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PART VAMPIRE. PART HUMAN. PERFECT HUNTER.

The Noble Dead saga continues as Magiere and Leesl|,
the dayers of the undead from Dhampir and Thief of Lives,
embark on aquest to uncover the secrets of their mysterious

origins—and those respongible for orchestrating the
eventsthat brought them together....

Magiere is a dnampir—hdf human, hdf vampire—sired for the purpose of daying the undead. Outside
the village of Chemestuk, where she was born and raised, stands her father's keep. Within its walls, she
hopes to discover the secrets of her past and figure out why a vampire would wish to breed a creature
capable of daughtering his own kind....

But there are those who don't want Magiere to learn the truth— and when her hdf-df partner, Leesl,
makes a dartling discovery in the keep, he can understand why. Before Leesl can reved the truth to
Magiere, they must vanquish a cresture of unimaginable and unlimited power who has damned a small
village of people with a horrifying curse....

PRAISE FOR DHAMPIR AND THIEF OF LIVES
" Fabulous entertainment wr ought with mystery, adventure, and shar p-toothed wit. "
—Mark Anthony, Author of Beyond the Pale



" Action-packed. " —Midwest Book Review

Praisefor the Hendees Novels of the Noble Dead

Thief of Lives

"Readerswill turn the pages of this satisfying medieva thriller with gusto. "

—Booklist

"Fans of Anita Blake will enjoy this nove. The characters are deverly drawn o that the severd
supernatura species tha play key roles in the plot seem naturd and redl.... Supernaturd fantasy
readers will enjoy this action-packed strong tale be cause vampires, sorcerers, dhampirs, eves,
fey-canines, and other ilk ssem red. "

—Midwest Book Review

"Thief of Lives takes the whole vampire dayer mythos and moves into an entirdly new setting.
The world the Hendees create is... amixture of pre-Victorian with asmdl dice of eastern Europe
flavor.... Magiere and Lees| are a redly captivating pair.... [The Hendees| handle the ideas and
conventions inherent in vampires redly wel. While, thanks to the clever setting and characters,
they makeit fed like a very different twist on the subject. "

—SF Site

"A great fantasy adventure, an intriguing mystery, and a dlling gothic tde, weaving a
complicated but ever-dluring literary fébric. If anything, this one was even better then
[Dhampir], whichisno amdl feat. "

—Sequentid Tart
Dhampir

"Dhampir maintains a high leved of excitement through interesting characters, both heroes and
villans calliding 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 alot further than maps in making a lively fantasy world. "

—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 exating firs novel.... A wel conceived imagined world, some
nadty villains, and a very engaging hero move this one into the winner's column. *

—Chronicle

"This Buffy-like story in amedieval setting won't disappoint vampire aficionados. "

—Booklist

"Barb and J. C. Hendee have written a refreshingly innovaive horror novd... The plot is meaty
and juicy with unexpected turns so thet readers are anticipating the next surprise. ™

—Midwest Book Review

"With its complex heroes, refreshingly multifaceted villains and carefully choreographed fight
scenes, thisnovd opened a broad new world. Wdl done. "

—Mindy L. Klasky

"This Buffy-in-medieva-Transylvania noved is fast moving and fun. "

—Kliatt

"An adtogether compedling and moving work... these are characters and a world worthy of
exploration. "

—Brian Hodge, Hellnotes

"A rallicking good romp, it's Buffy the Vampire Sayer mests Vampire Hunter D: Bloodlust
meets Anita Blake meets The Vampire Lestat in a redm reminiscent of Dungeons and
Dragons... The Hendees have taken the best of vampire pop-culture and given it new urHlife. "

—Sequentid Tart
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Pronunciation Guide

All non-English languages are presented with a shared set of English letters, characters, and marks for
acommon standard in pronunciation. There are no Slent letters; dl letters are pronounced. All vowels are
generdly in the English "short” manner, though exceptions not noted do exid. At fird, lan-guages may
appear dmilar in print. The table below explains the more basic rules of pronunciation, and by sound and
syntax, you will note the differing flavor of individud languages.

Grave Accent: An English standard "short" vowd, but its voiced duration is short, as well. It is
litle more than a way to shape the trangtion between surrounding letters. Example 1 = i (nearly
unvoiced) asin bit.

Acute Accent: An English standard "short" vowe in most cases, but the voiced duretion is
elongated. Example a = a in ban (dightly longer).

Umlaut: An English standard "short” vowe of standard duration, but with the back of the throat
open, producing awider or deeper sound. Example a = a infather.

Circumflex: AnEnglish"long" vowd of standard duration most often followed by a short i as a
diphthong. Example a= ai inrain.

Apostrophe: ' Indicates a brief pause in voiced pronunciation, Smilar to a brief catch of ar or
voidng before continuing. Sometimes used to darify syllabic separation in complex words.

Hyphen: - Asfor English, it occursin compound words or for the use of a specidized prefix or
auffix, aswel as showing correct syllabic separation when the hyphenated term is pronounced as
one word.

hk: In the Suman language (Sumanese), pronounced as represented in a "bregthy” manner. In
Bdaskian, it is more quick and sharp. In Elvigh, it is the ch in the Gaeglic word loch. However,
the sounds are amilar, and any will do for basic reading.

chk: Occurs modly in Elvish and Dwarvish. At the end of word, it is pronounced as written.
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Smilar to the ending of the word latched, where the e is unpronounced and the d becomes a k.
When it appears midword, it isa syllabic separation; the ch ends the previous syllable and the k
begins the fallowing syllable.






Thisoneisfor our parents... with gppreciation.

Prologue

Amber light spread across the dirt floor from a fireplace embedded in the cottage's sod-and-timber
wadl. It barely illuminated a rough table and stools, two low beds with patchwork quilts, and other
hand-me-down fixtures so old, no one remembered whose father's father or mother's mother had first
acquired them. And on the tail of nightfdl, atal and black-haired woman in her twentieth year lit but one
candle upon the table, for even that was a luxury.

She was draight-boned, with deep brown eyes benesth eyebrows that arched high, and strands of
har escaped her long braid. Beneath her wool coat, she wore an age-stained apron covering a blue
dress. She sivung a cook pot out from the fire on itsiron arm so the stew wouldn't burn, then stepped to
the cottage's one front window. Brushing aside burlap curtains, she cracked the shutter to peer anxioudy
up the village path.

Few villagers moved among the huddled huts, carrying in firewood or heading for the common well,
buckets in hand. She closed the shuitter, let the curtain fdl into place, and returned to the table to set out
two day bowls and wooden spoons. From the shelves she gathered a cloth-wrapped bundie and a knife,
then settled upon a stool. She unwrapped a loaf of rye bread to cut away the dried end. There was
nothing more to do, and she watched the fire's flames recede.

When the knock came, she Sghed in rdlief.
Before she stepped to the door, a hollow voice growled from outside. "Enough pleasantried!”

The crack of shattering wood filled the samdl hut as the door dammed inward. Its top lesther hinge
broke away, and plinters skittered across the dirt floor. She backed into the table, nearly tripping over a
soal.

Three shadowed figures stood in the opening, their festures hidden by cowls and cloaks. The talest
lowered hisfoot as the broken door ceased shuddering.

"That was not necessary, Father, " said the one next to him. Dressed in a charcoa cloak and hood
and crafted riding boots, his gloved hand was dill raised to knock again. He let it drop to hisside.

The third figure hung back as the father entered and, in three srides, grabbed the woman by the
throdt.

She clutched the table for balance as he bent her backward. His thumb levered her chin Sdeways to
face his companions as he studied her profile. Even with her head tilted, she kept her gaze upon her
assallant.

Canddight partialy exposed his face ingde the hood. Nearly colorless cryddline eyes stared back at
her, and his features were paer than those of her own fair-skinned people. A long aquiline nose ran
down to a thin-lipped mouth. He wore sted vambraces on both forearms, and beneeth his cloak was a
crestless, burgundy tabard over a shirt of mail. She fumbled for better support on the table, and the base
of her pam scraped something sharp.

"Thisis the one?' he asked, but his question was not to her.
The one who cdled him Father took a step into the hut, dlowing the third figure to drift toward her.
Hislong, hooded robe swirled like black ail as he glided across the cottage floor. Frdight made faint



markings and strange symbols shimmer in and out of gght upon its folds. Where his face should have
been was a mask of aged legther that ended above a bony jaw supporting a withered mouth. The woman
saw no eye ditsin hismask. He reached toward her, asif he "saw" her, but his gaunt fingers stopped shy
of her cheek as she struggled to pull away.

"Get out of my home!" she shouted. No one gave her notice.

"Yes..., " the masked one whispered with a voice like windblown sand. "The one shown to me. The
one sent into my dreams by our patron. "

The father glanced back to his son.
"You should be pleased, " he remarked. "Shelll make you an attractive bride. "

The woman's eyes widened. She wouldn't be the firg or the lagt to suffer the whims of a vassd lord
assigned to afief, but nobles did not take village women as wives.

"Bride?' sad the son. "I doubt, Father, that your lackey"—and the masked one hissed over his
shoulder— "would bother with the customs attached to such a title Take her and let us leave. The
sooner done, the better. "

The masked one's fingers inched forward, and she fdt her captor's grip tighten to pull her up. At the
touch of fingertips on her cheek, her hand closed about the knife on the table.

The robed one recoiled to the room's far wal before she even moved. She twisted forward, thrusting
low and upward. The knife blade dipped into the side dit of her captor's mal shirt and buried in his
abdomen.

His grip clenched harder about her throat. No one in the cottage moved.

Her rage drained when she stared into the father's face and saw no hint of emation in his eyes. He
pulled her upright by the throat, not bothering to remove her hand from the knife hilt. The masked old
men glided evenly toward the door and out into the night. The father pulled her dong by the neck as he
followed the old main.

She staggered and regained her footing. The son turned away as she passed, and she caught no
glimpseof his face. Two large horses waited outside in the village path. The son mounted the closest, a
tal bay, and the father lifted her up behind him as if she were no burden at dl. Shouts rose out of the
dark.

Villagers emerged from cottages and huts, but most stayed wel back. A few held torches or candle
lanterns that bardly illuminated the path between thar homes. Three young men came forward In
smudged and grimed fidd clothes, armed with hoes and hay rakes. Two hestated, but the third showed
no fear. Even in the dark, the woman recognized his brown unwashed har hanging loose around angular
features and a square, dark-shadowed jaw.

"Adryan, don't!" she called, as muchin anger as concern for his safety.

A villager who assaulted a noble was a corpse sooner rather than later, and no one of importance
would question it. The young man barely glanced at her, his attention shifting between the masked figure
and the tall, armored father.

"Release ha!" he snapped. "Sheé's mine. "

"You foal!" she shouted back. "Stay back. There's nothing to be done. "

She was about to dide off the horse, but the son svung hisarm back to block her.

"You should listen to her, " the son said.

Adryan rushed the father. The tal nobleman brushed back his cloak to expose the knife handle



protruding from his abdomen. The young man faltered, and the masked old one did forward into his way.
The robed figure dapped Adryan across the cheek with one gnarled hand.

Adryan buckled and fdl backward to the ground, screaming and dutching &t his face. As he writhed,
the father gripped the knife hilt and withdrew the blade from his own flesh as if from a shegth. He tossed
it to the ground beside Adryan, and the young man's two companions backed away.

The masked one closed on Adryan.
"Enough, " ordered the father. "Weve no more time to waste here. Meet us a the keep. "

The robed figure turned and nodded agreement. His arms stretched out to the sides at full length,
pams up to the sky, and his breath came out in along, audible exhde. The ar in the village path began to
churn.

Sitting upon the horse, the woman watched leaves and twigs swirl on the ground in a circle about the
dark robe. Hickering shapes shimmered in the turning breeze. The light of the villagers lanterns and
torches caught something taking shape inthe air.

Faces with sunken cheeks and hollowed eye sockets, flesh dhrunk across phantom bones,
materidized in the whirling ar. Ther tranducent hands clutched at the dark robe on dl sdes, and the
masked figure faded from sght as the whirlpool breeze died.

The night's cold sank sharply into the woman's body as she stared at the empty space.

The father mounted his horse and turned down the path into the forest. The keep was some distance
beyond the trees to the top of a knall. The son turned his horse to follow, and she heard a shout from
behind in the village. Smothered in despair, she didn't hear it dearly and looked back, grabbing hold of
the son's wais as the horse stepped into a trot.

Up the path came another woman, stout and black-haired, wearing a purple dress. She was running
after the horses with the fdlen knife clutched in her hand.

Gripping the horse's sides with her knees, the woman shouted, "Biga, no!"

Rdief filled her. Her older sster had once again come home late from the market in the centra village
to the north. The horse lurched forward into a galop, and she tightened her hold on the son's waist, no
longer able to look back. She heard her sster cdl out again.

"Magdia"
Chapter 1

Magiere sensed the ingant of dawn, though the inn's amdl room was dark and shuttered. It cdled her
from deep. Thisfirg night with Lees in her arms lingered in her memory, his shoulder benesth her cheek
and her outstretched pam on his chest beneeth the blankets. She dill feared for him, but perhaps if she
kept him dways this close, she could keep him safe even from hersalf.

A more troublesome thought wormed into her awareness. She fought it down, recaling the scent and
taste and touch of Leesl in the night, until they'd settled into warm dumber. But the thought wouldn't
leave, and perhapsin part it was Leesl's closeness that fed it srength.

Magdia—and Nein'a
Two mothers waited. One dead, but the second 4ill lived, or so she hoped—for Leesl's sake.

Magiere opened her eyes to see her fingertips peeking from benegth the blanket's edge across
Leesl's chest. When she lifted her gaze past his shoulder, ill bandaged from their battles, she found his
amber eyes looking down &t her.

"You're awake, " she said.



"I like wetching you deep. It's the only time you're peaceful. "

Did he dways have to make jokes? Magiere tried to St up, but his arms closed around her.
"Not yet, " he said. "It's early. | don't think the suniseven up. "

"It will be soon, " she lied, and relaxed back againgt him.

Her dhampir nature had grown more pronounced in recent days. She fdt the sun's presence even
when indoors. In the night, the heat Leesl stirred in her made her heightened senses open wide. With
only a diver of moonlight through the window's shutter crack, she'd dearly seen his white-blond hair,
narrow face, and lithe body. His amber eyes, dmond shaped from his hdf-dven heritage, were locked
upon her. At mogt times, her unnaturd senses frightened or sickened her for what they revealed, but in
thet night, she hadn't cared so long as dl she sensed was him. She was in Leesl's aims, and little dse
mattered.

Except for two mothers, who'd each Ieft her child with a dark and bloody heritage.
"Did you deep dl right?" she asked.
"A little, " he answered.

She knew he might be lying. He often had trouble degping, now that hed stopped drinking. This, as
wal, was linked to a mother held thought dead for years. Magiere peered about the room.

"Where's Chap? Did he stay out dl night?'
Lessl amiled. "For once, he showed some manners. "

Magiere scowled. She rolled over to reach for the sulfur stick on the bedside table and lit the one
candle resting there. The night before, they'd taken this room at the firgt inn outside Bela, the capitd aty
of Belaski. The three of them had often dept outdoors in past years. Ther dog, Chap, would be wdl
enough on his own, but it bothered Magiere that she hadn't thought of him dl night.

Sherolled back to find Lees| leaning up on one ebow above her. He did his fingers between hers, a
griped pattern of flesh in the mingling. Haf-df and haf-undead, they were a strange contrast with his
golden-brown skin and white-blond hair and her blood-tinted black tresses and pale flesh. A mischievous
gnile crossed LeesI'slips, and Magiere logt dl concern for the moment. Chap could wait alittle longer.

The candidight reveded their surroundings more clearly.

It was dl ample, nest, and pleasant, but it wasn't home— wasn't the Sea Lion tavern in Miiska. Her
fdchion leaned againg the bedside table, close within reach beside the bed on which they lay. Their travel
chest and belongings sat under the window, reminding her that soon they would be on the move again.

"What?' he asked.
"Another journey, " she answered.
Lees| settled back on the bed, comfortably close as he brushed stands of hair off her face.

"The sages gave me some supplies, but as we get farther north and into the Warlands, restocking
could get difficult. More so as we move on to the northern mountains and the Crown Range between
there and the dven lands. Well need more before we leave. "

Magiere hesitated. How could she make him face her new choice?

In youth, held fled from davery as a warlord's assassin, knowing his escape would cause his own
parents execution. For years afterward, he drank himsdf to deep each night to smother guilt-spawned
nightmares. Even Magiere hadn't known, until hed confessed but a few nights ago. Then an assassin
named Sgalle—one of the dven anmaglahk—had come to take Leesl's life Leesl's mother had
betrayed her own caste by teeching hm and his father the anmaglahk’'s cold-blooded ways. The



assassin changed his mind and let Leesl go. From this encounter, Lees| suspected his mother il lived,
imprisoned dl these years by her own people.

Now that he had hope, Magiere had to make him wait even longer.

"Before we seek your mother, if she dill lives, " she said, "we need to go to my home village in
Droevinka. "

Shed fled from there nine years ago at the age of sxteen, and the thought of returning made bile rise
in her throat. Her discomfort vanished when Lees|'s amile faded.

He rose up in the bed. "If she lives? What does tha—7"
Magiere quickly covered his lips with her fingers as she sat up.

"I didn't meen it that way. | want to believe as much as you... but | had a mother, as wdl, and a past
neither of us knows. | need answers, too. "

Twice they'd been manipulated into battles with the undead. The lagt time they fought, in the king's
aty of Bea, had left them both with more questions than answers. Magiere learned more of her
nature—dhampir, hunter of the dead— in being coerced into ridding Bela of its undead predators. In the
end, Wddgid Massng, whom sheld once thought an dly, revealed himsdf as a Noble Dead &kin to the
ones held pitted her againg. He'd staged the encounters to train her for his own purpose in acquiring an
unknown artifact supposedly guarded by ancient Noble Dead.

Wedtid had been less than forthcoming or even knowledgesble about her origin, but his actions
dirred Magiere's desire to know.

Leesl's eyes betrayed a twinge of dismay as he looked at her. "No... no. " He shook his head. "It's
been too many years—"

"Please, ligen, " Magiere cut in. "Thisian't just for me, but for both of us. There's so much we don't
know about my past compared to yours. "

"And well get answers, " he said, "but the living come fird. "

"l wasn't made by theliving!" she snapped. "An undead used my mother to make me—to kill its own
kind. | need to know why. "

Lees| fdl slent. Guilt over lashing out at him made Magiere cam hersdlf before continuing.

"Before we can head north through the Warlands and beyond to the dven territory, we mug trave
eastward and inland, around the Guif of Belaski. That's hdfway to Droevinka and my past, so close to
my answers and less than a third the distance we will trave north. "

She put her hands upon Leesil's cheeks and leaned in close until her forehead touched his. When she
lifted her head again, he stared downward, not looking a her. His expresson softened as his hand did
down her cheek, her long neck, and across her breastbone, and findly gripped her hand.

"All right, it makes sense. If my mother isdive after dl thistime, likdy she'sin no danger. It makes no
odds if we take alittle longer to reach her. "

Magiere scooted forward and wrapped hersdf around him, flesh to flesh, and hdd him. He
understood, but it made her fed no better for having forced it upon him.

"And | swear, " she whispered in his ear, "once we learn wha we can for me, well hurry north for
your mother. "

She pulled back enough to look into his sad but resolved eyes. Although she spoke camly, the scope
of thelr impending journey |eft her feding smdl and lost. He was about to answer when the thud of a door
and running feet echoed from somewhere out front in the inn, and footsteps grew louder.



"The innkeeper is up and about, " Magiere said, wanting to push away the outsde world a bit longer.
Lees| shifted her out of hislgp and reached for his breeches as he svung hislegs over the bed's side.
"No, " he said. "It's probably—"

Thelittle room's door burst open and dammed againgt the wall.

["Magiere... Leesl! I'm coming with you!" Wynn cried out, and she twisted the latch and shoved the door
open with both hands. "Domin Tilswith gave me leavel™

The ingant the door struck the wal, Wynn Hygeorht, apprentice for the Belaskian branch of the Guild
of Sagecraft, stopped cold.
All her excitement drained away.

Leesl clutched a blanket as he grabbed for his breeches, his wiry torso dark gold in the candldight.
Startled, Magiere jerked the blanket back over her own specterlike body. The blanket snapped from
Leesl's hand, and he lost his grip on the trousers, as well. His amber eyes widened, and Wynn's cheeks
flushed as dl thought scurried from her mind.

Lees| stood before her, stark naked.
"Oh..., " Wynn sammered. "Oh... "

The door recoiled from the wall and struck her shoulder, and Wynn stumbled back into the opening.
A low grunt made her glance down long enough to see Chap sanding beside her. A few burrs and twigs
stuck in the dog's long silver-gray fur, and his crystaline eyes widened as he looked into the room.

Wynn lifted her head again, and embarrassment overwhelmed dl good sense.

"Forgetful gods, Wynn!" Magiere snapped, dill dutching the blanket as she stood up. "With dl that
learning, didn't those sages teach you to knock?"

With a sudden inhdation, Wynn dapped her hands over her eyes at the 9ght of an exposed Leesl
and an incensed Magiere heading draight for her. In lesstime than it took to announce her presence, she
hed logt the good graces of everyone she intended to join on the coming journey. How much worse
could this possbly become?

"Get out!" Magiere snarled.

Wynn fumbled for the doorframe, too mortified to open her eyes. Two large paws thumped againgt
her rear, and she sumbled into halway. She heard the door dam shut behind her as she caught hersdf on
the passage's far wall.

When she turned about to peek between her fingers, Chap sat before the closed door. His tranducent
blue eyes were filled with something akin to an elder's disappointment. Wynn did down the wal to dump
upon the floor.

"You should have warned me, "' she said.

Chap cocked his head, unblinking. His expresson was too much like that of an old master sage
waiting for a dow pupil to see the obvious answer to a stupid question.

Wynn stared back at the closed door. "Oh, my, " she groaned.
Chap grunted and licked his nose.

"Oh, be quiet, " Wynn snapped.

ILees| belted on his breeches and pulled his shirt over his head. "Well, now nether of us has any secrets
from Wynn. "

"You knew she was coming, " Magiere said in the same hiting tone she'd used on Wynn.



Lees| saw the accusing wrinkle of Magiere's brow as her own white shirt dropped around her neck.
It was difficult to decide which response would spare him the worst of her coming assault. An uncovered
liewould be dangerous later, but so was the truth in the moment.

Looking a Magiere's uncanny beauty, a her black har loose over her shoulders, and her pae face
and dark eyes, such a choice was exasperating. Only the day before, held thought their previous night
together could never have happened.

Asmuch as Lees| adored her chdlenging nature, and even goaded it a times to watch her smolder,
this waan't the time for another dash with Magiere. And worse, with the lingering memory of her pressed
agang him, he couldn't think of a convinaing lie.

"Yes | knew, " he admitted. "I gave Wynn a necklace to sdl, and she's brought us the coins fromiit. ™
"Necklace? What necklace? Lees|, what did you—?"

"l took it from Sapphire's body before we burned her corpse in Bela Weve along way to go, and
we're not going to get there on your bad temper and my charm. ™

He jerked the door open before she could come a him again.

Chap sat before the open door, histal thumping. Wynn dumped againg the far wall, her face buried
in her hands. Bardy twenty years old Wynn had a round face and brown braid hanging over one
shoulder, and the sage's traditiond long gray robe had been replaced with a shorter one that hung to the
thighs of her new breeches.

Her little hands did down from her eyes and she peeked up at Leesl, her dlive cheeks flushed, and
ghe covered her face again.

"You two get in here, " Lees| ordered.

Chap trotted in, and, at the Sght of Magiere's sern expression, he dipped past the travd chest and
out of the way. Wynn entered more dowly.

"l am so truly sorry, " she whispered.

Magiere crossed her arms. Lees| tensed as he shut the door, waiting to see if she would continue with
him or turn her ire esewhere.

"What's this nonsense about coming with us?' she snapped a Wynn. "Y ou're supposed to be on your
way to Miiskawith our payment from Belas city counail. ™

Lees| and Magiere had been wdl paid for their services. Wynn had promised to take a bank draft to
Miiskawith a letter to thair friend Karlin explaining their plans and other matters.

"Domin Tilswith will go in my place, " Wynn blurted, planly relieved that her poor manners seemed
forgotten. ™Y our town council can begin building the community warehouse. He asked me to trave with
you to the dven territory and serve as your trandator. The eves here are different from those of my
continent, so reclusve and secretive, and—"

"You're not coming with us, " Lees| cut in, astonished. Wynn was little more than a sparrow barely
out of its mother's nest—too innocent and naive to get involved in what he and Magiere didn't fully
understand. "Now, did you sl the necklace | gave you?'

The young sage stood dlent. With only a brief hestation, she frowned, pulled a pouch from her robe's
pocket, and handed it to him.

Leesl looked into it and found afidful of coins, hdf gold and hdf slver, and mogly sovereigns. It was
more than enough to see them through the coming seasons, or so he hoped.

"I received agood price for it—and | am coming with you, " Wynn said. "Domin Tilswith assisted you



both more than once and gave you shelter in Bda He wishes me to—"
"I doubt it was hisidea, " Magiere scoffed.

"We have other more immediae plans, " Leesl said. "And when we do turn toward the dven
territory, it may well be winter. Wynn, you arentt fit for such ajourney, and we don't have time to coddle
ascholar on the road. "

Wynn graightened her back, head up, embarrassment replaced by stubborn indignation. Leesl had
Seen this more than once during ther timein Bda

"And how will you get your answers?' she asked. "Do you speak the dven language? Does
Magiere?' Wynn pointed a Chap. "Ah, he does. Perhaps Chap can trandate for you. "

Leesl's annoyance was getting the better of him. "This is going to be dangerous. We're waking blind
and don't even know who or what istoying with us, let done why. "

"And dill, " Wynn said, "how many languages do you read and speak? Not that of your mother's
people. Magiere can bardly read at dl. | can trandate for you and speak with and for Chap, as well. In
return, | will bring back new knowledge for my guild. | traveled nearly a year across land and ocean to
reach this country with my domin and the other sages. | do not need you to—"

"Arent you ligening?' Magiere asked. "Were not heading north. First, we go inland to my old home
in Droevinka, which means a longer journey than you thought. There are places in my homedand where
they don't speak Belaskian, and youll be the ignorant one. So much for your services. ™

Leesl saw a strange concentration, or perhaps eagerness, fill Wynn's expression at the mention of
Magiere's homeand. The sage's gaze fixed upon Magiere's face for amoment before she spoke.

"All the more to learn of... this continent's people and cultures. Language is my srength as a
cathologer, a sage skilled in the nature of knowledge itsdf. One more to learn is one more benefit of the
journey. Thereisno choice in the matter. Leave without me, and | will only follow you. "

Chap groaned, and his furry face wrinkled like Magiere's scowl.
Lees| exchanged glances with Magiere, but nether of them said a word.

Though hdf-even, hed never known his mother's people or learned their language. Wynn might
prove useful, once they turned north out of Droevinka. But by the way the stubborn little sage reacted to
Magiere's homeward purpose, there was more to Wynn's interests than fabled lands and foreign tongues.

"Let's pack up the wagon and pay the innkeeper, " he said. "Save the rest of the talk, as we have to
go back into Bdafor more supplies. "

The barest gmile settled on Wynn's lips as she turned toward the door. "Come, Chap. | brought
something for you. "

As she stepped out, Chap glanced up, but Leesl shrugged. The dog whined and loped after the
young sage as Magiere shook her head in disbelief.

Lees| gathered their few belongings, carrying their chest with Magiere's help. Outside by the road, he
shivered in the chill autumn air and spotted Wynn's pile of belongings stacked beside the inn's front door.
He led the way around the Sde to the stable, a rickety shake roof on poles that leaned againg the inn's
weathered wdl for support. Crude ralings divided its weed-strewn space into dals, and therein were the
two horses for their nearby wagon.

Wynn crouched upon the ground with a large piece of tanned hide rolled out before her. Its edges
were cut square, and its length and breadth matched the reach of one arm. On it were rows of degant
and curved markings and symbols, either sngular or in groups, and dl drawn with ink. Some were
organized into columns, and a few groups of symbols like scrawled words or phrases were set off to



ather Sde within smdl circles and squares.

The markings were strangely familiar to Leesil, though for a moment he couldnt remember when or
where hed seen them. Then he remembered Wynn scribbling with chak upon the floor of the sages
barracks. They'd sumbled upon Chap's little secret, a hint to his true nature as a majay-hi, a Fay in a
dog's body. Wynn marked words and letters upon the floor so he could paw out answers to her
questions, though the process had proved less than efficient.

Leesl stepped closer, as did Magiere. The hide Wynn had made was more compact and orderly but
dill as unreadable to Lees| as the chak dl over the barracks floor.

Chap cocked his head and began pawing & the hide.
"Not bad, " Lees| commented. "But we need to get on with the day. "
" only wanted to show it to him, " Wynn said with puzzlement.

She watched Chap's awkward pawing, and as she tried to catch up, she spoke in the odd lilting and
chopped tongue of the dves.

"A 'bithva, Chap ? A 'bithva jeannis? "

Chap pawed more symbols, and Wynn followed with her eyes, lips moving slently. The dog stopped,
poised on haunches, and looked up at Lees| and then Magiere.

Wynn stood up with her amdl hands clenched.

"You left im outside... dl night?' The words caught in her throat asif she couldn't quite get them out.
"How could you? With no food, no weter!"

Magiere siffened and spoke so quidlly that Lees| was immediaey on his guard.
"Isthiswhat we can look forward to? That muit gets to use her for his endless whining and begging?'

Chap wrinkled his muzzle; then he licked his nose & Magiere. Lees| hoped it wasn't some kind of
gesture, or at least that Magiere wouldn't think so.

“I'm sure it will prove more useful than thet, " he said.

Despite her outward anger, Magiere rummeaged in the back of their wagon until she procured some
dried meat and a water flask.

"At least we can question him more eadly, " she said, and set out drips of jerky and a tin mug of
water for Chap.

Leesl wasn't so confident, as Chap hadn't been forthcoming so far. He kept this to himsdf as he
helped Wynn haul her beongings to the wagon. The sage dug in her leether pack to bring out a waxed
parchment. When she unfolded it, Lees| smdled the mint before he saw the wad of tiny leaves within.

"I thought we were leaving, not setting up house, " he chided.
"I left in a hurry to catch you thismorning, " she said. "I assume none of us have had breskfast. "
Magiere shook her head. "WEell get something in the city while we gather supplies. ™

"No, " Wynn argued, digging out yet another parchment pouch. "l need my tea We can ask the
innkeeper to send hot water to your room. A proper start for the day. "

Lees| rolled his eyes and headed back to theinn to seeif the old proprietress was about.
"Please ask for three dean mugs, " Wynn cdled out, "so we need not unpack any of yours. "

Lees| bit on his lower lip as he shoved the inn's front door open. So much for Wynn needing no
coddling—and she'd been with them bardly since dawn.



I That night, as the sun dropped below the horizon, Chane opened his eyes. His internd awareness was
unusudly precise, even for a Noble Dead. He fdl dormant at sunrise and woke a sunset, but for the firg
timein memory, he fdt a moment's uncertainty of his surroundings. Then he remembered.

He was in a country barn that his new companion, Weldie Massng, had led them to the previous
night. An iron pitchfork, shovel, and hoe leaned againg the weathered wal near the double doors, and
the place amdled of gae hay, rust, and dried dung. In place of livestock, dl he sensed were amdl lives,
perhaps mice, and his own rat curled insde his cloak pocket. Stting up in the loose pile of old hay, he
watched a fa spider above him crawl across a web gligening with evening dew. The egg sac it
approached seemed ready to burst with a hundred new lives

Chane had never awoken in such a place or such a state. He had plotted the death of his own master
and creator to achieve freedom. Now he grew nogdgic for his clean cdllar room in the lavish home back
in Bela, regardless of the sarvitude and endavement that had come with it. He pulled his cloak tighter
about himsdf, though he fdt no cold. Freedom had its price, so it seemed.

"Wegid?' he said, voice cracking the slence of the decaying barn.
"Here, " a cultured voice answered.

Chane started at the movement in the stdl across from him. A figure stirred, arose, and stepped from
those deeper shadows and into the open space between the gdls.

As aways, Chane sensed nothing of his new companion. Bath of them were Noble Dead, both adept
in their arcane arts. Welstid could be seen, heard, and touched, but even to Chan€'s heghtened
awareness, nothing of hislife force, or rather itslack, could be sensed. Chane did not know how this was
50, and that unnerved him further.

Wddid brushed the straw from his black wool cloak. Of medium heght and build, he appeared to be
inhis early to mid-forties by human standards. He wore his dark brown hair combed back, reveding his
mog diginguishing feeture of two diver-white patches at each temple. He wasn't wearing his gloves, and
Chane's eyes strayed down to the man's one tiny oddity—the missing hdf of the little finger on Welstid's
left hand.

Chane was tdler, in his mid-twenties by appearance, with pae skin and red-brown har hdfway to his
shoulders, which he tucked behind his ears. They had spoken sparingly the night before upon their first
direct encounter following dl that had happened in Bda Now Chane was uncertain what to say or what
came next in tharr newfound association. He reached for his sword nearby, pulled his cloak back as he
got up, and strapped on the blade.

"Where to now?" he asked.
To theinn where Magiere and Lees| dept, " Westid answered. "Wewill pick up her trall from there.

Chane hesitated before asking, "Why are we fdlowing her?"
Wediid studied him closdly, as he had done on the night before. He stepped closer.
"Why are you here? Why join me?'

His dispassionate tone betrayed only mild interest, but Chane knew his answer mugt be convinaing.
He had lived in Belawith his "magter, " Toret, a lowborn little vampire who had managed to turn a noble
like Chane for protection and moderate wedth. Forced to obey this creature that had raised him from
death, Chane's firg god had been to find a way to destroy Toret. When the dhampir and her half-blood
arived to hunt Bela's undead, Chane had findly arranged for Toret to lose his head. Yet nothing
afterward had occurred as expected.

"l was imprudent, " Chane answered. "'l sought to be free of Toret, but | had not anticipated loang my



home, my inheritance, and—"
"Your welcome at the Guild of Sagecraft?' Weldid offered.

The hdting conversation of the previous night had given Chane a handful of wary moments. Welgtid's
awareness of dl in Toret's household was unnerving, paticulaly how much he seemed to know of
Chane.

Chane nodded.

"Is that where you sought to spend your time, once free of Toret?' Wedtid asked. "With the old
domin... Tilswith, | believe, and bisllittle apprentice, Wynn?'

Chane repressed aflinch and remained stoic.

He had counted on retaining the house, retrieving his inheritance, and kegping his undead nature a
secret through long years in cadming company at the sages guild. Magiere had exposed him, and though
he had escaped davery, dl had been log—induding his welcome in Wynn's company.

He had nowhere ese to go.

Weddid had a purpose in seeking the dhampir, and dl that Chane had left was the longing for revenge
for what Magiere had cost him. He would bide histime with whatever reasons might sstisfy Weldtiel.

"l am here now, " Chane said. "And you are tracking the dhampir. Why?"'

"She is unique and criticd to my objectives, " Weddid replied. "But you are young in this existence.
Y our mortd family must ill be dive. Why not go home? If they wish to be rid of you, they could replace
part of your inheritance. "

Chane shook his head. "I cannot go crawling home for coins. If my father learned how | logt... |
cannot. "

Weddid scanned their surroundings until his gaze returned to the smdl brass urn hanging upon a chan
around Chane's neck. He pointed firgt to Chane's sword, then to the urn.

"You are skilled and resourceful, so you may be usgful to me. | offer you a bargain. | will pay you
enough to travel west across the ocean, to Cam Sestt in Maourne or from there to the Suman Empire
and the capitd of Samau'a Gaulb. Both cities have longstanding branches of the Guild of Sagecraft. They
are like nothing you can imagine compared with the meager offerings in Bda | will prepare letters of
introduction for you to certain connections | have. You have time on your Sde. In thirty years, few here
will even remember your name, and you can return, if you wish. Timeis the one true advantage that our...
kind has. "

The last words were spoken hitterly, and this gave Chane pause. Did Weldid despise his own
existence? He pushed the question aside.

"And in exchange?'

"Assg me and be rewarded, " Weldid replied, and then his voice lowered. "And put aside any
foalish nation of revenge. "

Wedid's offer dill smacked vagudy of servitude, but some of the fog douding the future lifted from
Chane's mind. He longed to speak with Wynn even once more, but this was impossible now that she
knew what he was. The prospect of finding a place in another sage's quild was at least a second-best
enticement. It filled him with anticipation akin to warm blood flowing from a fear-filled victim. And if
Welgtid should forget this arrangement, there remained the smdler pleasure of revenge upon the dhampir,
and thereby againg Weldtid himsdf for any deceit.

Chane nodded his acceptance.



Wedtid pulled on his black leather gloves and started for the barn's doors. Chane picked up the sack
and leather-strapped chest that held his remaining possessions and followed. They did not speak agan
while waking.

The woods were not dense between the farmland fidlds, but Weldtid kept to the trees and off the
road until they were dmaost upon the amdl inn. It rested amid its scant neighboring buildings beside the
man road out of Bela Ill-kempt, weathered, and with a side stable that leaned severdly into its eastern
timber wall, the inn had the look of a place rarely visted. Few incoming travelers would stop here so
close to a city where better options waited. And once leaving the capitd, likdy at daybreak, fewer ill
would pause for the night after traveling such a short distance.

Wedtid knocked a the front door. When no one answered, he knocked again. The door eventudly
cracked open, and a squat woman with graying har peered out. She took in Welgtid's wool cloak and
opened the entry alittle farther.

"Didnt expect no one after dark tonight, " she said in a muffled voice, and she frowned at the fine
patrons upon her doorstep. "Got a room, but it ain't been cleaned. ™

Chane stepped closer. It was unlikdy a room should remain uncleaned dl day in an establishment this
amdl. He caught the scent of chegp liquor beneath stale sweat on the woman's skin. Not expecting
further business, she'd probably taken her payment from Magiere, purchased a jug for hersdf, and spent
the afternoon drinking. He wrinkled his nosein disgust.

"We are not seeking lodging, " Wddtid said politdy. "We arranged to meet friends here but were
delayed and have become separated. She is a tdl, young woman with black har travding with a
blond-haired man and a dog. Did they stay here?"

The innkeeper's brow creased over bloodshot eyes, and Chane redized she wasn't as witless or
drunk as she firs appeared. Her faded brown dress was stained but not dirty, and while wisps of graying
hair escaped her braid, it was ill reasonably wel bound. She glanced a Chane.

"You gentlemen are friends of that rough woman—and mat haf-blood? He didn't fool me none with
the scarf. | saw hiseyes.”

Weddtid's cam expression never fatered as he held out a slver ghil, far more than a night's lodging
would cost in a place like this.

"Could we see the room? Perhaps they left ahint as to where they were going.

The woman's eyes widened for an ingtant. She grunted, taking the coin, and reached back insde for a
lantern. "Thisway. "

She led them dong a narrow side hal. Chane followed behind, wondering what Weldtid expected to
learn from an unmade bed or aful chamber pot. The old woman opened alone Sde door in the hdl. The
bed indeed was unmade, and the room was bare from what Chane could see as Wddid and the old
womean stepped in ahead of him. Chane heard the pulse beeting beneath the innkeeper's flesh in the dim
room.

In Bela, hed often hunted in the poor sectors for concedment. If sustenance was dl that time
dlowed, he was not choosy about dovenly or inebriated prey. He stepped through the doorway and
closer, as the old woman followed Welstid, and he reached for the sagging scruff of her neck.

Wedtid turned, surveying the room by the woman's lantern light, and his gaze stopped on Chane. He
dowly shook his head once.

Chane willed his hand down to his sde. A flash of anger passed through him, growing upon the
smoldering hunger. The innkeeper, as if suddenly aware she was done with two strange men, turned to
look a him.



"Where were they going?' Welgtid asked.

"How should | know?" she retorted. "I an't no eavesdropper or peeper!”

"Of course not, " Weldid said apologeticdly and opened his purse again. "Perhaps you heard
something in passing that might be hepful ?*

Agan she grunted. "The haf-blood said something about resupplying in Bela, and the woman talked
of the inland road around the guif. That'sdl | remember. "

Weldiid gave her another Slver shil and put his hand on her shoulder. He steered her toward the door
as Chane stepped out of her way.

"You have been mogt hepful, madam, " Weldid sad. "If you could leave us, we will be on our way
momentaily. "

Two coinsin hand, the innkegper glanced a him once and did not argue. "Good night, Sir, " she said,
asif remembering her manners.

"Good night, " Weldtid answered, and closed the door behind her.
When the woman's footsteps faded down the hdl, Chane turned on Westid.
"There is no one ese here to sound an darm. Who knows when well have a chance to feed again?'

Wedtid leaned thregteningly toward Chane. "You will not leave a trail of torn bodies like some rabid
animd. Control your urges or be gone. "

Chane did not rdlish servitude to a new master now that he was free of Toret, but he remained Slent.
Hunger's heet faded too dowly for comfort, leaving his senses fully open to cast about the smdl room.
The scent of life thinned in the old woman's absence, and something more subtle took its place.

Swest, dmog refreshing, it brought him the memory of quiet moments, ancient texts and scrolls, and a
cold lamp gleaming brightly from a tabletop. He pictured Wynn Stting beside hm and could dmogt amdl
the herbal aroma that followed her everywhere. But the fragrance was not hers.

"So, what now?" he asked, looking about the room at the disarrayed bed, the amdl stool, the bedside
table with its haf-melted candle and three mugs.

"We go into Bea and purchase horses, " Weddid replied. "Magiere is beginning a journey. |
suspected but was uncertain until now. Purchasing supplies in a large city likdy took until noon. They

cannot be more than haf a day ahead of us, and we might close the distance before sunrise. We must
hurry to find a stable dill open now that night has come. ™

Chane bardy heard Wdgtid's words as he fixated upon the three pottery mugs He stepped closer to
the bedside table, and the strange scent of memory surrounded him. Dread crept into him as he picked
up one mug.

At its bottom was a angle mint leef among scant tea grounds.

It had been an evening a the guild barracks, filled with quiet company and the curiosity of a scroll
from The Forgotten, the logt history, when Wynn had lagt offered him such a cup. Sage and scholar, she

did not waste her precious existence in the drudgery of the masses, the cattle of the humanity. She was
unique, aliving treasure.

Wynn had come to Magiere and Leesl.

Had she joined them? It would be a ddicate maiter to play dong until he could decide to take
revenge upon Magiere or continue to serve Welgtid's vague agenda. What if Wynn were there, caught
amidd dl of it and unable to fend for hersdf?

His hand shook as he set down the mug, and he fdt Welgtid's attention upon him.



"What isit?' Weldiel asked.
“Nothing. "

The number of mugs was not logt on his companion, and Welstid stepped closer to pick up the same
one Chane had examined. Wedtid turned it dowly, Sudying the remainsin its bottom.

"I doubt they shared tea with the dog. Who was the third person?'
Chane hdd up his open hands asif he had nothing to offer.
Wedtid returned the mug to its companions upon the table. "Shdl we go?'

Chane's attention hung one moment longer upon the mug, with the scent of mint il filling his head.

I The city of Bda had faded from sght, and Chap darted through the roadside brush in the dark chill air.
Nightfdl had passed, but Magiere dill pressed them onward, asif hdf a day in the aty had ddlayed ther
journey too long, and they needed to make up ground. Chap heard the wagon raling aong the road
behind him.

His companions had purchased heavy winter cloaks, a few extra shirts, and ample supplies, though
perhaps not enough of the smoked mutton that Chap had found in an open market. They were wel
stocked and back on the open road once again. It should have been a joyful change. He could not stop
this journey, nor would he wish to if it would lead them to the answers they sought. But seeking
Magieré€'s past was another matter.

Chap ran, feding his body's strength and speed as wild grass pulled at his slver fur. He dowed to
ardeinto a sparse grove, paws treading across the mulch floor of the smdl dearing therein.

A breeze |lashed his coat, sriking downward from the sky ingtead of through the trees. The answering
hushed chatter of branches did not follow immediately. He heard the forest's whisper dl around him.

Chap spun about with alow rumblein his throat.

The dearing was loosdy waled with scattered spruce and beech trees grown tdl from roots sunk
deep into the earth. Branches reached out to one another, like interlacing a circle of sentinds holding
hands. He peered between them into the dark woods beyond, searching, but there was nothing out of
place. Yet thewdl of trees thickened in places where he had looked away too long and back again.
Movement within their branches made the limbs sway ever so dightly.

Fool... miscreant... betrayer!

Whispers lashed into his thoughts from dl around, and Chap snarled, kicking up needles and leaves
from the forest floor as he goun about.

Eyes glittered at him from dark shadows beneath the branches, like stars pulled from the sky and held
captive amid the foliage. A flutter of wings passed overhead, and Chap ducked indinctively. Claws
skittered on bark as some amd| creature raced up the trunk of the largest of the trees now ringing imiin.

Chap turned toward the ancient sentingl with its gnarled bark and full spread of crooked limbs, not
yet cowering under the shame risng ingde him. The movement of unseen living creatures made the dark
spaces between its branches open and close like mouths taking in breath to denounce him with every
exhdation.

Fallenisour kin in his flesh. So distracted from purpose.

Chap dhrank back with his eyes upon his accuser. He fdt its sentiment echoed by unseen others dl
around him.

Hiskin gathered here.
All around in the forms of the forest they came. Within leaf and needle, branch and trunk, and smadl



bright eyes peering out & him from the dark spaces. Even within the ar and earth was the growing
presence of them—of the Fay—until he fdt them in the tingle of his skin beneath his thick fur.

Thering of woods about him thickened with their presence, and dl atention was upon Chap done.
He answered back. | have not failed yet.

The crackle of wood filled up the dearing. But you permit the child of the dead to wander the
path you were sent to turn her from? Turn her aside!

Chap flinched, standing rigid before the old tree, and he dropped his head. How... What more could
| do?

A flight of birds darker than the night broke from the tree limbs to dive a him. Chap legped aside,
and their screeching echoed well after they dispersed back into the woods.

Force her..., came the answer.
Chap backed away one step—No.
Charm her....

A low rumble escaped histhroat as outrage washed away shame. He had been sent to keep Magiere
from the past, from the truth of her origins, but his kin asked too much. He would not force Magiere's
decison. He would not influence her mind.

Never.

The dlearing's ar began to churn. Chap darted to one side, but the whipping breeze followed. Leaves
and twigs, dirt and pebbles ripped from the forest floor to lash & him. He crouched down upon the
ground with closed eyes as sorrow coursed through him. He would not force Magiere, not domingte her
like a dave, but neither would he leave her.

| am with her always to guide her. | have not failed yet.
The chumning ar quieted, and the pdting of his body ceased.

Silence lingered until Chap thought he was once again done, but he 4ill fdt hiskin dl around, quiet
and contemplative until the acknowledgment came. We cling to hope.

Chap heard his own labored breathing, fdt the pounding of his heart and the cool earth benegth his
bdly. All dseinthe woods was quiet. Even the tingle on his own skin had faded.

A light breeze made the branches sway and rugtle. No longer awadl of limbs and shadows, they were
aswiddy scattered as when he'd firg entered the clearing. When Chap lifted his head, his kin were gone,
and dl that remained was the living world around him.

"Chgp!" Leesl's voice cdled out. "Where in the seven hells are you?'

He turned and loped toward the road but stopped short to look back, then sat down to wait hafway
between road and clearing. When the wagon rolled up, Magiere pulled the horses to a hdt.

"No more running off, " Magiere grumbled at him.

Wynn clambered out of the wagon's back, wobbling dightly as she rubbed her Hiff legs. Ouitfitted in
breeches, stout little boots, and a white shirt, her hooded short-robe did not quite reach her knees. She
looked strange, perhaps less solemn, without her long gray robe.

"I do not care how far you want to get from the city, " she sad on an exhde, and glared up at
Magiere on the wagon's bench. "Thisis far enough for one day, let done part of anight. ™

Before Magiere could answer, Lees| hopped down from his place beside her.
"I have to agree, " he said. "And Chap's dready found a decent dearing to camp for the night. "



"We could have booked passage on a schooner, " Magiere said, and tied off the reins. "That would
have taken us draight across the gulf to the Vudran Bay and the mouth of the Vudrask River. Then we
needn't bother with this wagon—or camping at night. "

"l told you, " Leesl responded, "I have no intention of ever voluntarily dimbing back onto some
floating casket. Watching my food come up over and over again is not my idea of entertainment. "

Anold argument, but its familiarity brought Chap no comfort. And yet, he had made his point to his
kin. He would not fdl from his way, and he would not dominate or endave Magiere's will. Persuasion
was another matter, and there was time left to change her path.

AsWynn unpacked and Magiere tended the horses, Lees| walked toward Chap with hiswaterskin in
hand. He patted Chap on the head as he passed, then stopped with awrinkle of his nose.

"What have you been rdling in?' Leesl muttered, and wiped the dirt off his hand from touching
Chap's head. "You... a Fay? My splinter-ridden backside! Less than a day out, and aready you need a
bath. "

Chap lay down in that very spot and watched over his companions until late into the night.
Chapter 2

O ver ahdf moon later, Magiere reined in her shaggy pony with a 9gh as she waited for a sullen
Leesl to catch up.

"Haf-mad bag of bones, " he muttered once again to his mount.

From Bda, they'd traveled inland down the Beaskian peninsula and south of the Inward Bay, then
eastward dong the Gulf of Belaski's lower coast. When they reached the head of the Vudrask River,
Magiere had decided to sdl the wagon and horses to buy passage upriver on a barge. Wynn was
indifferent with fatigue, but Lees| quickly agreed. As much as he despised sea travd, rivers didn't rall
endlesdy, making his food rise in his throat. The barge's smooth glide was dso preferable to josling
adong upon a wagon bench. Even againg the mild current, & mogt times the barge was as quick as
traveling by road. The riversde paths were clear and close, and teams of mules were set ashore to pull
the barge as they headed southeast upon the Vudrask toward Magiere's past.

The quiet voyage brought Magiere tranquillity as she huddlied beneath a blanket with Leesl. Wynn
and Chap stayed close together, as wdl. Thar trek inland seemed a blur of los memory rather than
recent events, and Magiere pulled close to Lees| that firgt day on the barge.

"We haven't had much time to oursdlves, " she said to him. "One night. That'sdl. "
Leesl amiled & her. "Theréll be time enough in thislife. I'm in no hurry on that journey. ™

She remembered the night hed firg kissed her, taking her by surprise as they'd argued in the sage's
barracks fallowing the end of their hunt in Bela The words held spoken just before the touch of his
mouth dill lingered in her thoughts.

"I've lived three lives, " held 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 stepping forward to liveit. And | say
agan—I won't die on you. "

So little time had passed since they'd curled together the following night in the first inn on the road out
of Bela This new closeness was awkward and strange, but she dung to it. For his sake more than her
own, she wished this fourth life to be hislast and longest.

Leesl's hand rested upon her thigh beneath the blanket as the barge dipped dong the river. She put
her hand on top of his thumb wrgpping around his wrist. She fdt the scars there from her own



teeth—from the long lost night in Miiska when held saved her life with his own blood. Those marks made
fear crawl through her, but she refused to pull her hand away.

Magiere watched the autumn-gilded world glide by, saw its changes not only in season but in the land
itsdf as they passed through the far reaches of Belaski on the south shore and Stravina to the north side.
After seven more days, they passed beyond the well-kept ways of Belaski and into another world, where
the river became a border between Stravina and Droevinka. Nether country had Belaski's wedth or
organized government to oversee even the man land routes dong the Vudrask. As the river narrowed
and its current increased dightly, the bargemen switched their own mules for ox teams chartered from
locd fanners eager for income during the fallow time. Passage became difficult and dow. After spending
one day to cover four leagues, they stopped at alarge village,

Magiere intended for them to ride the barge a hit farther, but her home village, Chemestuk, was a
three-day ride away. This stop would be the last place to purchase mounts. When she suggested this to
Leedl, he threw afit.

"Horses? Trust my neck to some flearhitten bag of muscle lunging around on four gtick legs, and
lurching at every windblown lesf? I'd rather puke my way up the coast on a cargo schooner!”

The falowing quarrdl made the barge crew cease their dockside duties and stare—not to mention
villagers close enough to overhear. In the end, Magiere purchased three sturdy ponies and a pack mule,
then bullied Lees into the saddle, while Wynn finished repacking their supplies.

That had been three days ago, and Magiere now waited upon her pony for Lees| to catch up. Hed
bardy spoken dl day except to mumble colorful curses a his shaggy mount, which ignored most of his
demands.

Magiere surveyed her dank homeland. Old trees were dotted with moss that dangled in scant beards
from the branches. The ground was perpetudly moigt in the chill air, and benesth the aroma of loam and
wild foliage was an ever-present scent of decay. The thickened forest nearly blotted out the cloud-coated
sky, with only a brief respite whenever the puddled road swerved closer to the open riverbank.
Droevinka was hdd in perpetud dusk by its shadowed and twining trees. Even when rain didn't fall, the
murky canopy dripped upon them.

Magiere looked back for her companions. Wynn followed last with the tethered pack mule, Chap
trotting along beside her mount. Leesl's charcod-gray scarf, now spotted with drizzle, sat askew on his
head, exposing atangle of white-blond hair and one dightly pointed ear.

"Of dl the idiotic ways to cross land, " he grumbled. "My backside will never be the same. ™
"Were close, " Magiere hdf whispered, "but well stop for the night. "

He quieted in surprise and looked up at a patch of gray sky between the treetops. Magiere knew it
was unusud to hdt this early, and Lees| studied her, dl traces of irritation gone.

"Thereés dill abit of light left, " he said. "Are you dl right?'
"Yes.., " she started. "Only... I've stayed away from this place for so long. "
He reached out and grasped her wrigt, dender hand warm againg her skin.

"It's alittle late to ask, with along road behind us, " he said. "But are you sure you want this? We can
turn back, head north through Stravina and into the Warlands. "

The urge to fallow him away from this place made Magiere tense at the suggestion. The desire to flee
her past as shed done years ago—this time with Lees| besde her— was so strong. But there were
questions to answer.

What am |?... Why am | here?



Why was | made... by an undead to hunt its own kind?

Wynn pulled her pony to a stop behind them and dumped in the saddle. Magiere ill regretted
dlowing the sage to accompany them. The damp chill was taking its toll on Wynn, though she never
complained.

"WEell stop, " Magiere said, pulling her wrigt from Leesl's comforting grip. "Wynn, pick a spot and
rest. Leesl will start the fire while | tend the ponies. ™

Wynn lifted her head, brown braid darkened by the midy air. "I will be fine... once | prepare some
tea "

They busied themsdves with ther tasks. Chap followed Wynn about as she as unpacked bedrolls and
filled the tin teapot. Leesl took out an aildoth sack of dry kindling and sparked asmdl fire that sputtered
and smoked from the damp wood he fed it. He scrounged amdl twigs to dry by the flames so he could
replenish his kindling. Magiere tethered the ponies to a stout spruce near a patch of grass and brought
them oats and water. The road they'd traveled was little more than a mud path, and the going hadn't been
smooth.

"A king should pay more aitention to the kingdom's roads, " Leesl muttered, pulling biscuits and
gpples from a burlgp sack.

"Droevinka has no king, " Wynn said.
Lees| handed her an apple. "Wha?'
"Thereis no hereditary monarchy, only agrand prince. "

Lees| snorted. "What's the difference? A king by any other title... is most often ill a tyrant—or at
best, oblivious. ™

Magiere knew the didinction in her homdand wel enough, though she'd never cared to comprehend
rulers and their ways. 1t would have changed littlein her early life

"I've read some of the Belaskian higtories, " Wynn said, gtting and gathering a blanket around her
legs "There is a considerable difference. Droevinka is divided among houses, each one headed by its
own prince in a bloodline daimed to be noble. Most are descended from the peoples who migrated here
or invaded this territory in the far past. Many of the houses are named for their origind people, and they
dl serve the grand prince. A new grand prince is chosen every nine years by the gathered nobles. For
over a hundred years, no one has daimed the title of king. "

"A few have tried, " Magiere said, too preoccupied to fed bitter. "Ther congtant plots and schemes
leave little attention for anything more than each house keeping a throttlehold on its province. Villagers
pay taxes and pray ther lords don't become amhitious. Better to scrape out a living as a serf than to die
and rot as a conscripted soldier inther prince's bid for aking's crown. ™

Chap whined, and Wynn reached into her pack for the large hide parchment with its vish symbols.
"So who rules the land we're on now?" Lees| asked.
"The Antes, " Magiere answered.

"They hold most of the land closest to the river, " Wynn added. "One of the oldest houses. Magiere
would know more. "

Lees| raised ablond eyebrow & Magiere.

"They would be your heartless tyrants, " she whispered. "That's dl you need know. "
Lees| frowned as he checked his kindiing drying beside the fire.

Wynn turned to Chap. "Ag' us a wigjhis tu oijhchenis?"



After so many nights, Magiere knew this one phrase, though there wasn't redly a need for Elvigh to
ask the dog what he wanted to eat. He'd eat most anything dangled in front of his nose, and the choices
were limited anyway. Chap scooted close to the sage and reached out a paw to touch a few symbols on
the talking hide.

"Dried fisgh, " Wynn interpreted, following the thumps of the dog's paw. "A skinned apple. Leesl, |
need aknife. "

Lees|'s frown deepened. He rolled his shoulders asif the shirt benesth hiswool cloak itched. Magiere
tried to ignore his reaction.

Such exchanges with Chap il bothered Leedl. In dl honesty, now that the dog's nature was partidly
reveded, Magiere had begun to appreciate how wdl Wynn communicated with Chap. Rather than
begging or carrying on in his usud dramatics, Chap pawed at Wynn until she brought out the hide. Yet
beyond this smple chatter, he revealed little more concerning his nature as a majay-hi or his reasons for
medding in Leesl's life to bring him into Magiere's company years ago. He ignored the taking hide
whenever Wynn raised such issues. Chap's longstanding deception ill grated on Leesl's nerves, and
troubled Magiere. Sooner or later, Chap would have to answer for this.

Lees| pursed hislips, handed over hisknife, and then
pulled out some smoke-dried fish. Wynn went to work pedl

ingan apple. »

Saing into the fire, Magiere's hand settled absently on her fachion's hilt, middle fingertip tracing the
gmdl glyph in its pomme. The blade injured a Noble Dead like no other weapon. This her studded
hauberk, and two amulets had been left to her by a father sheld never known upon the death of a mother
sheld never met. During the battle in Bela, sheld given Lees the topaz amulet that glowed yelow when
an undead was near. She no longer needed it; her dhampir senses were enough to warn her, and the
amulet might well warn Lees| of danger if she couldn't.

The other trinket remained a mystery, in part, but she wore it in plan view- A sndl hdf-ovd tin
backing held a chip of bone with mysterious fine writing carved into its surface. It had been used only
once, and she'd been unaware of that until too late. Welstid had told Leesl that a dhampir could absorb
life from blood only if the bone touched her skin while she fed. Leesl had recklesdy done jus that,
feeding her from his own wrist when she'd been wounded during therr firg hunt for Miiskas undead. She
touched the amulet now and wondered how dependable We gtid's words might be. The bone amulet fdt
warm, perhaps from the fire, and she scooted back to St againgt a tree trunk.

All traces of daylight disappeared, and darkness closed around the camp. Leesl picked up a wool
blanket and came to settle beside her. As he covered both their legs, Magiere reached around him and
pulled him close urtil he leaned into her arms. His warmth againgt her burrowed deeper than the heet of
the flames, smathering her chill. Leesil leaned his head back on her shoulder, watching Wynn feed Chap
dices of a pedled apple.

"She's pailing him, " he whispered.
Magiere dmog smiled. Tomorrow, they reached Chemestuk, her... home? No, not anymore. Her

home was far away, a the Sea Lion tavern in the port town of Miiska, where she lived a peaceful life
with Leesil. How long would it be until she was truly home again?

For this moment, she held on to Leesl's warmth and the sght of a large wolfish dog doppily
chomping pieces of apple.
IWddid rolled in his dormancy, the deep of the undead, trying to hide his dream-world eyes from the
black-scaed coils swirling on dl sides of him. Like dunes of obsdian sand in a windstorm, they undulated
with no beginning or end. In this dream place he returned to so often, his eyes would never close, and
watching the coils for too long made him tremble with nausea.



He had thought his dream patron would be angry, but he fdt no ire or irritation surrounding him. He
fdt nothing but aone—and watched.

"Please... give me your counsd, " he whispered.
The answer echoed into his thoughts from far away.
Continue... follow.

Wddid ralled againin dormancy. His patron's black cails faded to the monotone darkness of deep.
He thrashed over on his Sde and out of dumber, fully conscious.

He sat up on the floor of an abandoned shrine on a forgotten trail off a back road in Droevinka. Stone
wadls were stained by age and grime, and the pillared archway had logt its door to rot in years past. He
and Chane had taken refuge here before dawn as they tracked Magiere inland. The dtar behind him was
devoid of statuary or emblems, any such likdy stolen long ago after devotees had abandoned this place's
soiritual patron. Leaves, blown soil, and debris had thickened in the corners and crevices, and spindly
weeds sprouted here and there.

He stood up, dill shaken from communing with his dream patron, and looked about. "Chane?’

His companion was gone. How long had the sun been down? Latdy, when rousng from his vivid
communions, Wegtid's internd awareness of the sun became less and less acute. This disturbed him as
he stepped outside.

The thick forest was quiet except for the infrequent cdl of a bird and the patter of drizzle. There
waan't even a breeze to rudle brush and branches. He remembered they had passed a tiny
village—bardy a collection of huts—shortly before dawn. Chane had been restless. Had the fool gone to
feed?

Weddid stepped back ingde to gather his things and don his cloak, preparing to search for Chane,
and then he stopped. He was done, and while traveling with a companion, such moments would be rare.

He had not quite redlized how difficult it would be to track Magiere, as she could move fredy during
the day while he had to take shelter. After the past few nights journey, he had an unpleasant idea of
where she might be going.

She headed southeadt at firgt, which had confused him. He expected her to leave the Vudrask River

and turn north into Stravina. He dmogt logt track of her on the night after she abandoned the barge, and
he sent Chane on an errand in order to gain afew moments privacy to scry for Magiere's whereabouts.

He couldn't waste another moment aone.

Kneding in the shrine, Welstid removed a brass dish from his pack and placed it on the mulch-strewn
floor with its domed back facing up. Murmuring gutturd words, he drew his dagger and diced a shdlow
cut in what remained of the little finger of hisleft hand. He watched his own black fluids drip once, twice,
threetimes to collect in atiny bulge at the center of the plate's back. The stub of bone in his little finger
fdt warm. It took a moment's focus of hiswill to close the tiny wound.

The dark droplet upon the brass plate's back began to move. It ran dow in a short line away from the
center, heading east by southeast.

Weddid cleaned the plate and dagger, tucked them away, and stepped back outsde, prepared to
hunt for his errant companion, Chane,

There was no longer any doubt. Magiere headed toward Chemestuk.

IWynn watched Magiere and Lees| across the fire as they whispered to each benesath ther blanket.
Foolish though it was, this familiar Sght made her londier with each passng day. She did not wish to
invade their newfound closeness, but it made her fed like an outsider.



Nothing on this journey was as she had imagined.

It never occurred to Wynn what life might be like without the constant presence of her mentors and
fdlow sages. Orphaned as a child, she had been taken in by the Guild of Sagecraft in the kingdom of
Maourne across the ocean. In the excitement of the journey's start, Magiere's smoldering demeanor and
Leesl's congtant humor were an enticing change from dl she had known. But after so many days of
travel, she missed Domin Tilswith and the comforts of the sages barracks. At least Chap was congtant as
her main companion. She ran her fingers through the fur on the dog's neck and heard his rumble of
content in return.

She had envisoned hersdf as the useful scribe and trandator for Magiere and Leesl, not unlike the
journeyman sages assigned to some noble's house and fief back in her homeand. She would record the
details of these foreign lands for the guild's records, expanding upon the vast knowledge the sages swore
to safeguard for dvilization. But Magiere and Lees| spoke the language of Bdaski and had not needed
her kills, and now to her frudration, they were in Droevinka. Magiere was the only one fluent in the locd

language, but even Lees| spoke it wel enough to get by.
Wynn, who spoke seven languages, did not speak Droevinkan. Not yet.

Leesl tried to tutor her, but she was a a loss every time they had passed through one of the locd
villages Worse, Magiere pressed them onward a a tiring pace. There had been little time to record
anything of note—of what little there was to note. The westher was cold and wet, and she did not think
she could choke down one more dried biscuit for breakfast. She longed for intdligent conversation and a
bowl of warm lentil stew with tomatoes and rosemary. And waiching Magiere and Lees|, she wondered
what it would be like to nestle benesth a blanket, exchanging whispers of forgotten higtories and faraway
cvilizaions... with Chane.

