known to Wynn.

In the far-forgotten past behind dl of them were the Fay, the dementd beings.

Magiere looked up a Leesl lying in the top bunk. One arm thrown over hisface, he ignored both her
and the hound.

“Wynn told you,” she said. “He doesn’t control us. It's more a touch of thoughts, an urge built upon a
memory— nothing more. That we weren't aware of what was happening’—she glanced a Chap—"is
why we never ignored or dismissed it.”

“And how many times have we been unaware?’ Leesl| asked. “How many turns in our lives were
made because he wormed into our thoughts?’

Chap barked twice.

“Quiet!” Lees| snapped. Hisarm dropped, and he rolled his head enough to look at Magiere.

“l don't know,” shefindly answered.

“And what ese is he conceding?’ he asked in a snide tone. “Why are we 0 privileged to have his



company?’
Magiere shook her head. “1 don’t know,” she repeated.
“Wedl, | should be used to living in the dark by now,” he muttered.
His words made her pause, asif he spoke of something ese, but there was no time for it.

“We know Chap ... thinks ... the murderer ian't part of the council,” Magiere offered, hoping to divert
Lees|’s attention to more immediate matters.

Intruth, she didn’t care to contemplate the mysery of the dog any further. The reasons for, and the
implications of, Chap’ s hidden nature following them al these years were too overwheming.

“The best Wynn can make out,” Magiere continued, “is tha Chap was looking for scent on the
parchments. If an undead signed for the purchase, there might have been a lingering trace, but he found
nothing. It's probably been far too long and the scent is gone.”

Chap stood up on dl fours and yipped at her, tal switching.
“] told you to be quiet!” Leesl shouted at the animd.

“That means ‘yes’” Magiere sad tiredly. “It's something Wynn arranged with him.” She let out a
deep sgh. “Onefor ‘yes,’ two for ‘no,’ three for ‘“maybe’ or ‘uncertain.’”

LeesI’s head flopped down on the pillow again.

“Think you can do better?” Magiere asked. “ She's done the best she can, consdering she's trying to
tak with some ... one ... who can't write or speak. She says his thoughts or way of thinking—as Fay or
what have you— in't the same as ours, making it hard to communicate with him.”

A cold, wet lump prodded her hand, gartling her.

Chap had inched to her sde, shoving hismuzze into her hand with a soft whine. His tongue whipped
between her fingers.

“How much of our lives has been shaped by hm?' Lees| said, and leaned on one ebow to peer
down at them. “Would we even have met if he hadn’t forced it that night?’

“Does it matter?’ she asked. “We're here, together, for a purpose. And | have to believe we'd 4ill
be here, whether or not he had anything to do with it.”

Leesl’s amber eyes narrowed and sent an ache through her chest. She wanted to comfort him but
was uncertain how. Then a high-pitched voice filled the room.

“What' s the problem? Y ou burn something €lse down dready?”’

In the doorway stood young Vatz in fresh oversze pants and shirt, his frazzled har only dightly tamer
than when he'd Ieft thismorning. A smdl rdief spread through Magiere.

“Did you find your uncle?’ she asked.

“Yup. Kept switching between moaning like he'd lost his mama and wanting to skin you for supper,
till 1 told him about the money. Then he started growling about lost income while the place is beng
rebuilt.”

Magiere Sghed again.
“Had supper yet?’ Vatz asked. “I an't eaten much since last night.”
“I'll find Wynn and get you something,” she answered. “ Stay here”

Perhaps the boy’s presence and his ignorance of the evening's events would provide a safeguard
between Lees| and Chap.



Magiere headed for the study, her mind filled with questions concerning the hound that refused to be
dismissad. It was too much coincidence that an animd born to hunt undeads—though perhaps that was
just a consequence of his true nature—should end up in the company of a dhampir, let done a reuctant
and retired assassin. When more immediate concerns were met and ther task for the council completed,
she hoped Leesil would gather himsdf enough that they could turn to finding answers.

When she entered the study, there was no 9gn of Wynn. A cold lamp sat on the desk where the
young sage had been working.

She headed for the Side passage leading to kitchen. In the dimness of the entry way, a soft light called
her atention, and she glanced down.

The topaz amulet glowed brightly.
Magiere spun about.

There was no one in the room. The sound of booted footsteps echoed from the main hdlway, and she
started to run.

“Leedl!” she shouted. “My sword!”

She passed the front entrance but saw no one. Before she headed down the hal toward ther room,
Chap came toward her with Leesi| close behind. The dog 4ill limped, but he dashed past as Lees| tossed
her the fachion. His punching blade was in his right hand. Vatz came running behind, loaded crossbow
wrapped in hislittle arms.

“Get back in that room!” she ordered him.
His expresson clouded, and his angry little mouth opened.
“No arguments” she snapped. “Move!”

A wall echoed down the hdl behind her as Chap burgt into full cry, and Magiere whirled to follow
without waiting to see that Vaz obeyed.

As she reached the study again, Wynn and Tilswith scurried in from the side hdlway to the kitchen.
Leed| and Chap entered behind Magiere, and the hound circled the room with a continuous rumble as he
sniffed about. He let out agrowl as he passed by Wynn's table, and then turned and trotted back into the
man halway.

Magiere hesitated before going after him. The two sages hung back.
“Who was just here?” she asked.
“Qur friend, Chane,” Wynn replied, out of breath and her voice unsteady.

“Good scholar, but...” The domin paused, gripping Wynn's arm, his voice touched with sadness. “He
istdl, noble look ... red-brown hair behind ears.”

“Oh, merciless saintd” Lees| snapped, and he bolted after Chap. “Come on. They’ve been inviting
an undead for tea and Sudies”

Magiere followed. As she rounded the corner to the front door, she saw it dready gar. Lees| ran
into the night ahead of her, and Chap’s wall echoed from the street outside.

Sgaletied the corners of his cloak about hiswaist to keep it out of his way and hold his cloth bundle
of equipment shug againg his back. With the shortbow hung over his shoulder, he dipped into a space
between buildings close to the inner ring wall and searched for away to the rooftops.

It had been along day’s wait, and his brethren in Hovd Row had informed him of the strange,



well-dressed human who had come with questions. The city was being locked down at night because of
adring of unexplained deaths, and movement would be difficult. He stepped out before dusk to give
himsdf time to enter the city’s wedthy inner digtricts before the gatehouses were closed for the night.

Ascending the rough buildings was easy for Sgaile, and he soon perched at the apex of a three-story
sructure. Legping to the next rooftop, he landed slently and worked his way dong. Out ahead and
above, he could see awhite speck atop the wal and settled dill as a shadow next to a dlay chimney. A
guard in white surcoat and feather-crested hdm strolled dong above. When the guard passed down the
other way, Sgaile continued dong the roofs.

It would be difficult to locate his target with little to guide him but the secondhand description given by
his brethren. He reconciled himsdf to along night of Slent searching. Then awail carried through the air.

Sgalle froze again, dropping low.
There had been mention of a dog.
Thewall sounded again, long and savage, and Sgaile sprang to his feet, legping across the rooftops.

Chane ducked through a doorway, out of Sght, as he heard shouting in the hdl. He did not stop to
ligen and dipped out the front door once the footfdls passed by toward the study.

When the explosve wall burst from behind him, it startled him. He had heard that sound twice
now—once from a distiance and once close by—and knew the dhampir’s dog was ingde the barracks.

What could the dhampir possibly be doing among the sages?

As he ran through the street, the wail shifted to a high-pitched tone that cut through the night air, and
Chane knew the hound was outsde. Looking back, he saw far behind two gleaming pinpricks like
diamondsin the dark. Its slhouette loped oddly. Chane's own legs were long, and he ran swiftly, but he
heard the hound gaining ground.

He searched about for refuge, someplace to make a stand, and spotted the shabby frame of a large
storage shed between two buildings againg the ring wal. The door was broken but three walls were
intact, S0 he dodged insde, stepped to the back, and began chanting softly.

In hismind, he drew lines of light, dowly crafting symbolsin his thoughts. First the circle, then around
it atriangle, and into the spaces of its corners outsde the circle, he scrawled glyphs and Sgils stroke by
stroke. The mesh of linesin his mind overlay his sght of the room wherever he looked, and he amed
through its center at the ground before the door.

Sill wailing, the hound dammed into the broken door, smashing it open, and its voice shifted to an
elongated snarl.

In the shack’s darkness, the animd’s blue-gray fur stood on end around its neck and adong its back,
its sharp teeth exposed beneath wrinkled jowls. It was so tdl that its back would reach Chane's thigh.
And the dhampir could not be far behind.

Chane focused upon the floor before the hound. A shifting warp twisted hisvison of the room.
Spirds of flame shot up in front of the hound.

Without looking back, Chane dashed through the shed's broken side, scanning the street for the
nearest sewer grate.

* % %

Lees| ran a full stride out the guild's front door. Chap wasn't far ahead, but for running on only three
legs, the dog covered ground at arapid pace.



His dender legs pumped wildly to catch up. The hound had sustained too many injuries on this exploit
from throwing himsdlf into every battle. More than once, he'd been outnumbered or flanked before Leesl
could get to his side. They knew little of this undead that Chap pursued, other then tha he was a
swordsman and perhaps amage as wdl. This was more than Chap had faced before.

Hound ... Fay ... or both. Anger flared ingde Leesil, a mix of resentment toward Chap and ire at the
undead who' d walked right through the building when they weren't paying attention. He pushed harder to
catch up, knowing Magiere wouldn't be far behind. Out ahead, he caught Sght of Chap's loping form.
He peered farther down the gradud arc of the road.

There was the dim outline of a fleang form. Then it was gone.

Chap turned, heading toward a large but shabby three-sided shed at the far end of the barracks
grounds. Why would the undead run there? It offered no protection.

As Lees fallowed, he saw Chap gtanding just indde the shed's doorway, snarling loudly. A breath
later, fire erupted like a fountain insde the shed, and the doorway quickly ignited into flames behind the

dog.
A shadow flickered away out of the shed's broken side.

Leesl wanted to scream. He ran headlong through the door, leening forward to grab Chap by the
chest, and threw himsdf forward.

He fdt heat like the pressure of water dosing around him, asif he'd legped from a height into a bailing
sea. Rdlling across the ground with Chap clenched tight to his chest, he smashed them both againgt the
shed's back wall. Lees| scrambled up and shoved Chap ahead of him out of the shed's broken side.

Onceinthe street again, he grabbed the hound, running his hands over the gray-blue fur, checking for
burns. His heart thrummed againg his ribs. To his rdidf, the fire had manly scorched Chap’'s tal and
snged afew patches of fur on his haunches, but that was al. A moment more among the flames, and the
result would have been more than Lees| cared to imagine

Chap tried to lunge away down the street again, but Lees| hdd tight.
“No,” he said. “You wait.”

“Leesl!”

Magiere' s shout came from the front of the burning shack.

“Here” he cdled back. “We re over here”

She ran toward him, falchion in hand. “Where' s the undead?’

“l don't know.” Lees| shook his head and looked to the burning shack. “Should we sound an darm?
This one enjoys hislittle fires”

Magiere looked to the shed as wdl and shook her head. “This shack isn't connected to anything.”
She dropped next to Chap. “Did that bastard burn him?’

“No, not redly.” Leesl dlowed rdief to flood him.

Chap turned and licked his face once before growling, sruggling to be released. But Lees| hesitated.
“You ready?’ Leesl asked Magiere.

“Let hm go,” she answered.

Chap lunged down the street, dowing now and again to Fiff for a trail. Lees| had no idea how the
limping dog kept his pace, but they ran after im dong the open street.

Anger mounted again, and Leed| fdt the swest in his hand gripping the blade as he pictured this



undead' s head ralling on the cobblestones. He shifted the blade to his other sde and wiped his padm dry
on his breeches. Street lanterns partidly lit the way, but there was no onein sght.

The guard patrolled near the city walsin greater numbers, but he hoped this undead wouldn’t run into
them. They would likely get themsdlves killed.

Chap pulled up short a a sewer grate and circled it, nose to the ground, and then looked at them. He
clawed a the grate with his good front paw. An anxious rumble issued from his throat, but Leesl saw the
dight shake of hislegs. The dog panted in exhaudtion.

Magiere kicked at the grate. “He went down.”

Thelight glow of her topaz dimmed to nothing as Leed| watched. He kndt down next to Chap, and
Magiere crouched as wel. She looked at the grate and then at Chap.

“We ve no lantern or torch, and Chap’'s donein,” she said.

Lees| peered down through the grate. She was right, but the image of Chap circled in flame dill
burned in his mind. He put his hand on the dog’s back and fdt the tremble of fatigue beneath the rumbling
vibration of his growl. He reached down to grab the grate.

Magiere put a hand on his shoulder.

“Not like this” she said. “We gtick to the plan. Find the lair and go in during the day when we're dl
wdl prepared and at our best.”

“He can't have gotten far,” Lees| argued.

“Well find them,” she inggted. “It may take a bit of time, but we will. They can’'t get out of the city, at
least | hope not, now that Chetnik has dl the gates locked down after dark.”

Bregthing dowly, Lees| nodded, but Chap continued to growl, looking downward through the tight
mesh of iron bars.

“And | know you can understand me,” Magiere said to him. “So don't pretend otherwise.”
Chap quieted but glowered at her.

At another time, when he'd been just a dog, Leesl might have found Chap’'s expresson humorous.
Now it gave him shivers. Movement in the street pulled his attention, and Leesil rose and turned in one
movement, blade & the ready.

Vaz stepped up behind them, crossbow loaded and a determined look on his face.
“We going down?’ he asked.

Magiere's jaw dropped. “I told you to stay indde with the sages”

“l @an't hiding behind that bunch of gray skirts”

She was about to grab for the boy with a vidous dlint in her eye, when Leesl pushed Vaz back
down the street the way they’d dl come.

“Let’'sgetingde” he said. “We can tak about this later.”

“What!” Vatz growled. “I thought you two were—"

“Move” Leesl ordered.

The boy rductantly obeyed, with Magiere falowing him, and Leesi| turned to cal for Chap.
The dog was gone.



Freinthe night. A wal inthe air.

Sgale focused upon the glow ahead risng up between the night slhouettes of the rooftops. He barely
caught the sound of running feet and indigtinguishable voices. When he landed upon a shaked roof with
twin chimneys, front and rear, he saw the flames across the way againg the city wall. Scanning the
barrier’s top into the distance, he saw the far-off guards in white meking their circuit around the wall’s
top. None appeared to have spotted the waning blaze. Perhaps it was tucked too close to the wdl to be
Seen from such a distance.

What burned was little more than a lone abandoned shed, and it aready collapsed upon itsdf, the fire
dimming. Scattered sparks wafted upward and extinguished before they crested the wall’s top. Frdight
impaired his night Sght, and the wall, footfals, and voices had dl faded. He crept closer to the roof’s
edge over the street and looked dong the line of buildings.

Walking away to the far right was asmdl boy, crossbow hefted over his shoulder. Behind him was a
tdl femde, back turned, with long black hair and loose-hanging shirt. He could not make out much of this
person, except for the heavy-bladed sword in her hand. A flicker of white in the dark pulled his atention
left and up the street.

Standing near a street grate was a figure with long white-blond hair, a ragged white deeveless vest or
shirt lashed doppily around his waist. The only other feature Sgale could make out was a strange blade
gripped in his hand.

The figure turned dowly about, looking dl around with seeming concentration, and Sgaile saw his
face. He focused hisvison.

It was man of tanned skin like his own, but the face was not quite right. The eyes were not as wide or
large as his own, and the feathered brows not quite as arched and high. His chin was more the squarish
end common to humans

Half-blood.

Sgale glanced quickly at the woman and boy farther down the street’s gradud arc. His target stood
dill and in plain view, and he could not let such a chance pass by.

He dipped an arrow from the back of his belt and fitted it to the shortbow. Taking am, he drew the
gring back.

Lees| looked up and down the street and between the nearest buildings, trying to spot where Chap
had gone. He was about to cal out when an odd tingle scurried across his back. Wariness overtook him,
and he peered about the dark asif there were something else nearby that he couldn’t see.

Had the undead come out through another grate and doubled back? He lisened carefully as he
peered into the shadows of the buildings.

One shadow moved, low to the ground, and he tensed.

Chap ambled out from between two slent shops, nose to the ground as he followed the line of
buildings Lees| relaxed in annoyance.

“Get over here” he cdled. “1t's gone dready.”
Chap looked up and paused again to the scan the street. With reluctance, he hobbled toward Leedl.

Sgaile fixed his gaze upon the half-blood' s chest just right of center and at the man's heart. He took a



dow, deep breath and released hdf of it.

A gray flicker bobbed from abuilding to the left and dong the cobblestones toward his target. Sgaile
paused, rdeasing the rest of hisinhde.

It was a dog or hound approaching the haf-blood & a dow, limping gait. Sgaile settled again with
another breath, in and hafway out. The dog circled the target as the two moved dowly down the Street,
and Sgaile pulled tighter on the bowstring.

The angle was no longer what he needed, and he raised his focus to the half-blood's temple.
The sheen of the dog's coat caught the glimmer of a street lantern.

Sgaile paused again, and thistime his breath caught in his chest.

The hound limped dong next to the haf-blood, and Sgaile looked carefully t it.

The dog was blue-gray in color and taler than the forest wolves, its head narrower and muzze longer
then those wild beasts. Even from a distance, Sgaile caught the glitter of its crysta-blue eyes as it intently
looked about. He lowered his bow, dowly rdleasing tenson on the gring, and sat in slence, watching the
two figures recede down the street.

“Majay-hi" he whispered in disbelief.

Chapter 16

Toret sat done in the parlor, waiting for Chane to return with a mortd for him to feed on. His
ruptured eye socket had closed up. He'd shut out any pain from his chest wound but loss of fluid had
drained him, and he fdt empty in more ways than ample hunger. In each passng moment he found the
illuson of “Toret” more and more aridiculous joke, and the redity of “Ratboy” weled up ingde him.

The previous night's fight played out in Toret’s mind, again and again, as disquiet crept into his
thoughts. He was stronger than the haf-blood, yet for dl Chane's sword training, the mongre had 4ill
outclassed him.

Tibor walked into the parlor, his appearance severing Toret’ s thoughts.
“Pardon, master, but there's aman here to see you.”

The salor's throat wound had closed, but the flesh around the hole was dill seared. His undeed
exigence made his gaunt, hawklike features stand out. His skin looked wegathered and tight but was
logng its dark, ruddy tan in his undeaed state. His brown eyes seemed distant and sad.

“Sestmir was your friend for along time?’ Toret asked.

“My brother.” Tibor paused. “I suppose he was my friend too.”

A brother? Toret should have redlized. The two looked so much dike.

“Who is at the door?’ he asked. He wasn't in the proper condition to conduct any type of business.
“Fancy gentleman,” Tibor answered.

Toret tensed dightly. “Dark hair with white patches at his temples?’

“Yes, madter, that's the one”

The last person Toret wanted to see now was this stranger who kept appearing from nowhere with



warnings about the dhampir.
“Tdl hm I’'m not here”
Tibor turned to go back to the door, and a cold voice rose audibly from the foyer.
“| think you should see me”

The stranger entered, impeccably dressed in along black cloak and well-fitting gloves. Toret fdt a
ardl flare of righteous resentment.

“Thisismy home” he said. “I'm not well and wish to be adone”

“Yes,” the stranger responded in the same cold tone. “From what | understand, you were wounded
by the hdf-df. That is hardly befitting someone of your station.”

His station? A sickly, humorous comment. Toret looked at Tibor.
“Wait in the dining room. Thiswon't take long.”
Tibor nodded and left, and Toret stood up.

“Where are the dhampir and her hdf-df now?’ the stranger asked. “Even with my resources, | cannot
locate them.”

Toret wondered about the man's age, though he looked to be in his mid-forties. He dso appeared a
bit haggard and tired, perhaps from a lack of degp—quite different from his lagt vist. Why was he so
interested in the dhampir, and why did he expend dl this effort with warnings? Suddenly the answers
didn't matter.

“I'venoidea, and | don’t care. | am taking my family away from here tomorrow.”

“Away? The dranger appeared stunned. “Where? Desroying her is the only way to ensure your
survivd.”

Toret dmost amiled, but not quite. “I once knew someone who thought like that. His bones are dust
under the dhampir’s tavern. Vengeance is expengve.”

Open anger dipped into the stranger’ s voice. “The guards now lock up the city at dusk. No one gets
inor out. Even the sewer gatesinto the bay are seded both day and night. And scding dl the city’s walls
would be difficult at best.”

Toret turned away, and the hollow hunger of his existence became acidic.

“If you think | can't find my way around a few mortal guards, you have no idea what | am. Get out.
Y ou're no longer welcome here.”

He heard footsteps coming toward him and soun about. The stranger stood close. His expression was
intense, watchful, an unknown decision being made.

“Should I cdl Tibor to escort you?” Toret added.

The dtranger’s lips parted and then closed quickly. His mask of composure returned as he stepped
back.

“Asyou wish.”

He turned and left. Toret followed and bolted the door behind him.

“Tibor!”

The undead sdlor came to the foyer. “Yes, master?’

“When Chane returns, let imin, but no one ese. If that man appears, send hm away. Understand?’



“Y&”

Toret climbed the gairs to the top floor. He was tired and drained, and badly needed to feed, but he
was findly seeing his world clearly. At the top floor, he walked into Sapphire’ s room without knocking.
She was dressing in front of her ova mirror.

“Oh, Toret,” she said, asif surprised at his presence. She looked him up and down.

He knew he appeared pder than usud, and his one eye was crushed closed, but in his fresh tunic, no
one could tdl his body was damaged. She was lacing hersdf into a red velvet gown, and the sght of it
touched him. Teesha had worn red velvet at times, though not as brilliant a shade. Sapphire’s round face
shifted between pouty and indignant. In aflash, she amiled and came to put her arms around his neck.

“You look better,” she said, petting his shoulder. “I smply couldn’'t abide dl those wounds and mess
lagt night. I’'m much too ddlicate”

Y es, perhaps she was, and he drank in the Sght of her. She might not be Teesha, but she was his

“You mug feed,” she said. “I'll finish dressing, and well go find you a treat. You should have
anything you want.” She amiled again, perhaps thinking hersdf quite generous to consider his desires.

“Chaneisout,” he said. “Hewill bring something back for me.”

“So we're gaying home?’ she asked, a pout returning. “I’ ve been trapped in here since tha horrible
hunter attacked me.”

“You're going to be busy dl night—packing,” he said softly. “We leave Bda at dusk tomorrow. I'll
make the arrangements tonight.”

It took a moment for his words to Snk in, and then she laughed.

“You can't be serious. I'm not leaving Bela. This place is paradise. There's nowhere in the country
with better inns”

“We're leaving,” he repested. “If we don’t, the dhampir will track us down, douse the place with all
as we deep, and light it on firein broad daylight. Still sound like paradise?’

His seriousness dowly dawned on her, and for amoment she didn’'t even speak. Then a scream burst
from her ripe, snarling mouth, and she grabbed a porcelain vase off the wardrobe and threw it.

Toret ducked as it shattered on the wall behind him.

Weddid sat in Cadabar’'s inn, waiting for Lanjov. The last dream had been suffocating, and he fdt
weary. His carefully woven web was being cut apart thread by thread. He had logt track of Magiere after
the fire a the Burdock, and now Rat-boy planned to flee. He Sipped a his tankard of wine and willed
cdm into his thoughts. Lanjov would come soon, as requested by messenger. If anyone knew where
Magiere now hid, it would be Lanjov.

Posshilities remaned, if he could only dday Ratboy and unobtrusvely assst Magiere in her
hunt—but not too much assistance. If she found Ratboy’s home before nightfdl, she would have the
advantage of daylight and not be forced to engage multiple opponents and the conjuror as wel. Her
traning must proceed.

A stout woman with graying har came up to histable.
“Areyou Master Weldtid?’ she asked. “A boy just ddivered a message.”

When he nodded, she held out a amdl folded paper, and he took it. His own name was addressed
upon it. The woman glanced at his missng finger.



“Thank you,” he said, not taking his eyes off of her as he waited.
She grunted and left.
Wedtid turned over the paper. A wax sed held it closed, and he split it, opening the |etter.

To my dear friend:

| regret not joining you tonight at our favorite inn. Events in Bela demanding my attention
grow ever more pressing. | fear my own time has become so limited | will have the leisure to meet
you at neither the Knight's House nor Calabar’s inn.

By now, you may have learned of Lord Au’ Shiyn's death. | have reconsidered your counsel and
retained the dhampir’s services, so there is no need for us to discuss this matter further in my
offices.

Rest assured she has both the services of the city guard and the sages to assist her. Thank you
again for your guidance. | do not know when we will be able to meet again.

| remain your humble friend.

Alexi Lanjov

Wedtid read the note again, though every word was clear the fird time.

In the polite manner of a gentleman, Lanjov had just informed him that he was no longer welcome at
the counal hdl, and any rdationship outsde of there had dso ended. Lanjov had severed thar
acquaintance.

Thecdmin Wddid’s mind withered. He read the note again, this time pausing at the mention of the
sages. Lanjov had spoken of them ensconced in a decommissioned barracks.

Wedtid placed aslver penny on the table, not waiting to have his change returned. He stepped into
the street and halled a passng coach.

“Do you know of the new sages and ther location?’ he asked the coachman. “Take me there, now.”

Chane emerged from a sewer grate somewhere in the city’s second ring. He had logt the dhampir
back a the sages barracks, but much dill troubled him. Wynn, as wel as Tilswith, would now know
whet he was.

He had emerged in one of the poor didricts west of the moderate merchant area and ill needed
blood for Toret. A trio of progtitutes hung together upon one street corner near a tavern, but Chane
never chose anyone from a group. Across the way stood one lone young woman outsde an dley. She
was andl, with limp, dirty hair. Her mudin dress was threadbare but mended. Her eyes were clear and
unclouded by de.

He walked up to her.

“Lookin' for company?’ she asked. Her voice was defeated and cheerless, and she was missng
severd teeth.

“Yes, but not here. Come home with me?’
She hestated and took in the cut of his cloak and boots. Men dressed like Chane did not often



patronize the poor Sde of the lower merchant digtrict.
“l got aroom. Not far from here,” she suggested.
He held out his purse. “I'll pay for the entire night.”

She wavered, captivated by the dlick of coins and yet sill wary. She moved closer to him, nervous
but determined, and dipped her am into his.

FHinding a coach was difficult in this part of the city, S0 it was severd Sde Streets later before he called
one to a stop. To Chane'srdief, the girl naither offered nor expected conversation during the ride. When
it ended, they walked to the house together, and Chane was surprised to find the front door bolted.

He knocked, and Tibor cracked it and looked out. At the 9ght of Chane, he opened it fully and
stepped back.

Chane mationed his companion in and said to Tibor, “Tdl the master I'm home.”

The sound of Sapphire screeching and glass objects shaitering floated down from upstairs. The
womean looked up and glanced warily a Chane.

“You got a master? | thought you was the master?’

Chane didn't answer, and she began backing toward the door.

“l changed my mind,” she said. “I'll just walk back. Y ou don't owe me nothin'.”
Chane grabbed her upper arm.

She didn’t scream but quickly lifted one leg to jerk a fish knife from her boot. Sashing across the
back of his hand, she surprised Chane into rdeasing her. But when she turned toward the door, it was
dready closed. Tibor stood Slently in front of it.

Chane snatched the back of her neck with one hand. Though he'd fed earlier, the dash on his hand
drove him to sdivate. She swung back blindly a him with the blade, and he grabbed her thin wrig as
well. Sheer will kept him from setting his teeth to her throat.

“Isthat for me?’ came Toret’s voice from behind.

Rulling his captive toward the gtairs, Chane saw his pae little master descend the lagt steps, his one
good eye fixed on the woman.

“Yes ... of course” he answered.

He was |oath to offer such addight to Toret. This woman, as tiny as she was, brimmed with life and
aurvivd indinct. It was like serving a vintage wine to a drunkard gone too long without de.

Chane hdd her out like a gift as she struggled. He closed his hand on her wrigt until the muffled crack
of bone was heard. She dropped the knifein awhimper of pain.

Toret enveloped the woman in histhin arms and bit into her throat so rgpidly that Chane logt his grip
on her neck. He let her am drop, as he suppressed a sneer of disgust.

Such awaste.

Above in the house, a door banged open or closed, followed by hammering footfals on the upper
dairs. Sapphire shortly appeared at the top of the dairs to the foyer. Her normdly perfect curls were
disheveled, and she appeared beyond one of her usud tantrums.

“Don’'t you wak away from me, you little rodent!” she shouted. “I’'m not going anywhere, do you
hear me? Anywherel”

Toret dropped the dead gil and opened his tunic. The ggoing rent in his chest was dosing. The
sunken eye socket was now full, and when he opened it, a clouded orb filled it. He turned toward the



daircase.
“Close your mouth,” he ordered Sapphire. “Go and pack, now.”

Sapphire’ s mouth snapped shut as she twitched, one hand coming to her head as if a sudden pain
gruck her behind the eyes. She turned around to shuffle back up to her room.

“Pack?’ Chane asked.
“We're leaving”
“The house?’

“The city. We're going home, to my home. WE I bribe smugglers to get us off the docks tomorrow
evening and sall south to the Suman Empire. It's been too long since I’ ve been home” He paused. “If we
day, the dhampir will find us. We survive only if we leave. You'll like the desert—it’'s clean.”

Toret climbed the gtairs, leaving the progtitute’ s body on foyer floor.
“If aman with dark hair and white temples comes,” he added, “don’'t let imin.”
Then he stopped and turned.

“It's a dim chance in a dty this gze that the dhampir will find this place before we leave, but we
should take no chances. Ther€' s one more day to get through. Set up a ward or a trap, or something, in
case anyone breaks in. Anything Smple that will dow her down and warn us”

Holding his composure, Chane nodded obediently. “Leaving Tihko and your wolf loose on the man
floor should provide warning, and | will arrange another suitable deterrent.”

“Nothing with a tripwire,” Toret said. “Use your craft. | think that half-blood can spot atrigger from a
league away.”
“Very wel,” Chane replied. So much for amplicity.

Thisturn of events was disturbing. If Toret’s new plan came to fruition, they would al be bound for
the Suman Empire by the fallowing night, living among camels, nomads, and who knew what ese. It
could take years or decades before he found or arranged another opportunity such as this dhampir
offered.

Something had to be done. But what?

Although Wedtid had never visted the sages, he had met severa through Lanjov at the council hdll.
The aging Domin Tilswith showed up a odd times to badger the councilman about improving their
arrangements. Seeing the barracks firshand, he better understood the domin’'s perspective. One intact
and wesather-aged building was not large enough for alibrary, as wel as housng a handful of sages.

He knocked on the door. A femde voice cdled from the other side.
“Who's there?’

“My name is Weldid Massng. | believe some of your people know me. | have asssted Councilman
Lanjov on occason.”

The door cracked open, and a young woman in agray robe with along braid peered out.
“Young Wynn, isn't it?" he asked. “Do you remember me? We met once in the councl hdll.”

“Yes, | remember you, but it is quite late” Her ovd face was marred with worry, and she glanced
furtivdy in both directions dong the street. “Do you have a message of some kind?’



“No,” he said reassuringly. “But after speaking with the coundl chairman, | thought to offer you my
assgtance. | have some experience with the dhampir's current pursuits, and | understand you are
working with her.”

She paused in consderation, and then stepped back so he could enter.
“Please comein. | am sorry if | seem overly cautious, but we have had an eventful evening.”
He stepped into the entry way and offered a polite bow of thanks.

Sheled him to what appeared to be an old officer's chamber. It had been transformed into a common
study room, complete with dl the trappings and Fixtures of sequestered scholars.

“Have you seen the dhampir of late?’ he asked. “1 assume she found new lodging for hersdf and her
companion. Councilman Lanjov was concerned.”

“Oh,” Wynn said. “He has not heard? | meant to send word but so much has happened. | thought
Domin Tilswith had informed him, but if not, please tdl the councilman that Magiere and Lees| are safdy
housed with us”

Weddid stopped. “She's here? Now?’

“Yes, would you like to see her?” she asked. “I bdieve she and Leesl| are tending to Chap in the
kitchen. He isfine but received a few burns earlier.”

Weddid did not wish for Magiere to see him yet. That would create even more complications than he
dready faced.

“The kitchens are fa?’ he asked.
“At the back of the building.” She pointed toward a Sde entrance in the study.
“Then do not bother her. How was the dog burned?’

Agan she did not speak, and he suspected that whatever weighed secretly upon this young sage was
connected to Magiere. Focusng hiswill, he gently poured a suggestion into her thoughts.

He was a kind older man, like-minded and knowledgeable. A good listener to whom she could talk.
She dropped her gaze in sadness.

“l have a friend,” she whispered. “Also a friend to Domin Tilswith, with whom we have spent many
hoursin study here. He was trusted and ... his name is Chane. And when he came tonight, the dhampir’'s
hound exposed him as a Noble Dead.”

The news of Toret’'s conjuror frequenting the sages guild did not surprise him. But it was quite
curious how preoccupied Wynn was with Toret’s vassa.

“Heran ...” she continued, “and Chap chased him. But he threw fire & Chap and vanished into the
sewers”

Weddid patiently watched a scatter of emotions play across her ddlicate face.

“He is polite, wdl educated, consderate ...” Her voice broke. “If you knew him, you would not
beieve what has been uncovered. | can bardly accept it mysdf.”

How intriguing. Still, if Magiere was nearby, Weldid could not stay any longer.

“l am sorry, my dear,” he said. “But if some mistake has been made, the truth will come out. We
should focus on assdting the dhampir to find this truth.”

Wynn straightened, possibly embarrassed by her brief outpouring.
“Of course. You are most kind.”



She walked to a table and showed him a stack of unrolled parchments.

“Leesl believes at least one of the Noble Dead purchased a three-story house. But this one is femae,
and | found no dwdling recently deeded to awoman. That means little, though, as he dso says they tend
to livein groups.”

Weddid’s eyebrows arched. “What makes him think that?’
“l assumed it was experience.”

Weldid gfted through the parchments one by one. At the fifth he tucked his finger into the stack
above it and kept paging a an even pace. That one deed had been for a three-story stone dweling near
the inner wall ring purchased two moons ago. The Sgnature a the bottom read Toret min ‘ Sharref.

How close the little sage was to what she sought.
“Wdl, | assume,” he said, “you'll begin looking at the mogt likdy possibilitiesin person.”

AsWedtid reversed his paging through the stack, he began pulling out selected parchments. When a
dozen or more were in his other hand, he dipped the one he’'d marked to the bottom of the stack and
handed her the sdlections.

“These might be the best,” he said.
She took the parchments. “On what basis did these seem best”?’
“Look a them ...” he sad intently.

Wedtid let his voice drop low, and focused upon its sound, its vibration. It became a thrum in the
young sag€e' s ears. “ See the connections. Think of what you know of dl that has happened.”

Wynn stared into his eyes a moment, and then her gaze dropped to the parchments.
Wedtid kept the hum of his voice steadily dipping into the back of her awareness.

“They are within a reasonable distance of the mogt recent deeths and disappearances. It will take dl
day to work through them, the last to be approached near dusk. Y ou will go with the dhampir tomorrow
and vigt dl of them. Shewill need your counsd, no matter how much she objects.”

Wynn's gaze remained on the parchments without blinking. Her breath came dowly and evenly. She
was logt in hiswords, his voice, and if not for her open eyes, she might have merely been adeep on her
fedt.

“Wynn, look a me” he said evenly.
The young woman's eyes drifted up.

“Forget what you now see” he said, voice dill steady in the slence of the room. “Forget | was here.
And remember only what isin your hands, what you mugt do. Vigt the last house at dusk.”

He stepped from the study and left the barracks, in control once again.

“You'relucky | got thereintime” Leesl growled a Chap. “Or you'd have been scorched bad as a
plucked goose.”

Magiere stood in the kitchen doorway wetching her partner examine the dog once again. A tuft of his
tal and some spots of fur were snged, but Chap was otherwise sound. Now knowing the hound
understood language, she had words for him about these stupid, headlong rushes a undeads before help
arived. And Leesll, ready to dive into the dark sewer, wasn't much better. Such a pair these two had
become.



“What are you amirking at?’ Leed| asked.

Magiere hadn't been aware of her expresson. He looked ridiculous in the torn-off surcoat, though it
hed certainly made it easy to follow himin the dark.

“We need to find you a shirt tomorrow. Maybe something more as well.”

“Oh, not the clothes again,” he said. “Thiswill do just fine. But | could use some boots, and hopefully
my second blade is finished by now.”

Yes, he' d left his boots in the fire at the Burdock, but had thought enough to grab the chest with his
toolbox indde. Magiere wondered about his priorities.

“Begdes such exciting errands,” Lees| asked, “whéat is our plan for tomorrow?’

“Wynn has a stack of deeds for houses we'll look at. Hopefully one of them will be what we're
looking for.”

Chap whined loudly at the mention of more houses.
“These aren’'t members of the council,” she added.
He barked and struggled in Leesl’s grasp, his voice excited and eager.

“We|l have a fight soon enough,” she added. “We handle it the same as in Miiska. Enter in daylight
and take them before they know what’ s happening—and without burning anything down.”

At that, Leed| shot her a belligerent scowl. “I’'m not the one setting firesin Bela”
“Smdl miracle” she answered, and crouched down next to him and Chap.
In spite of her mocking him, Leesi| remained serious.

“l had no choice back in Miiska. Y ou were dying, and | had to cut off al pursuit.” He reached out to
touch the bone amulet dangling below her throat. “I would have died after the cave-in if you hadn’t
breathed ar back into me, and once we were out, you would have died if | hadn't fed you.”

For once, his words didn’'t trouble her so much. Extreme actions had been required of them both
over this past season of ther lives. She understood his intention, even if he dill neither comprehended the
ful meaning of his own words or the consegquences of his actions.

She didn’t pull back or take the amulet from his hand. Her concern was that he seemed to live for
extreme actions, and she saw them merdly as a necessary misfortune.

“When thisis over, Leed|, what do you want?’
“To go home. What kind of a question isthat?’

Thefire from the kitchen hearth burned chearfully, and under the soft scent of wood smoke was the
aoma of dried herbs hanging beside pots and cookware. Benegth that, she could smdl Leesl. He
needed a bath, but then so did she, and his thick, musty scent wasn't unpleasant.

“And you'll be happy? Living in Miiska and running the tavern? That will be enough for you?’
Magiere fdt the bone amulet bounce againg her shirt. Lees| dropped cross-legged on the floor.
“Isthat what you're worried about? That I'll get restless?’

“Among other things” she said carefully.

“Ligen to me” he sad with equd caution. “We're gtting in a strange kitchen in a sage’s guild and
degping in an old barracks. Thisis mogt likdy going to be our life We Il have quiet seasons, possibly
years a the Sea Lion if we're lucky, but thiswon't be the last ime we're cdled.”

She wasn't certain of his meaning.



“I'm bound to you,” he continued, “asyou are to this path. If we try to deny or avaid it, it will catch
us unaware. Why do you think | was in the woods dl those mornings outside of Miiska? To stay sharp.
Of course | want alife a the Sea Lion, but it's never going to be that smple”

She let hiswords snk in. He was right, though she wished it otherwise.

Whatever hope she had to live a quiet and secluded life had been taken away, bit by bit. If their
exploitsin Miiska caused thar current cdl to service in Bea, how much more would she lose of the life
she wanted once they were done here?

Magiere fdt a amdl shame for part of her judgment of Leesl. He'd been willing to settle with her in
the tavern but knew they couldn’'t. Not with the consequences of the path they now traveled. In Miiska,
when she'd received the letter from Bdla, she'd tried to hide from it, but he had not. He'd dready known
what was coming, and he was 4ill here with her.

“The path | walk seems to narrow every day,” she whispered, “and o little would matter if you
weren't here to shareit.”

“It' sthe same for me” he said.
Magiere fet her mouth go dry. “But once we' rein the hunt, | fear what could happen to you.”
Because of me, and because of you, she thought.

At fird he said nothing. Magiere fdt an old, chill fear within the lingering sdt memory of his blood in
her mouth, hisflesh in her teeth, hislife seeping away into her.

“Nothing’s going to happen to me” he said. “I’'m not that easy to kill.”

They sat in sllence along time by the fire. Chap licked the singed fur on his haunch.
“l think he's got alittle more than scorched fur there,” Leesl said.

The change of subject brought no rdief. “Do we dill have any of Tilswith's salve?’

Leesl dimbed to his feet. “I should check on Vaz anyway. When | put him to bed, he was 4ill
hopping mad at you for ordering him to stay behind.”

“lan’'t hisuncle worried about hm?’ Magiere asked. “Have you asked him anything about his family?’

“l don’'t think Milous cares where he is. | assumed his parents were dead or otherwise long gone.
Vazis grong. He can take care of himsdf.”

Magiere wondered, if such were true, then why was Lees| tucking himin and checking on him?
“I'll be back,” he said, and headed out the kitchen door.

Magiere had become fond of this odd tenderness in him, srange as it was when mixed with the
cold-blooded nature of his past. She petted Chap's head and suddenly redized the dog was waiching
her intently, ears perked up.

He' d been ligening to every word and yipped softly before butting his head againgt her sde.

Lees| strolled back to their room trying to fathom what had—and had not—just happened. Magiere
assumed he was unsatisfied with ther life in Miiska. 1t was true he enjoyed being out and about, but
modly because he wouldn't let her face the future aone. Between the two of them, he better understood
the consequences of ther actions and the future that lay ahead. In this, at least, now she was perhaps
more a ease, but there was more to her disance than the fear that he might want to leave. In fact,
knowing he clearly wished to stay seemed to distress her as much as the dternative. The whole thing was
worse than a hangover.



Down the hdl came a glimmer of light from the open door of ther room. He'd heated up the cold
lamp’s crystd before leaving Vatz to deep. The boy acted tough enough, but he was dill just a boy in the
midgt of nightmares come to life

A softer light came from a doorway two openings closer than their room, and Lees| dowed his pace,
curious as to who was there. It might be just another guild apprentice. He peered indde.

It was much like the room they’ d been given: two sets of bunks on ether sde, with a amdl table and
dools a the far back, but with no bedding or blankets. Instead of a cold lamp, a Sngle, stubby candle
was placed on the table's edge and burned dimly.

Lees| stepped in. Then he remembered.

The sages were terrified of open flame anywhere in the building. No sage would have lit a candle
here, let done without a holder.

A dlinting line flashed down past his eyes and weight dammed againg his shoulders.

Two knees struck his lower back, and he fdt feet kick in behind his knees. He crumpled facedown
on the wooden floor, and awire cinched about his throat before he could get one of his hands ingde of it.

As he curled his left hand to release a dtiletto, something struck his elbow, and his hand went numb.
Before he could try again with his right, the same blow landed again, and both his hands lay limp.

Thewire closed tightly enough to press againg his throat without condricting his breath.

A garrote wire.

“ Cantasij tu aiche so aovarf”

The voice behind him was muffled. Lees| had heard this rhythm enough to recognize the words if not
their meaning.

“l don't understand,” he answered. “1 don’'t speak your language.”

The wire cinched dightly tighter, and along silence followed.

“Tdl mewhy you are here ... in Bela” the man asked more softly thistime,

Leedl| fdt knees press down his upper ams just above the ebows, pinning them to his Sdes. Feet
hooked across his thighs, the man’s weight evenly distributed. It was a very familiar arrangement, though
he'd never fdlen prey to it himsdf. HEd used it only to subdue others. There was a scent about his
attacker—a strange mix of wild grass, pine needles, and sea At. Leesl redized what if not who now
hed him at this severe disadvantage.

An df—and assassin, trained as his mother had taught him.

Feding began returning to his hands. As much as Leesl believed he could didodge his captor with
some effort, he couldn’'t escape the wire around his neck. If he told the truth, would this man even believe
him?

“Hunting undeads,” he answered.

Thewire jerked tighter around his throat.

“Youlid” the df hissed. “And what would the majay-hi want with the company of atraitor?’

“What... are you talking about?’ Lees| managed to choke out. Traitor? And how did Chap fit into
this? “ Ask the hound yoursdlf. He's nat tdling me much.”

A familiar thrum sounded from the wire as it whipped free from Leesl’s neck, leaving a hot, burning
line All weight lifted ingtantly from his back.

Lees| spun over and reached for the dtiletto he'd logt, but it wasn't on the floor. When he scrambled



to his feet, a dark figure stood beyond the doorway in the hall.

From cowl to cloak, hauberk to boots, and shirt and pants benesth, the figure was colored between
char and forest green. The cloak’s lower corners were tied around his waigt, and his cowled face was
masked below the eyes with a scarf or wrap. Beneath high, feethery eyebrows of dusty blond, two large
and danted amber eyes stared back at Leesl.

Thedf held Leesl’s diletto in one hand, the handles of the garrote gripped in the other. When Leesl
freed his remaining gtiletto, the df didn’'t even blink.

“Who taught you our ways?’ the df asked.
“Hrd, tdl me wha you mean,” Lees| replied. “Whose ways? The dves?’
For an answer, the df flicked hiswrist, and the tiletto spun through the air.

Lees| sdestepped and snatched the handle midflight. Before he'd righted the blade in his hand, the
cloaked figure legped through the door a him. He dashed crosswise with both blades to ward off his
attacker. But the df ingantly ducked and rose up ingde the arcs, padm griking out toward Leesl’s face.

Lees| collgpsed to the floor, and his right leg shot dong the left of the df's feet. He swirled his ams
over himsdf, blocking the df’'s descending figt, and dashing with the blades. Something lashed sharply
across hisright hand, tangled around the stiletto, and ripped it from his grasp. Leesil hooked his right foot
behind the df’ s ankle as his other leg shot up.

There was no impact.

Though Leesl’s foot connected, it was more a touch than a strike, and the df merdy arced backward
into the halway. He landed, watching Lees| intently. The same Hiletto he'd thrown a moment ago was
now snared in the garrote wire' s loops between hisfingers

“Who taught you Map am'a Fiar?” he asked flaly.

On hisguard, Lees| stared blankly a him. “What?’

“Cat-in-the-Grass,” he said. “The ground fighting.”

“My mother,” Leesl replied cautioudy. “And my father. But | don’t know what you' re talking about.”
Thedf dowly pulled LeesI’s diletto from the wire loops.

“You mother isatraitor. No outsider istaught the ways of an anmaglahk.”

Leesl diffened. Before anger came, the word settled in his mind.

“What does that mean?’ he asked. “What is anmaglahk?

Thedf'seyes widened, and Lees| saw puzzled suspicion in that gaze. The df then relaxed upon the
redization Lees| truly didn’t understand the word.

“You are no more than a renegade who cannot even speak his own language. Finish your task and
leave here”

“Lees|?

Magiere' s voice came from down the hdlway. And with it was the low, rumbling growl of Chap.
Leesl had been gone too long, and they’d come looking for him. He inched forward toward the figure
beyond the doorway.

“Touch them, and I’ll gut you right here,” he warned. “Whatever it takes.”
With but a sde glance, the df bolted down the hdl, and Lees| ducked out the door behind him.
A flash of metd flew toward hislegs.



Leeds| threw himsdf toward the hdlway’s far wdl as his own diletto, snatched from him by the df’s
garrote, struck home into the doorjamb. Chap lunged forward, snarling. The df merdy legped over the
dog and againg the right wall.

For a blink, the man seemed to ding there like a spider, hands and feet flat againg the surface with his
head near the caling. He pushed off into air and arced to the floor behind Magiere, who whipped around
to follow his movement.

Chap tried to reverse and Lees| grabbed him and held fast, arms dipping around the dog' s chest.
“Shhhh,” he said. “Stop it.”

Chap’'s gruggles ceased, but he continued growling. Down the hdlway past Magiere, the “vigtor”
hed vanished. Magiere looked back and forth in confuson and then dropped to Leesl’s side.

“What's going on?’ she asked. “Was that an df? Y our neck—did he attack you?’
Leesl indinctively touched his throat, dill burning from the wire' s dip.

“The wirein his hand ...” Magiere added more cadmly. She looked at the blade stuck in the door
frame, and recognition that it was Lees|’s spread across her face. “And he moved like you.”

Lees| dropped his gaze.

“He sahired killer, like you were. Isn't he?” she inggted.

Leesl hesitated. “ Anmaglahk,” he whispered toward Chap.

The dog looked down the hdlway, and his growl became alow rumble. As he looked back to Leesl,
he yipped once.

“That'sa‘yes’” Magiere said, hard and angry. “Why does a supposed Fay react vidoudy to an df,
if they’ re supposed to be related? And what' s that word?’

Lees| fdt her eyes upon him now.

“That word, Leesl,” she repeated. “ Assassn?’

When Leesi| couldn’'t even understand the word, the df had seemed astonished at his ignorance. He
had cdled Leesl atraitor, then the same for his mother. One could only be atraitor to a service, a cause,
anation, or a people. The fact that the df hadn't killed him because he wasn't acting as part of the man's
own people meant that fedty wasn't the issue. That ruled out nation or people. This was about the kills
his mother had taught him—for which she'd been marked as a traitor? Skills of an assassin and spy not
to be taught except to an anmaglahk.

“l think it's a caste,” he sad quietly. “The anmaglahk are some caste among the eves. And nmy
mother was a part of it.”

Magiere shifted around in front of him. He saw on her face the pieces coming together, and like
evarything eseinthar lives, the revelation brought more questions than answers.

“Why would dves have a caste of assasins?’ she asked. “And even so, why did one come after
you? We have nothing to do with them.”

Leas| had no answer for her.