Wynn diffened.

She pushed away such an unsettling notion. Loneliness was getting the better of her. Sdlf-pity was as
pointless as pining for a past moment lost forever.

Weighing more heavily upon her was a growing sensation of betraya, now that she had spent so
may days in the company of Magiere. She had not exactly lied about her reasons for meking this
journey, but she had omitted the fact that Domin Tilswith placed upon her the task of obsarving Magiere.
This had been his reason in sending Wynn, since she had aready established a connection with Magiere.
He wanted specific accounting of every aspect of the "dhampir”" badly enough to send his apprentice off
with two hunters of the undead—three, counting Chap.

At firg, this unique task was the promise of adventure, and her domin's confidence filled Wynn with
pride. She had been raised by the sages, who cared for her hedlth and happiness, and could provide the
guild with something no one ese could. But the redlity of secretly sudying a traveling companion and then
documenting her findings made Wynn fed like a spy. Once she had dmog told Magiere the whaole truth
but thought better of it at the last moment. She could never predict how Magiere might react to anything,
and Wynn feared being sent back on the firs available barge headed downriver.

Wynn reached indde her pack and pulled out a squat cold lamp. She lifted itstin lid and glass cylinder
and removed the smdl crysd it hed in place of a wick. She ralled the crystd between her fingertips
There was little to note regarding Magiere, as yet, but they had been in Droevinka for some time. At least
she might document the dimate and land so far. Standing, she tried to amile at Magiere.

"I think 1 will scribe some notes for awhile "

Magiere nodded. "Then get some deep. And try to Stay close to the fire. The nights here will keep
getting colder. "
Wynn retrieved her materids and, with the cold lamp and crystd in hand, stepped a short ways off to



gt upon a downed tree. She gently rubbed the crystd between her pdms and returned it to its holder in
the lamp. Its light burst out to push back the dark and illuminate the tools of her trade resting upon her
lap.

Ungtrapping aflat, folded leather bundle, she shuffled the loose parchment sheets within to expose a
blank one and carefully uncorked her ink vid to dip a quill. She set to documenting the vegetation they'd
encountered, noting where dong their path the changes occurred so they could later be referenced upon
maps of the territories. It seemed she had written only afew lineswhen Leesil's voice broke the silence.

"Forgetful gods, Wynn!" he cdled. "That lamp is brighter than the fire. Put it out so we dl get some
deep.”
Her writing hand flinched, fouling severd charactersin spattered ink.

She glanced over to see mat Leesl and Magiere had settled for deep in ther bedroll and then looked
down at the mess upon her notes. They had rushed dl day, and now she was to be rushed through her
few useful moments of the evening.

"Sorry, " she cdled back.
Geathering her things, she closed the lamp's shutter to smother its light.

Wynn settled into her bedrall as two tears did unbidden down the bridge of her nose. Something
bumped againgt her feet, and she peered over the blanket's edge.

Chap panted lightly at her feet, Slver coat tinged red gold in the firdight. He stared at her, tranducent
blue eyes full of sympathy. Histail switched once across the ground, scattering clods of tree needles and
wilted leaves.

Wynn held up the blanket's edge, and Chap belly-crawled in beside her. He shuggled againgt her with
his head pressed into the crook of her neck, and she wrapped her ams around him, fingers dutching his
long fur. At least Chap was congtant.

* * %

Since his rise from degath to a Noble Dead, Chane had never experienced true hunger. He had never
before gone for two weeks without feeding. He was sarving for blood, for life to fill him up once again,
as he crouched in the brambles a stone's throw from a smdl custer of huts.

Upon weaking to Welstid ralling on the floor, whispering to himsdf again, Chane knew he had to get
out and hunt. He could not ride dl night again with this emptiness indde him. So, he dipped away while
his companion lay dormant.

He could smdl living flesh... and blood... with dl his senses opened wide. It was close within those
timber and thatch hovels. The scent clotted his mind with memories of split skin in his teeth and sdty,
warm fluid sailling through his mouth and down his throat. Then followed the sound of a heartbeat that
dowed and dimmed in concert to the life energy that rose indde him.

Should he wait for someone to come out, perhaps for firewood or to check one last time on the pen
of geese around back? What if no one emerged?

A cottage door opened, and a portly man reached out to grab a few logs from a firewood stack.
Chane tensed, but the man never stepped completely out before a woman's srill voice stopped him.

"Close the door, Evan! You're letting in the cold. "
The door closed.

Chane had not developed the menta dbilities his master, Toret, had displayed, but he did have a gift
for locating the "presence” of others if he concentrated. He focused upon the hut and fet the separate
lives of five mortas. There were too many in one place, so he turned his attention to the next domicile



and sensed only two.

He walked to the door and knocked. A wrinkled old woman with a long gray braid peeked out.
Chane folded his arms around his chest as though chilled.

"Forgive me, old mother, " he said, "but my horse threw me haf aleague back on my way to the next
town. | could not find an inn before nightfal. | asked across the way, and Evan told me to see you about
alate supper and a spot by thefire. "

Her brown eyes were sharp, but he was dearly no brigand in his long tailored cloak and well-made
boots. He hoped she would take him for a young merchant.

"No inn here abouts, " she said with courtesy more than sympathy. "Evan sent you? That's just like
him. The lazy lout bardly cares for hisown. "

"Whoisit, Grandma?' came a voice from insde, young and feminine, and Chane's jaw twitched.

"A young man who's logt his horse, " the old woman said, chuckling; then she opened the door wide.
"Begt come in. Well feed you, but Evan and Olga must put you up for the night. My granddaughter's not
married, and we don't need to give idle folks any more fodder for gossip. "

So may new sensations surprised Chane of late. True hunger was something he had never
experienced while sarving Toret, and now he fdt genuine rdief a being invited indde.
Theinterior was shabby, as expected, but the stone fire pit in the back wall was a comfort, as was the

iron teapot hanging above the flames on an iron swing am. For a brief ingant he thought of fresh mint
leaves, and then dl such thoughts dissolved as he saw the hut's other occupant.

About fifteen years old, plump and curvy, with a smaitering of freckles and wild curls of red har, she
returned his stare with curious eyes.

"Should | fetch Evan?' she asked her grandmother.
"Soon enough, Adena, dear. Well reheat that stew fird. "

The old woman walked with effort, as if her bones and joints ached. Chane waited until she reached
the fire pit and the girl joined her. The girl picked up a folded rag and lifted the teapot. When the two
were close together, Chane stepped up behind the old woman and snapped her neck with one quick
jerk.

Her body crumpled to the floor.

The gill dropped the teapot, and water splashed across her dead grandmother. Chane had his hand
over Adenas mouth before she could inhde to scream.

She clawed wildly to remove his grip as he leaned close. Her hair smdled of musk and straw, until the
fear leaking from her pores overpowered dl other scents. He wanted to let her struggle a bit longer until
that amdl made his head svim with bliss, but he had been too long without the taste of blood and lost
control of himsdf.

He shoved her againg the wal and bit into her throat. One outward rip of teeth opened the wound,
and he bit down on her throat again. The rush of warm blood flowed into his mouth, down his throat,
filling him with life

At firg she druggled, her choked screams muffled beneath his pdm. She soon grew slent and
stopped moving. Normdly, Chane lost himsdf in euphoria and did not truly taste the blood itsdlf. This
time, its flavor engulfed his tongue and gave him a satisfaction he had not experienced before.

He applied more pressure and fed until her heart stopped. When she died, life no longer filled him
with each swallow, and he dropped the girl's corpse.



Chane paused to steady himsdf againgt the wadl. His body was having trouble absorbing life so
quickly. No matter what happened with Westid, he would not deny himsdf again for so long.

In this moment, his entire existence seemed one long path of obedience. Firg his father, then Toret,
and now Wedgtid. Even filled with warmth and strength from the girl's blood, he shuddered & the thought
of hisfather, Viscount Andraso.

The man was a magter of masks. Everyone outsde his family and close retinue found him charming,
dl amiles and good humor. Behind closed doors, he wore another face. His only plessure derived from
domination and crudty. Chane's mother was a smdl, bird-boned woman who loved books and musc,
and she was Andraso's favorite vicim. Chane loved her, but every year he watched her disappear further
indde hersdf. He feared his father so much that he never defended his mother. This falure ill weighed
upon him. But on the day he came into his inheritance, he fled to Bda to find a new life, never redizing
whet new existence would find him instead. He later learned that his mother had died by her own hand.
He did not return home for the burid.

Standing in the hut, feding stronger than he had in weeks, Chane resolved never to become Weldtid's
puppet. They would use each other, and that was acceptable, but the choice to obey or not would be his.

He left grandmother and granddaughter where they lay and walked out into the dense forest. With
luck, Wedtid would ill be ralling on the floor, mumbling to himsdf. Chane wondered exactly what sort
of creature Welsid might be. Noble Dead had to feed four or five times in a moon to retain full strength,
and to the best of his knowledge, they did not dream.

Chane detested the constant migt and dampness of this somber forest. Who would ever choose to
resde here? He started back for the shrine when a figure stepped though the foliage directly in front of
him.

"Where have you been?' Wedid asked.

Chane had not even sensed Wddtid nearby. His travding companion was not in his usud meticulous
gtate, and his uncombed hair hung in tufts down his forehead. His gaze dropped to Chane's chest with an
expression of disgud.

Chane looked down to see that his shirt was soaked.
"l had to feed, " he said, "or | would have been no use to you by morning. "

Westid stared at the blood a moment longer and then straightened himsdlf. "Did you at least get rid of
the body?'
"No, | let them lay. No one saw me, and well be far gone by morning. ™

"Them?' Wddtid's jaw tightened visbly as he glared through the dark toward the village. "Which
hut?'

Chane heard the creak of leather as Welstid clenched his gloved hands.
"The second one... on the right, " he answered.

Wedtid pushed through the brush toward the hut as Chane followed. He opened the door, glandng
a Chane asif he were arevalting animd.

"I will take the old woman, " Wedid said. "You carry the girl, Snce your shirt is aready ruined. "

This seemed pointless to Chane, but he did not argue. He picked up the girl's body and returned to
the forest with Welgtid. They discarded both bodies hdfway to the dhrine in a growth of dense brash,
covering them with mulch from the forest floor.

" Scavengers may finish this, and perhaps no one will know what happened, " Welstid said.



Chane suppressed disdain. He was free and madterless, with srength flowing through him that
brought clarity. "Have you discerned which way the dhampir has gone?’ he asked.

"Yes " Wedid answered, not looking at him.
"Then | should change my shirt... while you saddle the horses. "
Wedtid did not reply as he led the way toward the shrine,

Chapter 3

L eesl reined in his pony at the cluster of dingy huts ahead. In the damp wesether, the pounding of
villagers feet and scant livestock had turned the center path to a muddy passage between sguat
Sructures with shake or thatched roofs. Lean strands of smoke arose from rough clay chimneys or smple
smoke holes. Thelog post walls were streaked gray where rainfdl had washed away the wood's natura
color. Beneath the forest scent were the amdlls of cow dung, soot, and dank hay. Bleskness lingered like
afungd stench in the dearing that held the village captive.

Thiswas Chemestuk.

"We are here?' Wynn asked Magiere. "Thisis your home?'

"It was, " came the answer.

Magiere dismounted, as did Leesi|, and Wynn followed their example. Daylight was fading.

"Wewak from here, " Magiere indructed. "Unexpected vistors need to be noticed wel before they
enter avillage. ™

Lees| clutched the leather reins and pulled his pony forward. The knot in his somach tightened as
they passed between the outermost huts, and hismind held but one thought.

Thisis where my Magiere grew up.
She kept no secrets from him. Whatever he asked, she answered, but hed never inquired, "What was

your home like?" or "Who were your people?' Perhaps because he didn't care to think about his own
past, and if he had asked her...

A way with words wasn't among Magiere's notable skills, and even so, it wouldn't have been enough
for what Lees| saw.

Braids of garlic and henbane hung beside doorways with other herbs and dried plants he couldn't
name. Strange symbols were carved into the outer wals and doors of most dwellings Some were faded,
while others appeared more recently gouged.

To the south was another dearing, smdler than the village space, where weathered planks, erect
stones, and debarked wood shafts sprouted from the ground. Some bore garlands of wilted flowers.
Leesi| noticed a glitter of light through the tree branches, where a lantern hung from atal pole.

When one of their own died, these backwoods peasants bought ol before food. They starved to
keep lanterns burning for as many nights as possible, in fear of unseen things the recently deceased might
attract.

It was dl far too familiar, and a shudder of revulson and shame assaulted Leesil. Around him was the
living inpiration for the game that he and Magiere had used to prey upon villages for so many years.

Hunter of the dead.

Hed never imagined Magiere as one of those they'd swindled and cheated. When he glanced a her
waking beside him, studying her pale and smooth profile, she looked out of place. It seemed impossible
that she'd grown up in this murky world soiled with damp and ignorance. Muddied below the ankle, her



boots were surdy for wear and soundly cobbled. Her black breeches and wool cloak were
travel-marred but a far cry from the threadbare daothing of the villagers. She'd pushed back her cloak,
sheathed fachion in plain Sght for al—perhaps as a subtle warning.

Eyes peered from doorways and windows. A few people in the open stared waily at this trio of
trespassers.

Up the road out of the villages west end loomed a squat keep upon a rise lifing out of the
surrounding forest. Even at a distance, its dark profile looked worn and ill-kept, like the village. Its upper
fim was uneven, perhaps with broken stones, leaving gaps like missng teeth. Leesl fdt the chill ar snk
into his bones as two more thoughts settled upon him.

Magiere's mother had died in mat place.
And Magiere had grown up benegath its shadow.

A crack of wood made Lees| jump. He spun hdfway around, his hands dipping up opposing deeves
ready to draw his stilettos.

A bearded manin a soiled cap stopped litting wood and cradled his ax as the strangers passed by.
Whispers and mutters grew as more peasants returned from the fidds they worked nearby in forest
clearings or stepped from cottage doors. Some seemed frightened, while others were openly cold to the
point of anger. HaAf of them carried hoes and spades.

"Night spawn!" an old woman hissed in Droevinkan, and then spat on the ground. in Magiere's path.

Chap growled back at the woman, fur rigng on his neck as his step quickened. Leesl brushed his
fingertips across the dog's head, and Chap dowed to stay behind him.

Magiere wasn't a stranger here, and was even less welcome than they were.

Leesl forced dl somber thoughts from his mind. His punching blades were packed on the mule, and
dilettos wouldn't do wel againg this many opponents. To protect Magiere, hed have to be fas—and
vidious enough to make fear his better weapon.

"Magiere, what iswrong?' asked Wynn. "What did that woman say, and why are they looking at you
thisway?'

"Say close, " Magiere answered, then whispered to Leesil. "None of your charm. It won't work this
time. "

Obvioudly, he thought. Two men approached, and before Magiere could argue, Leesl stepped in
front of her.

He assumed the one in front was a village leader. Perhaps axty or so years but dill muscular, he had
disheveled gray hair, and afew days growth of beard. The wrinkled bags beneath his eyes made Leesl|
think of fungus lumps on a gnarled tree. Little distinguished him from the rest of those present, but his
companion's face trapped LeesI's gaze.

He was in his late forties, unwashed hair hanging around his angular features and stubbled jaw—but
only hdf stub-bled. One sde of his face was a mass of scars up to his eye, asif a torch head had been
pressed to his cheek and jaw. Theinjury made one side of his mouth twit into a permanent grimace, and
awigp of madness flickered in his hazd eyes.

Lees| dipped his hands behind his back, out of sght, and opened one wrig shesth's strap to let a
diletto drop into his pam.

Chap's growl returned, and the closest of the mob pulled back.

"Greetings, Yoan, " Magiere sad to the elder, and then gave the scarred man a nod. "And Adryan...
I've come to see my aunt. "



Her fla tone puzzled Lees| but not enough to distract him from studying the postions of dl around
them and any avenues through the crowd. Before Y oan answered, the one called Adryan stepped closer.

"Y ou're not welcome here, you misbegotten coshmarul!™
he spat out. ™Y ou're nothing but darkness, and we've enough of that already. "

Magiere had aways been quick to return threats in kind. When no response came from her, Leesl
turned dightly without losng gght of the two men. Magiere was cam as she stared at her accuser.

Adryan took another step, thistime too quickly, and Lees| lunged a him. By the time Adryan's eyes
fully widened, Lees| hed theflat of his dtiletto tip againgt the man's throat. Gasps and shouts rose among
the villagers as mogt retreated, even those who were cruddy armed. Leesl guessed the lagt thing they
truly wanted was afight with armed strangers.

" don't care for your manners, " he said to Adryan.

Y oan clenched histeeth and glared a Magiere, caging dl blame her way. Adryan's surprise faded as
he looked back at Leesl.

"And | don't care for the company you keep. "

Leesl remained poised, trying to keep track of dl movement around him, but he didn't sart as
Magiere's hand settled on his shoulder from behind.

"Leedl, don't, " she whispered.
Before he could argue, a shout carried over the mob's murmur.
"Magiere?'

A plump woman in a faded purple dress pushed through the villagers swaiting and shoving them
asde. Gray-streaked black har was pulled into a braid, much like Magiere often wore. Her deeply lined,
round face cast her expression in a perpetua State of ire, and from the way her neighbors stepped aside,
it was likdly a true enough state. At the Sght of Magiere, she stopped with one hand covering her mouth.
Firg dishdief and then joy fought her dour expression.

"Oh, my girl. Isit you?'
Leesl barely heard Magiere's shalow-breathed response. "Aunt Biga. "
"She cannot gay, " Yoan said. "You know that. "

The plump womean closed on Yoan with crossed arms. "And wheréd you be without her? Whose
coin paid for that new ox... and that sted plow blade you dl been sharing since last year? You can chew
on my wide lesthery backside, you grizzled boar!"

Lees| blinked, too bewildered to smile over the tasteless retort. Magiere had been sending money
home? He shoved Adryan back but kept the tiletto held out in warning.

Aunt Biga dipped past hm and wrapped Magiere in a flesy hug. Magiere diffened, but her aunt
kept murmuring, "My girl, my girl, " and Magiere's amsfindly clasped the woman in return.

Leesl watched in slence, loang track of Adryan and the village mob for a blink. Chap ceased
gronling and watched, with perked ears. Wynn glanced about worriedly, and Leesl remembered she
couldn't understand much of the Droevinkan being spoken. He sighed through a smile and nodded once
to reassure her, then stepped closer to Magiere.

"If thisis your aunt, can she cook?" he asked. "I'm Sck to desth of biscuits and jerky. "
Bigaturned to assess him, and joy vanished into suspicion.
"My companions, " Magiere said. "Thisis Leedl and Wynn. "



"The four-footed beggar is Chap, " Leesl added. "Don't let im near the cook pot. "

Glandng a each of them in turn, Aunt Biga amiled again & Magiere, cheeks pulling back to reved
deep dimples.

"They're dl welcome, but | gill can't believe you're here. " As she led Magiere away by the arm, she
shouted back to Yoan. "I'm taking my niece home! Have someone see to their ponies... insead of
ganding about like witless hogs. "

Lees| helped Wynn pull their belongings off the pack mule, and then Biga led them off between two
huts. No one tried to stop them. The thought of hot food and a roof to keep off the forest's drip
improved Lees's mood, but not so much that he didn't glance back.

Yoan put a hand on his scarred companion's shoulder, but Adryan jerked free to shamble away.
Leses| saw Adryan's wisp-mad eyes watching them before the man dipped from sght through the village.
IWddid awoke from the black coils of his dream patron, his thoughts upon Magiere. There was no need
to scry for where she had gone. Then he redized he lay upon a bed and, across the room, Chane
gathered thar belongings, his gray rat crawling in and out of the pack asif playing a game.

Fnding shdter from daylight became more difficuit the deeper they traveled into Droevinka
Abandoned shrines and empty barns or sheds were not common, as the people here tore down anything
unused for fud or other pressng needs. Severa times they came dangeroudy close to being caught by
the dawn. As much as Welstid detested burrowing beneath the forest's rotting mulch for protection from
daylight, he preferred to avoid inns, as well. Anyone who dept dl day drew attention.

On this evening, however, Wegtid awoke in a bed.

He loathed speaking to these peasants, but as the previous dawn had become a red threat, they'd
chanced upon agmdl village. Chane proved his worth, introducing them as merchants who had traveled
dl night in a foolish rush to reach their destination. Professed exhaugtion, offered coins, and his broken
use of the Droevinkan language made his story more convincing. Chane did not use many words, but his
manner won peasants over in a way that Welsid would have found difficult to achieve. There were
moments when Chane's dy nature reminded Weldtiel of Leesl.

"Areyou awake?' Chane asked.

"Yes The bed was a pleasant change, " he answered, gtting up on its edge. "l did not have the
chance to thank you for your quick thinking. I manage well with the citizens of Bela, but the people here
do not seem to trust me. "

Chane continued with his packing.

"It's those white patches in your hair, and your skin is paler than mine. You act too much the noble,
and you appear too much the superdtitious hearth story told to frighten children. | look the part of a
young, sruggling merchant. ™

Thiswas certainly true.

Wedtid noticed that Chane hadn't finished dressing yet. He wore breeches, but his shirt lay on the
bed. The skin on his arms was smooth over long muscles, but his bare back and shoulders were covered
with a mass of scars. White crisscross marks, so deep they appeared layered, reached from his lower
back up to his neck.

"What happened?' Wedtid asked.

"Hhmmm?'

"Your back. Our kind should hed of such things. "

Chane glanced absently over his shoulder. "My father. Our bodies hed of injuries only after we're



turned. This happened before. "

Wedid dudied the layers of scars. Lines that crossed created lumps where previoudy heded
wounds had been newly solit open at later times. These had been inflicted over a period of years.

"Your father did thet to you?" he asked.
Chane ignored the question.

"The horses are ready. " He grabbed his shirt and pulled it on. "The villagers are in from the fidds, and
we should leave soon. "

Wedtid arose, unsdttled yet again by hisfaling sense of time. "How long has the sun been down??”"

“Not long.

Wedid stepped outside. Chane followed, giving thanks and farewells to the peasants lingering near
the common house. Once again, they mounted and rode into the night, side by side.

" was able to buy some grain for the horses, " Chane said. "Our supply was low. "

Wedgtid nodded, the image of Chane's back lingering for an indant in his thoughts. He did not wish to
know of Chane's past ay more than he wished to share his own. What mattered was their present
course.

Wt trees bordered the road leading into the dark, and in that null black ahead, his mind drifted to the
abandoned life he had spent in this land. Droevinka had not changed, nor had the people who lived here.
Nor his distaste for this place.

"It istime we spoke more candidly, " Chane said cdmly, as if commenting on the westher.
"Pardon?'
"You were taking in your deep again. "

Weddid heard nothing from the forest, not an owl or even a squirrd skittering through a tree. He and
Chane were done. He had no response—or not one he was willing to share. Communing with his dream
patron took up more and more of his dormant hours, leaving him drained during their night travel, yet
reveding less of use concerning what he sought or how to find it.

"Why are we heading eest?" Chane asked, reiningin his horse. "I have followed you without question,
but you said Magiere would turn north, and that was many days back. So why are we heading deeper
into Droevinka?'

Wedtid had no intention of discussng his plans, yet Chane had proved useful. Weldtid reined in his
horse.

"I believe she has gone to her home village, searching for her past, " he said. "Then she will continue
on the path | spoke of. "
"Her pat?'

"She has only recently discovered her nature and little beyond that. | believe she seeks to find out why
ghe exigs... perhaps even her unknown parentage. ™

"Then she doesn't know who sred her?' Chane asked. "And will she find those answers?”
"No."

A hdf-truth, but the best answer to give. Chane's curiogity had to be diverted, and Welsid needed to
retain control. Chane took something from his cloak pocket and turned it dowly in his gloved hand. Soft
gimmers of light escaped his fingers.

"What isthat?' Welstid asked.



Chane opened his hand, reveding a andl crysd that produced a dm glow. His voice became
drangdy soft.

"A smple cold lamp crystd... made by the sages. ™
Westid urged his mount onward, and he heard Chane following behind.

There had been three mugs at the inn outside Bela, with ther remnants of tea and mint, and then there
was the young sage cdled Wynn. How digtraught she'd been when she had learned Chane was one of
the Noble Dead. And Chane, for a sadistic monster, showed a penchant for the companionship of sages.

Perhaps there was dready something that Chane found diverting.

* % %

Magiere ducked her head and stepped through the low doorway of Aunt Bigas hut. She fdt a
chilling familiarity. So little had changed.

The one room was dmly lit by a smdl fire crackling in the stone pit set into the right sod-and-timber
wadl. Over the flames hung a blackened pot on an iron swing am. The rough table and stools before the
hearth were exactly as she remembered, though in place of the candle was a amdl tin lantern with a
cracked glass. Bdow the front window was the same low bench, but now accompanied by an old
soinning whed, its wood dark with years of use. Pots and cooking implements hung on the far wal
beyond the fire. Canvas curtains were naled to rafters as a partition for Aunt Bigas bed. In youth,
Magiere had dways dept on ama near the fire.

"Looks much the same, " she whispered, more to hersdf than to anyone ese.

"Wadl, you don't... you and that sword. " Aunt Bigja patted Magiere's cheek before heading for the
shelves across the room. "I'd part with a copper chit or two just to see old Yoan fdter again a the Sght
of you. "

She chuckled and pulled out two squat candles, lit them from the lantern, and set them on ledges in
thewdl to spread more light.

Chap, Wynn, and Lees| stepped around Magiere and into the tiny room. Leesil's hand dipped briefly
across her back as he passed. She longed to be home again, but her homein Miiska, not here.

Adryan had cdled her coshmarul, an old-tongue word for an unseen spirit that sat upon the degping
and unaware to crush the life from them. The hut's dark walls were suddenly too close for Magiere, this
one room smdler than she remembered. Chemestuk was the coshmarul of her childhood, and it had
been waiting for her to come back within its reach.

Sheld been perhaps five or Sx years old when the pain began.

Aunt Biga had told her of Adryan's hopes concerning her mother, before Magdia had been taken to
the keep. When she was a child, Magiere wondered at the burn upon Adryan's face that few would
speak of. Never knowing her mother, and not yet old enough to understand why the villagers shunned
her, it was easy then to imagine Magelia as someone much like her aunt. Only taler and more graceful.

Late one day, Magiere had wandered from the fidd, in which Aunt Biga settled to hoeing, and
clambered toward the village graveyard. She'd snatched up wildflowers dong the way, for mothers
adways liked flowers. Most children shied away from the graveyard, but Magiere had no fear of the dead,
as yet. Why should she, when her mother was called "the best of people’ and she was dead?

It had taken a while to reach her mother's marker under a tdl tree. All its lower branches had been
pruned away, and the higher ones spread wide in a roof overhead. It was like Stting in her mother's
house. A quiet place away from everyone who shouted or made ugly faces a her.

Magiere heard the scrape of footsteps as someone walked nearby with big feet. At firdt, he lingered



out of Sght, beyond the clearing's edge. She glimpsed a mudin shirt, gray breeches, and brown boots as
the man drolled beyond the trees. Maybe someone else was visting his dead mother's house, and that
was a good thing to do. The boots stopped, and a hand parted the branches. Magiere scooted closer to
her mother's marker a the Sght of the viditor's scars.

Adryan stepped hafway through the branches and then paused to watch her. Magiere tried to ignore
him, tucking more flowers around her mother's marker.

"Come looking for your mother, little thing?' Adryan asked, one hand gripping the branch he'd pulled
asde.

It was afriendy question, and why not? Adryan, even with his frightening scars, would have married
her mother. Magiere amiled a little at him, for it wasn't often that anyone but Aunt Bigia spoke with her
ingtead of et her.

"I know where she is, " Magiere replied, asif the question were just ateasing one. "She'sright here, in
her house. ™

The skin around Adryan's eyes wrinkled like his scars.

"No, you haven't found her... yet, " he said, and hiswords sharpened like those of the other villagers.
"I can send you to her. That's where you belong. "

He took another step out of the trees.

The branch did through his grip, and green needles tore away to litter the ground. His other hand hung
a hissde, and something iniit glinted once in the fading daylight.

Magiere couldnt bresthe. She stared at his hand. Not the one with the strange dlint, but the other...
dowly sripping the branch bare as bone.

"Magiere, where are you?'

When her aunt's voice cdled out her name, Magiere gasped in a bresth and looked back the way
sheld come, but Aunt Biga was 4ill too far off. She turned back, and Adryan was gone.

The bare branch quivered in the ar. There was no house anymore with her mother waiting in
welcome....

A squeeze on Magiere's upper am dartled her from memory. Leesil's fingers circled her am, and
concern marred his tanned features. He leaned close enough that she heard his quick bresth in her ear.

"What isit?" he whispered.

Magiere shook her head, tried to amile, but this only made Lees| frown in suspicion.
Wynn dropped her pack by the table and inhaled deeply as she examined the cooking pot.
"Are... this... esoni tjeto... are these shoshovitzi ?"

Her jumbled speech with its mixed-in Belaskian broke the moment, to Magiere's relief.

There were few of her thoughts that she could explain to Lees| while others were present. When she
looked away from him, she found Aunt Biga watching the two of them. Magiere's discomfort rekindled.

Her stout aunt cocked an eyebrow a Wynn's words. Magiere was grateful thet it offered a way to
avoid both Leesl's and her aunt's curiogities.

"Arethese lentils " Magiere trandated for the young sage. "Wynn doesn't speak much Droevinkan as
yet, only Beaskian. "

"Ah, we don't get much of that foreign tongue this far off the main ways, " Bigja replied. "l remember
alitle of it, but I'm hdf alife out of practice. "



The young sage pointed to the cook pot as she looked to Biga for gpproval, who nodded. Wynn
grabbed a folded cloth nearby with which to grip and lift the pot's lid. She smiled broadly, replaced the
lid, and st to digging through her pack and pulling out smdl pouches.

"May 17" she asked Aunt Biga in Droevinkan, and switched to Beaskian as she spoke to Magiere.
"Tdl her thisoneisrosemary. "

Magiere did so, and Aunt Biga chuckled as she examined each of Wynn's herbs. The two women
exchanged one- and two-word questions and answers in mixed tongues. Chap inched closer to siff the
pouches, though this turned out to be a ploy to nose his way toward the cook pot. Leesl stepped in to
grab Chap's haunches and pull back the struggling dog.

Biga dill wore the same purple dress Magiere remembered, though now it was far more faded.
Severd times Magiere had sent money when she was fortunate enough to find a land-bound merchant
heeding inland toward Droevinka. She should have known Biga would give such coins to the village
indead of spending it on hersdif.

Thedght of her aunt's kind face, with its broad dimples and wrinkles, filled Magiere with guilt. She'd
never sent word of purchasing the Sea Lion, yet nine years later, her aunt welcomed her as if she'd been
gone but a moon.

Magiere fdt Leesl's hand dide up her back again, and he whispered, "You dl right?'
"It's good to see her, " she answered.

It was a hdf-truth and the lesser part of dl her thoughts. When she reached up to touch Leesl's
shoulder, Aunt Biga glanced at them again. Magiere neither pulled away from Leesl nor removed her
hand. Leesl, not notidng they were watched, stripped off his charcod scaf and shook out his
white-blond hair.

Magiere tensed, forcing hersdf not to look toward her aunt thistime,

Superdtition ran deeper here than even the back ways they'd worked in Stravina. She wasn't certain
how her own flesh and blood might react to someone of Leesl's unusud ancestry.

"Whatever you're meking smdls wonderful, " Leesl said.

Chap yipped in agreement, which earned him a pat on the back from Wynn. The sage looked happier
then Magiere had seen her in some while. The hut was warm and dry, and the scent of lentil stew was
mouthwatering.

"Supper for dl, though well need to dretch it a bit, " Biga answered, and after a moment's hard
gopraisa of Leesl's hair, she turned to gather more things from her shelves. "Then | think you have much
totdl me."

Magiere took a deep bregth.

She hauled the bench to the table for Leesl and hersdlf, and they were dl soon enjoying the luxury of
well-seasoned stew, some late pears, and a loaf of black forest bread. Wynn made samdl noises of
contentment as she ate. Magiere redized the med was not far from the food served back a the sage's
guild. Only halfway through the med, a loud belch came from under the table, followed by the licking of
chops. Chap had finished before anyone d<e.

The closeness around the firesde table wore awvay Magiere's firs impressons upon stepping into the
hut. She'd bardly finished a few spoonfuls when Leesi| pushed his emptied bowl back.

"So, what exactly was that mob about back there?' he asked of Aunt Biga
Magiere stopped eeting and stared at him.
"Magiere haan't told you?' Bigja asked. "About why she [€ft?



"She wasn't happy here... wasn't wel liked because of her father. But she didn't mention anyone
trying to run her off with pitchforks. "

Magiere dropped her spoon into the bowl, shifting on the bench. "Lees|—"
"No, | want to know what's going on. "

Wynn's attention swung back and forth around the table as she tried to follow the conversation.
However, Bigas glare was purely for Leedl.

"Auntie, " Magiere said, hoping Lees| would remain quiet, "weve come to find answers about my
mother... and my father. And there's much to tdl you—"

"I can see thet for mysdf, girl, " Biga answered, and folded her hands upon the table.

“I'm not sure where to start, " Magiere continued. "For now, we need to know what you know.
Things you might not have told me. Little things that seemed not to matter might help. Especidly about my
father... anything from the firs time you ever saw him. "

Magiere waited as her aunt pondered for a moment.
"Perhagps family matters are best Ieft to family, " shefindly said.

"No. " Magiere settled her hand on Leesl's forearm. "They are part of this... It's not just me
anymore. "

Agan, Biga hesitated. "There were three of them. ™
"What?'

"I told you... your father took your mother when he firg came here as lord of the fief, but three of
them came that firgt night. Two noble... but the last was a masked thing in a char-colored robe. He's the
one who maimed Adryan with no more than adap. "

"Adryan's face?' Magiere asked. "His scars... no one would talk about it. "

"You can blame that on Yoan, " Biga growled. "Along with the rest of the hog swill poured out over
the years. Oh, some truth was wel known enough, but he said wed best keep quiet or invite more
misary. And dl ese tha followed, | was forced to obey. " She shook her head and mumbled something
under her breath. "Adryan tried to protect your mother. They were betrothed—at least he thought so. "

Magiere sat Slent, chilled insde even near the fire. Through the childhood suffering, the one person
she had trusted was Biga, but her aunt had kept secrets.

"What do you mean forced?" she asked. "I've never seen you give in to anyone's wishes unless they
fit with your own. "

"I lived in fear for Magdlia, " Biga sad. "My sster was my only companion, and they took her.
Sometimes servants came and told us stories of her waking in the courtyard, heavy with child, but she
was never dlowed out, and we weren't dlowed in. | tried many times, snesking as close as | could, but
never saw her and got beaten down twice by patrolling guards. The rest concerning your father you
dready know. One night, one of those noblemen who took Magelia came to me. His shirt was stained
with blood when he brought you within hours of your birth, as wel as the armor, the amulets, and that
sword. He sad they were gifts from your father. He dso brought Magelias blue dress for you. That
frightened me more than anything ese. The next day, a man-at-arms brought your mother's body down
for me to bury, and that was the lag we saw of anyone from the keep. | guess they left in the night,
though we didn't know it for awhile. Not for certain until the next lord assigned to this fief arrived a half
moon later. "

Biga closed her eyes a moment.



"I tried to hide you at first and managed for atime. When Y oan found out, he wanted you exposed,
cast out in the woods to die for fear of what ill-fortune you'd bring down on the village. | used your
sword to hold him off, and told him the village might face worse if we killed a nobl€'s child, forsaken or
not. | would have said anything to save you, but fear is the only thing these fools understand. So Y oan
and the others let you be—for the mogt part. But you were dill a reminder of those men's ill-favor upon
us epecidly to Adryan. "

Magiere looked away, not wanting to hear any more. Biga had lied to her for years, but Magiere
couldn't escape the image of her aunt holding Y oan off with the falchion.

"I'm sorry, " Magiere said. "But you should have told me.
"You were too young, and why burden you more? Y ou'd enough to ded with as a child. "
"What was this lord's name?"' Lees| asked.

Biga shook her head. "Tha was along time ago, and we weren't worthy of such information. We just
cdled him'my lord. ™

"Wasit Massng?' Leesl pressed.

Wynn draightened, recognizing this one word. Magiere fdt as if sheld been struck in the face and
turned on Leesl.

"It had to be said, " he whispered in gpology.
"Perhaps others heard it, " Biga said, pondering the name for amoment. "I can't remember. "

"Who isthe current lord?" Lees| asked. "Maybe there are ill records or some other mention to be
found at the keep. "

"No lord, " Biga answered. "l guess the Antes couldn't find anyone willing. Our zupan, Cadell, was
gppointed as overseer. He and hiswife are at the keep now. Caddl is a good man, a least. You can go
speak with him tomorrow. "

Magiere bardy heard her aunt's response. Each time she sought plain and direct answers, the truth,
likedl esein her life, became muddied.

"Enough for tonight, " Leesl said. "Your aunt isright. We can go to the keep tomorrow. "

Wynn had been trying to follow the exchange, and Magiere assumed shed probably understood
some of it. The sage sat up sraight, on the point of speaking, then appeared to change her mind. She did
off her chair to the floor and began whispering to Chap. The dog looked at her and pawed at the sage's
pack. Wynn pulled out the Elvish taking hide, and the two of them went to St in the corner by the
goinning whesdl.

"What in the world are those two doing?' Bigja asked.

Magiere Sghed. "A long story. "

"Thelong ones are the only ones worth teling, " Biga responded, and her atention turned once again
to Leesl. "And I've afew questions of my own. "

The older woman got up to pull atin kettle from beside the fire. She poured tea into unglazed clay
cups for the three of them, and Lees| started to fidget.

"Widl, it's sort of... We have this..., " he began.

Biga clunked the kettle down and snatched up the Sde of LeesI'slong hair, exposing one oblong ear.
"Hey!" was dl Lees| got out.

"l knew you were wrong somehow!" Biga shouted. "What do you think you're doing with my niece,



you imp?'
She lunged to the shelves and grabbed an old notched carving knife. Leesl sprang to his feet, both
hands going up his opposing deeves, reaching for his stilettos.

"You may have charmed her wits, but | see you clear. " Biga said. "I know of changdings | know a
forest spirit, right enough. ™

"What—7?" Lees| sputtered. "I'm not—hold off a breath!"

Before Magiere could grab Leesl or try for her aunt, Leesl's surprise and reluctance undid them
both. Instead of drawing sted on Magiere's only rdaive, Lees| back-pedaled. The bench caught behind
hislegs, toppled, and Magiere tumbled over backward to the hut's floor.

"Auntie—no!" she shouted, and kicked the bench out from under her legs.

Biga rounded the table, dosing on Leesl, who scooted backward across the floor as fast as he
could. She ssomped on his outstretched leg, pinning one of his feet.

"And you aren't taking her into your zunu world, " she snapped, "like some lost mad in the woodd! ™
"Magierd" Leesl yelped.

He sounded more pathetic than she'd ever heard before, but it was Wynn who scrambled across the
floor on dl fours, waving her hands up in front of Biga.

"No, not... bad... friend, " was dl Wynn could get out.

Biga shoved her off with little effort. "Get your addled wits out of my way, girl. He's charmed you,
too. "

The delay was enough for Magiere to regain her feet and grab Bigas wris.
"Auntie, stop it! He's not some lecherous spirit trying to drag me off. He's just an df. "

"l am not, " Leed| snapped, pulling up his sscomped foot and holding it with both hands. "My mother
wes. "

"Bog awill!" Bigja spat. "No such thing as elves—that's just foreigners tal tales. No such creature has
ever been seen hereabouts. "

"Oh, decaitful daties, " Lees| muttered.

Chap let out a yavn from the corner, where he 4ill sat throughout the ruckus. Wynn whispered
harshly at the dog in Elvish. Magiere wasn't certain what the sage had said, but Chap looked away,
dropping his head.

"You're abig hdp, " Leedl sad to the dog.

Chap huffed and lay down on the floor.

Theirony of Bigas excdlamation hadn't escaped Magiere. She wanted to pour out the whole story to
her aunt, who il loved her without question, who had held off avillage elder with a sword and assaulted
the evil forest spirit trying to beguile her niece.

But she couldn't speak of everything.

Not that she and Leesl had spent late summe and early fdl hunting vampires of myth and
superdtition. Not that she was descended from these same Noble Dead who preyed upon the living. And

catanly not mat for years sheld made a living—and even sent home part of the coin—from swindling
villagers out of their savings usng their own fears againg them.

"Lessl and | own atavern... but mat came later, " she said. "And dves are flesh and blood, though
few have seen them. Leesl's mother was one of the few who've lived among humans. For the rest, | don't



know where to start. "

Bigaeyed Leesl, dealy uncertain if her niece was of her own mind. "How did you meet this here...
df?'

"I'm not an df, " Lees| muttered.

"He tried to pick my pocket, " Magiere said without thinking, and her aunt glared a Leesl with
mdicious intent.
"That's not what happened, " Lees| blurted. "Wall... sort of. ™

Magiere sghed and carefully lifted the knife from her aunt's grip. Some things had to be explained, if
not dl.

Chapter 4

L eesl awoke the next morning to a chilly room. Thefire had died in the night, and mere was a chill in
his somach, as well. Today, they vigted the keep where Magiere's mother had died.

Magiere woke beside him on the dirt floor and pulled back their blanket. Her stoic front couldn't hide
the dread in her eyes. The sooner they finished with this, the sooner he could take her from this place.

She remained dlent through ther light breakfast, and this bothered Leesl as never before. Perhaps
because mere were so many unanswered questions concerning Magiere's past or even questions he
couldnt yet imagine. However, now that Aunt Biga was certain he wasn't going to spirit off her niece,
she sat and chatted with him, explaining dl she could of locd affairs. The zupan tending the keep and fief
wouldn't be avalable until midafternoon. Still but a commoner himsdf, he had his own lands and
household to tend, so he preferred deding with fief matters in the early afternoon, and left any audiences
for late in the day.

"Hef matters?' Leesl asked. "What exactly does he do?!
Biga amiled. "Were more fortunate than most clanships.

Cadd| handles the accounting himsdf and checks to see how the villages in each zupanesta in the fief
are faring. There are five villages done for our clan's zupanesta. If disaster strikes any village, and they
cannot pay dl their taxes, he faces the collectors of the Antes house himsdf. "

Leesl's fondness for Aunt Biga grew steadily, dthough she could be a little daunting at times. Strong
and sengble, she was knowledgeable in spite of a lifeime of superditions. After the previous night's
misundergtanding, it was plain that lightning tempers coupled with protective natures ran in this family's
women.

"W, if we can't vigt the keep until later, " he said, "what can we do around here? By necessity, I've
gotten handy at mending roofs and old furniture. "

"l understood some of that, " Wynn said, dearing bowls from the table. "If we have the moming free,
| would like to wash out some clothes. Magiere?'

Magiere nodded as she shook out her black hair and began to braid it. "Well tend to our own needs
while we can. Theré€'s no tdling when well have another chance. ™

"Here, let me braid that for you, " Biga said, stepping around behind her niece.

Magiere gtiffened, but Biga smoothed wayward wigps of hair back from her face. Magiere relaxed as
her aunt's nimble fingers weaved and plaited.

Lees tried not to stare but kept glancing over again and again. Biga took her time, perhaps making
up for the years sheld been unable to care for her niece. With an ache in his chest, he got up to step
outside.



The rest of the morning was spent washing and repacking. Leesl it firewood for Aunt Biga and
stacked it beside the hut. They avoided the other villagers as much as possible, and no one stopped to
vigt. The day would have been peaceful if not for Chap's fretting and scratching a the door. But
whenever Lees| let him out, he'd look around the village and whine pitifully.

"What's wrong with him?" he asked Wynn.

Wynn tried speeking to the dog with the talking hide, but shook her head. "He keeps saying horses
and journey. Hewantsto leave. "

Lees| patted the dog's head. "Hopefully tomorrow. *

Thisonly made Chap more irritable. He growled low under his breath as he dunk back to the hut's far
corner and lay with head on paws, watching al of them. Lees| didn't know whét to do for him.

At midafternoon, Magiere looked out the front window and heaved a Sgh. Her jaw tensed as she
turned to Leesl. "It'stime "

He nodded and looked &t his punching blades lying upon their bundled belongingsin the corner. Ther
forward ends were shaped like flattened sted spades with eongated tips and sharpened edges dl
around. At their bases were crosswise ova openings, dlowing the blades to be gripped by ther
backsides for punching. A gradud "wing" curved back from the outside edge of each blade head and ran
theful length of his forearm, ending where his elbow would be. Hed had specid shesths designed so he
could strap them to hiships.

"Blades... or just ilettos?' he asked.

Magiere hestated before answering. "I'd rather not look ready for a fight, but 1 don't care to be
unarmed ether. Can you cover the blades with your cloak?!

Shed dready donned her own cloak and pulled it around to hide her fachion, though the sheath's tip
peeked out from behind.

“Far enough, " he replied, and followed her example as he shifted into Belaskian for Wynn. "Try to
get Chap to stop whining. He's meking my head ache.

Wynn was dressed in her breeches and a red shirt borrowed from Leesil, as her white one was dill
drying. The shirt was much too big, but she/d managed to tuck it in. She pulled on her hooded short robe,
but before she answered, Chap lunged for the open doorway.

The dog spun around to stand in the way, blocking it. Whining shifted to growling. The daylight
soilling through doorway cast his slver-gray fur in a gossamer blue glow. His cryddline eyes filled with
desperation as he bared his teeth and looked to Magiere,

"Stop that!" Lees| ordered. "What's wrong with you?"
He reached out to grab the dog by the scruff, and Chap turned on him, snarling.
"He does not want us to go, " Wynn said. "Each time we mention the keep, he gets more upset. "

"l don't want to go ether, but we mug, " Magiere said in a sad voice, and she stepped closer to the
dog. "Thereisno other choice if we want answers. "

Chap barked twice, his arranged reply for no, and growled louder.

"Wynn, can't you talk some—?" Lees| darted, but a smdl redization occurred to him. He shifted
back to Droevinkan as he spoke to the dog. "All right. Y ou win. Well pack up the horses and leave. ™

Chap's attitude didn't change, as if he hadn't understood a word said. Lees| turned his back to the
dog, facing Aunt Bigia behind the table. She looked quite put out by the dog's outburdt.

In dl their years together, Lees| had spoken dmaost nothing but Belaskian around Chap. It was the



maost common language spoken in the coastal lands, even in the backwoods of Stravina. Elvish was the
only other language that he knew Chap understood. It seemed even a Fay in a dog's body had to actudly

learn languages like anyone e se.
Chap didn't understand Droevinkan any better than Wynn. Perhaps less.

Lees| amiled, which made Aunt Bigia frown in puzzlement.
"Do you have someplace we can lock hm up?' Lees| asked quietly.

"Theres a shed out back, " Biga offered. "The door could be barred, but how will you get him
there?'

Chap remained on guard, and Lees| gave Magiere aknowing look before he turned to Wynn, shifting
languages yet again.
"Let's not leave our gear in the way. Well take it out back to the shed. " He hefted his pack, while

Wynn and Magiere followed suit, and turned back to Chap. "Get your mangy backside out of my way.
Y ou've been apaininmy head dl morning, and I've had enough. "

He shoved Chap with a swing of his leg, hoping he didn't get nipped. Chap shuffled asde with a
rumble, and Lees| pushed Magiere out the door ahead of himsdf.

"Quickly, " he whispered to her.

Magiere gave hm a perplexed look but took off a a jog around the side of the hut. Chap lunged
forward, but Lees| blocked the dog as he ushered Wynn out. He didn't want to anger Chap further, but
he needed to throw the dog off balance.

"Valhachkasg'al" Leedl snapped, usng one of the few Elvish phrases he knew. "You decetful
mutt. "

And he dipped out the door. There was only a moment's slence before he heard an indignant snard
from Chap.

Leesl sped around the hut to find Magiere and Wynn standing beside the open shed door. He pulled
up short to flatten himsdf againg the hut's rear wall. When Chap skidded around the comer, he saw only
Magiere and Wynn at fird. The dog lunged forward, spotting Lees| too late. Lees| stepped in behind
Chap, grabbed the dog by the haunchesin midlunge, and shoved. In a clatter of wood scraps, hoes, and
racks, Chap crashed into the shed's enclosure.

Magiere swvung the door shut, and Lees| threw his back againd it, digging his hedls into the ground.
The snarling and battering from indde began immediatdy.

"Could you, um... find something to brace this shut, please?' he asked Magiere,

She gave him a scowl that said this was another of his more idiotic schemes, then picked up a stout
spade left outsde and braced the shed's door withit.

Wynn's amdl mouth dropped open, as Chap continued to thrash about ingde the shed.

"How could you do thisto him? As a Fay, Chap may know far more than we do of the world. If he
does not want us to be here, he must have areason. "

"And he's not giving it to us, " Magiere answered. "Until he does, thisis the only place where | might
find answers. If he won't help, he can stay out of my way!"

Wynn flinched & her harsh tone. "Perhaps | should stay with him?*

"No, Il need you if we find records, " Leesl said, and he stepped away from the shed door. "l can
read some Droevinkan, but you're the scholar. ™



Lees| led the way out of the village and toward the keep. They passed a few nervous villagers on the
way, but none spoke to them. The keep disappeared from dght as they trudged the road through the
forest. Climbing afind rise, Lees| fdt the previous dusk's tenson return as the keep reappeared a the
crest of the hill, and he paused a the break in the trees.

It was a ample fortification, and more than a bit worn with age. Moss grew between lichen-spotted
gtones on its lower hdf. To one sde was an undersized stable, while the other hed a amdl abandoned
barracks with a day chimney. Around dl the grounds was a stone wall decayed over the years to hdf
height, and its gate doors were missing. The surrounding forest had been cleared away from the wall for
thirty paces on dl sides.

Wynn stepped close to Leesl, shivering in the dank afternoon. She was so sl that she could have
stood beneath his chin. With her hood up over her hair, only her ova face showed, making her anxious
eyes seem rounder as she looked up a him. Magiere stood to his other side, unblinking.

Two men stood insgde the courtyard near the keep's front doors. They taked quietly to each other,
whileathird led a horse to the Sde stable and a water trough.

"Are we dill going in?" Wynn asked.
"Magiere... you know the way, " Lees| said.
"No, " shereplied. "I don't. "

He raised an eyebrow.

"Thisisas far as I've ever come, " she said. "'l was forbidden to come here.... No one from the village
ever came here by choice. "

"But you spent your whole childhood living nearby, " Wynn asked in surprise. ™Y ou must have—"
"I sneaked up here done afew times, " Magiere said, "but never farther than the tree line. ™

Lees| put hisarm around behind Magiere and walked forward dowly. As he and Magiere passed
through the doorless gate, the two men near the keep stopped taking. Each guard carried a spear, as
wdl as along-knife sheathed on his belt, but their clothes were plain and threadbare. They were likdy no
more than locas engaged by the zupan.

"Can | hdp you?' the shorter one asked, and his tone suggested that they state their business quickly.
"We need to speak with the zupan, " Lees| said.
"Is he expecting you?'

Lees| fdt Magiere's hand dench hiswith a shudder. She let go and stepped forward, her voice polite
but cold.

"We arrived only last night. It's important that | see him. ™

The man shook his head. "Leave your petition with me, and Il see that he gets it. If you come
tomorrow, perhaps he will—"

"Oh, stop with your pretense, Cherock, " a deep voice cdled out. "Father missed lunch, and he's
having an early supper. Today's no more exdting than the rest, and he won't mind afew vistors. "

Lees| turned, searching for the speaker.

In the keep's open doorway stood a dender man with coa-black hair that hung to his shouldersin a
wild, unruly mass. His dusky complexion amaost matched Wynn's dlive tone, unlike the pale villagers and
the would-be guards. He wore russet breeches with high boots and a baggy shirt of sea green with the
cuffsrolled hdfway up hisarms. In one hand he held afiddle, and in the other he lightly gripped a player's
bow. The ingrument's finish was worn away where the man's chin would rest. He amiled openly as he



gestured them ingde with the bow, and Lees| saw nothing behind the expression but a friendly welcome.

"Come, come, " the young men cdled. " Cherock is doing hislittle duty, but my father doesn't stand on
ceremony. Join us. "

Such a relaxed invitation was unexpected, but Lees| and Wynn followed Magiere to the doorway.
The young man looked over dl three vigtors but gave Wynn alonger appraisa as his amile broadened.

"I am Jan. Cherock acts asif my father has the schedule of a capital potentate, but we're not quite so
overrun. Before we took to the keep, we lived in my father's centra village or visted among my mother's
people... and I'm dying for any company besides these courtyard hang-abouts. ™

As Lees| stepped past Jan to the keep's doorway, he noted a series of three dlver hoops in the
young man's left earlobe.

"And when was the last time he hdd an audience?"

Jan paused a moment. "Late summer, | think. One village needed coin for a new mule | don't
suppose you need an ass for your labors?' He nodded toward Wynn with a conspiratorid whisper. "l
could give you a bargain on Cherock, if you like. A little exercise might improve his nature. "

Wynn backed toward Lees| as she eyed the young man and tried not to amile.
"She's not familiar with the locd language, " Leesl said.

"Ah, logt in foreign lands, are we?' Jan opened his ams in a grand gesture. "My mother's people are
wel traveled. Vidaty vraveti Belaskina?"

Wynn seemed charmed and rdieved that the zupan's son had formdly asked her if she spoke
Belaskian. However, it made Lees| suspicious about how a backwoods peasant had become so fluent in

the language.

Jan ushered them through the short entryway into the keep's main hdl, chattering a Wynn dl the
while The main hal was little more then a large chamber, and it fdt overly hot to Leesl after the chill
outsde.

Stairs circled up dong the wdl to the left, and matching ones went down below to the right. The
timbered cdling was twice a man's height and less aged than the stone, likdy having been expanded well
after the structure had been firgt built. The origind fire pit in the hdl's center was filled in with newer floor
stones, and a hearth large enough to crawl into had been added to the far wall. A fire blazed therein, its
smoke drafting up through a mortared chimney. An older man and woman sat at a table edting flatbread
and roasted mutton.

"Vigtors, " Jan announced, plopping into a spare chair. "Cherock nearly turned them away. Father,
you must speak to that man. Give him something more important to do than run off anyone of interest. ™

Jan's father looked up with a chunk of bread hdfway into his mouth. Unlike his son, the zupan was a
barrel of a man with pale skin, fading freckles, and cropped red hair peppered by gray flecks. He turned
adiscerning gaze upon Lees| and Magiere before pulling the bread strip from his mouth as he stood up.

"My son's good nature overbears his good manners, " he said. "I'm Caddll, overseer of this fief and
zupan to one of its clans. Thisismy wife, Nadja. "

The woman stood, offering a amile, and motioned them to St. Her manner was closer to that of Jan,
and the son's resemblance to his mother was driking. She, too, was dender with wild black hair, and her
complexion was darker than Wynn's. She wore gold earrings and a cyan dress tied a the waist by an
orange paidey sash. Around one forearm wrapped a bracelet of ruddy metd, possbly a mix of copper
and brass. It wasnt until they stepped near the table that Leesl saw the detailed engraving upon it of
twining birds with long tall plumes and flecks of green stone for eyes.



Wynn turned her head severd times between Jan and Nadja.

"You are mountain nomads... the Tzigan?' she blurted out in Belaskian. "I read a brief mention of your
people. What are you doing so far south? What do you et in those barren mountains? Is it true that you
can read future happenings?'

Lees let out aggh that turned to groan before he could stop it. He and Magiere had rardy traveled
the mountains, but he'd heard enough of the Tzigan to be wary. Not tha they were dangerous, but things
hed away of turning up missng when these people were about. Both Nadja and Jan blinked in surprise
a Wynn's barrage of questions, and Jan burst out laughing. He set his fiddle upon the table and patted
the chair nearest his own.

"Come gt with me, little one, and I'll tdl you dl. Firgt, that we prefer the name Mondyaitko. That
Bdaskian word is... somewhat unflattering. "

It certainly was, thought Leesil, but appropriate for vagabond thieves. This Stuation was getting out of
hand, and he turned to Zupan Cadell.

"That isnt why we came. " And he nodded to Magiere. "My companion and | seek information and
hoped you could help. "

Nadja watched Magiere with open curiosity and held out her hand. "Come, sSit. What isit you wish to
know?'

"My father, " Magiere answered, and shook her head at the offered chair. "I'm looking for some way
to trace him. He hdd this fief twenty-five years ago when | was born, and that is the last | know of his
whereabouts. The few villagers who knew of im don't remember his name or won't talk. | hoped you'd
have records. "

Nadja's dlive brow wrinkled as she turned to her husband. Caddl rubbed his wide jaw as he stared
down at the table a moment and then shook his head.

"When we arrived, the keep was in shambles, " he said. "Some furnishings had been looted. No lord
hed lived here for nearly two years. Neither had any taxes been collected. | agreed to manage the fief on
the condition that Prince Rodek forgo the lost taxes and dlow metime to reorganize. ™

Theidea of afief left without an overlord for two years was far too strange for Leesil's taste, but he
shook his curiogity off to ded with the matter a hand.

"There mugt be something, " he said. "Accountings, ledgers... anything?"

"Not that | have found, " Caddl answered. "Likdy the last overseer took any such back to the Antes
edtate or ése they were looted. I've had to begin anew, even to re-counting the locd households among
the villages and reckoning what is due. "

Magiere's face fel, her gaze dropping to the floor. She gripped the back of a chair.

A smdl part of Lees| was disgppointed. A larger part was rdieved, which in turn brought a heavy
quilt. Whoever Magiere's father had been, Leesl suspected her mother had faced an uglier death than
dying in childbirth. He was no longer sure Magiere should learn of this And worst for his guilt, if this
ended Magiere's search, perhaps they would be back on the road north in search of his own mother.
Magdia was gone, but there was a chance that Neina dill lived.

"Where would the records be taken, if they were removed?" Wynn asked.

Caddl frowned. "The Antes cadtle isin Enemusk, the man dity for this province, but 1'd guess the
records would end up in Keosnk, the capita. Prince Rodek Antes reigns as grand prince for another
three years, and he will live on the royd grounds for his term. From what | guess, he doesn't trugt his
younger brother, Duke Luchyan, with care of their family's holdings. If records exigt, you might find them



inthe capitd, but there's no guarantee. With dl the avil skirmishes between noble houses over the years,
Keonsk is dways the center of conflict. Buildings have been burned and records logt.

As Caddl began, hope rekindled in Magiere's eyes, but by the end of his words, Leesl saw it
dwindle again.

"May we look around the keep?' Wynn asked. "I will not disturb anything, but there may be
documents hidden in places that others have overlooked. "

Lees| was dubious, and Wynn seemed to caich thisin his expression.

"Cathologers among the sages, " she said, "like mysdf and Domin Tilswith, are experienced in both
the protection and care of records. | do know what to look for. ™

Cadd| consented, provided that anything found was brought to him first. And the search began.

In addition to the main hdl, there were storage rooms and a kitchen on the main floor. Upstairs were
desping quarters, one such room converted into a study. Lees| had trained as a youth in the art of hidden
spaces, and he, too, knew what to watch for. He walked each room, scanning walls, floor, and caling for
tdltde cracks or unusud structure. Wynn inspected furniture, checking their undersides and pulling out
drawers to look behind and beneath them. She even checked to see if chair and table legs were loose, a
suitable space for hollowed-out hiding places.

Neither of them found anything.

"Do not givein yet, " Wynn reassured Magiere. "'l thought we should start up here, as Domin Tilswith
says to exhaust upper floors fird. But mogt archives are kept in lower levels, where they are more
protected from fire and illiat removal. "

Lees| agreed. Back down on the main floor, Jan waited for them by the man entryway.
"Can | hdp?'

"Can we go to the cdlars?' Wynn asked.

Jan retrieved a candle lantern from the table. "Follow me, little one.

Wynn pulled a cold lamp crystal from her pocket and warmed it in her hands urtil it glowed brightly.
Thegght of it raised Jan's curiosity so sharply mat Lees|l became wary again. The young man asked no
guestions as the four of them walked down the curving stairwell and into the darkness below.

The stairs emptied into a square space a the head of a passageway running benesth the keep, and the
ar was as chill as outside. Jan led the way with Wynn just behind him, and he stopped briefly to light two
al lanterns on the walls.

Along the passage were Sx doors, three to a Side, of thick wood and rusted iron fixtures. Between
them were support arches of larger stones across the passage's roof. At midway, Jan pointed downward
in caution to a floor grate so no one would trip upon its hinges. Lees| took Wynn's wrigt and steered her
crysa down closer to the grate.

Beneath it was a hollowed-out square chamber that smeled of stagnant moisture—the keep's
dungeon for prisoners. For a moment, Lees| thought he saw gaunt faces peering up a him from below.
He pulled away.

These were only old guilts resurfacing in Leesl's mind. How many had he helped put in such a
place—or worse— beneath Lord Darmouth's keep in the Warlands?

"What isin these rooms?' Magiere asked. She pushed on the firg door in the passage's left wall, but
it would not open.

"One holds stores we've gathered, " Jan replied. "Another has surplus goods collected for taxes in



place of crops and coin. "

"And nothing was found here when you first came?' asked Lees|, sudying Magiere's obstinate door
with its rusted latch.

"Nothing of note, " Jan answered. "Old crates with moth-eaten doth or tin plates, probably from
when the barracks were manned. | didn't look indl of them mysdf. "

Timeto do s0, " Magiere said, and pointed to the doors. "Are these locked?!
"Thisoneisnt, " Lees| offered. "Giveit ashove. "

Magiere joined him to push. The door shifted enough for Lees| to work the latch.
"They should dl be open, " said Jan. "There's nothing here worth locking up. "

Wynn stepped in behind Leesil, holding out her crysta so thet its light spread through the doorway.
The room was large enough to lie down in, but it was empty. Lees| took the crysta and scanned once
aong dl four walls before shaking his head at Magiere.

"It's an old keep, and not one of importance, " he said regretfully. "Well look carefully, but don't
expect this forgotten place to hold many secrets. "

"Next room, " she said, ignoring his forewarning.

They proceeded one by one through the doors dong the passage. Some opened more eesily than the
firg. Cleaned and swept, they held recently added goods ddivered by villages for taxes due from the fief.
A few loose or broken wall stones had been replaced or remortared. There was nothing ese of note.

Lees| sudied the stones of the hdlway. Cracked or broken ones had been replaced over the keep's
higory, and the wals were a patchwork of shades and textures. Likey wet weether and dank earth had
combined with the weght of the keep to wear away at the understructure. There were Sgns of other
erogon by time, repaired or not, and aso hints that the lower levd had been dowly expanded since the
keep's fird congruction. The stones at the passage's end were not as aged as those nearest the stairs and
the landing's chamber.

Only the last two rooms on opposing Sdes hed anything interesting. Insde were stacked crates,
which contained wares likdy stored from the long-abandoned barracks. Leesl stepped out into the
passage to face Magiere.

She glared down the passage of open doors asif searching for an enemy that would not reved itsdlf.
"Therés nothing here, " Lees| said.

She turned on him, expression cold like the stone surrounding them, as if neither his words nor his
presence affected her. Her resistance fatered as she inhded deeply. "Finish with the crates, " she sad,
and turned away to wak back down the passage.

Leed| returned to the last room, where Wynn looked at him with sad eyes.

"Go through them dl, " he said, gesturing to the crates stacked around the amdl chamber's wals.
"Empty them dll... and then we're done with this. "

Wynn nodded, and even Jan remained Slent as he pulled the firg crate down to the floor and opened
it.
Lees| was about to follow Magiere but thought better of it. She sat on the bottom dair with her head

down, elbows resing upon her knees. Her fading desperation would be covered by her usud anger.
Anything he said would only make it worse.

"Leesl, come look at this, " Wynn said.



"What isit?" he asked, stepping back into the room.

Wynn shook her head. "I am not certain. This room holds barracks equipment from many years padt.
Perhaps there was amilitary contingent here once. There is a parchment in this firgt crate. A lig of some
kind. "

The worn parchment was frayed at the edges and torn dong one ancient crease, where it had been

folded in quarters. Leesl couldn't see the writing itsdf directly as Jan slently mouthed the words on the
ydlowed and dingy shest.

"Jugt an account of the room'’s contents, " Jan said. "From many years past. My father wouldn't have
an interest in packing ligts or inventories too old to be hepful. "

Wynn studied the sheet and looked around the amal room. She shoved the parchment in her pocket
and opened another crate. With Jan's help, she searched the remaining crates but found nothing dse
noteworthy.

Jan looked at Lees| and shook his head.
"That's enough, Wynn, " Leed| said, and gripped the young sage's shoulder. "We're done here. "

Wynn pulled away, not ready to give up. She removed the parchment from her pocket to stare at it
agan, even though she couldn't read the language.