His mother had taught him their ways, but nothing of their kind, made him one of them but whally
apart from them. She'd kept dl other aspects of her people a secret, down to the very language they
spoke. The df's judgment of her had been a broad statement, condemning her for dl time, even though
she was now dead.

But the anmaglahk had said his mother was a traitor. Not had been, but was.



Sgale watched the old barracks from a rooftop across the street. He had let the half-blood live He
hed questioned the wisdom of his elders and Aoishenis-Ahare, Most Aged Father. To take the life of
one of ther own people was forbidden, and a haf-blood, though polluted, was 4ill part of them in a
twisted way. To break their law meant a grave and serious issue was & stake.

It was true this one had been trained in their ways, though not as wdl as mogt. Stll, the haf-blood
knew nathing of his kind, not even the language of his mother’ s people. How and why could this be?

Aoishenis-Ahare foresaw so much, so why had he not spoken of the majay-hi? Did he not know?
The Fay so seldom appeared anymore, even to his own people, so why here and now to this
mishegotten child of a traitor? It had taken flesh in one of the old forms not seen Snce ancient times, as
told to Sgailein the tales of his grandmother.

The majay-hi’s presence troubled Sgaile as deeply as his own failure to obey, and he sat upon the
roof long into the night, watching.

Chapter 17

Any preconceptions Magiere had of how the day would unfold crumbled a breskfast. Wynn was
convinced that the day’s search hdd great promise for finding the undeads' lair, and so Leesl indsted
they befully prepared.

By breakfast’s end, severd sages had finished bailing garlic. Lees| prepared short torches, wineskins
of garlic water and ail, fresh tinder, and one large and one smdl quiver of quarrels soaked in garlic water.
Domin Tilswith donated a light crossbow. Lees| strapped Vatz's larger one across his back, and then
sunned Magiere by handing the smaler bow and quiver to the boy.

“We can't leave him,” Lees| whispered to her. “Hel just falow on his own. This way, if things go
awry, | can duff himin a coach and send the driver off before he can get out.”

Having Vatz in tow wasn't anong Magiere' s consderations, but she rductantly conceded that Leesl
was correct about the troublesome little whelp.

Lees| stowed his toolbox ingde the back of his surcoat, strapped on his sheathed punching blade,
and announced that he was ready. However, Wynn provided two more surprises.

Rummeging through what the dity guard had left behind, she'd found a pair of soft leether boots for
Leesl. The young sage then announced that she was coming aong.

Before Magiere or Lees| could refuse, Wynn waded in with more vehemence than either of them
thought her capable.

Severd deed sgnatures were foreign names, and thereby a trandator might be needed. Neither of
them had spent as much time as she in paging through city documents and were far less likdy to fathom

any quandary that arose. Laglly, she was adamant that no other choice was acceptable. She wouldn't
give them dity records, for which she was responsible, unless they agreed.

Magiere stewed slently as the motley band stepped into the street. Glanding back a Wynn with her
parchments, and Vaz waddling dong with a crossbow conspicuoudy hoisted over his too-smal
shoulder, she turned on Leesl asif thiswere dl his doing.

“Don't say it,” he warned. “Just get us a coach before hdf the ity sees us coming.”



Lees| looked no better than their two tagaongs, with his torn surcoat, quiver, crossbow, silettos, and
punching blade. He looked like a vagabond making a poor atempt to sdl himsdf as a mercenary by
mere show of arms,

With the hope that LeesI’s other blade was finished, ther first stop was at the wegponsmith. As their
hired coach rolled into the area, Magiere scanned the passng shops, watching for one in particular. With
relief, she spotted what she sought. A bit of misdirection was now needed, for which the boy and sage
would prove ussful.

Asdl of them except Chap dimbed from the coach, and Lees| headed directly into Bagavi’s amithy,
Magiere grabbed Wynn by the arm and handed her some Slver pennies.

“When he' s done, have Vaiz take dl of you to the nearest clothier and get Lees| a shirt. Durable and
as dark colored as possible. I'll meet you back at the coach.”

Wynn nodded hestantly. “Where are you going?’

Magiere glanced toward Leesil. To her rdief, he hdd his second blade up, ingpecting it before the
bear-gzed amith.

“Theré s more he'sgoing to need,” she said quidtly. “Whether he likesit or not.”
She left a puzzied Wynn behind and headed up to the shop she' d spotted dong their way.

Bult of dark, weathered wood with a narrow doorway, it was atiny place. The carved Sgn svinging
gently above the door read Shartek’'s, and below the worn letters was the shape of a hauberk crossed
with a pair of gloves. Magiere stepped inside.

The shop was thick with the smdl of acrid ail and a hint of iron, and the scent of cured legsther she
could practicdly tasteinthe air. A little old man in leether apron sat at a table working stain into an uncut
hide. He nodded to her and continued with his tasks.

Goods were lightly piled on crude tables, from gloves and vests to skullcaps and craftsmen’s aprons.
The shopkeeper’ s bench was strewn with tools, scraps of hide, thongs, and bits of metd. She soon found
what she sought hanging from a peg on the back wal.

The lesther hauberk had a diamond pattern of iron rings woven to the chest with legther laces. Baitle
damage could be mended by reweaving instead of sewing. Of clever design, it was lightly padded without
being too thick for flexibility. However, the deeves were near elbow length and the skirt dropped too
low. She pulled it down and took it to the old man.

“Thisll do,” she said, “but | need changes, and they must be done now.”

The old man nodded, and she proceeded to tdl him what she required. When finished, the skirt was
tapered front and back, and split a the sdes to just below the waist. The deeves were smilaly
shortened. It was not as “covering” asit had been, but Magiere judged the changes would accommodate
Leesl’'sways.

“How much?’ she asked the old man.

“A slver sovereign,” he replied without pause.

Magiere' s bregth caught, but it was a far price. She counted out four Slver shills each a fifth of a
sovereign, and the remainder in Slver pennies. What was left might see them through two or three days
about the city. She headed back with the hauberk bundled under one arm and found the others aready
waiting a the coach.

Wynn smiled as she appraised Leesl, which gave Magiere a sudden surge of irritation. Lees| now
wore a heavy linen shirt of chocolate brown that suited him quite well, and his hair was covered with a
charcoa scarf. When he spotted her, he threw up hisarms.



“Are you content now?’ he asked in chdlenge.

“Not quite.” She tossed the hauberk to him.

Lees| unfolded it. When it hung open in his hands, he gaped at her, eyes widein fury.

“Not on your life”

“Putit on,” she sad.

“l can't fight in this”

“Leedl, you put it on"—her voice grew louder as she pointed to the smith's workshop—“or I'll hire
four of their biggest men to pin you down—and I’ll put it on you mysdf!”

Wynn backed againg the coach in frightful embarrassment. Vaz watched eagerly, likdy hoping Leesl
would refuse just to see what would happen.

“Hne and well,” Lees| snapped.

He dimbed into the coach, and Chap scuttled out of his way. Wynn gave the driver ther firg
degtination, and Magiere waved her and Vatz indde. When she dimbed in, Leesl was trying to remove
his shirt.

“Over the shirt,, you hdf-wit,” Magiere growled.

Lees| glared at her though the neck of the shirt hafway over his head, and Chap shifted awvay from
him to the seat’ s far end. He jerked the shirt back down and fussed with the armor long enough to make
his resentment apparent. Magiere offered no assistance, not about to givein to hislittlefit.

Once finished, Lees| tugged dramdticaly at the hauberk’s collar and sullenly stared out the window.
Instead of an overarmed vagabond, he now looked like awalking armory, but at least he was protected.
Her gaze flickered to hisright wrigt, the open deeve cuff not large enough to close across his diletto hilt.
The scars were just visble,

Y es, protected. But not from her—or himsdf.

* * %

Lees| sensed Magiere watching him. So she feared for his safety, but now that she'd taken it dl into
her own hands, why the worried glances? With her dashing moods and complications legping upon them
a each turn, he was getting fed up with everything—induding her. Beneath the hauberk’s leather, the
shirt fdt itchy, asif he'd dept dl night upon an anthill.

Throughout the morning, the coach traveled most of the city’s inner ring and the wedthier didricts of
the middle ring, only to have Chap jump out, sniff about once, twice, or not a dl, and jump back into the
coach. Past noon, Leesl’s overtried patience was nearly depleted.

Suddenly, Chap sat up and sniffed, eagerly pushing his head out of the coach door window. Everyone
looked up with anticipation, and Lees| leaned over the dog to look out as well.

They passed a smdl open market near a gatehouse, and severa roving vendors had stopped their
cartsfull of prepared foods at the busy crossing.

“Exactly what have you done to be hungry?’ Leesl asked, about to pull the hound back indde the
coach.

“A brief pause” Wynn suggested.

She leaned againg the coach's sdewall, strained and tired. Riding around in the josling coach
appeared to have caught up with her.

“Yes” Magiere sad. “I think s0.”



Lees| sgnded the driver to stop. He'd bardy stepped out, when Chap legped clear and bounded
down the street toward the makeshift market.

“Get back herel” Leesl shouted, but the dog disappeared into the crowd.

“WEell catch up to him,” Magiere said. “1t's not like he's going to buy any food on his own. Or hell
beg hisway into a handout again.”

The noontime street was crowded with people on thar way to or doing busness in the market.
Nearly dl paused at a cart to purchase a skewer of roasted beef or hot pastry.

Leesl idly wandered, ignoring them, until a sudden shout caught everyon€e' s atention.
“Thief! Stop!”

The crowds were too thick to see what the fuss was about, so after briefly craning his neck, Leesl
continued on hisway. Little caught his attention among the peddlers and rickety ralling carts, and finding
that he was not particularly hungry, he wove hisway back toward the coach.

There was Chap, gtting on the cobblestones and desperately trying to tear a bite out of an oversize
sausage.

Leesl closed in on the dog. “Whéat did you do?’

Chap ignored him. There was no tdling how long that sausage had been in some vendor’s cart, but it
proved as tough as rolled sailcloth. For dl Chap’s wrestling, he couldn’t break off a mouthful. The others
hed dready returned and sat ingde the coach. Vatz chewed at a gtick of grilled beef while Wynn nibbled
apotato pasty. Magiere sat quietly with nothing in her hands.

“Not hungry either?’ she asked him.

“Let’'s move on while they finish,” Leesl suggested, sheking his head and turning to Chap. “Get in,
you gluttonous little thief.”

Chap whined in frugration, the sausage ill whole between his jaws, and hopped into the coach.
Lees| followed, Sgnding the driver to continue.

Squatting on the floor between the seats, Chap pinned one end of the sausage under a forepaw and
began pulling on the other end. He shook his head, gnashing his teeth as he tried to grind a piece loose.

“Serves you right,” Leesil grumbled at him. “Next time wait urtil | can buy something edible.”

Vaiz finished his own repast and grabbed the sausage's end from under the dog's paw. “You stupid
mutt, you' re never going to get a bite that way.”

Lees| was caught unaware as the boy snatched a stiletto right out of hiswrist sheath.
“Give methat,” Magiere said, grabbing for the blade.
“l can handle this” Vatz growled back, evading her.

Chap backed between Leesl’s legs, growling and refusng to release his would-be med. Vaz lad
hold of it with both hands, unable to cut off a piece with the gtiletto. Lees| grabbed the dog to get the
sausage out of his mouth while Magiere grappled with Vaz again for the diletto. Wynn leaned away,
protecting her potato pasty from getting smashed in the four-way flaling urtil it al ended quite suddenly.

The sausage snapped.

Chap lurched back againg Leesil, muzze flung up, and grease and ground meat spattered across
Lees| chest. Magiere grabbed Vaz' s wrid as the boy recoiled againg her, and his hdf of the sausage
was dung into the air.

It smacked againgt the coach’s roof, dopped down on Chap’s head, and spattered sausage guts dl



over LessI’'s deeves.
Everyonefdl slent as Lees| stared down a himsdf in disbelief.

Wynn dropped her pasty out the window, apparently losing her appetite. Magiere merdy wrinkled
her nose in disgust before haling the driver to stop the coach.

“You're supposed be a Fay?’ Lees| hissed at the hound.
With awhine, Chap snapped his jaws once and the sausage sump vanished with a gulp.
Leesl held out hishand to Vatz.

The boy made a hurried attempt to wipe off the dtiletto’s handle on his pants and only managed to
smear the blade with grease before handing it back hilt first. Lees| stepped out of the coach to brush
himsdf off and scrape the remaining mess from the coach floor. Chap whined again.

“You disgugting pig,” Magiere muttered. “Get up on that seat and tay there”
Chap gave Vatz a quick snarl before doing as ordered.
“What?’ Vatz asked, looking & Magiere. “1 was trying to help.”

“Move” she answered with a swat across the top of his head, and pointed to the coach corner
farthest from Chap.

Lees| shouted to the driver to move on. His new shirt was ruined, though he didn’t know why that
bothered him, as he hadn’t wanted it in the firg place. He rolled up the grease-covered deeves, picking
off sausage bits dong the way.

Once agan, he caught Magiere watching his every movement. Trying not to dert her to his
awareness, he let hisarm drop to hislgp and her gaze followed again. He looked down, thinking perhaps
he/ d missed some smear on hisarm, but it was clean right down to the scars.

Lees| traced the white line where he' d dashed his wrig open, and then the jagged arcs made by her
teeth. Magiere shied away to stare out the window.

Cold awareness raced through Leesl.

The prey they sought, her uncertainty of their future, or even the anmaglahk, weren’t the reason for
her distance or fear for him.

The danger that Magiere feared mogt was hersdf.

Magiere watched the stone houses of the quiet, wedlthy street pass by outsde the coach.

“We only have one more,” Wynn said. “Then we are done, if it is not the lair.”

Lees| glanced out the window, then turned to Magiere. “ Sun’s going down. You want to leave it until
morning?’

“No, we dill have time” Wynn added. “We are near enough.”

Lees| was correct, but as much as the sage’ s ingstence surprised Magiere, she preferred to haveit dl
over and done. The day was wasted and, by midafternoon, she'd given up hope of finding what they
sought.

“All right, the last one,” she agreed.

Wynn caled out the find location to the driver, and they rolled on. The young sage dtayed at the
window, leaning out for fresh ar. The amdl of sausage 4ill lingered indde the coach. Vatiz grumbled a bit,



but otherwise had remained quiet for the rest of the day. And so had Lees|, strangely enough.
When he' d touched the scars, her mouth and throat turned dry. Perhaps they dill itched or ached.

Chap suddenly raised his head and sprang up on the seat to stare out a the passing houses. A low
rumble began in his throat as the fur dong his back rose. Vaz tried to dimb out of his seat to get to
Chap’ s window. Magiere pushed the boy back and crouched on the coach floor at the hound's side.

Lees| sivung out the other coach door and spoke softly to the coachman. “Don’'t stop yet.”
“We should be right in front of it, | believe,” Wynn whispered.

Magiere watched Chap closdy. The hound's eyes shifted back and forth as he sniffed the ar, and
then settled on one house.

It was a three-story, solid stone sStructure with arched windows and a wide front door, much like
may dong the street. Chap's rumble grew as his jaws opened and his jowls pulled back. Magiere
closed her hands over his muzze

“Don'tl” she ordered. “No noise. The sun is dmost down, and we don’'t want to warn them.
Undersand?’

Chap ralled his eyes toward her and let out a muffled yip.

Magiere shivered and released him. She dill wasn't accustomed to the idea that Chap understood her
words and even responded intdligibly in his own fashion.

The coach continued another four or five houses down the Street, then rolled to a quiet stop. As
Magiere opened the door, Chap leaped out. He didn’t run toward their destination but stood waiting, fur
brigtling.

Magiere glanced down, but the topaz amulet wasn't glowing. Perhaps she needed to be closer. As

Leesl came around to join her, Wynn and Vatz stepped out as wdl. To Magiere's surprise, Wynn
reached up and handed the coachman some coins,

“What are you doing?’ Magiere asked.
“Thisisthe correct house, isit not?” Wynn answered.
“Wait...” Lees| started.

Before Magiere could respond as well, Wynn waved the driver off. The coachman cracked the reins,
and the horse stepped into a trot down the street.

Lees| put a hand over hisface, and Wynn looked completely perplexed at his reaction.

“You and Vaz can't be here for this” he findly added. “We don't even know what we're deding
with.”

Vaz slittle face flushed. “I didn't St in that damn coach dl day for nothin'. I'm here to earn my share
of the coin.”

Magiere s voice dropped to a deegp menacing tone.

“When exactly did we agree to that?” She turned on Wynn without pause. “And you ... you can
bardy keep your food down when facing a stde sausage!”

Wynn pursed her lips at the inqult. “1 am no true mage,” she sad asiif it were a confesson, “but dl
sages learn the amplegt things in ther generd sudies. Domin Tilswith has trained me in the principles of
thaumaturgy. Though we do not know the kind of magic you faced, | may be able to help, perhaps, if
such arises again from... Chane.”

As she spoke the name, her ovd face flushed dightly, but her back remained straight.



“You're no more than an idle dabbler,” Magiere scoffed. “Whatever Chane is, he's far beyond what
you could ded with.”

“Oh, for the love of mutton,” Leesl it out. “Thisis madness.”
“You two are daying outsde,” Magiere said. “And that’ s the end of it.”

“That won't work,” Leesl said. “We can't protect them if anything gets out of the house. And if we
wait to get rid of these two, any undeads indde might sense we' ve been here dready. By tomorrow
morming the place would be empty ... or worse, they'd be waiting for us”

Leesl was right, again, and Magiere found it intensdy annoying. If only they’d come to this house
fird. Catching their prey in daylight was now hopeless, and they couldn’t afford to wait.

“All right, we may yet have surprise on our sde,” she said with disgust, and then turned on the sage
and the boy. “But you two do as you're told and keep slent.”

Sheled the way dowly dong the row of stone and timber houses, dl the while watching for sgns of
movement or life She stopped one dwelling away from the one they sought and dropped down on her
haunches.

Bult of heavy, mortared stone, it wasn't what she'd expected. At least not compared to the
warehouse backrooms and underground chambers used by Miiska's undeads. Lees| dipped forward to
crouch beside her.

It sat sedate and respectable amongdt its neighbors in this quiet and well-to-do Street, front door to
the left atop three steps. There was one wide window with heavy shutters closed over it. The next two
floors up each held two windows evenly spaced but amilaly protected.

“We can’'t do this out in the open,” Leesl said. “For that matter, we may have dready attracted
atention we're not aware of. Best ook for a rear entrance.”

He moved out ahead, peered dong the building's front, and then scurried back to Magiere's sde.
“There's an access way on the far Sde” he said.

Leesl reached behind himsdf and pulled out the thin box he'd dipped up into the back of his
hauberk. He glanced a Vaiz and Wynn, and then Magiere.

She waited, expecting him to say something, but he gripped the box under his aam and dashed dong
the front of the house. Magiere unshesthed her fachion and followed him.

The rear door wasn't as wide as the front. Lees| removed athin sivery strut from ingde his toolbox’s
lid as he ingpected the door handle again for anything notable.

“No lock, so it's latched or bolted from theingde” he whispered to Magiere.

He pressed dowly and firmly againgt the door until he could dip the tiny strut through the crack & its
frame. Closing his eyes, he did the strut upward until it reached and raised alaich. He pulled the strut out
and placed it into its dot in the box’ s lid.

“Too easy,” Leesl whispered. “ Everyone stay clear of the door.”

Lees| tugged the crossbow’s strap over his head and set the weapon upon the ground. He cocked
and loaded it, Sgnding to Vaiz to do the same. The boy plopped onto the ground and braced his feet
agangd the bow, working its gring into the catch.

Again, Lees| examined frame and door but found nothing. He leaned againg the wal on the door’s
hinged sde. Then he pushed the door open with hisright hand and quickly pulled back.

Nothing happened.



“If anything, and | mean anything, comes at you or Wynn,” Leesl ingructed Vatz, “you fire firs and
both of you get out of the way. Don't get fancy. Aim for the center of its body or the firs part you can
sght. Pain from the garlic water might buy you a moment, but that’s dl. If one of these things gets hold of
you, it'll snap you in half.”

Vaz blinked, suddenly very dill and quiet. He nodded, tight-lipped and determined. Chap rumbled
softly, and Lees| grabbed his jaw.

“You keep your head and watch out for them.” He pointed to Wynn and Vatz.
Chap offered an offended look and growled at the door.

Wynn suddenly dug in her robe pockets and pulled out a smdl crystal much like one from a cold
lamp. She rubbed it furioudy between her hands, and it began to glow.

“Keep that covered until | tdl you otherwise,” Leesl admonished.

Wynn nodded, closng the crysd tightly in both hands. The light muted to a dull orange glow between
her fingers.

Lees| motioned to Magiere, and she dipped around to the door’ s far Sde, fdchionin hand.

In close quarters, any target would be near enough that litle aming would be necessary. The
crossbow was heavy, but Lees| could 4ill point and squeeze the firing lever with one hand. He gripped it
inhisleft and dipped hisright punching blade out of its sheath.

There was no turning back now.

Magiere appeared composed, but he knew better. She was the dhampir and played the council with
cavdier confidence and mydery for their benefit. But in redlity, this was only the second time they'd
hunted undeads. He dipped through the door ahead of her.

As expected, they entered a kitchen, everything neat, clean, and in place. Only a few items of
cookware hung on the walls, and most looked old and untouched, having probably been Ieft behind by a
previous owner. An immeaculate hearth free of ash or char was on the right with aline of rough cupboards
to the left. In the room’s center was a solid, thick-topped scullery table, yet there were no knives,
cleavers, or preparation implementsin its block or hanging from its sde hooks. There were neither dishes
nor food. No bread, no tea, not even a shriveled carrot.

The kitchen hadn’t been used in along while

Lees| led them across to the far Sde doorway, Magiere close behind him. He stopped long enough to
check the entry for anything suspicious and then pushed it open to scan the room for any movement or
presence.

Thiswas the dining chamber. Stone walls were hung with Smple tapestries, and an ovd cherrywood
table and matching chairsfilled the room. Two slver candelabra rested upon the table. The candles were
dl new, having never been lit. Pulled to the caling upon its chain was a chandelier, dripping with an array
of cut crystds.

An earsplitting caw filled the dark room, and Lees| crouched low. He fdt Magiere' s hand clamp on
his shoulder from behind as atinkling sound pulled his attention upward.

A large raven hopped about the crysta chanddlier, flexing its wings, and its black beady eyes stared
at them. It cawed again, louder, and Chap growled.

“Sah,” Leesl warned the hound. He had to quiet the bird quickly.

A sngp and twang came from behind Leesl, and the crystas in the chanddier jangled loudly. The
raven dropped with a hollow thump in the middle of the table, impaed through the body with a quarrd.



Lees| looked back over his shoulder.

Vaz s crosshow was empty. The boy shrugged. “It was loud.”

“Reload,” Lees| whispered back, and rose from his crouch.

At the room’s far end was an open archway, and he stepped around the table toward it.

Ancther low growl filled the room, but before Leesil turned to admonish Chap again, two dlittering
eyes came into view around the sde of the entrance.

A gray wolf astdl as Chap stood in their path, alow rumble issuing from its throat.

Chap leaped to the tabletop beside Leesil, knocking both candelabra to the floor in a clatter. He
answered the walf with a snarl of his own, jowls back to expose flexing jaws.

Before Lees| could fire, Chap lunged off the table, and the walf launched himsdf forward. They
dammed together, knocking the end char over, as the room filled with sounds of snarls and sngpping
teeth.

Lees| shifted back in panic. So much for the dement of surprise.

Chane lay fully clothed upon his bed in the cdlar’'s back room, ligening for any sound. Though he
heard nathing, his nerves were tightly dert.

Someone was in the house.

His consciousness dipped upward through the building until it touched avian thoughts somewhere
upon the main floor.

At firg the perspective was disorienting. His raven, Tihko, looked downward from a height, its vison
patidly obscured by tiny reflections of light in the dark dining chamber. Yes, Chane made out the table
dealy now. Tihko was in the chanddier, crystas blocking parts of the room, but why were those
crystds sparking softly with light? Twinkling reflections began to move.

Dim light spread from one Sde of the room where the haf-df stood.

It was the firdg time Chane had truly seen this man. Hair hidden benegth a dark scarf, he was of
average height. Surprising, condgdering his mixed blood, as most eves were tdler than humans. Now
amored in a leather hauberk, he carried in one hand a loaded crossbow, and the other gripped a
strange, wide-pointed blade extending from hisfig, the outside edge arching back dong hisarm.

Besde the haf-df was the blue-gray hound, its shining eyes peering about the room. Directly behind
them was the hunter. At the Sght of her, Chane experienced a surge of hunger.

Back in the kitchen doorway was a young boy dutching a crossbow. A puzding thing. Chane
wondered why the hunter would bring a child into this. The light dimly illuminating the room came from
the hands of a young woman in gray robes.

Chane dtiffened on his bed, and in response Tihko thrashed his wings, meking Chane's vison through
the bird's eyes waver.