"Let'sgo, " Leesl sad.
He led the way out and down the passage, pulling each door closed as he passed. He could hear

Wynn counting under her breath as she followed behind him—"One, two, three... five, Sx, seven'—until
they reached the landing chamber.

Magiere looked up a him. There were no words of comfort he could find that wouldn't sound like
hallow excuses. He hdd out his hand to her, and after a lingering slence, she took it and stood. Leesl
headed up the dairs.

"Saven?' Wynn murmured from behind. "Leesll... there are seven.

When he looked back, she stood below in the smal chamber facing the passage. Lees| couldn't see
her face, but her head bobbed as she looked to the parchment and back down the hdlway again.

"If this parchment accounts what these rooms once contained..., " she muttered. "Seven ligs... for
Seven rooms.

Magiere's grip tightened on Leesl's hand. She let go to scramble down the dars and grab the
parchment from the sage. She stared at it but a moment, and then looked up at Leesl. If there was hope
in her eyes, it was smothered by fear of another misdirection.

"The seventh room could just be the chamber here a the Stairs, " suggested Jan.

Wynn's shoulders dumped, but Magiere kept her eyes on Leesll, waiting.

Leesl| stepped back down to join her and tried to keep his expresson impassve as he held his hand
out to Wynn. "Give me the crysd. "

Wynn's crystd in hand, Lees| dropped to one knee and ingpected the chamber's floor. Strangely,
dong its center he found shdlow traces of lines where something heavy had been dragged dong the
chamber floor and into the passage. The scarred lines were packed with dust and dirt, so were quite old.
Closer to the wdls were circular sains that suggested large barrels full of liquid had been stored here a
one time, and he pointed them out.

Jan was looking at the list over Magiere's shoulder and shook his head. "Therés no mention of barrels
here, just crated goods, " he said.



Lees| took a deep breath, careful to let it go Slently before looking up a Magiere.
"Becertain, " she sad to him.

He stood up and let his gaze wander from the dtairs to the caling, dong the passage of doors, and
down to the hdlway's end with its blank wdl. There was just this one cdlar storage area and one
dungeon under the keep.

Lees| looked up once agan to the stone caling. Above these cdlar chambers was the man floor of
the keep, surrounded by its thick stone walls. Any hollowing below the keep to produce this passage of
chambers would've been done with thought for the support of the upper building.

"Wait here, " he told the others.

Leesl counted his steps as he climbed the curving stairs up to the main floor. With the exceptions of
the entryway, the kitchen out back, and the stairs leading up and down, the man room's wal was the
keep's outer wall. He paced the same number of steps back dong wal until certain he stood directly
above the cdlar's landing chamber below. From there, he stepped out the distance to the other side of
the keep—fifty-eight paces. He returned to cdlar's landing chamber and looked down the passage of
chambers.

"What is he doing?" Wynn asked.
"Bequiet, and let im think, " Magiere answered.

Leesl's somach rolled at the rekindled spark of hope in Magiere's eyes. Thiswas dl a hunch a bes,
but she nodded for him to continue. Lees| paced out the distance down the passage between the gx
rooms. At forty-two paces, he reached the end wall.

The passage was short of the distance across the whole keep dong the sameline.

Thismeant little, other than perhaps the cdlar's end had been kept short of undermining the keep wall.
The stones of the passage's end wal were newer than esewhere but Hill wel aged. It confirmed his
ealier appraisa that the cdlars had been dowly expanded over time from when the keep was fird built
many decades ago. He studied the end wal— and suspicion grew.

The stones were aged more uniformly than held noticed in his early inspection. There were no sgns of
patchwork here. He hdd the crysd close as he moved back and forth across its surface. The stones
were fitted solidly up to the edge of the passage's Sde wallsin both corners.

Lees| hed his breath. He heard Magiere and the others moving in closer behind him.
"What?' she demanded. "You found something.... | can seeitinyou. "

He held the crystd close to the corner.

Thisend wal's stones had been cut off to fit indde the passage's Sde walls.

Something at the passage's end had been blocked off long ago, as the passage had origindly been
longer. Lees| took off his cloak and began undgrapping his blades.

"We need tools, " he said. "Thiswal was added, and the passage runs beyond it. "

"Hold there, " Jan said. "Even if my father agrees, you can't start knocking down wals. Remove the
wrong support, and the place could collgpse on us. ™

Magiere grabbed Jan by the shirt. "Jugt do as he says"
Leesl reached out and grasped Magiere's wrig, pulling her away from Jan.

"This wal was a later addition, " he explained, kegping an eye on Magiere. "It isn't supporting
anything. Get your father, and find us some toolsl Wynn, go with him. "



Jan turned away, muttering under his breath, and Wynn followed. Magiere's gaze was fixed upon the
end wall.

"There mugt be something..., " she whispered. "I can't... | can't leave here with nothing. ™

Her voice was so full of desperation that Lees| wrapped her in his ams. Magiere dumped forward,
her face buried in his shoulder. He fdt her tremble, and he rocked her dowly. What if there was nathing
behind the wdl? And what if there was something leading into Magierés past? There was little hope
ether would bring her any rdlidf.

Jan and Wynn returned with Cadell. It took some convincing, but once Leesil showed the zupan the
wadl's structure, Cadell was reasonably convinced it was safe to break it open. He seemed as disturbed
by the discovery as Leesl. Jan had brought a pair of prybars and handed one to Leesl. The two of them
st to breaking out the wall's top-center stones firdt.

The stench that wafted through the opening made dl of them step away, gagging and coughing. Caddll
caught Wynn as she sumbled, retching, and his face twisted in disgust at the scent of decay assaulting
them.

Leesl's fear mounted. All he wanted was to drag Magiere from this place and never return. He
thought he saw this same thought on her own pale face, but Caddl broke the slence.

"Hnishit. Tear it down. "

Leesl and Jan rammed through stone and mortar with ther prybars to widen the opening. When
enough of thewdl fdl away to dlow him to step through, Lees| found the dark cavity where the passage
continued, but it reached only a short distance. Another wall obscured by darkness stood before him,
and he hdd Wynn's crystd out.

"The seventh room, " Wynn said from somewhere behind him.

The door in the revedled wal was severely decayed, and the ar amdlled of rotted wood over the top
of something more rank. Magiere tried to step past Leesil, but he hed her back with a shake of his head,
and began carefully ingpecting the seventh door.

There was no Sgn of anything unusud, but the years had eaten at the wood. He hooked the door's
latch with his pry-bar, stepped as far back as he could, and pulled. The door collgpsed outward as it
broke from its hinges, and the fetid stench mounted until he could taste it in his mouth.

Lees| heard Wynn moan as his own stomach lurched.

Magiere stood close behind hm as he hed the cystd up in the doorway. The crystd's light,
undiffused by a lantern glass, was so sharp mat it deepened the room's shadows as much as it revealed
pieces of what lay within.

The back wal appeared to be old mortared stone. It bardy caught the light, so the room was quite
large. Near it, Leesl . spotted what he drought were the shattered remains of a large wooden crate or
box. One grut remain verticd, its height above his own waist. There was another dightly smaler crate to
its right.

Lees| stepped in and spotted a large crusted vat to the left. Next to it was a crumpled mass, and
other such piles appeared here and there on the floor dong the wall. As he approached the vat, shadows
turned around the wdls as the crystd's light moved with him, meking the dark heaps upon the floor dhift
like animals disturbed from dumber in their unearthed burrow.

One appeared to rall its head, and as Lees| stopped, the shadows froze dl around him.
A mass on the floor in the left front corner took shape in the light as Magiere gripped his shoulder.
It was a body in a stting position. Rotted dothing par-tidly obscured the bones but not the skull. It



narrowed toward the dangling lower jaw, hinting at a triangular face it once wore. Its dark eye sockets
were larger than those of human skulls Lees| had been forced by his parents to study in his youth. And
upon it gill dung wisps of white-blond hair. Slender fingers too long for a human rested on a narrow rib
cage.

Lees| didn't need a closer look to recognize the tal lithe stature. Thisdf had died and been entombed
without ceremony in the dark forests of Droevinka, far from its homeand.

Magiere's other hand flattened againg Leesil's Sde. Her grip on his shoulder tightened as she pulled
him around to face the chamber's back wal again.

Around the base of the wdls were the remains of more bodies.
Chapter 5

T hinly veled by a night mig, the keep appeared to have aged a century in the brief decades since
Welgtid had lagt seen it. From benesth the branches of a spruce at the dearing's edge, he watched two
men with spears wak dowly across the courtyard.

"Sheis ingde?' Chane asked. He crouched nearby, and moonlight peeked through a break in the
clouds to wash over his pae features.

Wedtid nodded. He peered about the forest with his senses open wide, Idting not only sight but dso
sound and scent flood into him. Being this close to the keep, this close to the beginning, made him wary.
Magiere was ingde—af that much he fdt certain—but what concerned him more was who else might ill
have a keen interes in this place, and in any vistors from the past.

"We wait, " he said. "Stay close to me if she appears, or | will not be able to hide you from her
awareness. "

Chane looked a him expectantly, waiting for an explanaion of how this could be accomplished.
Weldgid slently kept his attention upon the keep.

The two would-be guards walked the grounds circumference together rather than separately. Smple
villagers, their presence was one more hint that this place might well have been forgotten by dl who knew
what had happened here. Somewhere indde those stone wals, Magiere wandered, unaware of the
ghods of her own past. Wegtid willed that she remain ignorant.

As the guards passed from gght around the stables, the crumbled keep appeared dill as a headstone
in a forgotten, halowed place. This illuson of peace and serenity masked a long-ago madness, and
Welgtid's mind dipped back....

[1t was nearly twenty-six years earlier, and Welstid's father dragged Magdia from her village home. She
rode behind Weldtid, dinging slently to hiswais dl the way to the keep. Her Sster ran after them as far
as she could, screaming Magelias namein afrenzy of fear and anger.

Someone loves her, Wedid thought without feding. Someone was frightened for her.
It hadn't mattered. It hadn't changed anything.

Lord Bryen Massing was tdl, but Welstid had not inherited his father's imposng height. They shared
dark brown hair, square faces, and the shdlow bump at the bridge of their noses, but heritage and a few
features were dl they had in common. Most notable to dl who saw them together, the father did not have
the white patches of harr a his temples that the son wore.

The fief his father had been assigned was primitive compared with others they had tended over the
years, with a squat tower keep of mortared rock with crude barracks and stable attached, built near the
centrd village of Chemestuk. Welstid rode into the keep's muddy courtyard that night following his
father. Thar family retainer, the robed and masked Master Ubad, stood waiting for them.



Thetorch-lit courtyard was dive with activity. Men-atarms and a few conscripted villagers attempted
to unload the contents of five surdy wagons. Along with family baggage, each wagon carried a square
crate a least two-thirds the height of man and covered by athick canvas tarp. Seeing the lord and his
son arive, the men grew openly nervous and too hurried in their tasks. They pulled a tarp asde to reved
one of the crates.

It was congtructed of oak held together with sted straps and bound to the wagon bed with chains
indead of rope. As two guardsmen unhooked the chains, a deep muffled voice howled out from within
the container: " Shairsnisag mi, na mi taitagag craiui ag shiui ag cher!"

The words Welsid heard sounded Elvish but were more guttura, and he could make no sense of
them. A thunderous boom issued from the crate's wdls, and it dammed sdeways into one guard. The
impact crushed the man's legs againg the wagon's sde with an audible crack of bone. His companion
legped out the other sde and scrambled clear. The guard screamed and toppled over to dangle againgt
the rear whed with his legs pinned againg the vehicles sdewall.

Master Ubad glided toward the wagon. His dark robe showed no sway from footsteps.

"Foold" he hissed, ignoring the trapped man's squedls of pain. "The contents are worth more than dl
your lives. Take care—and have dl five crates brought to the lower chambers. ™

Ubad's face was covered by an aged leather mask with no eye dits Only his withered mouth and chin
were vishle. When he moved, strange markings shimmered briefly across his char-colored robe in the
torchlight.

Wediid heard less articulate growls coming from the crate, as the men returned to pulling it free from
the wagon. All were careful not to pass too near Master Ubad, who watched them closely. The maimed
guard was quickly dragged from sght.

Weddid and his father dismounted, and Lord Massng lifted Magdlia to the ground and grasped her
wrig to drag her indde. Her black har hung in waves to the middle of her dender back, and her blue
dress made her skin appear ivory. She sruggled and tried to jerk away, but her captor kept walking,
unhindered by her efforts.

Magter Ubad's bony hand motioned Wedtid to follow, as he moved smoothly toward the keep's
man doors. Weldie abhorred being so close to the creature, but he had little choice and followed.

"I can wak on my own!" Mageia shouted. "Leave me be. "

Some part of Weldid was capable of pity, but this woman was just a peasant. He found these
unfolding events more and more distasteful. They entered the main hdl, furnished only by an aged table, a
few chairs, and dusty rushes covering the floor. Weldtid shivered in the cold. He was dways cold in this
foragn land and rarely removed his cloak even when indoors.

His father suffered no such discomfort, not snce Wel-gtid's youth and the firgt appearance of Ubad in
their lives. Lord Massing rel eased the woman and removed his own cloak with one hand, tossng it onto
the table.

Magedlia backed into the nearest wal, and Ubad's head turned as if he could see her dearly through
the leether covering his eyes.

"Do not dlow your guard to drop, Bryen, " he said. "She must not escape.

It grated on Wddid thet this creature spoke to his father in such a manner. Wedid cdled him
"Father, " of course, but dl others conducted themselves with suitable decorum, even Prince Rodek of
the Antes. At the counsel gatherings of the house's nobles, his father was announced as "Lord Bryen
Massng. "

Ubad did not show his father the proper respect.



Withered, faceless, conjurer of spirits of the dead—such rare specidization eaning the title of
necromancer—Ubad's forecadting ability was questionable at best. He amounted to little more than a
servant in Welstid's eyes and yet addressed Wegtid's father in afamiliar way.

Lord Massing raised a hand to his temple. His left eydid twitched as he whispered inaudibly to
himsdf.

Weddid no longer asked what troubled him. His father's unnerving habit of spesking to himsdf was
becoming common. Ubad did not hesitate, diding closer.

"Your son can lock up the woman until dl is arranged. Y ou should rest... dumber... and commune.
Bryen Massing stared blankly into Ubad's mask, then nodded.

"Yes, see to matters here, " he said, and turned toward the stairs curving up the inner wall, his vacant
gaze passing briefly over Wedtid. "Lock her inthe cdlar and assst Master Ubad as needed.

Lord Massng walked heavily up the stone steps, leaving Welstid to handle Magelia. He did not want
to touch her for any reason, even on the orders of hisfather. This arranged joining was not of his making
or desre. He pointed toward the stairs leeding down the opposite way to the lower chambers.

"Go, " he said.

Beneath the fright in Magdlids dark eyes was anger, and she was watchful, sudying everything
around her. Wedgtid noted for the firg time that her face was attractive, with a long sraight nose and
delicate jaw framed by her mass of black har. Her wrigs and fingers were dender to the point of
fragility. He pitied her as he might pity a sack of kittens just before they were thrown into ariver.

With atilt of his head, he motioned again to the stairs and took a step toward her. She did away from
him aong thewdl and proceeded on her own. As they reached the dairs, a crate was pulled in through
the keep's doors, and Weldtid glanced back.

It was not the one that had crushed the man-at-arms. Built like a cage of wooden struts, thick canvas
pands were stretched indgde its bars to hide or protect whet it held.

AsWedgtid descended behind Magdlia, he heard the thrash of beating wings againgt the canvas.

ILate the same night, Weldid descended into the cdllar passage. He passed the doors of the ax amdl
rooms, the firs of which held Magdlia locked within. He did not stop, but walked on to the end and the
seventh room. Inside, he found aflurry of activity.

Fve crates had been unloaded. Severa conscripted villagers and afew men-at-arms were ettling the
cratesin place and removing ther tarps.

Firg the stedl-bound oak box containing the muffled rage of its occupant, and then the framed canvas
with its soft sounds of fluttering misery within. The third was cedar, and slent ingde, while the fourth was
aframework of oak surrounding an urn large enough for a man to crawl insde. The latter's waght was
three or four times that of the others and, when moved, it doshed liquid indgde. Even when the box sat
undisturbed, Wegtid occasiondly heard liquid Igp againgt the |eather-sealed opening at its top.

Thefifth container was by far the most unsettling and intriguing.

It measured less than hdf a man's height in dl dimendons and was made of bound sted plates that
were discolored and blackened. Steam rose with a 9zz2ing crackle from the damp floor when it was set
down, and erratic scraping came from within the metd wals. The frantic noise grew until a screech from
the stedl made everyone in the room flinch. Every nervein Wedie quivered at the sound. Then the crate
st Slent.

A villager was freeing achain used to drag it dong and brushed a hand againg the discolored metd.
The szze of hisflesh filled the room and he cried out and pulled back, putting his hand to his mouth. He



crumpled to the floor, whimpering, until a man-at-arms kicked him into motion again.

Wedtid Ieft the saventh room. He stopped outside Magdlias locked door for a moment, and then
walked back up the curving dairs.
| Severd nights passed. Wegtid had come down for supper in the main hal when a roaring and danging
resounded from the cellar below. He hurried down the stairs, teking them two at time. Ubad's screeching
voice echoed in his ears before he reached the landing chamber.

"Alive, you fools. He must remain divel”

Wedtid ran to the passage's end. The door to the seventh room was gjar. As he grabbed its edge to
anving it open, he looked through the crack. A body |eaned in the near |€eft corner.

Fingers crooked in anguish, the df's hands rested limp upon his chest. His head tilted back into the
corner, and his eyes gawked unblinking at the celing, wide bals of white with amber centers. The
hanging gap of his mouth was mimicked by a dash across his throat so deep that it had split through to his
windpipe. Little blood seeped from the wound, and the corpse was too pae for one of the forest people.

Weddid's view was suddenly blocked as a man-at-arms crashed into the chamber's front wdl. He
pushed the door wide.

Near the center of the room, Ubad stood behind a large brass vat with his bony hands clenched.

"Get up!" he shouted. "Break hislegs, if you mug. "

The guard clawed up the wall to his feet, and he rushed across the room with an iron bar in his hand.

Among the shattered remains of the oak crate stood a man, or so it appeared, sruggling with Lord
Massing.

Bryen's opponent was thick and gnarled, his muscular limbs sprouting from a torso dmost twice the
width of a human's but only two-thirds as tdl. His bushy brows and beard were coarse like chestnut

horsehair around bulky rough fegtures that made it hard to see his eyes. Iron shackles encompassed his
wide wrigts and ankles, but their connecting chains had been snapped and dangled loose.

The guard stepped in, swvinging the iron bar low into the prisoner's leg.

The squat man's bare foot did not even move. The thudding impact had no more effect than driking a
column of stone. He dapped the guard aside with little effort. The guard's body smashed headfirg into
the back wall, and hefdl to the floor, his neck broken. Theiron bar rolled away.

The prisoner roared out through ydlowed teeth. "Mi ko' eag & grunn ta gowl shiun ambi’ shiu
fuiliag mi!"

Everything happened in afew blinks of the eye, but Wedid fet locked in an eternity.

Bryen punched the gnarled man's face, and Wedie expected the prisoner to crumple. The man
bardy flinched and drove his larger fig into Bryen's sernum. Bryen buckled, and the prisoner crouched
low and heaved him up into the air. Welstid lunged forward to snatch up the iron bar, but he could not
close the diganceintime.

The prisoner dammed his father down, and Westid fdt the impact through the floor stones. He
hestated in fear, as he had little kill a arms. His chosen method of conjury was atificing, the making of
objects and toals, and not spellcraft. Even so, what could he possibly conjure or summon of the dements
to ad hisfather now?

The ar in the room began to swirl. It kicked up dust from the floor that made Wedid blink as he
looked for the source of the sudden wind in this underground chamber.

Ubad, in hiswhipping charcoa robe, hovered above the floor.



Wisplike eddies appeared in the swirling ar around him, each twiding and curling, until tranducent
faces appeared at the head of each wisp. Their sorrowed features blurred in the air. Spirits of the dead
gathered about the withered necromancer and, one by one, they broke away and dived a Bryen's
opponent.

The firg spirit struck through the prisoner. He shuddered but kept pounding down upon Bryen with
huge figs. Another wigp pierced the wide man's flesh, and another, until he findly screamed in pain.

"Asss me—now!" Ubad shouted. 'Take his breath!"

Wedtid blinked once before undergtanding. Such a smple thing, he should have thought of this
himsdf, but spell-work was not his strength in conjury. He held out his cupped hands, padms facing each
other, then lifted them until they framed his Sght of the prisoner. Forming the lines, shapes, and symbolsin
hismind to overlay what his eyes saw, he began to charnt.

The arr between his pams pushed outward, but he held it in place like a amdl entity trapped within a
conjuring circle. He loathed fallowing Ubad's commands but was determined to save his father.

Another spirit struck the wide man. He opened his mouth to ydl, but no sound issued, and he
buckled, grasping his throat.

Weddtid's head ached with concentration as he summoned the ar from out of the prisoner's lungs
Free of the wide man's assault, Weldtid's father struck upward into his opponent's bearded jaw as two
more spirits pierced the man's body.

The prisoner's eyes rolled as he gasped for air, and he toppled over. Bryen was up and on hmin an
ingant, pinning his thick arms back with the dangling chains,

"Leave him dive, " Ubad commanded.
Weddid ceased chanting. His father pinned the captive's somach againg the brass vat and forced the

men to lean forward over it. Before Weldid understood what was happening, Ubad dashed open the
prisoner's throat with a curved dagger.

The hulking man bucked at the blade's passing and thrashed wildly. Bryen put hisfull weght on top of
his captive. It did not take long for the prisoner to go limp as his blood drained into the vessdl. Bryen
stood up, releasing the body to flop heavily upon the floor.

Welgtid saw the prisoner's eyes, smdler and darker than the df's, staring blindly up at the caling. His
mouth was clenched shut in a permanent grimace, and the thick beard was matted to his chest with his
own blood.

"Wdl done, my son, " Bryen said. "One dwarf is far more trouble man we expected. "

Awareness filled Weldtid like a winter chill spreading from Bryen's gpproving gaze. His father lived an
unnatural existence, but this spilling of blood without thought shocked Welstid. The thing that stood
before him, offering dispassionate praise, was far less his sre than he had ever before redized.

"We mugt not dday, " Ubad said urgently. "Now that it's begun, preparation must be finished
immediatdly. "

Bryen cast the necromancer an annoyed glance but nodded agreement. Without another word to
Weddid, he stepped to the wood-framed crate with its canvas wdls. Drawing his own dagger, he dashed
open one side. The canvas separated and fdl away.

Wedtid saw the prisoner within.

Bound with leather straps instead of shackles, she was ddlicate. Even curled in fright at the container's
rear, he could tdl she would barely reach his sernum when standing.

Her face and build were as lithe and dender as the lagt prisoner's had been hulking and wide. She



would have been dight even sanding next to the dead df. Her two eyes, saring out in wide terror, hed
no irises. They were fully black like a sparrow's, and the dark rings around mem showed she had not
dept in days. From narrow feet to her head of feathery hair, her pae flesh appeared downy, though there
were places where it had molted or been rubbed to bare cream skin.

And bound down to her naked torso were wings of mottled grays and whites sprouting from her
back. Her attempts to free them were likdy what Welsid had heard when he had fird seen this
container.

Bryen grabbed her bound wrists, dragging her out and holding her up to dangle from his grip as he
walked toward the vat.

"You should retire, " Ubad said to Wedtid. "There's dill much to do here, and you've exceeded your
damina. "

Wedtid got to his feet. He was about to approach his father, but Ubad did into his way as the
necromancer followed Bryen across the room. Welstid suddenly fdt isolated and aone.

He turned to leave. Behind him, the sound of a frantic scream was cut short. He thought of Magelia,
locked in her cdl, forced to listen, and he turned his eyes away as he passed her door.

Once in his own room, Wedie locked the door and sat a a andl desk lit by the three dancing
flickersin his orb. There he remained for the rest of a deepless night with his eyes closed, flinching at the
sounds of two more screams that echoed up from the saventh room benesth the keep.

Chapter 6

C addl and Jan brought additiona candle lanterns, and the room was illuminated around Magiere in
ydlow light. The stench was dill so thick that she could taste it. Before her was a smdl heap of remains
amid an old wood frame with decayed shreds of cloth dill bound to it.

At fird, she thought it was two bodies, for there were too many bones for a Sngle being. Yet there
was only one skull, human shaped, but too smdl and narrow, with oversize eye sockets like those of the
df. There was only one set of hands and feet, with toe bones that were too long. Its limbs had been
bound with leather straps now crusted hard with age, as wel as another hanging loose around the frail rib
cage.

In thefilth surrounding it were the remains of rotted fegthers.

"Wings?' Wynn whispered as she drew closer, holding up a crysd. "It had wings... like a bird.
Perhaps femde—if its make issmilar to other races. "

Magiere's gaze traced the tangled bones until the illuson of two bodies was dispdled by the memory
of once seeing a dead hawk in the woods. A few feathers lying before her ill hed their mottled gray and
white color.

"Wha isit?" Jan asked, though he kept his distance a few steps away, near the large vat they'd
discovered.

Wynn shook her head and looked up, but not a the zupan's son. Magiere saw fear in the sage's
unblinking eyes. For an indant, dl Wynn's horror turned upon her, and Magiere backed away.

"There's another over here by thisiron box, " Leed| caled from the right Sde of the room. "Bt it's...
something ese. I'm not sure what. "

The words barely entered Magiere's thoughts. What did the remains of this sealed chamber reved
concerning the death of her mother? Had something been done here to Magdia in order to bring her
unnatura daughter into this world?

Magiere saw her whole life infested with the dead and undead. Even her birth was somehow forecast



with these bones, yet she couldn't fathom what they told her of the past. She sensed—somehow knew
—that the contents of this room were connected to her.

There were only more questions, and no answers.

Besde the crusted vat lay the second body they'd found. Wynn had partly cleared the hardened
legther clothes from it, tdling them it was—had been—a dwarf. The sage knew of these people from a
seatt—dwarvish for a dty sronghold or fortified haven—across the bay from the cepitd of her
homedand, Maourne. That capital, Cam Seatt, had been named out of respect for the dwarven people
who'd helped to build itsfirst keep.

Nether Magiere nor Lees| had ever met one of his kind. Wide framed and wide jawed, with a skull
as large as a soldier's helmet, histhigh bones were as thick as her whole wrist. Sightly yellowed with age,
the bones had speckled shadows in them like a hint of granite.

"If any of this bears upon the past you're looking for, "
Caddl sad, "I don't care to know any more of it. We've enough troubles of our own. ™
"More than you thought, " Magiere replied bitterly, but she didn't explan.

Whatever happened here had been done in haste and then sealed up. Few but Leesl could have
uncovered its existence. But if she had come looking, who else might do so, as well, once word traveled
of what had been found here?

Magiere couldn't bear looking a anyonein the room. She turned her atention to the vat, and hunger
churned indde her.

The vat's outside was tarnished. Wynn had scraped away dust and grime to reved engraved symbols,
each no larger than a coin, across its entire surface. She had asked Jan for paper and charcod to make
rubbings for later study. At one Sde of the vat, dark stains ran down it asif the contents had been poured
out or had spilled over.

When Magiere looked ingde the vessd, athicker gain covered the bottom third of its depth, creating
adried and cracked layer. She took the crystd from Wynn, gartling the sage, and lowered its light into
the vat. The cracked layer in the bottom had a didtinctive dark brown color, like liquefied earth dried ouit.
When her hunger stirred again, Magiere knew what it was from indinct more than anything else.

"They were bled... here, " she whispered.

When she stood up, she faced the df's corpse lying in the chamber's front left corner, and she looked
down &t the dwarf's.

"Sacrificed, " Wynn whispered.
"How long ago... " Magiere trailed off and turned to Wynn. "How old are these remains?'
Wynn looked away, and it took a moment for her to answer.

"It'simpossible to be exact. But from decomposed animds I've studied in the past, | would guess no
more than thirty years, perhaps less. "

The sage backed toward the far Sde of the room. Her hand shook vishly as she pulled her short robe
more securely around hersdlf.

"S0, " Magiere asked in a hard voice. "Twenty-9x years would be as good a guess? About the time |
was concelved. "

Leesil came up beside Magiere, glanced once at the vat, and tried to pull her away. Magiere jerked
her am out of his grip-In dl, 9x corpses had been found. One was human with leather armor and a
sword, perhaps a guard during the time when her father had been lord of this place—a father who might



not be as unknown to Magiere as she'd once thought. Welstid had posed as an dly during the fight with
Miiskas undead, but that conflict, as with the one in Bela, had been of his meking. From the beginning,
hed known of her dhampir nature, as wel as the fachion and the amulets. In Bela, hed damed to be
preparing her to assst himin gaining whatever ancient treasure he sought.

Vidgons... in Bela, there had aso been horrible visons. By accident, shed sumbled upon another
atribute of her dhampir nature—to experience the moment of a kill through an undead's perspective. To
lure her to the capital, Welstid murdered the council chairman's daughter and |eft the girl's body on her
own doorstep. By chance, Magiere had waked in his steps a the death scene while holding a scrap of
the girl's dress. She rdived that moment, fdt the victim's flesh tear in Welstid's teeth as if she were him.

How much more would she see with an innocent's bones in her hands? At least she would know if he
had been here... if he was the one sheld come here to find.

Magiere kndlt down and wrenched the dwarf's skull from its carcass.

"What are you doing?' Caddl sad, and took a step toward her. "Enough of this You will not
desecrate—"

"Stop it!" Leesl snapped, and he was on her from behind, grabbing for the skull. "Whatever
happened here, you don't want to see it... not like that!"

Magiere cradled the skull with one am and snapped her shoulder back into Leesl's chest. She
followed with her arm and sent him sprawling. Before he got up, she looked into the skull's sockets, the
grit of bone againgt her bare pdms and fingers.

"No'" Lees| caled.
Magiere closed her eyes.

Darkness. The sounds of voices around her and quickened breaths behind curses. The stench of the
cold chamber filling her head.

Nothing more, as Magiere opened her eyes again.

"Il have no more of this sacrilege, defiling the dead, " Caddl growled, and he stepped thresteningly
toward Magiere. "Get out of here. ™

Magiere tightened her grip on the skull as she raised her eyes to Cadell. She wasn't going anywhere,
not without answers. She rocked back on her heds and stood up. Leesl stepped in front of her,
snaching the skull from her hands.

"Leave, " hetold her. "Now. Go back to your aunt's, and wait for me. "
"Yes, dl of you go and leave thisto us, " Caddl said.
Jan looked upset but didn't speak, and Wynn remained quiet at the back of the chamber.

"We're not done here, " Leesl replied, and returned his atention to Magiere. "Wynn and | will join
you shortly, once weve finished examining the bodies. "

Magiere looked about the room. As she received no vison by touching the dwarf's skull, she didn't
bdlieve he died by a vampire's attack. Some part of her fdt rdief at the thought of escaping this place.
She didn't even acknowledge Lees| when she turned and walked out.

Outsde the keep, the two village men paid her little attention as she strode through the courtyard and
back down the road. More corpses had been found in her lifés wake, yet they'd revedled nothing. One
more of the dead Hill waited.

|Chap had long since ceased battering the shed's door and walls. He spent even longer trying to claw up
the rough planks on the floor. Neither approach gained him an escape. Mounted to the hut's side, the
shed proved surdier than it appeared, and he couldn't get histhick claws into the floor cracks.



He peered through a crack in the wal and saw that night had come. With time, he could break free,
but Magiere and the others had dready been gone too long. He had to try another way, and he began to
howl inlong mournful tones.

He kept a it asloud as possible, hoping to disturb someone. In a short while, footsteps approached
outside, and a woman's sern voice came from beyond the shed's door.

"Fe leneshte, tu emportun corcheturu!™

He could not understand her words but reached out to touch her thoughts. Surfacing memories
flashed through his mind.

Magiere ariving in the village.

Theingde of the hut... and an image of himsaf curled aonein the corner that morning.

Magiere's rddive, Biga, stood outside the shed's door.

Chap could not delve into a being's thoughts further than the memories that came to the surface of its
mind. All living things remembered their pasts in scant pieces. He could aso use these memories to poke
and prod an unaware being's choices or actions... nothing more than a menta suggestion.

The only other way was to dominate the being's spirit, suppress its will, and take control of its body
directly. And this he would never do.

Gently, he recdled for Biga her memory of him curled slently in the corner as he mixed his howls
with piercing whimpers and feeble scratches at the door. Outside, Biga heaved a deep sgh, her voice
filled with resignation.

"Tot dreptate, tu fe sose... dar you optem comporta tu. "

Chap heard a scraping sound, and the shed door began to open. When it was wide enough for his
head, he bolted.

The door flew open, a startled Biga jumped out of his way, and Chap raced off into the night. Her
angry shouts followed briefly behind him, but he ran out the sde of the village and turned toward the
keep.

Chap kept the road in Sght for a guide as he raced through the forest with his senses reaching out into

the night. No one passed dong the road, and the forest ahead on the dope showed sgns of thinning near
the crest.

A door dammed shut, and Chap froze with ears poised as he looked through the trees and toward
the keep.

Magiere came down the road at a steady gait, her cloak loose in disregard of the night's chill. Her
pae face was expressionless, dl emation suppressed or turned inward. Chap caught an old memory of a
grave in the forest that surfaced in her thoughts once, twice, again and again. Each time, he sensed
Magiere recoil from thisimage, smothering it with other more recent memories.

In a hidden chamber beneath the keep were secrets and degth.
Chap's panic sharpened.

Magiere was one step closer to the truth, yet she did not redize it. And he was one step closer to
faling—to losng her—and in the end, Leesl|, aswdl.

Chap went wide through the forest to get ahead of Magiere, as he raced back toward the village

IChane did not enjoy standing in the woods, in the dark, to keep watch over a decayed keep in the
middle of nowhere, but he did not complain. To make matters worse, Welstid was fixated upon the old
dructure, logt in thought, and offered little reason why they waited. He did, however, ings Chane never



move too far away from him.
Whenever they had needed to hide from the dhampir or the dog, Chane had noticed that Welstiel
absently touched the brass ring on his finger.

Chane saw movement coming from the village, and he focused. A flash of Slver fur passed through
the trees near the road.

"It's Chap, " Weldid sad. "Magiere's dog is coming. "

To Chane's surprise, Welstid reached out and grasped his cloak, pulling him close. "Get down. ™

Chane did not care for the idea, but obeyed. He heard a door dam shut. The rat in his pocket began
squirming, so he took it out and let it St on his shoulder. It wrinkled its whiskers and sniffed at his face.

Magiere strode out of the keep's courtyard and down the hill toward the village. She looked pae and
defeated. The Sght of her made Chane's jaw ache. Her smooth skin and black hair drew hisful attention.
Victims who fought back excited Chane, and no one had ever fought like Magiere. She drew closer and
walked right by their position. Welstid was studying her face as she passed.

"We should withdraw, " he said. "There is nathing we can do. "
"Was there something you planned to do?!

Wedtid ignored his question. "Look at her face. Her search here is over, and there is nothing more
for her to seek | suspect she will leave this place in the morning. We should find a place to rest for the
day. When we wake tomorrow night, | believe she will findly head north. "

Chane looked down dong the road, but the dog had not joined her. It had disappeared. Wddid
backed into the trees holding tight to Chane's cloak, kegping them close together.

IWynn completed her rubbings of the vat's symbols. The millweed paper Jan had brought her was too
rough for the work, but she made do, her hands shaking as sheld worked the charcoa againg the paper.
It was unlikdy that Caddl would dlow them to remain long enough for her to scribe out dl the vat's
markings, and she did not wish to be here any longer than necessary.

Somehow, dl of this was connected to Magiere's birth.

Magiere had been sired by an undead, birthed to be its enemy and predator. That much they knew,
but now it seemed that a vampire had committed a blood sacrifice for that purpose. The brass va was a
conjuring vessal of some kind, but its Sze and the number of vicims were beffling. What was truly
needed to birth the child of an undead?

"If you're finished, we should go, " Lees| sad as he paced, glandng a an impatient Cadell near the
room's entrance. "I don't want to leave Magiere on her own for too long. "

Wynn had not sudied the lagt two strange remains. Her sage's nature and need for dl pieces of the
puzzle were greater than her own dread of the answer.

"Another moment..., " she said. "'l need—"
"lant this enough?' asked Jan.

His charm and attention toward her had waned, and Wynn saw him gtaring a the tarnished vat and
therall of rubbings she hdd close.

"Yes, | think you've got quite enough, " Caddl said. "It is no wonder there have been few magters of
this place with such tragedy hidden benesth it. | mugt report this to the Antes. "

"Then you're a fool, " Leesl said, svinging his arm in a wide arc, indicating the whole chamber. "Or
do you think youll remain caretaker long after bringing this to thar atention”?”

"How can | not?' Cadell asked. "You've unearthed a curse upon us, and I'm at a loss for how it will



ever be cleansed. "
Wynn recoiled at the zupan's words. She fdt responsible for placing himin this Stuation.

"He is right, Father, " Jan said. "Prince Rodek would send one of his vassds, and even troops
perhaps, and you would never regain stewardship of the fief. Your presence is far more important to the
people here than some noble servant of the Antes. No, we will keep this to ourselves, and not even our
own clan should hear of it. "

"How isthat possble?" Caddl asked, turning his anger on his own son. "Look about you!"

Jan did so, with one last brief pause a Wynn. "I will see to it, gather and contain the bones. Mother
can send word to her people. They will take meinto the mountains, o | can lay these remainsto find rest
where no onewill disturb them. ™

Caddl regained composure from his son's words. "All right then, we will do as you say, " he
answered, and turned to Leesl. "Now get out, and let us dedl with this. ™

"Soon... inamoment, " Lees| answered with forced cam and afrown at Wynn. "Finish, please. "

Wynn returned to the winged remains among the wooden frame with its shreds of aged canvas. What
would Domin Tilswith do if he was faced with these bodies... with these sacrifices? He had sent her on
this journey with his deepest trust. She was determined to try to act as he would. There was dill
something logt in her memories that stirred when she looked at the physica make of this winged bodly,
and, as she kndt with her back to the others, she did something that shamed her.

She quietly loosened one of its finger bones to secret it in her pam.

Wynn kept her handsin front of hersdlf, so the others could not see. She lingered long enough to note
as much of it as she could for later recounting in her journd, and then she moved on to the fourth and fifth
skeletons.

They had fdlen near each other. One lay before an open iron box the height of her leg, and the other
near a huge clay urn lashed into a wooden frame, likdy for hauling. The urn was as tal as her head, and
its Sde had been smashed in.

The inddes of the iron box had gouges in the metd, vishle even benegath the grime and thin coat of
rust. The bones of the creature next to it were more disturbing than the winged one. In place of teeth, its
jaws had sharpened ridges, and thefind bones of its toes and fingers ended in sharp curved points. The
creature, locked within the box, had tried to dlaw its way out.

All its bones and dried flesh were tarnished with streaks of red grime so thick, it made them look
pitch black. Another sense of the familiar stirred in her mind. Keeping her back to the others, she
pretended to lean in for a closer examination. Removing a loose toe bone with its claw, she pamed it
aong with the winged creature's finger.

Thefifth body rested near enough that she did not have to move. Slender but solid of build like the df,
the creature had strange rows of spikes stuck out dong the back sde of its forearms, from each vertebra
of its spine, and dong its crested skull. The bones were cream-white and had not yellowed benesth its
decayed filth. Its teeth were dso ridged, but with regularly spaced points.

She made a hidden reach for one of the amdler spikes saringing from the front of its shin. She took
one of these off and added it to her collection.

Her gaze returned to the spikes on its spine, longer near the upper back but growing shorter toward
the tailbone.

Like thefin of a sea creature.
Wynn ssumbled as she got up and began shaking.



"Wewill leave you, zupan, to tend your own..., " Lees| started to say, and then his eyes widened as
he looked a Wynn. "We're done. It'sdl done. There's no need for tears. "

Jan took a step toward her, suspicion and mistrust washed away with concern.

Wynn pulled away from him, suddenly afraid to let anyone near her in this place. She had not even
been aware of her own tears, only that she could not stop sheking and found but one word for her
thoughts.

"Uirishg!" she said in awhisper tinged with hysteria

Her gaze passed over one remains to the next, out of control—ef, dwarf, a creature of the ar, one of
water, and the other... of fire?

"Take her out of here, you fool, " Caddl snapped. "This place has driven her beyond wits, as it might
dousdl."”

Lees| reached out and steered Wynn toward the entry way. She let hersdf to be pulled dong, as her
mind did little more than reiterate her earliest lessons in the structure of cregtion.

The dements are Spirit, Earth, Water, Air, and Fire...

Showing states in Essence, Solid, Liquid, Gas, and Energy ...

To manifes as Tree, Mountain, Wind, Wave, and Flame...

And within the chamber were an df of the forest, a dwarf of the mountains...

She did not know the names for the other three. They were so lost back beyond The Forgotten that
no one knew them as more than part of the myth of the Uirishg, as the dves cdled them. The sages
trandated that word as akin to "Fay-blooded" or "Children of the Fay, " but the word was so old that its
literd meaning was uncertain.

Old recovered texts reveded scant hints of a myth among her lands that humans were the oldest race.
In primordid times, they mingled among the first Fay, and ther offsoring were the beginning of five new
races. It was alegend that tried to explain their origin, perhaps with some hidden truth, though the eves
of her continent found it little more than an amuang tae.

It should not become redl, nat like this... in blood and ritud sacrifice.

Before Lees| guided her dl the way up the stairs, Wynn jerked free and ran the rest of the way to the
keep's front doors. When the cold night of the courtyard outside wrapped around her, its numbness sank
through to her own bones. She collgpsed to her knees on the damp ground, sobbing. There was no sgn
of the two guards.

Lees| caught up to her, crouching to take her by the shoulders.

"Wynn... what did you find?' he asked, and then he saw the three bonesin her limp hand. "Oh, for dl
the dead saintd What have you done?'

Wynn raised her head to look a him.

Leesil reached around her to pull up her hood. He closed the short robe's front more securdly around
her.

"You have to tdl me, " he said. "I don't understand what's wrong. "
"Uirishg, " she whispered again, and held up the three bones.

With effort, she told him of the Children of the Fay who were the five forgotten races. Only two, the
eves and dwarves, were known to truly exig, and in that it should have dl been but a myth. Leesl
ligened with the bones between them in Wynn's pdm, and in the end she saw there was some



understanding in his eyes.
"All right, " he said. "But we have to go. | need to find Magiere. "

He tried helping her up to her feet, but Wynn began to shake again a the thought of Magiere waiting
for them in the village below.

"No more, " she cried. "I do not want to know any more. ™
Lees| gripped her arms and forced her up. She was surprised by the strength in his hands.

"l understand, " he said, "but you have to pull yoursdf together—now! Magiere is dready on the
edge, and | need you to stay with me. ™

"What is she?' Wynn asked.

"Dont dart that with me, " Lees returned. "She had no more choice than you or | in how she came
into this world. She was born a dhampir and—"

"Isthat dl you think sheis?' Wynn said. "l just told you what we found in that room. The vat was S0
large, it would have taken along time to make, to engrave. It was left and discarded, as if it could be
used only once... because of what it was used for. Have you ever wondered why a Noble Dead—a
vampire—for an unknown reason, would labor to create its own kind's hunter?'

Leesl's temper flared. "That's not what she—"

"Yes, sheis " Wynn nearly shouted. "It is her nature... but only itsthin outer surface. Those vicims in
thet chamber... Lees|, someone searched the world to find them, and three are but a myth so old, it had
been forgotten. They were brought here to be daughtered for Magiere's birth and then sedled in rather
then risk disposing of the evidence in another manner. ™

She shoved him away, and her voice softened. Not in sympathy but in dishelief at his blindness.

"What was done hereis close to impossble. And you ill think it was just to create an enemy of the
Noble Dead?"

Lees| stared back at her, looking logt amid her words. "I have no choice in this, | love her... and |
can't turn away. If you don't help me, then I'm adone. Not even Chap seemswilling to tdl what he knows
or why he brought Magiere and me together. "

He stepped closer, looking tired and desperate.

"l need you, " he said. "Y ou have more knowledge than any of us. All | have is cunning and my past,
and that may not be enough. | need you now. "

Leesl's plea made Wynn's knees tremble. This was not the world she wanted to live in. She feared
these fird steps into Magiere's past would inevitably lead them to worse places. In Chap she had found a
Fay taken to flesh, who had befriended a hdf-df with a black past she 4ill knew too little of. The dog
had steered Lees| to Magiere, and they had sumbled on to more of Magiere's nature than Chap wanted
anyone to know.

Benesth the city of Bela, Wynn had kept Magiere from killing Chane, though he was reveded as a
mongter. And she adamantly defended her choice, beieving that even Chane might have some good in
him... what she fdt, how different he had been in the quiet sudy of the sages barracks.

Lees| pleaded with little more than his blind faith in someone he loved.
"We had better go, " she sad.

He blinked in rdlief. He took her hand, gripping it gently, and pulled her dong as he headed down the
road.



"Say nothing to Magiere, " he told her. "If what you suspect has any truth in it... for now, well keep
this between us. "

* k% *

Magiere faltered as she passed Aunt Bigas little home. Even with the shutters closed on its one front
window, soft light leaked through the cracks.

Few villagers were about, and those few quickly became none, now that she stood amid the cluster of
squdid buildings. When the sound of the dosing doors and diding wooden bolts ended, she was done in
the dark. For the moment, it was too much. She wanted one warm touch of life before her next task.
Magiere opened the hut's door and stepped indde.

Aunt Biga stood before the burning fireplace, the cook pot's lid in her hand as she stirred its contents.
She looked up as Magiere closed the door.

"I wondered when dl of you would return, " Biga said with annoyance. "Already added water twice
to keep the stew going. Where are the others?"

Magiere decided to say as little as possble. Sheld wanted only to see a friendly face not marred by
the hidden past that surged toward her.

"Theyredill a the keep, " she answered. They'll be dong shortly. | just stopped to let you know...
I'm on my way to see Mother. "

Biga closed the pot, and her expresson softened. "I wondered if you were going or not. | havent
been there mysdf in along while. "

Her aunt's words surprised Magiere. Tending those who'd passed on was & least a yearly ritud for
the people here. Still, it was best that Biga had moved on, as had Magiere... untl this return.

Biga paused a moment. "So, did you find anything at the keep?"

"A little, " Magiere lied. "Well leave that for later. | don't want to keep everyone waiting too long, so
I'd better go. "

"Take your time, dear, " Biga answered, wiping her hands with the old rag she'd used for a hot pad.

Magiere stepped out into the night once again.

The graveyard was a ways off into the trees but not so far it couldn't be seen. This was the usud way,
asif the dead should dill have a home among the living. The lantern that had glimmered within the plot on
the firg night they arrived was gone. Magiere was forced to cdl upon her night Sght, Ietting her dhampir
nature trickle through her flesh enough for her vison to open wide. It seemed a whole lifetime since sheld
last been here, and she stepped dowly through the trees, uncertain of the way.

Village graveyards in Droevinka were little more than a series of spaces in the woods kept reasonably
free of low growth. Tree branches were thinner here, letting in the night sky, but the moon wasn't high
enough for much light. She made out a few markers sprouting from the earth here and there, with evening
mig a vaporous carpet between them.

Some were made of planks and posts. A few newer ones were stone. Recent lapsed taxes and
missing overlords may have afforded the coin for such. It was ironic that the changing fortunes of the
living were marked by remembrances for the departed.

But it wasn't her own memoaries she hunted among the dead. She came for those of her mother... or at
least as seen through her killer's eyes.

Magiere stopped short.
She could neither continue nor flee but only remember the skull she'd so recently held in her hands. In



Bda, shed envisoned a girl's last moment by waking in a Noble Dead's footsteps with a scrap of the
girl'sdressin her hand. Sheld lived insde Westid's moment as he tore open the girl's throat without even
feeding.

Magiere would have to walk every passage and room of the keep, over each of its stones if need be,

to find where her mother had died. But a scrap of dothing wouldn't remain for her carry now. Not after
dl these yearsin the ground. She would need bones.

"Forgive me, " she whispered, and drew her fachion. "I have to know... to see if it was him, Mother.

There wasn't time to find a spade without drawing attention, so the blade would have to do. She
stepped forward, searching for anything that sparked memory of this place— of her mother's marker.
Sweat built beneath her grip around the sword's hilt.

The soring before sheld left home, Magiere had gone with Aunt Bigla to a woodwright's shop in a
neighboring village of the zupanesta. Her aunt paid for a new marker, the old one having weathered to
where it no longer stood up in the earth. The two of them logt hdf a day's fieldwork in the journey.

Magiere stopped again, looking about.
She remembered that the marker was on the south side of a large fir. She crouched near the base of
the nearest tree. There was no marker she recognized by make or the name upon it.

Her dread for her task withered beneath arigng fear. Where was the marker... her mother's grave?
She stood up to look back, wondering if shed come too far. The markers in this present dearing were
older, so Magdlias grave should be near.

Magiere heard softly shifting branches nearby, perhaps from a breeze high above that had penetrated
down into the woods. She gazed ahead dong her origind path, but saw nothing besides the thickened
forest. Thiswas the last graveyard clearing. She backtracked, anxiety quickening her step.

In the previous dearing were a few amdler stone markers. Nothing appeared familiar to her. She
heard the breeze again, nearer thistime, and it whidled sharply in her ears.

Magiere's indincts surged, and she ducked around a tree. Along shape whizzed past her and cracked
agang the trunk, and she heard bark tear away under the impact.

A shadowed figure appeared around the tree's far Sde. Magiere stepped out and away. Sarlight was
enough for her to make out the disfigured side of his face.

Adryan held a long st&ff, overly thick at its upper end. He shifted its waight with both hands, dowly
swinging the end back and forth through the ar like an inverted pendulum.

"Looking for your mother again, " he said softly.

It was not a question. Anger stirred dhampir hunger in Magiere's ssomach, and her vison sharpened
further. Rather than open rage, Adryan's expresson was amix of anguish and anxious hope. He mirrored
her movements as she sidestepped farther into the open, tilting the gaff from side to side.

"What have you done?' she asked, glancing about. "Wheres my mother's grave... where's the
marker?'

The barest wrinkle appeared on his brow, but it was enough to see he didn't understand what shed
asked.

"Yourethe lagt of it, " he said. "Magdia was mine, and he took her. When he |€ft, that should have
been the lagt reminder. And then you came, little thing, crawling out of a thieving noble's bed. "

The gaff's end leveled as Adryan turned his whole body to power his swing. Magiere dipped her
blade to catch it.



A dull dang sounded on impact as her sword was danmed away and the daff struck her sde.
Magiere went down hard, sumbling over a stone marker in her fdl. Pain spread through her side.

It was only a gaff, and Adryan was only a villager without kill at arms.

When she looked up at him, she was jugt a child beneath the high branches of the graveyard. All she
saw was his scarred face lering a her from the trees on the last day sheéld ever found her mother's
house.

"Il send you to her, " Adryan said, nodding his head as his cheeks glistened with tears. "And I'll never
have to look on you again. "

He swung the g&ff a her, and Magiere shrank away as she'd done so long ago beside her mother's
grave. It glanced off the stone marker with a crack.

Magiere rolled back and chopped down with her fachion upon the staff, hoping to break it. A louder
metd dang sounded, and the sudden stop of the blade jarred her wrist. She took her eyes from Adryan
just long enough to glance at the staff.

Bound to it with nalls and straps were thick iron strips longer than her forearm. They formed a sheath
around the gtaff's upper end, creating a crude great mace. Magiere kicked out at his shin.

His foot did on the wet sod, and he dropped to one knee. Before she could scramble away, he
pushed up from the ground and lifted the iron-shod staff. Twiging his body, he brought it round a her
agan, like a scythein awhest fidd. Magiere legped back out of its reach toward the next tree.

"Fin her down!" Adryan screamed in frugtration.
His words confused Magiere for only an ingtant, but even that was too long.

Anacther twinge shot through Magiere's injured side as someone grabbed her wrigt from behind and
jerked her sword am back around the tree trunk. Her wrist was hdd tightly out of sght as a hand
clawed a her fingers, trying to take her wesapon.

The gaff arched toward Magiere's head, and she ducked as low as she could. The bark above her
crackled as the g&ff hit.

Before she could spin to her right and free her sword, a pitchfork came from nowhere. 1t skimmed
her |eft ankle, pinning her foot to the ground between its prongs. Its widder was bardly visble around the
gde of the tree, pressing the pitchfork down with his weght.

Fear gathered in Magiere's somach and began to burn. Adryan spun around, gathering force into his
next swing. His eyes glowed with the hope of an injured man who saw rdief within reach.

A scream rang out from behind the tree. Adryan fdtered a the sound, and his swing came low as
Magiere fdt her sword arm come suddenly free.

She threw hersdlf againg the pitchfork, not caring that she fdl or what had become of the second
attacker who'd held her arm. The third man dung to it as he tumbled with her to the ground. Adryan's
gt gtruck the tree's sde and recoiled, and he sumbled under the jarring force.

Magiere's fear turned to hunger and ran out of control from her somach into her head. An ache built
in her jaws. It sharpened as her teeth pressed apart and her mouth filled with sdiva. Her vison opened
even wider, and the night brightened enough to hurt her eyes.

Magedlia had been taken away by a Noble Dead. But it had been Adryan in the graveyard dearing
who'd taken the last of a mother from a forlorn and frightened child.

Magiere bit into the am of the man grappling for the pitchfork. Her teeth sank hdfway through thick
wool doth and into flesh. He cried out, and wet heat spread across Magiere's lips. The taste of st
seeped through the wool and into her mouth. She smashed her fig down on the man's head, and he went



limp.
Magiere arose, tearsin her eyes. She snarled, the blood dill in her teeth, and rushed at Adryan.

* % %
Lees| followed Wynn into the hut, expecting to see Magiere waiting, but he found only Aunt Biga
fussng over her cook pot.

"Andly, " she huffed. "Now, if that niece of mine would bring hersdf back again, we can eat whatever
hasn't caked itsdf to the bottom of this pot. "

Lees| settled Wynn a the table, and the sage hunched there with her head down. That Magiere had
come and left again fed Leesl's worry. Bigatold hm where sheld gone, and this camed hm somewhat.

He'd wondered when she might vist her mother's grave, redizing she might prefer to do so done. So
he would wait, but not for long. When Biga added the tde of Chap's escape, Leesl dumped at the table
with a groan.

Hed spent years drinking himsdf to deep a night to hide from the nightmares conjured by his padt.
Those torments, resurfaced in newfound sobriety, lessened when he lay in Magiere's ams at night. The
long-hidden secrets of the keep hinted a things as dark from Magiere's own past. And to top it dl, he
would have to find Chap before the dog frightened unsuspecting villagers.

All he truly wanted was everyone here under hiswatchful eye, safe, so he could forget what held seen
a the keep, if only for a short while. He didn't even want to hear more of Wynn'singghts. She sat saring
blankly at the tabletop, lost in her thoughts.

"You want to tdl me what's going on?' Aunt Bigia asked. "From the look of you two, that niece of
mineis being as closed-lipped as ever. "

Lees| shied away from the eder woman's gaze. "l think it's best to wait for her. It's not my place
to—"

"Youd better start filling my ears with something | want to hear, " Biga warned. "Unless youd like
those ears trimmed down to a respectable sze.

Leesl wasin no mood for parentd threets.

"That skull in her hands..., " Wynn whispered.

"What's she ssying?' Bigainssted.

Wynn lifted her head like a child on the verge of deep but troubled by a sudden thought. The sage's
words made about that much sense to Lees|. She wasn't even looking a him.

"What about it?" he asked, rasng a hand for Bigato wait.

"What was she doing with the skull?* Wynn asked, seeming afraid of any answer that might come.

"Seeking avigon, | think, " Lees| answered. "In Bela, she had to hold something from a victim & the
place of death. It let her see through the killer's eyes, if it was a Noble Dead. | can only imagine what it's
likefor her. | couldn't let her do that... not with what we saw in that room. "

"Are you going to tdl me anything?' Biga interrupted.

Before Lees| could gdl her further, Wynn continued. "But where is Magiere?'
"She went to vigt her mother's grave, " he answered.

"Now... inthe dark, after holding that skull... after dl of what we found?'

Wynn looked away in puzzlement, lips moving as she mouthed something to hersdf. She turned back
to Leesl. "No, she would not.... Do not let her—"



"Valhachkasg'a!l" Leesl cursed, and he was off the bench and heading for the door.

Aunt Biga shouted from behind him, but he was dready out into the night and running for the
graveyard.

In the keep's sacrificiad chamber, Magiere's actions had terrified him more than what they'd found.
She was obsessed with finding her undead sire and had tried to reach back to relive the daughter.

The moment she'd stared into the skull's empty sockets was shadow and dust compared with what he
feared she did now in the graveyard.

A mde voice screamed from somewhere ahead in the dark.

Lees| legped and dodged through the grave markers of the first dearing as another voice cried out.
Two more clearings, and he dill couldn't find Magiere. He heard a snarl from nearby, and he sumbled,
trying to pick out its direction.

He followed it into the next clearing, and what he saw brought him no rdli€f.
Magiere grappled with atal man a the dearing's far Sde. Her fachion was missng. Even in the dark,

Lees| saw her mouth forced wide by teeth like a wolf's. The two sruggled for control of a thick-ended
gaff, until Magiere wrenched it sdeways, pulling hersdlf closer to her opponent.

Her head twisted, and she bit into the man's shoulder.

Lees| sucked in cold air. He drew one of his blades as he closed on the two and dammed full speed
into both of them.

The impact sent dl of them sprawling, and Lees| tumbled up againg a tree. His scarf had fdlen off,
and he stripped his cloak, as wel. When he rolled to his feet, Magiere was facedown to his left across
two broken markers, and then he spotted the body.

Ritchfork across his limp hand, a men lay dill where held falen, eyes closed, mouth dack. Leesl
looked a Magiere.

Sheralled to a crouch. The sdiva running from the corners of her mouth was darkened from sains on
her lips and teeth. Her eyes were wide with irises full black, and her face was wrinkled in a snarl. She
didn't even look at him and glared back at her opponent. When he arose, Leesi| recognized him.

Adryan, hdf-scarred and haf-mad, stood with his eyes locked on Magiere.

Magiere had succumbed to rage, dipping deep into her dhampir hdf. In such a dtate, Lees| feared
she wouldn't stop until Adryan was dead. What could there be between these two that had kept this kind
of hatred dive for so long?

Adryan svung the gaff high, bringing it down toward Magiere's head, and she made draight for him,
lunging to her feet from dl fours. If Adryan missed, Magiere would tear him apart, and if he didn't...

The staff's end came down, and Magiere swerved around it without bresking stride.

Lees| legped into cut her off. His left foot landed upon the dant of Adryan's grounded staff, and he
kicked out with hisright into Magiere's shoulder. She tumbled away, and he ssomped down with his full
weight upon the gaff. It snapped, and Adryan sumbled back with the splintered hdf in his hands.

Lees| stood with both feet planted, the staff's heavy end trapped beneath one foot. It fdt thick, and
he glanced down to seeitsiron-shod end.

In his youth, he/d seen shorter, single-handed versons used by Lord Dartmouth's mounted riders to
disperse crowds. Whoever didn't fdl benesth the horses hooves had ther heads split open by those
swvinging iron-shod clubs.

Adryan had come here to kill Magiere.



Lees| stepped toward him, lifting his one blade.
"Get gone, " he rasped out. "If you want to live. "

Adryan stood there a moment, dlaw marks on his face, his shirt and vest shredded and stained with
his own blood. Lees| saw the remnants of a strange hope in his eyes, and then it faded as the broken
gaff dropped from his grip. He put his hands to his head, turned, and fled into the trees.

Lees| turned toward Magiere and remained perfectly ill. She clawed wet earth to pull her feet under
hersdlf and get up.

"Magiere... come back, " he whispered.
Face soiled from the ground, her head jerked around at the sound of his voice.

Black irises fixed upon Leesl. There was blood on her mouth, in her teeth. Her hands were stained,
as wdl, and her fingers were hooked, ready to grab for him. Beneath the blood, her nals appeared
extended beyond her fingertips.

Lees| knew she didn't see him. Not him... just some thing in a predator's path.
"Please, " he said softly. "Come back to me. ™

Ever so dowly, he crouched downward, reaching with his free hand for the shod end of the broken
gaff.

"Magiere... Magiere, " he whispered over and over.
With hands outstretched toward him, she froze there, and Leesi| stopped, too.

The creases of her snarl faded from around her eyes. Her mouth closed until only her long canines
were visble between parted lips. She looked down with her black eyes at her bloodied hands and began
to shudder.

"It'sdl right," Leedl said. "Let it pass. "

He started to rise again, and she flinched. She saw him. He tensed and swallowed hard, knowing
what returning awareness would bring to her.

Sill ferd in dl her features, Magiere's expression twisted in horror as she looked a him and a her
own hands. She began backing away.

"No... Leesl. Not again. "

Her words were bardy understandable with her mouth so atered. She choked between whimpers
and collapsed to her knees before Leesil could reach her. Hunched over, she covered her head with her
forearms rather than hands. Lees| dropped before her, tilting her up by the shoulders.

He saw the change pass over her.

Between denching spasms of her jaw muscles, Magiere gagged as if trying to clear her mouth and
throat. She bucked in dry heaves each time, and dl he could do was steady her and wait for it to pass.
Her teeth receded until only the canines remained dightly long. It was her eyes that shifted last, color
flooding in from the outside edge of her irises. Magiere stared back a Leesil, her face stained by tears,
soil, and blood.

She began pawing a him franticaly.

She pulled his shirt up, nearly tearing it gpart. Everywhere she touched left stains of blood from her
hands, and that increased her frenzy.

"Enough!” he said, and grabbed her wrigts to stop her. "It's not my blood. I'm dl right. "

Magiere closed her eyes and leaned forward until her head thumped againgt his shoulder. It didn't



take long for her pull away again. "Adryan?' she asked weekly.
"Sill dive, " Lees| answered. "But there's another body across the dearing. Did you... kill him?"
Magiere jerked her arms out. Lees| was startled how easly she broke his grip. She ran across the
clearing, and he followed. When she couldn't bring hersdlf to touch the prone figure, Lees| put his hand

near the man's nose and mouth and detected shdlow breething. He gave Magiere a quick nod of
assurance.

"Leave him," she said. "Let hm wander home on his own. "

Lees| picked up his scarf and cloak from where they'd fdlen. Magiere sat down and leaned tiredly
agand the tree, dragging the fachion to her from where it lay nearby.

"If this ever happens to me again, " she said, "day away fromme. "

" can face you, " he answered, "any way you—"

" can't," she cut in. "l couldn't face hurting you again. And | don't want to even think about what you
saw in me tonight. ™

"I've told you more than once, I'm not that easy to kill... and | can face you, any way you are. "

Leesl crawled over to kned before her. Now that she was safe—from hersdlf, as much as anything
ese—his fear faded to be replaced by anger.

"What | can't face iswhy you came here, " he said. "Where's your mother's grave? What did you
do?'

Magiere looked out through the ruined graveyard, markers shattered, broken, and uprooted.
" couldn't find it, " she whispered.

At firg Leesl wasn't certain of her answer. But if shed done what hed feared, vison or not, he
bdieved he would have seen its aftermath in her face.

"I have to know if it was Wdgid, " she said.

"Not like that. " He shook his head. "Whatever happened, you don't want to fed your mother die in
your hands. And you don't even know where she died. What were you going to do, wander the entire
keep?'

Magiere's gaze was dill distant. There were clear paths through the grime and blood on her face, and
Leesl redized she was dlently crying.

"You saw what was in tha chamber, " she said, and turned away from him as if hiding in shame.
"Wha am 7'

Lees| knew it wasn't a question she expected him to answer. He shifted closer and grasped her ams,
turning her toward him. Using his scarf, he tried to wipe some of the blood from her lips. When held done
as much as he could, he leaned in and kissed her softly on the mouth.

He sat back and looked in her astonished eyes.

|Chap watched from the thicker forest beyond the graveyard as Lees| led Magiere away. Panting in the
darkness, he hung his head in rdief and licked the remnants of blood from his jowls.

He had nearly run out to Magiere and given himsdf away when the scarred man appeared. So fixed
upon Magiere and her opponent, he had not even sensed the approach of the others. When the two
skulking peasants tried to hold Magiere againg the tree, he rushed in from behind to saize the one holding
her sword arm by his leg. Grinding flesh in his jaws, he dragged that one screaming into the woods. He
released the man to hobble away only when he was certain the peasant would flee rather than return to
thefight.



Chap then ran through the trees around the clearing, trying to find an avenue to drike Magiere's
opponent without being seen by her. His evason of Wynn's questions had aready dtretched everyone's
patience. If Magiere saw him in this place, or anywhere near her mother's grave, she would expect an
explanation.

Lees| arrived, and Chap pulled back as the fight ended, but he kept Magiere and Leesl in Sght.

Neither of them should be here... in this place, on this path. The further Magiere pressed on into her
past, the less likdly it was that Chap could ever stop her. As she and Lees| |eft the graveyard together,
Chap circled back once again to a marker |eft lying in the woods.

It was strange how mortals dung to the dead. To remember them was one thing; to hold on to them
like a possession was another. For Magiere it presented a temptation he could not dlow. Seeing her
moather die as if by her own hands could strip Magiere of hope. And then, even Leesil's presence might
not be enough to keep her from fdling into darkness.

So Chap had raced ahead of Magiere to the graveyard and found what she had sought. He did not
undergtand the spoken language of this land, but its written markings and symbols were smilar enough to
those of Belaski. Speaking furtive wishes to the grass, he asked the blades to grow and creep. They filled
in and covered the hole left at the grave's head, and he dragged Magelias uprooted marker into the
forest.

Chap stepped into the ruin of the graveyard, markers toppled and broken dl around from a conflict of
fegtering old hates and anguish. When he passed Magdids grave again, dl sgns of its presence or the
missng marker obscured, he paused on inginct and sniffed the earth.

It was undisturbed, but this he aready knew. Magiere had not found her mother's true resting place.
He sniffed again, scent filling his head, as if this were the way to sense what was missng beneeth the odor
of damp loam, grass, and divers of old wood caught in the earth. Even the dead carried a lingeing
essence of the life once held.

There was nothing.

Chap stared down &t the earth. Whatever had been done here had happened so long ago, there was
no trace of how or when.

But Magdlia's bones were gone.

IMagiere lay in the corner of her aunt's hut, curled in the unfolded bedroll. While Lees| had tried to clean
them both up at the village well, she asked him to tdl her aunt whatever he thought was necessary to
explan this night. When they'd returned to the hut, Aunt Biga put Wynn into her own bed, and Leesl
hed settled Magiere in the comer to rest.

Tomorrow, they would move on to Keonsk, though Lees| was reluctant. They would leave early,
before word of what happened in the graveyard spread through the village

She hdf heard Leesl's low voice as he sat a the hearth-sde table taking with her aunt, but her
fatigue-fogged thoughts drifted e sewhere.

Sheld been so logt in rage but remembered Leesl's face.

The night had been brilliant in her 9ght, but his luminous har had burned her eyes like the sun.
Confusion rose as she reached out her hands, ready to tear him.

And then doubt... followed by strange longing.

He spoke, and at firg she heard only one word. "Magiere. "

She remembered. Thiswas her name.

The eyes that watched her were like amber stones she wanted, would hide away, and keep to hersdf.



That face, those eyes... had a name. Both were framed in her 9ght by her own hands, blood
appearing to run from hisflesh down her fingers. She could taste it in her mouth. It made her choke with

despair.
"No... Leesl. Not again. "
Terror followed.

Until he leaned close, kissed her tainted mouth, and she looked in shock a Leesl's face to find no
revulson there. The same face that had called her back from hunger.

As Magiere lay in the bed, a scratch came at the hut door. She was vagudy aware of Leesl speaking
in sharp tones as he let Chap in. The dog looked about, walked over to her, and sniffed her head. When
Magiere rolled to look at him through haf-open eyes, her thoughts ran in a blur, and for no reason, an
odd memory surfaced.

She walked south on the coastal road of Belaski. They were just gpproaching Miiska for the firgt
time. Its north-end market was filled with people out for the day buying and sdling the necessities of life.
In the ar was the amd| of baked goods and smoked fish and other smple things.

Magiere looked up again into Chap's crystd blue eyes. "No, not yet. We go on. ™
The dog wrinkled hisjowls and trotted over to drop beside the bed where Wynn dept.

The room darkened, and only the low fire spread a red glow through the room. The blankets lifted as
Lees| crawled under them. He lay close to her. Magiere did her fingers into his hair, letting her pam
cometo rest againg his tan cheek. "'l want to remember your face, " she whispered. "It keeps me from
the dark. "

Chapter 7

T hey awoke before dawn a Aunt Bigas urging, and gathered ther beongings to leave before
anyone saw them. Magiere was quiet the whole while, and said only a few words when she bade her
aunt good-bye. She watched Biga with worry as the der woman exchanged token packets of herbs
with Wynn. Leesl lingered back by his own pony.

The night before, it had surprised Leesl how little Magiere's aunt reacted to what held told her of the
keep and the graveyard, though held sad nothing of why held gone after Magiere. Aunt Biga wasn't
blind to the changes in her niece and remained sadly Slent through Leesl's tae, only nodding now and
then.

Asthey prepared to mount up, Biga came to him lagt.

"Mind yoursdf, " Biga told hm quiely, avay from the others. "Between indinct and
knowledge'—she nodded toward Magiere and then Wynn—"youll need wisdom to baance things out. "

To be taken so quickly into the gruff good graces of Magiere's one and only relaive brought a lump
upin Leesl's throat.

"You don't haveto stay here, " he sad. "We have our place in Miiska "
Bigds expresson darkened like the Droevinkan sky. "Thisismy home, for better or worse. "
"Think about it, please, " he said.

Facing hisfoot in the stirrup, he swung up into the saddle and look down & her. The eder woman's
face, for dl its stoutness and darker color, wasn't far different from Magiere's.

"Il think about it, " she answered.
"Think hard, " he said, and handed her afolded scrap of paper. "Or well be back to cause you more



trouble. "
Biga frowned in puzzlement and took the parchment.

While the others had dumbered that morning, Lees| had torn a spare page from the back of Wynn's
journd. He wrote a brief letter of introduction to Karlin and Caleb back in Miiska—with 9x glver
sovereigns wrapped in it for Bigas traveling money. He hoped she would heed hiswish.

"If you change your mind, " he said, "travel to Miiska and ask for Karlin or Caeb, and show them this
letter. Either should recognize my scrawl, and it tdls them you're Magiere's aunt. They'll get you settled a
the Sea Lion. And thisian't charity. Caleb could use the help. ™

Aunt Bigalooked once more at the letter. She tucked it into her gpron pocket, and her brown eyes
grew warm as she patted hisleg.

"Take care of my niece, " she said.

And the next part of their journey began.

I Three days later, Lees| fdt little rdief upon reaching the Vudrask River once again. His thoughts mixed
upon themsdves with dl that had happened in Magiere's village, from the morbid discovery in the keep's
hidden chamber to the chilling redization of Magiere's londiness as a child. She had been shunned and
despised for Sixteen years, yet for dl the crudty, shed had one person in those days who truly loved her
and was willing to let her go her own way. It made him wonder if his parents had loved him, and if they
had ever considered letting him choose his own path.

Part of him wished he and Magiere shared such thoughts more eadily. In spite of their newfound
closeness, they'd spent so many years avoiding any discussion of their pasts. Habit was quite hard to
break.

When they reached a village dong the Vudrask, it was late in the afternoon. They bought passage on
another barge, east to Ke'onsk, the capitd city of Droevinka. Cloak over his am and charcod scarf
covering his ears, Leesil stood on the bank of the river. Its wide gray water flowed under an afternoon
breeze that rushed across his face.

Down by the docks, Magiere haggled with two men from a passing caravan, trying to sdl the ponies.
Her cheeks glowed white under the overcast sky. When the sun peeked through the clouds, red glints
surfaced in her black hair. Both men dowed ther heated barter to stare. Even Leesl caught his breath,
but not for the same reason.

Magiere didn't look like a creature of thisworld. She was too beautiful, her contrasts too severe. She
frowned at the men as Lees| approached.

"I paid four dlver sovereigns apiece for those ponies, " she said, "and they're offering five for the lot. ™

Leesl looked at the men with lined faces and cdculaing eyes and wondered if they were brothers.
"Weére not in the trade... just looking for afair price. "

"If she paid too much for the beasts, " one of them replied, "it is not our loss to bear. ™

Leesl glanced a Magiere. They had money to spare from the necklace Wynn sold off in Bela, but her
gingy nature would not let this go.

The price settled at seven siver sovereigns for the ponies and the mule. Magiere wasn't satisfied, but
the barge was leaving. Lees| pulled her away as he took the men's find offer. Once the barge left the
shore, he settled with Magiere under their blanket. She was dill annoyed.

"I'm not amiser, " she said, though hed made no such dam. "That was robbery. " She wrapped her
hands around his leg benegth the blanket.

Wynn sat cross-legged on Leesl's other sde. The young sage looked physicaly hedthier for two



nights indoors and eating Bigas lentil stew. Her mood was another matter, though she wasn't hdf as
withdrawn as Chap. The taking hide was lad out before him, but Chap showed little interest in
conversation. After days on that troublesome pony, the barge's fla deck was such a rdief to Leesl's
backside that he didn't care. There was little reason to think Chap would be any less secretive than
adways.

And Leesl's mother waited—or so he hoped.

This urgent desire made him understand Magiere's desperation to discover her past even more. It dso
made him anxious to head north and trace what had happened to Nein'a. But the better part of him
would dill leave no stone unturned for Magiere's sake, and so they continued east, deeper into
Droevinka.

Clear roads pardlded both riverbanks, and a stout oxen team on the south bank pulled them a a
steady pace until dusk. Although they'd planned to deep aboard the barge, at nightfal the vessel docked
a another waterside settlement large enough to be a smdl town.

The trees nearby were too faded for this wet land, lacking the typicd dark green, yet full winter was
dill aways off. Between the clusters of huts spreading dong the river to both sides of the landing, taller
wooden buildings stuck up a the village's center and near the river. Along the road out the town's west
end was a stable with a smithy. Just shy of this was one large, wdl-lit building.

"Isthat an inn or common house?' Lees| asked one bargemen, and then he added to Wynn. "Perhaps
we don't have to deep outsde again. "

Wynn sat up expectantly and chattered to Chap in Elvish. The young bargeman looked at Leesl
hestantly.

"Thisis Pudurlatsat, a regular stop, " he replied. "It's a srange place. Townsfolk will bring out any
cargo in the morning. "

"What do mean by strange?" Magiere asked. "If there's trade here, we should try to resupply. "

The bargeman shook his head with a shrug. "Suit yoursdf, but this place is too dull for my taste, even
when we land & midday. "

Leesi| raised an eyebrow, looking to both Magiere and Wynn.

"I prefer to deep inddeif possible, " Wynn answered.

Magiere folded the blanket and picked up her fachion. "Well see what they have to offer. There
wasn't an opportunity to gather stores while we stayed with my aunt.

Leesl strapped on his punching blades and fastened his cloak so the wegpons wouldn't attract
atention. He didn't expect to need them, but the past few days had him on edge. He looked the place
over as they waked up the dock and toward the doping path to town.

Street lighting was scant as they approached the center of town. Qil pots hung from tripods at the four
corners, where the dock path crossed the man road running through town. Wynn was a step ahead of
Leesl, cold lamp crystd in hand to the light their way.

Chap growled softly and moved out ahead of her.

A tdl wolfhound limped around the corner to peer at them from beside a tripod lamp. It didn't growl
inreturn.

Lees| saw the animd's gaunt build and dull eyes coated in afilm of age. He stepped up next to Chap,
reedy to grab the dog. Chap reacted to other canines in varied ways, sometimes friendly and at other
times attacking without warning. Lees| never knew what to expect. Chap sniffed toward the newcomer
and offered a soft whine.



"I think we should go back to the barge, " Wynn said.

A trickle of fatigue washed over Leesl. He couldnt fathom why, and shrugged it off as he stepped
onward past the wolfhound. "Let's a least check for aninn.™

Once in the town's midway, Lees| made out sgns above one shop for a leatherworker and another
for awoodwright. There were afew people about, dosing up for the day and going off to their homes or
elsawhere. Most appeared to be old or middle-aged, moving dowly with a tired gat. He was about to
head for the wdl-lit building they'd seen upon docking, when he redlized Magiere was no longer beside
him. She'd stepped beyond the intersection and stood looking down the main road the other way.

"What?' he asked, joining her, then noticed her worried expression.
"I'm... it's nothing, " she answered. "It's a bit dreary compared to Miiska. "
"You figure that out dl by yoursdf?' he chided. "What tipped you off?'

She didn't even snap a him. As she turned around to head up the road, Lees| sghed and followed,
waving Wynn on ahead of him.

Severd villagers paused as they passed, but no one gave them much notice. The mogt digtinct
expresson Lees| caught was a weary curiogty from a man with a burlap sack over his shoulder. He
looked back once, for the man moved too dowly for his age, as if waking were an effort. The villager
trudged dong with his head down. The buildings around them gave way to smdl huts and cottages, and
ahead Lees| caught the charred scent of the amithy.

"What can we do for you?' a voiced caled from his l€ft.

Lees| dipped his hand down to one blade strapped on his thigh. Magiere turned toward the voice as
Chap circled back.

From a sde path stepped a short, compact man in aleather hauberk wearing a sword sheathed on his
hip. In the glow of Wynn's crystd, his eyes were light brown and dert, but his sand-colored hair showed
hints of gray. Beside him was a petite young woman so pretty that Lees| blinked.

She resembled the man in coloring, but where his short har was dull and lank, hers hung in a
whegt-gold wave to the amdl of her back. Her eyes, round and large above atiny nose, were nearly gold
in the crydd's light. Her dress was the color of a sunflower, less drab and dingy than that of the other
townsfolk.

"We're passing through on a barge, " Magiere said, "and hoped to deep indoors tonight, if you have
aninn.”

Theman didn't answer & fird, gaze dropping to her sword sheeth peeking from beneath her cloak. "I
am Geza, cgptain of my lord's guard, " he said. "This is my daughter, Elena. The inn closed up a while
ago, but there's the old common house. ™

He pointed to the wdl-lit building Lees| was steering them toward.
"Theinn closed?' Lees| asked. "On amain route to the capita ?"
"The proprietor passed away with no one left to take over, " Geza answered.

Elenatook a step closer, daring at Magiere's sword, as wel as her bone amulet. She amiled at Wynn
and Lessl.

"You are welcome, " she said. "Father and | live near the manor, though | often come down with him
on his rounds. | will hep you sttle in the common houseg, if you like. It's seldom used but for our own
gatherings. Bring your dog, and I'll find supper for you. "

"We can pay, " Magiere answered.



"Of course, " Elenareplied.

She led them onward, and Geza followed behind, surveying dl they passed dong the way. There
were fewer folk about and far more homes with scant light dipping through shutter cracks. Chap paused
once aong the way, head up and ears perked.

Beside awide lumber cottage with a split shake roof was a smdl pen, its fencing made of scavenged
branches bound by grass twine. The three thin goats within the enclosure made no sound, not even
ghuffling nervoudy a Chap's presence. Leesl noticed thet the tdl wolfhound was dill following behind
Chap at Gezds sde.

"Thisis Shade, " the captain said, and passed by to open the common house door. "She's a good
dog, afine hunter. "

Lees| patted Shade's head, and the wolfhound wandered into the common house ahead of everyone.
Wymn followed with Chap, but Leesl turned around. The road back through town was empty. The
bargeman had cdled this place dull. A severe statement coming from one who lived in this land.

"I hate this country, " Lees| muttered. "Oppressive and depressing, no matter where you turn. ™
"Hgured that out, did you?' Magiere retorted. "And what was your firg due?'

Leesl ignored her teasing. Things here didnt fit together wel. HEd seen no young people about
except for Elena. Nothing but thin old goats, thin old dogs, and thin old people trudging about.

"Comeindde, " Magiere said. "Well be on our way in the morning. "

Leesil joined her, but the man with the burlgp sack and haf-hidden face lingered in his thoughts. There
hed been something wrong with that face. Like Gezas, it hadn't been quite old enough for the person
who woreit.

ILate in the night, Chap lay with his muzze on his paws and his eyes on the common-house door. The
place was little more than a large room with a smple kitchen out back and afew benches and tables. The
dying fire il crackled in the wide stone hearth.

Magiere and Lees| had layered their bedrolls together and dept near the far wal. Magiere's leg was
wrapped around both of Leesl's. Her head rested upon his shoulder, and her blanket of black har
spread across his chest. Wynn lay just behind Chap, curled under her own blanket, and Shade nestled
agang Chap's sde.

Chap had never spent close time with another animd. Shade's eyes occasondly opened, and he
licked her head, lulling her back to deep with her own memories of warm hearths, wide fidds, and
mutton stew. But he would not close his eyes.

From the moment he had stepped across the town's threshold, a familiar discomfort nagged a him.
His skin tingled, and he was on edge. It was not quite the hole he fdt in the life of the world when he
fixed his awareness upon an undead. Yet it was close. Then there was Shade, not as old as she
appeared, who suffered the waning of essence that came only in late life.

Chap longed to hunt, to find what lingered in hiding here, but there had been no tangible scent or
sense of what plagued this place.

So helay with his eyes on the door.
Long past midnight, it creaked open.
Chap raised his head barely above his paws, scooting his back feet under himsdlf, ready to lunge.

Shade's wiry head lifted. Instead of apprehension, Chap fdt a weak glee from the wolfhound as she
sruggled up. Her tall switched dowly, and she stepped in front of him. Chap did not expect this and tried
to maneuver around her. A wink of ydlow in the dark caught his eye, and Elena dipped through the



doorway in her sunflower dress.
He sensed only sorrow in the girl.

Shade went to Elena, haunches wagging as much as her tal. The girl dropped to her knees, and the
hound licked her face. Chap stepped closer, looking directly into Elends eyes.

"Hep us, " she whispered.
She thought he was a mere dog—Vyet she begged for hisaid.

Chap trotted over to awaken Magiere.
| Something wet pressed against Magiere's face.

She raised her hand to push it away. One eye opening, she stared right a Chap's nose. He grunted
and dragged histongue over her cheek agan.

"Sop it, " Magiere mumbled, wiping her deeve across her face,
As ghe turned her back to the dog, her senses sharpened.
Chap would never wake her without a reason.

"Leesl, up, " she whispered.

Next to Chap stood the tal wolfhound, Shade, and kneding nearby was Elena. Her ydlow dress was
soiled from dust on the floor and her cam, friendly manner was replaced with urgency.

Leed| sat up beside Magiere. The soft sound of voices had roused Wynn, as well, and she rolled out
her blanket, rubbing her eyes.

"Y ou're the hunter, " Elena whispered. "The one who kills the dead?"

Magiere fdt heat drain from her flesh. No one they'd met on this journey had mentioned such things
or connected her to the old backwoods rumors. She wanted nothing more of peasant superdtitions.

"Hdpus " Elenasaid. "Please. "
"Why do you think you need my help?' Magiere snapped at the girl.

Elena shrank back. "My lord sent me... to bring you to the manor to speak with him. Please hep him.
Hell pay whatever you ask. "

"We're taking the barge to Keonsk tomorrow, " Magiere said. "We don't have time. ™

Two tears dipped down Elends face. "Jud tak to him. That'sdl | ask. "

"Now?' Lees| asked.

"He's waiting. He wants this kept a secret, so as hot to give our people fase hope. ™

Chap barked once. He trotted to the door and glared back at dl of them with alow rumble,

"Oh, he actudly wants to do something, " Leesl grumbled. "He's been dragging his tail snce we left
Bda, and now he wants usto go with thisgirl. ™

"He thinks there's something to hunt, " Magiere whispered.

She looked at Leesl, and though he was wide awake, he appeared haggard and exhausted. They'd
shared a bed for nearly a moon, and only afew times had she awoken in the night to hear im mumbling
in his deep or fed him dench and twitch under an old nightmare. She would gently shake him and pull
him close until he settled again into quiet dumber. But not this night, yet he looked as if he hadn't dept at
al. Wynn swayed as she stood up.

"Areyou dl right?" Magiere asked.



Wynn rubbed her eyes again. "'l am... just tired. "

Magiere grabbed her boots and sword lying at the head of the bedroll. "Elena, what is going on

here?'
Thegirl shook her head. "I don't understand it al. Y ou must spesk with my lord. "
Magiere wished sheld listened to the bargemen and stayed out of this town.
"All right, " Leesl said. "Give us a moment. "

He pulled on his own boots and strapped on his punching blades. As he fastened his cloak, Magiere
saw him pull out the topaz amulet sheldd given him so it hung in plain Sght.

"Wynn, bring the talking hide for Chap, " he said.
Moments later, they hurried out into the night. Magiere took the lead, fachion unsheathed, and Chap

trotted beside her. Elena and Wynn followed, with the wolfhound between them. Lees| fdl back to the
rear.

"How far isthis lord's manor?' Magiere asked.
"Only alittle ways, " Elena answered. "It's not too far to walk. "

When they reached the town's midway with the tripod lamps, Elena directed them inland. The dock
path extended past its medting with the main road and widened a hit as it headed through the trees and
away from the river. Magiere glanced back every so often to see Lees| watching the sde ways between
the buildings. Once beyond the town, he looked through the trees to either side, dl the while fingering the
topaz amulet.

Theland rolled dightly, but it wasn't as sharply hilled as around Magiere's home village. They came to
awooden bridge with ralings that spanned a stream running over a rocky bed. The bridge was sturdy
and wide enough for two horses to cross abreast. At the far Sde, a branch hung low in the way. Magiere
pushed it aside to pass, and the limb snapped off. A cascade of pale needles fdl loose to litter the bridge
flooring.

The branch seemed dead, but it had withered and rotted so quickly that its needles had no time to wilt
off.

"Something's out there, " Leesl whispered.
Magiere looked back to see him watching the forest upstream.
"Wait here, " he added.

As he dipped over the bridge's sde, Magiere tightened her grip on the fachion. She glimpsed Leesl's
cloak in the dark before he vanished from sght around a tree. When he didn't reappear on its other side,
she stepped closer to theralling, trying to spot him again.

Lees| reappeared updope from the stream and nearer the road beyond the bridge. As he stepped out
into the open path, he waved them forward. Magiere urged Wynn and Elena on, and Chap ran ahead.
When they caught up, Lees| gestured for Magiere to follow him.

"Chap, stay and keep watch over Wynn and Eleng, " he said.

Magiere followed Lees| into the forest. Any undergrowth was dl but gone here, with patches of bare
muddy earth dl around. They headed downdope through the thinning trees, until Leesl stopped and
pointed.

"Close to the water, this Sde of that large embedded rock, " he said.
At fird Magiere wasn't certain what to look for. Then she spotted a scattered handful of cattle by the



water. They were 0 dlill.
"Didn't even jump when | came out of the trees, " Lees| said. "Not surprising, from the look of them.

Magiere let her night Sght open up.
The cattle were thin. Even from this distance, their ribs stood out againgt sagging skin. Their large eyes

were half-closed, nether adeep or fully awake. What were they doing wandering loose in the woods, as
if no one cared what happened to them?

"These are the wordt, " Lees| said. "The goats in the town were smilar, and so are the people. "

"l don't understand. "' Magiere sghed, and Lees| shook his head in agreement, but his handsome face
looked tired, like everything and everyone dse here. She reached out and touched his cheek, letting her
finger run down to his chin. "And I'm worried about you. | don't like this. ™

"Me neither, but we should find out what's going on. "

She led the way back to the others, and they headed inland once more. Their destination appeared
after only two more curvesin the road.

While it wasn't a proper keep, the square building was two stories of fortified stone. Perhaps this
deep into the country, away from the borderlands, there was no need for more. Other wooden buildings
were st Off to its Sdes, one tal enough to be a barn but with a peaked shake roof. A low stone wall
encircled the grounds, and the road curved by a sde path up to its large iron gate. Geza was wating
there.

"You came, " was dl he said, and he waved them through. The captain led them on to the doors of
the large stone manor. Once they passed ingde its entryway, there was a change.

Magiere fdt jarred, asif in one step sheld crossed a distance to another place far away, separated
from the world right outside. The interior was suitable for a fief noble or vassd lord, but it wasnt the
luxury of their surroundings that brought this strange sensation. Something ese had just happened, and
she peered suspicioudy back as Geza shut the doors.

"Thisis much better, " Wynn commented, ralling her shoulders.

Braziers hung from the walls at the entryway's sides, and there were lanterns down the hdlway ahead.
Geza had them kick off ther muddy boots in a amdl side room before he led them down the hdlway.
Over the stone floor was a dark blue carpet with fringed ends and patterned borders of maple leaves.

"It feds different here. " Lees| dghed in rdief. "Less oppressive. "

Geza gave them a quick sde glance but didn't comment. "Thisway. "

Magiere noted her companions reactions. Both Leesl and Wynn looked more awake. Not fully
rested, but dert. The captain ushered them through an open archway and into a large chamber.

Tapedtries of hunting scenes were illuminated by old-fashioned iron braziers mounted in the stone
wadls. A wanut table with Hiff high-backed chairs ran end to end across the room. On its other sSde was
alarge, arched fireplace. Piled logs crackled therein, sending a wall of heat across the chamber to its
entrance. There were no servants, and Magiere had seen no other guards on the grounds besides Geza.

One char was pulled near the blaze. Init sat atal manin his early thirties aring blankly at the flames.
He wore smple breeches and soft clean boots. His shirt, what Magiere could see of it, was dull white
and in need of awash, and he dung to a blanket wrapped around his shoulders and covering hisarms.

Magiere couldn't imagine anyone feding a chill in this swdltering room, and she stripped off her cloak
to drop it over a chair.



The man's har was sandy, like Geza's, but longer and ill-kept. Thick stubble on his jaw didn't suggest
a beard so much as many mornings of forgotten grooming. Elena hurried over to him, putting her hands
protectively on the back of his chair.

"They're here, my lord, " she said, but when he didn't respond, she added, "Stefan... the hunter is
here. "

Magiere winced at the word hunter. She watched Elends hand settle on the lord's shoulder and
gently dide up to his neck into the back of his hair. Leesl tapped Magieres am and raised his
white-blond eyebrows.

Was Elena sarving as midiress of this house?
"You asked for us?' Leesl said.

The man blinked and turned his head to look a them. The logt expression in his eyes faded, but he
didn't stland up. Instead, Elena motioned to wooden benches placed near the fire.

"It's so warm in here, " Wynn said, and the lord sat up straight a her words.

"You may cdl me Stefan. " He spoke in Belaskian. "We logt the need for decorum a while ago, as
prisoners do not have titles. "

Stefan's gaze wandered to Magiere's sword and to Leesl's blades as he tossed his cloak on top of
Magiere's before drding to the hearth. Magiere followed, ushering Wynn and Chap before her. Stefan's
eyes rested a moment on Chap, and his mouth formed the beginning of a smile

"l see my Shade has found a friend. All the dogs but mine were the first to go. "

He dipped hisright hand out from under the blanket, the other Hill tucked away, and Shade waked
diffly over to lick hisfingers.

Magiere remained sanding, while Lees| straddled a bench, loosening his shirt collar. Wynn sat down
with Chap beside her.

"What about the other dogs?' Leesil asked.

Stefan didn't answer, but hisfant smile remained as he sudied Wynn more closdy. The hide of Elvish
symbols was haf-unrolled beside her upon the bench.

"Who are you?' he asked. "It's difficult to imagine such a bookish gifl involved with these other two. "
"l hep as| can, " Wynn answered.

Magiere folded her arms. A few momentsin this lord's languid presence was enough to tir her didike
of the man. He was likdy usdless and found himsdf far too tragic.

"Why don't you get to the point... why you cdled for us, " she said.
"It's arather long tae, but if you can help, | will pay anything you ask. "
"Jud tdl us what plagues these people. "

"My replacement, " he said.

And he began his story.

ILord Stefan Korbori's wife, Byanka, wasn't beautiful, accomplished, or overly rich. He was a soldier,
son of a second-generation noble who'd died in military service to Prince Rodek's father. Digtinguished
by only a minor title, he possessed both the ambition and the &bility to lead, but he considered himsdf
mog fortunate to have won Byankas hand. She was blood kin of the Antes house, favored second
coudn of Ivanova, haf sster to Prince Rodek. And Rodek was rening Grand Prince of Droevinka

In Byanka's company, Stefan surfaced from the ranks of lesser nobles to the atention of Baron Cezar



Buscan, Prince Rodek's chief counsd and Protector of the City in the capitd, Keonsk. After qudling a
peasant uprisng over gran tax, a the age of twenty-eight, Stefan was rewarded with the Pudurlatsat
manor and its coveted fief, only two days travel down the Vudrask River from Keonsk.

He took his new responghility serioudy, and Byanka served wdl as his lady without complaint at
being taken from court. She shared his amhitions and knew the fiefdom was a stepping stone toward
favor with the Grand Prince himsdlf. After two years in the fief, Stefan celebrated the birth of a son. In
that hour, he fdt affection for hiswife that had nothing to do with her roya blood.

Crops flourished, his son learned to walk, taxes were collected on time, and the fief's commerce
grew. After excdling in arms of war, Stefan showed his worth in orderly governing. Life was good as he
returned home on a quiet night from a neighboring village. Byanka sat in the main hdll by the huge hearth,
teaching their son to pet Shade more softly and not pull on the dog's fur.

Stefan smiled. "Any luck?’
"Not redly, " Byanka answered. "It's fortunate she's so patient with him. ™

Sefan's wife was short, plump, and plain, with mouse-brown hair, but she paid careful atention to
proper appearances. She had engaged Geza's daughter, Elena, as a persond maid to dress her har every
morning, though she rardly left the manor. Her idea of a good day was raisng their son and enjoying a
dinner with her husband, when they might discuss the future together. He appreciated her cdm demeanor
and understood her sacrifice in marrying him, and he promised himsdf she would never regret such a
choice. In the years to come, he would surely be appointed to serve on the prince's counsd a court.

Geza, the captain of his guard, entered. "My lord, you have a vigtor from Keonsk. "
"Taxes aren't due for amonth. Who isit?'

"I don't know him, my lord, " the captain answered. "He cdls himsdf Vordana and says he was sent
by Baron Buscan. Should | show himin?"

"Vordana? No title?'
"None that he mentioned, Sr. "

Thisvigtor was unlikdy to be of serious importance and perhaps was only a messenger. Until he was
certain, Stefan thought it best to receive this Vordana privately.

"Byanka, why don't you take the boy upgtairs?'

With a amile for her husband, she whisked their son away. Soon after, Geza escorted the vigtor in
and left the room. Stefan didn't bother to mask his surprise.

Vordana was of medium height and dight of build. Unarmed, he wore a shin-length umber brown
robe that swished when he walked, and it was tied closed by a scarlet cord. There was no mud on his
boots. His dothing, unusud for travel, was not the most remarkable thing about him.

Around his young face of twenty or so years hung hair as white as that of an old man in hisfind days.
It lay unbound across his shoulders, reaching to midtorso, and glowed vividly in the firdight of the warm
hdl. He wouldn't be thought handsome, with his thin-lipped mouth and deep-set eyes, but he was
griking.

Sefan didn't know what to say and forgot even a polite greeting as Vordana circled the room,
looking at everything but Stefan and nodding in approval.

"Yes " he sad inahissng dur, "thiswill do nicdy. "

"You are from Keonsk?' Stefan asked. "Baron Buscan sent you?'

Vordana turned as if seeing Stefan for the fird time, or perhaps as one forced to take notice of



another's presence. "Yes, " he said again.
"You didn't come done? Do you have men who need barracks for the night?"

Vordana stared a him through black eyes. "I have, two guards outside. | required no others, as those
dationed here will serve my needs. "

Stefan tensed, disquiet growing indgde him. "My people will see to your needs for the night. Perhaps
you should state your business. "

"Budness?' VVordana stopped near the hearth with his arms folded. "I am to assume the stewardship
of thisfief. Isthat not part of Baron Buscan's authority, to award the fiefs of the Antes?"

At firgt, Stefan suppressed hisriang darm, wondering what he could possibly have done to fdl out of
favor. All was in order in the fief, and more s, it had improved in his care. He dilled his thoughts and
stood his ground.

"l oversee thisfief, " he sad, "and Baron Buscan has sent no word to the contrary. By your own
address, you aren't even titled. "

Vordana amiled with teeth as white as his har. He coiled one hand into his robe and pulled out a
rolled parchment.

"Here is the order signed by the baron. You have been reassgned to the cavadry under Baron
Lonaes, on hisway to Stravina concerning border matters. | understand you have a wife and child, so
you are welcome to wait until morning to take your leave. ™

Stefan snatched the parchment from Vordana's hand. It bore the Antes sedl.

He tore it open and scanned the contents twice to confirm every poisonous word. It ended with the
rough signature of Baron Buscan. Stefan had somehow fdlen from favor.

"It has dl been arranged, " Vordana said. "I am told you are devoted to the grand prince and the
Antes house, and that you would respond with good grace and duty. "

Stefan remained completely ill for a moment. Then he jerked his sword from its sheath. VVordanas
amile didn't have time to vanish before he ran him straight through the heart. Stefan's voice was quiet and
sharp as he whispered to Vordana.

"Here ismy good grace to you. "

Vordanas amile faded. He tried once to gulp a mouthful of air and died before his body struck the
floor. Dark red blood spread outward through the white shirt beneath his robe. From out of the shirt's
collar tumbled asmdl brass vid, some strange token hanging by achain, and it dangled over his shoulder
upon the floor.

"Gezd" Stefan shouted.

His captain ran into the room, sword drawn, for Stefan never shouted. "My lord—7" Geza began
before he saw the body.

"Where are his guards?' Stefan demanded.
"Outsde, in the courtyard, " the captain answered. "Waiting with the horses. "

"Hnd men you trugt for discretion, and send them to the stables. Tdl those two guards to take ther
horses there. When they are out of sght, have your men kill them both. Dispose of the bodies and
mountsin the forest where they will not be found. If anyone comes to ask, we have had no vigtors from
Keonsk. Do you understand?’

Geza dtared a him, but Stefan knew his captain would obey. Gezas own success in the ranks
depended on Stefan's podtion. With a brief hestation, the captain hefted Vordanas body over his



shoulder and Ieft once more.

Stefan took two long, dow breaths to quel his anxiety, then stood up straight. If Buscan truly wished
to replace him, he would know soon enough, but something about the parchment fdt wrong. It was
unprecedented for a fief steward of title to be replaced with no prior word—and certainly not a lord in
good gtanding. And not by some untitled miscreant. He would wait for further word from Keonsk.

A month passed, and nothing came.

Stefan began to relax. Geza showed some disquiet in his presence, but otherwise life remained
ordinary. Urtil the night Byanka screamed.

Stefan sat in the hdl by the fire and heard her horrified wails from the upper floor. He ran up the
dairs, falowing her voice, and found her standing in their son's room, ripping & her hair.

In the bed lay his son, or what had once been his son.

The little face and hands were shriveled husks above the covers, and his eyes were open but dried
and sunken. He looked like one abandoned in a wasteland to die of darvation and thirg, transformed
into a dwarfish, withered old man. Stefan had kissed his son good night just hours before, and now the
boy was dead.

Byanka cried out like a madwoman. "I hear the guards whispering. The vistor who came that night...
Wha have you done to us?'

When Stefan reached out to give her comfort, she shoved him away and began howling again.

In the days that followed, her mood remained unchanged. One evening when Stefan again tried to
cam her, he saw linesin her face and the darkening rings about her eyes. Fear filled him at the thought of
an unknown plague spreading among them. He closed the manor to outsiders and kept his guards out of
the villages as much as possible. Byanka continued to wane over the next three days. No matter how
much water or broth she drank, she suffered from a terrible thirst. When she findly died, Stefan wept,
crouched by her bedside, where she lay as withered as their son had been.

Within a moon, the peasants and animds of Pudurlatsat began dying.

Crops and trees withered dong with them. Geza followed orders without question but wouldn't 1ook
his liege lord in the eyes. At the month's end, Stefan rode to an outlying village of the fief and found it
thriving. Only the town nearest the manor, on the river to Keonsk, suffered this mysterious blight. He
returned home that night at a loss for what could be done.

He feared sending word to Keonsk for assstance. He feared an inquest. Once in the courtyard, he
handed his horse to a guard, walked to the manor's main hall, and froze in its archway.

A cloaked and cowled figure stood by the hearth. It took effort for Stefan to breathe evenly as he
entered. Someone had come looking for Vordana. When the figure turned his way, Stefan's anxiety
turned to horror.

Fair skin was as gray as Stefan's dead wife and son when he had buried them. The man's shin-length
robe was soiled dl over, as were his boots and bloodstained shirt. Stark white hair hung out of the cowl
indirty, lanky clumps. His eyes peered out from sunken sockets.

Stefan tried to speak, but his voice caught in his throat.
Vordana stood by the hearth.

Yes, came the word with its taint of reptilian dur, but Stefan was uncertain if he actualy heard it doud.
He jerked out his sword and rushed around the hdl's table.

Laughter surrounded him, and he stopped before the pae figure of Vordana. Disbdief made him
dizzy as he hdd out his sword.



| am already dead, and that will not help you.
Vordanas dead lips never moved.

| could drain you to a husk, like your mate and offspring, but | want you to live a long, painful
life... my puppet! Even your guards | will leave... for a while.

Stefan rammed the blade through V ordanas chest. The man lurched back one step, but that was dl.

Unintdligible words, like a hum, built to an ache ingde Stefan's head. His vertigo increased with those
sounds in his skull, and he lost control of his body. His hands dropped limply to his sdes, and his legs
buckled until he knelt upon the floor.

Vordana did not bother to remove the sword from his chest. Stefan watched hdplesdy as the man's
pae, begrimed hands clamped about his own head. Over the hum in his head came words he could
understand.

| can maintain my watch here just as easily behind a puppet, but for my broken life, yours is
forfeit. You remain in the manor, and by my command, if you step beyond the threshold, you will
die in that instant. You will do whatever | instruct but always while locked within your stately
cage. | will drain your town and land as | need to sustain myself. When they are gone, | will turn
to you and your household.

And before you think that death is your escape, you will not join your son and wife by such an
act. Look upon me to see what lies beyond your death if you attempt to take your own life.

Stefan logt awareness of the room, of himsdf, and of Vordana, except for the words that subjugated
his own thoughts over the chant buzzing within his skull.

Then dl was sudden slence, and he opened his eyes.

The hdl was empty, as was the passage through the archway. He ran dong it to the front door and
pulled it open. There was no one outside.

In that quiet moment, it seemed his fevered imagintion, fed with quilt and loss, had conjured him a
nightmare. Had V ordana even vidted him? Light-headed, he put his hand on the edge of the doorway to
steady himsdf. A chill bit his hand through to the bones, and he fdl back with a scream.

I"What happened?’ Wynn asked abruptly. "Could you not leave the house?"

Lord Stefan closed his eyes and shook his head. He opened the blanket wrapped about him and held
up his hands. Or rather one, for the other was missng. All that Wynn saw of his left hand was a scarred
sump of wrid.

"We had to cut it off, " Geza said in Bdaskian.

Wynn jumped a his voice. She had forgotten his presence across the room while she ligened to
Sefan'stale.

"It had to be removed before the rot of dead flesh spread, " the captain added.

"Your wife and child, " Magiere asked of Stefan. "Were there any wounds or other marks on ther
bodies?'

Elena shook her head, answering for him. "They just faded, the life draining from them. ™

"How did Vordana survive two thrusts through the heart?' Leesl asked. "And how did he trap this
lord in the manor? What are we deding with here?"

There was long pause.
"We hoped you would tdl us, " Stefan said.



"Wil, he was certainly an undead, judging from your description, " Leesl said. "Perhgps even a type
of Noble Dead we haven't heard of. "

"Whet isthat... a Noble Dead?' Stefan asked.

"The highest, most powerful of the undead, " Wynn answered. "They retain more of who and what
they were in life than smple spirits of the dead. They move fredy in the world under their own valition,
but must feed on theliving to sustain themsdves. They can learn, grow, become more then they are, like
theliving. "

Magiere grunted at this last comment, but Wynn did not respond. They never spoke of ther
dissgreement over Chane in the sewers of Bela, but Wynn knew Magiere had been wrong. It stood to
reason that if not dl humans were the same, then not dl vampires were the same ether. Lord Stefan's
replacement was certainly another matter.

"S0 Vordanais one of your Noble Dead, " Stefan said, pulling the blanket around himsdf again. "He
ganed atitle after dl. "

"By what you described, hes amage, " Leesl sad. "Weve run into such amnong the undead before. ™

Wynn caught Leesl's glance toward her. Obvioudy Magiere was not the only one to recal that
moment in Belas sawers.

"Could he do thisto himsdf?' Lees| asked her. "Rase hmsdf from the dead?”

Wynn shook her head. "I don't know. At my homeand guild, we study many things to prepare for
becoming journeyman sages. Domin il'Samaud was my ingructor for arcane arts, but | never heard
mention of anything like this. There was talk of life-theory, and how some conjurors focus on spirit work.
A few to the extent of reenimating the dead. "

There was one amd| detall of Lord Stefan's tde that surfaced in Wynn's thoughts.
"You mentioned that V ordana wore something around his neck. "
Stefan nodded. "A smdl brass vid on achain. A token of some kind, | assumed. "

"Some conjurors use brass containers, " Wynn continued, "to trgp conjured or summoned dementd
materid, induding that of spirit—even a human spirit. But to do so as preparation agang one's own
death, or to reconjure one's own spirit back from death... It would be impossible. ™

Wynn fdt Chap pawing at her leg. The dog snatched the rolled hide stting on the bench and pulled it
to the floor. She reached down and finished unralling it, and Chap began tapping upon it with his paw.

"What is he doing?' Elena asked.

"It's a bit much to explain, " answered Leesl.

Wynn followed his movements until he stopped and looked up at her.
"Tolealhan"... will-craft?' she asked in puzzlement.

At fird it made no sense, but when darity struck, she wished it had not.

"Sorcery, " Wynn whispered. Chap barked once to confirm it before she continued. "I know what
was done. Vordana placed a has upon Lord Stefan. "

"Sorcery is outlawed, " Lees| said. "And what do you mean?... What's this has?"

"It is Numanese, my language, " she answered. "'l do not know a Belaskian word for it. Tolealhan' is
Blvish and could refer to a mage of the mental relm. That is sorcery, just as the arcane of the physicd
ream is thaumaturgy, and that of the spiritua is conjury. In the Elvish of my continent, has trandates to
gyeas. Itisatask set so deeply into one's mind that the victim would ‘will' its own deeth rather than fal to



accomplishit. ™

She looked at Stefan, and though there was twisted justice here for what he had done to keep his
position, she pitied him.

"Magic does not hold a gyeas in place, " she sad to Stefan. "It becomes part of you, your thoughts,

like a hidden memory you refuse to forget. Deep insde, you beieve beyond doubt what will happen if
you fal to obey. Only a countering gyeas might break this. "

"And that would require a sorcerer, like Vordana, " Stefan replied, his gaze distant.

There was nothing more Wynn could offer, and the fallowing slence bore down on her. Leesl findly
changed subjects.

"Your replacement was sent by the prince's man, " he said to Stefan. "Why didn't someone come to
invetigate when you never reported for your new duties?”

"Perhgps it was dl alie, and Baron Buscan didn't know. " Stefan pulled the blanket tighter, sheking
hishead. "And dl | did was for nothing but fear. "

"That ssems unlikdy, " Magiere said. "Anyway, dl that mattersis what we can fight. "
"Sorcery is not just used upon victims, " Wynn cautioned.

"It can be used to expand the powers of the sorcerer's mind. It is the mog indgdious of the three
magics, but it is not what brought Vordana back. To do this, he would dso have to be a magter of
conjury, with power | have never read of. Even in sudies with Domin il'Samaud, there were few legends
of individuals who mastered and combined dl three magics into what is caled ‘wizardry. ™

"Oh, lovey, " Leesl groaned. Then there's someone ese who did thisfor him. "

Magieres expresson hardened as she paced once before the hearth's expanse, tossng her head
toward Stefan.

"So, now we decide... whether or not we help a murderer. "
Wynn's own surprise at such harsh words was broken as Elena spat back with equa venom.

"How dare you? Y ou've no idea what he's suffered. Will you help our people or not?' Her tiny hand
remained protectively on her lord's shoulder.

Stefan raised his one hand to cover hers. "Enough. It'sdl right. "

Wynn stared up a Magiere. "It is the people here who need our help. "

"We need to discuss this ourselves, " Magiere said bluntly. "Alone. "

Sefan nodded and stood, heading for the archway. Elena followed him with Geza close behind.

Uniil leaving Bela on this journey, Wynn had aways lived with the sages and worn smple gray robes.
For a moment, watching Elena with her lord, she wondered what it would be like to have a mass of
whesat-gold hair, to wear a dress, and to have aman grasp her hand. She pushed such thoughts away.

"Magiere, you know we can't refuse, " she inggted. "Vordana may take his time in torturing Lord
Stefan, but he does so through the people of this fief. Sooner or later, he will kill everything here and
perhaps move on to another settlement.

"I'm not so sure... about moving on, " Magiere said. "And we have no way to find this Vordana. I've
sensed nothing Snce we docked here, and Leesil's topaz has shown no gn. ™

"Perhgps VVordanais too far off, somewhere else, " Wynn argued.

“No, he's close, " Leed| answered. "With what this lord has told us and what we've seen, he's near
enough. "



"Could Chap track thisthing?' Magiere asked.
The dog barked three times.

"That means maybe, o heis uncertain, " Wynn said. "But he might not need to. | am not a mage, but
there may be something | can try... a Smal mantic trick. Connections exist between dl things, especidly
the living. If Vordana sustains himsdf by absorbing life energies around him, | might be able to see it
happen, asit affects the layer of Spirit in this place. | could find him. "

Leesl shook his head. "Wynn, this sounds like—"

"It would be like watching the surface of a lake, " she cut in, "when a trough has been gouged
somewhere dong its shore. The whole surface shows sgns of movement in the direction of drainage—in
the direction of Vordana. | have some notes from my studies, and | think | can do this much. We have to
try. Isthis not what you do? Hunt the undead?"

Wynn fdl slent. Once, in Bela, she had tried to focus her own life energies to speed the heding of
Lees!'s flash-blinded sight. It had seemed to work, but she was forthright in stating that she was no mage.
Wha she proposed was more than bolgtering the naturad processes of life But what choice did they
have? She could not believe Magiere was ready to wak away from this on the mora grounds that Stefan
was to blame, even if he had murdered two innocent guards.

Magiere closed her eyesin resgnation and nodded. That was enough answer for Leesl.

"Well try it your way, Wynn. " Lees| reached out to pat her hand. "Well try it your way. But there's
one more thing. By Stefan's tde, Vordana said he was here to watch. But for what and why?"

"l caught that, as well, " Magiere said, "but I'm not certain whet it means. "

Elbows on knees, Leesl folded his hands and leaned his forehead upon them. "A spy... perhaps a
scout, someone preparing a foothold for war. ™

Wynn sat up draight and spoke out too loudly. "That makes no sense. Bdaski is prosperous, and
Stravinais on congtant guard from the provinces in what you cdl the War-lands. Who would invede—?"

"Not from outside... from within, " Leesl said. "A avil war. If Buscan did send Vordana, then why
hasn't he followed up? Unless he can't do so openly. Or it's possble someone ese tried to place
Vordana here on watch for areason. "

"It's not our concern, " Magiere said, though Wynn saw Lees|'s words working upon her. "So, do we
assig Lord Stefan... dl three of you? This may get ugly in ways we can't foresee, and | want to be in
agreement. "

Chap yipped once, and Wynn nodded.

"No matter what Elena says, " Lees| growled, "that lord is a sdf-serving bastard. Make him pay until
it hurts. And as much as this pains me, make him throw in some horses. That barge isn't going to wait for
us, and well be back to traveling by land when thisis over. "

"WEell gather our belongings from the barge in the moming, " Magiere said. "We gay on the manor
grounds tonight.

It seems to be the only place Vordana doesn't touch, and judging by the change in you and Wynn
snce we entered the manor, | bdieve that much. "

"Yes, " Wynn said in rdief. "I will tdl them we are Saying. "
Magiere picked up her cloak and turned back to Wynn. “I'm glad you're with us.

Wynn's face flushed. "I am, too. " To her surprise, she meant it. She only hoped that when the time
came, she could do what she clamed.



Chapter 8

L eesl finished the most depressing day of his life. Wdll, perhaps not the mogt, but it ranked high in
recent memory.

The barge master was surprised that they planned to stay and offered to return most of their passage
fee Leesl took it, thanked him, and helped Wynn unload their belongings. He sent her back to the manor
to prepare what she needed to find Vordana

Magiere hoped to catch Vordana in the forest, but they couldn't count on this, so they spent the
morming in Pudiirlatsat getting the lay of the place. Dead-eyed townsfolk and bone-thin animds made
Lees| wish they'd never left the barge the night before. Anywhere outside the manor grounds, a negging
exhaudion plagued him. They returned to the manor so he could regain his strength before nightfal,
guessing that Vordana could move only at night. Unless Wynn presented reasons to the contrary, they
decided to proceed in the same manner as they had aways hunted before.

Geza provided them crosshow quarrdls, and Leesl prepared a pot of Smmering galic water. The
cook, a stout older woman, didn't care for imin her kitchen, and she cast angry glances his way. Leesl
offered her his most charming amile without effect. Once the garlic water was ready and partialy cooled,
he set the quarrels to soaking and asked that she leave them be. He filled flasks with ail and prepared
torches, then went to see how Wynn was progressing. She sat a the man hdl's table with her journds
and afew unrolled parchments. Chap, Magiere, and Shade were adready there.

The hdl was a pleasant place, if Leesl forgot the outsde world that awaited them. The fire roared,
and fresh mint tea and bread were on the table, so he helped himsdlf.

"Have you found anything?' he asked.

Magiere sghed. "Nothing that helps. "

Wynn raised an eyebrow, her lips pursed as if holding back a retort. She turned dl her atention to
Lees| as she answered. "Conjurors can bind a spirit, but the body isdill dead. | think VVordanas body is
more a vesd for his spirit than anything. That means his body may not last. From Stefan's description,
Vordanas body does not revivify like a vampires would, but it dso means taking his head may not be
enough. "

Lees| swalowed a mouthful of bread and leaned closer to peer over Wynn at the journds and
parchment scattered before the young sage. The writing was in a language he couldn't read. On one

parchment were strange diagrams and symbols, and a lig with one word written in Belaskian—
dhampir.

"So cutting his head off won't work?' he asked.

Strands of brown har escaped Wynn's braid to curl in wisps about her tired face. "No, it might
destroy him, but I'm not certain. At worst, severing the head would separate his vison from his body,
meking his continued actions more difficult. "

Magiere rubbed her forehead. "Why didn't you just say thet earlier?”

Wynn sucked in a deep breath and held it. When she findly answered, it was with a measured, forced
cdm that didn't quite hold. "Because | have no idea what Vordana truly id | an meking the best
gueses—"

"What about garlic?' Leesl cut in.

Any diverson, no matter how annoying and weak, was better than these two taking out their
frudration and fatigue on each other. Wynn shrugged and shook her head, and Lees| returned to Spping
histea. At least the sage had developed a backbone in deding with Magiere's seething nature.



"The trouble | see, " he said to Wynn, "is that hell leech you and me on sght. Magiere and Chap
don't seem affected by the consumption in the village. "

"Yes " Magiere replied, "and | don't want you and Wynn facing something you can't fight. ™
"Don't even think about taking on Vordana by yoursdlf, " Lees| warned.

Wynn rolled up her parchments, did them into a leather cylinder, and tucked the case into her pack
upon the floor.

"Though Vordana drained Stefan's wife and child quickly, this would likdy have required
focus—again, only a guess. If Magiere and Chap can engage hm immediately, he might not be able to
center upon Lees| or me, and then perhaps Lees| can get to him. "

"Sengble, " Lees| said. "All you need do is point the way, where and when he comes. "

Theyoung sage closed her journd, one thumb rubbing repestedly dong its leather spine. She Stared
a the tabletop, logt in thought.

Leesl's wariness grew as he watched Wynn 4ill worrying absently a the journd's spine. Before he
could say anything, Elena entered, carrying a canvas satchel with both hands.

Shewore afreshly pressed dress of forest green, and her whest-gold hair seemed to bounce on the
ar as she waked. "I'm sorry for the ddlay, " she said. "It took dl day to raise the money. "

Magiere sat upright. "What do you mean raise’ the money? Stefan is paying out of his own coffers.

Elenalooked at them dl with confusion. "Stefan has no fortune. What Lady Byanka left imis beyond
reach while he is trapped here. A amdl portion of the taxes supports the manor. For your fee, he
contributed household money set aside for stores, though we have grain and crushed oats to keep us.
Then this moming he dso had two horses sold a a neighboring market. The rest of your fee was
gathered from the townsfolk. They've been told of you and were glad to hdp pay. "

Sounding neither bitter nor angry, Elena tried to explain as if sheld made some sort of mistake. The
dhampir had come to save them, and Elena was openly grateful to live on porridge dl winter to pay the
agreed price.

Lees| looked away, unable to the meet the girl's eyes, and his gaze passed over the pewter pitcher of
red wine that rested beside two goblets on a Sde table. It took dl his effort to keep from driding across
the room to drown his frugration. A quick glance from Magiere was dl the confirmation he needed
before he took the bag from Elena

"How much did Stefan get for his horses?' he asked.

"There was hiswar ddlion and riding horse. | think forty slver shils, or about nine sovereigns, anong
what is here. Isit not enough?"

Lees| knew Utile of the price of horseflesh, but it sounded like less than hdf of what such animas
were worth. He reached into the satchel, counted out forty shils worth of coins, and handed the bag to
Elena

"Buy proper food for the household, and give the rest back to your people. "
"But, the dhampir said—"
"Never mind. " Lees| dumped the coinsin his hand onto the table. "Thiswill be enough. "

Elenalooked at the pile and then at Lees|. Her perplexed frown didn't fade when she nodded and eft
the hdl, satchd in hand.

Lees| offered Magiere a hdfhearted amile. "Nothing ever changes. ™



"Not in this world, " she replied, then shook off the moment and got up from her charr. "The sun is
setting, and we should get to the edge of the town. Wynn, | want to keep this away from the people, if
possble. "

"Of course, " the sage agreed. "But | cannot be certain where Vordana will come from urtil | sense
him. "

Leesl strapped on his studded leather hauberk and belted his punching blades as he watched
Magiere prepare. She put on her own hauberk and made certain her fachion dipped easly from its
sheeth. Her black hair tied back with a legther thong, its red glints matched the firdight tinge on her pae

face. He wished he could watch her alittle longer like this. There were two crossbows, and he handed
the amdler one to Wynn.

"Strap this over your back... just in case. I'll get the quarrels and meet you outside. ™

I They walked out the manor's gate toward Pudurlatsat. As they neared the village, Wynn stopped in the
road that led through its center to the river dock and knet down. She rolled the cold lamp crysd
between her trembling hands until its light burst forth, and set it beside her on the ground with her
crossbow.

There was so much to remember from years past. She recdled theories and processes she had
gudied in her homdand guild, recorded in scant notes throughout her journds. It was little more than
what dl apprentice sages learned of the arcane, anong al other subjects studied. All theories, summation
and pogtulation, but it would have to suffice.

"I mugt focus, " she said, "if | am to tune my sght to the dement of Spirit thet pervades this place and
see any shift withiniit. "

A amplified explanaion. She wished it were as Smple to accomplish.

"Get toit," Magiere sad. "Well keep waich. "

Wynn clenched her hands to stop ther trembling.

Ritud was the safest method, as she did not have the experience to hold dl the symbols soldly in her
mind, as with a spdll. It would also bolster potency and provide sability. She scratched the sgn for Spirit
in the earth with a wide circle around it, and then kneded within the circle. She traced a smdler one
around hersdlf, and in the border between the two circumferences, she added shorthand sgils

Wynn remained 4ill, pushing down uncertainty, and slently recited the processes scribed in the earth.
Shutting her eyes, she placed her hands over them.

She focused on letting the world fill her with its presence, its essence. She imagined hersdlf breathing it
in, and then made the essence flow through her pdms and into her eyes. In her darkened sght, the
scribed dgils appeared and rushed a her... into her... until her inner awareness spun with vertigo. Time
stretched until she forgot how long she had kndlt there, repeeting the process until she felt her face—her
eyes—begin to tingle beneath her hands.

“Wynn?'
"Shush... Leesl, leave her be. "
"Thisistaking too long, " Lees| muttered.

Wynn dumped, and her hands dropped to flatten on the ground and brace her up. She opened her
eyes.
Across the world's night colors lay a tranducent mig of off white, just shy of blue. Its radiance

permeated everything like a second view of the world overlad across her normd dght. Within the
buildings dead wood, the radiance thinned, leaving shadowed hollows in the shapes of shacks, huts, and



shops. The glimmer diickened near the earth and was even brighter in her hands upon it. She looked out
through the forest, and the ghostly mist became a net through the branches, leaves, and needles of trees
and brush.

But even there, Wynn saw the waning essence as in the town structures.

A nearby tree with barren limbs had lost nearly dl its inner sheen, its frame like a skeleton of deep
shadows. It was dmost dead. She swallowed hard and breamed deep to qudl the urge to vomit.

"Wynn... did it work?' Lees| asked. "Can you see anything?"

She turned, and the Sght of Lees| sartled her. He shimmered like a ghost illuminated from within. He
shone most where his dark skin was exposed and least where his hauberk and daothing covered him. His
amber irises were like stones caught in sunlight, so brilliant, they pained her eyes.

"Yes..., " she answered, her voice heavy with effort. "l can see. ™
Leesl's radiance blurred ever so dightly.

Wynn sat upright, though her sscomach lurched. She looked about the forest and at the town ahead
dong theinland road. Nothing changed.

Then she saw it again. A perceptible shift in the glimmering mid. It moved.
"It... Heiscoming, " she rasped.
"Where?' Magiere demanded from behind her.

Wynn looked bom ways, dong the town's landward sde and through the trees, trying to discern the
migt's flow. It was dowly building momentum. Its currents aigned, moving in the same direction.

To the east, " she said, and heard Chap's low snarl in answer. "In the trees back beyond the town. "

"Leesl, cut through the town, and try to get past him, " Magiere said. "Chap and | will draw him back
toward the road and try to ambush him this sde of the bridge. Well at leest keep him off baance until
you come up from behind. Wynn, stay behind Chap and me, and keep out of Sght if possible. ™

Wynn reached for the dark shape of her crossbow.

The mig's currents in the earth changed before her eyes. Sill heading east, they pardleed the
riversgde road through town.

"Wait, " she blurted out. "l think... think he moved on to the main road. "

Lees| hissed under his breath. "Valhachkasg' al He's waking straight into town. All right, same as
before, but Il head east through the woods and backtrack toward him. Try to keep him occupied. ™

Wynn watched Lees| suff historch and take off into the trees. His own glow mingled in the forest's
web of essence, and then he was gone.

"That's enough, Wynn, " Magiere said. "We know where heis. Come on. "
Wynn arose and stepped from the circle.

The world remained a distorted overlay of the ghodtly and solid durred across each other. It should
have ended the moment she stepped free of the symbols scratched in the earth, but it did not.

Her vertigo sharpened. She crumpled to her knees again and vomited up her supper.
Two hands grabbed Wynn's shoulders from behind, holding her upright.

"What's wrong?' Magiere said.

"It should have stopped, " Wynn gagged out. "l cannot... make it stop. "



"Close your eyes, " Magiere said. "Don't ook at anything. But we have to go, now!"
Wynn was jerked around before she could close her eyes.
Trals of radiance flowed through Magiere, asin Leesl, yet without his strange brilliance.

And tangled as wdl within Magiere's essence were lines of shadow, like those of the dying tree.
Ribbons of black wove through her glimmering blue-white essence, and...

They moved.

Wynn saw her hands clasped on Magiere's forearm and saw the glow from her own essence—her
Spirit—cregping toward Magiere's flesh. She lifted her gaze upward, but did not find the amber sparks of
light she had seenin Leesl.

Magiere's eyes were pits of darkness.

IWddgtid sat up without disorientation that night. For once, he had no dreams, no momentary lapse trying
to remember the previous dawn.

Chane had procured a large piece of heavy canvas and, as sunrise approached, found a dense copse.
He hid the horses and rigged an enclosed tent, which he covered in branches until it blended with the
land.

"My father taught me, " he explained. "When hunting, we often dept outside. ™

Upon weking, Wedtid heard the soft sounds of cresking leather outsde the tent and assumed Chane
was saddling their horses for the night's travel. In spite of peaceful rest, Wegtid could not escape the
memories evoked by the Sght of his father's keep and dl that happened mere. He sat in the makeshift
tent, torn between rdief for a moment's solitude and wanting some didiraction to pull his thoughts from

the past.
"Are you awake?' Chane asked from outside.
Weldid twitched. "Yes. I'l be with you in a moment. "

He closed his eyes and tried to clear his thoughts, but his frugtration over Magiere's myserious path
wouldn't fade. This was the fourth nightfal since leaving Chemestuk, and dill she traveled east.

He pulled the brass plate from his pack and placed it on the ground with its domed bottom surface
fadng up. Murmuring soft words, he cut the stub of hislittle finger and let a drop of his black fluids strike
the dome's center. It dung there for a moment then shifted dightly across the surface to the east. Wedid
roughly wiped the plate clean and repeated the act, but the result was the same, so he tucked the plate
away and crawled from the tent.

Chane stood waiting with the horses.
"Isthere avillage nearby?' Wedtid asked. "Have you checked the area at dl?"

"There is smoke rigng east of us, " Chane answered. "Since the dhampir travels upriver, | assumed
that's where we would head next. What is wrong?'

“I'm not certain, " he answered. "l think she has stopped again and not far off. "

Chane frowned but mounted up, waiting for Weldtid, and the two moved off through the forest. It
was not long before Westid noticed the first dead tree—and then another.

They emerged to see a settlement next to the river dmost large enough for atown. The main road ran
directly through it. Fading smoke rose from shops at the near end, as wel as from a few other chimneys
up the way ... too few chimneys for this cold time of year.

Wd4tid looked back over his shoulder. In the disance down the road, the forest was lush.



Chan€e's horse sumbled and wheezed.

"Canyou fed it?' he asked, and the tal undead did from his saddle, dutching his mount by the bridle.
"Whatever is happening here, it's affecting the horses. "

Before Wdgtid could answer, afamiliar sound carried down the road—the eerily drawn-out howl of
adog.
"They are here, " Wddid sad. "On ahunt. "

Chane was dready back up on his horse, urging it forward.

IMagiere suppressed the urge to charge from around the shop's corner where she hid. She peeked out to
see the lone figure walk steedily down the center of the main road. Lees| needed time to circle around
behind their target, and she hoped to get in at least one strike before Vordana could act.

She had dragged Wynn behind a water trough across the way, and Chap waited there, too. Wynn
was dill sickened from what she'd done to hersdf to spot Vordanas approach, but Magiere could do
nothing for her a present. She told Chap to hold until she emerged to face what came, and the dog
grunted once in agreement.

Hunger grew in Magiere's sscomach, but it was different from before, wrapped around a cold core
rather than heated rage rigng into her head. She let it seep out until her night sght expanded and the
goproaching figure became clear.

Grayed, emaciated flesh stretched over the bones of his face and hands, and filthy white hair hung in
mats out the sides of his cowl. The front of his white shirt beneeth the soiled umber robe was stained
dark by old blood. There was no Sgn of the brass vid Stefan had mentioned in histae.

Magiere grew wary and uncertain. Among her fights with the undead, this was the firg time one
walked into the open with no concern for reveding itsdf. Fachion in one hand, she held her torch back
and low behind her. The tripod braziers at the town's crossroads provided enough light that the torch
shouldn't give her away.

She peered farther up the road to the town's east end, but she saw no 9gn of Leesl. Whether he was
there yet or not, Vordana was only a building's length away. She leaned back, counted five more of his
steps, and spun out from hiding.

Chap's savage wall cut the slence.

Vordana turned toward the sound, and Magiere svung her blade at his throat. Without a glance
back, he stepped away, and the blade tip passed in front of him. Magiere swung the torch around at his
midsection, and Vordana was forced to retreat again.

Up close, his eyes were filmy and clouded in sunken sockets. He glared back at her and raised a
hand.

Chap dashed out and leaped, snapping at the outstretched arm. Vordana jerked his hand back, and
the dog landed to whed back to the left. Magiere inched forward on the right.

"Stay widel" she shouted to Chap. "Don't let him face us both &t the same time. ™

Behind VVordana, aflicker dong the rooftops caught Magiere's eye for an indant. It had to be Leesl
doangin.

She rushed Vordana, swinging falchion and torch in wide arcs to drive him toward the right Side of the

road. Chap stayed left, but he was a snarling mass of jowls and teeth. Magiere didnt know how long the
dog would hold off.

A shape dropped from the dark above. Though Magiere knew it was Leesll, the image dowed her
for an indant.



Both blades drawn and arms outdtretched for baance, he leaped from the roof's edge like a
sted-winged bird, one leg drawn up. As his extended foot hit the ground, both blades arched forward a
Vordanas back.

Agan, the walking corpse shifted ingantly out of reach.