Wynn was in the house.

Her appearance rattled Chane enough that he nearly lost contact with the raven. He watched the
haf-df carefully enter the room, knees dightly bent.

Tihko'sloud caw filled Chane's head. The hdf-df dropped low and looked up. Behind him, the boy
raised the crossbow, and amed at the raven—at Chane.



A shaft of pain pierced Chane through the chest and his vison went black.

Chane convulsed sharply into a bdl, the pain stabbing through to his back. When he thrashed over the
bedside, his tiny urn jangled on the floor stones. He pushed himsdf up to his knees, as the cdlar back
room snapped into focus.

Tihko was dead.

Sounds of snarling and crashing pounded down through the floor from above, and Chane' s thoughts
tangled. He could dip through the passage into the sewers and let Toret and Sapphire face the hunter and
her minions. But what if Toret survived and redized he had run? As long as Toret lived, Chane was his
dave. And then there was Wynn.

He cleared his mind, and reason presented the only possible course of action.

Chane pulled hislong sword from its sheath and headed for the opening to the hidden passage a the
base of the cdlar Sairs.

“Don't shoot,” Lees| ordered Vatz. “Y ou might hit Chap.”
“l an't gupid,” the boy answered.

Lees| dropped the crossbow on top of the dining table. He heard Magiere pick it up and follow
behind him as he inched toward the whirling tangle of hound and wolf bettling in the archway. Chap could
handle awalf, but the fight made enough noise to wake the dead, literdly.

When the walf twisted away from Chap’s lunge, Leesil kicked out hard at it.

Thewolf dammed againg the archway’s sde and logt its footing. Lees| stepped in, swinging his blade
downward across the animd’s neck. At the last moment, the walf righted itsdf, head turning toward
Leesl’sforward leg.

Chap darted in, jaws snapping closed over the wolf’s snout, and he jerked, pulling its head away.
Leesl's blade struck the animd’s throat, snking through fur and flesh, and nearly severing its head. The
wolf dropped to the floor, motionless. With one lagt thrash and snarl, Chap released his grip. Magiere
dipped past Leesl through the archway, and he saw the yelow glow of her topaz.

She groaned. “ Anything in this house with earsis certainly awake now.”
“Wait,” he said. “Let me”

She stopped and let im lead. When Lees| looked back, he found Vatz pulling his quarrel out of the
raven’'s body and Wynn, her brow furrowed in apprehension, saring at the wolf’s corpse.

Thiswas not going wdl at dl.

Alonein the room he usudly shared by day with Sgpphire, Toret opened his eyesto a distant cawing.
His duggish thoughts cleared.

Chane's raven was loose in the house, and its racket echoed up from the man floor. Toret
remembered hiswolf.

He tried to do as Chane had taught him, tried to see through its eyes, but he caught only bizarre
flashes of images passing through its mind. The view through its eyes was disorienting, misty, and kept
shifting about.

Something black dropped from the celling, and he bardy heard its thud upon the table through the



wolf’s ears. Then the blue-gray hound appeared on the table, glaiing a him with crysta-blue eyes as it
snarled.

To the table's Sde was aman in leather armor he couldn’t see dlearly. Then he made out the curved
blade dong the man's am.

Leesl.

The hound lunged at Toret from the table. He flinched and logt contact with the waolf.

Toret panicked. The haf-blood had found him. Was it sill day—or night?

He forced himsdf to stay cam. If Leesil was here, then the hunter was with him, and Sapphire might
dill be dormannt.

She' d been so angry with him as dawn came that he said nothing when she' d stayed in her own room.
He rose quickly from the bed. His sword leaned in the room’s west corner. Part of him wanted to leave it
and return to Ratboy’s ways of tooth and nail, but upon leaving the room, he picked up the blade.

Lees| stepped into the parlor, with the others close behind, and fdt the mood insde the house
indantly change.

Colors here meshed in a warmth that surprised him. A tan-and-russet Suman rug covered the floor,
and thick brocade draperies enclosed the windows. Mauve velvet divans were placed around the room
below pantings of open glades and forests hung upon the wdls. As Wynn stepped into the parlor’'s
archway, the light of her crysta further enlivened the room, and Leesl’s gaze passed to the back wall.
There was alife-gze portrait of Sapphirein arich red gown.

Wynn examined the portrait. “Someone livesin this space. Can you fed it?’

This room fdt different. The inhabitants never went to the dining chamber or kitchen, but they spent
timein here. Down the hdlway were only the foyer and front door, and a stairway beginning there led up
to the next level. Benegth it was another set of stairs leading below.

“Up or down?’ Magiere asked.

She dill hed the crossbow atop her falchion, and her topaz appeared dightly brighter. Chap growled
toward the front foyer, lowering his head.

“Upitis” Leedl said.

He sheathed his blade and held out his hand to Wynn. She handed him the crystd, and he began

working hisway down the hdl, watching for anything unusud. The last time they’d invaded an undead's
lar, he' d tripped awire and been buried under arigged cave-in.

When he reached the foyer, he turned to the stairs leading up. In place of the usud knob on the
bottom of the Staircase’s oak raling was a softly glowing orb. It cast light like that of the sage's cold
lamps, only dimmer, and appeared to serve no other purpose than illumination. Lees| turned his atention
to the stairs themsdlves. Again, he found nothing, and that unnerved him.

“Isit safe?” Magiere asked.

“l can't find anything,” he answered, and it sounded uncertain even to him, but they had to move on.
“Step back into the foyer while | look farther up.”

He stepped up the firg stair, and a thought occurred to him.

What would undeads, who saw dearly in the dark, need with alight in the Stairwell? He looked down
a the orb as hisfoot touched the next step.



The orb’ s light flashed like lightning, and Lees| raised his hand too late.

Brilliant white stabbed through the backs of his eyes into his skull. He jerked away and his foot
dipped. As hefdl, his hands clamped over his eyes and he cried out, unable to stop himsdf.

His back collided with something that stopped his fdl, and he fet ams wrap around him and lower
him to the floor. Someone gripped hiswrists and pulled his hands away.

“Lees|? Magiere' s voice asked sharply. “Are you dl right?’

He fdt the floor a his back and below his head, and he opened his eyes. Above him wasn't
Magiere' s pade face but only an aily blackness sparked with swirls of blurred, mute colors.

He was not dl right. He was blind.

* % %

Toret peered out of his door. There was no onein the hal. He hoped Chane had been awakened by
the noise below. He crept down the hdl and dipped into Sapphire’s room, dosing the door quietly.

She was dill dormant, lying atop her peach velvet comforter, and he paused at the Sght of her creamy
white face and dark-blond ringlets resting upon her cheeks. Adoration swelled ingde him. Toret put his
fingers over her soft mouth.

“My dear,” he whispered. “You must get up.”

Her sgpphire-blue eyes opened in surprise. But when she saw him, they darkened in temper.
“If you' ve come to beg for love, you can get out!”

“Shush,” he said, touching her mouth again. “Quiet, my sweet. The hunter isin the house.”

The expresson on her face shifted to shock and then cunning. Indeed, it gave m some rdief. It
meant she understood their Situation.

“How could shefind us?’
Toret shook his head. “Y ou need to escape. Chane, Tibor, and | will take care of this”
“How can | get out if she's aready here?’

“The passageway behind the gtairs, remember?’ he answered, waiting for her redization. “Go down
to the cdlar and into the tunnd we made tha leads to the sewers. I’'ve heard the exits to the sea are
closed, but you can travel a safe distance in that direction and dimb out a grate in the city streets. | will
find you later.”

She blinked a him asiif he spoke a foreign language.

“Drag one of my gowns through a sewer? My feet? Through that filth and stench?’

A pained cry echoed up through the house,

“What was thet?” she asked.

“With luck, one of our trespassers was caught in Chane's trap. Now you must get out of the house.”
She wore only aslk nightgown, so he hurried to the closet and grabbed the nearest gown.

“You can't attract any undue attention in the city now. Put this on and leave quickly.”

“I’'m not wearing that. Y ou bought thet; | didn’t. Midnight blue makes me look sdlow.”

“Then you won't caref it gets dragged through a sewer,” he said, and tossed the gown on the bed.

He needed to make sure Chane was awake and couldn’t waste any more time. He was on the verge
of outright ordering her into the sawer when she smiled.



“Of course, you'reright,” she said. “I don’'t meen to be difficult. How will you find me later?’
“I'll find you. Now get dressed and go.”

“I'll need some coin,” she stated with a stubborn look.

Toret Sghed deeply. “There' s a purse on my wardrobe.”

Magiere caught Lees| as hefdl. Her eyes hurt, and everything she looked at was speckled with spots
of light, but otherwise she could see.

“I'mblind,” Lees| said inawild tone. “Magiere, I'm blind.”

Lees| had caught the globe sfull flashin hisface. Vatiz seemed tense and on guard, rubbing his eyes,
but he was unhurt, as was Wynn. Chap had been closer. He whined, shaking his head and pawing at his
face, but from the way he looked about, responding to the movement of the others, he was able to see.

Magiere pulled Leesil up to St and kept one arm a his back for support. She didn’t know what to do
and hated the uncertainty.

“Hold on,” she whispered to him, and turned to the young sage. “Can you hdp him?’

Wynn picked up the crystd that Leesl had dropped and stood examining the globe more closdy
now.

“It'sdill intact,” she whispered.

“What is?” Magiere asked.

“The globe. | do not know how it is triggered, but it could be amost any of the magics... conjury,
thaumaturgy, maybe even dchemy by atificing.”

“Isit safe now?’” Magiere asked with more insgstence.

“l do not know.”

Vaz jerked the globe free from the ralling with both hands, dropped it, and ssomped on it. The globe
shattered like a mere eggshdl upon the floor.

“It's safe now,” he said.
Wynn sghed and kndlt down beside Leesl.
“Wynn, can you hdp hm?’ Magiere asked.

“Blindness from a flash is usudly temporary and passes in litle time” the sage answered.
“Apprentices have suffered amilar accidents during first works of magic.”

“We don't have alitletime” Leesl| growled. “If you can do something ... then do it!”

Wynn dipped her hand around Leesl’s back and nodded to Magiere that she had him supported.
Magiere stood up. She reversed the fachionin her grip so she could 4ill hold it and am the crossbow.

“Vatz, watch the hdlway,” she said. “ Shoot anything that moves.”
The boy settled himsdf in next to Wynn, crossbow amed down the passage toward the kitchen door.

Wynn set the crystal on the floor and took a pouch of water from Leesl’s bet. She shifted around
and pulled him back to lean againg her.

“We smply need to speed up your body’s ability to hed around your eyes” she sad. “I am not a
heder, but perhaps | can simulate the process. Lean your head back upon my shoulder. | am going to
rinse your eyesfirs.”



Leesl did as she ingtructed. Wynn carefully poured the water across hisblinking eyes.
“Now be 4ill and quiet,” she said. “I must concentrate.”

She placed her pdms like a mask over his face. As she closed her own eyes, she began chanting
oftly.

Magiere waited, impatient and anxious, as she watched Leesl. She couldn’t finish this without him,
and even if she could, she wasn't about to have him remain in thislar if he was blind. If Wynn falled, they
would flee immediately.

Wynn ceased chanting, and Magiere forget to watch the sairs. She wasn't certain what the sage was
doing or how such magic worked, but there had been no light, sound, or other sensations. No sgn that
anything had happened at dl from the sage’ s actions. Wynn lifted her hands from Lees’s face.

“Open your eyes,” Wynn said. “Isit any better?’

Lees| pushed up to St on his own. He blinked twice, squinting, and Magiere quickly crouched in front
of him. At that he looked directly a her face, and she took deep, long bregth.

“Yes..” he sad uncertanly, then nodded. “It' s alittle clearer.”

Hisvoice was cdmer now, but Magiere dill heard the drain in it. Blindness was probably the worst
thing Lees| could imagine. He was afighter. He turned his head and squinted a Wynn.

“Thank you. | don’t know how—"

“How wel can you see?” Magiere interrupted.

Leesil dimbed back to hisfegt, and she grabbed hisarm to steady him.
“Better,” he answered. “It's getting better quickly now. That'sdl | need.”
She nodded, uncertain whether he was completely truthful. “Then we go up.”

Chane emerged on the second floor, long sword in hand, and moved quickly to Tibor’'s room. It
contained only thick curtains and a mattress on the floor. Tibor was deeply dormant, and Chane knelt
next to him. He reached out and touched Tibor’s shoulder.

“Wake now,” he said, histone urgent. “The hunter isin our house.”

Tibor jumped dightly and opened his eydids. He pulled back away from Chane with a dartled
expression before recognition dawned.

“The hunter?’

“Get your sword. We mugt protect the master.”

At mention of Toret, Tibor grabbed the blade lying next to him upon the mattress.
“You lead,” Chane said. “Head for the hidden passageway, and wéell dip upgtairs”

Without question, Tibor headed for the bedroom door with Chane close behind. As Tibor stepped
into the halway, Chane raised his blade. On some hidden indinct, Tibor looked back.

Chane's blade cut a path through the darkness into Tibor's neck and cleanly through it.

The sailor’s head tumbled off, gtriking the floor and ralling down the hdl. The body crumpled with a
heavy thud, black fluids seeping into the halway rug.

Chane wiped his blade clean on the body and stepped over it, hurrying to the concealed entrance of
the hidden second stairway. Ingde the amdl space of cobwebbed stone, he took the narrow steps two at



atime and emerged quietly in the third-floor halway.

He saw Toret peer from Sgpphire’'s room, and Chane tapped lightly on the wall. Toret looked up at
the sound and saw him. The smdl undead pointed back toward a spot behind the ralling at the top of the
gairs. Chane nodded and motioned for Toret to head for the far end overhanging the stairwell.

Toret shook his head and pointed back into the room as he mouthed, Sapphire. He then pointed a
the passage Chane had exited and downward.

Chane understood. Sapphire was ill in the room, and Toret wanted her in the passage so she could
escape. He mationed for Toret to send her down the hal. Then he heard voices from below in the house.

His amdl master pulled the sruggling form of Sapphire from her room and pointed a Chane, but
dealy Sapphire wasn't ready to leave. Could she possbly be any more vapid? With an angry
expression, she scurried down the hdl. To Chane's amazement, ingtead of coming draight to him, she
ducked into Toret’s room.

Chane looked a Toret in dishdief, and saw hislittle master dench his jaw with frugtration. The hunter
could come up the gairs a any moment. But before Chane took a step to go after Sgpphire, she dipped
back out of Toret's room with a purse in her hand.

She'd wanted money. She wore a midnight-blue gown and a gold pendant with a sgpphire, and
carried alarge matching bag with a drawsiring closure. She dropped the purse into the bag. As soon as
she was close enough, Chane grabbed her aam and pushed her into the passageway so he could close it.

“I'm not dimbing into some sewer!” she hissed, swatting a him.

Chane's anger flared but redization presented an opportunity. Perhaps Toret was not the only
annoyance he could be rid of this night. He peered over his shoulder at Toret hiding above the gairwell a
the hal’s other end, then pitched his voice low to Sapphire, making sure hislittle master would not hear.

“Then just go to the exit for the second floor and wait,” he ingructed her. “Toret and | will take care
of the hunter. When dl isfinished, | will come for you.”

She mulled over his suggestion. “If | hear the fight move upstairs, couldn’t | just dip out onto the main
floor and out the front door?’

“No, wait behind the second floor’s entrance and do not come out until | open it.”
Chane pushed her ingde and closed the passage entrance.

He would never come for her and, eventualy, Sapphire’ s impatience would be too much. She would
try to sneak through the house. With luck, she would aso join Toret in a second degth.

Chane opened his senses as wide as possible.

Soft growling and the barest footfal upon stairs sounded from far below. He crouched in the halway
behind the railing near the landing. Toret was at the far end of the ralling over the gairwdl, examining his
sword for along moment. To Chane's agonishment, he put the blade down. What did he plan to fight
with?

Where' s Tibor ? Toret mouthed without sound.

Chane drew aline across his throat with one finger and pointed down the gairwel to the sound of
goproaching steps.

Toret looked blankly down over the raling's edge. He crouched, angry determination on his face.
Chane settled low, waiting.

With a little luck, Toret would find himsdf very suddenly done agang the dhampir and the
haf-blood. Not the best plan, but it was dl that Chane could arrange in the moment. Freedom was



perhaps only moments away.

Chapter 18

Leesl let Magiere lead the way up the taircase. Her dightly blurred form was silhouetted by the glow
of her topaz amulet, an unsattling sght. Hopefully, the orb was the last surprise they would encounter.
Although he could see enough to fight, he couldn’t clearly make out the carpet’s pattern. Spotting any
fine detall of warning was impossible until hisvison cleared further, and they didn’t have time to wait. He
feared little in the world, but the prospect of blindness had never occurred to him.

Chap snarled softly as he mounted the gairs beside Leesl. Wynn and Vatz followed behind, the sage
now carrying her cold lamp crystal and the crossbow Magiere had given her. Nearing the second floor,
Magiere stopped with one foot on the landing and looked back a Leesl, her dark eyes troubled and
uncertain.

Leesl unsheathed his second blade, one in each hand, and took two steps up to peer through the
dairs railing dong the halway floor.

A headless body lay there, and a pool of dark fluid was dready soaked into the rug. Leesl reached
out to touch the stained spot—it was il freshly wet.

Magiere stepped onto the landing and into the hdl, and Lees| followed. Hafway down the passage
lay a decapitated head. A gasp came from behind Leesil, and he looked back.

Wynn's eyes were wide and round, fixed on the corpse.

He waved a hand at her severd times before she looked up, and with a scowl, he put one finger to his
lips She nodded dowly.

Vaz sidestepped the body at Leesl’s fet. He glared at it as if someone had stolen a dockside fare
out from under hiswrinkling nose.

Lees| gave Magiere a questioning glance, but she merdy shook her head in confuson and moved
down the corridor. They passed by the head and reached the base of the find flight of dairs.

Cregping upward, Magiere led them. As they stepped beyond the hdfway point, Chap snarled
loudly.

Magiere shifted back againg the wal and Chap inched another step upward. Fur on end, the hound
looked up toward the floor above. Leesl followed that crystal gaze.

Somewhere above were undeads.
Chap cut loose a wall that shattered the slence, and the world around Leesl became a flurry of
mation.

A tdl figure appeared above the railing dong the third floor and dashed down a Magiere with a long
sword. The dang of it calliding with her falchion rang in LeesI’s ears, and he missed a grab for Chap as
the hound bolted past Magiere to the landing.

Magiere dashed the sword out of her way as she cdlimbed upward. The sword's widlder stepped into
ful view as he brought his blade back to swipe at Chap’s lunging form.

He was tdl, with brown-red hair, and dressed in asmple but findy tailored tunic. As Leesl took two
more gtairs, he heard Wynn cry out.



“Changl”

That sngle word made the swordsman fdter as he looked down the dairs past Leesl. Indecison
broke the cold determination on his pae face.

A quarrdl sailed past Leesl’s head and struck the tdl undead in the chest. Smoke welled around the
embedded shaft. Lees| glanced back to see thet it was Vaz who'd fired. Wynn stood petrified beside
him with her crossbow dutched at her chest. Vatz was dready reloading.

As Lees rushed upward, he glimpsed a form legping over the ralling dong the back of the hal and
down into the stairwell. It landed on his back and crushed him againg the stairs. Wiry hands like skin
stretched upon bone snatched both of his wrigts to pin them down.

“You're dead, hadf-blood,” hissed afamiliar voicein his ear.

Lees| fdt the chill of Ratboy’s grip on his wridts as if the cold burrowed into his flesh and spread
through his body. Burning pain shortened his bregth as teeth clamped againg his hauberk’s collar.

Not again.

The teeth closed hard on Leesl’s neck, but his collar took the brunt. As shock finished its rush
through his blood, he folded hisleft leg and kicked againgt the stairwel’ s left wall.

The thrugt threw him into the right wal, crushing Ratboy behind him, and the wiry undead logt his grip.
Leesl jerked hisleft ebow back and fdt the rearward point of his blade snk into Ratboy’s side. The
teeth upon Leesl’s neck released.

Leesl dipped down two steps and chopped back with his right blade. It bit into the empty steps.
Rayboy aready stood upon the landing.

The eye that Lees| had stabbed was now a mottled white orb in a bruised socket. There was only a
dark, crcular sain where the iris should have been.

Lees| followed carefully, both blades out in front of him. “Chap!” he ydled.
The hound spun from Magiere' s sde to face Ratboy.

A gquarrd druck the amdl undead above the right eye and pierced the top of his skull. His head
recoiled off the wal as smoke rose from the wound. Ratboy screamed, dapping at his face, and Chap
dammed into him with both forepaws, sending him back hard into the landing's corner.

Leesl couldn’'t look away to see where Wynn and Vatz were, or which of them had fired. He rushed
upward and made a backhanded swing with the left blade directly at Ratboy’ s neck.

Ratboy jerked the quarrd from his forehead as he ducked, and Lees|’s blade scraped dong the wall.
The shock shuddered through his arm, and Ratboy ducked under toward the Stairs.

Lessl turned.

Wynn stood down the gtairs, an empty crossbow in her hands. She swung it at Ratboy as he drew
back a claw-shaped hand to dash at her with his fingernails.

Time dowed to a crawl in Leesl’s vison. The undead' s nalls could rip open throats. A twinge passed
through the faded scars on hisjaw.

Chap leaped down the sairwell.

The hound struck with his forepaws and full weight againg Ratboy’ s back. Dog, vampire, and sage dll
tumbled down the dtairs together in a ralling heap. Vaz grabbed the raling with one hand and bardly
avoided getting entangled.

A low mde voice cdled out, “Wynn!”



Lees| couldn’t help falowing the sound in surprise.

Magiere' s eyes were black, canines bared, as she swung at Chane with her blade. It had been Chane
who'd cdled out in panic to the young sage.

There was no time to puzzle over this, and Lees| rushed down the Stairs after Ratboy.

Chane was furious. Everything that could have possibly gone wrong had before he could react. He
had planned to momentarily engage the hdf-df while pushing the dhampir off on Toret, but his little
master’ s eagerness for revenge fouled everything.

He had not given due consideration to the hound' s involvement. The beast’ s teeth were more than an
annoyance. The gashes on his legs burned. In avoiding the dog, he had ended up fighting the dhampir
after the boy shot imin the chest. The wound gill smoked, even after he'd jerked the quarrel ouit.

And now Wynn was somewhere below, trapped between Toret and the hound.

Chane roared and swung at the dhampir. When she snarled back, he saw her extended canines.
Unlike the crysta shimmer of an undead’s eyes fully opened to the night, her irises were black pits that
swdlowed dl light. She forced him back down the hdlway. The wound in his chest hindered his sword
am, and to make matters worse, as he blocked another swing, he saw the boy near the stairs reloading
his crossbow. If he did not do something quickly, this could end in his second desath.

Chane feinted and stepped back.

“Toret will gut your haf-blood,” he said. “Tear him from throat to groin.”

The dhampir hesitated. Chane feinted again, and when she moved to block, he followed with his left
fid.

The blow struck her jaw. To Chane's surprise, the impact sent a jar up his am. She was far more
s0lid than he anticipated, but her head gill whipped to the Side.

She sumbled back, driking the door frame of Sapphire’s room and spinning dong the wal. Before
she hit the floor, the boy with the crossbow stepped into the hdl. Chane grabbed the ralling and legped
over it, the hiss of a quarrd passing behind him as he dropped into the Sairwell.

Wynn huddled on the floor at the gairs bottom, with the snarling hound guarding her. Chane heard
gmdl footsteps on the upper landing, and turned to see the boy again trying to recock the crossbow. He
lashed out with the long sword. The blade tip cracked againg the top dtair, and the boy skittered back to
fdl againg the wadll.

Chane legped down to the second floor landing. Before the hound could turn on him, he swvung the
flat of his blade into the Sde of the animd’s head. It tumbled across the floor.

Wynn looked up at him with terror in her eyes.

It was an expression he never thought to see upon her face when she gazed at him. He bent over to
grab her wrigt with his free hand and pulled her up. | “Chane ... no!” she cried ouit.

There was no time to explain, and he hoisted her over his shoulder. Wynn's body was so amdl she
seemed to weigh nothing. She struggled, but with little effect.

Toret scrambled to his feet, and the haf-blood kicked him in the sde. The smdl undead toppled
agang the closed door of the empty spare room. As the df closed in, Chane kicked him in the back,
sending him careening into Toret.

Chane took two long steps down the second-floor hal, grabbed the raling, and legped into the next
darwel. As he raced down the last flight of stairs and out the front door, he heard the haf-blood yel out



Wynn's name. He sped off into the street without a backward glance.

As Toret sruggled out from under Leesil, he caught only a glimpse of Chane legping over the ralling
with the robed young woman over his shoulder. Then he saw Tibor’'s head upon the floor.

Toret was done.

Of dl the ways he had thought thiswould play out, facing the haf-blood and the dhampir on his own
had never entered his thoughts. The hound as well was on its feet, inching forward. Leesl gripped two
curved blades directly in front of himsalf.