Leesl's blades hit the earth as momentum brought him into a crouch. His crossbow hung over his
back, and the topaz hanging about his neck glowed brightly. Chap ceased wailing and dashed in from
Vordanas left, snapping at the sorcerer. A flinch of uncertainty passed through Magiere. Vordana used
something beyond sght to follow their movements. Then anger set in, and her night vison sharpened.

Thiswas just another undead. Strength flooded through her limbs on a wave of hunger.
Vordanas dead face turned toward her.

Magiere fdt a sharp ache in her body, as if something were bang torn from her inddes. A rush of
fatigue followed the pain. She shook hersdf, dinging to her hunger, and the sensation vanished.

Vordanas filmy eyes widened. He sidestepped another sngpping lunge from Chap, but his gaze never
left Magiere.

You... you are what we've been waiting for?
Magiere heard his words though hislips never moved. She swvung the torch at his face.

Leesl spun in his crouch and kicked a the undead's legs, trying to knock him off baance. As
Vordana hopped clear, Lees| rose up, driving a punching blade toward Vordanas throat. The cresture
twisted away, and the blade's tip snagged and tore through the side of his cowl.

Vordanas head cocked to the Sde like a dead owl, ingpecting Magiere with sartled interest.
All this time, watching... and thisis how we find you again. You've come home to ud
He grinned, ydlowed uneven teeth jutting from receding gums.

Magiere stood her ground. Who had been waiching for her? Was she what Vordana spoke of when
hed told Stefan he could keep his watch behind a puppet?

Vordanas gaze shifted toward Leedl.

Lees| gasped, saggering to one knee, and Magiere saw a shudder run through his body. He tried to
grike out with a blade but only fdl to his knees.

Magiere charged in, but Chap got there fird, damming into Vordanas legs and knocking him off his
feet. The dog scrambled around, snapping for his face. The undead raised hisarm in defense, and Chap's
sharp teeth bit into the dead flesh. He began thrashing his head to tear it.

Magiere stepped in to aid Chap. Vordana snatched Chap's rear leg, and with the dog's jaws ill on
hisarm, heaved Chap & her.

All she could do was swing the fdchion and the torch out of the way as Chap crashed into her. They
fdl back together in a tumbling mass. As they rolled apart, Vordana stepped toward Leesl's crumpled
form.

Fear for Lees| washed away Magiere's rage, and she rushed in front of him as Chap charged straight
for the sorcerer. Vordana stopped short, backstepped, and both his hands came up with fingers
crooked.

Magiere's head filled with humming words she couldn't understand. Vordanas whole intent was fixed
on Chap. Magiere thought she saw a spark flash in the undead's eyes.

Chap skidded to a stop, turning about to stare up and down the street. He whimpered. As he ran



back and forth across the road, the whimper grew into a snarl.
"Chap, get back!" Magiere shouted.

The dog didnt seem to hear her. He spun around, eyes glaing a nothing in the spaces between the
buildings With amournful howl, Chap took off down the inland road toward the manor.

For an ingtant, Magiere froze in shock, then she rushed Vordana, dashing with the fachion.

He dodged, but thistime darm flashed over his face. Magiere followed with the torch, hoping to light
his cloak on fire, but again, he managed to duck and back away.

Your f is nearly gone, but helll sustain me for a long while.

Magiere flinched and glanced back toward Leesl. He was getting to his feet, no longer as stricken as
he'd been just moments ago.

She redized her mistake. When she whirled back, it was too late. Vordana had both of them in his
gght line

A tingle crawled over Magiere's skin. She didn't understand the chant that echoed through her skulll,
but it fed an emotion into her flesh and bones that made the world fade.

Fear.
IWynn stood up on shaky legs, sruggling with the crossbow, dill dizzy with the blue-white migt that
permeated everything she saw. Chap had fled, and her spellbound sickness had cost Magiere and Leesl.
Both appeared to go mad before she could lift the crossbow to fire.

Leesl dropped his blades and turned about, searching the night. He stumbled off between the
buildings

Magiere backed away from Vordana. She did not seem to see him as she cast about, eyes wide in

fear of something Wynn couldn't see. All Wynn saw was Vordanas presence. Unlike the dying tree with
itslingering essence, he was completely shadow within.

The world's gimmering essence drifted toward him. Where it touched him, it was consumed like
water into a black pit. Trails of the blue-white currents dung briefly to the moving ribbons of shadow in
Magiere and then pulled away to drift on to the undead sorcerer.

"Magierd" Wynn cdled out.
Vordana turned toward her.

His eyes, like Magiere's, were ebony pits even darker than hisform. His composure returned, and so
did hisgrin. He stepped toward her, and his voice filled her mind.

Atreat... before | return home with good news of my find. | can taste you from herel

Wynn heaved up the crosshow and fired. She tried to am for center mass as Lees| had once
ingructed her, but when she pulled the lever and the bowstring snapped forward, the crossbow bucked
in her grip.

The quarrd struck Vordana in his right eye. His head jerked to the side on impact, and the quarrd
head punched out of his temple. Vordana cried out, grasping & it as smoke Szzled from the wound to
envelope his face.

Wymn did not wait and turned to run. In her spellbound sght, she sumbled dong the buildings
hedging the main road and nearly tripped over a tripod brazier. Its flame blinded her for a moment—but
an idea flashed into her mind.

Magiere and Lees| used fire to fight the undead.



The iron vessdl was too hot to touch. It looked too heavy to lift by its sugpension chains, and there
was nothing about that she could light in its flame. She remembered one place where she might find
something of use,

Wynn sumbled on toward the amithy down near the common house. They had seen smoke riang
from its chimneys when they had arrived the night before. If a amith lived and worked here, there might
be smoldering cods lft from the day's labor. As she reached the forge room door, she panted in reief. It
was not locked. She heard footfals pounding from behind as she dipped ingde.
| Chane bullied his wegkening horse toward the town's inland side, forcing it to run through the trees. He
heard Chap's eerie walling and needed a vantage point to see what was happening. He did not care if
Welgtid followed or not.

The dog's voice fdl slent.

The land here was flat, but he found enough of arise to let him see over the short buildings around the
crossroads. With his sght opened wide, Chane saw a bizarre scene play out in the town's midway.

Dressed in her hauberk, with atorch in one hand and her sword in the other, Magiere faced a soiled
figurein a short, hooded robe. Chane focused his whole awareness on the dhampir's adversary. What he
sensed disturbed him.

The figure's presence wasn't blank, like Welgtid's, but there was no life in this man. Not like one of
his own kind, but a lingering deep emptiness of desth hed never encountered before... a least not in
anything that ill moved.

Chap charged into the creature's legs, tumbling it to the ground, and turned to snap hisjaws closed on
itsarm. Lees| was on the ground, but Chane couldn't tdl if he was injured. Suddenly, the creature threw
the dog at Magiere, and she fdl under its weight. Both dog and dhampir were quickly up again. The dead
men was dready on his feet and stretched out his handsin the air, gesturing a Chap.

The dog whirled severd times, and then ran off walling up the inland road. As it passed out of Sght,
Chane dismounted and jogged down to the same path between the buildings for a better view. Magiere
swvung & the creature again, and Chane found what he sought.

Wynn huddled behind a water trough across the man road, a loaded crossbow in her hands. As he
looked back to the fight, the dead man gestured at the dhampir standing before the half-df.

"Magierd" Wynn shouted.
Every anew of Chane's body clenched as she gave her postion away.

Magiere and Lees| ran off in separate directions between the buildings and inland through the forest.
They abandoned Wynn, and the dead man turned to look at her. She fired the crossbow.

Chane got up to run toward Wynn, but something snagged his cloak from behind.
"Stop!" Weldtid ordered.
Chane whirled around, dapping avay Wegtid's grip. " She's done down there!”

"The sageis not part of this " Wedid sad. His dark cloak cast hm as a deeper shadow within the
dark. "Magiereisin danger. We must go after her. "

If Wynn's need were not so urgent, Chane would have set upon Weldtid right then—and severed his
head. He took two steps back, turned, and ran between the buildings into the crossroads.

Chane hated between the braziers and searched about. He heard running footsteps to the west dong
the main road and followed them. Ahead, he saw Wynn disappear into the wide door of a building, and
the dead man was close behind her. The ar around the building smdled of char and meta. Chane drew
his sword as he reached the amithy's open door.



Looking indde, he saw the creature asit peered into the empty ddls to one sde. In the center of the
room was a brick forge pit of glowing coals.

"Wynn!" he cdled out. "Wherever you are, say down!"”
The cloaked creature spun around.

Chane had tossed asde many a corpse in his short time among the Noble Dead, but it had been a
long while since he'd seen one that had succumbed to decay. The quarrd Wynn had fired into his left eye
was gone, leaving a blackened hole that oozed down his gray and sunken cheek.

"You like gpdls?" Chane asked. "Cometry oneon me. "

A mere boast, since he had no clear idea what magic thiis thing had used upon Magiere and Leesl.
Yet he did have afew tricks of his own.

The undead took in Chane's fine cloak and sword and smiled with shriveled lips. His one eye
narrowed in concentration. For an ingant, Chane fet a pulling sensation from within his flesh; then it
vanished.

The corpse stopped amiling.

It looked down from Chane's face to his chest, and Chane followed its gaze to catch the object of its
interest. His own brass urn for binding familiarslay in plain view.

You think you can match me... vampire?
The words filled Chane's thoughts.

Through long years of study, Chane knew of few reputed methods of conjury and thaumaurgy that
might produce projection of thought. He froze for a moment, at aloss for what to do.

He was facing a sorcerer.
And that meant he was in serious trouble... as was Wynn.

Chane lunged forward and swung, burning up the life energies he had consumed in past nights to
bolster his speed and strength. He needed to take the thing's head without warning. The creature ducked
under the blade, not even startled. It seemed to know what he planned even as he began to move.

The creature grabbed a smith's heavy iron hammer from the wal and swung back at him. It was not
skilled a combat, but the action took Chane by surprise. He sumbled back into the forge, and his hand
pressed briefly through the ash into hot coals. He snatched it away at the sound of searing skin.

Perhaps it needed time to cast, as Chane would when the moment came. When it svung dumdly
agan, Chane backed away, his thoughts turning quickly.

Crafting lines of scarlet light with his thoughts, he visudized them overlaying his view of the cresture
and began whigpering his chant. Firg the circle, then around it a triangle, and into the spaces of its
corners appeared glyphs and dgils stroke by stroke. He sighted through the diagram's center at the
ground benesth the sorcerer's feet.

And he heard the creature's laugh insde his head.
A conjuror? And | worried you might be dangerous.

Suddenly, Chane could not move. He could fed his body, and there was no ridid dench of muscle,
but it would not answer hiswill to step away.

Asthe last of hisincantation rolled off his tongue, he shuddered a what he saw through the diagram in
his thoughts.

All the room'’s fixtures shifted in his Sght. He saw the forge that should have been behind him and the



gmithy doors. He saw himsdf viewed from the room's far sde, as if he looked through the eyes of
someone fadng him... the eyes of the dead sorcerer.

A flicker of dementd flame ignited from the ground beneath his own feet, instead of his target's.

The creature had dipped into his thoughts, fed him its own sght, and Chane had unwittingly turned his
own con-jury on himsdlf. Searing het filled his boots as the hem of his cloak ignited. And he ill could
not move.

Then the sorcerer's face contorted, and his mouth opened wide into a Slent scream.
The creature's arms twisted around behind his back, reaching, as smoke rose behind him.

Chane fdt contral return to him. He dropped to the floor, ralling in the dirt to extinguish his cloak. The
brief flame he had conjured was aready gone, but his breeches were blackened and seared above the
tops of his smoldering boots. He scrambled up again, suppressing the pain in his feet.

Wynn stood in the forge room's back corner near a narrow workbench holding an empty crossbow.
She leaned againg the wal, trying to reload, but her grip kept dipping, and she blinked her eyes
repeatedly. A jangling sound pulled Chane's attention back to his adversary, flaling to remove a smoking
quarrel from his back.

The sound came from a brass vid on a chain about his neck. It fdl into view from the sorcerer's shirt
amid hisfrantic struggle.

Sorcery required no conjuring vessdls, so why was this undead wearing one?

On impulse, Chane snagged the dead man's cloak and pulled him around. The sorcerer, shocked by
pan from the quarre, did not respond quickly enough, and Chane grabbed the vid. A hard jerk broke
the chain, and he threw the brass urn onto the forge's hot coals. The dead man's expression shifted from
pan to horror as the brass began mdting.

No! | can't...

The sorcerer lunged for the forge with outstretched hands, and Chane dashed out with his sword. The
undead dodged aside, Hill fixed upon the brass vid. It caved in over the coas heat, and a puff of vapor
was released with a snap. The dead man's one filmy eye opened wide as his mouth gaped. He looked
wildy about the room.

A word—or was it a name?—screamed through Chane's thoughts.
Ubad!

Whispering, unintdligible sounds filtered through Chane's mind. Afraid that the undead sought to cast
hisown spell, Chane rushed him again, but the room filled with swirling clouds of gray. He lost Sght of his
quarry and couldn't see anything. As he thrashed about, the vapor began to thin dmost as quickly as it
had appeared, and the clouds vanished.

The sorcerer was gone. There was only Wynn saring a him from her corner before she dumped to
the floor.

Her brown eyes wide with disbdlief, the image of her ovd face hit Chane as if hed run into awal. It
hed been so0 long since he'd seen her. He sumbled over to drop down beside her on the floor.

"You are burned, " she whispered.

There was asckly pdlor to her skin, something brought on by more than fear, and she kept blinking
her eyes. Her hands shook as she dung to the crosshow.

"Itisnothing thet | can't hed on my own, " he said.
"Is he gone? Is V ordana gone?'



"Yes, | bdieve s0... though I'm not certain how or why. A sorcerer has no use for conjuring vessels. |
hoped it was something he needed to maintain his existence. "

Chane reached out to help her up, and she shrank away from him. Her gaze wandered over him as if
ghe were looking for... looking a something on him. He glanced down to his scorched boots and
breeches.

"I will bedl right, " he assured her.

Theredity of his presence seemed to dawn upon her. "What are you doing here?"

"I saw that thing coming after you. | couldn't let him—"

She shook her head, brown braid dipping from her hood. "That is not... you know what | meant. "

How could helieto her, keep her from tdling the dhampir? How could he find some gladness in her
gyes at the 9ght of him? The only times in his new existence he had been truly content were those stting
a a dudy table with her, ddving into ancient parchments and spping mint tea. He dung to the truth
buried in a hdf-lie and held out his hand.

"I came dfter you, " he said. "This backward country with its ignorant peasants is no place for you. |
have a good horse that can carry us both back to Belaand your guild. I am not what you think, and with
your help, we can make Domin Tilswith understand. *

Her round eyes widened even more.

"Please. | would do anything you ask, " he said, "if we can just go back to Bda and try to live as we
did before. ™

Chane had never begged in hislife

One tear ran down Wynn's cheek. She dropped the crossbow in her lap and put her shaking hands to
her head.

"Do you dill feed on human blood? Do you 4ill hunt and kill for your existence? Would you stop this
for me?'

Chane tensed. How could he make her undersand that most mortds were cattle not worth her
concern? They meant nothing. Only the few, such as her and Domin Tilswith, truly mattered.

When he did not answer, Wynn wiped her face with her deeve. She stopped crying but wouldn't ook
a him.

"Did you see where the others ran off t0?' she asked quietly. "Do you know what Vordana did to
them?'

For an ingant she had shown concern for him, but now her thoughts were for her companions. He
hed poured out his most honest desire, and she spoke only of Magiere and Lees| and their dog.

"They were panicked. | would guess that creature played their thoughts againg them, perhaps buried
themin false impressons, even fears. ™

"I have to find them, " Wynn said, and another tear did down her face. "You cannot follow us. If
Magiere knows, if she sees you, shewill try to take your head. So will Leesl. ™

Now she was tdling him what to do?
"Dont you miss the guild?' he asked. "Our evenings together?!

"Oh, Chane. " Her voice broke as she dropped her head low. "Go away! Evenif | do, it was not redl.
You lied about what you are, and now | have to lieto Magiere and Leesil for you. Get on your horse and
escape while you can. "



Wynn stood up, bracing hersdf with one hand on the workbench. When Chane reached out to steady
her, she froze for a moment. She did not pull away from his touch but neither would she look a him. She
put the crossbow strap over her shoulder and walked to the door.

"I know everything has been spoiled and lost for you, " she said barely above a whisper. "And | am
grateful you were here tonight, but you must go away. Get as far from us as you can. ™

Wynn left im gtanding there, and Chane did not try to stop her.
Chapter 9

S hadowed slhouettes flitted between the trees to dther sSde of Magiere as she ran through the
woods trying to escape. Each time she swerved to chase one down, it faded back into the forest beyond
her reach. These skulking companions made hunger burn in her throat. When her night Sght widened, she
saw the glint of crystdline eyesin each dark presence.

Undeed trailed her every move.
"We hunt, " a voice whispered off to her right. "And you hunt. "
"We hunger, " from her Ieft. "And you hunger. "

One of the dark shapes appeared ahead of her between two wilting fir trees. Magiere did to a stop,
her grip tightening on the fachion's hilt.

Its eyes were like stars dragged down from the sky and entombed in the forest. They fixed upon her.
"You belong with us... you know this. "

Magiere darted away and thrashed through the low branches. Night's chill ate into her but didn't dow
her down. She ran fadter, asif loss of body hesat freed her. More shapes appeared in the trees, but these
huddled upon the ground, done or together. She heard ther snarls, and beneath, the smothered
whimpers of their victims,

They were feeding.

Magiere's rage grew. She swerved toward one shadow crouched by a cluster of bushes and raised
the falchion to dtrike it down.

It vanished, and her hunger swelled instead of receding.

What remained was a young man prone upon the ground, limbsflaled out and vacant eyes saring up
into the forest canopy. Beneath his dack jaw, blood leaked from his torn throat, and forest needles
dowly fdl upon him from above. She sensed aremaining trickle of life within him and saw her own hand
reeching down for his throat.

Magiere lurched back.

Bodies lay everywhere upon the forest floor. Men and women, old and young. One girl child with
eyes wide open sat limp againgt atree like a doll on a shelf... like the stuffed doll the girl held in her Iap.
Bite wounds across her pale body showed through tearsin her dress and wool swester.

"No more |€&ft, " came another whisper through the trees. "No more blood... but you dill hunger. We
dill hunger. ™

All around Magiere, corpses decayed in the mulch.

"Mugt find more... more life... and we follow if you lead. Lead us on, little sster. Your time is coming.

Magiere's hunger surged again. Holding it down forced a whimper from her.



"Leedl, " she whispered, over and over with eyes closed, until his face filled her thoughts. When she
opened her eyes again, the dead were ill there, dl about in the forest.

A white flicker passed through the trees ahead, appearing briefly here and there between the rotted
trunks. Magiere's senses opened widein fright.

She heard soft bresthing and the barest rustle of footsteps in the mulch. The pound of its heartbeat
seemed to vibrate upon her skin.

Thiswas dl she heard—no other sounds, no living thing in the forest. Not even hersdf. Only one
heartbeat instead of two, for beneath the cold spreading within her, her own heart had stopped.

She was dead—and she was garving. The voices of the undead in the dark had whispered for her to
find blood... to feed.

The figure dipped from the trees and into the dearing where she stood.

Leed| stared at her with amber eyes, white-blond hair hanging loose around his tan face. He hed out
hisleft hand like an offering.

Magiere saw the scars of her own teeth upon his wrigt. Ingde she recoiled, but her body crept
forward.

"No, Leesl, " she sobbed.

The words were difficult to say as her teeth grew and her jaw expanded. Magiere tried to hdt, but
her feet stepped forward uniil she felt the heat of Leesl within reach. Rage surged through her for no
reason. Hunger deepened in a spasm that made her drop the fachion.

"Stop me, please, " she begged him. "Y ou have to... once and for dl. "

"You are done in this thirgt, " he said, and Magiere heard the undead gathering, dodng in around
them through the bone trees. "I'm dl there is. And my blood isdl that's left for you. ™

Magiere saized Leesl's am, tears blurring her vison, and pulled hm sharply toward her. Her jaws
widened as she buried her face in his throat.

* % %

Weldiid crashed through the brush in search of Magiere. He wasn't certain why she had suddenly fled
into the forest, but he suspected.

That dead thing in the crossroads had dipped something in her thoughts.

Magiere had fdlen prey to a command, a suggestion or impresson now fuded by her own thoughts
and emotions. Logt in her own mind, she was capable of anything, from cutting her throat to drowning
hersdf in the river. He had to find her.

Wedid stopped, ligening, trying to sense for Magiere's presence. He heard thrashing amongst the
trees off to hisright. Branches ripped a his cloak as he ran toward it. He dowed to a stop in the forest
when he spotted Magiere ahead in a dlearing. Bloodied scratches marred her arms and face from running
through the brush.

He hesitated, seeking for any way to approach her unseen, and circled wide through the trees to get
ahead of her before she bolted again. She soun around, frantic as she looked about the dearing, then
closed her eyestight as she whispered.

"Leesl... Leedl... Leedl... "
Her eyes snapped open, and she stared directly at Weldtid.
She saw him.



Wedtid ducked through the trees, hoping it had been happenstance, but her gaze followed wherever
he went. All his plans mdted in that moment. She would not continue this journey or the quest he hoped
to steer her toward. Instead, she would turn to tracking him. There was nothing more to do but resolve
thiscrigs.

He stepped from the trees to face her, holding out an empty hand. Hopefully he could dl long
enough to free her of the phantasm clouding her mind.

"No, Leesl, " she sobbed.

Wedid froze. In her dduson, Magiere thought he was her haf-df—and hunger and dread were
plan upon her pae, scratched face. If Magiere ever believed she had fed upon—xkilled—her closest
companion...

His mind worked quickly. There was opportunity here.

She could never face what she had done—thought she had done—or return to Miiska and the
pathetic life she had tried to build with Leesl. Magiere would be adrift without purpose. Grief and
sdf-hatred addled a mind, made a person most plicble.

Wedtid carefully wriggled his hand from his glove, snatching it with thumb and forefinger before it fell.
He worked the brass ring off his finger, knowing what this would do to her. Without the ring's protection,
her indincts would sense his nature immediately.

Magiere shuddered.

Wedtid knew this was dangerous, but the possble advantage outweighed any cost. She certainly
could not kill him.

"Stop me, please, " she begged. "You have to... once and for dl. ™
"You are doneinthisthirg, " Wedid sad. "I'm dl thereis. And my blood isdl that's left for you. ™

Her irisesfull black, tears ran down her face as she saized his outstretched arm and pulled him close.
She buried her facein his neck.

Weddid tensed, wating for her to bite into him.

A muffled moan rose out of Magiere that Wedtid fdt through his chest. Her hands clenched tightly on
the shoulders of his cloak.

Magiere shoved him away hard.

Wedid grabbed a tree branches to keep from fdling. His shock became frudration. Magiere
collgpsad to hands and knees like an animd trying to redtrain itsdf. The 9ght was pathetic, disasteful.

She looked up a him, ahint of confuson in her ferd features.
"Leesi|?" she whispered with uncertainty.

Weddid redized he had pushed too far. There was nothing more to do but what he had come for in
thefirg place. He drew back his hand.

"Wake up, " he snapped, and struck the side of her head with hisfig.

Magiere spun backward, faling facedown in the wet mulch. Welstid dipped on his ring and ducked
out of sght behind the nearest trees.

He watched her from hiding to make certan the blow was enough to bresk this fear-driven
obsession. She choked afew times, rose to her hands and knees, and looked wildly about the clearing.

"Leesl!" she screamed out. Magiere clawed her way to her feet and began running toward town.
Wedgtid sank to the ground. Any relief he fdt was smothered in bitter disappointment.



ILees| stood donein the forest. There was blood on his hands, on the gtilettosin his grip.

He dropped the blades, backing away, uncertain of where he was, what hed done, and to whom. He
glanced down at his arms. His deeves were of thick cloth, colored a soft charcoa gray with a hint of
green. A cloak of the same shade hung about his shoulders with its hood up over his head. Across his
nose and mouth he fet a scarf wrapped to obscure the lower hdf of hisface.

He had seen these clothes before. Sgaile of the Anmaglahk had worn them, the even assassn who'd
hunted imin Bela

Lees| turned but stopped short before he could flee.

Between the trees ahead of hm stood a tal man with his back turned. Narrow framed and square
shouldered, black har cropped short in a military style, he wore an indigo slk dressing gown. Leesl|
stepped closer, one hand reaching down for a punching blade. It wasn't there.

As he drew close, he saw a strange wound at the base of the man's head below the stubble of his
hair. Blood seeped out, running down the man's neck to soak the robe's callar.

The man reached back to touch the spot, then looked a his hand and smeared the drop of blood
between thumb and fingertip. He peered over his shoulder a Leesl. Hislong face was accented with chin
beard and scant mustache below prominent cheekbones and a bony shdf of brow.

Leesl's throat closed up at the Sght of Lord Progae's hazd eyes. He had never forgotten his firg
target.

"It never seems to stop, does it?' Progae shook his head with a sgh, nether angry nor sad, nor even
aurprised as he looked down at Leesil's hands. "The blood, | mean. "

Lees| bardy found hisvoice. "l had no—"

"Choice?' Progae supplied. "I understand. Y ou followed orders, and undoubtedly were in no podtion
to disobey

None of us under Darmouth's sway ever were. But | wonder about them. " He looked down at the
ground. "Was this necessary? Did you have to let this happen?'

Lees| stepped around Progae, keeping a careful distance from the man.

He stood on the lip of a shdlow and wide depression in the earth, ringed about by a handful of trees.
There lay three curled bodies, a woman with her arms wrapped about two girl children.

There was little flesh Ieft on them, their skin pulled tight over bone in garvation's last day before
death. The children's eyes were closed, but not the woman's. The rag sheld wrapped around her head
didn't hide her thinned hair.

Lees| had did a diletto into Progae's skull while he was donein bed.

Hiswife and daughters were turned into the streets. The eldest was taken as an additional misiress by
alord who was loyd to Lord Darmouth. There had been no such haf-savation for the wife and the two
younger daughters. As the family of a traitor to Darmouth, they'd found no noble or commoner who'd
risk taking them in. Leesi| never found them and heard only later that they'd starved to death in an dley.

"Couldn't you have done something?' Progae asked. "It's not asif they tried to usurp Darmouth. ™

Lees| 4ill fet blood on his hands and wiped them on his gray vestment, but it continued to run
between hisfingers. He backstepped until Progae faded from his even night Sght.

Ancther voice carried through the forest. "We have a tenuous postion here, Le'shil. ™

High and lilting, it was touched with a strange accent he hadn't heard in many years. Not unlike the
voice of Sgalle, used to the Elvish tongue and not wholly comfortable with a human language.



"Mother?" Leesil whispered.
"You are anmaglahk" came his mother's voice through the night forest.

It was a quiet and hollow statement of fact with no prideinit. She had said this to him long ago... not
long before held taken Progag's life.

He spun about, searching for the voice. There was movement in the trees, but no more than
shadowed slhouettes. Lord Darmouth's firg mistress, Damilia, who'd conspired with Progae, stepped
forward into his Sght. She wore a deep green gown and ermine wrap, and a stray lock of auburn har
hung across her Ieft eye. Her neck was deeply bruised around the welt left by a garrote wire. Lees| drew
back from her.

"Lessl!™ A woman's voice cdled again.
"Neina?' he shouted. "Mother, where are you?"
Among the trees, more figures closed in, stepping out into hisway as he tried to evade them.

Latatz, Progae's sergeant at ams, bleeding from a double wound to the heart. The blacksmith of
Koyva, histhroat cut. Lady Kersten Petzka, wrapped only in her towd, her skin sdlow from a deadly
taint in her bath. They had dl committed horrendous acts in service to Lord Darmouth or intheir schemes
agang him. Or both.

But not Josiah.

The little old minigter with his white hair and mirthful violet eyes stepped from the shadows, mouth
spread by a swdled and blackened tongue. Hed never once raised hand or word againg Darmouth.
With no suspicion, the old man took in a young haf-df to trainin a scribe's skills. Lees| had betrayed him
to a hangman's noose because of Darmouth's paranoia.

Lees| raised bloodied hands to shield his eyes and fled.

Farther out in the forest, he caught glimpses of one lone shadow as it lunged through the trees like an
animd on the hunt.

"Here. | am here, " hismother cdled out through the night.
"Mother?' Leesi| caled back.

He could find her if he moved quickly, but a second voice cadled from behind him. "Wait for mel | am
coming for you!"

Leesl glanced back. The hunting shadow raced after him. He glimpsed a pale face before the figure
seemed to dive out of Sght, into the brush.

"Magiere?' he whispered, not wanting to rouse the shadows of the dead once again. "She's here....
My mother is here. We have to hurry!"

He raced on through the forest until a shimmer of white appeared ahead.

A tdl, lithe woman sat before an ancient oak with her back turned. White-blond hair hung to the amadl
of her back in a straight, slky wave. Leesl remembered her dress from the last evening of his youth,
when hed fled the Warlands a the sght of Miniser Josah hanging by his neck in the town square.
Carame like her skin, the gown's pattern of fine green leaves seemed like a wild vine printed upon her
dender body. He dropped to the ground behind her, reaching out for her shoulder.

Sowly, Nein‘aturned toward him.

Her once beautiful face was shriveled dried flesh across her skull. Large and danted eyes were now
empty sockets. She was long dead.



"Too long... too late, " whispered Nein'as corpse. "You're far too late for me. ™
She crumpled to dust before Leesil's eyes.

He couldn't move, couldn't even cry, and kndt there done in the dark. Dusty grit from her corpse
caked in the blood on his outstretched hands.

Magiere landed before imin afera crouch, sending the dust of his mother billowing up around them.
Her irises were full black, teeth extended in a canine snarl.

"Come back to me, Leesl, " she said. "Please, | need you. "

IWynn ran up the inland road, but once outsde the town, she did not know which way to turn. The
blue-white mig 4ill plagued her vison, meking her steps uncertain, but at least the eddies and currents
had stopped moving. Vordana was certainly gone.

And further douding her thoughts was Chane.
"Lessl!™ Wynn cdled out. "Chap... Magiere?'

She could not ask for Chane's help, and she hoped with dl her heart that he was on his horse and
gone. If Magiere found him following them, she would destroy him, and part of Wynn now understood
the dhampir's way.

And 4ill, Chane had comein search of her, to bring her back to sages guild and the warm comfort of
her own life This was not the action of a mongter.

"Chap!" she shouted again.

She sumbled dong the road, looking both ways through the dense forest and cdling their names over
and over.

"Mother..., " avoice cried out. "Neina?"
It was Leesl.
Wynn took off through the woods. "Wait for mel" she cdled. "I am coining for you!"

Her short robe caught on a bramble. She sumbled and jerked it free. When she turned to hurry on,
she caught d9ght of something vivid amid the forest's weave of blue-white essence. It was the back of
Leesl's glowing white-blond hair, and she rushed toward him.

His amber eyes were the same bright ydlow sparks that hurt to look at, but he stared through her
vacantly.

"Come back to me, Leesll, " she said inamoan. "Please, | need you. "

Lees| did not move. Wynn tried shaking him, but she could barely move his body. Scarf missang, his
long hair was tangled with tree needles and leaves.

'Too late..., " he whispered. "Oh, Magiere, we took too long... and she died... done. "

He was logt in ddluson. Wynn bit her lower lip, uwilling to start weeping again. She needed some
way to rouse him, or at least make him recognize her.

Wynn reached into her robe pocket and fdt the cold lamp crystd. She squeezed and ground it until its
sharp edges hurt her pam. She kept rubbing, hard and quick, making certain its light would burn painfully
bright.

"Look a me, " she sad sharply. "I am Wynn... see wel"

She grasped his jaw with her free hand, pulled out the crystd, and thrust it directly in front his eyes.
Thelight was intense.

Leed| jerked his head away from her hand and grabbed both her wrigts.



"Wynn?' he asked, and then sucked in a sharp breath. "My mother... dead. I'm too late. "

"No!" Wynn answered, and closed her hand around the crystd to mute its glare. "It was not redl.
Vordana planted a seed in your mind that your own fears gave shape. Magiere and Chap are out here
somewhere and may be wandering in the same state. We have to find them before anything happens. ™

Lees| looked around the clearing. "Magiere?!

He let her go and got to his feet with effort. Wynn stood, as wel, swalowing down nausea as her
vertigo surged.

"Which way?" he asked.

"Back to the road, and the town... and perhaps you can track her?'

He was dill trembling, but he was Lees| again, and Wynn followed as he pushed on through the
forest.
| Chap ran through a dying land.

Trees and brush wilted before his eyes as shadows ambled through the forest. The world was dying...
it was his fault. Spirits were wrenched from the trees and the earth to be swalowed by the waking
shadows.

Chap dowed among the dead oaks and spruces to look back dong his path. There was nothing left
dive The slhouettes came ever closer with alone figure out in front, a heavy sword dlinting in its grip. It
stepped out into view.

Magiere wore black armor of scales like those of a massive serpent. Her filthy hair hung in matted
tendrils. Her face was as sllow as Parko's, the first Noble Dead she had ever killed. Brother to Rashed
in life and afterlife, Parko had lost himsdf on the Ferd Padi, exiging only for the sensud ecstasy of the
hunt. Magiere's irises were full black, not like the colorless crygdline of hungry undead, but Chap saw
Parko's ecstatic madnessin her eyes.

She roared, no longer recognizing him, and exposed long fangs amid yellowed teeth.
Behind her, the shadows solidified into a horde.

Noble Dead drew near on dl sides. Vampires with their pae skin, dongated nails and teeth. Wraiths
like black shadows that shifted in and out of physica presence. There were two of the ardadesbarn, the
half-dead of Wynn's continent. And packs of ghul from the Suman Empires northern arid mountains,
mortal demons who fed on the living flesh.

There were remnants of living things from the end of the last epoch—the end of the human's
Forgotten History. Hulking locatha, more reptile than humanoid, and squat goblins with features like
hyenas and ydlow eyes that twitched.

Some wore tattered clothes or scavenged armor, and most wielded weapons of war.
All eyes were upon Magiere, walting expectantly.

Chap had sacrificed eternity among his brethren Fay. He had taken the flesh of one lifetime, so thet he
might fulfill an al-encompassing purpose; to keep Magiere in the light, bound to Leesl... to keep her from
the enemy's hands and the purpose for which shed been made. He looked a her sanding before this
horde like the generd of an army.

He hed failed.

"Majay-hi. " Magiere spat a him.

Chap's sorrow welled up and spilled from himin awail.
She knew him. And she had become his enemy.



Magiere rushed him, fachion rigng and ready to fdl. And the horde surged forward, levding dl living
thingsin its path.

Chap stood lidtless, undble to fight back. The blade fdl and bit deep between his shoulder and
neck....

Magiere's hungered face faded—but the pain did not.

Chap sumbled and then blinked.

Magiere and the horde and the dead world al vanished.

Around him was the empty Droevinkan forest. Through the trees to the south he saw the manor house
and grounds. Something wet dragged across his ear. He jerked away and saw two filmy eyes saring a
himin puzzlement.

Shade whimpered as she nosed him again. His shoulder hurt, and she had blood on her muzze. She
licked him, and Chap flinched at the pain running through the base of his neck. She had bitten him and
now tried to clean the wound.

He remembered the decayed Noble Dead in the town, the sorcerer, and something piercing through
his thoughts like a thorn. He growled at the memory, and licked Shade's head in return.

This ample creature had found him and, without true understanding, had cdled him back. The
deluson remained in his memory, and he could not shake its weight from his spirit. Chap bolted for the
town, keeping a pace that Shade could match.

IMagiere's cuts and scrapes sung as she skidded to a stop in the town's midway. In her mind, she saw
Leesl'swrig as hed offered hmsdf to her. Where was he... or Chap and Wynn... or the creature they'd
faced?

"Lees|?" she shouted. "Can you hear me?'

All was quiet, and the only movement was the flickering light of the tripod braziers. She ran up the
road to the lagt place she remembered of the battle with Vordana. Her torch and LeesI's punching blades
lay abandoned on the ground. She gathered them up.

"Magierd"

She whirled a Wynn's voice and saw the young sage round the corner from the inland manor road.
Leesl was beside her.

Magiere's breeth released inrdlief as she ran toward him. But she stopped short, remembering again
the haf-red moment held tried to make her feed upon him. She couldn't reach out, afraid to step too
close. Wynn grabbed her by the arm, surprisng her. The young sage fdtered a moment, blinking twice.

"Look a me" Wynn demanded. "What did you see?"
"Dont ask me."

Wynn shook her. "It was dl a he. Vordanas spdl took your inner thoughts and turned them on you.
Do you hear? It was not redl. What you saw never happened. "

Magiere looked down into the sage's face. Wynn was so resolute and certain, but Magiere would
never be sure. If what she'd experience had come from within hersef, then not dl of it was alie

Wynn suddenly swallowed hard and pulled her hand from Magieres am. She turned her face away,
aswdl. Lees| stared up theinland road toward the forest.

"Hewas log, like you, " Wynn said. "And Chap is 4ill out there. We have to find him. "
Magiere reached out for Leesl's hand.



It remained limp in her grip for a moment, and a sharp edge of fear arose in Magiere when he didn't
look a her. He said nathing, not even one of his irritating quips tossed out at the wrong moment. What
hed he seen in the forest?

Lees| findly squeezed her hand with a deep breath, and took his punching blades from her.
"Whereisthat monger?' he asked. "We can't just drop our guard. "

Magiere heard running footsteps and released Leesl's hand, ready to draw her sword. It was only
Geza hurrying toward them down the main road. His own sword sheathed, his blue-gray cloak billowed
behind him, exposing his learner armor.

"You destroyed it, " he panted. "People are waking, and for the firg time, | no longer fed the fatigue
that comes when | step outside the manor grounds. ™

Magiere glanced up and down the road. "We didn't destroy anything. "

"But you must have. Can't you fed it yoursdf?'

She shook her head. Sheld never fdt the dow drain of this place as the others had.
"Maybe, " Leesl replied. "But I'm too tired to be sure. "

"l did it, " Wynn whispered.

All eyes turned on the little sage in her snagged breeches and soiled short robe. Her braid had come
loose, and her hair hung in tangled waves about her face as she stared a the ground.

"You?' Magiere asked. "How?
Wynn remained slent for amoment and didn't raise her eyes.

"After you ran off, | was done, " she said. "l shot Vordana through the eye and fled to the amithy. He
caught mein there. | think he wished to toy with me. When he was close enough, | pulled the brass vid
from his neck and threw it into the forge cods. It mdted and broke open. Smoke rose up everywhere.
When it cleared, he was gone. "

AsWynn's words sank in, Magiere shook her head. "I'm sorry, Wynn. I'm sorry we left you with that
thing. Are you sure he's gone?'

The sage dill wouldn' lift her head. Magiere redized Wynn had been through too much for one night.
She should never have come on this journey, but if she hadn't... what would have become of Lees|? Of
this town?

When Wynn findly looked a Magiere, she cringed awvay immediatdly. Her eyes rolled, and she
clutched her head. Before anyone could catch her, she toppled to the ground. Leesl dropped down
beside her.

"What is wrong with her?' Geza asked.

"I don't know, " Lees| answered, and he pulled Wynn up to lean againgt him.

" cannot stop... seeing, " Wynn moaned. "Please make it stop!™

"Oh, damn!" Magiere said. "I'd forgotten her eyes. ™

"We should take her back to the manor, " Geza suggested, reaching down to lift the sage.
"And do what?' Lees| asked. "She can't take any more. We have to stop it, now!"

"How?' Magiere answered too harshly. "She's the only one who understands what happened. At the
manor we can at least care for her until she can undo this hersdlf. "

"She's not the only one who knows, " Leesl said, his voice quiet and cold. "There is someone ese.



Stay here where | can find you, or bring her if you hear me cdl out. "

The moment Wynn was seitled in Magiere's arms, the sage began sruggling, trying to squirm away.
Lees| was on hisfedt, aready heading toward the inland road.

"Geza, check the woods to the east, " he called. "If you see our dog, tdl hm Wynn isin trouble, and
bring him here. "

The cgptain stared a him. "Wha?'
"Jud doit!" Leed| shouted back. "Hell understand. "

Geza took off the other way, and Magiere sat in the road, gripping Wynn. The young sage cried out
a her, asif Magiere were the source of her suffering.

"Wynn, enough, " she said. "Just stay with me. Leesil will find Chap, and well make this stop. "
Wynn twisted suddenly, wrenching hersdlf to the side. She rolled away to scurry across the ground.
"Ribbons... shadowsinyou, " she whispered. "Rulling a me, a my spirit. Do not touch mel™

She backed againg the nearest building and curled up to hide her facein her hands.

Magiere crouched within reach, unable to understand why Wynn feared her.

IWymn heard Leesl's voice cdling Magiere's name from far away and then fdt hersdf lifted from the
ground before she could escape.

She didn't open her eyes—couldn't open her eyes—to watch the writhing black ribbons flowing
through Magiere. She knew Magiere only tried to help, but could not stop hersdlf from struggling. All she
wanted was to crawl away into the darkness, where those black tendrils in Magiere's essence couldnt
find her.

"Wynn, don't!" Magiere snapped. "I'm taking you to Chap. Be dill so | can carry you!"
"Magierd" Leesl cdled. "Here, across the sream!”

Wynn clenched in panic at the sound of Magiere's boots splashing through water. Then everything
turned end over end as she tumbled to the ground out of Magiere's arms.

She fdt the soft earth beneath her, and itsloamy scent filled her head. She straggled to push hersdf up
and opened her eyes dowly for fear of what she might see.

Through the blue-white mis woven amid the branches and brash, a gleam of white danced down the
dope. Wynn dug her narrow fingersinto the earth, frantic, ready to scramble away into hiding.

Leesl's hair flashed as he ran toward her. His eyes were amber stones lit from within. Beside him
loped something on four legs. Shade. Though she possessed her own living inner glow, Shade's essence
was far less than what Wynn saw in Leesl.

Where was Chap?

Lees| skidded in the mulch as he dropped down beside her. He glanced back over his shoulder.
"Chap, get down here... now!"

Out among the trees, Wynn saw another glimmer of movement.

At fird, it was nothing more than a moving bright spot amid the forest's essence, but it grew in
intendty as it neared. She had seen Chap during the village battle, and his presence was as drong as
Leedl's, but it was not what she saw now. Like a brilliant cold lamp crystd, a light loped through the
trees.

Asit approached, the very essence of each living thing lit up where it passed.



Wynn forgot nausea and vertigo and everything ese that plagued her mantic sght.

Unlikedl esein her confused vison, she didn't see one blue-white shape laid over the physica form
before her. Chap was but one image, one whole shape, glowing with brilliance,

His fur was pure white and each fiber glisened like Slk.
He padded toward her.

Wynn remembered sudying the properties of light at the guild back home. The other initiates spun cut
crystas on grings by a window to waich the colors dance on the wals Wynn had stared into the
sinning crystd itsdf, as she now stared into Chap's eyes.

They sparkled like crystdsin sunlight.

She fet no wind but saw movement among the trees. No, not the trees, but their blue-white essence
within. It moved and flowed, reaching out... to the dog.

Other glows like Chap's were moving ingde the trees... indde the earth... in the ar itsdlf. They
gathered inward around the dog, above and below him.

Wynn leaned back and closed her eyes againg the growing brilliance.

She fdt Chap's breath upon her face and sensed his light through her eydids, and then his warm
tongue swept over her closed eyes, one a atime,

Wynn put her pdms to the ground, steadying hersdlf as the sensation of fdling filled her up and then
vanished. She lifted her head to gaze a the world around her.

Before her was Chap, slvery gray and furry... and bardy visblein the dark.
"That'sit?' Leesl asked. "He dobbers on her? Wynn, are you dl right?'

She could barely make him out. His white-blond hair was the easiest fegture to see, but it looked the
same as dways.

Wynn wanted throw her arms around Chap, but hesitated. What she had seen began to weigh upon
her. The Fay had gathered upon Chap, heeded his cdl to hed her. Mixed with her shock was an
undercurrent of fright that such a creature had been near her dl through this journey.

But now she saw only a dog, who licked his own nose and then sat on the ground with an exhausted
grunt.

IWddid stayed hidden among the trees as he watched Magiere and a moderately well-dressed soldier
hep Leesl and Wynn dong the road to the manor. The majay-hi was with them, and dso an aging
wolfhound. He could not hear much of Magiere's words, but she spoke to the soldier in a familiar
manner, once dearly cdling him Captain. Welstid's impetience grew.

His dream patron urged him to follow her, but he had listened to those black scales in his dumber for
too many years. He was no closer to hisgod for it. Magiere's search for her past sdled his pursuit of the
jewe of his dreams and the future it hinted at.

He understood why Magiere had stayed in this place. It was her nature to hunt the undead, wherever
they were found. But why did she travel farther into this land, lingering in a place where some things ill
might wait to find her... to find him? As he watched Magiere and her companions enter the manor
grounds, he decided there were answers he must seek for himsdf.

His horse was gone, and he began the long wak back to where Chane had pitched their tent the
previous dusk. Wedie was not surprised to find both horses and his traveling companion waiting there
for im. Chane sat on the ground outsde the tent, his expresson guarded. He was feeding his rat a
hendful of grain.



"I thought it best to get the horses out of Sght, " he said, asif nothing had happened.
Wedtid looked down at him. "Did you play the hero and destroy the monster to save your lady far?"
Chane's I€ft eye twitched. "Yes. ™

Wedtid decided not to press the issue of Chane's disobedience—not yet. Magiere was safe, and
with the sorcerer gone, she would continue onward.

"Of course, you made certain Wynn did not see you?'
His companion hesitated. "l am no foal. "

Wedtid stepped toward the tent. "It is dangerous to be so close to Magiere. The encounter has left
them tired, particularly Lees| and the sage. | doubt they will leave at firg light, but they will depart
tomorrow. If she continues eat, | need to know why. "

Chane frowned. "Y ou don't know where she's going. "
"No... she should have turned north after leaving her village... or at least out of thisland. "

He offered thislike a tidbit to a hungry dog, hoping to turn Chane's mind back onto their god without
tdling him too much.

"l saw her speak to a soldier from the manor, " Wedid added. "Possbly the captain of the guard
there. Did you ever assst your father in an interrogation?”

"Yes
"On occasion, | helped mine, aswell. ™
"Of course you did, " Chane said hitterly. "One more thing we have in common. "

Weldid dmost amiled.

IWynn had been given a room in the manor with alarge bed and a down comforter. The rare privacy and
the amdl luxuries of a window heavily draped againg the cold and a table on which to set her scribe's
ingruments should have been a pleasure or a least ardief.

Benesth her short robe, breeches, and shirt, she wore a white cotton shift, which she normdly
managed to keep tucked in. Since leaving Bela, she had not abandoned her clothes to deep in this loose
cotton undergarment. Nights were too cold, and she was far too modest in company. The freedom to do
s0 now, for this one night, should aso have pleased her.

It did not.

She had written nothing in her journd concerning the undead sorcerer... or more of Magiere's nature,
as Domin Tilswith would expect. She did not even warm up her crystd in the cold lamp on the bedside
table. Instead, she closed her door tightly and crawled under the comforter, looking about the room's
fixtures, so dim and normd in the low light of the single candle.

She had lied to Magiere, to Leesl, to the people here. She took credit for something she had not
done... to save Chane... to keep Magiere from knowing he had followed them here.

There was a knock at the door, but Wynn did not wish to see anyone.
"Itsme, " Magiere sad from outside. "Can | come in?'

"Of course, " Wynn answered, but her voice was reluctant. She reached for the cold lamp, lifted its
glass, and rubbed the crystd without removing it. Its light grew, brightening the room. As she replaced
the glass, the door cracked open and Magiere entered.

She looked uncomfortable, har down but uncombed, and wore only her loose white shirt and black
breeches. A few cuts on her face were beginning to swell.



"Do you have any of the heding salve with you?' she asked.

More guilt for Wynn. She should have at least tended her companions wounds before crawling into
hiding.

"Yes I'm sorry. | should have thought of thet earlier. It'sin the Sde of my pack. "

Magiere shook her head. "Don't gpologize. We'redl tired. ™

Wynn rummaged out the smdl tin of salve, as wdl as a harbrush. Guilt overwhelmed her discomfort
a Magiere's presence.

" can comb out your hair, if you like. It's full of burrs and twigs. "

It wasn't that Wynn distrusted Magiere. She trusted the woman with her life, but the other haf—the
undead hdf— which even Magiere did not truly know or understand, weighed upon Wynn's fears. For
the firg time, Wynn fdt resentful of her cdling.

She loved the pursuit of "knowing. " Nothing made her happier than gathering knowledge, but how
could she document any of this as if it were some passing scholarly interest? The dark and dead hdf of
Magiere frightened her as much as the pae woman's mysterious and bloody origin.

Magiere glanced at the brush, seemed about to refuse, and then sighed. "Yes, thank you. "

Wynn poured water from a pitcher into a porcdain basin upon the table. There was a hand towe
folded beside it, and Wynn dabbed its corner in the water. She settled on the bed's edge beside Magiere,
foradng her hand not to waver as she cleaned Magiere's scratches and applied the sdve. It was good for
both hedling and pain.

"Better, " Magiere said.
Wynn dimbed around behind Magiere and began combing out the tangles of black hair.
"How is Lees|?" she asked.

"Regting. All right, | think. | don't think \Vordana took much from himin the fight, but we can't be sure.
Il make certain he eats wel in the morning. "

Wynn stopped brushing to gently pick at a burr with her fingertips.

"You have beautiful hair, " she said, though its tendrils reminded her too much of the shadow ribbons
in Magiere's essence. "Did Lees| tdl you what he saw in the forest?!

Magiere turned about, and Wynn pulled her hands back a little too quickly. She folded them in her
Iap, holding on to the brush with both.

"No, " Magiere answered. "Did he tdl you?'

"He was incoherent, like you, but | think he saw his mother... dead. He said we were too late, and
she was dead. "

Magiere closed her eyes. "I should never have let Vordana trick me, never hesitated. If 1'd cut that
bastard down... Oh, Leesl. He's borne too much for me through dl this. "

She was slent for amoment, and when she spoke again, it was the lagt thing Wynn wanted to hear.
"What did you see tonight? What did you see in me that terrified you—hurt you?"
Wynn's mouth went dry. "You didn't hurt me, Magiere. It was not—"

Tdl me. I've nothing ese but a chamber of bonesin a decaying keep. So if you know something, tell
rre n

“Itisnot anything that | know, " Wynn said, fumbling for away to explain. "Only what | saw... fdt. "



Magiere sat walting.

Wynn relented and told Magiere of the black shadow ribbons coiled in her spirit. Magiere barely
reacted, gaze wandering the room to anywhere but Wynn's face. Perhaps she had accepted hersdf as
part of the world's darkness. Wynn told her dso of Chap, and how the second time she had seen him, he
was not two images in her mantic Sght, as was everything else. He was one clear luminous presence.
When this distracted Magiere enough, Wynn told her of Leesl's sun-spark eyes amid the spirit mig of the
world.

"l wish I'd seen him the way you did, " Magiere said, and her expresson softened. "I didnt redly
come here for the salve. | wanted to... to gpologize for what | said back in Bela when you ingsted on
coming with us. | thought you'd be in the way, but your knowledge and kills have been so ussful, and
not just in deding with Chap. Leesl and |, and even Chap, were outwitted tonight. If you hadn't been
here, | don't know if either of us would ill be dive The townsfolk are going to give me the credit for
this, and they won't understand anything else. And so | wanted to tdl you this now and to thank you. "

The words were s0 out of place for Magiere that Wynn's guilt grew again. For dl they had learned of
what Magiere was, she had no choicein that. She was trying to live a life beyond what had been forced
upon her. Y et here she was, thanking Wynn, who was aliar and a secret observer.

Wynn had lied for Chane. Once such an enormous deception was spoken, there was no turning back.
The truth would only abolish Magiere's trust, and possibly cost Chane his head.

“Let mefinish your hair, " Wynn whispered. "Then we should both get some deep. ™
Magiere turned around, and Wynn worked the burr from her hair.

"And Wynn..., " Magiere said, in her more usud abrupt manner, "'no more magic for you. "
Wynn sghed, nodding her head. "Agreed. "

Chapter 10

A t dawn, Magiere |eft Leesl degping in ther upstairs room and walked into the man hdl to be
accosted by Elena

"Our thanks aren't nearly enough. There is nothing we can do to repay you. " The gl grasped
Magiere's hands, nearly hopping up and down.

Lord Stefan stood near the hearth. He wasn't so enthusiagtic, but Magiere preferred his slence. Sheld
seen his current expresson many times while on the game. Village elders begged for her help, but once
shefinished, they were far more eager for her departure. Stefan had the same look about him.

Magiere pulled her hand from Elenas grip in embarrassment but tried to be gracious as she asked
about breakfast.

"Il fetch some hot porridge and fresh bread, " Elena said, and she scurried toward the corridor.

"Wait a little, Elena, " Captain Geza said, and he stood up from his seat at the table, and turned to
Magiere. "There is something I'd like to show you before breakfast. Will you follow me?*

Magiere preferred Geza amongst dl who lived in this manor. She followed as he led her outsde and
across the manor grounds to the stable. In front of its wide doors stood a fine wagon. The long driver's
seat was covered with padded leather, and two gray horses were tied nearby. A stable boy was brushing
out ther lush coats.

Geza gestured to the wagon. "Elena told me you returned the household money and the peopl€e's coin.
I'm not noble but I'm far from destitute. Stefan is young and foolish, but my success depends on his, o at
times I've supported him when | should not. This is my wagon, and | give it to you. Not as a gift but as
proper payment, and you cannot refuse.



He stepped closer to the team of gray horses, one stocky and the other more dender and graceful.

"Thisis Port, " Geza said, "because he is 0 portly. And this is Imp, because she reminds me of my
grandmother's tales of fary mounts. | trained them mysdf. They will serve you well. "

Magiere stepped closer, and Port sivung his massve head to look a her. His eyes were clear and
cam. Imp reached out her head to chew on her partner's hdter. She was beautiful, with a nose like gray
velvet.

"These are dear to you, " Magiere said to Geza. "l can't take them. ™

"l heard that your partner detests riding and is dll ragged from last night. There are no barges due
unil the new moon. We owe you—I owe you. Elenais dl | have, and | could not persuade her to leave
and go back to Ke'onsk. If you had not come dong... "

He sighed, and pulled a smdl folded parchment from his vestment.

"Take the wagon and team. Y ou earned them. And there is something more | wish to show you now
that were away from the others. You are going on to Keonsk?”'

"Ya n

"Why?" he asked, and when she frowned at his question, he rushed on. "l thought perhaps our fates
hed been connected. That iswhy | ask. "

Magiere didn't see Geza as a man given to deceptions, but his comment was confusng nonetheless.
"I'm seeking information about my family, my father. That's al. There may be recordsin Keonsk. "

"l see, " he answered, disappointed, and held out the parchment to her. "Then you know nothing of
this "

" don't read well, " Magiere said.

"It's from my brother in the southeast of the Antes province, this province. His lord's fief was taken by
a brown-robed man he had never met. Not a noble but with a letter of authority from Baron Buscan.

And heis not the only one. I've heard smilar from other places within the Antes province, and in the east
of Droevinka, aswdll. "

"Buscan is sending out sorcerers?' Magiere asked. "Like Vordana?'

"I do not know what they are, and Vordana is the only one I've met. | only know what my brother
hes told me. There are men being sent out to unseat our nobles, one by one, and they have papers from
theroyd court. "

"What does this have to do with me?' Magiere asked, not caring for the direction Geza was leading.
She had little interest in the endless infighting of the noble houses.

"Would you look into this when you reach K6onsk? Y ou and yours stopped Vordana here and might
be able to take action others cannot. Just see if my brother is correct. "

Magiere wasn't certain how to respond, but her Aunt Biga lived too nearby for comfort and Magiere
found Gezas suspicions unsatling.

"I doubt Buscan would give us an audience, " she replied. "Or think us more than a nuisance, but if a
chance arises... "

Gezaindined his head, satisfied, and he walked with her back to the manor for breakfast.

The morning passed swiftly. Wynn helped pack the wagon, and by late afternoon they were ready to
leave. Lees| was dlent for the day, and it was obvious to Magiere that his ddusion of the night before ill
plagued him. For her own part, she couldn't rid hersdf of seeing Leesl offering himsdf up to her like a



sacrifice. Taking would have to wait—but talk they would, for his sake.

Asthey pulled the wagon around before the manor, Stefan stood in its doorway as Elena came out to
see them off. If Wynn was right concerning what VVordana had done to Stefan, he would never again
leave that house. Elena looked up &t the dipping sun.

"You should redly stay the night and set out tomorrow. Y ou will not get far today. ™

Magiere glanced a Lees| gtting quietly besde her on the wagon bench. He was dill logt in his
thoughts.

"No, we need to move on, " she answered Elena "Geza says the roads between here and Keonsk
are samooth and dry. Well keep going into the early evening and gain some ground. "

Chap nuzzled Shade once more and ran for the wagon, legping into the back to settle beside Wynn.
Helad his head in her lap.

Magiere offered polite farewells, snapped the reins, and Port and Imp pulled them down the inland
road. When they reached Pudurlatsat and turned east dong the main road, Magiere shifted the reins to
one hand and grasped Leesil's closest hand with her other. He gripped her pdm ingantly.

She hdd on to him until dusk.

|Chane awoke precisdly a dusk and sat watching Welstied dumber. He had done the same thing night
after night. More recently, his companion had ceased mumbling and thrashing in his dormancy.

Wedgid had become no less an obstacle to Chane's freedom then Toret had been, expecting
obedience, though he could not will it as Toret had. Chane had no money and no where dse to go, urtil
Wedtid ddivered his promised payment and letters of introduction. With such, Chane could seek a new
existence, perhaps journey to one of the main branches for the Guild of Sagecraft.

For dl Chane's rductance to be Wegtid's puppet, he had little choice but to obey—for now. And he
became more and more curious about the artifact that Welstid sought.

But behind dl this lingered a downfalen moment in the dark amithy.
Wynn had turned him away.

Part of hm was drangdy ful of sorrow, and he was not normdly given to meancholy. Wynn
followed her conscience, and her clear wish to protect him from Magiere hung congtantly in Chane's
thoughts. A naive notion, as he needed no protection, but ill...

In that moment, the possibility of returning to Belawith Wynn had dipped out before he redized what
he was saying. He should not have dlowed himsdf such a fantasy nor pushed it upon her. She was a true
intellect and understood thet truths could never be forgotten—there was no way to change what was.
Liketrying to take back words that had aready been spoken.

His father's crudty had taught him to defend himsdf, to look out for himsdf above dl others. Wynn
was the only person besides his mother that held ever wished to protect more than himsdf. He'd faled his
moather; he might yet save Wynn.

Wedtid dirred, and Chane cautioudy tapped his shoulder. "Are you awake?!
"Yes. We should ready oursalves. "

"Do you wish to pack, or are we returning here?'

"We leave directly from the manor. Pack everything. "

When Wddtid began assding with preparations, Chane was surprised. It was clear early in their
acquaintance that Welstid had been raised a noble, accustomed to having things done for him. He struck
Chane as lacking in saf-aufficiency; regardless of his own noble upbringing, Chane preferred to rely upon



himsdlf.

He saddled both horses and strapped the tent over the rump of his own mount. He handed Wedid
his cloak.

"You lead, " he said. "I'm dill uncertain why you want to question this captain. "

"Information, " Weldtid answered.

How enlightening, Chane thought, but kept slent on the matter. It was puzzing, too, when Wegtid
led them around the town to the east end rather than inland to the manor.

"How will you find this captain?' Chane asked.

Wedtid sat watching the main road through town and occasondly the sparse forest around them.
There was little ctivity past dusk. Then Chane heard a dlattering bell off through the trees.

A skinny young boy with thick black harr and freckled skin, not quite in his teens, was herding a
group of goats through. The sound came from a crude bel hanging on the collar of the one mde in the
herd. The boy mus have taken his charges out too far, or perhaps they had wandered on their own, and
he was returning late.

"Can you charm that boy into fetching his lord's captain?' Weldtid asked. "You seem to have a way
with these peasants. "

"I will try, " Chane answered, ignoring the barb.

He didn't care for these commoners ether, but Wdgid's disaste was more acute. Chane understood
the crude minds of peasants and how to use them when necessary.

The boy swung a switch to drive his smdl herd on to the man road, and Chane urged his horse
forward through the trees. He kept his distance so as not to sartle his would-be messenger.

"Ho there, " he cdlled.
The boy stopped to look him over before answering. "Who are you?'

"Friends of the dhampir, " Chane said, gesturing to Welstid back in the trees. He spoke Droevinkan
farly wel but with an accent. "Did you meet her?"

The boy shook his head but his face it up.

"She's the one who saved udl They say she's white as ghost and can pull down a horse with her bare
hands. Y ou know her?'

Chane's eyebrows rose. How quickly truth became legend—and sometimes myth—among the
masses. If only they knew who had truly "saved” them.

"Yes, and she sent us with an urgent message. It is of great importance but must be handled quietly,
only given to your lord's captain. ™
"Captain Geza?' The boy nodded. "His Elena handles things at the common house for us. ™

"Can you fetch the captain but not let anyone else hear you? Tdl him the dhampir sent us with urgent
news, and he should meet us here, away from any ears. Can you do that?'

The boy looked at his flock.

"WEell keep an eye on your herd, " Chane said with a compassionate amile. "This is important, my
The boy draightened himsdf as though a great duty had been placed upon him in service to this
legendary dhampir. He nodded once and was off.



Wedtid urged his horse forward beside Chane's. "At times, you astonish me. "
Chane shrugged. "Y ou handled the innkeeper in Bdawdl enough. *

"Greed and ignorance require little more than a flash of coin. This is going to be a more... open
interrogation. There can be no witnesses, you understand?”’

Chane suppressed an indignant retort. "Of course. "

They dismounted, leading the horses into the trees but remaning in Sght of the main road. The goats
wandered by the roadside, and evening rapidly turned to night as the world grew darker.

Chane wondered how this Geza would react to a boy's tde of strange men with a secret message
from the dhampir. Had this happened in Chane's mortd life, he would have gathered a retinue of guards
before setting foot outsde. But Magiere appeared to ingpire confidence, and he bedieved the captain
would come done. Soon a short man in a leather hauberk and gray-blue cape followed the boy up the
road out of the town. Chane stepped out, rasng a hand to hall them, with Welstid close behind.

The captain's expression was apprehengve, but he approached with little hestation and spoke in a
lowered voice.

"Young Tenan here says you have a message from Magiere. Has something happened during the
journey? She's been gone less than hdf aday.

Weddid stepped around Chane. He grabbed the captain's throat before the man could blink. Geza
gripped Welgtid's forearm with one hand, reaching for his sword with the other. Before an inch of sed
dipped from the sheath, Welstid snatched his wrigt.

Tenan's eyes widened, and the boy turned to run. Chane grasped the back of his neck and pinned his
gmdl head agang atree.

"Cry out, and I'll crush your skull, " he whispered.

The boy stopped dsruggling and peered Sdeways at Geza for hep. The captain released Wedtid's
am and struck with hisfig.

Wedtid's head barely turned under the blow. He tightened his grip on Gezas throat. As the captain's
eyes hdf closed, Welsid dapped the man's hand from his sword and pulled the blade himsdf. He flung
Geza into the forest away from the road, and the captain tumbled to the ground, gasping for air.

"Now, " Weddtid said, "we need to know where the dhampir has gone and, if she told you, why. "

Chane watched the captain lying on the ground, trying to catch his breath in astonishment at being so
quickly undone.

"Y ou're after the dhampir?' Geza said between gasps. "She saved this town, and I'll give you nathing
to cause her ham. ™

"Harm?' Wedtid said, and looked to Chane. "Would you please show the good captain what we are
capable of 7!
Chane snarled. Without hestation, he lifted the boy from the ground by his neck, so tha they both

faced Geza. The boy had no time to scream as Chane's teeth wrapped around the dender neck, hafway
to the boy's throat. He bit down.

Tenan's legs kicked inthe ar afew times and fdl 4ill.

Chane sdldom fed on children. As sweet as their blood could be, they were incapable of putting up a
fight. When finished, he tossed the fragile body before Geza, who stared a himin horror.

Wedtid crouched before the captain. "If you think that undead sorcerer was a plague, imagine my
companion loose among your people for one night. Or should we start a the manor?'



Geza drew a breath but did not speak. Chane stepped close behind Wegtid, watching the captain
with mild interest. The outcome of this conversation was obvious, and dl that remained was to see how
long it took to play out.

"Without your assistance, " Welstid went on, "we have nowhere ese to go. Do you have a son here?
A daughter? A wife? I'm sure someone at the manor would cooperate in answering our questions. ™

Gezds brow furrowed as he rubbed his throat. Chane could tdl the man was not accustomed to
being helpless.

"What do you want?" the captain whispered.

"I told you, " Weldid responded. "We need to know where the dhampir isgoing and why. "

"Andif | tdl you, then you and this murdering carrion will go on your way and leave my people be?’
"You have my word, " Weddid sad.

"Keonsk, " Geza sghed, dropping his gaze. "She heads to the capitd. "

"To pass through or to Stay?"

"Itis her destination, to the best of my knowledge. "

"Hef records concerning her family. She's looking for information about her father, and that is dl |
know. Now leave usin peacel”

Chane was surprised how quickly the captain supplied the answers. Even sranger was his sense that
the man spoke the truth straight out, and that his ignorance was sincere. But ingtead of being satisfied,
Welstid gripped the man by the throat again.

"Records of her father?'
Unable to breathe, the captain nodded his confirmation.

Wegtid dammed the palm of his free hand into the Sde of the captain's jaw. The man's head jerked
sdeways with an audible snap, and his body went limp. Wegtid stood up as Geza flopped to the ground,
eyes open and head tilted a an unnaturd angle.

"What isit?" Chane asked, dmogt darmed.
Wedtid had never before logt dl his composure like this. He stood shifting his weight back and forth.
"Come, " hefindly said. "Gather the bodies and get the horses. "

Chane did as indructed and rode after Welstid down the road for a hdf a leegue. When Wddid
turned aside into the trees and dismounted, Chane followed. The copse Wdgtid had entered was so0
dark that even Chane had trouble seeing clearly. Weldtid stood deep in thought.

"What now?" Chane asked.

"We need to dow Magiere down. You and | mus reach Keonsk firg. "
"Jud do it!"

Chane had never seen Welstid so unsettled. "And what do you suggest?'
His companion paused and pointed to the urn hanging around Chane's neck.

"You are skilled with animd spirits, yes? Send something to stop her without causng her injury. The
cgptain sad she had been gone less than hdf a day, so sheisnot far ahead. ™



Chane shook his head. "What you ask is a complex process, and a present, the only familiar | have is
arat. | doubt that will suit your purpose. "

"Magiere ismy only interest, " Wedid returned. "Anyone with her is no concern of mine Slow her
down or | will have to do it mysdf. And my methods are not as... precisdy controlled as yours. "

Chane blinked. Welstid knew enough of his private interests to use Wynn againg him. A flash of
anger and resentment brought harsh words to hislips, but he fought them back.

"Do you have walf speech?’ he asked.
"Do | have what?' Wddtid returned.

"ltiswhat | cdl it," he explained. "My maker, Toret, told me that each of our kind develops different
abilities. Toret lived for many years with another Noble Dead who possessed the power to cdl upon
wolves. Do you?'

"Yes | can do this " Weldid answered, and he glowered in distaste. "Bt it is neither speech nor a
kinship with wolves. You can abandon such superdtitious nonsense. It is an expresson of hungering
indinct, cast out to catch the atention of any predator within reach. A base and crude ability which most
of our kind develop over time. "

Chane pondered this for amoment. In his short time as a Noble Dead, he had not manifested ahilities
beyond what any undead would have—speed, drength, suppression of pan and phydcd duress,
amongs others. It was curious that one such as Weldtie, so repulsed by anything uncultured and raw,
would have devel oped such an aility.

"Setting wolves upon them, " Weldid said, "is not the precise approach | expected from you. "
"l only need one, " Chane replied. "And it will be more focused than you imply. *

He kndt down and pulled a brass urn, a candle, aslver dagger, and a bottle of dlive green liquid from
his pack.

"WEell clear a space where | can carve my symbalsin the earth for the ritud. ™

Weddid became immediatdy agreeable, and this raked Chane more than the man's previous manner.
Weddid was exactly like Toret in some respects. Polite, so long as Chane did as he was told. They

picked a clear space in the copse, and Chane prepared for the ritud as Welgtid cleared the forest mulch
with his boot.

"Now, cdl awalf," Chane ordered.

* k% *

Magiere sat with Lees| upon the wagon's seat and drove Port and Imp down the road through the
night. It took little attention, as the horses were surefooted and never veered from the road.

Wynn and Chap were dill awake in the wagon's back, and the sage had unpacked two cold lamps a
dusk. Lees| lashed these to ether sde of the wagon's front footboard. He leaned back and took an
gpple dice from Wynn.

"S0, you destroyed that creature by mdting its urn? Clever. "
Wynn didn't respond and continued cutting fruit to hand out.

Chap sat before her with his front legs set wide to baance againg the wagon's rock. When Magiere
glanced back, the dog licked his muzze with ears sraight up, his full attention on the next apple Wynn

pedled.

Magiere hadn't forgotten what Chap had donein the forest for Wynn, though how was gill a mysery
even after Wynn's tale. What the sage had described was far more astonishing then the smple swipe of



tongue that Magiere had witnessed. Chap became a larger puzzle each time they learned more of
him—mog often with no help from the dog himsdif.

Wynn looked tired and weak, and Magiere wondered how much of this was her ordea with
Vordana, her mantic mishap, or their say in the village under the sorcerer's draining presence. Leesl had
shaken off hisfaigue, and this gave Magiere another reason for pause. Vordana had tried to gtrip his life
away, yet he was less worse for wear man the sage.

Then there was Wynn's description of what sheld seen of each of them in her dtered Sght. Magiere
hed shared thiswith Leesil. However, there were more pressing concerns to discuss for what lay ahead.

"Geza showed me aletter from his brother, " she began.

"Antesfiefs are being taken from their nobles by men sent out by Lord Buscan. "

"V ordana was not an isolated incident?' Wynn asked, her voice risng. "There are more like him?'
Magiere shook her head.

"I don't know. The replacements carry letters of authority from Keonsk, but | can't imagine many
sorcerers dill about in this time—or any time I've heard of. Gezas brother thinks this is happening in
eagtern Droevinka, as well, and Geza asked us to look into it, though I've no idea how. "

Chap lunged forward, threw his front legs over the bench's back, and growled a her. The sound
gartled Port and Imp, and they pulled up, dancing Sdeways.

"Stop that!" Lees| ordered, shoving the dog back.

"You know he does not want us on this journey, " Wynn said. "Or anywhere in Droevinka, it seems. |
suppose he does not want us involved in the captain's suspicions alther. "

It sounded to Magiere like Wynn had become as weary of Chap's behavior as Lees| or hersdf.
"All right, " Leesl said. "Stop the wagon. "
Magiere pulled in the reins, bringing Port and Imp to a hdt. "What's wrong?'

"We're not moving another league. " He hopped down, circled around the wagon's back, and climbed
into crouch before Chap. "Not until we get some answers from you!"

Chap shifted nervoudy on dl fours, but there was little room left for him to move in the wagon's back.
"Wynn saw you in her mantic Sght, " Leesil said to the dog. "And she saw them... the Fay. "

Chap rumbled and glanced at Magiere. She frowned a him.

"He was trying to help Wynn, " Magiere said.

"Maybe that's dl, " Leesl replied. "Or maybe hés in a hurry to get us away from any more
information we might sumble upon. Like the fit he threw about the keep near your village. Think about it.
Cdling his... others, kin, whatever. So much power just to banish a Smple magic gone awry? Like usng
asword when a knife would do. "

Even Wynn now stared warily at Chap.

"A very urgent choice, I'd say, " Leesl added. "Perhaps to preserve one more new piece in the
scheme he's been working dl these years. "

Chap growled and barked twice for no.

Magiere saw Leesl diffen, and his gaze grew distant. His eyes drooped and filled with sadness. He
shuddered and blinked.

"Don't do that again!" he snapped at the dog.



Chap dropped his head, bresking eye contact.

Wynn glanced between the two of them. "What? What happened?’

"Chap's playing his memory game again, " Magiere said. "Lees|?!

She watched him drop to gt in the wagon's bed. "My mother gave im to me. "

Magierés somach turned. This journey—her journey— kept Lees| from searching for a mother
who, unlike her own, might il live. Guilt wasn't something Magiere let plague her in the past, but from
that night she'd convinced Lees| to head to Droevinka firdt, sheld had enough for a lifeime. And it fdt
wdl deserved in this moment.

"Perhaps he wants to find her, as wdl, " she sad quietly, watching Leesl withdraw into his own
thoughts. "Well go north as soon as we finishin Keonsk, and I—"

"What?' Leesil looked up in confuson. "No, | didnt meen that to sound... Well search Keonsk, tear
the place gpart if we have to. " His attention turned back upon Chap. "But this decatful four-footer is
going to answer some questions. ™

Lees| reached into Wynn's pack and pulled out the taking hide. He dapped it down on the wagon's
bed before Chap.

"Why do you want us out of here so badly?' he demanded.

Chap fidgeted again. Wynn reached out to the dog, cupping his muzze in her pam to look him in the
eyes.

"I know you helped me because you care for me, " she said to him, "but if there is more, then it is time
to tdl us. Would the mantic Sght have faded on its own soon enough?'

Chap gazed intently back at WWynn and yipped once for yes.
"Then why cdl the Fay?' Magiere asked. "Why the urgency? Why do you want us away from here?'
Magiere had another unsattling moment when Chap looked up at her and began pawing at the hide.

"Navaj... enemy?' Wynn trandated. "Bith feith leiras... inwait?... no... is waiting, watching. Trialhi
amve aicheva tu... leave beforeit finds you. "

Magiere's eyeslit up.

"In Stefan's tde of Vordanas firg vist, " she said, "the sorcerer said something about being able to
‘watch' no matter what Stefan did. | think Vordana tried to drain life from me during the fight and
couldn't. He looked surprised, and | heard him in my thoughts. | was what he'd been waiting, watching
for."

"Ancther dan of undeed on our trail, " Lees| muttered. "Wondroust More Noble Dead worked up
by peasant tales of the dhampir come to—"

Chap pawed the hide again, stopping often to look over its symbals as if trying to find something
specific.

"Spiorcolh aonach... one spirit crime, " Wynn said. "No, um, the firg spiritud... piritud crime... Sn?
Thefirg sn—hith feith leiras—iswaiting and watching. Am-na iosai

¢ 'tu. Not time... too soon... to know for you? Too soon... for you—for us—to know. "

Wynn sat back with a deep sgh of frugtration.

"Perhaps our search leads to something he thinks we are not ready to know, and that knowing would
place usin danger... Or the search would reved usto this enemy?"

Too late for that, " Magiere said. "Congdering what we faced in the last village. "



Wynn rubbed her brow asif it ached. Chap whined, siffing at the hide and tilting his snout a her. He
hung his head, shifting from paw to paw as his gaze wandered over the hide.

"Dont you start that again, " Lees| said. "Wynn, make hmtdl us—"

"Enough, LeesI!" Wynn snapped, her sharp tone dartling even Magiere. "He is an eternd spirit with
no use for spoken words—using an animd's mind to handle a written language... and in a diaect | do not
speak wdl mysdf. There is something he cannot find the words for. ™

The wagon lurched suddenly backward, and both Port and Imp screamed out.

Magiere grabbed the bench to keep from being spilled forward onto the wagon's hitch. Port snorted
and reared. He thrashed out with his forehooves, and both horses whinnied again in panic.

A large walf circled into view on the road and rushed in a Port. The wagon lurched again, rolling
backward as the horses retreated.

"Wynn... Lees!" Magiere shouted as she righted hersdlf. " Someone get my sword!”

Chap lunged forward, front paws on the wagon's bench. He snarled, and his ear flattened at the sght
of the walf.

"Brakel" Leedl shouted. "Pull the brake!”

Magiere saw the wolf harry the horses as she blindly reached back with her hand. The fachion's hilt
smacked agang her pdm, and she closed her fingers around it, not knowing who'd retrieved it. She
grabbed for the brake with her free hand.

The wagon lurched to a hdt with the sound of splintering wood. Magiere pulled the brake too late.
Her grip on lever kept her from faling backward, but that was dl, for they'd dready hit something.

"Chap, go!" Magiere shouted.

The dog scrambled over the bench as she dropped off the wagons side, running to get in between the
horses and the walf. It was snarling and sngpping at their hooves.

"Get back!" she ydled, trying to attract the wolf's attention.

Chap rushed around her and charged. The walf turned on the dog, and the two became a mass of
growls and teeth. Magiere couldn't strike without risking injury to Chap.

Port and Imp tried to back away, and the wagon's rigging creaked under ther sruggles. Magiere
glanced back to see wagon's corner grind againg a tree trunk. Wynn dung to the wagon's side, reaching
for agrip on the bench, and Leesl was nowhere in Sght. Magiere grabbed for the horses harness. The
wagon twisted Sdeways and dropped as the outer rear whed fdl free fromits axle.

A loud ydp carried above the horses frantic snorts. Magiere saw the wolf break away and Chap roll
to hisfeet, prepared to charge again. She released the horses and swung her blade, aming for the beast's
throat. It dodged, but her blade tip clipped its |eft shoulder.

Thewoalf yelped, and then dashed off into the trees. Chap scrambled after it.
"No!" Magiere shouted. "Let it go. "
Chap circled around her, panting, his eyes on the forest where the wolf had fled.

Magiere turned back to the wagon. There was dill no Sgn of Leesl, but Wynn lay in the road
amongs hdf ther bdongings, toppled out the wagon's back end. The rear right whed lay flat on the
road.

"Wynn?' Magiere caled. "Areyou dl right?'
The sage sat up, her short robe's cowl flopped over her face. She pushed it back and looked about



asif log.
"Yes... yes, | anfineg " she sad.
"Where's Lees|?' Magiere asked.
Wynn peered about again, dimbing to her feet, and Chap ran around the wagon's back.
"Valhachkasgj'al" came Leesl's irate voice from the forest. "I'm in the damn bushed™

He rose into view from behind the tree their wagon had struck, with dirt on his face and clothes. Stray
leaves stuck out in his white hair. He walked siff-legged as he stepped out onto the road, and held his
right buttock as he scowled at Magiere.

"Did you ever manage to set the brake?' he asked through gritted teeth.

Magiere glared a him, though she was relieved that he was dl right. "Tha wolf mugt have been
gaving to attack awagon. "

"Am | ever..., " Wynn said, head shaking in disbdief, "ever gaing to have one safe night around the
three of you?'

Magiere had no answer.

Chap sat down next to the sage and licked her hand, but Wynn pulled it away. She looked at the
whed lying on the ground. Lees| squatted down and poked at the axle's end. Magiere was about to ask
if they could fix it, but Leesl was dready shaking his head in dishbelief.

"Yes, this makes perfect sense, " Wynn continued. "Who dse would become stranded in the
wilderness by one famished wolf?"

Bitterness was unusua enough coming from Wynn, but the words hung upon Magiere as she looked
toward the woods where the wolf had vanished. There was nothing else to be done, and she began
unharnessing Port and Imp.

"Oh, | am sorry, " Wynn said. "It is a bit too much to face right now. "

"l could use your help, " Magiere replied.

Wynn came forward to ingpect Port's right front leg. It was bleeding.

"Only the skin, " she said. "Proper tending and rest, and he will recover quickly. "
"We're here for the night anyway, " Lees| said, glaring a the whed and axle.

He collected their belongings off the road and began setting camp as Wynn dug through her things to
find salve and a bandage for Port's leg. Magiere stroked the animd's long forehead, but her gaze was dill
on the forest.

| Chane kndlt upon the ground, seeing through the wolf's eyes as he directed its assault upon the horses.
He had made the wolf his own familiar and fdt what it fdt while merged with its awareness. When the
dhampir's blade hit the walf's shoulder, Chane recoiled in pain and severed his bond with the animdl.

But he had seen the wagon smash againg the tree.

Through his own eyes, he saw Welgtid standing a short distance off, holding his cloak closed about
himsdlf, watching Chane with tight lips and eyes narrowed with impatience.

"It's done. " Chane panted. "One horseisinjured, and the wagon has lost a whed. No one was hurt,
and they are stranded. "

Welgiid nodded. "Wel done. Can you ride?"
"Thewdlf is bleeding. "



"Will thet affect you?

Chane 4ill fdt the pain from the dhampir's blade, but it was fading. He did not answer and crawled to
his feet to repack his components and mount his horse. Weldtid followed his actions.

"Go, " Chane said, exhausted and angry.

He did not want his efforts wasted and, once they passed the dhampir in the night, Welstid would no
longer have a need to take matters into his own hands. Wynn would be safe—for now.

"How far ahead are they?' Wedid asked.

"Perhaps a few leagues or more. I'll warn you when we get close, and we can move off the road
through the forest. If we press through the night, we will be long ahead of mem by dawn. "

Weldgiid kicked his horse forward. Chane gripped his reins with one hand and his saddle with the
other and followed.

Chapter 11

L eesl awoke wdl past dawn and fdt like he hadn't dept at dl. He rolled over benegth the wool
blanket to find he was done.

Magiere was dready up and examining the wagon's didodged whed. Her hair hung loose about her
shoulders, unbraided since the night before when they'd faced Vordana. The amdl cuts on her face were
nearly hedled, but the left Sde of her chin was il tinged red.

The damp ar bothered Leesil more than usud, and it was difficult to put on a cheerful front as he got
up. They needed to get the wagon fixed and be on ther way. He crouched beside Magiere before the
axle's exposed end.

"What do you think?' she asked.

"The whed isintact, " he answered. "But | don't see how were going to lift the wagon enough to
remount it. "

Wynn and Chap gathered beside them.
"How is Port?' Magiere asked.

"Daing well, " Wynn replied. Her eyes were deepy, and she had not braided her har ether. "The
sdve helped, and heis not even limping. "

"Any ideas?' Leesl asked her, returning to the wagon's whed!.

Wynn led the way into the woods until they found a fdlen log. Lees| helped her drag it back. After
Magiere hacked it clean with her fachion, Lees| scavenged a stout branch long enough for a lever. They
rolled the log up to the wagon, set the branch in place, and dl three of them put their weight on it.

The wagon's corner lifted, but when Leesl| tried to set the whed to the axle, it was clear they wouldn't
et the axle high enough. More scavenging followed, as they tried to find a way to lift the axle higher. By
midmorning, they stopped in frustration for a late breakfast, sdtling together on a blanket with apples and
biscuits.

"If we can't fixed it soon, " Magiere said, "Well have to pack up Port and walk, take turns riding Imp.

"Now walt just a—, " Lees| began.

"Ligen, " Wynn said.
A chattering carried from a distance, dmogt like the sound of birds. Lees| stopped to ligen, and me



more he pad atention, the clearer the sound became. The tones took on a digtinct tune, and a voice
carried lightly above chords both joyful and meancholy.

Leesil got up from the blanket. "Snging?'

The music carried up the road from behind them. The firg thing he saw was a smdl house being
pulled dong by four mules. It was more of an enclosed wagon with wals and a roof overhead.
Dark-haired people hung out of shuttered windows or sat atop its roof or walked besde the wagon.
Faded and worn, ther clothes were amotley array of colors and patterns.

The man atop the roof srummed a tamal, a narrow-necked four-stringed Belaskian Iute, and the boy
besde the driver bowed upon a wel-worn fidde. A woman waking besde the mules dternately
hummed or sang in alanguage Lees| had never heard, though it sounded akin to Droevinkan.

Tzgan!" Wynn said with her usud eager curiogity. "I mean Mondyalitko... like Jan and his mother,
from the keep above Magieres village They haveto be. "

There were times Leesl found Wynn's need to labe everything a bit tiring, but it was more
bothersome that they'd run into these vagabonds in the middle of nowhere. He'd lifted a few pursesin his
days, but only when necessary and not out of habit. Who better to spot athief than athief? Any help was
better than none, but somehow this seemed like putting out a fire without knowing if there was water or
whiskey in the bucket.

The house wagon dowed at the sght of the stranded trio and their broken rig. Lees| made his best
effort to appear gracious as he stepped into the road and raised a hand in greeting.

"Can we beg a bit of hdp?' he cdled out in Belaskian.
" don't know about this, " Magiere muttered behind him. "There are quite afew of them. "
"Do you see anyone ese coming our way?' Wynn asked.

Most of the Mondyditko appeared as openly friendly as had Jan, and in a blink, they climbed from
the windows and the back of the wagon in aflurry of chatter. When the fiddle boy tried to hop down and
join the gathering, the driver grabbed him by the breeches and pulled him back onto the wagon's bench.

The man from the roof came to greet Leesil, dinging his tamal over his shoulder by its strap. He had
a bushy mustache that nearly hid his mouth and trailed to his cheeks like the tips of wings. His hat was
litle more than a ydlow fdt sack that flopped to one sde, its bottom edge sashed to his head with a
mottled blue kerchief.

"I am Giovanni, " he said, as if expecting them to recognize hm immediatdy. Only his bottom teeth
showed benesth the mustache when he grinned, and he swirled a quick hand through the ar at those
around him. "Of the Lagtiana clan. And you seem to have damaged your home. "

Leed| raised an eyebrow as he looked back at their broken wagon. Two men dready inspected it
closdy, one scooting on his back benegth the tilted vehicle,

"Were off to Keonsk for the autumn fedtiva, " Giovanni continued. "The last of the squash and
pumpkins are in, and people will pay wel for entertainment. ™

"Redly?' Wynn said. "Magiere, could we observe this celebration? Domin Tilswith would be so
interested. "

Lees| suppressed a groan, and Magiere glared a the sage.

"We could use some help, " Leesl said, dill kegping an eye on those gathered close to their wagon
and beongings. "If you can spare a bit of time. "

"When the world puts something in your path, " Giovanni answered serioudy, "best face it as fate
rather then trip like afool rushing on. ™



"What?' Magiere said.
Lees| grabbed her hand and squeezed it sharply. "Most kind of you, " he answered politely.

Soon five men helped lever the wagon up. When it was high enough, they braced it with cut logs
scavenged from the forest, and dl grabbed hold to lift the wagon's Sde again. When Magiere stepped in
to assigt, severd of the men exchanged surprised amiles

Bit by bit, pushing braces farther under the wagon with each lift, the axle rose high enough for the
whed to be mounted. All the while, the Mondyalitko spoke little of the task a hand, as if each knew
what to do without discussion. It was clear to Lees| they were used to deding with such things as part of
daly life Instead they chatted about the coming fedtiva in the capita, or asked questions of Leesl and
Magiere. They sudied both with curious amusement, until Leesl grew concerned over Magiere's
mounting irritation made plain by her curt answers. Tools were unloaded from the little ralling house and,
just past noon, the wagon was roadworthy once again.

Lees| traded some of their gpples and extra jerky for a bit of spice tea and a few other supplies,
while Wynn chatted amongs the Mondyaditko. Chap was more than occupied with children crding
about him. Two young girls tried desperately to get him to fetch a stick, for which he showed no interest
a dl. But both dog and sage appeared equdly disappointed when Leesl announced it was time to move
on.

Lees| offered ther thanks to Giovanni. "We're grateful you happened by. ™

Magiere pulled two slver pennies from ther purse. "Please take this for your trouble. ™

Giovanni hed up ahand in refusal. 'To help atraveler is good luck. Thistime, thregfold. "

"lindg, " she said.

Lees| tensed. Magiere hated being indebted to anyone, and he worried that she might be inauiting
them. Giovanni searched her pae face for amoment and then took the coins.

"Our thanks, " he said.
"Can we reach Keonsk by nightfdl?* Lees| asked.
Tonight? No, too far. Perhaps tomorrow. "

Concedling his disgppointment, Lees| nodded. After chearful farewdlls, he clucked Port and Imp into
a brisk trot. Wynn sat in the wagon's back, scribbling on parchment as she watched the Mondyalitko's
ralling house fade in the distance behind them. She was quiet for a while and then closed her journd to
gaze wisfully down the road.

Lees| counted them lucky thet the bucket they'd been blindly handed held water insteed of whiskey.
But with trouble averted, there was little to keep his thoughts from wandering once again back to the
nightmare forest and his mother's dust.

IWegtid had ridden hard through the previous night and then dept in therr well-hidden tent dl day. He
awoke precisdly a dusk and stepped from the tent with his pack in hand. He needed to scry for
Magiere, check her direction and distance, and redized there was neither time nor opportunity to do so
outsde of Chane's presence.

Watching Chane conjure the wolf's spirit had dtered Welgtid's evduation of the tal undead. Chane's

resourceful nature was matched with notable skill, making the cregtion of a large familiar appear
effortless. Weldid knew better.

Allowing Chane to see how he tracked Magiere would give away none of Weldtid's true secrets. And
few others of his acquaintance had studied the arcane arts to the degree that Chane clearly had. He took
out the brass disk, turned it over on the ground, and cut the stub of his little finger. Chane paused from



packing to eye the brass dish as a drop of Welstid's fluids struck the center of its dome.
"What are you doing?'

"Sorying, " Wegid answered, and he chanted softly until the droplet shivered and moved west.
"Weé're dill ahead of her. Wewill reach Keonsk firgt. ™

Chane crouched down, examining the disk more closely. "How does it work?”

"You primaily useritud, but | work my conjury through atificing, creating ussful tools. | created one
amulet Magiere wears and this brass disk. A drop of my fluids forms a connection. It is dragged in the
direction of the amulet. "

Chane dearly wished to inquire further but did not. "We should go. "

They rode hard through hdf the night, tiring their horses, until Weldie spotted lights ahead. He fdt
rdief that at least he had arrived ahead of Magiere.

Although Welstid was not fond of Droevinka, his father had served the mogt ancient house of Sclaven
in the eastern province for many years before they had schemed ther way into the good graces of the
Antes. He knew well the history of Keonsk. It was the largest city in Droevinka, less than a third the sze
of Belaand less developed, and surrounded by a thick wall of rough mortared stone. Its postion on the
Vudrask River dlowed for ease of trade and commerce. Barges from Stravina and Belaski brought
goods inland from those countries main ports.

The stone wall was less than a hundred years old. The castle keep had been constructed centuries
before, and the city had dowly spread outward around it. In long-gone days, any prince who managed to
take the throne would rule for life, or until the next house waged a successful insurrection. Although avil
wars were less frequent then, they were brutd and extensve, and dl houses fought to take power. If a
wesk prince lead a victorious house, the nation had been known to suffer for decades—should he live
thet long.

Then a gathering was caled between the five strongest houses. It was agreed that a ruling grand
prince, rather than a king, should be selected by the consent of dl. He would serve nine years or until his
death, whichever came fird. A successful solution overdl, though smdl-scde upheavas dill occurred
from time to time, especidly if an overzedous house tried to keep its prince on the throne rather than
surrender power.

The unlanded house of Varan] was a notable exception, and most other houses barely recognized its
noble status. Descended of mercenary horsemen in service to the fird invaders of the region, they served
as the royd guard and city contingent for whoever held the throne. They were denied the opportunity to
place their "prince’ on the throne or establish a province of their own. They served as peacemakers and
policed the nation, occasiondly queling disputes between houses that boiled into open bloodshed.

AsWedtid and Chane approached, they had three choices. The road curved gently, one side going
around the city, and the other leading to the riverside docks. A short path led raight forward to the huge
arch and rounded wooden gates of Keonsk's west entrance. Guards in light armor manned the entrance,
dl wearing the bright red surcoats of the Varanj, marked with the black slhouette of a rearing gdlion.

Chane pulled his horse up, and Wegtid turned his own mount in puzzlement.
"What's wrong?"

"Do we need to offer a tale about our business here?!

Chane asked. "Or will they just let usin so late at night?'

"l haven't been here in many years, " Wegtid answered. "Prince Rodek of the Antes currently holds
the throne, and we need to see his prime counselor, Baron Cezar Buscan. My father served the Antesin



our find days. | think we can present oursdves as messengers bearing a report. Our appearance is
enough to mark us as better than commoners, but do not speak—your accent is too pronounced. "

Chane nodded, and Wdgtid headed for the open gates.

A young guard with a shaved head and no hedmet raised his hand to stop them, a casud gesture of
polite protocol and no more. It was past midnight, but this was a large city, so it stood to reason tha
some people arived late and others left early. Enormous torches lit up both sdes of the entrance, tharr
heads shielded by large cups of iron mesh.

"Your business, sr?" the guard asked.
Wedtid offered his story of bearing reports for the baron, and the young guard shook his head.

"You're wdcome in, Sr, but Baron Buscan sees no one he doesn't ask for himsdf. And there are
dready gangs of nobles from various houses trying to get his attention. ™

"And Prince Rodek?' Welgtid asked. "Surdy he sees servants of his own house?'

"Not here, " and the guard lowered his voice. "He's gone back to Enemusk and the Antes keep. It's
rumored there's some family issue a stake. Baron Buscan is the only authority at the castle, and he's not
seeing nobody. "

Wedtid was perplexed. Rodek was not a court, and Bus-can was not seeing representatives even of
hisown house. It made no sense, but the Varanj guard welcomed himinto the city just the same.

They entered the open cobblestone market area. It was quiet and dill, with canvas tarps covering
scores of booths and carts that would come dive a dawn with hawkers sdling goods to the city's
population.

"Do we find an inn?" Chane asked.

"No, we must see Buscan tonight. This cannot wait. "

"Hell bein bed. "

"Then we wake him. He will see me, in spite of our young guard's account. ™

They passed beyond the market and entered a didtrict of inns and taverns where the night was not so
quiet. Bargemen, progtitutes, and gamblers kept late hours. Welstid caught Chane daring at a dender
woman in a doorway. She smiled and held up a hand, rubbing fingers and thumb together to indicate that
coin was needed for good company. Wedid was thankful his companion had fed on the boy only last
night.

By far, the most common inhabitants moving in the night streets were soldiers. Most were amdl
patrols of Varanj, but there were occasonad groups weering the light yellow surcoats of the Antes. Prince
Rodek had left abehind a visble contingent. No noble house was permitted active troops indde the walls
of Keonsk, though as ditizens they were not barred from partaking of the city's offerings. These men
appeared armed and fully outfitted for duty, and it would not be the firg time a grand prince had
considered his own men an exception to the rule.

Wedtid rode directly toward the dty center and the gates of the castle. A dozen Varan soldiers in
red surcoats guarded the courtyard's entryway, and more patrolled the ramparts and wals. He remained
mounted, approaching a a lasurdy pace. A grizZled and scarred man, perhaps as old as fifty, was
curang a two subordinates.

"You, " Wddid cdled. "Come here. "

The old soldier paused midsentence and turned his head. He did not appear impressed by Westid's
tone and approached dowly, thumping the butt of his spear with each step.



"Yes Sr?' hereplied.

"l am here to see Baron Buscan—now. "

One of the younger subordinates snickered.

The old soldier answered palitey. "I'm sorry, Sr. The baron doesn't hold audiences at this hour. ™

Wedtid leaned forward in his saddie and pitched his voice low so that no one but the old soldier
would hear him. "My nameis Lord Welsid Massng. My father was Lord Bryen Massng. Do you know
thet name?'

The man's eyes narrowed, and Wedid heard his breath catch. He straightened himsdf with a curt
nod.

"Announce me quidly, " Wedid said. "Our busnessis private. "

The old soldier sgnaed his men to open the gatehouse portal. A few hesitated in surprise but obeyed
him. He walked toward the entrance, and Wedtid and Chane rode in behind him.

"If you are known in this country, " Chane whispered,
"why haven't we used that ploy dl dong? We could have traveled in better comfort. ™
"Quigt, " Wedid answered.

The front entrance was an enormous cedar door three times the height of a man. More portcullis than
portd, it opened by cranking upward into the wal on heavy chains. When lowered, the door's bottom
edge st into a shdlow trough of stone. No one questioned the old guard as he led Wegid and Chane
inward through the gatehouse's tunnd to the courtyard beyond.

In Belg, this stronghold would not have measured up as a castle. It was origindly built as a large
military keep by whichever house's ancestors had firs held this plot of land. It lacked the extensve
spread of the Beaskian or even the Stravinan royd grounds, having never been expanded. Perhaps the
houses feared it would become a more fortified location, should a grand prince try to keep the throne
through force. Siill, it was built of solid basat and granite that had lasted through the centuries.

"Leave your horses here, Srs, and follow me. ™

They dismounted and tied up their mounts at a rall ingde the keep wall. The old soldier led them on
through the keep's amdl and unimpressive main door to the large entry hdl. The place was chill and dark,
and there was mud on the floor as they stepped in. The sparse rushes in the entryway had not been
changed recently. Welstid had spent too many years living in Droevinkan keeps with his father, and these
wadlsfdt digagefully familiar.

"Please wait here, dirs, " the old soldier said. "The baron may ill be up, but 1 will need to announce
you. ™

"Of course, " Weldid replied.

He paced, saying clear of the walls and forcing down visons of his father in places such as this He
wanted the entire orded to be over. If not for Magiere's foolishness, he would never have been forced to
comethisfar.

"Areyou are dl right?" Chane asked.

“I'mfine."

"I don't know what you're after in here, " Chane said. "So | cannot play out this game for you. "
Wedtid draightened. "Be ready to act when | do. "

"Inwhat sense?'



"I need to procure documents. Unfortunately, we cannot leave anyone dive who heard my name. "

"Then why use the name at dI?" Chane asked with some annoyance. "There must have been another
way to secure an audience with Buscan. "

"We do not have the time to search for him oursalves and kill every guard or servant aong the way
who sees us. No. We mug be granted a private audience, accomplish what is needed, and then leave
quietly. "

Chane crossed hisarms. "Is this Buscan an old friend of yours?'
"Hadly, " Wddid answered. "He has served the Antes for many years. By the time my father

requested a specific fief, Buscan granted it, out of fear as much as anything else. Everyone was terrified
of my father. " He paused. "Was your father feared?’

"Not by the nobles, " Chane answered. "Mog of thosein Beaski found him charming. "

The old soldier trotted back down the hdl, lantern in hand, and gestured to them. "Thisway, Srs. "
IWynn stayed close to the campfire that night as Leesl and Magiere crawled into the wagon's bed to
deep. Magiere ingsted there was room for al, which was true enough, but Wynn preferred privacy for
hersdf and for them. She assured Magiere that she would be fine by the fire with Chap beside her. Leesl
and Magiere whispered to each other for a while. Wynn nether wanted nor was able to hear what they
sad, and shortly they settled quietly to deep.

Wynn worked alittle longer on her account of the Mondyaitko. It was didracting and less disquieting
than her notes concerning Magiere. When she looked up from her work, Chap had crawled close, lying
with his head on his paws. She closed up the journd, binding the parchmentsinto their lesther cover, and
scooted next to him across her blanket spread upon the ground.

His crygdline eyes were full of sorrow.
" wish you would tdl me what iswrong, " she whispered.

Chap blinked once but offered nothing more. Hislong fur was becoming matted, and she would need
to brush him come morning. Wynn reached into her pack, pulling out a piece of smoked mutton she had
saved from the lagt breakfast a Lord Stefan's manor.

" do not care for meat, " Wynn said. "'l was saving this for your breakfast, but you might like it now. "

Chap raised his head with a grunt, and she tore pieces for him to chew upon. When the snack was
gone, he lad his head back on his paws. Whatever troubled him could not be fixed with a tasty morsdl.

"I saw you in the forest before you heded my sght, " Wynn said. "You were part of both worlds at
the same time, your kin's and ours. | do not understand what you did to take this form, but it cannot be
easy to be trapped between worlds dl done. ™

She gathered his head in her arms. He resisted at firdt, then shoved his entire face into her ssomach.
"You do not have to be done, " she said. "Someday, you will tdl uswhy you are here. "
Wynn stroked Chap's head until the fire burned down to glowing coas of orange.

* % %

Chane expected the old soldier to lead them to some great conference hdl and was surprised when
they were escorted into a sSide passage and up a narrow staircase. At its top was a corridor running both
ways. Directly across from it was a plain door. The soldier opened it and ushered them in before
retreating, dosing the door behind him.

It was a amdl room of polished wood walls, furnished more comfortably than what Chane had seen
of the castle so far. Thick rugs of loca weave covered the floor, and a painting of armored cavary racing



though the Droevinkan forest hung upon the rightmost wall. The sght of such artwork in this dismd
country seemed garishly out of place.

Candles as thick and tdl as his forearm were ht around the room upon smdl tables or stands of iron.
Two large mahogany chairs sat by a sl fireplace that must have been constructed in more recent times.
Keeps this old rardly held more than the one hearth in a main hdl. A amdl desk sat to the right of the
hearth, and a narrow bookcase to its left. On atable beside the chairs were a quill and inkwell.

In those chairs sat a man and a woman. Chane assumed the former was Baron Cezar Buscan. He
was enormous in height and girth, and wore a dark blue night robe that stretched around his middle. His
bush of a black beard reached his chest, but his head was shiny and bad except for a circlet of dark hair
running around back between his temples. His ruddy complexion reminded Chane of his father's wedthy
friends who drank too much brandy.

The woman was such a stark contrast that she put Chane on guard. In both his morta and undead
exigence, he had known many lovely women. Sitting near Buscan was the mogt gtriking beauty held ever
seen. She stood up to greet the two vigtors.

Nether dight nor voluptuous, her amdl stature was diginctly curved beneath a slk, coffee-brown
dress, unusudly light for this chill country, cut to resemble a robe and sealed down the front by a long
row of brass clasps. A scarlet cord tied about her waist. The firg two clasps were unfixed, leaving her
exposed from her throat to the tops of her breasts. A teardrop bloodstone hung upon a brass chain about
her neck and rested in the hollow of her cleavage. Her dark red hair was not dressed like alady of court,
but hung past her shouldersin a thousand spirds. Green eyes watched Chane below a smooth brow.

She amiled a gredting with one finger tracing the edge of her neckline, causing it to dip briefly.
Lord Buscan rose with some difficulty. He was older than Chane had guessed.
"Wddgid?' Buscan said.

The baron paused too long, eyeing Chane's companion, asif doubting his own eyes. Chane looked a
Welgtid and redized what troubled the baron. If it had been many years since Wegtid's last presence in
this land, how much had the baron aged since those days to now stand before someone who appeared
not to have aged a dlI?

"It has been s0 long, we thought you dead, " Buscan said. "You look... quite well. " He gestured to
the woman, voice tinged with pride. "Osceline, my consort. "

The woman smiled again, her tiny teeth white and perfect. She bowed her head dightly without taking
her eyes off the vidtors.

Wedtid stepped closer, picking up the feather quill on Buscan's chair-side table to examineit.

"A guard at the ity gate told me Prince Rodek is not here, and that you hold no audiences with other
nobles. "

Buscan shrugged his bulky shoulders. "Uncertain times require extra precautions. When did you teke
up this new interest in the affairs of our sate?'

"Itislate, " Oscdine said. "Perhaps you could tdl us why you've come?!

Her voice was clear and light, like notes from a flute. Chane watched the gently beeting pulse in her
pde throat.

Wedtid put the quill back down. "I am collecting records pertaining to my family. For the time we
served the Antes, this was the place to begin, as your house currently rules the nation. If you have such, |
need to see them. ™

"Isthat dl?" Buscan appeared relieved. "Oh, but | fear | can't hdp you in this. There are no records. "



Weddid folded his hands behind his back and beneath his cloak. The baron's answer was obvioudy
insuffident, as he stared into Buscan's eyes.

"Any records are fewer than fifteen winters old, " Buscan explained. "We tried to create a centrd
archive to secure dl documents. There was an insurrection by the Maghyar when Prince Demitri of the
Serboe completed his term. A fourth of the dty was razed, dong with the judiciary building, and dl the
records ingde were log in afire. "

Chane couldn't tl if Welstiel was pleased or troubled by this news. Osceline wandered away to the
polished round table below the painting.

"You are certain there is nathing |eft?' Weldid asked.
The baron shook his head. "If that isdl you came for, your journey has been for nothing. "

Chane heard a hissng whisper, and turned his head toward the sound. Oscdline was chanting, eyes
fixed upon Welstid and Buscan.

Before Chane could cdl out a warning, Welgtid's hand lashed out from behind his back a Buscan's
chest. His hand jerked sdeways, missng the baron entirely. There was a short dagger in his grip.

Buscan's teeth clenched, and his brow furrowed in anger.
He lunged for the hearth's mantdl, and Chane saw along war knife resting there in its sheeth.

Chane svung out, catching a thick candle upon its stand, and dapped it toward Oscdline. The wick
swuffed, and the thick wax cylinder struck the sde of her face. Her chanting ceased as she toppled
agang the wal and did to the floor.

"Now!" Chaneyedled a Welstid.

Wedid drove his blade through Buscan's back with enough force that the man's head struck the
mantd's edge. When Wedtid jerked the blade out, Buscan sumbled back to crumple into the char
Oscdine had been usng. Wedtid closed on him, but the baron's eyes rolled toward his consort.

"Dont!" he cried out. "Not her... please. "

Chane was dready focused upon the floor beneath Oscdline, and he began drawing the lines and
figuresin hismind to overlay what he saw. As her eyes met Buscan's gaze, she cringed in pain. Anguish
marred her creamy features for an ingtant before they creased with hatred as she glared a Wedtid.

"Nol" she shouted, and then her attention fixed on the low thrum of Chane's chant.

Through the encircled triangle Chane envisioned, he saw Oscedlines eyes sngp closed and her
clenched fig rase before her face. She cdled out a sngle word Chane didn't catch, and her hand

opened, fingers splayed wide.
Light exploded in Chane's vison, asif every candle in the room flared suddenly. Everything turned

white, and the pain came too quickly for Chane to suppress. It shattered his focus and the rhythm of his
incantation.

He rubbed his eyes, and dowly the dim swirling colors faded from his flash-blinded sght. Wedtid
wasinagmilar state, but Buscan sat limp in the chair, saring up at the ceiling as he struggled to breathe.

Oscdine was gone.

Weddid shoved his blade through Buscan's chest.

The baron buckled under the blow, expdling a groan as ar was forced from his lungs. Before his
head dropped forward, Welstid hurried to where Oscdline had been. He thumped systematicdly on the
wall's wooden planks. At a hollow sound, he stepped back and kicked out hard.



One plank snapped inward under his boot to reved a space beyond it. He did not bother to look for
acatch to open the hidden pand, and ingtead tore out the adjoining planks with his hands.

"Go dfter her, " Weldid said. "She mugt not speak to anyonel™
"And you?' Chane asked.
" will deal with the old soldier. Kill her quickly, and join mein the courtyard. "

Chane dipped into the passage. Envisoning Osceline's throat was enticing. She was aggressve and
sensud. He hoped she would fight.

He stood upon the narrow landing of a dark staircase and opened his senses to amdl for blood, life
There were quick footfdls coming from beow. Oscdine was running, and that made Chane amile A
chase was dways a welcome prelude.

The passage steps emerged wdl below in what appeared to be a prison beneath the castle. Chane
stepped out into a passage of iron cdl doors. At the passage's end was another hdl running left and right.
He no longer smdled Oscdine and stopped to ligen again. All was slent, and then a metd door grated
softly.

Chane ran after the echo of metd againgt stone as he turned Ieft a the connecting passage. At the end
of this new path was a door |eft gar. He jerked it open to find a chamber with a table and chairs,
perhaps a guards room. Across it, Oscdline pulled one last time upon a locked door, trying desperately
to open it. She gave up and turned to face him.

Chane was surprised by her countenance. She appeared smdl and mundane, no longer dangerous
and desirable. And tired, asif her spdl had taken much from her. Chane fdt atwinge of disgppointment.

"You don't need to kill me, " she said. "I would only do mysdf harm by spesking a word about who
murdered Cezar. My master will be displeased enough asitis. ™

Chane did not break dtride as he stepped toward her, and Oscdine held up her hand, pam outward.

A sharp pain diced through Chane's temples and behind his eyes. His vison swirled to black for an
indant. Disoriented, he blinked. The room returned to his Sght, but it was hazy. Oscdline stood before
the door but shimmered in waves like summer heat upon an open fidd.

Irrationd rage rose in Chane to amother dl caculated thought. He wanted her dead and no longer
cared how. He lunged and grabbed her by the throat.

At fird he fdt nothing, as if his fingers had closed on air. Then his grip tightened on warm and pliant
flesh. Chane blinked.

Osceine's throat was in his hands, her swollen tongue pressing out between paled lips and green eyes
frozen wide and vacant. He fdt cracked vertebrae under her skin and muscle.

Chane blinked again, and she lay dead on the floor at hisfeet. He stepped back, a mix of satisfaction
and fury douding his awareness.

He vagudy remembered rushing Osceline as she raised a hand toward him. He snatched her throat,
bore her down, and crushed the life out of her. Yes, that was what had happened. She was dead, and he
could leave. He returned to the passage doorway but stopped and looked back.

Osceine dill lay near the locked sde door, and Chane looked down &t his own hands.

He remembered the fed of her neck bresking, but he had not bothered to taste her life as it vanished,
and he couldn't understand why. Perhapsin his anger and panic to reach her before she could flash-blind
him again, hisinginct had taken more expedient action.

Not wishing to wander the cadtle in retreat, Chane backtracked to the wood-paneled room and



down through the passages the old soldier had guided them dong. As he emerged in the main hdll to head
for the front entrance, Weldtid stepped from a side corridor.

"Did you find the old guard?' Chane asked.
"Yes... and the woman?'

Chane remembered that he had dearly seen Oscdlines body. "Dead... | snapped her neck... and left
her below in the keep's prison. "

"Good. " Wedtie nodded approva. "We will take the horses and walk them back out. | have seen no
other servants up and about. No one will find Buscan until midmorning, asit appears he stays up late into
the nights. "

He reached out a hand to propel Chane toward the front entrance. Chane found this odd, as Wedid
rarely touched him.

"There is nothing more for us to do here, " Wddid said. "We wait for the dhampir to arrive. When
she finds no records and no one to help her further, she will have no choice but to turn back. "

A sudden connection occurred to Chane. Wdstid had come to hide records of his family, and
Magiere searched for records of her own father.

"No records regarding the Massngs, " Chane said. "And none regarding her... How did that the
captain put it, 'her family'?'
He turned and found Weldtid returning his steedy gaze.

"Do not forget your place, " Weddtid sad in a voice stripped of dl emotion. "You are here to serve
the bargain we made, and that isdl. "

Chane's discovery would have to be handled carefully or he risked giving Welstid further cause for
conflict. He nodded camly.

"We deserve some comfort, " Weldtid said in a more sociable tone. "Let usfind out if Keonsk boasts
adecent inn. A bath and laundered dothing are in order, as wdl as comfortable beds for a change. *

Wedid's quick shift to placation left Chane wary as he followed his companion out to the horses.
Agan he pictured Osceling's body by the locked door with the smooth flesh of her throat il intact.

His own change of habit disturbed him.
Chapter 12

T he wagon rolled up to the gates of Keonsk a midday. Leesl dug through his pack and pulled out
an orange paidey scarf. He pulled his har back behind his ears and tied the cloth around his head. It was
90 large that the ends hung down to his shoulders.

Magiere wrinkled her nose asif sheld bitten into a rancid pear. "Where did you get that?"
"I traded with one of the Mondyaditko for some apples. "

"You paid for that with our gpples?’ she asked. "Where€'s your gray scarf?"

"I log it in the forest the night we fought VVordana. ™

"The color doesn't work. "

"Of courseit does. My shirt is brown. "

"You look like someone it your head on fire. Youll stand out like a fever bligter. Take it off, and find
something dse. ™

" don't have anything dse. ™



"l think it's rather striking, " Wynn put in.
"You would, " Magiere muttered.

Port and Imp pulled to a stop as a guard at the gate stepped out and held up his hand. His expression
was serious. Nine others stood ingde the entrance in varied armor and red surcoats.

"Your busness?' the guard asked.

To the market... for supplies, " Magiere said. "And one of our horses injured his leg. We need
someone who knows horses to have alook &t it. "

The guard logt some of his harsh manner. "The township of Nesmelorash is a haf-day south. It would
be best if you could makeit there. "

Leesl saw genuine concern in the guard's wary expression, but he knew Magiere wasn't going to turn
adde.

"We're heading east, " he explained. "Is something wrong?'

"Pardon, " the guard said. "Your business is welcome a market. But the grand prince is not in
resdence, and there is contention over who should take charge until he returns.

Leesl's nerves began to tingle This guard wore good qudity mail, and the scabbard of his sword
bore afamily crest. He was at least a captain, if not a minor noble, and likdy educated, as most guards
didn't use phrases like"in residence. " Why was he on guard duty at the city gate?

"What contention?' Leed| asked. "Why isn't someone in charge while the grand prince is awvay?'
The guard looked each of them over. Though he gave Leesl a serious ingpection, he paused longest

upon Wynn huddled in the wagon's back with Chap. The sght of her seemed to further soften the guard's
manner.

"Baron Buscan, the city's protector, was assassinated last night, " he answered. "Prince Rodek left an
illegd contingent of his soldiersin the city, and other houses are usng this and the lack of authority here to
raise charges againg the Antes. It's not safe.

The mention of assassination brought Lees| immediate thoughts of Sgaile, the even anmaglahk sent
after imin Bela. He was about to ask if any dves had been sghted in the dty and then thought better of
it. 1t was unlikdy anyone would see a member of this caste of assassins, as dlent and undetected as
Sgaile had been.

"Thank you, but we can take care of ourselves, " Magiere replied.
With a troubled nod, the guard stepped back and let themin.
Onimpulse, Less| cdled out, "Sir, what is your name?'

"Captain Marjus of the Varan;. "

Port and Imp pulled the wagon into the market area. Most booths were closed, but a few people
were vigble among those tables and carts conducting business. There were aso soldiers in red surcoats,
like the captain's, patralling the fringe of the area. Lees| spotted men in light ydlow surcoats, as well,
who kept ther distance from Marjus's cohorts.

"Now what?' he asked. "Thisis bad luck. An audience at the castle is next to impossible, snce mere's
no one there to hold one. "

Magiere watched the soldiers and didn't answer.

"We are mogt likdly going to be here aday or two, " Wynn said. "We should find a respectable inn, a
gable for the horses, and something warm to eat while we consder what to do. "



Lees| smiled. "A capitd plan. Magiere?'
"Yes | see a stable ahead on south Sde of the market. ™

It took little time to find a nearby inn, a place cdled Jendu Stezhar, the "Acorn Oak, " which looked
clean and respectable. They soon settled to spooning in mouthfuls of milky potato soup in its common
room. The innkeeper was a good-natured gray-haired man who wasn't offended when Lees| requested
an extra bowl for Chap.

Since the vison of his dead mother, each time Lees| ate warm food or succumbed to the smdlest
comfort, he wondered if she had suffered... was suffering. Then he looked at Magier€'s pde face. He
couldn't force her to turn away until she knew what she was and how she had come to exigt, or she had
exhausted dl hope of finding these answers.

He spooned another mouthful of soup, ready to discuss matters at hand, when he gave more notice to
atdl middle-aged soldier in aydlow surcoat Stting near them. The soldier had short-cropped brown hair
and athick scar down hisleft cheekbone, and he was on histhird tankard of de snce their arrival.

Lees| was uncertain how much should be said in close proximity to any of the Keonsk soldiers... of
any house. He saw Magiere glance in the man's direction.

Innocent Wynn blurted out the first question before Leesl could stop her. "So how do we acquire
permission to search records at the castle?!

The scarred soldier looked up from his ae. "Girl, the grounds have been locked down tighter than a
cask of autumn wine. "

He answered her in Belaskian, and his voice was sad rather than angry. Wynn turned sdeways in her
chalr to see him better.

"What do you mean 'locked down'?!
Lees| tensed. "Wynn, let's not bother the—"

"I mean the house of Varan] has locked the gates. Until my prince returns, no one but a redcoat gets
anywhere near the castle. That swine Buscan is dead, may his spirit rot in the earth along with his corpse.

Wynn had spilled their intentions, and there was little they could do to wash their presence from this
captain's awareness. It appeared factions within the houses were a odds, as wel as the contentions
between houses Marjus had mentioned at the city gate. This Antes captain guiping his de didn't care for
the grand prince's own counsdlor.

Lees| held out his hand to the man. "I'm Leesl. These are my companions Magiere and Wynn. Weve
come looking for the names of nobles who held fiefs in west Droevinka long ago. Surdly, the Varan
guards will not object to such asmple request. "

The soldier laughed but without humor. When he saw Leesl's outsiretched hand, he gripped it in
greding. "Apologies. | am Captain Smu of the Antes cavdry. | don't mean to interrupt your supper, but
you may as well go home when you're done. "

"Were not leaving, " Magiere said.

Smu looked at her and sghed. "Do you understand that Baron Cezar Buscan was assassinated last
night? The city's protector—curse him—is dead! Those Varanj mongred watchdogs haven't the wit to see
we're better off. "

Magiere leaned closer. "A captain from a nearby fief told us that Buscan has been replacing Antes
nobles asfief holders without giving any reason. Isthis true?"

Smu's de-weary eyes cleared, and he pushed his tankard away.



"Why else do you think held be judged a traitor by those. of usin the ranks? It is difficult enough to
gan note in a noble house. What good does it do when rewards are handed off to the undeserving,
smply because they hold favor with the prime counsdor?

The captain hung his head then glanced about the common room before continuing in a lowered
voice.

"I'd swear by my ancestors, that temptress with the red curls he took as consort bewitched him.
Maybe she's the one who knifed himin the back. Either way, he's dead. Soon as Prince Rodek returns,
I'm taking my men onto the roya grounds until anew protector is selected—and the Varan] be hanged!”
Smu stood up and delivered them a curt bow of parting. "Perhaps then | can hdp you, but for now, no
one but a redcoat gets ingde the castle wal. Good night and safe passage to you. "

As Smu walked out the inn's door, Leesil pondered his words, rubbing his chin with one hand.
"What'sin that head of yours?' Magiere asked.

“Itll take a little while to prepare. You and Wynn stay here. Chap, come with me. " He dumped his
pack out and dung its empty bulk over his shoulder. ""Can you put my thingsin the chest for now?"

"Stop right there, " Magiere said. "What are you up to?'

Trugt me, " he answered, and Started to get up.

"Oh, no, " she said, and grabbed the bottom of his empty pack, jerking it hard. "Every time you say
that, thingsend upinamess. "

Lees| pulled on his pack, but Magiere's grip hed firm.

"No, they don't—not every time, " he shot back. "Magiere, let go!*

"Weve enough people—and other things—coming at usin the dark. Y ou're not going anywhere until
youtdl me. "

"What you don't know, you can't get blamed for... if it doesn't work. Will you just let me handle this?'

Lees| pulled on the pack again. Magiere hdd on, and they jerked back and forth, until empty soup
bowls jostled precarioudy across the table. Wynn leaned forward and threw her ams over the empty
pack, pinning it to the tabletop.

"Could you two attract any more atention?' she whispered. "Leesl, tdl us what—"
A cavernous belch filled the common room.

It drowned out even the murmur and chatter among the patrons of the Acorn Oak. Leesl and
Magiere ceased tugging on the pack. Splayed across the table, Wynn looked to Leesl's left, and he
followed her gaze.

Severd ederly men, pipes clenched between their teeth, sat around a table. The nearest one sill had
hishand in the air, fingers poised downward asif hed held something in them but a moment ago. No one
watched the battle over the empty pack, for dl eyes were on the creature squetting below the old
pipe-biter's fingers.

Chap yawned, smacked his jowls, and let out a second burp. He looked up a Leesl, Magiere, and
Wynn, and licked his nose at them.

Lees| could have sworn Chap's expresson mimicked his own feigned innocence whenever he was
caught in something unseemly.

Magiere shook her head in disbdief, and Wynn wrinkled her nose in disgust. The distraction was
enough, and Lees| jerked the pack free before ether could stop him.



He rushed for the inn's door, and Chap dipped out behind him.

[

br] Magiere sat with Wynn in aroom updairs a the Acorn Oak, fuming inwardly at Leesl. Of dl the
supid things held ever done, she had afeding this one was going to be near the top of the list. Darkness
hed come, and 4ill he hadn't returned.

Where would they even begin looking for him?

Mogt likdy in a cdl a the locd congtabulary, if he didn't run afoul of the Varanj. And imprisonment
seemed the best of outcomes, compared with what could happen to him now that tensons ran high in the
capital over the assassin in their midg.

The room was sparse, with only a bed and no table. Wynn had set up a cold lamp atop their travel
chest, and it lit the room in a dim white light.

"Hewill be dl right, " she offered. "Lees| and Chap can take care of themselves. "
"Yes, but what are they doing?'
Wynn pursed her lips. "I might guess, though | doubt you will approve of Leesl's ethics. ™

Ethics were rardly a concern with Leesil. He did whatever he thought would be the quickest solution
to a problem.

"What then?' Magiere asked. "What do you think he's up to?"

The room's door sivung open, and Lees| fdl ingde before soinning to shut it, dmost caiching Chap's
tal as the dog lunged in behind him.

He leaned againgt the closed door, panting and hugging his pack, which was far bulkier than when he
hed escaped Magiere's grasp. He wasfilthy from head to toe, like held been ralling around in the strest.
Chap dropped to his haunches and sat with his tongue dangling. He looked no better. His entire body
was wet, and hislegs, bely, and tall were splashed with mud.

Magieres wave of rdief passed indantly.

"Where did you go?' she shouted.

Leesl, Hill catching his bresth, closed his eyesin resgnation.

"And you!" Wynn cut in. "Now you decide to hdp, and thisis how you start?'

Magieress ire fdtered, uncertain what the sage meant. Then she noticed Wynn was gaing a Chap
and not Leesl.

"You did that on purpose, " Wynn continued. "That little scene downdtairs... that was so Leesl could
0et away, yes?'

Chap glanced up at Leesil, wrinkled his jowls, and turned away with alow growl.

"Dupliaty is nat enough for you, " Wynn said. "Do you have to be so... so digguding?'

"You're the one who said we were drawing too much attention, " Lees| replied between breaths.
"Better they look at him than you sorawling across our table. ™

"Dont try to toss this off on her, " Magiere answered. "Y ou're the reckless idiot here. What have you
done?'

Chap stood, dripping, and rolled his shoulders, prepared to shake himsdf. Wynn cut in before
Magiere could turn on the dog.

"Dont you dare do that in here" she said, and Chap froze. "You want to go off and get dirty with



Leesl, fing, but you will not share it with us. "
Lees| and Chap groaned as the dog squatted on the floor again.
"Magiere... just get your sword, " Lees| said. "Both of you get your cloaks. "

He shoved off from the door and went to kned & ther travel chest. Setting the cold lamp and his
pack on the floor, he opened the chest, dug through to the bottom, and pulled out the long, thin box that
Magiere hadn't seen snce Bda

His assassin's tools. She fdt a hollow grow in the pit of her ssomach.
"What do you need that for?

"Any records to be had, " he said, "aren't going to be lying about. | may have to get us around some
redrictions once we're indde the castle grounds. ™

"Ingde?" Wynn sat up, worry growing on her round face. "How are we going to get past the gates?
Leesl amiled. "I'm going to walk right through them. ™
A chill settled in the hollow in Magiere's sscomach.

She snatched up Leesl's pack, digging ingde, and withdrew a large wad of red cloth. She dropped
the pack on the bed so she could shake out the fabric. It was Varan] surcoat, the emblem of a rearing
ddlion plain to see. For amoment, she couldn't speak and then drew along breath.

"Leesl, are you mad? Youll never pass as a castle guard. Y our har—"

"Thet islikdy whet thishdmet isfor, " Wynn said, and she pulled it out of the pack’s bottom, looking
it over before she gazed a Lees| with sudden concern. "Did you hurt someone for this?"

"Nothing lagting, " he answered. "A bit of pressure to the throat, and | left him resting in a doorway.
Hell have a headache in the morning, that's dl. "

"How does this get the rest of usingde?' Wynn asked.
"It doesn't, " Lees| replied. "Once I'm ingde, I'l let the rest of you in through the bolt-hole. ™

“I'm afrad to even ask, " Magiere sad, and she dropped down on the bed besde Wynn. "A
bolt-hole?’

"A hidden exit on the river Sde of the castle wdll, " Leesl said. "Mog fortifications have at least one,
in case the place fdls to a Sege, and they can be opened only from the ingde. Tonight, Il wak in with
the guards or even on my own, dip away, and let you in. "

"What if you're caught?' Magiere indsted. "You won't end up in some Beaskian or Stravinan jall.
You might not make it there dive. "

"No oneisgoing to catch me, " Leesl said with ahint of resentment. "Just get your cloak. "
Magiere crouched down beside him, sill angry.

"Liden to yoursdf! If the need were dire—if one of us had been captured—I might agree to this. But
| won't risk your life on athin chance of finding my father's name. There are other ways. | came here for
answers, not for your funerd. "

Leesl's brow furrowed. Magiere's frustration made her dmost weary, trying to get him to understand
that she couldn't risk loang him for anything.

"If you dill want those answers, " he sad quietly, "this is the only way—and don't think of suggesting
we find you a surcoat, too. We've seen no women among the guards. "

"Leedl, it's not worth—"



"When we head north to look for my mother, | don't want to watch you suffer, wondering what might
have been found that we left behind. Now we need to go, before someone discovers that Varan]
unconscious... or thiswill dl be for nothing. ™

Magiere looked into his amber eyes and redized what drove him.

She didn't have his cunning and stedth, and she hated his recklessness in trying to acquire what she
wanted. But in turn, when their pogitions reversed, she knew she would cut down anything in his path that
tried stopped him from finding his mother.

IWddgtid sat in a velvet cushioned chair by a warm hearth. He did not fed cold, o its heat brought no
pleasure or relief, but he appreciated sensud trappings as remnants of amortd life long logt.

Chane relaxed a a amdl mahogany table, scrawling on paper with a feather quill. They had procured
individud roomsin afineinn, but took ther leisure together in Welgtid's room.

For twenty-sx years, Weldid had traveled done, shunning his own kind. Chane had more in
common with him than any Noble Dead heéld ever encountered. A scholar who both understood and
practiced the arcane, Chane had aso been a noble in life and spoke only when it was worthwhile. In
spite of Chane's baser nature, Welstid was developing an appreciation for companionship.

He fdt fatigue creep in upon him. He needed to go off privatdy and seek sustenance.
"What are you writing?' he asked.

Chane looked up. "Notes on Droevinka and its current political structure. Once | secure rdaions
with the guild, | may continue documenting this region. "

Chane's current demeanor made it too easy to forget how savage and brutd he could be. Welstid fet
drangdy at peace in spite of the distasteful act he was about to commiit.

"I mugt go out, " he said. "Please stay... carry on with your journding. The dty isin an uncertain state,
and we should avoid too much activity that might draw Magier€'s atention. "

"She's herein the city? You are sure?’
"Yes, but the vist will do her no good, " Wedid answered.

"You knew this would happen when you killed Buscan, " Chane said. "You knew the Varanj would
lock down the castle, and the dhampir would not be alowed in. ™

"l suspected. "

Chane swivded, stting sideways with one arm across the chair's high back. "But you weren't sure?
My maker, Toret, could feed on prey and leave it dive, douding its memory. Can you not do the same?'

"l have dmilar dbilities, which | once used on your litle sage, " he replied, and ignored Chane's
darkening expression. "But | find the individud must be relaxed, perhaps trust in me somewhat, before it
is effective. Such powers grow with practice, and | do not practice often. "

Weldid rose, donning his cloak. "Stay and write. | will not be long. "
"You go to feed?' Chane asked.
Wedtid picked up hissmdler pack and dipped out of the room.

The common room downstairs was nearly empty, but the inn was located in a wedthy didrict. Late in
the evening, mogt patrons would retire to their rooms or be out seeking entertainment. The street outside
was equdly quiet but for a amdl group of guards in their red surcoats. Only once dong hisway did he
spot two othersin their pae ydlow, lingering under the eaves of a public house.

Wedtid dipped dong the streets until he saw no one in any direction, then turned into the dleys and
unlit Sdeways as he headed for the poor didtrict on the city's outskirts.



Killing did not trouble him. He'd committed severd brutd acts back in Bela to lure Magiere. Even as
amorta, ordering executions and using violent means to suppress peasant uprisngs had been smply part
of his duties. What was necessary was sometimes repugnant, just the same.

Food for a mortd was a matter of absorbing life, in one fashion or another. The body consumed
materidsit could break down and use. Rdishing cheese and bread and bits of roasted mutton served on
eegant plates had never caused Wedtid to stop in hislife and contemplate the nature of sustenance.

The method of nurturing his new existence was far less pleasant.

A drunken bargeman staggered from a tavern door. Wedtid remained in the shadows of the narrow
walkway between the tavern and next building. When the bargeman passed by, he grabbed the back of
the man's coat and pulled imin.

Weddid sruck the base of the man's skull with his fis, and his prey dumped to the ground
unconscious. Though he hated even touching such a lowborn creature, much less needing it, feeding on
the better hdf of society was unacceptable unless there was no other choice. Kneding down, Wedid
removed an ornately carved wanut box from his pack and opened it.

Reding in fabric padding were three hand-length iron rods, a teacup-Sze brass bowl, and a stout
bottle of white ceramic with an obsidian stopper.

Wedtid took out the rods, each with a loop in its midsection, and intertwined them into a tripod
stand. The brass bowl's inner surface was etched with a pattern of concentric rings dl the way to its Up,
and between these lines were the characters of his conjury. It had taken hdf a year to fashion it from
whét little he remembered of working upon Ubad's vat, a task of years in itsdf. He had not understood
dl that he had seen; not dl, but enough. Though the cup had not the power of that vessd, it served
Wddtid's limited needs. He placed it carefully on the tripod.