Leesl's eyes shifted briefly to the raling where Chane had just fled, and Toret knew the haf-blood
wanted to run after the abducted woman.

“Why don't you just lie down and die for good,” Leesl snarled a him, and rushed forward, clearly
trying to force hisway farther down the hdll.

Toret dodged and dashed at Lees|’s face as one of the blades dropped too low, but he was buying
time, and he knew it.

He was going to be destroyed, and Sgpphire was in the sewers, fleang to escape. What would
happen at the moment of his second death? These intruders might go after Chane, but they might also use
that wretched hound to find the passageway Sapphire had followed. They could hunt her down or even
Separate to go after both her and Chane.

Toret glanced quickly about for some advantage, but he saw only Tibor's head. He backed another
step, and hisfoot bumped something on the floor.

The body.

He waited for Leesl’s next advance, and when it came, he dropped low under the blade’ s swing.

Toret dropped his blade in midcrouch and grabbed Tibor’'s headless corpse with both hands. As he
rose up, he pushed with his legs and flung the body forward.

The haf-blood's eyes widened as the corpse collided with him. Living and dead limbs sprawled
backward toward the hound, and the animd retreated. Toret legped over the raling into the sairwel and
ran down to the foyer.

The front door remained open from Chane's flight, but Toret didn’t follow in his servant’ s footsteps.
He pressed upon the wdl at the stairs bottom to release the catch and the hidden entrance popped
open. Sipping indde and damming it shut, he heard the padded footfdl and snarl of the hound beyond
the wall.

Toret headed downward as he heard the thud of the dog bettering againgt the wall where the entrance
hed closed. He quickly exited into the cdllar.

Severd practice swords lined the wdls. He grabbed the stoutest blade that looked managegble and
headed into the open passage they’ d dug down into the sewers.

Sapphire couldn’'t have gone far. He would catch up to her, and together they would escape from
Bdato the Suman Empire. He no longer wanted revenge. Now, dl that mattered was survivd.

“Get up! Get up!” Vaz shouted, pulling on Magiere s arm.
She sucked in ar and druggled up to dl fours. She fdt asif she'd been struck with an iron cudgd.



Her head ached, but the worst was her jaw. Then awareness took her, and she redized Vaz was
looking at her.

Magiere closed her lipstight with a quick pass of her tongue, and rdief came at the touch of reverted
teeth that closed smoothly together.

“Hurry,” Vaz said. “He took Wynn, and Leesil’s on the next floor fighting the other one.”

Magiere pulled hersdf up, grabbing her fdchion from the floor. Before she could stop him, Vatz
rounded the railing's end and headed down the stairs, crossbow in hand. She followed quickly, regaining
darity with each step. When she reached the second floor, Lees| was didodging himsdf from under the
corpse they’ d passed earlier, and there was no 9gn of Chap. She helped pull Lees| up.

“Where s Wynn?" she asked.

“Hetook her,” Lees| caled out as he headed around the raling down the next flight of gtairs. “That
butchering undead we' ve been after—he has her.”

Vaiz tried to get ahead of Magiere, but she pushed him behind. “You stay back.”

At the bottom of the dairwell, she saw Chap repeatedly throwing himsdf a the wal next to the
landing in the foyer, ignoring the open front door. His snarl was broken only by yelps on impact. Wynn's
crossbow lay at the foot of the dairs.

Leesl ran out the door onto the front porch, looking up and down the dark street.
“Stop it,” Magiere ydled, grabbing Chap before he lunged again.

Soinning out of her grip, the hound turned and snapped at her. Magiere backed away. Vatz took a
step up the stairs, not about to get near ether of them.

“What iswrong with you?’ she shouted at the dog.
Chap circled back around, glaring at the blank wdl next to the base of the stairs.
“Pay attention,” Magiere said. “Where did the tdl one go? Find me atrail, damn you!”

Chap glowered a her for a moment and then backtracked to the stairs. He sniffed the floor and
whirled about to rush outside and down the steps. Magiere trotted out next to Lees| and watched as the
hound worked the street’ s cobblestones, back and forth.

He stopped, head low, facing the way they had fird come, and his rumble shifted to a vicious growl
thet carried in the night air.

“Chaneis panicked,” Leesl said. “I'm betting he heads into the sewers again.”

Chap darted back to them, dearly wanting someone to follow him. But he dso kept looking through
the front door toward the wall he'd been insandy battering himsaf againg.

Lees| followed the hound's gaze, and for a moment the anger on his face turned to puzzlement.
Magiere put it asde and turned to Vatz now sanding in the doorway.

“Do you know the new guard barracks, just ingde the inner ring wal?’
The boy nodded uncertainly.

“Run to Captain Chetnik,” Magiere said. “Tdl him what’'s happened, and that there is a least one
vampire in the sewers. Have him double the guard on the bayside openings, but no one goes in. Can you
do that?’

Redizing the task was important and redl, Vatz nodded. “Yes, I'll be fast.”
She tossed him her pouch of remaining coins.



“Hnd a coach if you can. Do what you haveto.”
Asthe boy scurried into the street, Magiere stepped back ingde to pick up the abandoned crossbow.
“Leesil, give me your remaning quarrels.”

He unstrapped the quiver across his back and handed it to her from the doorway. A number of the
quares feathered ends were splintered or snapped off, but three were dill whole. Leesl remained
fixated upon the foyer wall.

“Let’'sgo,” shesad.
“No,” he replied.

He stepped ingde to sudy the wal Chap had assaulted and ran his fingertips dowly across its
surface. Then he stepped out the door again, this time looking at the left sde of the building beyond the
front door’s frame.

“Leesl!” Magiere said angrily.
He lifted the tip of hisleft blade across hislips asif it were afinger, Sgnding her to slence.
“It'stoo wide,” he whispered, and pointed to the left Sde of the building.

He reached his hands into the doorway’s left side, extending one blade on the indde and the other
outside. When he pulled them back, she could see the doorway wal’s width was less than the length of
his arm. Then he stepped out, looked to the left Side of the building, and spread his arms, widening the
measure he'd just shown her.

She stepped out with him to stare at the left Sde of the building.

Although the door’s wdl on the ingde ran directly to the left Sde of the foyer, the outsde wall was
three or four times wider by the measure Leesl had just shown her. She could think of no reason why
one stone wdl of an old house would be so much thicker than the others.

Magiere looked to Leedl in puzzlement. What was he was trying to tdl her in slence? He carefully
pointed the tip of his blade at her chest, and she looked down.

Before she even saw the growing glow of the topaz, Magiere fdt twinges of burning hunger rall in her
stomach.

There came a Soft grating of stone from ingde the foyer. The wal a the bottom of the gairs dowly
inched outward.

Dark-blond curls and the profile of a round face peeked out of the exit. The one cdled Sapphire
scanned the parlor room across the hdl. She amiled with rdief and stepped out.

As she turned to the front door, Sgpphire sucked inar and screamed out in panic: “Toret!”

Magiere flinched, amog turning about a Sapphire’s cry, suddenly wary. She assumed Ratboy had
run out the door in search of a sewer, but perhaps he was il in the house as well. Why ese would this
painted doxy wall for help?

Sapphire lunged back for the opening, and Magiere kicked out againg it.

The hidden door dammed closed on Sapphire’' s am, and Magiere leveled her fachion as she swung
for the woman's neck. Squeding, Sapphire ducked and wrenched her hand free. Magiere's blade
clanged agang stone.

Thiswas thelittle harlot who'd been stting in Leesil’s lap.
“Search the upper floors” Magiere snapped at Leesl. “She's not donein here”
“But Chane—" Lees| began.



“l want no one a our backs,” she shouted, and rushed after Sgpphire fleaing down the hdlway.

The undead scurried dong the ralling of the stairs leading below. Magiere dashed at her from behind,
but she ducked aside and as the fachion shattered through the raling. Sapphire darted into the parlor
dong the far wal around a velvet divan. Magiere followed rgpidly and svung down. The blade split
through the back of a divan.

As she wrenched her blade free, Sapphire tried to dash out the parlor archway, but Magiere kicked
her in the ssomach. Sapphire sumbled away in her heavy gown. She grabbed a cream porcdan vase
from an end table and threw it.

Magiere side-stepped, as the vase shattered agangt Sgpphire’ s own portrait, and seadily closed in
on Sapphire with purpose. The undead squealed again and ran behind another divan. Magiere smashed
this one as wdl, sending Sapphire scurrying to the far corner of the room.

The familiar ache grew in Magiere's jaw, but she swalowed down the pain. There would be no
mindless rage this time, no loss of sdf to hunger. She wanted full awareness of every moment. She let
hunger creep into her head just enough so that her night vison sharpened.

This creature had been stting in Lees’s |ap.
Sapphire looked around wildly.

Magiere svung down, the fachion shattering the light oak table to Sapphire's right as she cringed
back, crying out.

Magiere fdt no pity. For certain, Sapphire fdt no pity for her victims. She'd killed an unarmed house
guard a the Rowanwood without a thought. Now she pleaded for help as her victims had surely done.
How had this pathetic creature survived in the night?

Sapphire kicked up the table remains a Magiere, but the gown fouled her atempt, and Magiere
swatted the fragments aside. As Sgpphire made one last dash toward the parlor entrance, Magiere
snarled her free hand in the woman's hair. Sapphire's head snapped back as she was jerked to a stop.

“Turn around,” Magiere demanded. “Look a me.”

Sapphire stared into Magiere's black irises, sobbing with quivering red lips. And yet, srangely, no
tears fdl from the dead woman's eyes.

Magiere let the falchion pendulum down in front of her and up under her other arm, her grip tight in
Sapphire' s hair.

No! Sapphire mouthed, as she raised a hand to shidd hersdf.

Magiere dashed crosswise, pulling on the woman's hair a the same time. As her ams scissored
outward and apart, the fachion swung leve through the dark room.

One find sob from Sapphire ended hdfway as the blade passed deanly through the forearm of her
raised hand—and then her neck. The hand spun and dropped to the floor firg.

Magiere' s gaze never |eft the pale, painted face as the body collapsed and the head hung suspended
in her grip, draining black fluids onto the carpet.

She stood a moment longer before redizing she was panting. Her grip had tightened so severdy that
the dark-blond hair began to tear out between her fingers

Thisthing had tried to take Leesl.

The room dimmed around her, though her settling vison dill picked up details in the dark. She looked
down to see the topaz dim and lifdess againg her hauberk.

Magiere dropped the head onto the rumpled folds of the corpse’s gown.



Running footsteps on the airs broke her fixaion as Leesl hurried into the room with Chap close
behind. He crouched down immediaidly by the corpse, stared but a moment, and reached for the head.

Magiere was about to stop him. It wasn't time to collect proof for the council, but he waved her off.
“I may need this” he said amply.

He took a dark blue drawstring bag from the corpse, placed the head insde, and tied it to his belt.
Teking out flint, he struck it severd times with his blade until he ignited the torches he'd brought with
them. He handed one to Magiere.

“Hnd Chane and get Wynn back,” he said. “Chap’s aready tracked him to the firs sewer grate up
the street. | know where Ratboy has gone.”

Before she could ask, he stepped out of the parlor toward the foyer. Magiere followed him to the
opening in the wall. Insgde were narrow stone steps leading both up and down.

“Chap’'s dready confirmed it,” Lees| said, aring at the steps leading downward. “Ratboy ismine”
“Take Chap,” Magiere told him. “And this”

She unhooked the topaz amulet’s chain and went to fagten it about his neck. Leesl was about to stop
her, but she shook her head.

“l don't think | need it anymore” she explained with a glance back toward the parlor. “I can fed
them now when they're close. If we can't find each other later, we Il meet back at the sages’ barracks.”

Leesl nodded and motioned Chap into the passage. As Magiere was about to head for the front
door, he grabbed her by the arm.

When she looked a him, dl the warmth and wry humor she’'d become accustomed to finding in his
face, his eyes, his amile was gone without a trace.

“You day dive” hesad.
Magiere fdt cold indde.

Leesl wasn't just hunting anymore. This was vengeance. Or some fool’s need to rectify what he
thought was a falure from the past. Somewhere in the back of her mind she'd probably dways known
this and now there was no time to stop him.

“And you,” she said.

Magiere dipped out the front door, down the steps, and into the cobble street, running for the firgt
grate she saw.

From the shadows between two houses across the street, Sgalle watched the unfolding events with an
unstling ambivaence. He had followed the renegade and majay-hi dl day as they looked at housesin
the city’ s wedthier digricts. He did not know why.

He had dready ignored the wish of Aoishenis-Ahare— Most Aged Father—and yet he could not
leave wdl enough done. He had not been told dl and nearly spilled the blood of his people, even though
it ran through the flesh of a hafblood mongrd. And the majay-hi would not keep company with a traitor.
It was not possible.

As dusk settled, the half-blood renegade and his companions had entered the house across the way.
Sgale stled in to watch. For a while, nothing happened. Then atdl man ran from the house, carrying
the gray-robed woman over his shoulder, and disappeared into a sewer grate. A short while later the
renegade, the human femae, and the amdl boy appeared. The boy ran off down the street, and now the



armored woman went sraight to the same sewer grate and disappeared below the city.

Sgale waited longer, but the renegade haf-blood did not emerge. Neither did the majay-hi. He
dipped from his hiding place and approached the house, the front door half-open.

Snapping a diletto into his right hand, he stepped insde and walked dlently dong the hdl past the
base of the stairs, watching indl directions. As he passed an archway to his right, he spotted a headless
body upon the floor. The room was a shattered mess dl around.

Sgale frozein place, ligening in the dark, but he heard no soundsin the house. When he turned back
to the front door, he looked & the wall at the bottom of the Sairs.

Thewdl had a crack init.
More than a crack; it was a portd in the stone that had not been fully closed.
Sgaile pulled the door open and dipped insde and downward.

Chapter 19

Chane splashed dong the dark sewer tunnd, carrying Wynn and following the ankle-deep flow
toward the bay. At the city’s low side, he could emerge into the poor digtrict indde the third ring and
disappear into the sSde streets. With luck, Toret would take his second desth at the hands of the dhampir
and the haf-blood, and he would be findly free.

Wynn choked from ether the stench or the pounding of his shoulder into her ssomach as he dogged
through the searwater used to flush the city’s bowels.

“Chane, please” she uttered. “Put me down.”

He glanced behind but saw nothing except mortared stone walls, and so he carefully set her on her
feet. She dill clutched the glowing crystd in her hand.

“We mud hurry,” he urged her. “If Toret escapes and pursues us, he will kill you. Or order me to do
50, and it is beyond my power to disobey his commands”

He gripped her wrig lightly, the long sword 4ill in his other hand, and pulled her dong. The quarrdl
wound in his chest ill burned, as did the gashes on his leg from the hound's teeth. Wynn tried to pul
away, and he tightened his grip, not dlowing her to stop.

“Wha are you saying?’ she asked, both frightened and confused. “Let go of me. | will only dow your

He turned on her, as if by sheer will he could cow her into obedience, but then anger washed from
him.

Her robe’ s hem was soaked, dragging at her with its weight, and in his grip, he could fed her shake.

Chill water did not affect him, but she was dive and suffered from it. At the Sght of her round, soft face,
he knew the cold was only part of the cause.

Dried tear tracks marred her cheeks, and her amdl lips quivered with each short breath, expdling
vapor into the dank ar. Brown eyes stared back at him, but not as the vidgtor come to share intelectud
curiogities, a hunger for knowledge, and a cup of mint teain a quiet room, side by sde.

She looked upon him with fear.
But Chane did not release his grip.



“The creature who attacked you on the Sairsismy maker,” he sad flatly, “who made me his kin and
dave, and | cannot refuse his commands. He can sense where his crestion has gone—and track me. If he
finds me, you will die, one way or another.”

“So you... are avampire?” Wynn asked softly. “You killed those people ... did those things?’

“To survive” he answered. “Toret raised me to this state because he needed money and protection. |
could offer both. | never asked for this, but | accept what | am, as does any other being.”

“Soitisnot your fault?’ she said.
Could she understand?
“A matter of perspective,” he responded. “ Something for the philosophers among your guild.”

He looked back dong the tunnd, feding urgency take hold again, and resumed his flight. Wynn tried
to keep up with him now.

“You could put me up the next grate,” she suggested between panting breaths. “Please, Chane, let me
go.”
“Toret, or even Sapphire, may dill try to catch up,” he answered, “It is too dangerous yet.”

“But you said if Toret finds you, you must obey him.” When he did not answer her, she cried out, “If
you are akiller, then why are you protecting me?’

Chane pulled her faster through the filthy water.

“Because your life is not wasted in mindless drudgery,” he growled, as if the answer were dl too
obvious. “Most mortas are little more than cattle, and their loss affects nothing.”

She jerked back, surprisng him enough that he dmost stopped.

“You saved me because I'm a sage?’ she asked. “Because my head is full of knowledge you find
ussful?’

“Of course,” he responded.

But this was a hdf-truth, and the rest was not appropriate for the time or place. When he looked
back again, the tunnd was not empty. A light flickered in the distance.

“A torch,” Wynn said. “Would Sapphire or Toret carry atorch?’
“No,” he replied.

“Thenit isather Magiere or Leesl|, or both. Release me and flee”
Chane glanced at Wynn.

He could let her go, and that might dow the dhampir or the haf-df for a short while. But they would
not turn back now, even if they found Wynn safe and unharmed. It had not occurred to him to use Wynn
asatool or ahostage, but such a ruse might soon be necessary.

Chane pulled Wynn after him until he reached an intersection where the tunnd connected with a wider
passage. It looked to be one of the man flow routes down to the bay with elevated stone wakways
dong its Sdes. At one far corner was an iron ladder mounted into the stone that led up a verticd sheft. It
likdy led to a grate in one of the city’s streets. Chane lifted Wynn onto the walkway to the left of where
they had come out and stepped up beside her.

“Bedlent,” he said. “And put the crystd out of Sght.”
“Chane, do not do this” she urged.
He shot her a glare and held up the long sword between them. Wynn cowered back againg the wal



and tucked the crystd into her pocket. Chane settled in front of her near the corner, watching the far wal
of the tunnd they’ d come down for reflections of light that would tel him the pursuer drew near.

So far, this dhampir had proved less then effective in his scheme to destroy Toret. He was through
with schemes.

Toret dropped out of the cdlar's passage and down into the sewer tunnd. He looked both ways
through the dark but couldn’t detect any 9gn of Sapphire. She had a good start, and he now had a
decison to make,

He could head toward the poor digtricts of the outer ring or closer to the exits to the bay. But which
way had Sapphire taken? He' d told her to head for the sea, but she could be ... unpredictable.

As her maker, he could sense her presence for a limited distance. His powers had never devel oped
like Teesha's or Rashed's, but he could dmogt “fed” where Sapphire was if he focused.

Toret closed his eyes, pictured Sapphire—and fdt nothing.

Sapphire wouldn't head toward the poor side. She liked the rich didtricts after nightfal. He'd hoped
she might try for somewhere with fewer people out and about. Perhaps the middle merchant didtrict,
where most shops would be closed for the night. He turned south aong the tunndl.

Wading through mucky water dowed his progress, but with Sgpphire's blue velvet gown soaked, it
would dow her as wel. He traveled more quickly than she would, and yet neither saw nor sensed her.
Perhaps he' d chosen the wrong way? Was she foolish enough to head updope to the inner ring?

When he turned about to reconsider, there was torchlight down the tunnd behind him.
Sapphire wasn't carrying a torch.

Had the hound led the haf-blood to the cdla? That beast had tracked Rashed draight to the
warehouse back in Miiska. It made Sckening sense. He tensed, caught between fear and anger.

Leesl, with his cursed luck, was onto him.

Toret fled dong the tunnd, searching for a place to liein wait. If he was to escape this time, he had to
make sure no one could track him again.

He would see that hound rot with the refuse benesth the city.

Chap jumped from Toret’s cdlar and landed with a splash in the center of the sewer.
“Which way?’ Lees| asked.

The hound growled and headed southward againgt the flow of water. Lees| hopped down, the stench
assaulting his nose. Beneeth the amdl of waste was the didinct odor of brine. He shifted the sack with
Sapphire's head to the back of his belt, and quickly followed Chap.

Ratboy wouldn't leave this city—at least not in one piece.

Thefine white hairs on Leesl’s neck prickled with the strange sensation of being watched. He looked
behind, holding the torch out. Thelight revealed only dank walls and dow-running water. He tried putting
the torch behind himsdf, so his haf-dven eyes could Sft more easly through the shadows, but he saw
nothing.

Chap waded onward, and Lees followed again, each passing moment a sharp edge diding across his
nerves.



And dill they moved on, approaching numerous intersecting tunnels. Each time, he caled Chap back
long enough to check them carefully. When the way was clear, he let Chap lead again, watching to see if
the hound turned. But the dog continued straight south, even at the occasiona wider flow ways leading
down toward the bay.

After awhile, Lees| wondered if Chap truly followed atrail. Magiere s topaz, hanging about his neck,
glowed with only a dm aura. There was an undead down here, but they weren't gaining any ground.
How could Chap track Ratboy through running water?

Ahead, the tunnd floor danted sharply upward beyond a wide archway. As he came closer, he
spotted aline of jagged points dong the opening's top edge and a matching archway at the top of the
dope. Raised stone wakways lined both sides of the rise, and Leesl could hear the continuous splash of
running water from somewhere above. Chap passed through, working hisway up, and a ydlow shimmer
reflected off the dank wals around Leesl. He looked down.

The topaz brightened right before his eyes.
“Chap, come back!” Leedl| caled.

A rattle of chains echoed down the rigng passage, and the archway’s spikes descended rapidly
toward LeesI’s head. He lurched back in reflex.

Lees| thought he glimpsed aflickering shape rall under the iron gate's edge just before it splashed into
the water, and then a spray of sdt water made him shidd his face. Up-dope, Chap broke into battle cry,
and the eerie wall echoed through the sewers.

Holding his torch high, Lees| peered through the gate up the passage. Past the upper archway, the
floor leveled off out of Sght in a large, round chamber. He couldn’t see if there were other entrances or
passages leading into it. Chap’'s snarl sounded from above, but the hound was beyond view over the
dope stop lip.

A familiar voice echoed down to him.

“Too bad the gate missed you.” Ratboy’s high-pitched laugh rolled dong the wadls. “But now you get
to watch me daughter your beast, and you'll never track us again.”

“Chap, come back to the gatel” Lees| shouted, but he dready heard the splashing of feet in shdlow
water and knew Ratboy was dosng.

Chap was a born tracker and fighter, like the bear hounds of the Warlands, bred by petty lords and
tyrants for hunting mountain bears. Those hounds would go to any length to track their prey and threw
themsalves headlong into battle if not controlled. Many died on ther firg hunt. Chap was even more
willfu than those mere beasts.

The gate was here for a reason, though Lees| couldn’t fathom why. Deeper ingde the sewers, it had
been overlooked by the city guard when they sedled the outer spillways. He looked about for a way to
open it but only spotted brackets on the wals to @ther side. Janming his torch into one, he gripped the
gate with both hands and strained to lift it. The barrier wouldn’t budge.

Chap’'s snarl grew loud again amidst aflurry of splashes.
“Leave him,” Leesl shouted. “Back away to me”
Evenif Chap did as he commanded, Ratboy wouldn't abandon this chance to kill the hound.

A flicker of shadow across the upper archway made Leesl pause from draining a the gate. The
chamber’s darkness above was too severe even for his eyes. He snatched the torch and threw it through
the gate onto the left walkway, as far up as he could. Framed in the upper archway was the capering
figure of Ratboy maneuvering around Chap, the hound's silvery coat tinged to gold in the torchlight.



Ratboy dodged and siwung down with athick short sword, barely missng Chap’s neck.
“Valhachkasg’a!” Lees| cursed, wishing he' d grabbed VatZ' s crossbow before the boy had |eft.

Chap dashed insde Ratboy’s guard. Spinning around behind, the hound snapped teeth dong the
back of Ratboy’s knee. The undead cried out but turned with the dog and kicked out hard, catching
Chap in the side. The hound tumbled back out of Sght with a cascade of splashes.

Snaling, Ratboy faced into the chamber with sword raised.

Lees| drew hisright blade and chopped down on the gate’'s crossbars. Sted clanged againg iron,
leaving only a minor gash.

Ratboy glanced toward him, sharp teeth bared in a sneer, and then turned back to Chap. Leesl
struck the gate again and again, but Ratboy gave no more notice.

From beyond the upper archway’ s right side, a sivery flutter skimmed through the air.

Ratboy’ s head snapped sdeways as he staggered. He righted himsdf and reached up with his free
hand.

A diletto of bright metd protruded from the base of his neck.

Leesl stopped his assaullt, lost in confuson. He'd have done that himsdf if he'd thought it would do
any good.

“Stop,” a smooth, lilting voice ordered.