The white bottle contained thrice-purified water, boiled in a prepared copper vessel whenever he had
time to replenish the fluid. He pulled the stopper and poured just enough to fill haf the cup.

Wedtid rolled the bargeman over on his back. So much life energy was lost in bloodletting thet little
was actudly absorbed by an undead who drank it. His method was far more efficient and less debasing.
He dipped out his dagger, made a shdlow puncture in the man's wrist, and let blood collect on the
blade's tip. Tilting the blade, he let one red drop gtrike the water in the cup.

Asit thinned and diffused, he began to chant.

The ar around him shimmered as in a desert hedt, yet he fdt it grow humid, more so than even
Droevinkas dimate could produce. The bargeman's skin started to shrivd and dry from the outsde,
collgpsing into desiceation. When his heart stopped, so did Welgtid's chant. The bargeman was a brittle
ghdl. Even his eyes were dried sockets.

The water in the cup brimmed to the Up and was so dark red, it would have appeared black to a
morta's limited eyes. Wedtid lifted it carefully from the tripod. He tilted his head back and poured the
liqud down his throat.

So much life force taken in this pure form was not pleasant. It tasted of ground metd and strong st if
dlowed to linger on the tongue. And then it burst ingde him to rush through his body.

Wedtid st the cup back in place with a wavering hand, then flattened both palms upon the ground to
brace himsdf into illness. As a youth, hed gone out with the captain of his father's guard to the locd
tavern and drank hisfirg tdl de. It fdt good, until he stood up too fast. What he had just swalowed was
far stronger, and he had not yet climbed to his fedt.

He waited for the worgt to pass.
When he picked up the cup to put it away, it was clean and dry, with no sgn that anything had been



init. He packed away the iron rods and white bottle dong with it.

T he corpse weighed far less than it had in life He rolled it in his cloak. The river shore was but a
short wak, where he stopped long enough to load the body's dothing with heavy stones. When he was
certain the dock was deserted, he carried the body to the end planks and let it dip into the depths of the
Vudrask.

Weddid waked back to shore and stood there done, tainted with familiar disgust and sdf-loathing.
However, capturing every last dram of the mortd's life would sustain him for over haf a moon, perhaps
longer. 1t would be a while before he needed to feed again, and this was some comfort.

He closed his eyes and rductantly gave thanks to the black-scaled patron in his dreams for guidance
and assistance. Soon, Magiere would reach the end of her fruitless search and move on, leading him to
an artifact that made his own creations mere toys by comparison.

And he would never need to feed again.

He did not put his cloak back on as he walked to theinn. He would have it laundered firg. Returning
to his room, he found Chane 4ill at the smdl table, quill in hand, red-brown hair tucked behind one ear.

Across the room was atdl ova mirror on a stand, and Weddtid studied his reflection. His eyes were
clear and dert. No sgn of fatigue remained in his bearing.

"You seem much improved, " Chane said. "'l was becoming concerned. "

Welgid suppressed a grimace. Chane believed he had been out feeding at the throat of some
peasant. Let him beieve what he liked.

He sat again in his char by the fire "What have you recorded so far? | spent many years in this
country. Perhaps | can provide more detall. ™

Chane raised one eyebrow. Truly? What can you tdl me of how the noble houses collectively sdect
anew grand prince?'

An unsettling wave of satisfaction passed through Welgtid, from both the pleasure and the scholarly
interest on Chane's face. He turned his charr from the hearth to face his companion, and they spent the
remainder of the night immersed in Droevinka's politica higory.
| Crouching behind a stable near the castle grounds, Lees| fdt his discomfort grow. But this had been his
idea. Han-tucked under a hdmet, and dirt smeared on his face, he wore the bright red surcoat over his
hauberk.

"You look fine " Wynn assured him. "The hdmet shadows your eyes, and most of the Varanj soldiers
will be tired from longer duty, now that more of them are needed. It is doubtful they &l know each other.

Lees| found Wynn's confidence dmogt as unsettling as Magiere's rductance. Chap sat next to the
sage, and she carried the pack held prepared for when they were dl ingde. Among its contents were his
box of tools and a dender rope. His punching blades would draw attention, so held left them at the inn,
aming himsdf with wrist-sheath gilettos and a stout dagger in each boot.

Magiere assessed him and unstrapped her fachion. "Put this on. All the guards are armed. "
“I'm armed, " he said.
"With visble weapons, " she growled at him.

"Oh. " He strapped the sword around hiswais. "Il show you where the hatch is, but you can't St by
it and wait for me. Someone will see you. "

He crept into the street dong the castle's Sde wdl and led them to where it met the edge of a corner
tower near theriver.



"Thisis where nobles are supposed to escape?’ Magiere asked.

"Yes it'sagood choice, " Lees| replied, and flattened one hand againgt the stone wal where he knew
the hidden opening would be. "The river is close, which would be the firg option. If that is blocked,
theré's a chance to dip into the city through the nearby buildings. Do you see where my hand is?'

"Yes " Magiere answered, "but | don't see any hatch. "

Lees| patted the stones. "Keep your eyes on this spot, and you will. Go back and stay low behind
this row of shops on the riverside. | shouldn't be too long. *

Chap headed for thar hiding spot with Wynn close behind him. Magiere grabbed Leesl's am, and a
tense slence passed between them. She wouldn't et go.

Lees| touched her fingers. "I'l be peeking out that bolt-hole before you know it. ™
She released him and dipped off to follow Chap and Wynn.

Lees| crept dong the river's edge the other way, passing by the castle and farther down to reenter the
cty. He cut inward to a main road and back toward the cagtle gates as if hed come from the heart of
Keonsk. Four Varanj soldiers out front were deep in conversation as he srolled up. The two waking the
ramparts to ether Sde of the gatehouse did not even pause.

"Hdlo, " he said. "Long night?"

One soldier amoking a short-ssemmed clay pipe offered it to Leesl. "We been here since nightfl.
You heard word about rdief squads?’

Leesil took apull on the pipe. The lesf the man smoked burned too hat. It tasted old and Stale.

"No, | was sent with a message for Captain Marjus. My sergeant hasn't been able to find him, so he
told me to head for the barracks. "

Another solider frowned. "Marjus? That snooty sraight-back who taks like he's a lord?' He
suddenly cleared histhroat as he eyed Leesl. "Pardon if you count him a friend, but he's no such among
lﬁ n

"Yeah, that'shim, " the firg soldier said, taking his pipe back from Leesl. "Haven't seen him tonight,
but that don't mean nothing. " He tilted his head to ook up to the wal walkways. "Positiond Messenger
coming through!"

A creaking sound came from within the gatehouse. As the large gate did upward and opened, the
soldier's companions on the ground fanned out, spears ready. Though they'd appeared relaxed upon
Leesl's arivd, he could see these men were veterans.

Another group of soldiers met im insde.
"Message for Captain Marjus, " Leesl said.

Try the officers quartersin the barracks... east Sde. "
"Thank you. "

After this exchange, Leesl was just another Varanj paralling the courtyard. He waked casudly
toward the inner keep's east corner, in case anyone was waiching. Once he passed out of sght, he
hurried around the barracks to the back.

There were no guards patrolling the back courtyard for the moment. All he need worry about were
those upon the ramparts, but the night shadows near the wal made it easy to dide dong the courtyard's
outer edge. He stopped when held reached the correct place.

Teding stone and mortar with fingertips, Lees| found no 9gn of an opening or its catch.



For a moment, he feared he'd migudged the bolt-hol€'s location. He had felt it on the outside, but his
bearings were disoriented. He forced himsdf to grow cam. He knew it was here. He just had to find it.

The best escape routes were often exits from tunnds beneath a keep, but the lay wouldn't work for
that. The grounds were too close to the river, and tunnding toward the water's edge would create a
problem with seepage over the years. Not impossble to ded with, but this place was not large or
complex in congtruction. So the obvious choice would be a smple hidden porta through the wal itsdlf.

Of course, sanding there flattened againg cold stone in the shadows wasn't exactly the best moment
to consder dl this.

And he heard footsteps up on the rampart moving toward his position.

Lees| looked both ways, dong the wdl to hisleft and to the tower's base on his right. There was a
ground-level door into the tower. He did dong the wall, sopping to ligen at the door and then dowly
cracking it open.

Insde, a ladder led up to a wooden hdf-platform above. To either Sde were archways leading out
onto the wals. He could hear the soldiers gralling above, but what he sought wouldn't be there. Leesl
fdt dong the tower's inner surface nearest the wall that he knew held the bolt-hole, and low to the ground
he found aamdl cubby in the stone, and within it was a wooden lever. He stuck the toe of his boot into
the hole and stepped down on it.

A section of stone around his foot shifted, and he went down on dl fours to shove it inward.

The hatch was bardy large enough to crawl through on hands and knees, but once through it, he
dowly stood up in ahallow space indde the wall itsdf. He pulled out a cold lamp crysta Wynn had given
him and rubbed it once with his thumb. It gave off adim glow, enough for his even eyes to make out his
surroundings.

There was no need here for the enginears to hide the mechanism for opening the bolt-hole.
Counterweights hung from chains that passed through sted wheds mounted in the narrow chamber's
caling. Short ged railsin the floor led up to where the bolt-hole was. All he need do was trip the lever
and tug on the counterweights, and he did so. A small section of the outer stone of the wdl rolled inward
dong the rails, and the bolt-hole was open.

Lees| closed hisfig around the crystd and peered around the opening's edge with one eye, firg one
way then the other. There was no one in Sght on the street. He leaned out and raised his hand, loosening
hisgrip on the crydd to let its glow lesk between hisfingers. He waved it back and forth.

At fird, no one came, and he worried that something had happened to the others. Then he saw
Magiere creep out of the shadows across the way, leaning down with her eyes toward the city. Wynn
and Chap followed behind her.

He put hisfinger to his lips and helped them into the wal. Then he put his shoulder to the section on
the rails, waving for Magiere to do the same. They pushed it back in place, and Lees| st the lever to
lock it in pogtion.

"Now what?' Magiere whispered.

"We get out of thiswadl space and find arear entrance to the keep. "

"What if there isnt one?'

"Then well have to find a disguise of some sort for you and Wynn... and hope for the best.

Magiere stared at him asif he'd sprouted horns. "Y ou're insane. "

She was right, but in the past he'd had only himsdlf to get indde a place such asthis.

"Jud follow me, " he said.



Leesl was fird to crawl through the low hatch into the tower's bottom. When he was certain the
soldiers atop the walls were far enough off, he Sgnaded the others to follow.

He spotted no entrance dong the keep's back. The only other possibilities were the closer sde facing
the bolt-hole wdl or the far Sde by the barracks. He kept to the bolt-hole wal as they scurried in its
shadow. When they were nearer to the keep's comer, he ran across the courtyard to it, and the others
followed to crouch beside him.

It was a horrible position. Any soldier upon the rear wal might spot them. Lees| looked around the
comer to the keep's near Side, but he saw no entrance.

"Wdl?' Magiere whispered from behind.

He shook his head and led them dong the keep's back. Around the comer on the barracks side, he
spotted what they sought.

"Good and bad, " he whispered. "There's an entrance with two soldiersin front of it. "
"Can we take them by surprise?'

Lees| scowled at her. That prospect wasn't gopeding, but it was only thing he could think of himsdf.
Aslong as no one dse came dong in the middle of it, they might not get killed on the spot.

"Wynn and Chap, wait here, " he said, pulling a dagger from his boot and handing it to Magiere, blade
fird. "When | move, ram this handle into the other guard, dead-center between bdly and ribs. Itll take
his bresth so he can't call out before you put him down. ™

Leesl sauntered out of the shadows asif he had dl night, and Magiere followed his lead.

He smiled lazly as they approached the soldiers, but both men tensed at the Sght of Magiere. She
waan't armed, as Lees| dill wore her fachion, but the castle grounds were sealed. Anyone not wearing a
Varan] surcoat cdled immediate attention.

"Captain Marjus requested a deivery of stores for the prince's return, " Leesl said with an edge of
boredom in his voice. "She's to see about space in the cold room and larder. Got the orders right here. "

He gestured with histhumb a Magiere, and he stepped across to the Varanj on the far Sde. Magiere
stepped up to the nearer soldier. Leesl's target glanced toward Magiere.

Leesil grabbed the man's arm and neck, Smultaneoudy turning him about and dosing off his windpipe.

Magiere ingantly rammed the dagger's hilt into the other guard's ssomach. Her target buckled over,
and she grabbed the back of his hemet, pulling forward and down. She flipped the dagger in her grip,
and smashed the hilt againg the base of his skull. The soldier toppled to the ground, Hill and glent with
hisfacein the dirt.

Leesl's soldier struggled for a moment before going dack. He let the man dide to the ground beside
his companion.

"Behind the barracks with them, " Magiere whispered, and Lees| followed her lead as they dragged
the soldiers away to where Wynn and Chap crouched in hiding.

"Wynn, get the rope out of my pack, " Lees| said.

"Why?" the sage asked, dready doing as ingtructed.

He cut two sections of rope, and he and Magiere bound the soldierss arms and legs.
"Where's that ridiculous scarf of yours?' Magiere asked him.

Before he answered that hed Ieft it behind, Wynn pulled it from the pack.

"I thought you might need it, " she said. "In case you had to abandon your disguise. "



Magiere took the scarf and split it in half with her dagger.
"What are you doing?' Lees| asked.

"Gag that Varanj, " she answered, handing him hdf the scarf. "Better he swdlow it than you wear it
agan."
There was no time for a nesty retort. With the soldiers hidden among the barrels and crates behind

the barracks, Lees| was about to lead them back to the door. He turned back to dig insde the surcoats
of their unconscious prisoners, and pulled out an iron key.

"Much quicker than picking the lock, " he said, and led the others back to the door.

Once it was open, Leesl dipped in firg to make sure there were no servants about. The room was
wide and empty, little more than an entryway with another solid door in the right wal. He checked it,
found it wasn't locked, and cracked it to peer through a alarge kitchen on the other Sde. He returned to
his companions and mationed them into the entry room.

Lees| put afinger to hislips, 9gnding the others to be slent. He warmed up his crysta and closed it
tightly in his fig to hide mogt of its light, indicating for Wynn to do the same with the one she carried.
Leading them into the kitchen, he checked the far end entrance and the one to its left Sde to be sure no
one lingered in the passageways. Then he returned once more to the others,

"Thereisn't any food here, " Wynn whispered.

It was a large kitchen like the few Leesl had seen in keeps and manors of his homeand. Iron pots
and pans hung on the wal above a wide and deep cooking hearth. The butcher block looked as if it
hadn't been used in awhile

"Ove here, " Magiere said.

Leesl and Wynn went to her and found a amdl open pantry with a few supplies, mainly dried foods,
but dso onions and turnips.

"Someone has been edting, " Magiere pointed out, "but | don't see 9gns that servants have been here
inawhile. "

While this was baffling, Lees| thought they should move on. "Wynn, you said you'd know where to
look?"

"Yes " the sage answered, "if this is dmilar to places | have helped my domin search in the past.
Records are usudly kept in alarge study or office on one of the upper floors or in the cdlars or lower
storage—or both. Any place requiring effort to reach and with limited direct access. "

Magiere nodded. "All right, let's get upgtairs. "

She seemed tense to Leesl, now that the answers they sought might be so near. Agan, he led the
way, checking each room and its next exit before bringing the others forward. When they reached the
main hall, he wasn't surprised to find it deserted but took a deep breath in rdief.

"Isit possible Buscan was the only one living here?' Magiere asked. "There should at least be guards
ingde near the man entry points. "
Wynn looked down the side corridors. Chap nosed dong the edge of a Sairway leading up.

"Perhgps the soldiers cleared the castle, " Wynn suggested, "after the baron was assassinated.
Perhaps there is no one I&ft here to protect. ™

Lees| turned up the stairs with Chap at his side. When he was satidfied that the upper corridor was
clear, they began searching the rooms. Most were degping chambers that were ether kept in fagtidious
cleanliness or had not been used in along while. Wardrobes and chests were empty, and dmost none of



the rooms had chamber pots or water pitchers and basins. One room appeared to serve as a centrd
parlor, but other than a few hand-tooled books and the usud fixtures, it held nothing of interest. When
they'd reached the keep's opposite end, Leesl opened a door across from a narrow dairway leading
down.

He stood upon a thick carpet in a wood-paneled room, a surprisng sght after the stone wadls
throughout the keep. The place had a warm fed, though the fire was dead. A amdl desk sat to the right
of the hearth, and on the right wall hung a large painting of armored cavdry in the wilderness. The fegture
that attracted Leedl's atention the most was a spot below the painting where wooden pands had been
broken loose. A dark recess showed behind the wall.

"Wynn, " he called softly.

His companions came to join him. Wynn hurried to the smdl desk and was about to open a drawer
when she froze.

"What isit?' Lees| asked.
She pointed at alarge dark stan covering the back of one chair and backed away fromiit.
"I think... thisis where the baron was killed, " she said.

Chap circled the chair, sniffing, and he growled. Leesl hadn't given much thought to the murder of
Buscan during therr illiat entry into the castle. The baron obvioudy wasn't liked among some factions of
hisown house, let done the other noble families. There were plenty of possbilities for responsible parties
inthis land, but the gain gave Leesl a moment's reflection.

A trained assassin didn't leave evidence in plain view if it could be heped—unless there was
something to be gained by early discovery of the target's death. By the dze of the dan, the killer's
method had been direct and crude. And there was lill the strange opening in the wal to be considered.

Lees| wondered exactly what had happened in this room.
"Sart searching, " Magiere said.

Wynn helped her, and the two nearly took the desk and bookshelves apart. They found nothing of
interest beyond a draft of a very old letter that Prince Rodek had written to his mother. All the while,
Lees| sudied the opening in the wall.

He reached in and held up his crysd <o its light filled the space beyond. A passage of dairs led
downward from the amd| landing.

"Theres nothing in here, " Magiere said angrily.

"We're done with the upper floor, " Lees| said. "We need to head down anyway, and | want to know
where this leads. "

"l do not understand this, " Wynn said, looking about as if to spot something she had missed. "There
should be some immediate papers about.... For the day-to-day matters, a least. Yet we have nothing. It
makes no sense.

Magiere took a deep breath. She tossed aside the books in her hand and nodded to Leesl.

Lees| stepped through the wal firgd. Chap stayed close behind him, then Wynn, and Magiere
followed last. Lees| took histime, sudying the wdls and steps dong the way in the crystd's light. There
was little chance of surprises, as this was only a smple hidden passage and not a concedled main avenue
to be protected. They reached the bottom without incident, and Leesil judged they'd gone deeper then
the main floor. They were undernesth the keep itsdf.

The stairs ended at a plain door, and they emerged into a prison. A row of iron cdl doors lined both
Sdes of the passage, and its end connected to another corridor running left and right.



"I don't think well find any records here, " Lees| whispered.

Wynn hurried ahead before Leesi| could stop her, and he had to follow more quickly than he liked in
unfamiliar territory. When she reached the cross-passage, looking both ways, she paused to glance back
before disgppearing to the left.

"Come on, " she cdled. "l think there is a man room ahead. Perhaps guard quarters or an officer's
room... or away out of here. "

"Wynn, dow down!" Magiere caled.
"Wait and let me check firg, " Leesil added.
He was about to go after Wynn when Chap's growl made him freeze.

A woman's voice drifted from down the row of cdls to ther right, away from Wynn's discovered
door.

"Dhampir?'

Magiere stepped close behind Leesil, and he fdt her hand settle on the fachion's hilt dill strapped
around hiswag.

"Who's there?' she cdled back.

From the shadows beyond the crystd's light, Lees| saw movement. Magiere tilted the fachion back
and drew it from the shesth.

"Who's there?' she repeated.

A young woman emerged into the light's reach, one hand braced againg an iron door, as if 0
frightened or exhausted, she needed the support. A brown slk gown cut like a robe dung to her figure,
tied at the waist with a scarlet cord, and its top two brass clagps were undone. A mass of red curls hung
down her back. A bloodstone pendant rested below her creamy throat.

She looked at the crystd in Leesl's hand, and its presence made her wary enough to pause. She
appraised him carefully, and then she turned her atention upon Magiere.

"Dhampir, " she said agan, her tone a note of mudc thistime.

Magiere stepped around Lees| with her fachion up.

"Stay where you are and keep your hands ill, or I'll dice off anything that moves. "
"l wish to help you, " the woman said.

Wynn's footsteps approached behind Leesl. "Are you coming? | need hep with alocked... Oh, " she
sad as she saw the new arivd.

Lees| stepped away from Magiere to the passage's other side. It wasn't much separation, but it was
as far as he could dretch this stranger's fidd of view. Held learned enough hard lessons in recent days,
and didn't care to have thiswoman able to hold dl of them in her Sght line a the same time. With Wynn
present, her crystd in hand, there was enough light that he tucked his own crystd into his surcoat.

"Who are you?' he asked, diding farther down the side of the passage.

"You want to hep me?' Magiere asked with a bitter chalenge in her voice. "How do you plan to do
thet?"

The woman tentatively lifted her hand from the iron door and then froze with gpprehension in her
eyes. Magiere nodded, and the woman lowered her hand to her sde.

"Oscding, " the woman answered. "That ismy name. Y ou have questions about the past and look for
records—but you won' find anything here. 1 can hep you. | serve the one who can provide your



answers.

Leesi curled his hands at his sides until he could pull 1oose his wrist-shegth straps with two fingertips.
A diletto hilt dropped into each of his pams.

Magiere lifted the falchion's tip higher toward the woman. "You serve someone who daims to know
me?'

"More than a dam, " Oscdine answered, and a smile surfaced briefly upon her quivering lips "He
was mere when you were born. "

Chap lunged forward, snarling and sngpping. Oscdine shrank away from the dog, and Leesl took
advantage to dip past her in the corridor. She was trapped between him and the others. Wynn grabbed
Chap's haunches, but her gaze was on the woman. Magiere scooped downward with her free hand and
shoved Chap back.

"Yourelying, " Leesl said. He wasn't about to let anyone toy with Magiere.

"No, I'm not, " Osceline replied. "My master took grest pains to recruit Buscan and then sent me to
protect his plans. Likdy you've heard what has happened here. When word reaches my master, | won't
live out the day. "

"Who killed Buscan?' Lees| asked.

Oscdine's gaze shifted erraticdly between him and Magiere, asif uncertain how or who to answer to.
"I don't know who they were, " she said at length. "They caught me off guard. "

"S0 you were there when it happened, " Leesil said. "'In the room... you saw who did it?'

"l told you. | don't know them... who they were. Buscan was familiar with one of them. "

"Them?' Lees| pressed. "More than one? And this old friend, did he have a name?"

Oscdine glared @ him. Her fear seemed to waver as if she knew something held missed—or had
something he wanted. Lees| redized held gone too far. If she knew anything, she was consdering what
vaue her knowledge might have.

"I heard no name, and it doesn't matter anymore, " she said, turning back to Magiere. "It is nothing
compared to you. My master thought you dead long ago, or he would have found you—saved you from
the life you've had to endure. Only in recent years did we hear the rumors and whispers... that a dhampir
walked the wilderness. So, he began setting up his servants to watch for you, to find you. He needed
Bus-can for this, to help properly place loyd watchers. Now, Bus-can is dead. "

Lees| saw Magiere's grip tighten on the fdchion's hilt.
"Do you know the name of my father?' she asked inlow voice. "Is he your master?’

"No, " Oscdine answered. "My master will explain dl himsdf. That is his wish. | can't tdl you any
more, except where to find him, but first you make me a promise. "

"Il promise you nothing!" Magiere said Her voice was alittle too loud, and Lees| could see her pain.
He wished he could offer comfort, but for the moment, he couldn't take his attention from Oscdine.

"Then | tdl you nothing, " Osceline answered.

Leesl lifted his dtilettos into view. Osceling's gaze shifted toward him, but she didnt move another
muscle. She saw nothing she consdered a threat, and Leesil's own wariness sharpened.

"What isit you want?' Magiere findly asked.

"Swear to tdl my master thet it was | who found you, | who sent you to him and no one dse. Do this
and | might regain his favor and my life. "



Magiere glanced at Leesl, and he nodded agreement.
"All right, " Magiere said. "You have my word, as I've no dety to swear by. "
Oscdine cocked her head toward Leesl. "Swear on hisfife "

Magiere tilted her head forward, dark hair curtaining half her face. Her irises flooded black. She lifted
the fachion with her ebow cocked back and took a step toward Oscdline. The woman flattened hersdlf
agand the cdl door, but there was dill no fear in her eyes.

"Itsdl right, " Leesl said.
He saw Magiere hesitate, her attention split between him and the woman. She lowered her blade.

"I swear on hislife " she said, the words grating out of her throat. "I will tdl your master you sent me.
Now spit it out! What is his name, and where do we find him?"

Rdief filled Osceline's lovely face, followed by satisfaction. A slent tenson passed through Leesl as
he wondered if they'd just made some terrible mistake in bargaining with this skulker in the bdly of the
keep.

"Ubad, " Oscdine said, cam and collected. "His name is Master Ubad. "

She stepped away from the door as if there were no longer any threet she need be concerned with.
She even turned her back on Leesil, facing Magiere directly.

"You can find him in the wetlands beyond the village of Apudasat, " Oscdine continued. "To the eadt,
inthe province of the Sclaven on the edge of the Everfen region. The keep is deserted, as is the village,
but he is there. Go to the keep— he will know when you arrive. He is wise and will explain dl to you.
But do not forget your oath to me. ™

Oscdine turned around and stepped past Lees| without looking back. She walked down into the
passage's dark end. Magiere started after her, but Lees| grabbed her am.

"Let her go. " When he glanced back, Oscdine was gone. "I believe she was tdling the truth... for
whét little she did tdl us. ™

Chap rumbled softly in Wynn's arms as she crouched behind the dog.
"We have not finished looking, " the sage suggested. "There might il be—"

"Weve found nothing here, " Leesil corrected, "and | don't think looking further will change that.
Wed best leave while we can. ™

He saw the ridged dench of Magiere's jaw, and hed seen how close shed come to cutting into
Osceline when the woman had made her swear on his life Magiere turned away, heading for the hidden
daircase, but her hand did gently down his arm as she did 0. Lees| waved Wynn and Chap on behind
her.

He looked back down the passage Osceline had taken as he sheathed one diletto and pulled out his
crystd. There was something wrong here. He stepped farther down the row of cdl doors shut tight on
both sides.

In three steps, the crystd's light revedled an empty deadend, and heéld heard no cdll doors open.
Lees| backed carefully to the intersection of the corridors, watching every shadow.

He followed the others up to the study, looking back over his shoulder more than once. From the
wood-paneled room, he led the way out into the hal and then down the narrow dairs facing the door.
Thisemptied into a corridor on the main floor, and it did not take long to reach the kitchen and step out
behind the courtyard barracks once again. Lees| locked the door behind them and refastened the key to
the belt of the unconscious guard. Magiere handed him her fachion, and he dipped it into the shegth.



When they returned to the bolt-hole ingde the castle wall, the others crawled through. As he stepped
back and prepared to dide the wall section on itsrails back into place, Magiere grabbed his arm.

"What are you doing?' she asked. "It'stime to get away from here. "

"I can't secure this from the outside. If we leave it open, the castle could be breached. If something
happened, the Varanj soldiers would be blamed. ™

She was about to argue, and he knew what she would say. Why should they be concerned about the
Varan]? But Lees| leaned into the opening and kissed her quickly on the nose to slence her.

"Il meet you at theinn... or beat you there. Now go. "

He shoved the stones dong the rall and pulled the lock lever into place.

|For the second time that night, Magiere waited with Wynn in the room a the Acorn Oak. Dawn
approached, none of them had dept, and Chap paced worriedly, gandng repeatedly a& Wynn. No
matter how the sage tried, she couldn't get the dog to touch the talking hide, much less answer questions
concerning the woman in the corridor or this Master Ubad.

Magiere tried to remain cdm, but her thoughts tangled with questions over and over. What if she
delayed Leesl's search for his mother only to be led down another dead end? What if Osceline was
lying? All Magiere wanted from this journey was the truth, and now that it might be within her reach, she
was no longer certain she could accept it.

Wynn watched her from the bed, and Magiere read apprehension in the sage's eyes. Curious Wynn,
the little scholar, dso feared what they might discover next.

"No matter what happens, Magiere, " Wynn said. "You are ill just you, and we are with you. "
The words were trite but welcome.

Lees| opened the door and waked in. Magiere breathed in reief.

"S0 you bluffed your way back out again, " she said.

"Of course. " He wasted no time packing his toolbox and blades in the chest. "I know we're dl tired,
but we should leave straightaway. Well take turns at the reins while the others deep. "

"Jud like that?' Magiere asked. "We hunt down this Ubad on the word of a mysterious womean hiding
ina cagtle prison?"

"Arent you reedy?' he returned.
"It depends on whether she was tdling the truth or not, "

Wy said. "We were looking for records of Magiere's father, and this is... a convenient coincidence.

"Oscdine told us truths and lies, I'm sure, " Lees replied. "Asto her ‘master, ' her fear of hm seemed
red enough. Hell be dangerous if he commands that kind of submisson at a distance. "

"We know Vordana was wetching for me, " Magiere said. "And we know something arcane was
required for my birth. If this Ubad was there, he was involved. If such as Vordana serve him, hell be
dangerous indeed. "

Magiere sudied Lees| for a moment, and then dropped her gaze, no longer able to meet his eyes.
The moment Osceline demanded an oath on Leesil's life, Magiere had wanted to make the woman suffer
for it. Lees| obvioudy thought nothing of such an oath if it got Magiere what she needed. Another added
leg to ther journey would cause him to wait longer before seeing to his own need.

"l didn't expect to go thisfar... thislong, " she said. "I'm so sorry. "



"Sorry?' Lees| returned. "It may have taken longer than expected, but we might be less than ax days
from the answers to your questions. Don't be sorry when there's nathing to be sorry for. ™

Chap growled a him, but no one paid attention, least of dl Magiere. There were so many thoughts
whirling indde her mind that she could grasp hold of only one and ding to it.

"Wynn, see about the wagon and horses, " she said. "Take Chap. Get us something hot to eat for the
road, if you can. ™

"Some hot water for tea, as well, " Wynn answered, and she got up to leave, Chap ambling dong
behind her.

Lees| closed the chest up tight. He started to pull it toward the open door, but Magiere shut it in his
way, and he stood there garing at her. "What's wrong?' he asked.

Magiere put her hands to his face, and leaned her forehead againg hisin slence. Why was it so hard
to say afew smple words?

"Wha?' he whispered.

She couldn't open her eyes as she spoke. "l love you... you know that?'

Lees| remained 4ill in her hands. She fdt hisfingers dide up aong her temples, lacing into her hair.
"Of course, " he whispered. "I'm the one who came &fter you... dragon. "

"No, | have to say it, " she said, "when and while | can. And you have to remember... no matter what
ese there is of me to come, that's what you have to remember. "

Magiere pulled his face to hers, pressng her mouth deep againd his.
| Chap watched the city walsfdl behind as the wagon rolled out of Keonsk at dawn, wel before anyone

could discover the unconscious guards at the castle. The horses were wel rested and kept a steady pace,
and both Lees| and Magiere sat in front on the wagon's bench.

Wynn was dready adeep under her blanket in the wagon's back, and Chap curled up agang her.
Even deeping, the little sage's presence brought some comfort, though he fdt uncertain what her place
wasindl this. It would have been far easier to keep his secrets without her constant curiogity about him.
He no longer had complete fath in his own actions, but he had come to one decison of which his kin
might not approve.

Although he could amply force Magiere from this path, he would not. And it was clear that he was
unable to dissuade her. In spite of nightmare visons while under the undead sorcerer's spell, or perhaps
because of them, he would help Magiere complete this journey.

At the very leadt it was the quickest way to remove her from this land and give them dl a little more
time before events started moving forward too quickly. And if they found Cuirinnen'a—L eesil's mother,
Nein'a as he cdled her— thismight help to balance things as well.

The enemy was aware and watching. This was one of the few certainties left to Chap.

He would go with Magiere, face whatever came of her discoveries, and do what was possible in the
aftermath. He would finish what he had started when he had connected Magiere's path to Leesl's.

Chap would have to trust Magiere, and trust Leesl... or at least trust in what he had created between
them.

Chapter 13

T he patron in Welgtidl's dreams sensed that he had fed, knew he was stronger, and whispered to him
throughout his dormant hours.



The sister of the dead will lead you.

Weldiid was roused by Chane's soft knock on the door. He awoke disoriented, as he aways did
when communing with the railing serpent coils. He looked about before remembering they had procured
rooms a a decent inn. His door was locked, and he dimbed from the bed to let Chane in.

His companion was dready dressed in a white shirt and midnight-blue tunic. His height filled the
doorway. He took in Weldid's disheveled appearance and stepped back. "Forgive me. | assumed you
were up. "

"Comein, " Weldid said. "l will scry for the dhampir. It is possible she has not given up yet, stubborn
assheis but | prefer to keep track of her presence. Y ou will not mind a few more nights here?'

"Thisisnt Bela, but any dity is a pleasant change nonetheless. ™

Wedtid retrieved the brass dish and his knife, and sat at the table. Replenished as he was, dl recent
scars from cuts had faded, leaving the stub of his left little finger smooth. He cut it again and dlowed a
drop to strike the center of dish's dome as he chanted.

The droplet shivered. It did and stopped a thumbnal's distance down the dome toward the east.
"No, " Weldtid whispered, daring at the tiny trail. "Why would she head farther eest?'

The direction was more disturbing then the fact that Magiere had dipped away again. Welstid knew
of nothing east of Keonsk connected to her past. Only he had a history back in thet accursed place.

There was no way she could have found a lead to take her there—to him—even if that withered
madmean was il there after so many decades.

Chane walked over. "What has happened?’

"Sheis going to Apudasat, the village of Water Downs, " Wegid said, only vagudy aware of his
companion's question.

Magiere was headed into the Sclaven province. In Wedtid's youth, it was the firg noble house his
father had served upon ariving in this country, this continent. At the keep near Apudasat, on the edge of
the vast swamps of the Everfen, Bryen had come home one night with a withered old Suman in
shimmering charcod robes and an eyeless mask.

Magiere was headed straight for Ubad.

"What are you talking about?' Chane asked.

"Quigt and let me think, " he snapped.

Weddid stared at the droplet's trall. How could Magiere have learned of Ubad?

Chane crouched down by his chair, falowing his gaze. "Should | try to dow her down again? Do you
need to reach this place fird?'

Weddid pondered this. No, it would do no good to race her to this destination. Such frantic activity
would only dert Ubad, and Wedtid had no intention of giving his own presence away.

"No, that will not help thistime, " he answered. "Nothing will dissuade her, but we need to catch her
and day close. Magiere heads for a danger she has no way to ded with. "

He looked a Chane.
"From within the shadows, we must protect her, " Wegtid added, "as you protected your little sage. "

At this pointed mention of Wynn, Weldid thought he saw a flicker of pain on Chane's face. If <0, it
quickly passed.

"Of course, " Chane answered, and headed for the door. "I will pack the horses. ™



Wedtid knew his companion's prime concern was the young sage. The mere suggestion that Wynn
was in peril was enough to secure Chane's compliance. But only Magiere mattered, and she was
determined to seek her answers to a ruinous end. However, Wddie knew Magiere, and Ubad did not.
She was not easly manipulated. All Welstid could do now was to be there in the shadows and shidd her
from Ubad as best he could.

Chane's preparations would take a short while, and Wedid sank down on bed, his mind drifting
back to anight at the keep above Chemestuk. He looked &t the orb of three flittering lights upon on the
desk. It had been with him from the beginning of this existence. He remembered fear from long ago... fear
of hisown father.
| Severd nights after held watched his father and Ubad cut the dwarf's throat and drain his blood into the
va, Weddid sat in his upper-floor room of the keep, trying to study.

Ubad repulsed him, but over the many years, Welstid played the game of master and disciple with his
father's lackey, increasing his ill in conjury through atificing. Spells, though versdtile, were of such
limited nature. Ritud, though powerful, was not as lasting as the making of an object. On his desk sat his
mogt recent creation, a frosted glass globe regting in an iron pedestal. Within it flittered three sparks
bright enough to illuminate the room in a dm glow. It required no ail or flane but instead imprisoned
conjured eements of the Implest nature. Not Fay but lesser bonded dementd of Fire and Air, subdued
to the command of the orb's possessor. If one Fay were the sun, these pricks of light were but winking
digant starsin the night sky.

Siill, he was pleased with it.

Leaning againg his four-poster bed was one of hisfird creations, a fachion, its blade imbued with an
essence deadly to the undead. Given his father's blind trust of the necromancer, Wegtid fdt the need for
protection. He had learned in private to depend upon himsaf aone.

Focusng on his notes was difficult with images of the crates bloodied contents dipping into his
thoughts. Magelia was locked in one of the smdler cdlar rooms below and would have heard the
gruggles and walls from her chamber. Before retiring, Welstid made certain the servants brought her
water and food, but he did not say to see her himsdf.

He avoided the cdlar, as his father had conscripted a stone mason and three workers from a
neighboring town to wall off the passage's end and the seventh room. When the workers finished, they
would not return home.

A knock sounded on his door, but he did not wish to see anyone. "Who isit?"
"I need to speak with you, " came Lord Bryen Massing's voice from out in the hdlway.
Weddid rductantly arose and opened his chamber door.

Hisfather looked worn and wild, hair disheveled around his pae face. His white shirt was soiled and
untucked, hanging loose over his breeches, and he wore no tunic or sword.

"Areyou dl right?" Weldid asked, though it was now difficult to even fake concern.

Hisfather had not come to this room since they arrived at the keep, and his presence was unsettling
for some reason. Bryen stepped in, and Wegtid backed out of hisway before dosng the door.

Bryen approached the desk and perused its contents, though he touched none of it. He stood in
slence so long that Welstid wondered what troubled a... man... who could commit the kind of butchery
done below the keep.

"It'stime, my son, " Bryen said, his back dill turned. Time for you to join me. "
"Join you? It's rather late to be going out. "



Weddid saw him nod digtractedly, dill staring at the desk.

"Yes late, " Bryen agreed, and reached out to brush the globe of lights with his fingertips. "Late for
what should have been done long ago. But you were dways so connected to the things of your world.
Now, | need you to join meinmine. "

Wedid's disquiet grew, and he stepped toward his bed.

"Do not try to draw that fdchion, " his father said without turning around. "I understand why you
meade it, but leave it now. My gift for you makes it unnecessary. "

" do not want your gift. " Welstid shook his head. "I have no intention of becoming like you. "

"l... Our patron needs you. He whispers his plans, and you play such a part, my son. You are 0
honored. "

In less than a breath, Bryen suddenly stood between Welstid and the bed... the fachion. His irises
were clear and crygdline, and disquiet turned to fear in Welstid. He bolted for the door. One step was
dl he took before a strong hand gripped the back of his neck.

Weddid twisted and swung, and his knuckles collided with cold flesh and bone that did not flinch.
"No!" he shouted, swinging again. "Father... no!"

Bryen clamped a hand around Weldid's am like a manacle, pinning it down. Air rushed out of
Welgtid's chest as he was dammed to the floor.

He remembered ydling for the guards, dawing out for the falchion, kicking wildly to throw his father's
weight off. The chamber door open again, and Master Ubad did in to stand above him.

"Remember, Bryen, " Ubad rasped out. "Forget the old superdtitions. You need only drain him so
quickly that his essence is trapped as his body dies. That is dl. Your close presence as he dies will pull
him beyond death and—if hiswill and spirit are strong enough—he will rise by next nightfdl. "

Lord Massing's face was savage and crud. Wedied saw extending fangs and thickening teeth press
his father's jaws apart. They dipped from Sght as Bryen leaned down and bit into Welstid's throat.
Welgtid bucked again, dill trying to throw his father off.

"Dont!" was the last word he managed to speak.
"Our patron has great plans for you, " Ubad said to him. "A bride and a daughter. "

Pain smothered awareness until it, too, numbed in a growing chill that filled Welstid's body more
quickly than darknessfilled his Sght.

When his eyes opened again, he was lying on the floor of his room in his own feces and urine, ginking
like an unwashed peasant after his dying body released its waste. It took moments for him to redlize he
no longer breathed, and panic made him suck in amouthful of air.

Breath brought no cam—or any effect at dl. His body fdt cold and digant as the stone wadlls of his
room.

Heightened anxiety widened his senses. He heard the thrum of a spider as it worked its web in the
cdling corner. He sat up, dathing sicking to him with filth, and he saw his father and Ubad by the door,
watching him. At ther feet was a grimy peasant girl, bound and gagged, eyes wild with fear. How long
hed he lain in this room?

Wedid fdt the girl's body hest.
The sght of her... the scent of her warmed flesh made him fedl.... Starved.

"Come, my son, " Bryen said. "Inginct will guide you. Put aside thought of last night. There will be
time enough for that. Now, you must feed. "



Wedtid could not remember his father ever spesking to him with this mild taint of compassion. The
night before, he would have given much for akind word. Now he did not care for anything...

... only the warm flesh beneath the girl's jaw where it flexed with the soft rhythm of her pulse.

He crawled at firg, forgetting the stench of his own flesh, and then scrambled like an animd on dl
fours, rushing across the room. The girl squirmed in her bonds. She tried to scream through the gag as he
fdl on her, anking his teeth into her throat until blood flowed into his dumsy mouth.

Strength and comfort filled him, and then a peace that was whally unsettling. He stopped gulping and
dowly swallowed the pleasure on his tongue.

When Wddtid could take in no more, he raised his head to look down a the body clenched in his
ams.

The girl's eyes were open. Her jaw dacked around the gag. Her throat was a torn and mangled mess,
and blood had run across her face and soaked into her loose dress. Her heart besat twice and stopped.

Wedtid looked down at himsdlf. His shirt was soaked with blood. His heightened sense of smdl took
in its coppery scent amid the stench of his own wastes. He dropped the corpse and rolled away to
huddle on the floor by the bed.

"What have you done to me?' he cried.

But Wedid knew the answer. There would be no return to light and life Nothing in his arcane arts
could ever rectify this

"How could you?' he whispered.

Ubad glided to Wegtid's desk and poured fresh water into a basin. He picked up clean towes and
came to Weldtid.

"Remove those clothes and dean yoursdlf. Y our father needs you. "
"Get away from me. Both of you. "
"Do as he says, " Bryen ordered. "Your bride iswaiting. "

Chapter 14

W inter was not far off, and dense muck upon the roads made the journey to Apudalsat longer than
expected. Or s0 it seemed.

Thefirg time Wynn ingsted upon taking her turn at the reins, Lees| was surprised, and Magiere was
openly concerned. Did they think her so helpless that she couldn't drive a team of gentle, well-trained
horses?

“I'm not so sure—, " Lees| started.

"I have spent more time with horses than you have. " Wynn cut him off. "And with far less complaint
about them. "

Lees| scowled at her and crawled into the wagon's back to give her room to come forward. Wynn
climbed onto the wagon's bench,, taking the reins Magiere hed out. When Magiere stayed upon the seat
beside her, Wynn shot her aglare..

"I will be fing, " she said in an overly polite tone. ™Y ou should take some rest, aswdl. "
"I'm not tired, " Magiere answered, eyes ahead on the road.

She had barely spoken those words when Wynn jumped as Leesl wrapped his ams around
Magieréds was.



"Hey!" Magiere snapped, but it was too late.
Lees| heaved, and Wynn ducked aside as Magiere tumbled backward into the wagon's bed.
"Leesl, dammit!" Magiere snarled. "What do you think—?"

That was dl she said, and Wynn did not look back to see how Lees| had slenced her. Leesl's mood,
if not Magiere's, had oddly improved since the morning they left KEonsk.

Chap scrambled up on the bench beside Wynn and settled there with alow grumble.

Asde from this one moment, their passage was peaceful, though the nights grew colder and the roads
more troublesome as they reached the marshy region of eastern Droevinka They pressed on for severd
days, sometimes starting before dawn and not stopping until wel after dusk.

Like Leesl's, Chap's demeanor had dtered. He was not his old sdif, begging or grouching about
meds, but he had become more compliant. No longer growling each time Magiere mentioned their
journey's purpose, he remained slent. Wynn was uncertain what disturbed her more, his change of
atitude or his congtant watchfulness as he gazed dl day into the thickening wilderness. She often tried to
discern what he watched a any paticular moment. She saw little, hearing only croaking frogs, an
occasond plop of something surfacing in a pond or marsh, or the far-off screech of a bird. The stench of
abog assaulted her nose now and again.

Near dusk on the seventh day, Lees| was at the reins when he pointed ahead.

At firgt, Wynn could not spot what he wanted them to see. Againg the gray-white clouds, the distant
skyline was only just vishble through trees dong the open road stretched out before them. Far ahead was
a dark knob like the jut of a barren rock mesa, its top peeking above the trees on a tal hill. Wynn
recognized it as the crest of a keep.

Magiere's eyes followed to where Lees| pointed.

Sympathy wrestled with wariness in Wynn when she saw Magiere's anxious expresson. Each piece
of Magiere's past found so far promised the next to be darker 4ill. It was not long before they crossed a
stone-and-timber bridge spanning another of the many duggish streams.

The water was clogged with dead branches and masses of sprouting reeds, and the road beyond
dimbed alarge risein the land. Down a short side path to the right were the remnants of an empty village
Thatch or timber roofs were pocked with holes or had collgpsed entirdy. A amdl stable at the village's
near end had a broken fence. Cottage doors were gar or missng.

No onein the wagon said a word as they passed the village of Apudasat.

Lees| had earlier said its name meant "water downs village' and the reason was apparent as the main
road swerved toward the keep and met with another bridge. This one was a long mound of piled stone
and packed earth that spanned a wide pond turned green with floating scum. The village was Stuated on
arisein the marshland, with filmy water, bogs, and quagmires on dl sdes of it. Once they crossed over,
the road straightened, and the keep loomed before them as they crested its hill. Lees| pulled the horses
to a stop, and they dl dimbed out.

Wynn grabbed her pack and approached the keep before the others finished gathering what they
needed. She had searched a few abandoned buildings and strongholds with Domin Tilswith, but nothing
quite like this. The keep near Magiere's village was wel mended by comparison.

Hdf the wooden gate in the outer stockade had rotted away long ago, and the remaining haf was
dank with decay.

Themain building's top had crumbled, leaving large moss-covered stones embedded in the courtyard
around it.



Wynn looked back toward the deserted village, but she couldn't see it through the forest. "What
happened here?'

"Givil war, famine, perhaps sickness that swept through long ago, " Leesl said. "Any of these could
leave afief without enough people to carry on work to support it. And it's certainly not a prized piece of
land. Who knows what the main livdihood was here. ™

Somehow, Wynn did not believe anything so easly explained had happened here. The slence of this
place made the cold of the coming night more acute. Though she could not see the village, the
moss-draped trees blocking her view carried their own tdltde sgns.

"Look, " she said, pointing, and Magiere came to join her.

An ancient spruce close to the outer stockade was tainted with brown. A few limbs had broken away
or rotted through, and the sumps showed the same color turned dark with dampness. Other trees were
inadmilar state, and tumbled stones ingde the keep grounds showed patches of lichen that had faded,
only to be plastered down to mere stains. Around the keep of Apuddsat, desth nibbled a the world,
leaving marks too recently familiar for Wynn's comfort.

Chap came to join her and growled once as he shoved his head under her hand. She stroked him
absently, looking about at the cregping blemishes within the forest.

"We should go indde, " she told Magiere. "Oscdine said her master would know when you arrived.
Thereis no one waiting for us, and we will learn nothing further out here. "

Magiere looked into the forest, hand on sword hilt, and then turned and led the way as Wynn
followed. Leesl stepped out ahead of them.

As with the stockade's gate, the keep's huge wooden door had crumbled to scraps thet littered the
ground and floor benegth the arched stone entrance. The pieces mulched to smears under Leesl's boots
as he stepped close.

The light outsde was fading, and Wynn unpacked the lamps, placing the crystas in the holders and
sdtling their glass covers in place. Handing one to Magiere, she followed Leesl through the short
entryway, and they found themsdavesin a center hal.

The interior was less decayed but not by much. It was an old-style keep, with a huge fire pit in the
center instead of a hearth to one side. The walls held archways and doors thet likely led to sde rooms
and antechambers. Those same walls reached up to the remnants of an upper floor. The hdl's center was
open dl the way to the keep's top, where an iron grate would have et the fire pit's smoke escape. Now
al Wynn saw was the dark sky above where the roof should have been and crumbled stone littering the
fire pit and floor. There was no sign of the fdlen roof grate.

Enormous tapestries hung on the walls, thar images faded and stresked with grime and mold.
Sections had decayed through, and some hung in folds by their tattered threads. One portrayed a bettle
between forces Wynn did not recognize. She stepped up to another, raising her lamp to illuminate the
imege of men in long cream robes and head wraps riding thin-legged, fierce horses.

"I think this is Suman, " she said. "There are dunes in the distance behind the riders. It would cost a
great amount to bring it dl the way here. Why would a Droevinkan lord want such a thing?'

Magiere paced around the fire pit. "The place feds familiar, but | know I've never been here. I've
never been thisfar east. "

Wynn joined her. "You are certan?"
"Yes, I'm sure. "
Lees| stopped examining the tapestries and circled the room to peer through archways and test old



doors. Wynn was about to begin hersdlf, hoping they might dill find records or other information in this
place. She spotted the first dead rat and stepped back.

"Lees!™
"What?' He hurried over. "What isit?"
Rats did not frighten Wynn, and she had certainly seen dead ones before,

Instead of being bloated or rotten, the carcass was shriveled. The skin had shrunk around its rib cage
and limbs, asif it had starved to degth. In a place like this, where the forest grew wild and thick, that
seemed impossible,

Chap siffed it and growled.

"Ancther one, " Magiere said from afew steps away.

They scanned the floor, kicking aside debris and checking the shadowed comers. There were a least
adozen tiny corpses about the hdl, dl in the same condition.

"All right, " Leesil whispered. "Do | need to say how much | dontt like this?"

Chap whirled about, and hisgrowl rose to a snarl. He cut loose an angry wall.

The sound resonated from the stone walls, and Wynn tried to cover her ears. Thiswas Chap's hunting
wal.

Magiere set down her lamp beside Wynn and pulled her fdchion. Chap circled them, doubling back
now and again as he looked toward the archways and doors dl around.

"Leesl, blades" Magiere shouted, but Wynn bardly heard her above Chap's noise,

Leesl's cloak was dready dropped to the floor. He wore his studded hauberk and dipped the
holding straps on histhigh sheeths to draw both winged blades.

"Chap, quie!" he shouted, and the dog's voice dropped back to a growl. "Whereisit?'

The dog bolted toward asmdl archway at the back of the round hall. Magiere and Lees| rushed after
him.

Wynmn carried both cold lamps. She ran behind her companions down a narrow passage, more
frightened of being left done than of what they might be hunting. She had seen Chane throw Vordanas

brass urn into the smithy's coals, seen it mdt, and watched as the sorcerer dissipated into smoke. But the
dying trees and shriveled rodents fostered doubt in her mind.

She could not see much with the others ahead of her. Chap's growl abruptly shifted to a snarl, and
Leesl pulled up short. Wynn caught 9ght of Magiere in the jodling lamplight as she turned left. Leesl
followed, and Wynn hurried to catch up.

As they passed a Sde opening in a widening of the passage, Chap swerved and legped through the
doorway. Magiere and Lees| turned, as wel. As Wynn stepped in behind them, she glimpsed a blur, little
more than a moving shadow, racing away.

She fdtered as fright took a sharp hold on her.
A creature like Vordana would never flee. He would not need to.
Someone screamed out, "No, no! Please no. "

Lees| and Magiere were in front her, weapons out but poised where they stood. The broken shelves
and scattered pots and implements on the floor told Wynn they were in some type of kitchen. Vordana,
or any undead, would not plead in fear. She pushed past her companions with a shout.

"No, Chap! Stop it!"



Lees| grabbed her from behind. Both blades were in one hand as he wrapped his other am around
her waist. He lifted her out of the way as if she were a amdl cat. Wynn struggled to see what they had
cornered. The cold lamps jangling in her grip made light waver across the wals, and she could not make
out anything beyond Chap but the arch of the cooking hearth.

Leesl dropped Wynn to her feet and grabbed Chap by the scruff of his neck. "Enough, get back. "

Chap snarled but obeyed, and Wynn steadied one lamp, holding it up so that its light spilled out
beyond the dog.

Cowering ingde the barren hearth's hollow was a boy dressed in tatters turned dark by dirt and
gime Gaunt, with filthy brown-black hair to his shoulders, he squirmed to the hearth's far sde and
pressed one shoulder tightly into the comer. He covered his face as he looked out in horror, only one eye
peeking between gtick-thin fingers. There were fresh dashes down his arm from Chap's claws.

"Chap, what have you done?' Wynn cried.

Magiere crept forward in a crouch, ready to lunge at the boy, and her voice sounded forced and
durred. "Leesl, let Chap go!"

Wynn turned to Leesl|, about to argue, but Lees| stood wary and tense with his gaze locked upon the
cowering little figure. Wynn's own anger faded.

The topaz anulet Magiere had given Lees| hung in plain view, and it glowed brightly.
"Itisonly aboy, " she whispered, looking back to the hearth in disbelief.

The boy shuddered continuoudy as he tried to force himsdf deeper into the hearth's corner.
Magiere glared back a Wynn. "l don't care whet it was. "

Her irises were completely black, her words barely clear, as if her mouth wouldnt form them
correctly. Wynn wasn't certain, but Magiere's teeth appeared longer between her moving lips.

Think, " Wynn insgsted. "No one lives here. The village and keep were deserted long ago. Do you not
find it trange that he is here done?’

"Wynn, don't you do thisagain, " Lees| warned.
"No!" she shouted back, and jerked out of his reach.

Chap tried to snap his jaws closed on her short robe's hem, but Wynn backed away to the wal by
the hearth. She crouched down dong the wall, set her lamps upon the floor, and peered around the
hearth's edge. Languages came eesly to her, and she had picked up enough Droevinkan now to
conversein 9mple phrases.

"I you... attack, " she said quidlly, "They... take your head. Understand? Be dill and we... not hurt
you.”

"Speak for yoursdf, " Magiere hissed.
"Magiere, not now. " Wynn kept her gaze upon the boy. "What is your name?’

He studied her and findly pulled his hands from his face, glancding now and then at the others. "Tomeas,
" he whispered, asif it were some secret he shared with her.

"Did you edt... the rats?"

The boy shrank back, eyes on Magiere. Wynn did not turn her atention away to see what had made
him cower again. He shook his heed.

"No. My food dl dead now. Can't find any but dead ones. " His voice cracked. "l starve now. "
Fity washed through Wynn.



"No toads, no rats, no snakes, and hirds dl gone, " Tomas whispered, and his eyes hdf closed in
exhaudtion. "l deep. | sarve. | deep more. "

His face was s0 coated with filth, it was dun colored instead of the pale shade Wynn remembered of
Chane and the undead of Bela. His gaunt body would not stop quivering.

Wynn dug blindly in her pack, watching Tomas cautioudy. She fdt the dick skin of an apple, and then
another. When she had found three, she pulled them out.

"We have nothing for you, " she said, holding out the fruit.

"These come from... living tree. Fresh. Perhaps some lifein them. ™
Tomeas lunged at her.

"Wynn, get back!" Lees| snapped.

She fdt his grip close on the shoulder of her short robe as Chap rushed forward with sngpping teeth.
Before Lees| could jerk her away, Tomass narrow fingers saized the apples. One crashed in his grip as
he quickly retreated into the hearth. Wynn thrust out her am in Chap's way, and the dog hated.

Tomeas shrank into his corner. Sharp teeth and fangs sank through an apple's skin. His gaze fixed on
Chap as he sucked, hunger overriding fear.

"Wynn, what are you doing?' Magiere demanded, stepping forward.
Thistimeit was Lees| who hed a hand out to stop her.
"Who did this to you?' Wynn asked.

Tomas looked at her, dill sucking hard upon the apple, and his fingers made dents in the fruit from his
tight grip. His brow furrowed over wide eyes, asif he did not understand the question. He glanced about
the room before letting the fruit dip from his mouth.

"Long time back... very long, " he said, saring at the floor before he looked up a Wynn again. 'Too
many before me ran away. He said he would make me stay, wanted to be sure he could do this... good
practice, he sad. "

Tomeas st his other two apples on the floor. He flattened one hand there to lean in Wynn's direction.

"He drank me—like arat, " Tomas sad firmly, asif the comparison had just occurred to him. "Like a
toad, like alizard, like a snake but not a bird, because those are too hard to catch. He made me be like
him, Lord Massing, but | fooled him. Y oung master taught me how. "

Wynn pressed her hand againg the stone wall as a wave of cold sank through her, filling her with
nausea. She looked up a Magiere.

Magiere crouched low, cresping forward toward Tomas. "Massng? |s mat who lived here? Was he
lord of thisfief?"

Tomeas pulled back. He spat at her, pulling his spare apples closer to hold them between his bare feet.
"Stay away, " Wynn warned Magiere.
"Warm... the warm girl is better, " Tomas whispered.

He stared a Wynn and, for an ingtant, she thought she saw his irises fade to colorless cryddline
disks. Tomas held up his mangled apple.

"BEven nicer than the young master, " he added.

"My nameis Wynn, " she said. "The young master... Did Lord Massing have a son? Tomas, do you...
know the lord's firg name?"



The boy shook his head and licked his fruit. "Don't know, didn't hear, never told. Wasn't here long
before they went away. But the young master taught me of rats and lizards and snakes so | wouldn't need
no folks from the village. Can't feed on kin, it's not right. 'Y oung master taught me. "

"Cursed saintd" Lees| whispered. "Wedid was here, and he had a son? Or was the son? What's the
little mongter tdling us?'

Tomeas looked blankly at Leesl. He seemed unaffected by the names he was called and returned to
sucking on the apple.

"They left im here, " Wynn said. "They abandoned him, and he's been living here on rats. ™
"You're edting rats?' Lees| asked the boy.

Tomas shook his head. "No more, just dead ones, dl dried up the same day. All gone. ™
"All & once?' Wynn asked. "When?"

"Not long back. " Tomas frowned and dropped his gaze from Wynn's face. "'l degp some nights. Too
hungry. | wake, not sure if same night. Don't remember but not long back. ™

Wynn looked up at Leesl. "The trees are not as far gone as those we saw in Pudurlatsat, and this boy
saysthe rats dl died at once. You know whét this sounds like?'

"But you told us Vordana was destroyed. "
"His urn was destroyed, and | watched him dissipate, yes. "

Magiere dill crouched, glaing a the boy, but when she spoke, it wasn't to him. "Wegtid... It's been
Weddid dl thistime. "

"We don't know that for certain, " Leed| corrected. "All we know is that he was here long ago, and
he had family. Or someone or something e se usng the same family name. "

"Tomas, is there a man here?' Wynn asked. "Living... close, in the forest?"

The boy leaned toward her, amdl face filled with urgency. "Dont go in that forest, Warm Wynn, " he
sad, ether sadness or fear wdling up in his eyes. "Theré's dead things that ill move. Worse than me.
That's why dl my kin left, long time back, but | couldn't go. "

Wynn had no idea how old Tomas was. He looked like a boy of no more than ten, perhaps younger,
but he had been here along time and might be older than any of them.

"Whet dead things?' Lees| asked.

Tomas shook his head, and Wynn saw his furtive glances toward the doorways at ether end of the
kitchen.

" don't think he can tdl us much more, " she said. "We should let im go. "
"Let im go?' Magiere rose up to her full height. "We don't let hiskind go. "

Wynn stood up, as well, and stepped directly in front of Magiere. "He is a victim—Iike you! Thisis
not his fault. He does not feed on anyone. We should hep him. Leesll, tak to her. ™

"Haven't you gotten over this nonsense?' Magiere answered. "He's dead and was made to rise up
and prey upon theliving. He's not an innocent. ™

Leesl crouched down before the hearth. Wynn baled her hands into figts, ready to jump on him if he
made a move toward Tomas. He lowered his blades, both ill in one hand, as he spoke.

"You're going have to leave this place and hunt deeper in the forests. That's dl there is for you now.
We hunt your kind. If we hear youve touched anything but an animd, well be back for you.
Understand?'



Tomas took in Leesl's words. Brown eyes wide, he nodded.
Lees| tossed his head toward the kitchen's far door. "Go. "
Chap's snarl rose sharply. Lees| scooted back to put his hand on the dog's muzze.

Tomas looked up a Wynn. He cringed, a look of shame on his gaunt little face, and then bolted for
the far door and was gone.

Beneath her rdief, Wynn was miffed that Tomas had been dlowed to go free only when Leesl
stepped in. Magiere had not argued with him at dl, but she'd brushed Wynn off without even ligening to
her.

Magiere turned in a dow cirde, examining the kitchen. "Weddid. All this time, dl this way, jus to
come back to him. "

"We're dill not sure, " Lees| said. "We only know he was involved somehow. ™

Wynn tried to put asde her irritation. "Your Aunt Biga said there were three who came for your
mother. Osceline said Ubad was present a your birth. If Welstid was mere, as well, perhaps, then who
was the third?'

Magiere's gaze ceased roaming to turn upon Wynn. The lost look in her eyes faded, and
determination returned. "When we find Ubad, well ask, asit seems he's not coming to us.

As they headed back outside, Wynn's thoughts were upon Tomas, who never had a choice in what
hed become of him. Much like another she had spent time with in a amdl room filled with books and old
scrolls and peaceful quiet. She looked ahead in Tomass existence and saw long solitary years in a dank
forest.

They should have done more. There should have been away to take the boy from this place. Though
he would never grow up, he deserved something more than what had been left to him in the wake of his
log life. Some day, Magiere— and Chap—would have to see the individud in place of the naturd enemy
thar indincts drove them to hunt.

They emerged in the courtyard, stepping out through the stockade's missng gate, and Wynn's breeth
caught as she saw Port and Imp in the light of her cold lamps.

Sill harnessed to the wagon, Imp had dropped to the ground, legs folded under her. Port's eydids
sagged, his head hanging, and his massive legs trembled. Wynn rushed over to them, and the others
followed. Port blinked once a her but did not lift his head.

Wynn gazed about the dark, fear cregping in upon her.
"l do not fed tired, " she said. "Lees|?

He looked around, aswdl. "No, I'm fine. "

Chap began to growl again.
"Over there, " Magiere sad.

Both Wynn and Leesl turned toward the south side of the stockade as something gray walked
forward through the trees. Its face was shriveled in upon its skull, so much so that its lips did not meet
over the teeth of its closed jaws. There was no misiaking the wisps of long, white hair dinging to its scalp.
Vordana

| Chane woke the moment the sun set.
They'd been forced by dawn to pitch their tent and hide for the day in this soggy forest, but Welstiel

had told him they would reach Apuddsat shortly after dusk. Wynn might dready be in danger, and
Chane had no intention of waiting any longer.



"Weldid, get up. We need to go. "
His companion rose, rubbing his face. "Give me a moment. "

Chane strapped on his sword, wishing he'd had time to make another wolf familiar, or whatever large
anmd he could find in this dismd province. "While you're taking your moment, you can explain what
we're facing. This sword, and my conjury... isthat going to be enough?

Weddid's dlence was more than frugrating. Chane couldn't hdp Wynn if he didn't even know what
waited ahead for them. Indecison weighed on Welstid's face. He looked older with his hair askew, in a
cream shirt that badly needed washing.

"Do you know what a necromancer is?' Welstid asked.

"I've heard of conjurors who specidize in spirits of the dead. " Chane paused. "Is that what Magiere
seeks?!

"Hisnameis Ubad, and he's much more than you suppose. He served my father... and helped create
Magiere. "

Once agan, there was more to this than Wedgtid let on, and he was giving up what he had to only at
the last possible moment. Magiere had been "created"? Chane harbored doubts concerning any undeed
fathering a child. The involvement of a conjuror—a necromancer—told him little, but it hinted that there
was congderably more to the dhampir's origin that Welstid kept to himsdlf.

"When he finds Magiere, " Wedid continued, "he will be most anxious after dl these years. I'm
uncertain of specifics, but | suspect it took Ubad a lifeimes preparation for her birth. He will try to
persuade her to follow him for his own purpose. When she refuses, he will not let her—or anyone in her
company—leave thisland dive. "

Chane glared out into the dark. They should have been planning ther drategy nights ago, but
Weldtid's Hfish secrecy |t them at a disadvantage.

" hope you have more toys than a brass disk and aring!"

He grabbed Wedtid's pack and threw it a him. He was dmog certain the ring helped Weldtid to
hide his presence from mantic and divinatory magics—or unnaturd senses, such as those of other
undead. Wegtid was not moved by his outburst and caught the pack in midair.