The echo from the upper chamber made it impossible for Lees| to tdl where the voice came from. A
gray specter did forward into view.

Standing to the upper archway’ s right was a gray-clad figure, cowl up and cloak corners tied around
itswast. Coiled between the fingers of its Ieft fig was a slvery wire glinting in the torchlight. 1t was like
the garrote in Leesl’s own toolbox, and recognition filled him.

Thiswas the anmaglahk from the previous night.

The df had followed him and mugt have been the shadow he'd glimpsed dipping under the gate
beforeit closed. The stiletto had been nothing more than a ploy to gan Ratboy’ s attention.

“What'sthis?” Ratboy uttered, as he did the stained blade from his neck. “A new playmate?’
“You are not my concern,” the df said camly. “Leave the hound.”

At those words, Ratboy appeared uncertain, but Lees| couldn’'t believe what he was hearing. He
unsheathed his second blade.

“Kill hm!” he ydled at the df. “Fire or decapitation isthe only way.”

The df gave hm no notice. His cowled head turned toward the back of the chamber as he sad,
“Please, stand with me”

Chap came into view as he circled in to stand a pace or two back on the €f’s Sde of the archway.
The man looked to the hound, holding his hands open to his sides, and said something in Elvish that Leesl
couldn’t follow.

“He san undead,” Lees| soit in frudration. “Take his head, now.”
Thetorch’'s crackle was the only sound for the span of two breaths.

Ratboy screamed out, dropping his sword and stiletto as he lunged a the df. He collided into the df,
and both collapsed down in a spray of water.

Leesl expected Chap to fly into the battle, but the hound held his place, snarling in frudration as he



watched the two flal. Ratboy’s hand rose up, fingers hooked, and he dashed down at the df’s neck,
fingernalls shredding the side of the cowl. The df’s gray-clad leg whipped up and around the front of
Ratboy’ s throat.

Leesl's view was obscured agan by the splash of Ratboy toppling, and he saw little more than a
whirl of wet bodies and water thrown into the air. When it ended, the df was behind Ratboy, who sat or
kndt with the garrote whipped around his neck.

The df’s hands jerked apart, and the wire closed indantly, cutting into Ratboy’ s throat.
“Don't let go,” Lees| cdled out. “Hnishit.”

Even with jugt torchlight, Lees| saw theline around Rat-boy’s throat darken as black fluids began to
Seep out.

Ratboy reached back and grabbed the sides of the df’s cloak. He jerked the df over the top of
himsdf. Asthe df passed in front, Ratboy kicked out, sending the taller man damming againg the side of
the archway. But the df lost only one grip on the garrote handles, and as the wire lashed free of Ratboy’s
neck, it bit deeper.

Ratboy scuttled back, holding his throat. His gaze never strayed from the tdl gray figure as he
fumbled in the water to recover his sword.

“Go,” the df said again. “Go hunt humans. Leave the majay-hi.”
Chap inched toward the wiry undead.

Sill dutching his throat, Ratboy passed one lagt hateful glance toward Leesil, turned, and ran out of
view.

“No!” Lees| screamed out and smashed his blades againg the gate.

Hunger boiled up from Magiere' s somach.

Torch held high, she dowed at the intersection ahead and aimed her crossbow toward the arched
opening. When the blade flashed out from her left, she quickly swiped it asde with the torch and
Sidestepped into the intersection.

Chane stood on a wakway with Wynn directly behind him. He pulled her around in front of himsdf
with one hand clamped over her mouth. The sage was s0 amdl that her head bardy reached his
collarbone, Magiere fdt her teeth begin to ache.

“Let her go,” she ordered.

She tossed the torch to the far sde wakway and drew her fdchion. To her surprise, his voice was
cdm and polite.

“Is Toret dead?’

She didn’t care about his questions or anything but seeing his head come off, and she took two steps
toward him through the water.

“Take your hand off her. Unless you want to fight with one arm.”
“| doubt you could accomplish that without severely wounding your friend.”

For an answer, Magiere squeezed the crossbow’ s firing lever. The quarrdl pierced Chane's exposed
cdf, dready marred from Chap’s teeth, and he cried out as smoke rose around the embedded shaft.
Chane's grip fdtered as he folded in pan, reaching for the quarrel, and Wynn lunged away dong the
wall.



Magiere threw the empty crossbow onto the walkway at the sage' s feet. It would have been a perfect
moment to press Chane, but until Wynn was better protected, Magiere couldn’t afford to rush the tal
undead. As Chane jerked the quarrd from his leg and stepped into the tunnd’s running water, Magiere
cut the quiver’s strap with her fachion and tossed the quarrdls after the crossbow.

“Load it,” she ordered Wynn, stepping forward to put hersdf between the sage and the undead
nobleman.

She could fed a dhift in Chane's presence. Before, at the inn and in the house, she'd sensed hunger
and evason. She saw a hint of determination.

“Stop it! Both of you,” Wynn cdled. “Chane, she is unique—do not harm her. Magiere, none of this
ishisfault. Toret took him without permission.”

Pointless words, but as Magiere glared over to silence her, Wynn was fitting one of the lagt two
quarrels into the crossbow.

“When | tdl you,” Magiere said, “shoot him.”

It was unlikdy Wynn had any <ill with the weapon, but the words would play upon Chane wel
enough. The undead circled, looking for an opening.

“Shewill not fireat me” he said with quiet certainty. “You are wasting your breath.”
“At least | have breath to waste,” she replied.

It had never occurred to her that Wynn was anything other than a hostage, but there was gpparently
something more between these two. But as Magiere matched Chane's maneuvers, she saw the sage
point the crossbow at the undead.

He rolled his am over and up and swung downward, trying Rashed's old trick of brute strength to
crash through Magiere's guard. The force was immense, and Magiere dropped hdfway to one knee as
ghe blocked. He wasn't playing anymore.

But she never had been.

Magiere deflected and dashed low at hislegs When he retreated, she spun backward through the
water for distance. He charged immediatdy, svinging the sword down as she rose to her feet. Thistime
she dodged and dashed again for his leg. He tried to step away, but the fachion's tip cut across his left
knee. He grunted, and as he buckled from the burn of her blade, he dashed upward.

The long sword's point cut partway through Magiere' s hauberk below the collar and diced her Ieft
shoulder. She staggered back, regaining her feet as the pain flared.

Chane favored his wounded leg, and Magiere fet blood seeping into her shirt a the shoulder. She
needed him off guard for a momert.

“Wynn, shoot hm!” she cdlled.

Chane tried to cirdle but was now limping. At the sght of her blood, his irises dilated, turning
cyddline. She fdt hunger grow in him, and something else as well.

Desre.

Chane took pleasure in killing, in feeding, in the last moments of hisvictim's lives.
Why hadn’'t Wynn fired?

He rushed forward and, at the last second, sivung low with his sword.

When Magiere dipped her fdchion to block, his free hand snapped out around her wrig. On
momentum, he thrugt her back againg the wall.



Magiere et the hunger rash through her flesh. She thrust her fig into his jaw.

His head snapped back so hard that his body arched away from her, and he logt his grip on her
sword arm. His eyes widened as he reded, and his teeth were stained with his own black fluids.

Magiere svung her freed blade down &t his head.

Chane blocked, and the sted dang echoed sharply. He pressed on her throat, fordng Magiere into
thewdl again.

Blades locked between them, Magiere dapped her free hand around his throat, and her fingers
squeezed into cold flesh. Her back came away from the wall.

Chane dowly logt ground, and then set himsdlf, pushing harder, trying to lever the long sword around
her fachion toward her face.

Inaquick spasm, his eyes and seeping mouth widened as he cried out and pulled away.

The sudden release threw Magiere off balance, and she ssumbled. When she regained her foating,
Chane was trying desperately to reach a smoking quarrel protruding from his lower back. He looked
overwhelmed with shock more than pain as the smoke rose up from his body.

“Wynn ... 7" he whispered in confusion.

Magiere saw the young sage dready reloading the lagt quarrel. In that moment of digtraction, Chane
dashed out wildly with his sword and diced Magiere across the right thigh.

Her weight gave, and she splashed down to one knee. But Chane staggered as well, smoke 4ill rigng
from the quarrel in his back. He moaned, dutching at the shaft.

Magiere braced with the fachion to get back up, but she couldn’'t keep weight on her wounded leg
for too long. Chane was in no better shape. If she could get close enough for one swing ...

“Aim for hishead!” she ydled to Wynn.
But Wynn stood frozen in place. Tears ran down her cheeks.
The world dowed to a stop and dl three stared at each other in slence.

If Wynn would smply fire, there would too much pain for Chane to defend or flee. If Wynn did not,
Magiere's wounded leg might stop her from catching him.

Chane searched Wynn's face asif looking for something init.

“If you take a step toward Magiere—or try to cast your magic,” Wynn whispered, “1 will shoot.”
Chane took one sumbling step back, dishdief on his face.

“He s akille—amonger,” Magiere shouted to the sage. “ Shoot him!”

Their postions were dl wrong. If Magiere tried to close, she would smply be in Wynn'sline of fire
“Wynn?’" she snarled. “Pull the lever, damn you.”

But Wynn didn’t move or take her eyes off of the undead.

Chane looked at her. The crystd of hisirises faded to deep brown as a sirange loss passed across his
face. Thetal undead turned and fled down the tunnd.

The dank arr caught in Magiere's chest as she tried to sumble after her prey and nearly fdl in the
sewer water. She turned to Wynn.

“Wha have you done?’
“Hemay be akiller,” Wynn whispered with effort as the crossbow sagged in her ams. “But | am not.



Not like that. He spared me—and you.”
“He didn’t have a choicel” Magiere snapped back.

Wynn dropped the crossbow with a flinch, as if discarding something repugnant to the touch. She
stepped down into the water and lifted Magiere' s free am over her shoulders.

“Y ou made me believe we hunted savage beasts,” the sage said accusingly.

“You dupid ... girl,” Magiere answered. What lunacy this woman had developed amid dusty books
and isolaion from the redl world. “That' sdl they are”

“Then why did he let melive?’
“You were histool.”
“No,” Wynn said firmly. “Now we must leave and see to your wounds.”

Magiere drew a long breath, prepared to tdl this idiot what she thought of her grand ethics, and the
sound of footsteps resonated into the intersection.

“So much for your mercy,” she said. “He' s coming back to finish this”

She was about to shove Wynn away when she redized the footfdls were againg stone and not
splashing through the water. Sow and even, they came from up the wide flow way toward the city’s
center rather than down the tunnd into which Chane hed fled.

Magiere' s night vison was amost gone. Hunger had faded with the fury to cal back her sght, leaving
only frudration and fatigue. She bardy made out the dark figure moving dong the left-sde stone
wakway, and heard his voice echo to her.

“A moment, if you please.”
Hollow and cultured—and familiar in away that made Magiere tense.

A figure of medium height stepped into the far reach of the torchlight, wearing a black cloak over
dark clothes that obscured him from view. With black-gloved hands, he pulled his cowl back, and even
in the low torchlight, Magiere caught the streaks of white at his temples. Her leg gave again, and she
leaned on Wynn.

“Weldid?”

“Not quite what | expected,” he said, ignoring her puzzlement as he glanced down the side tunnd
Chane had taken. “But your skills are incressing. And | suppose thiswas dill a worthwhile lesson. Never
depend on anyone beside yoursdlf, except perhaps for the haf-blood or the majay-hi.”

Hisvoice. It was srangdy familiar, urgently so, asde from when she'd last seen hmin Miiska
“What are you doing here?’ she asked.
Agan he ignored her and looked a Wynn. “Leave”

Magiere fdt Wynn's grip around her wast tighten. Weistid lifted one black-gloved hand to point
down the sde tunnd.

His earlier words came back to Magiere— a moment, if you please.

She shoved Wynn in the direction Welstid pointed and sumbled over to snatch the loaded crossbow,
cradling it across her sword arm.

“Run now,” Magiere ordered. “Find Leesl.”

Wynn looked between Magiere and Welstid in confused panic, then turned and dogged away into
the tunndl.



Magiere leveled the crossbow directly at Weldtidl.

Lees| watched in frugtration and rage as Ratboy vanished.

Chap trotted down the dope to him, pushing his nose through the iron bars. At least he was dl right.
Asmuch as Lees| should thank the df for this, he was too angry.

“Open the damn gate!” he shouted.

The df gazed a him from the top of the passage and turned aside out of view. Leesl heard rattling
gears and chains, and the gate dowly lifted. When it was but hdfway up, he ducked under and hurried up
the walkway, picking up his torch dong the way and gripping it dong with the blade in hisleft hand. Chap
followed close behind him.

The chamber was alarge hdf circle, its fla side holding the archway entrance. Along this same wall,
to either Sde, were narrow passageways. Ratboy had likdy fled down the one to the left, and Leesl saw
the df standing on the right side, cranking a metd whedl. The man flipped a lever, locking the mechaniam
used to open the gate.

Thewadls reached up to four times the height of a man. High in the curved wall, a wide chute spilled a
steady but light fal of water to the chamber floor. The smdl of brine thickened here, and Lees| guessed
this place was beneeth the sdt mill, where excess seawater was pumped in to flush the sewers.

“We re going ater him,” he said to the df. “Are you coming?’

Chap began softly growling at the mouth of the left passageway, and the df watched him with a
puzzled expression that made Lees| briefly follow his gaze.

“You are dike” thedf said. “YYou care for only one thing—to kill the dead. Why?’
Lees| had no time for this. Ratboy was escagping yet again.

“Because they prey upon theliving,” he answered quickly. “No one ese will... can hunt them, so we
do.”

“Humans” Sgaile said, as if sitting out something foul to the taste. “They feed on humans, are
spawned from them. That cresture serves his purpose in thinning the blight upon this world. These
humans have even falled to remember their own fally that brought the world to the edge of deeth in ther

long-forgotten past.”

“Then why didn’'t you kill me, a hdf-human?’ Leesl asked in spite. “Why did you come after me at
al?

“An error of judgment was made—we do not kill our own,” the df sad with difficulty, though his
sudy of Chap made Lees| beieve there was moreto it.

“Saughter, you mean,” Lees| retorted. “That's what you do, just like these mongers” And he
pointed down the passage Ratboy had taken.

“Isthiswhy you abandoned your parents—to hunt the humans dead?’
Lees| tensed. What did thisdf know of his past?

“| left because my life was a horror, and | could no longer do as Darmouth forced me. | know they
both were executed because of me”

“| care not what happened to your humen sre” df replied. “But Cuirin'nSv'a is a traitor to her
people and ther future. She will never again teach another our ways. And it matterslittle if you choose to
wadte yoursdlf in such meaningless pursuit.”



Chap snarled and lunged a the df, and the man backed away two steps. But Lees| was only bardly
aware of this For amoment he couldn’t breathe.

Father had cdled mother Nein'a, and that was close to the name the df had spoken.

Chap lunged again with a snap of teeth, backing the df againg the wal. The anmaglahk looked at
Lees| asif he were something unpleasant that couldn’t be discarded.

“l came to you for one reason,” he said with reluctance, not letting Chap dip from his fidd of view.
“Totdl you that you must never step in our way, or our shared blood will not save you from the fate of a
traitor.”

Lees| waved Chap back, and the hound retreated severd steps. The df moved away from the wall,
Sdestepping toward the doped passage.

“What isyour name?’ Leesi| asked.

“Sgallshellleache a Oshagairea gan’ Coilehkrotall,” he replied, as if chalenging Leesl to even try to
repeat it. “Sgalle, if that is easer for you to speak, though it gains you nothing. | am not known to anyone
you will ever meet.”

He stepped partway down the dant before looking back.

“You were my task, but you are no threat to us. You are anmaglahk, but not yet a traitor. Go your
way and do not interfere with ours.”

Sgaile turned and disappeared into the sawers.

Chap’s growl pulled Leesl’s awareness back. The hound stood at the narrow passage down which
Ratboy had fled. Lees| was about to follow but stopped and faced down the dope.

Sgaileé's words rushed together in his mind and spread an anguish that nearly made him cry out. He
ran down the dope, footfdls gplashing in the open tunnd, but the df was gone.

We do not kill our own.... She will never again teach another our ways.
If the elves wouldn't kill their own but dill punished a traitor...
Where was this Cuirin’ nen’a—what had truly happened to his mother?

Toret ran, ams swinging wildly, bardly dutching his short sword.
Elves—cursed dves everywhere.
He turned with the flow of water, heading toward the bay.

The quarrd wound in his head Hill seared, and the df’s wire had cut deeply into his throat. His
damaged eye was not fully hedled, and he needed to feed.

All of his lessons with Chane seemed usdless. Master of his own family and house, he'd wanted to
take Rashed' s place. Such arole begged for kill at arms. But even with superior strength and speed, he
couldn’t match in two moons what took a swordsman years of practice. What afool he'd been.

Chane, on the other hand, could fend for himsdf, yet the coward had left him with the dhampir and
the half-blood. Toret Smply wanted to find Sapphire and leave this place behind.

He ran hard. Sapphire must have escaped into the dty near the bay, but he dill couldn’t sense her
presence no matter where he turned. What if she’d managed somehow to find her way completely out of
the city? That would explain hislack of connection.

Ahead, the tunnd roof curved downward, cresting the illuson of mesting with the sewer floor. As he



approached, he noted the passage dipped steeply downward. Water at his feet rushed faster. When he
crested the dope, he looked toward the tunnd’s end and saw the opening to the bay.

Aniron gate was closed over the exit. He heard voices— many voices.

Toret crept a little farther dong the tunnd wal and crouched to listen. City guards stood outside the
seded soillway to the bay. By voices, he counted at least seven or more men. Toret crept back up the
dope to the levd tunnd and began backtracking.

The other bay openings would be Smilarly guarded, so likdy Sapphire had escaped into the aity itsdlf.
If she'd followed the same path he had, there were any number of shafts she could have climbed up to
the street. Most likdy, she'd have traveled as far as possible through the tunnels and then used the last
ladder shaft to dip out to hidein the city. She mugt be frightened out there dl done.

At the next intersection, he found the iron bars of aladder leading up. Any way out would have to do.
He reached for an iron rung, and aflicker of ydlow light danced across the wall.

Toret flattened againg the stone wal and glanced back down the tunndl.

Thelight came from a glowing stone on the haf-blood's neck as he and the hound splashed into the
intersection.

Lees| tossed historch onto the closest tunnd walkway and stood before Toret with both blades ot.
The hound snarled, his fur wet and matted.

Toret no longer cared if the half-blood died or not. He was tired of dl this and wanted nothing more
then to find Sgpphire and flee this city. In the kingdoms of the Suman Empire, he and his love could feed
a will, safe in each other’s company. All he need do was scramble up the rungs, and he would be into
the streets before that haf-blood could blink. If Toret was nothing else, he was quick.

Leesl’s face was expressonless. “Wait.”

The haf-blood shifted both blades to one hand and pulled a dark blue velvet drawstring bag from
behind his back. PuzzZlement passed through Toret as Leesl dumsly pulled an object from the bag and
hdd it up.

Sapphire's head hung from the haf-blood's grip, with black fluids smeared from her ggping mouth
across her pae cheeks.

Lees| stedled himsdf for Ratboy’ s screaming assallt.

The smdl undead merdy lowered his sword arm urttil the blade point dipped into the flowing water.
He stared blankly with his one good eye and his head dowly turned from Sde to Sdein denid.

“You couldn’t,” he said weekly. “ She was in the sawer ahead of me. It satrick.”
Lees| flung the head and shifted his second blade back to his free hand.

Sapphire's head struck Ratboy in the somach, and he closed his ams around it, dill dinging to his
sword.

“Take acloser look,” Leed| said.

Ratboy looked upon Sapphire’s blond curls matted with her own black fluds For a moment, he
didn't react, dill denying what he hdd in his hands. His pae face suddenly twisted in a soundless, tearless
sob.

“That'sfor Beth-rae,” Lees| spit out. “You cut her throat with your nails back in Miiska Remember?
And Eliza. You left her dead in her own backyard for her brother, Brenden, to find.”



Rage wdlled in Leesl again for dl the lives Ratboy had destroyed.
“How doesit fed,” he whispered, “to lose?’

Thistime, Ratboy did cry out. The head dipped from his hands as he rushed forward, svinging wildly
with his sword.

Lees| controlled his hatred as he sidestepped. All he needed was a clear shot a the mongter’s neck.
Chap howled and closed in.

“Stay back!” Lees| ordered.
The hound snarled in frudtration but retreated, drding behind Leesl.

Ratboy siwung again—and again. Leesl blocked, the short sword glancing and diding away dong the
curves of his blades.

This butchering whelp wasn't skilled, but he was strong and enraged, and Lees| feared becoming
locked in a sdemate until he was too exhausted to continue. Undeads seemed to possess endless
gamina. But as he circled, forcing Ratboy to keep changing positions, he saw the undead fdter once.

Leesl| heard Chap growling from behind, but the hound stayed clear. Ratboy struck hard. As Leesl
blocked, he dropped to one knee in the water. He kicked out with his free leg to the indde of Ratboy’'s
knee.

The joint gave a muffled crackle on impact, but Ratboy only sumbled and struck again. Lees| rose
up ingde the downward stroke, his blocking blade's edge up. When the blow connected, there was no
dang of ged.

Ratboy’ s wrigt struck the blade’'s edge, and Lees| dashed outward.

Hand and sword flew away in the water. The undead jerked up his am to drike again and then
gaped in disdodief at the sump of hiswridt.

Lees| kicked out to Ratboy’s other knee, leting his whole weight drop down and drive the blow
home. A resounding crack followed as his boot collided with bone. His outstretched foot dropped
through the water to the tunnd floor, and he shifted his weight to it. He dashed his second blade across,
wad leve, and Ratboy retreated two steps.

Ratboy’ s movements were hdting and unstable, but he showed no dgn of outright pain, only angry
disodief. The lower hdf of his tunic hung loose from the cut, and his sunken stomach was dick with his
own black blood.

Leesl lifted his left blade at guard, the right low and ready. Ratboy lunged, and his one remaining
hand lashed out.

It was s0 fadt that Leesl couldn’'t block or duck in time. Thin, cold fingers closed on his throat as
fingarmals bit into his skin.
The grip fatered briefly, squeezed panfully tight, and then faltered again.

Gaxping for ar, Leesl redized what was happening. The small-boned bastard was bleeding out,
weskening. Undeads were not inexhaudtible after dl.

Ratboy opened his mouth, head thrusting forward. Sharp teeth and fangs rushed a Leesl’s face, and
he jammed his right blade upward. Its point pierced the undersde of Ratboy’s jaw, sngpping his mouth
closaed. Ratboy’s head barely flinched, but it was enough, and Lees| diced up with hisleft blade.

It cut hafway through the forearm of the hand about his throat, and the grip released.

The undead swvung wildy with the sump of his right aam, and Lees| ducked aside, dipping to
Ratboy’s flank. He dropped hisright blade and braced his free hand againg his left forearm as he svung



the remaining blade back.
Ratboy turned his head, open mouth dribbling dark fluids.

Leesil swung down with hisful weight. Bone ground on sted as his weapon severed straight through
Ratboy’ s neck.

The headless body splashed down.
Leesl fdl to his knees with a second splash, panting.

Anger and dark ddlight washed from him in the bite of cold water. The tunnd became indantly quiet
but for the soft sound of lapping liguid running againg the walkways.

Finished—but Leesl| fdt his past falures only partidly rectified.

Exhaudtion took him, and he remained there for a long while with his head down, trying to regain his
breath. What findly stirred him was Chap’ s warm and wet tongue upon his cheek.

Leesl crawled dowly to hisfeet and shesthed one blade, then fdt through the water for the other until
he found it. Both blades in place, he turned about, searching for the heads, and spotted Chap standing on
the wakway next to the torch. Both heads rested before his front paws, as did the sack. Lees| gathered
the trophies with a sense of release ingtead of triumph.

The moment he finished tying the sack to the back of his belt, Chap took off down the tunnd toward
where they had firg entered. Lees| followed without questioning the hound's decision.

They had to find Magiere.

Chapter 20

Magiere studied Westid. He looked much the same as he had in Miiska, composed and controlled.
She looked at his black leether gloves and cloak, and his voice echoed in her thoughts.

A moment, if you please.

Lord Au' shiyn's dead face surfaced in her mind. His murderer had used those very words to draw
the Suman’s attention.

“You,” she whispered doud, sill uncertain what her senses now demanded she believe. “Your voice
... your hands”

He was cam and detached, dill the cryptic mentor he' d played for her back in Miiska Magiere tried
to find the hunger insde that always warned of an undead' s presence, but it wouldn't dir.

“Did you follow Ratboy here, or did hefallow you?’ she asked.
He frowned as if such a question were childish.

“l am not one of them,” he said. “I have been preparing you for what lies ahead. You would have
never battled these creatures without ingpiration, and now look what you’ ve become. So much more than
you were, even Snce your aweakening in Miiska”

What did he meen by inspiraion? Nausea threatened to creep in upon the tal of Magier€'s
bewilderment.

“You aranged this?’ she asked, a Sckening awareness growing. “And what happened in Miiska as
wdl?’



“A ample matter,” he answered, “of making sure you were the one to purchase the vacant tavern.”
Confusion began to feed dowly into outrage.

The coundil of Bda, Chap’s hidden manipulaions, the eves seeking Leesl’s life, and now Wedtid.
How many had played Leesl and hersdf like puppets, tugging thair strings from both near and far?

Wedgtid waved his hand, apparently growing frustrated with her. “All but a means to an end, and you
have nearly reached that end. The rest you will learn on our journey, and so I've come for you. The
conjuror is unpredictable, and | wanted to be present in case he became a true danger.”

He was mad, but Magiere was uncertain what to do. Her gaze kept returning to the black gloves.
“I’'m not going anywhere with you,” she said.

“You haven't heard where we are going,” he responded.

“l don't care.”

The torchlight flickered off his smooth face.

“l watched you at your game on the open road. Not often, but enough to follow your progress—and
ambition. You are not like other mortals—you do nat think like a mortd. When forced, you do what is
necessary. What you earned from those peasants was a pittance. What the council offered you is nothing
compared to what | seek, and that which | trained you to achieve”

Magiere flinched as he pointed a black-gloved hand &t her.

Her shoulder sill bled, but the wound was not threstening. Her thigh was more of a concern, as she
couldn’'t put ful weight on her leg. Looking at Weldtid, she remembered how undeads seemed to hed
themselves through sheer will once they had fed. She focused her thoughts on the dash across her thigh.

The bleeding stopped, though she could dill fed the open wound, and she tentatively settled more
weight into the leg.

“l am not spesking of money,” he went on. “But power. In the ice-capped mountains of this continent
isan object long forgotten, guarded by ‘old ones —possibly the oldest vampires in existence. You were
bred to be a hunter, but you will learn nothing more bettling these aity-dwelling Noble Dead. | mug teach
you how to truly use the raw <kills you have acquired.”

Hisvoice, words, and manner recalled her visons and the sensations of Chesna's and Au' shiyn's find
moments.

“I know you,” he said. “You take risks if the reward is enough, but you have no idea what | offer to
make you a part of.”

After dl she and Leesl had been through to track down the murderer, the pieces of the puzze
suddenly pointed elsewhere. It should have been Chane. The gloves, the dark cloak, and the noble
bearing dl fit. Even the voice she'd heard in her vison could have been his. Perhaps even the formd
words were but a coincidence.

A moment, if you please.

Magiere looked into Weldtie’s composed and stern face and remembered the impressions she'd fet
in Chane' s presence. The mage undead reveled in the kill, enjoyed the death of hisvictims

But the killer had not.

Magiere looked to the crossbow’s quarrel. Like al those prepared by Lees| before their hurt, it
andled fantly of garlic. There was one way to settle this mystery.



Lees| ran behind Chap, and the tunnd again seemed endless. He had to trust that Chap could pick up
Magiere s trail once they reached the house of the undeads. How the dog could follow anything in this
ginking sewer was baffling.

Chap pulled up short, and Lees| stepped past him before stopping. The hound stood poised, Saring
down the tunndl, and before Lees| could speak, he took off again a arun. From a distance ahead, Leesl
heard solashing footfals. When he saw Wynn coming, relief filled him.

Glowing crystd in hand, she sumbled to a stop and let out a shdlow whimper before rushing toward
them. Robe soaked to her thighs, she gripped Leesl’s ams with her amdl hands.

“Hurry,” she gasped out. “1 think Magiereisin trouble.”
“Chane?’ he asked.

“No—he escaped.”

A rush of panic struck Leesl.

“What happened to Magiere?’ he asked more harshly.

“Sheisdl right,” Wynn replied. “But there is someone dse” Her hands squeezed tighter on his arms.
“ItisWddid, and | think Magiereis troubled. She told me to run and find you.”

“Wedid?" Lees| answered with puzzlement. What was that deluded man doing in Bela, and why had
he followed Magiere into the sawers?

“Come quickly,” Wynn urged. “ Sheis down this tunnd.”
Chap bolted ahead. Lees| followed, pulling Wynn dong behind him as he caled out, “Chap, Say in
ggnt”

The dog paused, yipped once, and continued a a dower pace. Wynn's faigue and soaked robe
dowed them too much, but Leesl wouldn't leave her behind. The three of them moved as quickly as

possible.
“Not far now,” Wynn panted once.
Ahead was an opening in the runnd that flickered fantly with torchlight.

Chap stopped there, daring off to the right. But it was from the Ieft Sde of the wide crossng of
tunnds that Lees| saw Magiere inching forward through the shdlow water, crossbow pointed in the
direction the hound gazed.

She was soaked, and her hauberk had been severed near the Ieft shoulder. The wound bled, and
there was another gash across her right thigh.

Lees| handed off his torch to Wynn and pulled both his blades as he came up behind Chap. To the
right on the far-sde wakway stood Wedtid. His driking face, dark hair, and white temples were
unmigtakable even in the dim light.

Magiere' s eyes flicked briefly in LeesI’s direction and then back to Welgid.
“It shim,” she breathed. “He killed Chesna to get us here”

Lees| didn't understand any of this. An undead had butchered Lanjov’s daughter, not this obsessive
men who babbled about the Noble Dead. Lees| glanced at the topaz upon his chest, but there wasn't the
fantes glow coming from the stone. Chap didn’'t react as if a vampire were present and merdy stood
with his head swivding between Magiere and the black-clad gentleman.

Wedtid looked at Lees| with adight frown.
“Sheis disraught. | was amply here to make certain she was adle to handle the conjuror. | have



assged you in the past. Now, | am here to make you both an offer.”

Wynn listened as wdl, but she hung back as Lees| stepped into the intersection toward Magiere,
watching her closdly.

Her eyes were intense and unblinking as she watched Welstid. She gripped the crossbow so tightly
her fingernails were whiter than her skin.

“Magiere” Leesl sad, Sepping closer. “He s not the one. It was Chane”

She sidestepped away from him and took another advancing step toward Westid, who began to
back away.

“Magiere ...” Leesl sad gently, and pointed to the topaz with the tip of one blade. “No light, see?
And Chap, he would know.”

Her eyes flicked only briefly toward him and the hound.
“One way to be cartain,” she said, and her grip closed on the lever.
“No!” Leesl shouted.

He dashed at the crossbow, but the quarrd was dready away. It struck Wedid in the chest. In
panic, Leesl turned to rush toward the man.

Smoke curled up from Westid’s chest as he sumbled back againg the tunnd wall.

“No,” Leesl whispered.

“Take his head!” Magiere shouted, her voice echoing through the sewers. “He murdered Chesna.”
Chap snarled, crysta-blue eyes turning to Leesl.

How was this possible? Leesl had seen no glow in the amulet. Chap hadn’'t sensed this Even
Magiere waan't aflicted with the rage she succumbed to in the presence of an undead. But only an
undead burned at the touch of garlic.

Lees| rushed at Wegtid as he shouted to Chap.
“Take him, now!”

Chap lunged out, splashing past him. Weldtid’s hand clamped over the quarrel, and he jerked it out.
Lees| saw Weldtid’s lips move, and strange words buzzed in his head. Welstid’ s free hand snapped out,
scattering a fine white powder into the air. The smoke around the man grew in a hillowing cloud that
welled out tofill the tunndl.

It thickened around Lees| until he could no longer see beyond an arm’s length. He tried driking at
Weddid's lagt postion, but his blade only clanged agangt stone. Then he saw what looked like the
quarrd floating in the smoke, and it suddenly shot past him.

A cry of angered pain came from behind.

“Magierel” Leedl shouted, and he spun about, thrashing his way into the clearer ar of the
intersection.

Magiere had dropped the crossbow and now gripped her upper am below the wounded shoulder.
She was dill on her feet, but dumped as he reached her, head dropping upon his shoulder. Lees| quickly
lifted her hand. The quarrd had grazed her, leaving a bleeding gash in her arm.

Gray smoke boiled from the tunnd, and he heard Chap choking indde of it.
“Get out, Chap,” he shouted. “Back the way we came.”
“No,” Wynn said. “To the ladder and up to the Street.”



“Hell get away,” Magiere said, choking. “You can't lose him.”

But Leesl stared into the hillowing gray cloud raling toward them and couldn’t tdl if Weldid was
even in the tunnd anymore.

Wynn waded across to the ladder, urging them to follow, and Chap came lunging out of the smoke.
Lees| sheathed his blades and guided Magiere to the ladder. She seemed able to dimb wel enough with
one hand. Lees| reached down and lifted Chap and proceeded to dimb as well.

The shaft was tdl, and its narrow width helped steady him as he dimbed the rungs with one hand,
holding on to Chap with the other. Three times the sack of heads at his back caught on the wall, and he
stopped to twis himsdf free of the snag. When he reached the top, Wynn and Magiere grabbed hold of
the hound and pulled him through the open grate, and Lees| crawled out to lie panting on the street’s
cobblestones. He gulped in mouthfuls of fresh air.

Magiere stared down at the ground, expressionless. The sound of running feet and voices traveled up
the street, and Lees| rolled to his knees, hands dropping to this blades. But it was only three of the guard
rushing toward them.

“Chetnik’ smen,” he said in relief. “I'll have them fetch a wagon so we can get you back to the guild.”
Magiere neither looked up nor answered.

Chane limped through the shadows of the resdentid digtrict near their home when he experienced an
unexpected hollow sensation indde his mind. It was dmost panful in its intensty, as if something had
been ripped out of his head. Just as suddenly, it vanished.

His thoughts fdt clear and crisp, more than he remembered in recent times. He paused for a moment,
and even stepped out openly into the street to look about.

There was no one present. Even in his own thoughts, he was aone. He amiled and closed his eyes.

He had not had any conception of what freedom would fed like when it came. He had not known if
he would fed anything at dl, but the redization now settled upon him.

Toret was dead.
Chan€e' s amile vanished.

He was injured and homedess and certainly unwecome at the sages guild. The dhampir and her
people, as wel as the sages, now knew hisidentity, and it would not be long before others would hear of
it as well.

“Wynn,” he whispered.

Chane wandered the dark streets. All that remained were belongings he could carry, if he reached the
house. He could no longer Say in Bela

Between the deep dash on his knee, the hole in his chest, and the burning wound in his back where
Wynn had shot him, he could not face another conflict. His rat would ill be in its cage on his desk. As
he stood out back, near the servants entrance, he reached into the animd’s limited mind and listened.
The house was quiet and 4ill. Drawing his sword, he entered the open back door, and ligened on his
own.

Nothing. The house seemed to be empty.

He walked through the dining chamber, past Tihko's body on the table and around the wolf’s corpse.
When he came upon the parlor, there was Sgpphire's headless, velvet-clad body lying in a pool of
congedling black fluids. He turned back to the stairs and downward into the cdllar.



He reeked of the sewers and so changed his dothing fird, then quickly packed what beongings he
could into agmall chest and sack. He had hidden some money in a purse behind a drawer in his desk. On
his desk sat a andl cold lamp that Wynn had given to him. Taking the crystd out, he fingered it for a
moment and dipped it into his cloak. He packed only his most necessary texts and maerids, and
remembered the day his mother had given him his first book on metephysics. He wondered if it might il
be in hisroom at home in their manor to north.

Tonight he said good-bye to the only existence he had known since the night Toret had raised him
from death. He had never thought of returning to the family keep, but redized that as wel was now |eft
behind forever. Findly, he took the rat from its cage and dipped it into the cloak’s pocket. With one
hand, he grabbed both the sack and smdl chest, a strap about its girth, and Ieft his room.

Out in the celar again, he stared up the stairs as he heard booted feet waking dowly on the floor
above.

Chane &t his baggage down and drew his sword as he dimbed the steps. Reaching the exit to the
man floor, he dipped the rat out the door and directed it dong the wal to the dining chamber.

Through the rodent’s eyes, he expected to see dty guards come to check on the hunter’s story, or
perhaps her haf-blood returning for some reason. Instead, he saw that Toret’s vigitor with black har and
white temples stood examining the dead raven upon the table.

Chane tried to sense him through hisfamiliar but fet nothing. It was as if the man were an illuson, not
truly there. He watched the stranger idly poke the wolf’s corpse with the toe of his boot and then wak
down to the parlor. Chane followed, sending the rat dong the hdlway wall. The vidtor stared only a
moment at Sapphire’ s body.

The stranger inspected the whole house, stopping only briefly to note Tibor's body and severed head

on the second floor. When it was apparent he was heading for the cdllar, Chane dipped quidly into the
hidden door at the bottom of the stairs and waited.

It took more time for the rat to catch up, but when it did, the man was in Chane€'s room. He glanced
a the empty cage, paged through severd texts, and then picked up Chane's sewer-soaked clothes from
the floor. He frowned and dropped them.

When the stranger’s inspection was finished, he went back up to the parlor and studied Sapphire's
body. Chane had no idea what this man wanted, but there was purpose to his ingpection. When the
sranger headed for the front door, Chane set a Smple task into the rat’s thoughts with an imege of the
man.

Follow— watch.

Chane pulled out of the familia’s mind and waited until he was certain the stranger was wel away
from the house. Then he dimbed to the main floor and dipped through the rear kitchen door.

Magiere sat numbly upon the sage's kitchen table, her armor removed and her ruined shirtdeeve cut
away. Domin Tilswith carefully spread oily salve across her shoulder, arm, and leg. Neither the old man's
comforting presence nor the sdve did anything for the turmail of her thoughts.

If this night’ s suffocating revelations settled in her mind dl a once, she wouldn't be able to keep from
screaming— Or weeping.

Lees| hovered near, asking if he could do anything.

Wynn kept pushing him out of the way as she assisted the » older sage. Chap sat a the floor before
her, looking up intently. Every now and then, histail twitched.



Apparently, Vatz was dill a the guard barracks. Once he arrived with Magiere' s message, Captain
Chetnik had forced him to stay ingde for his own safety. It seemed the cgptain had been more successful
than shein getting the little whelp to obey.

Magiere gazed around the kitchen at the herbs and pots hanging everywhere, the fire crackling in the
hearth, and the cold lamps hung about for good light. She looked at Leesil’s pleasant, tan face, and knew
she should be glad, at least in part. They’'d taken two undeads and managed to survive. Leesl had the
heads for proof.

But proof of what? Chesna's murderer had escaped, as had Chane, making Magiere little more than
the charlatan who once bedazzled peasants out of ther last coins.

While Wynn dressed her wounded leg, the young sage talked feverishly with the domin in their own
language. All wounds findly tended, Tilswith amiled at Magiere.

“Done” he said with confidence. “You hed soon.”

Magiere looked tiredly into his eyes and lined face. She wondered if he was spesking of more than
just her body. The old sage turned to Leesl.

“Teeth?’ he asked, pointing to the base of Leesl’s neck. “And bruise”

For a moment, Lees| appeared puzzled, lifting a hand up to fed. Then he winced. The domin
moationed for im to St beside Magiere, and Lees| became the object of minigrations. As Wynn helped
Lees| remove his armor, Tilswith suddenly turned his curiogity back to Magiere.

“This man—Noble Dead—who kill Chesna. Y ou know him?’
“Yes” Magiere sad bitterly. “We know him”
Lees| looked at her in concern. “There's no way we could have guessed. None of thisis our fault.”

“Ian't it?" she asked. “Dunction, our tavern's previous owner, aso mysterioudy ‘disappeared’ one
night. Somehow Welstid made certain | would buy the Sea Lion, and we would end up in Miiska,
sumbling upon disgppearing townsfolk and uncovering Ratboy, Rashed, and Teesha.”

Redization spilled across Lees|’slong features.

“He knew what | was before | did,” Magiere added. “Waiched us on the game. And | think he
knows a great dedl more about my past, about what | am, than he'stold us. He's been playing us ... like
everyone ese”

Tilswith was ligening carefully as he dressed Leesil’s wound. “Why? Why he know these and want
you learn?’

Magiere remembered Wegtid’ s urgency in the sewers.

“Something he's after,” she said thoughtfully. “Something old, a long-forgotten object that will give
him power, and he thinksit's guarded by ancient Noble Dead. He's been preparing me for that task.”

Tilswith stopped and looked her full in the face. “This he say? Exact he say?’
“Yes” she answered with afrown. “What does it matter?’

Wynn had frozen in place as well. She and Domin Tilswith began spesking rapidly again in their own
tongue, agitated and perhaps arguing. Fndly Tilswith ended with a shake of his head, and Wynn turned
dowly to Magiere.

“Hetold you an object of great power was guarded by ancient undeads, and he has been preparing
you to assst himin ataining this?’

“What isthis about?’ Leed| asked.



Tilswith shrugged. “Not certain. But if he undead, can hide sdf from hound, and seek object, you
mudt find firdt. Thisthing not be in his hand.”

For a moment, hiswords, like part of an overheard conversation, didn’t fully settle upon Magiere as
having anything to do with her.

Leesil Sighed deeply. “Oh, spiteful deities”

“Areyou suggesting Leesl and | go after hm?’ Magiere asked. “We wouldn't even know where to
look. Chap can't even track him.”

Tilswith pondered this for a moment with an appraisa of Chap. All eyes in the room followed his
gaze.

Chap glanced about at dl of them and began to fidget, dowly diding his butt backward across the
floor, not able to meet anyone' s gaze. The old sage grunted.

“Track... no,” Tilswith said. “But Welgtid fird to know majay-hi, yes? And df hunt Leesl stop
because hound here. Chap has part indl.”

At his mention, Chap lowered his head.

“He your guide,” Tilswith added, bright green eyes warm as he ddivered a disgpproving frown to
Chap. “From his migtake to Wynn, you three meant to be. Dhampir, majay-hi, and one hdf-df in dl
land? Now find why—and what—to Wedgtid.”

The room was slent for a moment. Wynn took up where her domin left off.

“Some of our guild see atime of convergence approaching, though we do not dl agree on what it
means or what it will be ... or eveniif it will be. We have seen strange occurrences over the decades but
without a clear connection.”

She hesitated.

“From what little you have told us” she said, “both you and Lees| hide pasts filled with regrets. It is
the time to choose your own path and stop letting others choose it for you. Centuries ago, the fabled war
cost the world so much in the Forgotten. Knowledge, great works, even avilization faded so utterly that
we know little of what happened before, during, or following that conflict. If this Welstid discovered a
power of that time he will continue to seek it—with or without you. Find it before he does. If he
murdered Chesna just to bring you here, think what he would do to get it and to use it.”

Eveything the sages said made sense, but it was too much to ask. Magiere smply wanted to go
home. Each time she stepped outsde the life she wanted, uwillingly doing whatever was asked, some far
greater burden fell upon her.

“We didn’'t even finish our task here” she said, and took a deep breath that was hard to let out. “Not
only did we chase the wrong undead, but we let Welstid escape and Chane as wdl.”

Tilswith blinked in surprise, and Lees| threw up his ams in disgudt, then winced at the pain such
action sent through his wounds.

“Take money for Miiska,” Tilswith ingsted. “No other could take Noble Dead. You make city safe.
Y ou refuse Weldtid so he not stay here—find other way to that he seek.”

Lees| dearly agreed. “That pack of suffed pheasants on the coundil used what happened in our town
to drag you into this. I've got two headsin a satchel, and there's a third in that house we can add to it.”

She lg his words snk in but wondered if they were motivated by quilt over burning down the
warehouse to save her life

“What about Chane?’ she asked.



Wynn averted her eyes a the name.

“Chaneis scholar,” Tilswith answered, “but we know he is too Noble Dead. Smdl chance he come
to us and amdl chance we hdp him. He not stay in Belg, not take risk.” He hed up his hands with a
drug, asif the answer were obvious. “So task done. All Noble Dead gone.”

“I will take the bankdraft to Miiska for you,” Wynn added, “and seek out the baker you mentioned
named Karlin.”

The sages truly believed the Stuation was resolved, but this was dl happening too fast for Magiere.
Now they expected her and Lees| and Chap to somehow stop Wedtid from finding whatever he sought,
though no one knew what or where thisthing was. When she closed her eyes, she could 4ill fed the last
moments of Chesna and Aushiyn, and how ther killer fdt nothing—no pity, no regret, not even
satisfaction.

Wedid hadn't even fed on them. He'd murdered them as bait to draw her in. For a momernt,
Magiere fdt anger’s heet return. As much as Welstid knew of her nature, how much did he know of the
means by which she was brought into this world? Dhampir, the child of a vampire with hidden knowledge
and amortd mother Magiere had known only from a wooden marker in avillage graveyard.

And how far back in her life did Wegtid’s meddling reach? There were possibilities in that she did
not want to think upon.

Lees| leaned close to her. “There s actudly something more | haven't told you.”
Magiere s dampened anger flared a the thought that he’ d once more left something until after the fact.

“Back on the ship that brought us here,” he continued, “I spoke with the thug locked in the cargo
hold. Master Poyesk hired those men to stop you from returning with the bankdraft. Karlin has to be
warned how far Poyesk will go to prevent the new warehouse from being built.”

Magiere s wounds started to ache asif the numbing salve had worn off, and the pain merdly added to
her ire.
“Damn you, Leesl.”

“You had too much to ded with aready,” he snapped back at her. “And some of it you wouldn't
even face”

He dropped his eyes, head down, and Magiere's anger waned. He looked tired and sad. There was
more to his reaction than the tangle of deceptions they’d unraveled since leaving Miiska. Part of his
exasperation had more to do with her.

“Not to worry,” Wynn said matter-of-factly. “You can tdl me exactly what to say or you can write a
letter. | promise that Karlin will be made aware of dl.”

Magiere longed only for home, but the sages words plagued her. She—and Leesl and
Chap—weren't finished. She wanted answers for her past, her future, and why she was here,

With Leesil close but ignoring her, she fdt suddenly tired of talk. All she wanted now was to be out of
this crowded room and to be adone with him.

“We don’'t have that bankdraft yet,” she said. “We can't decide anything until that’ s settled.”

The two sages sad their good-nights and quigtly left. Leedl lifted Magiere's good am over his
shoulders, winced once as it settled around his neck, and led her toward their barracks room. Chap
ambled dong behind them, sore and 4iff, but otherwise wel enough.

As Leed| settled Magiere upon the lower bunk, he dill appeared lost ingde himsdf.
“I'm sorry,” Magiere said. “I’ ve been weighed down by dl that’s happened since before we even Ieft



home.”

“Yes...” he whispered. “But leave tha for the moment. There€'s something ese you need to know.
Something that happened tonight in the sewers.”

Magiere held her breath, unsureif she could take anything more.
“My mother...” he whispered, somehow afraid to speak it doud, “may be dive”

Magiere grabbed his aam and pulled him down to crouch in front her. Before she could ask the firg
urgent question, he told her of his encounter with the df—the anmaglahk— who called hmsdf Sgaile
Nagging suspicion grew when she heard how the df cowered back as Chap intimidated him into partidly
answering Leesl’s questions.

“Maybe they imprisoned her for what she taught me” Leesl finished. “Though from watching Sgalle,
she didn’t have time to teach me everything of their ways, or she chose not to. | think she may have
gotten away from Darmouth, and if I'm right, the elves don’t kill their own—even a traitor, so-caled.”

Chap watched them both with keen attention. Magiere thought she saw the hound wrinkle his jowls at
the mention of the even assassin.

“She was the one who gave me Chap,” Lees| reminded her.

A new sorrow settled upon Magiere. Leesl’s quilt over his parents, so long hidden, had been tossed
back in his face with the uncertainty of his mother’s fate.

“If she'sdive, we'll find her,” she promised. “We |l find out why al of this has happened to us”

Asquickly asthis journey had started, the day the coundll letter arrived in Miiska, the days to come
ettled in her mind. Home would have to wait.

“Us” Leesl answered, with a soft laugh that made Magiere uncomfortable. “That is another puzzle
entirdy. And | know the crux of it, now.”

He looked at her with sorrow, asif she'd betrayed him with some secret he'd uncovered. Magiere
tensed, frightened.

Leesl hed out hisleft wrigt, the scars of her teeth plain to see. She shoved his am away and shrank
back.

“All the distance you placed between us,” he said accusingly. “Thisiswhy.”
“Leedl, not now,” she warned him.
“l told you before,” he said. “I'm not that easy to kill.”

Magiere' s somach lurched as memory rushed at her upon his words. She fdt his flesh between her
teeth the night he burned the warehouse. She tasted his blood in her mouth as she swallowed it down, the
only thing she desired in that moment. Not anyone’ s—only his

“Yes, you are,” she shouted. “You can't make this so smplel”
Leesl hung back, confused. “What do you mean ... 7’

“Nether of us redly knows what | am,” Magiere answered. “You're here with me now, and |
wouldn't wish it any other way. But each time you try to make it more than that, it becomes dangerous,
unnaturd, and you—"

“What?' Leesl snapped a her. “I’'m not the one holding secrets now. You tel mewhat’'s so—"

“Because | can kill you,” Magiere sad through her teeth, and her anger added vicious hite to her
words. “And worst of dl, you'd let mel”

She wanted to dap him, shake him from this foolish blindness that had dmost cost him his life. It was



better to findly have done with it, once and for al, and she spit out every word.

“The night you saved me from the warehouse, you just dit yoursdf open and fed me without a
thought. If Brenden hadn’t been there to pull you away, you would have stayed there and died in my
teeth. I’d have awoken with you dead in my arms. Not once did you think of it—don’'t even try to deny
it, because you didn’t. That's how easy itisto kill you, Leesl. And you' d let me be the one to do it.”

Magiere could no longer look a him. Between the memory of his blood in her mouth and the heated
rage in her flesh came the pain of find loss.

Leesl dropped to one knee, leaning toward her.

“Neither of us knew what was hgppening that night,” he said. “You no less than me. How could we,
how could 1? But we' re beyond that, and we' re not those same people anymore.”

He put one hand to her cheek, and as much as Magiere fdt the urge to pull aside, she couldn’t bring
hersdf to harm him any more man she just had.

“I've lived three lives” he said. “As a child in the War-lands, knowing only deceit and death. Then
roaming the countryside done but for Chap. Findly, the game with you, from the night we met... with
Chap's meddling. I'm looking at a fourth life now. Any life begins by smply living it. And | say again—I
won't die on you.”

Before she could stop him, Lees| placed both hands upon her cheeks, and pressed his mouth againgt
hers.

Magiere diffened in revulson as the touch mixed with the lingering memory of the night he fed her.
But the blood faded from her taste.

His mouth was warm and soft for that brief moment, and beneath the swirl of fear and sorrow, she fdt
another loss when he pulled away.

“I will never leave you,” he whispered. “But | can't Stay adrift between lives You will have to
decide—for both of us, it seems—since you aready think you know whet | can and can’t do.”

Without another word, Leesil crawled tiredly up into the top bunk and out of Sght.

It was along while before Magiere lay back upon her bed, numbed with a maglstrom of emotionsin
the room’s silence. Chap lay quietly on the floor, now and again lifting his head to look &t her.

Sometime during the night, Magiere drifted off, but only after she could hear the comforting sound of
Leesl’s dumbering breaths from above.

Chapter 21

Lees| rose in the moming with his ssomach churning. Only severe fatigue had brought deep in the
night, as his thoughts tumbled into dreams—or nightmares. Not of death or the repulsive lessons of his
childhood, but of his mother, locked away for years somewhere unknown, and of Magiere's sadly
confused eyes as he left her gtting upon her bed. So it came as only a minor shock when Magiere
announced there was more to be done before they were finished with the undead of Bda

From his perspective, they need only retrieve the head of the undead they’ d found myserioudy struck
down on the house's second floor. With Wynn and Chap adong again, they returned by coach to the
three-story stone house. As Magiere entered, she immediady began shattering furniture with her
fdchion.



“There are too many things we' ve found to be fase in hunting these creatures, like the stake through
Sapphire's heart,” she explained. “We need to be certain thisisdl done with.”

Though she winced in pain from her wounded shoulder, as before it seemed to be heding more
quickly then it should. When she dumped a divan's remains in the street, oiled them, and lit the pile
ablaze, Lees| understood, though he wasn't certain this was the best place. Wynn was aghast, but
Magiere slenced any objection with a dour shake of her head. They'd continudly sumbled upon fase
superdiitionsin their hunts, and Lees| understood leaving nothing to chance.

“I'll get more wood,” she said quietly. “ Start bringing out the bodies.”

Lees| nodded, and sgnded Chap to follow him. Before he stepped back into the house, he looked at
Magiere sanding near the fire, hair bound in a tail, and the flames feeding blood-glimmers into her black
hair in the early-morning light. She was tired and worn in her damaged armor, fachion on her hip, but she
gazed pengvdy into the pyre. Lees| fdt suddenly afraid he'd pushed her too far the night before. He
turned into the house.

Stopping short of the parlor and Sapphire's body, he glanced to the cdlar gairs. If there were any
uncertainty for the demise of an undeead, there was one he wanted to be certain of fird. He headed down
to the passage into the sewers.

Leesl didn't rdish a return to the city’s underbelly, but the distance seemed shorter somehow, as
Chap led the way. They found Ratboy’s body lodged againg the wakway a little way down from the
intersection where Leesi| had taken his head. The severed hand seemed to have been washed away.

“He looks dead to me” Lees| said.

Chap yipped once in agreement, but they weren't about to argue with Magiere. Leesl| dragged the
waterlogged corpse dl the way back and dropped it next to Sgpphire's in the parlor. He was about to
dimb to the second floor, and instead returned to crouch next to Sapphire's corpse.

A thin, raised line in the congealed black fluids on the carpet had caught his attention. Lees| dipped
out a diletto and poked & it. It shifted dightly, and he hooked it with the blade’ s tip to pull it out.

It was a necklace covered by dark ichor. He wiped it with the skirt of the blue gown, and before him
hung a gold pendant with a sapphire the size of hissmdl fingermail.

Lees| stared at it in thought, knowing just how Magiere would react if she caught him pilfering the
dead—or the undead, for that matter. There might be long months ahead, and what the council would
pay them needed to go to Miiska

Sooils of war, he thought, and finished roughly wiping it off before tucking it into his hauberk. He
would dedl with Magiere later, when objections were pointless. If later gill remained a possibility in her
mind. Then another thought occurred to him.

A gown with a matching stone. And if there were other gowns ... ?
He was about to head upstairs when Wynn scurried through the front door.

“You have to stop this” she urged. The outright dread upon her face was plain to see. “You cannot
let Magiere burn bodies in the middle of a public street!”

Lees| was about to answer when Magiere stepped through the door behind the young sage.
“You find Ratboy?” she asked him.

Leesl nodded. “He sin the parlor. I'll bring the third one down, the one we found dready dead last
night.”

“Timeto finish this” Magiere added. “People are dready out and about, and that’s not such a terrible
thing—though they may not agree when they see wha we're doing.”



She headed back outside and down to the pyre.

Lees| sensed there was more to this than burning undeads to be certain of their destruction. Wynn
looked at him uncomfortably. While the little scholar respected Magiere, she would never understand dl
of it.

“She hates to admit it,” Lees| said. “But deep indde, Magiere likes the drama of a good show. She's

angry that these creatures lived comfortably amidst the wedthy, and none of these fools appeared to
know or care enough to redize what was happening. We |l shake them out of their complacency.”

“Oh...” Wynn answered. “Is she ill angry with me over Chane?’

For amoment, Leesl| tried to find some way to spare her fedings to understand what she had done.
But he couldn't.

head.
Wynn stepped back, and it was perhaps the fird time he’d seen her grow cold and harsh.

“l had a place among you in this” she said. “You, Magiere, and Chap possess strength and courage
beyond anyone | have known, but you lack conscience. | was that conscience last night. Not dl beings of
akind are the same, Leesl. And | bdlieveit is possble not dl Noble Dead are the same.”

Her answer surprised him. He appreciated how she stood by her convictions, even if she was
completely naive.

ou were wrong, Wynn. You should' ve done anything in your power to hep Magiere take his

“If you 4ill want to help,” he said, “go out there and keep people away from Magiere as best you
can. One wrong word and... well, you know her enough to guess the worst.”

Wynn sighed deeply, dill not at dl pleased, but she nodded and headed out to the street.

Leesl didn't stop a the body on the second floor. Instead, he opened the doors there to briefly
ingpect the rooms, but neither held what he looked for. It was in the last room of the top floor that he
reached his god. He entered and pulled aside the thick curtains and shutters to let in the daylight.

The room was decorated in peach and white, and Leesl grimaced a the decor. He inspected the
closet and confirmed his suspicions—gowns of varied hues, dl of codtly fabrics and frills He wasted no
time and rummeaged through the wardrobe and vanity and found what he sought. The wanut box was
only dightly ornate, and insde were trinkets, earrings, and necklaces, dl seasoned with stones and gems,
some of which he couldn’t identify.

He closed the box.

No one would miss it, not from a place such as this, but he thought of Magiere and the horrifying
scene they were creating in the street. He thought of people who'd never know where their friends and
family disappeared to in the night. He thought of the council, who'd 4ill be hiding dl this from ther
ctizens, if not for the pyre about to be fed.

Leesil dipped the box back into the drawer with a better purpose for it in mind.

Back at the body on the second floor, he opened the sack with the two heads and was about to add
the third when he noticed a wad of cloth caught beneath Toret’s head. He pulled it out of the sack to
discover it was a satchd or purse.

Ingde was asmd| collection of pennies, groats, shills, and even one sovereign, the assortment roughly
equd in both siver and gold. One more thing for Magiere to get angry about, and he shoved the purse
into his hauberk with the necklace.

He added the third head to his sack, and hauled the corpse down the stairs. He left it in the foyer and
dragged Toret’s out fird.



People watched from therr windows, a few gathered upon the street at a safe distance, but no one
approached. As Lees| approached the blaze, Magiere grabbed Toret's legs, and they tossed the
headless corpse upon the pyre.

Sparks rosein the air, and Wynn recoiled. Chap merdy sat near the street’s edge, waiching intently.
Less| returned to the house.

When the lagt body was fed to the flames, people crowded together at ether end of the street.
Smoke thickened in the morning air, carrying with it the stench of burning flesh.

Chap suddenly barked and stood up.

Leesl saw Captain Chetnik in a wagon coming sraight toward them through the crowd. Vatiz was
seated next to the captain, and severd guards sat behind. The crackling roar of the pyre and mill of the
crowds had masked the wagon’s approach.

Asthe wagon hdted, Chetnik appeared stunned by the Sght on the street. He jumped out, imposing
with his wide girth and white surcoat and mass of dark curling hair hidden beneeth the three-crested
hemet. He strode purposefully toward Magiere.

“Have you logt dl reason?’ he demanded.
Magiere stood with arms crossed, facing the fire.
Lees| reached into the sack and pulled out Ratboy’ s head. “Look in its mouth.”

Chetnik leaned away. He'd rardly spoken to Leesl, and he stopped, uncertain. Cautioudy, the
captain reached out and pushed back the head' s stiffened, pae lipsto reved long, canine eyeteeth.

“We have bodies to burn,” Lees| said. “1t's the only way to be certain.”
Chetnik’s eyes flew up to Leesl’s face and then to Magiere.
“Y ou might have chosen a more discreet location. | would have helped.”

“Yes” Magiere sad coldly. “We should have quietly dipped away with dl proof, so no one had to
acknowledge anything happened at dl.”

Chetnik ran a hand over his face, trying to resume his professond posture. “Wdl enough. |
understand.”

Leesi| redized then, that of dl the people they’d dedt with in this city, aside from the sages, Chetnik
was one of the few who cared what happened to its ditizens, even the commoners. In time, word of this
gridy scene would spread, and people would know what had happened. No more secrets and lies from
the council. After that, wel, Lees| didn't envy the captain when family and friends of the missng came
looking for him.

“|s there anything more that needs to be done?’ the captain asked grudgingly.
“We need to see the council immediatdly,” Lees| answered. “ Can you get usin?
Chetnik sghed. “Get in the wagon. There's amesting this morning.”

Magiere turned from the pyre without a word, and Wynn followed her a a safe distance with Vatz.
As the captain was about to join them, Lees| stopped him to speak privately.

“On the third floor of the house is the femadée's room. When the rest of this is finished, go there
yoursdlf and see what you find. Sl it dl, and use the money for those who suffered loss. It won't bring
back thelr dead, but it might help them get on with ther lives. | doubt the council will do much, even now
that dl of thisis out in the open.”

Chetnik appeared suspicious for amoment. Then, with afirm clench of his square jaw, he nodded.



Asthey drove away, the bodies blackened in the flames.

Chetnik left two guards to watch the fire, with ingructions to keep it burning until nothing but ash
remained.

Magiere followed the captain down the long hdl toward the ornate doors of the council chamber.
Lees| was beside her, and Chap, Wynn, and even Vaz hurried aong behind them.

“| takeit thisl be as ugly as that scene you made in the street,” Chetnik growled over his shoulder.
Magiere made no reply.
Chetnik grunted his approval. “Good enough.”

The effeminate secretary, Doviak, scurried after them, nearly shouting, “Sir, you cannot bring them in
without an appointment!”

The captain ignored him and, fortunately, the little man didn’t try to step in the way.

Magiere's respect for Chetnik increased. Bdld's aty officids were a loathsome lot, but the guards
cgptain had a brain and a backbone behind his sense of duty to the people. Such ararity left Magiere sad
and gtirred more quilt for dl the years she and Leesil had preyed upon the poor.

The captain grabbed both latches and jerked the council room doors open. Magiere stepped draight
up to the near end of the long ova table as Leesl joined her.

The men of Belds coundl gasped at ther ariva. The councilmen, in ther fine black tunics and
cloaks, with their perfectly clipped and combed hair, stared in astonishment at the ragged, band invading
their sacred space. Surprise quickly faded from severa faces to be replaced with anger, followed by
exclamations of outrage and indignation & the intruson. At the table's far end, Lanjov stood up.

Magiere hadn’t seen him since the morning Au’shiyn’'s body was found. He looked haggard benesth
his proper ttire, and hishair appeared lead gray rather than the polished sted she remembered from her
fird day in Bela

“Midress Magiere,” Lanjov said palitey. “An gppointment for an audience is customary, and Captain
Chetnik knows this”

“It'sdone,” she responded, ignoring the admonishment.

“We want our bankdraft, and | want your guarantee that this boy’s uncde’—she gestured back to
Vatz—"has hisinn rebuilt and paid for by the city. In the course of our task, the inn was burned down by
an undead.”

Sputters broke out around the table, but Lanjov looked at her in amix of anxiety and hope.
“You found Chesna's killer? Y ou destroyed the creature plaguing Bela?’
“Crestures,” Magiere corrected.

“Redly?’ replied an older gentleman in anger, and he stood up. “And | assume you have proof of
these vampires you daim to have destroyed?’

Magiere glanced toward Leesil, and her partner smiled. For a moment, that expression brought her a
chill. There was ill a dark nature ingde of him, much as there wasin her.

Lees| gripped the sack’ s bottom and snapped it forward across the table.

Three heads rolled down the polished surface, rumbling to a stop dong the way at various places.
Covered in grime, with black fluids congealed in mouths, har, and neck stumps, ther dead eyes stared



out a the fine gentlemen dl around. Ratboy’ s half-opened mouth exposed sharp fangs.

Severd men rose or lurched away, covering their mouths with hands or handkerchiefs. Lanjov
dropped in his chair and then froze. Captain Chetnik crossed his arms with a disgpproving moan.

Magiere spoke camly. “Would anyone like to further question Lanjov’s offer?’

In the aftermath, and much to Leesl’s satisfaction, the council quickly fulfilled dl their requests—and
politdy suppressed ther reief when Magiere announced she was leaving immediatdy. As they stepped
outsde and off the roya grounds, Wynn had the bankdraft in her hand, as wel as a short note Lees| had
penned to Karlin. Of course, nothing could be done to punish Poyesk without further proof, but at least
Karlin would be warned.

“Take the wagon and horses,” Chetnik suddenly offered with awry amile. “I’'m sure | can pass on the
expense somehow. You'll need them if you intend to leave by land. This has catanly been an
entertaining morning.”

Leesil looked up at the captain in mild surprise and then smply held out his hand. The captain shook
it. He was about to approach Magiere but seemed to think better of it.

“Wel, I'd best tend to that other matter you mentioned,” he said. With a nod to Leesl, he strode off
down the street, motioning his guards to follow.

Magiere stood slent, facing the inland side of Bela, looking at the open land beyond the outer wall.
“Sowhen do | get my cut?’ Vatz suddenly piped in.

“Youll getit,” Leesl growled.

“WEe|l need to resupply,” Magiere said, but the exhaudtion in her voice suggested such an effort was

amaos beyond her. “And well leave this afternoon, get out of Bda and find an inn. Vatz, what's left of
the coins | gave you?’

The boy handed her the purse she'd given him the night before, and he rolled his shoulders. It was
empty. Magiere grew wearier right before Leesl’s eyes. With reluctance, and then resignation, he
reached ingde his hauberk, pulled out the stained purse, and handed it to her.

Magiere opened it to look ingde with firg reief, followed by suspicion, and then, as expected, anger.
“Don't ask. I'll explain later,” he said before she could cut into him.

He wanted to absolve her of any mundane duties and could see that she desperately needed time
aone.

“I'll take the wagon,” he added, “and gather our things You head out and follow the man route
through the centra land side gate. If | don't catch you beforehand, wait for me at the firg inn that’s on the
man road outside the city’s reach.”

Magiere relaxed alittle. Nodding once, she turned and headed up the street without even a good-bye
to the sage or the boy. She paused once to look back at Lees| and then was gone.

“Get inthe wagon, and I'll take you back to the barracks,” Lees| told Wynn and Vaz. “I have one
more favor to ask.”

He cdled to Chap, who was exchanging sniffs with the horses, and the hound ducked around back of
the wagon to hop up beside the boy and the sage.

It was a short ride, and, with Wynn's hdlp, they transferred Lees| and Magiere's chest and other
scant belongings into the wagon, dong with afew food supplies and blankets. Domin Tilswith was off on



aregular vist to badger the council for better fadilities, and so Leesl stood outside the barracks with only
Wynn and Vatz. He reached indde his hauberk, lifted out Sapphire’ s necklace, and handed it to the sage.

“SI this” he said. “And Vatz, you help her get a far price. Take payment in gold only, as I'm
guessng its vauein slver would be too bulky to carry.”

“Y ou coming back?’ the boy asked.

“Only if you can’'t find me where | told Magiere to wait,” he explained. “At the firg inn outsde the
cty’s reach. Tomorrow you can bring the coins to me there.”

He paused, considering how much they owed these two for their help.

“You hold back two gold sovereigns from whatever you get. One for your guild, Wynn, to help out
here urtil the coundil givesin to your needs. The other isfor you, Vaiz.”

For the firg time Leesl| could remember since ther meding on the docks, Vaz stood in slence,
mouth ggping open. It was more than the boy could earn in years a his present endeavors. Lees| patted
him on the shoulder and turned to Wynn.

“| appreciate you hdping uncover Chap’s little secret.”

Wynn amiled shyly, and her ova dlive face blushed. She lunged forward to wrap her arms about him.
Lees| hed her for amoment before gently disentangling himsdif.

“I hope Magiere will forgive me,” Wynn said quietly. “Though she was wrong concerning Chane.”

“She dready has,” Lees| said with a amile. “She just doesn’t know it yet. At times she's rather dow
that way.”

As he dimbed into the wagon and snapped the reins, Chap clambered forward onto the seat next to
him, and he cdled out one lagt time “Give our best to Karlin, and with luck, well see you again ...
someday.”

He left them both waving as the wagon rolled down the road and out through the gatehouse of the
middle ring wall.

Leesl traveled the rest of the way out of the city with thoughts dull and thick in his head. Nothing had
changed— nothing that mattered, anyway. There was the money for Miiska, of course, but Magiere il
remained far away from him. He'd promised to stay by her, no matter that she now chose for everything
to remain as it was between them.

Theroad grew quieter as they passed through the city’s landward gate and the cottages, shops, and
buildings that spread beyond Belas outer wall. All the way into the nearest famland, even Chap
remained quiet. Past the open fidds, barren in autumn, the wagon rolled into the firgt outlying village with
aninn on the main road. How Magiere had gotten this far ahead Leesl could only guess. Perhaps she'd

actudly spent money for a coach.

Asthey pulled up, Chap jumped out to scurry into the brush around the nearby fidd. Lees| unloaded
the chest, and the hound came back briefly, looking to him and then back at the fidd.

“Goon,” hesad. “Jugt don't be long.”

Chap licked Leesl’s hand once, and he was off into the wild grass. Lees| hauled the chest into the
inn.

The innkeeper was a solid old woman who informed him that the black-haired swordswvoman he

sought had dready taken a room. He asked the innkeeper to tend the wagon and horses, and she
showed him the way to the back of the inn through a narrow halway. As he approached, a door opened.

In it stood Magiere, amor and sword removed, and har untied, hanging loose about her shoulders.



She stepped aside, halding the door for him.

Leesl set the chest at the foot of a narrow bed. The smdl room was dark and lit by one all lamp.
Rough burlgp curtains were pulled closed over a shuttered window with no glass. It appeared Magiere
now wished to hide from the world as wel as from him.

“l pad for only one room,” she sad quigtly. Shutting the door, she leaned againg it, head dightly
down.

“It' sdl right,” he answered. “Ther€ |l be more coin in the morning.”
“What?" she asked. “How? From where?’
He shook his head, not wanting to ded with her any further a the moment.

“I'll explain tomorrow while we prepare for travel,” he answered. “I can deep on the floor. We have
spare blankets in the wagon.”

Magiere gave him a bewildered frown. Her pale brow remained wrinkled as she stepped closer,
searching his face. Lees| suppressed a shudder that threastened to shatter his sdf-control. Perhaps now
she d at least tdl him and be done with it.

She took his face in both hands, scowling & him. Before he could ask what he'd done now, she
leaned in and pressed her mouth hard againg his

Lees| diffened as he grabbed her by the shoulders and held her away just far enough to look her in
the eyes.

Magiere looked dtartled at his reaction. Then her large brown eyes softened as she pulled the scarf
from his head and combed her fingers through his hair.

“If we're to live that fourth life of yours, it ssems we must now hunt our own pasts ... and Chap’s,”
she whispered. There was some fear in her face, and perhaps a bit of sadness, but dso warmth. “This il
feds strange, but you' ve put dl your trust in me, and I’ ve not done the same for you. It's time | changed
thet.”

Leesl’s mind went blank. All he fdt was rdief as he pressed close to kiss Magiere agan. Then
suddenly, he stopped.

“I think | need a bath.”
“Later,” she said. “For now, we rest.”

Magiere carefully pulled aside his hauberk’s collar, checking the bandage, and helped him dip out of
his armor. She turned down the lamp until the flame extinguished, and Lees| fdt her hand again upon the
gde of hisface.

“l don't think thisisgoing to get usany rest,” he remarked in the dark.
“Leedl...” she answered with aggh. “Just be quiet for alittle while”

He wanted to laugh doud and let go of everything but her. And as dways, a the best momentsin his
life, joy dtirred his naturd humor.

“Magiere..”

“Leedl, shut up.”

“Jud one little thing.”
“What?' she sad crosdy.
“Um... no biting.”



Two hands dammed his shoulders, and he tumbled onto the amdl bed. He fet Magiere drop on top
of him, pressing close.

“Not funny.”
Her answer came with dl the irritation he' d so long become accustomed to.
As dways, an angry Magiere was most often the true Magiere.

Epilogue

Chap stood outside the back of the inn, staring across the fidd to the bordering line of trees as dusk
settled in. Northern Beaski was cool in midautumn, but the tdl fir and cedar trees remained ful and
green. He'd returned saverd times to lisen benesth the window of one room ingde, and now, findly, the
voices of his companions within faded.

The hound's crysdline eyes stared steadily across the fidd. He tensed but didn’'t growl, nor did his
long blue-gray fur stand up beyond the rusile caused by the evening breeze.

He fdt a hollowness beyond the edge of the woods. Something waited, though he could neither see
nor amdl it. But it was there. An emptinessin the dark.

Chap turned for a moment to look at the window of the room Lees| and Magiere now occupied.
Then he settled himsdf on the ground againg the wall of the inn, watching across the fidd.

Wedid stood deep within the trees, idly fingering the brass ring on his finger beneath his glove.
Across the fdlow fidd, he watched smoke rise from the chimney of an outlying inn.

Careful planning had not worked out quite as expected, but it appeared Magiere and Lees| might
soon be fallowing the course he had so meticuloudy set. The dhampir and her half-blood would not be
returning home. Perhaps there was dill a use for Magiere, whether she was willing or not.

His premature, falled offer might work to his benefit. Would she seek out the location of the old ones
for him? He could smply follow her, and she would play her part, evenif her reasons differed from those
he had counted on.

Wedtid stepped back into the forest, feding the black, scaled coils of his dumber, as if even now
they circled about him in the darkness. He did not rdish his next meeting with the patron in his dreams.

Something moved in the grass near his feet, and he looked down. A amdl animd darted away into the
brush, and he caught only a glimpse of its naked tall. Likdy a rat, though they seldom ranged to the
woods with autumn dosing in. A louder snap sounded behind him, and he turned, on guard.

A tdl figure with red-brown hair stepped from behind a gnarled cedar. He wore a well-tailored cloak
and along sword. Welstid glanced down at the path of the rat.

“l see we both have an interest in the dhampir's wheresbouts,” Chane remarked politdy. “I've
aways found common interest a suitable beginning for conversation.”

Wedtid despised his own kind, but perhaps there was a use for this creature in the coming days.
Without response, he stepped through the trees and headed for the outward road.

Chane followed quietly behind.
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