"You do not know Magiere as | do, " he said. "Her powerswill be strong when she faces Ubad. She
isresourceful, and her experience grows. And my ‘toys are more useful than you imagine. We will assist
from the shadows. "

Chane cared nothing for Magiere. He cared only for Wynn.

"Il saddle the horses, " he said, "while you finish your moment. ™
ILees|'s topaz amulet glowed brightly.
Vordanas appearance was no surprise. In the back of Leesl's mind, it had dways seemed the

undead sorcerer had gone down too easily. Now that they knew what this creature was capable of,
Leesl's only worry was how to take its head. How could he fight something he couldn't get close to?

Vordana amiled, little more than a lipless stretch of his mouth to expose grayed receding gums around
clenched teeth. He raised one hand, and Magiere stepped out in front of Leesl.

"Run!" she ordered.

Wait.

The word filled LeesI's mind.

The topaz jerked upon the leather cord around his neck, extending in the ar before his face. The cord



snapped, and the amulet saled into Vordanas upraised hand. Bony fingers closed around the stone, and
he amiled again.

Follow me.

The voice echoed again in Leesl's head. He glanced to Magiere and then Wynn. They dlearly heard
the words, as well.

"An escort, " Lees| said. "I think Wynn should stay here. ™
"No, " the sage replied, her eyes on the waking corpse.

“Itsdl right, " Magiere said. "You thought you'd finished him, but you ill saved us and the town.
That'sdl that matters. "

Wynn looked away. "Wait a moment. "

She set one of her cold lamps down, ran to the wagon, and dropped her heavy pack and the other
lamp indgde. She returned with a crossbow and quarrd case, strapping both to her back, then retrieved
the cold lamp, holding it out in front.

Lees| nodded to Magiere, and they dl stepped into the trees. Chap was glent, but his hackles stood
up upon his neck. Magiere kept her fachion up, and Leesl gripped both his blades. Wynn and Chap
followed behind him, the dog staying close to the young sage.

Vordanas dothing had changed, and he no longer wore the stained shirt from the night Stefan had
murdered him. His umber brown robes were cleaned of the soil from whatever secret grave held crawled
from. The state of his own form was another matter. The sorcerer's skin was more drawn and shriveled.
He was no vampire, and his corpse succumbed to time, no maiter how much life he bled from the world
around him. A new brass urn hung around his neck.

He mationed for them to follow and turned back into the forest.

Strands of mossin the high branches hung down to the ground, like dark green curtains between the
tree trunks. VVordana passed through them easily, but Leesl and Magiere had to hack a clear path with
their blades. Soon thar hands and deeves were soaked from the damp foliage. Without Sght of the night
sky through the forest canopy, the dark was too thick for even Leesl's night Sght. He was grateful for the
illumination of Wynn's cold lamp.

Wynn gasped and grabbed the back of his cloak. "LeesI!"
She pointed beyond him, and he froze.
"On the other Sde, too, " Magiere said. "And behind us. "

In the hdf-circle of a sparse dlearing, glowing shapes surrounded them. Lees| heard therr whispers
but couldn't make out their words as they drifted in and out among the trees.

When Tomas sad the villagers had Ieft, and he couldn't follow, Leesl assumed they'd abandoned the
village and the boy was left behind.

Hoating near atendril of moss was the tranducent figure of an aged soldier. His hauberk was dashed
open, exposing internd organs that bulged, ready to soill out. Beside him was a short and tattered young
womean with aring around the skin of her throat where a rope had srangled her. She opened her mouith,
trying to speak but her tongue was missing.

A scarecrow-thin peasant boy glared in hatred &t Magiere. He wore no shirt, and though his visage
faded in and out, Lees| saw the ribs and tdltde swollen paunch of darvation. Drifting out through a
curtain of wet leaves came a pretty girl no older than Wynn, with dangling black curls. She reached out a
Leesl, and he sidestepped quickly, though she couldn't possibly touch him. Her throat had been ripped

open.



Lees| amelled the strong scent of damp earth and decay as the cold sank into him, feeding despair.
He heard Magiere's quick breaths beside him, and he looked back to Wynn.

Her eyes were downcast, watching only the ground before her feet, and she hed the cold lamp in
front of her like ashidd. Her free hand gripped the fur between Chap's shoulders, and the dog pulled her
forward.

"Ignore them, " Lees| whispered with effort. "Keep moving. "
He kept his eyes on Vordanas cloak, trying not to focus upon the midy figures moving around them.
"They're just ghodts, " Magiere said.

There was no fear on her pae features, but Lees| sill heard the rapid rhythm of her breath. Vordana
held up his hand. The topaz dangled in his grip upon the leather sring, and its glimmer became a beacon
they followed.

Lees| was shivering from the cold when they emerged in a large dearing and saw smoke risng from
the chimney of a strange little stone house. It had been built onto the Sde of a massive granite knoll.

Vordana waked to an ova door in the cottage's front wal and opened it. He motioned them to
falow as he stepped insde.

Lees| grasped Magieres wridt. "Whatever we find here, it doesn't change who you are. ™

She gently pulled her wrigt from his fingers and walked toward the open door.

IWedtid hid behind the stockade fence with Chane, watching through a space left by a missng post.
Magiere emerged from the keep with the others. The young sage ran to their team of gray horses, one

dready collapsed upon the ground.
"Say close, " he told Chane. "If you step away from me, the dog will sense you clearly. ™

Chane did not argue or even speak, his eyes fixed upon Wynn.

Wegtid hoped he would not have to enter the keep. In this place, his father had come home one night
transformed into a Noble Dead, accompanied by the loathsome and conniving Ubad. It was not long
before the people here began dying. When the remainder fled, Weldtid's "family" moved on to offer
sarvice to the Antes. How Bryen and Ubad had managed to learn exactly where Magdia had lived was
dill amygery to Wetid.

A hollow presence pulled a Weldtid from nearby, and he caught the flutter of gray har in the forest
trees. The undead sorcerer stepped out into view before Magiere and her companions.

"I thought you destroyed thet, " Welstid whispered.
"Sodid I, " Chane replied.

The sorcerer hed out his hand, and the topaz amulet the half-blood wore shot into his grip. The
waking corpse grinned and turned into the forest. Magiere and the others followed. Chane was about to
rise, and Wegtid clamped a hand on his shoulder, holding him down.

"Wait until they areinthe trees. "
A smdl part of Welstid pitied Magiere for what was to come, as he had once pitied her mother.

Chapter 15

M agiere was numb with cold as she stepped through the doorway behind Vordana. The dwelling
made her skin crawl asif she were covered with insects.

Aniron gaff leaned againgt the wall by the door, its surface stained and etched with wear. Rough-cut
tables and shelves were loaded with jars and other vessds of ceramic, glass, and metd. In the nearest



glass container, Magiere saw cloudy liquid in which fleshy shapes floated. A severed joint of cartilage and
bone pressed againg the side. She wasn't certain what kind of being it came from, and she didn't want to
know. Thefirein the hearth burned brightly, but its heat made the place fed tight and Hifling.

Vordana walked to the room's back and opened another door leading into a passage.

She followed a few paces back, for the amdl of the undead sorcerer made her gag in the enclosed
gpace. The passage was cruddy chisded granite rather than mortared stone. To her amazement, she
stepped out its far end and into an enormous cavern.

Torches blazed upon poles stuck in the bare earth, but ther light couldn't reach into the dark expanse
above.

Magiere stood within a cave indde the granite knoll. The vast area reached back at least a hundred
paces. Directly ahead, in the cavern's center, was a thick granite dab resting upon two shorter blocks of
gone. Its surface was patialy covered by a rumpled white satin cloth. Before it stood a cast-iron vat
henging from a towering tripod over a stack of firewood. Lees| stepped up beside her, looking about the
cavern.

"Dhampir..., " a hollow voice sad. The word wafted through the space up into the darkness
overhead. "I had begun to doubt the reports. "

Magiere peered into the darkness but could see nothing.

Then, from beyond the torches a figure took form out of the shadows. Its hooded robe was dark
gray. Torchlight across the fabric's folds reveaed fant markings, symbols that shimmered in and out of
gght. Across the upper hdf of hisface was a mask of aged leather ending above a bony jaw.

Vordana bowed to the new ariva.

Asthe robed figure glided nearer, Magiere saw there were no eye dits in the mask. She wondered if
this aged creature could see her, and she held out the tip of her fachion in warning.

"That's close enough. "

He stopped beyond the blade's reach. His head swiveled about as if he lisgened for something. When
Chap circled around Leesil's Sde, the dog was quiet, but his jowls pulled back in a dlent snarl. At that
ingant, the masked face turned directly toward the dog.

Magiere's dnampir half rose enough that her senses expanded. She saw the masked man's chest rise
and fdl beneath the robe and fdt his dight heat. He was dive and mortd for dl she could tell.

"You are Ubad?' she asked.
"One of my names, " he answered, ending in a dur than made his voice hiss,
" have questions, " Magiere said coldly. "I'm told you have answers. ™

"Yes. And I've longed to tdl them to you for many years. " Ubad faced his vistors and raised a
leather-colored hand to point at Magiere. "Perfect. Your hair, flesh, power. Day combined with night, the
living and the dead. "

"Get to your answers, old man, " Lees| snapped. "I think you know the questions aready. "

A duger of ghosts appeared indantly around them. The soldier with the scomach wound hovered
near Leesl.

"You're here on the whim of this thing... this oppressor, " Ubad said to Leesil, pointing to Chap. "l
can do little about that, but you are nothing to me. Keep your tongue—or I'll keep it for you. ™

"Don't, " Magiere whispered, and flattened her free hand againgt Leesil's chest. "It'sdl right. "



She caught sght of Wynn hiding behind Leesil. The sage peered out with wide eyes, dill holding her
cold lamp, but she looked a Vordana rather than the masked old man. It troubled Magiere that
Vordana, who showed dl signs of succumbing to decay, had not been destroyed as Wynn had thought.

"How is he dill ganding?' Magiere asked of Ubad, nodding in the dead sorcerer's direction.

Ubad swept a hand toward the spirits surrounding Magiere and the others. "I conjure the dead into
my sarvice and have learned much in my lifés work. Vordanais loyd... and useful. He cdled upon me
for help, and | preserved him."

"Andif | severed his head right now, " Magiere asked, "would he ill be usgful?"

Vordana shifted, his robe rudling around him. He, at least, was unnerved by her suggestion or
uncertain what the result would be. It was more difficult to gauge Ubad's reaction beneath the mask, but
hiswrinkled lips tightened.

"Did you come to discuss the welfare of my servants?' he asked, waiting briefly for an answer and
continuing when none came. "How did you find me? VVordana only recently learned of your return to this
land. "

Magiere fdt no obligation to answer any of Ubad's questions, but in this matter, she had sworn on
Leesl'slife "Oscdine sent us. ™

My apprentice? Vordanads voice filled Magiere's head. It appeared Osceline was as firmly
connected to Vordana as to her Master Ubad.

"Unexpected, " Ubad said, ignoring his servant's outburst. "But we have much to discuss, and | have
much to show you. "

"Who ismy father?' she asked. "Isit Welsid Massing?'

"Too fad, too far, " Ubad answered with a shake of his head, and he turned to glide toward the stone
dab in the cavern's center. His robe neither twisted nor rustled with his movement. "Il show you, and
afterward, you will thank me for digpdling this fase front you wear. You have a far better purpose to
fulfill. "

"Ansver me, and it had better ring true, " Magiere said. "I've no interest or trust in your twisted taes
of my past. "
He stopped, his back ill to her. "Would you trust your mother?"

Magiere's somach lurched. "Y ou can't fool mewith some delusion. Your corpse servant dreedy tried
thet. "

"You misunderstand me, "' Ubad replied. "I am no trickster of sorcery. | work with the dead, who are
the past... and sometimes the future. The past is what leads us into the future, and you might ask your
litle sage and dog about that. Come here, child. Here isyour past. "

He gripped the edge of the white satin cloth and jerked it away.

Lying upon the granite dab were carefully arranged bones, dmost as white as the cloth on which they
lay. The skull was set upon its jaw at the far right and appeared polished and cared for like a vaued
possession. The skeleton was human, the bones dender.

Magiere stopped breething.

Chap lunged forward, sngpping and growling. As he passed through the spirits directly in his path, he
flinched away from the contact. He turned again toward Ubad as he circled to the cavern'sright side.

"No... no, " Wynn whispered.
Ubad gave Chap no notice, but Vordana focused upon the dog. Magiere heard a resonating chant fill



her mind as the sorcerer fixed his gaze upon Chap. Before she could take a step, Chap backstepped
twice, and his growl cut short. He shook himsdf sharply and legped, landing a few paces from Vordana,
and let out a vicious series of sngpping barks.

Vordana didn't retreat, but Magiere saw him recoil, and his chanting ceased.

"No advantage of surprise thistime, " Leesl said. "It seems that won't work on him again. ™
Magiere stared at the bones upon the granite dab.

"It's not her, " she said. "In my childhood, | visted the grave where my aunt buried her. "
"Draw on your awareness, " Ubad chalenged. Touch the bones, and see for yoursdf. *

"She didn't die here. It won't work that way, and | think you know mat, " she rasped, anger feeding
her frudration.

Ubad shook his head with a shdlow dsgh. "Thisis not the same. She is your relation, your blood...
bones of your bones. Touch her and see.

Unable to look away, Magiere took a step forward. Lees| grabbed her arm. "It's a trick, " he sad.
"And evenif nat, | told you in the graveyard. Y ou don't want to see this. You don't want to see her diein
your hands. "

The ar about Magiere whipped sharply, tossing her hair, and the soldier spirit lashed out at Leesl.

Its tranducent fist struck his temple and passed through his skull. Leesi| buckled, eyesralling up as the
frenzy grew around Magiere.

Spirits circled them, never touching her, but moving like wind-ripped trails of mig that dove at Leesl.
Wynn backed toward the passage as she was struck, two blurred stresks in the ar piercing through her
chest. The sage crumpled to the cavern floor without even a whimper, and the cold lamp tumbled from
her hands.

"Ubad..., " Leesl groaned.

He dung to Magiere's arm but dropped his blades. Magiere spun about, putting hersdf between him
and the withered old man. She pulled Lees| close with her free hand, trying to shidd him with her own
body. She heard Wynn cry out in pain. Leesl pulled a diletto from his wrigt sheeth and hdd it by its
blade between them, where no one dse could see.

In her confusion, Magiere looked into his amber eyes, and he whispered to her. "Get to Ubad!™
Leesl shoved her back and raised the stiletto. When he threw the blade, Magiere understood.
She turned and charged, falowing the blade's path through the arr.

The dtiletto tumbled toward Ubad's mask, but the old man didnt move. Magiere saw Vordana in the
sde of her view as the sorcerer raised a hand in panic.

The dtiletto froze in the air a hand's length from Ubad's face.

Magiere closed on him, fachion swinging out. Vordana rushed in from her side, the topaz amulet in
his hand, and then he sumbled as growlsfilled the air.

Vordanafdl back out of Magiere's sght, and the dtiletto dropped with a muffled thud to the cavern's
floor. Magiere heard Chap's sngpping jaws and knew the undead sorcerer was wel occupied. She stood
perfectly 4ill, the end curve of her sword dipped into Ubad's cowl and pressed againg his throat.

"Cdl off your dead, " she demanded. "Or you can join them even quicker. "
Ubad neither gestured nor spoke.
Chap's sharls lessened, and the sound of V ordana thrashing upon the ground faded.



"Lees|?' she cdled out, kegping her eyes upon her prisoner, but no answer came. "Lees|!”
"I'mdl right, " he said from behind her, and she heard his ragged bresth drawing close.
"And Wynn?'

A pause followed before he answered. "She's up again. "

"Dead... dive, " Ubad whispered, and histhin mouth pulled into asmile "They are not as far apart as
mog think. Not for such as you and me. Do you dill want your ansvers?'

He glided dowly back out her way, not even raisng a hand to the shdlow cut seeping blood on his
throat. Magiere kept her eyes on him as she reached out to touch the skull upon the dab. Images flashed
through her mind.

Blue fabric... adress. The one Aunt Biga had given her. And long, dark hair.
Magiere jerked her hand away.

"No, " she whispered, and glanced toward Ubad, ready to run him through. "You had someone dig
up my mother's grave?"

He waved one hand as if the question were irrdevant and then held it out toward V ordana.

The undead sorcerer got to his feet as Chap circled around behind him. Vordana moved cautioudy as
he pulled a pole torch from the ground and walked toward the cavern's center. Magiere backed away to
keep hmin gght, and Vordana shoved the torch head into the wood piled beneath the iron vat. Wild
flamesignited.

"I can dlow you to speak with her, " Ubad suggested, "let her show you who you are. "

Magiere's heart pounded. To speak with a mother sheld never known, to hear Magdia even for a
moment was something she had never imagined possble. This gift came from the hands of a
death-monger like Ubad. Still, she couldn't turn away.

"Only her and me?' she asked.

Ubad nodded. "Shewill bein you. She will show you anything you ask. "
"Doit. Do what you haveto. "

"Magierd" Lees| snapped. "No. "

Torchlight flickered across Ubad's mask. Magiere wondered at the expression hidden benesath it. Her
revulson grew past hatred.

"Quid, Leesl, " she sad. "Il know if it's atrick, if it isn't her. ™
Ubad drew a narrow dagger from indde his robe and picked up one of the loose bones on the dab.
Thegght of this creature touching her mother's remains made Magiere tense againg the urge to cut him

down. The dark liquid in the large vat was bailing, and it began dribbling over the sde to hissin the raging
flames

Ubad held the bone over the vat and scraped it with the dagger's edge. White flecks fdl from the
blade into the railing liquid. He set the bone on the floor and reached out his hand to Magiere.

"You share blood and bone. Give me your hand. "

Magiere kept her fachion up and held out her other hand. He diced her smdlest finger and squeezed
it, until a drop of her blood followed the bone shavings into the vat.

Ubad began to chant.
The ghodsin the cavern vanished, and V ordana stepped back.



Magiere had one moment to see Leesl's concerned face and Wynn's frightened eyes as the sage
crept forward.

Theliquid in vat rose, spilling fredy over the sides until its Szze in the flames sent up a cloud of vapor
mat nearly blotted out the tripod. An image formed in the mig.

She was young and lovely and could eeslly have passed as Magiere's sgter. Her skin wasn't as pde
as Magiere's, and her black har showed no glints of bloodred, but the resemblance was clear: a high,
smooath forehead over thin arched eyebrows and a long, sraight nose. She was tal and dender, wearing
a blue dress tha Magiere hersdf had worn on severd occasions. Her brown eyes filled with
confuson—and then her gaze fdl upon Magiere.

Ubad's chant grew louder.

The young woman dropped lightly from the ar to the granite floor. Her eyes locked with Magiere's,
and she held out a hand. Magiere hesitated a moment, then took it. She fet no pain as the darkness of
the cavern vanished.

She stood upon a grassy hill in aforest, and through the trees she saw the low huts of Chemestuk. It
was ealy fdl, and in the nearby fidds cut out of the forest were villagers at harvest, dearing weeds or
pulling fat pumpkins and squashes from their vines. One woman caught Magiere's atention. At firs she
thought it might be the same one she'd seen in the cavern, but this one was shorter and stout of frame,
dressed in purple. She stood from her labors and wiped perspiration from her face.

It was Aunt Bigia, but younger, without the years weighing upon her.

Magiere heard the doth rudle in the low breeze and turned to find the woman in her blue dress
danding beside her.

"Mother?' she asked. "Magdia?'

The womean settled a hand upon Magiere's cheek. "Daughter. | know you. "
"Magiere, " she said back. "I'm Magiere. Aunt Bigja named me for you. "

Tears did down Magdlids face. "You grew up with Biga? Y ou have been happy?"

Magiere didn't know how to respond. She wanted to touch her mother's tears, to comfort her, but
she couldn't seem to move.

"He took you that night, " Magdia whispered. "The night you were born, but he promised to protect
you. | remember your soft hair. You were born with a head full of black hair, and those dark eyes, not
blue like most babies. "

"Mother. " The word was difficult to even say. "I must know what happened. How... | happened. "

“Is that why you cdl me now?' Magelids face darkened before Magiere, and it was like looking at
her own angered reflection in amirror. ™Y ou want to know your father?'

"l need to know. "

Magdlids expresson softened again. "'l don't care, as long as | can see you, touch you. " Magelids
fingers dropped from Magiere's cheek to grip her hand. "Come with me, back to the keep. "

The grassy hill faded dong with the autumn sky.

* k% *

Magdia had been moved to an upper-floor room of the keep, one without windows. She examined
the door from top to bottom, but the lock was solid. The door would not even budge when pulled, and
likdy was barred on the outside.



Shewas done.

For dl her fear, she couldnt stop thinking of Biga, how frightened shed been the night of the
abduction and how worried her sister must be. Wild thoughts of bribing servants to ddiver messages ran
through Magelia's mind, but she saw no one except the guards ddivering her meds. Two aways came.
One remained in the passage while the other set her bowl upon the floor insde the door. She'd given up
trying to goad or question them, as neither spoke a word to her.

The only other person sheld seen was Wedid, the noble with white patches a his temples, coldly
polite. He had been the one to move her to this room.

The room was chill and bare, with a thin mattress on the floor and a washbasn beside it. There was
no other furniture

Her thoughts were broken by the sound of the door's bar drawing back. The door opened, and Lord
Massing stepped in, the one caled Bryen.

He was tal and used hisimposing stature to cow those around him. Looking & his dark hair and pae
skin, she thought he might be handsome were it not for the blankness of his expresson. The only qudity
ghe ever saw flicker upon his face was arrogance.

Magedia hated the Sght of him.

Tonight, he was beautifully dressed in black breeches, a tan shirt, and a chocolate brown tunic, with
his hair carefully combed back. Behind hm stood a young serving girl, clearly terrified of her lord.
Magelia didn't recognize the girl, so she hadn't come from Chemestiik. The girl carried a slk gown, a
hairbrush, and pins. The gown's color was somewhere between ivory and pale pink.

"Take off that rag you're wearing, " Lord Massing ordered. "Thisgirl will dress you properly. "
"Not until you get out, " Magdia replied. She would not show him any fear.
"Youwill not speak done to anyone, " he said. 'Take off that dress, or | will do it for you. "

It was not a threat. She could see that he was Smply informing her of the consequences and waited
for her to decide which indignity she chose. Magdia began unlacing her blue dress, and the girl hurried to
assid her.

Magedia turned away from Lord Massing to stand in nothing but her shift while the serving girl helped
her into the slk gown and laced it tightly. The girl then brushed out her hair and pinned part of it atop her
head, leaving enough free to curl down her shoulders and the back of her neck.

"Sr?" the girl asked when she had finished.
Bryen nodded. "Y es, much better. "

Before Magdia turned around, he grasped her forearm. She didn't bother to fight, as it would do no
good. He pulled her from the room and down the passage to another chamber.

Through its open door she saw a large four-poster bed. Upon a smdl table, a globe rested in an iron
pedestal. Lights flickered within its frosted glass. As she stepped insde, a movement caught her attention.
Magdia saw hersdf in along mirror on thewdl by the table.

She looked like a lady, one who might accompany her lord in the keep.

The room appeared clean but had the thin sench of a soilled chamber pot overlad with a lingering
sweet odor she couldn't name. There were two others present as Lord Massing stepped in behind her.
She saw their reflectionsin the mirror with her own and turned about.

Standing near the bed was the masked and robed eyesore cdled Ubad. He wore a amile on his thin
lips and tucked his hands into the opposing deeves of his charcod robe. On the far side of the bed stood



Weldtid.

Sheld heard him refer to Lord Massing as Father, but Wedie 1ooked to be the elder of the two. Fine
lines surrounded his cold eyes, and his dark har was white at the temples. Her opinion of him was only
dightly better than that of the other two. He was quiet and removed, and he seemed to disapprove of
both her presence and captivity.

On anarrow stand beside Ubad was a strange vessdl, not unlike a vase that sheld once seen used for
cut flowers. Metdlic and yelow red, perhaps made of brass, it was covered in etched symbols. A dark
liquid filled it nearly to the top, though its color was unclear in the room's low light. It made her anxious
when she redlized that the thick, sweet scent in the room came from whatever the vessdl held. She tried
to back away. Lord Massing's hand flaitened against her back. Magdia stepped farther into the room,
away from histouch.

Wedtid looked her over, and she saw that his face looked different from before. His dark eyes were
fla and emationless like Lord Bryen's. His skin was pale.

"Is she not improved, my son?' Lord Bryen said. "I had the gown purchased in Stravina and sent 4l
the way from its capital, Vudran, just for this night. I've seen you admire women in this color and style. "

Fear began to grow in Magdia
"What do you want from me?' she asked.
All three men ignored her.

"I have no interest in anything you ask, Father. " Weldtid said. "You might as wel take her back to
her room. Or better yet, release her from this lunecy. "

Bryen shoved Magdia toward Wegtid. She caught hersdlf on the nearest post of the bed. A heavy
curved sword leaned by the headboard behind Welstid, and she froze.

"Youwill do as| say!" Bryen ordered, and a semblance of anger surfaced in his voice. "The careful
and coglly steps of Master Ubad cannot be wasted. It has taken him a lifetime of preparation for this
night. "

His voice lowered and softened, but Magdia kept her eyes on Welgtid's face, occasondly glancing
to the sword.

"You play arole far greater than you know, my son, " Bryen continued. "You will Sre our patron's
treasured one. A Noble Dead cannot lead its own kind in what is to come, nor can a mere mortd.
Something of both is needed. You will hold the esteemed pogtion of father to a being this world has
never seen, evenin its forgotten days. A herad of what is to come when our patron wakes again. "

Mageias somach twisted. She didn't understand dl she heard, but one thing was clear.

"Do as Master Ubad indructs, " Bryen said to his son. "Drink the collected life of the five that has
been prepared for you. Then take this gifl and make a child of day and night before which dl the world
will fdl. 1 know this woman appears to be only a peasant, but she is from old blood, very old, and a
angular ves for this creetion. "

Weddtid's dull eyes widened.

"You want me to drink more blood... and make a child with... with that?' He gestured to Magdia
"No! Even when | would have done anything to please you, | wouldn't have done this. | will not touch
blood again or touch this woman. "

"Young lord, you do not understand—, " Ubad began gently.
"Quid!"” Wedtid shouted. "You are the cause of dl this, and | am sick of your poisoned tongue. ™



He pushed past his father, and to Magdiads surprise, he broke easly away from Bryen's grip on his
shoulder.

Wedtid paused when he reached the door. "If you wish to serve that masked abomination, " he spat
back at Bryen. "You will have to accomplish it without me. "

He dapped the door open with one hand and dammed it shut behind him.

Bryen circled around the bed to the door but stopped short, garing a it. Mageia began inching
nearer to the sword.

Lord Massng and Master Ubad stood 4ill.

"Can | take his place?' Bryen suddenly asked. "Will it ill work?"

Ubad's mask made it difficult to read his reaction, but Magedia knew he was sartled. His mouth
dropped open briefly, asif Bryen's suggestion horrified him.

Magelia reached the far post of the bed's foot and was about to step toward the sword.

Ubad findly answered in an anxious voice. "There mugt be a way you can commeand him. He is your
son. "

Bryen looked a Magdia, and she froze where she stood. "Desrre cannot be commanded, " he said.
"And we cannot fal now that we've come o far. "

Ubad bowed his head until Magdia no longer saw his mask, but there was something akin to sorrow
or regret in his voice.

"No, we cannot fall, " he whispered. "I have heard our patron, stood before him within his dream. |
pent my life at his bidding in this task.... Prepare yoursdf. "

Lord Bryen let histunic dide off to the floor, and he removed his shirt. His chest and arms were tightly
muscled but pae and hairless. There was no 9gn of a wound or scar where Magdia had stabbed him
with the knifein her cottage. Ubad lifted the brass vase, and handed it to Bryen.

Magdia tried to make hersdf amdl and invisble She kept one eye on Bryen and inched dong the
bed's far sde.

"When the spirits fade, you must drink immediaely, " Ubad told Lord Bryen.

He began chanting in a low voice that dowly grew louder. Magdia fdt a breeze pass through the
room, though there was no open door or window. The bedcl othes whipped up from around the mattress,
and she shrank away.

Two 0oftly glowing shapes maeridized near Ubad. They grew sharper and clearer as his chanting
increased. They were transparent, but Magedia saw the color of their hair and clathing. One was a lovey
middle-aged woman with light brown hair. She wore atan wool dress and crown of leaves on her head.
The other was a savage-looking woman with matted black hair. She wore black armor like large reptilian
scaes, and when she opened her mouth to hiss at Ubad, Mageia saw eongated fangs.

Reason told her these were but ghosts, spirits of women adready dead, but they looked furious and
disoriented. When Ubad's chant grew to a shout, they began to scream.

Ther shapes wavered, and suddenly they meshed into each other and vanished.

Ubad's chant hammered in Magdiids ears as Bryen lifted the brass vase and gulped the liquid ingde.
Some spilled out the corners of his mouth and ran in deep red trails down his neck to his chest.

Bryen's pdlor darkened until his skin looked hedlthy. He drank until he seemed able to take no more,
and then he dropped the vase upon the stone floor with a clang. He wavered, denching his mouth closed
asif the draft threatened to rise back up his throat.



Ubad's chant ended, and he dumped into the wall with exhaustion. "Now, " he managed to say.
Bryen circled around the bed.

Magedlia rushed to grasp the sword. The sheath did away as she spun around, swinging the blade with
both hands.

Bryen's glazed eyes were fixed hungrily upon her. The sword's curved tip nicked his right shoulder
and dragged across his chest.

He cried out in pain and shock. Magdia sumbled under the wesapon's weight, her swing pulling her
toward the wdl. As she tried to bring the blade up again, he stepped insde her reach and backhanded
her across the face.

Magelias vison flashed white and then black, and she fdt hersdf faling. Something scraped dong her
fingers as the sword was jerked from her hand. Her returning vison jumped again as her head struck the
mattress. She fdt Bryen on top her, pulling apart the slk dress. His skin fdt different from when hed
dragged her by the wrist from her own room. It was now warm, nearly hot. Blood from his chest wound
smeared across her exposed torso.

She druggled but couldnt move under his weight, and he did not wagte time in pinning her ams.
When he pushed himsdf into her, the pain was explosive.

Magelia remembered nothing more until a numbing cold caled her back from unconsciousness. Bryen
stood at the foot of the bed, staring a her with an expression she had never expected.

Fear. His features wrinkled in pain as the icy cold in the room deepened around Magelia

Bryen's features turned blank with shock as he whispered, "No. "

Hisface grew lined, and the color in his skin faded.

Through the burning pain between Magelias legs and the chill dl over her skin, she watched Bryen
begin to age.

"Ubad!" he cried out, his voice cracking like an old man. "Why did you not tel me the price?’

"Because you would not sacrifice your son, " came the hollow answer as Ubad looked away.

"And you would sacrifice me?' Bryen asked, his voice now just arasping whisper.

"We cannot fall, " Ubad answered.

Bryen grew withered beyond old age, his hair fdling from his head. His skin dried and shrank upon
his bones, and then split like old bleached parchment.

Magdia closed her eyes, not wanting to see any more.

She did not know how much time had passed when she gtirred again into consciousness. It was dark,
the room lit only by a strange globe of flittering lights Weldid stood over her a the dde of the
four-poster bed.

"Areyou dl right?' he asked.

She sucked in one shuddering breath by way of an answer. She would not let these things holding her
captive see her cry. Every part of her body fdt bruised, and she could not St up.

"Hep her, " Wedtid said, looking across the room.

Magdiarolled her head with great effort. One of her bedroom guards stood a the other Sde of the
bed. He reached down to lift her.

"Cadfully, " Weldtid added.



Magdia was limp with pain and exhaustion as she was carried to another room with alarge bed and a
painted white wardrobe. The serving girl who'd dressed her earlier was hurrying about, filling basins of
water and bringing towds. Magdia was lad on the bed, and Wedid stood nearby looking quietly
distressed, but he did not touch her.

"My father isgone, and | am lord here, " he said. "You carry his child, and no one will hurt you. This
grl ishereto care for you, to hep you. If you need anything, she will bring it. "

In the days and nights that followed, she was not alowed to leave the keep. But she hersdf had
changed. She could not explain the open sorrow mixed with graitude she fdt for Weldid's belated
concern. Her dependence upon Wdgid grew more pronounced until she dmog feared the very
shadows of her room outside of his presence. She dept during the day, so that she could spend her
waking hours in his company rather than aone.

At times he required privacy, but for the most part, Magdia found he didn't mind her presence, so
long as she never touched him or spoke too often when he was occupied. As her body began to swell
with child, he took greater efforts for her comfort, even ordering cotton dresses with loose bodices, so
the child would not be constricted.

Wegid moved himsdf to another room and ordered the furnishings of his old one to be taken out
and burned, induding the four-poster bed. He kept the globe of flittering lights but never returned to that
room again. Master Ubad was dlowed to remain as long as he kept out of Welstid's way.

"Why don't you get rid of that abomination?' she asked Welstid one night.

They sat in his new room as she embroidered a blanket for the child. Welstid spent many hours there
meking strange objects, etching symbols in them as he whispered in a soft voice she could never quite
understand.

"Because you might need him when the child comes, " he replied.

His answer was so unexpected that she fatered. The old Magdia would have threstened to run him
through with a sword if he dlowed Ubad anywhere near her baby. But she feared he might leave if she
were disagreesble, and then she would be donein this place.

"Why would you think this?' she asked. "There is a good midwifein the village. "

Most recently, Welstid had been working on athin brass ring. It required a greet ded of his time.
One evening, it took amog the whole night for him to carve one tiny symbol with his sted gtylus in the
gring of marks running dong the indde surface of the metd. The only other object of his that she found
curious was a glowing topaz resting near his leather-bound books.

Wedtid looked up from his ring in mild annoyance. "The child you carry is not naturd. Therefore its
birth cannot be expected to be naturd. We may yet have need of Master Ubad's knowledge. "

Magdlia nodded and went back to her embroidery. She would find a way to keep Ubad from this
child.

Wedtid dipped the ring on his finger. The glow of the topaz upon the desk suddenly went out, and
Welgtid nodded in satifaction

"Perfect, " he said to himsdf. Magdia didn't ask why this pleased him.

As she grew heavier with child, he became concerned that she needed exercise and fresh ar. He
walked with her about the courtyard in the early evenings. Sometimes he brought the globe so that he
could gt and read while she continued her walk, but she did not mind this as long as he stayed within
gght. She was never certain if his concern was for her or the child she carried.

One night as they walked, he was more preoccupied than usud.



"Is something wrong?' she asked tentatively, as he did not like his private thoughts invaded.

"No. " He seemed to speak to himsdf more than to her. "In my deep today, | had a dream. | didnt
know that | could, as | have had none since... snce shortly after | came here. ™

"A nightmare?' she asked with concern.

Wedtid looked at her. He shook his head with a frown, asif embarrassed to be discussng a persona
issue. He made a passing remark about repairs to the courtyard wall and then paused to lift one hand to
the white paich a histemple.

"What isit?" she asked. "Areyou ill?"

He didn't answer and stood mere whigpering to no one. He came back to himsdf and escorted her
ingde.

After that night, Welstid changed in amdl ways.

He was never unkind, but ther limited conversations became amaost nonexistent. When he did speak,
it was only to ask about her hedth and the baby. Some nights he appeared more rested, but often he

would come down in the evenings looking exhausted, as if he hadn't dept a dl. On those nights, he
would whisper to himsdf and rub his temples asif a persstent ache troubled him.

For two more moons, Magelias somach swelled, and the baby kicked ingde her. She found the
sensation pleasant and spoke to the child, as there was no one e<se Ieft for her. She didn't care who its
father had been. This child was hers, and hers done.

Wedtid mixed dixirs and drank them and spent more time chanting in the nights. His state of mind
improved. He seemed to gain control over whatever plagued him, but his interest in the child increased.

One night as he worked in his room, she entered without knocking to find him gtting at his desk with
a bloody bandage wrapped around his left little finger. He dropped something into a bowl on the desk,
and the liquid ingde hissed and bubbled. She came up behind him, and he was so intent that he didn't
notice her. Next to the bowl were the beginnings of a pendant with a tin backing and a stout bloodied
kitchen knife.

She looked down and gasped. The object hissng in the bowl was the top of his little finger. Acid
began edting away the flesh.

He was startled by her touch on his shoulder, and he whipped around. "Get out, " he ordered. "l am
working. "

Magdiafled to her room, holding her somach. The old Magdlia, the fierce Magdia, began to whisper
ingde her that she might need to protect this child from more than Ubad.

The night her pains began, Welsid behaved like the politdy concerned man she had known in the
ealy to mid-months of her pregnancy, before his dreams. He had the man-at-arms, whose name she
never learned, help her into bed, and he cdled the sarving girl to assist her.

" will bring the midwife, " he said.
"Her nameis Beting, " Magiere told him. " She brought me into the world. "

Even through her labor pains, she could not help amiling a him. He was going for the midwife himsdf
ingtead of sending one of the guards. The pains grew closer together, but she did not cry out. Sometime
after heleft, she rolled on her Sde and looked to the doorway.

Magter Ubad stood there, as if watching her through his eyeless mask.
"Say away from us, " she sad.
He glided dowly down the hal beyond the door's frame and out of Sght.



Weddid seemed to be gone too long, but this was Magdlias firg child, and the labor took time. She
fdt the child coming and needed to push. The shock of pain when she tried to do so made the room dim,
and she screamed.

The serving girl ran to her sde. "What isit, miss?'

Before Magdia could answer, the child ingde pushed downward on its own accord, and she
screamed again.

Wedtid hurried into the room, and the midwife, Beting, followed close behind him. He was carrying a
grdl bundlein a bloody, tattered blanket.

"What isthat?" she whispered.
"Get out!" he ordered the sarving girl.
The young womean rushed from the room, and Magdia was done with Betina and Weldtid.

The child pushed again, and the pain was so0 sharp, she couldn't speak or breathe. Tiny knives
seemed to cut her from insde, like the child was dawing its way out. Betina was sanding over her, and
the woman's face was white, asif she had been through an orded or wasiill.

"Magdia, " she said. "Hold on, my girl. Let me see what iswrong. "

Wedtid set his bundle down and crouched beside Magdia near the bed's head. She fdt arush of wet
warmth between her legs and thought perhaps her water had findly broken.

Betina gasped, and Magdia knew she was wrong.

"Am | going to die?' she whispered to Welgtid.

"Yes "

"Did you know?"

"l sugpected. "

"You mugt protect the baby, " she begged. "Keep it from Ubad. "

He looked into her eyes and then reached out to grasp her hand. It was the firg and only time he had
ever touched her.

"I have planned for this, " he said. "Ubad will never have this child... if he is convinced it is dead. If
you love your child, you will hdp me. "

She didn't understand what he meant, and her mind went white with pain as the knives began cutting
agan. After what seemed like an eternity, she fdt the child dide from ingde her into Betinas hands.

"Isit dl right?' she asked, growing weaker.
"A girl, " Betina answered. "A hedthy girl with your black hair. "

She wiped off the newborn, wrapped it in a soft cotton cloth, and lad it besde Magdia Though il
blood-smeared, the child was beautiful.

Wedtid stepped around beside Betina, who looked down upon maother and child with a forced amile.
He reached out and snapped her neck with his hands.

Magedia thought she had dipped into a nightmare as Betinas body dropped from his hands to crumple
on the floor. Weldtid retrieved the bundle he had entered with and opened it. Insde was a dead baby girl
with dark hair. Its throat had been cut.

"Whet have you done?" she whispered.



He pulled the brass ring from his pocket and dipped it onto his finger. "Ubad will come soon. When
he does, tdl himthat | did this. Tdl him | murdered the child to avenge my father, and then | fled. He will
come after me, but he will not find me. "

She glanced at the ring, which had made the topaz's light wink out when hed firg put it onin his room
months ago. Magdia didn't understand what it meant, but Welstid was certain of his ways for deding
with the 9ghtless old mage.

"I have thingsto collect for the child, " he said, "and then | promise to take her out of here. If Ubad
bdlieves the child is dead, hewill not return. "

He picked up her baby, and Magelia reached out. Weldid paused long enough for her to touch her
daughter, and then he turned away to wrap the child in a clean blanket. He placed the murdered infant a
the foot of the bed.

Tdl Ubad, Magdia, and your daughter will be safe. ™
"My blue dress, " she whispered. "Saveit for her. "
He nodded, and that was dl. When he stepped to the door, he looked both ways before dipping out.

Lingering moments passed, and Magelia fought to keep her eyes open, to hold out until her enemy
showed hisface.

A blurred figure of dark robe appeared beside her bed. His cowl drooped down as he looked a
Betinds body and then the dead child upon the foot of the bed.

"Wddid, " she whispered, "to avenge his father. Y ou will never have my daughter. "

Ubad became nothing more than a dark shape in the dimming room, but his ralling moan of anguish
brought her rdief. "Where is he?* the mage shouted.

"Away, " she whispered. "Away from here. "

Magelids eyes closed, thar lids too heavy to keep open.
IMagiere fdt her knees drike the cavern floor. Above the cauldron, Magdlids face materidized with a
sad amile, and then the gpparition was gone.

"You murderer, " Magiere whispered a Ubad.

She lunged to her fedt, swinging the fachion a him. Suddenly, he was gone. When she heard his
voice behind her, she whirled to face him.

"You fed for her, and you should, " he said. "But think, dhampir. You were born from life and death,
day and night. Think of the preparation necessary, dl the sacrifices made for you to rise up in this world.
You are years behind where you should be in your power and awareness, but you have come back to
me of your own choice. Thiswas not mere chance. "

"You did that to her, and then you just let her die. "

The dim torchlight in the cavern brightened, and she knew her irises had gone black. Canines
elongated in her mouth, and she fdt her nails harden as if they rooted themsaves in the bones of her
fingers

"You want to see how far my power has grown?'

Vordana stepped in behind Ubad, a wary expresson on his sunken face. Magiere could hear Leesl
nearby, behind her, and Chap circled out to her right.

“Ligen!" Ubad commanded. "You are as you are, and nothing can change this, so embrace truth. Our
patron will place you above dl others, and dl you mug do is accept who you are... rather than this
deluded guise you ding to. Take your place beside him. ™



Magiere fet her control returning. She understood nothing of his words, and she cared little a dl for
whatever patron, deity or otherwise, this creature thought she belonged to. She held her form, not
dlowing her dhampir aspects to fade.

Ubad no longer appeared shadowy and intimideting. Magiere saw but another petty, sdf-serving
conniver—like Welstiel—who had aso helped to kill her mother. On impulse, she turned to glance a
Lessl.

He watched her, punching blades gripped in both hands. Long white-blond hair tucked behind his
oblong ears, his danted eyes were wide with suspicion at the Sght of her. Then his features softened as
he saw she had not logt hersdlf to savagery thistime.

"You are Magiere, " he said, voice firm. "Nothing can change that. And | know you. You belong with
me—not them, not... whatever they serve.

He glanced toward Ubad, lifting his blades ever so dightly, poised between advancing and holding his
ground.

Magiere sense hisfear just below his anger, asif his own emations flooded her. Something in Ubad's
words ate at him, something more than the old man's deluded fanaticism and hunger for power. Magiere
took one step back from the necromancer and his dead servant.

Timeto leave!" Lees| snapped.

He whirled forward, swinging his blade a Vordanas throat. The sorcerer dodged back as held done
intheir battle in the town street. Leesi| followed with afull spin of his body, and his left blade cut through
Vordana's shoulder.

"Chep!" Leesil yelled.

Vordana sumbled, dutching his shoulder, and Chap launched himsdf into the sorcerer. Wynn had
closad in, undinging her crossbow to load it. Magiere turned on Ubad, driking for his throat with her
fachion.

Agan, he was suddenly beyond her reach.

Magiere dashed once more, and thistime saw shimmers swirl in the ar around Ubad. His form grew
hezy and transparent, and then he stood back a step's distance from her. The ar around him settled, but
not before Magiere saw the streams of white vanigh, like the spirits who had assaulted Lees| and Wynn.

Ubad was usng the spirits to escape her, and somehow they carried him wherever he wished without
aword.

The ghodis reappeared.

Ther forms and shapes blurred as they rose in a flurry about the cavern. The air grew colder by the
moment. The young woman with the rope-burned throat flew through Wynn. The sage cried out and
dropped the crossbow.

"Stop it!" Magiere shouted.

Two white blurs dived down at her, and she tried to twist out of ther way. One struck her shoulder,
and the other flew through her somach as she tensed.

Magiere fdt nothing.
There was no pain or chill agony as sheld expected. They had no effect on her.

The gil with the dark curls and torn throat materidized out of the air, and then blurred again as she
flew through Chap. He didn't yelp but rolled off VVordana and backed up in confusion.

A soft smacking sound echoed from the back of cavern beyond the dtar, accompanied by heavy,



plodding footfdls. Two figures emerged from the shadows, and Magiere recoiled at the Sght of them.
Dressed like mariners armed with curved swords, their skin was tinged gray and green. One was
missing an ear.
Most of ther har had fdlen out, leaving bald patches of decaying flesh. Thar faces were devoid of
thought or emotion as their mouths opened and closed sharply. No sound came from ther throats. Ther

brackish lips smacked together, over and over. Wynn scrambled across the cavern floor, holding her
chest as she retrested from them toward Leesl.

Vordanarose to his feet, disoriented, and clutched at his shoulder wound. He turned toward Leesl,
who ducked away from another stream of white mist in the air. Magiere knew he couldn't evade these
goirit crestures for long, and Wynn was dearly at a loss. This conflict was nothing like what they'd faced
before. None of Leesl's sills or Wynn's knowledge would save either of them.

Magiere grew frightened as she fainted toward Ubad with her blade point. She had to do something.
She would not let Leesl or Wynn diein this cave. When she saw the ar shimmer around Ubad again, she
lunged forward with her free hand, and it passed through the place where held just stood.

Her hand appeared to dide through him one indant, and as she blinked, he was one step farther
away. She didn't stop, and her hand closed about his throat. Pivating around him to face the others, she
put her sword arm around his narrow chest with the fachion a histhroat.

"Cdl them off!" she ordered. "All of them, or I'll dit your throat. "
The ghodts stopped, as did the decaying mariners. Vordana turned toward her.

He was watchful and gill. The wound Lees| had inflicted seemed to affect his focus more then
Magiere expected, but his words sounded in her head.

Harm him, dhampir, and you'll regret it in ways you can't imagine.
"Leesl... Wynn, " she cdlled. "Both of you, run! The ghosts can't hurt me, and neither can Vordana. "
Lees| turned on one foot to face her in dishdief. "No. You're the one they warnt. "

"Get Wynn out of herel" she shouted. "These spirits can kill her and you, but not me and not Chap.
Get to the wagon, and well meet you there. ™

With her eyes, she willed him, begged him to ligen. Even once Vordana regained his focus, he
couldnt drain her or Chap as he could Leesl or Wynn. In this fight, her partner could not help her. He
would only be an added worry—but he could save Wynn, and thereby give her and Chap space to fight.

Chap barked once loudly asif to yel, "Yed" and he snarled again a Vordana

Lees| glanced a the dog and then back to Magiere. He seemed to understand. With an anguished
expression, he backed awvay and grabbed Wynn by the am as she gathered up her crossbow. He
dragged her dong, running between the two rotting seamen and through the passage to the cottage.

Chap circled around Vordana. The sorcerer tilted his head from side to side, trying to watch the dog
and yet keep Magierein hissight.

Magiere saw only one way to escape this standoff. She hoped Chap could pull Vordana down before
he tried to worm hisway into her mind again.

She pulled hard to dash the fdchion across Ubad's throat.
As her arm tensed, his bony hand snatched her wrigt, and a swirl of white enveloped them both.

The spirits didn't come for her. They threaded themsdves through Ubad's robe, not surfacing again.
She saw one mdd into his exposed forearm, and his grip tightened on her wrigt until she couldn't move it
adl.



Ubad's other hand flew outward, and a cloud of white powder showered in an arc from his fingers
toward the cauldron.

A flash of light exploded throughout the cavern. It faded to black as Magiere's arms were thrown
asde, and she logt hold of the old mage. Magiere toppled back, fdling to her haunches upon the cavern
floor.

She blinked twice as she got up, swinging the sword before her. Her sght cleared, and she saw Chap
pacing the cavern in a panicked rush, siiffing the ground and peering into the shadows beyond the
torchlight.

Ubad, Vordana, the ghosts, and the corpses with their sabers had dl vanished.

Chap ran for the passage, turned, and barked. Magiere stopped long enough to kick over Wynn's
lamp, grab the crystd, and shove it in her pocket. Then she followed as the dog dived into the dark

passage out.

She ran through the smal house, past the jars of floating body parts, and reached the front door. The
iron daff that had rested beside it was gone. When she stepped outside, Chap traversed the open
ground, scenting the earth for atral. There was no one esein Sght.

Shapes glimmered among the trees, and Magiere saw ghodts disperse into the forest in dl directions.

Chap began barking wildly. He ran a short distance to the tree line and turned around to look at her.
Magiere went after him, and Chap cut into the forest, dowing only to let her keep up.

A dim phosphorescent shape stepped from behind a tree into the dog's path. Chap skidded to a stop
with alow rumble growing until it made hiswhole body quiver.

The ghogt of asmdl girl stood before Magiere, and her lips parted.
"Follow me. "

The words were spoken in Ubad's hollow voice.

Chapter 16

W ddid and Chane stepped into the forest and found themsdves surrounded by the ghogts of the
dead. Wegid had expected this as they entered Ubad's area of influence. Neither of them could be
injured by these spirits, as they were both aready dead, but he had neglected to inform Chane.

A trangparent man dressed in rags flew through Chane's body. Chane thrashed wildly, backing into a
moss curtain and drenching himsdif.

"Ignore them, " Wddtid said. "They cannot harm us. " Chane turned on him. "Wynn passed through
herel” His endless distress over the sage was beginning to unsettle Weldtiel. "I doubt anyone with
Magiere was harmed. Ubad would not do anything to dissuade her from reaching him. " Chane drew his
sword and dashed aside the wet strands of moss,

More ghosts dipped between the trees as they pressed on. A few lashed out a Wedid, but he
ignored them. The chill sensation of thelr touch was unpleasant, but no more than that. Still, Chane
flinched away from them as he cut a path, leading the way. Soon his deeves and cloak were soaked

through.
"You're vearing west, " Weldtid said. "Turn more north. "

"Do you know where we're going?'
"YS. n
The cottage of piled stone attached to the massve granite outcrop appeared before them. Welstid



stopped amid the trees and caled Chane back to wait with him. Magiere would have reached the cavern
by now and faced the old necromancer.

Wedgid wondered what hdf-truths and ploys Ubad would use to put her off guard. The plan for
Magedlias specid child had never been completdy reveded to him. He would have spared Magiere this,
but only to keep her focus clear. Whatever Ubad planned would lead Magiere down another path.

She would refuse Ubad, just as she had refused him.

"Enough waiting, " Chane said, the line of his mouth tight. "They could be trapped in there. "
"Do you suggest we wak in with a pleasant greeting?'

Chane did not answer.

Shouts came from indde the cottage, and its door burst open.

Ghogts whirled out of the forest in a madstrom that obscured Welgtidl's view of the cottage. He heard
running and the dashing of brush and moss. Streams of spirit mis in the outside air went wild and rushed
toward the sound.

Chane lunged forward, but Weldid grabbed his cloak and pulled hm back. He gripped bis
companion's shoulder tightly. Ubad depended on spirits as his eyes and ears. Such arcane emissaries
would not find Weldtiel or anyone he touched while wearing hisring of "nothing. "

When the ar cleared, the cottage door stood open. Far to his left Weldid heard the thrashing of
brush and spotted the sage and the half-blood scurrying into the forest. Two more figures appeared in the
doorway and headed into the forest.

Wedtid sensed no tingle of life within them as he reached out with his awareness.
Chane glanced at Weldtid as the decayed men passed into the trees.
"Reanimated dead, " Wegtid whispered. "Ubad's kills have become more diverse. *

Another pair appeared in the cottage doorway. One wore a leather mask, and the other's skin was
stretched tight and gray across the bones of his face.

"Ubad?' Chane whispered, gesturing to the first man.

Wedtid barely nodded. He shivered off trepidation, suppressing the terrible memories conjured by
the 9ght of hisfamily's old retainer.

Between the necromancer's leather mask and cowled robes, it was difficult to imagine what he might
look like underneeth, but his withered jaw and hands were as Weldid remembered. As ancient as he had
adways seemed, he had aged no further in twenty-five years. He carried along iron gaff that appeared far
too heavy for his sature.

Ubad spoke to his companion, and Welgtid's senses expanded sharply to catch the man's words.

" will lure the dhampir off, " he said, "and see to it that she takes her place with us. Find the haf-df
and kill him. The sage, as wdl, though it is doubtful she would last anight in the forest. "

"And that bothersome dog?" asked his companion, holding his shoulder asif it pained him.

"He will stay with the dhampir... and | will deal with that misbegotten mongrdl sent by our patron's
oppressors. His meddling ends tonight. ™

They both stepped into the trees and then separated.

Chane made to go after the undead sorcerer, sword gripped tight in hand. Welstid stopped him, but
kept hisvoice low.

"The dhampir and the majay-hi have not come out yet. Stay close where | can hide you from ther



awareness. "

"The dead are wandering every corner of this forest, " Chane answered. "That dog is not going to
pick me out. | must go!"

Wedtid redized Chane was not going to help him protect Magiere. Perhaps that was best. If Ubad's
undead sorcerer overcame Leesl, he would return to his master's side. And that would make Welgtid's
own task far more difficult. Chane's only thoughts were of hislittle sage now in Leesl's company.

"Go, " he said, "but do not let her see you. "
Chane was off into the trees and out of Sght.

Weddid looked back at the stone house just as Magiere and Chap rushed out. Her eyes were
completely black. When her lips parted in a deep breath, he saw her elongated canines. His confidenceiin
her wavered. Had he underestimated Ubad's poisoned whispers? Would Magiere give in and follow the
necromancer’'s path?

She was in afuly enraged dhampir state, yet she paused in the open space before the house. She
waited cdmly as the majay-hi sniffed the earth. It turned, barking wildy at her, and ran a few paces in
the direction Ubad had taken then paused to look back. Magiere broke into a run and followed the
animd into the forest.

Weldtid followed, as well.

|Chap dowed to let Magiere to get ahead of him. He tralled her as she crashed through the dense forest
after the child ghost. His concern should have been for her done, but Leesl and Wynn were at the mercy
of Ubad's minions Magiere was dmost beyond his sght, and he paused in a hollow between the
moss-laden trees and closed his crygdline eyes.

Hear me, my kin. Come to me.

He reached out, agan and again, sendng for an answering touch of spirit in the wilderness. A
presence grew around him, and he opened his eyes.

Enormous oaks and firs crackled and rustled as their limbs reached outward into each other's
embrace. He heard something akin to whispers mat did not come from Ubad's spirits. Tiny movements
made leaves and strands of maoss quiver, and he fdt the many lives of the wild surrounding him, turning
their awareness inward upon him within the half-circle of sentind trees.

A ydlow speckled lizard crawled dowly across a spruce's wide trunk, its tal twice the length of its
body. The tal dragged behind the reptile in a lengthy curve like a mouth in the bark below the glittering
eyes of other creaturesin this massve tree's shadowed upper reaches.

Why do you call us... now that you have abandoned usin our need to go your own way?
Chap bowed his head as the lizard's tall dipped out of 9ght behind the trunk.

| stand by her. | stand by my choice. And nothing you hope for has been lost as yet. But the
others...

A flurry of skittering filled his ears like tiny claws and paws racing through the forest canopy in
agitaion.

Chap padded back and form impatiently. And the half-elf? He still serves his purpose, to keep
Magiere from the reach of the enemy... and perhaps more.

A tdling sllence was the only reply, and he pressed further.

Let life bar death in this place. Hold off the restless dead. Hold them for even a short while.
Keep the sage and the an-maglahk safe.



Whigpers and rustlesin the leaves grew louder.
Chap knew hiskin hated this forest of death. He rumbled in anger at their indecison.

Without her companions, the dhampir will fall to the enemy. Hold back the spirits of death, or
what we seek will certainly be lost.

Whispers faded to silence.

Chap fdt awind, gentle at firgt but growing in strength, until it whipped at hisfur. He heard criesin the
dark that mingled with whispers from the trees and the skittering of life among them.

White mig whipped among the branches around the hollow in which Chap stood.

The grizzled soldier and scores of others took hdf-forminthe ar as they swirled together above him.
More and more of the forest's wandering ghosts were pulled in. The gil with dark curls and torn throat
rushed past him, caught in the gde. And dl began to blur until they became nothing but tranducent
gowing streaks.

The whirlwind expanded until its circumference touched the dark branches above. The threads of
white mig solit and tangled in the forest canopy. Bit by bit, the wind died down to a breeze,

When the rustle of Chap's fur ceased, there was only the dark above him. All trace of the spirits had
vanished, trapped by the forest.

Rdid filled him. Lees| could find a way to face dmogt anything ese that came, and Wynn might yet
aurvive this night.

Chap waited no longer and bolted through a space in the sentind trees. He thrashed through tangled
branches and curtained moss, until he broke into the open and followed the scent of Magiere,

* % %

Lees| was wdl into the forest when the first ghost assaulted him. He dodged only to be struck in the
back by another. Icy pain made him sumble to his knees, and stresks like vapor in a wind exploded
from his chest. When he rose, ducking through the trees to escape, he logt track of Wynn. When he
circded back, she was nowherein Sght.

Bresthing brought pain as he backtracked to find her, but a hideous form flew toward his face,

Theman looked asif hed been stretched until his bones were broken, and his ams and legs hung in
the night air, distended from his shoulders and hips. Madness twisted his features as the spirit melted to a
white blur and struck Leesl's torso.

The cold was so severe that the breath clogged in Leesl's chest. He tumbled to the wet ground trying
to expd the chill from hislungs

Lees| clawed up the trunk of atree to his feet.

He had lost control of this journey, and he couldn't fight whet his blades couldn't touch. He and Wynn
would die here. The ghosts wouldn't stop until the very life was frozen out of them. And what would
become of Magiere, left donein this world?

Leesl drew in apainful bresth. A gentle breeze crossed his skin, pulling at the branches and dangling
moss around him. He looked for any place he might run, remembering the rush of air in the cavern when
Ubad's guardian spirits had attacked them.

The breeze huilt to a wind... and then a gde that whipped his hair into his eyes as he clutched for a
handhold on the base of alow stout branch.

Spirits dl around thrashed franticaly—but not at him.



The anger intheir warped features transformed into fear. The broken man opened his dack jaw in a
whigpering scream as the wind dragged him away into the forest.

Tranducent figures flew past Leesl on the air. Within moments, the forest around him emptied of dl
but the dark branches and wet foliage and long strands of moss.

Thewind dropped with alast gust thet pulled at his hair.

Lees| looked about, uncertain what had happened. His fird inginct was to cdl out to Wynn, but he
stopped himsdf. If anything else lurked here, he would give away not only his own postion but possbly
Wynn's, as wdll.

He glently cursed himsdf as afoal.

He never should have agreed to Magier€s reckless gambit. The four of them shouldnt have
separated. He tried searching again for Wynn, but he had logt his sense of direction. Every step in these
marshy woods looked the same as the ladt.

A spark of light in the distance caught his attention. It blinked in and out as it moved among the trees.

Leesl'sfear mdted in rdief as he remembered Wynn's cold lamp. Then he spun behind an oak as that
same relief vanished. Wynn hadn't been carrying her lamp when they'd fled the cavern. And the light was
an orange ydlow tint rather than crysta white,

He crouched as the glimmer came around the sde of an oak. The figure carrying it took shape in
Leesl'snight Sght.

Grayed and dhrivded skin took on a sckly ydlow cast in the glow and revealed eyes that bulged in
sunken sockets. The topaz amulet Lees| had lost was il clutched in his bony hand.

Vordana hed his shoulder where Leesil's blade had diced through.

Lees| smdled the waking corpse even at a distance and remembered how that cut had broken the
sorcerer's focusin the cavern. Vordana had a weskness in his decaying flesh that other undead did not.

Lees| crawled quietly dong the ground, keeping his quarry in sght. The topaz glowed in Vordanas
presence like a beacon. The sorcerer stopped to look about in puzzlement, and Lees| turned his course
to move out ahead. He found duck brush between two trees and crouched there, gripping both blades.

Vordana wandered, turning dightly to his left, and Leesil bit his lip in frustration. Then the sorcerer
curved back upon his origind path. Waiting in the darkness, Lees| gauged the distance as his target
neared.

Ten paces, five, two...
He sprang up and forward, driving hisright blade in below V ordana’s collarbone.

A soft metdlic dick came just before the sound of severed bone scraping againg sted, but Leesl
kept his eyes on his opponent's face. The force took Vordana off balance, and Lees| followed on the
momentum.

Vordanas back dammed againg a tree as the blade's tip drove deeper. The impact brought a shower
of water drops cascading down upon both of diem from the branches above. The dead man's putrid
gench thickened from the wound, and light dimmed as the topaz fdl from his grasp.

Lees| raised his other blade to hack into Vordanas throat, and the sorcerer's filmy eyes widened. A
chant rose behind Leesl's thoughts, filling the back of his mind. He changed the second blade's swing,
taking the quicker path into Vordanas stomach. As the blade sank in, the chant swelled to a shriek, then
ceased.

Vordanas mouth gaped. Lees| jerked the blade from the dead man's gut to draw back and drike for



bis neck. A wave of faigue struck him, and his blow fatered.

The blade's edge clipped Vordana's wounded shoulder, and the sorcerer flinched. His bony hands
grasped Leesl'sams.

Fatigue flooded Leesl's body so quickly that his legs and arms quivered as he fought to stay on his
feet. Vordana's voicefilled his head.

Your lifeis my strength, half-breed. What a meal your elvish blood is.

Vordanas words were filled with mdicious joy, but there was 4ill fear in his skeletd face. Focus
appeared to take great effort on his part, but Leesl fdt his life being ripped from him by the waking
corpse. He needed to break the undead's concentration, but he fet himsdf growing weaker.

Leesl let hislegs buckle and the blade dide from Vordana’s chest.

As he dropped, he twisted his wrigts so that the blades came over the top of Vordanas forearms.
Something hard jabbed his back through his hauberk as he hit the ground. He gave it no notice, and
summoned dl his strength to pull one leg up to his chest.

He used the waght of hisown fdl combined with the undead's grip. When Vordana began to topple
toward him, Lees| kicked out into his abdomen.

Vordanarose up inthe air, filmy eyes widened in surprise.

As the sorcerer flipped over Leesl's head, he dashed his blades outward in a last effort. Vordana
dipped from sght, and Lees| lay prone and swesting on the wet ground.

Breath came with difficulty, as if his chest had no strength to rise and fdl. Something ill poked his
back where helay. Hismind cleared, and he fdt fingers dill gripping his forearms indde the wings of his
blades.

Leasl| rolled to hisside.

Bony hands were tightly laiched on to his ams, but they weren't joined to anything. Only hdf the
sorcerer's forearms remained, ending in deanly diced gray flesh and bone.

Leed| thrashed as he rolled to his knees, trying to didodge the undead's hands. Ther grip wouldn't
release.

Vordana rose and stared at his own severed arms. No blood poured from the man's dead flesh. No
tears of pain or anguish fdl from hismilky eyes. His voice caled out through Leesl's head.

Bastard... half-blood!

Lees| kept fighting to breathe. How in this hdlish land could he kill such a mongter if its severed parts
dill obeyed itswill? Teking its head was hopeless.

He dipped his left blade tip under the thumb of Vordanas hand 4ill dinging to his right arm.
Weakness rushed through his body, dong with pain, as he fdt VVordana begin to dran his life again. He
dashed the digit off, and the hand fdl away.

It hit the ground, fingers dawing air, and Lees| saw something shiny beside it.
Hislegs gave avay under him, and he fdl so quickly that his blade tips did into the ground.

Half-pressed into the wet earth was a smdl brass urn, its top sealed with a whitish filling that might
have been wax. Its chain had been sdlit in haf. The soft metd dink Leesl had heard a his first blow into
Vordanas chest had been the chain severing on his blade's edge.

Lees| raised his head and saw V ordana coming for him. The sorcerer didn't seem aware that held lost
the urn... didn't see it lying so close. Leesl knew he couldn't defend himsaf much longer, and he had to



end this. If not by finishing this walking corpse, then at least by driving it off—as Wynn had once done.
He shoved himsdf upright on his knees, and wavered as he lifted both blades.

Vordana hesitated at the Sght of sharp sted in the ar before him.

And Lees| svung downward, letting go with dl hisweaght behind the blades.
Hisleft blade missed and buried in the soft earth up to hisfid.

Theright struck true.

A snapping puff of vapor issued as the urn split in haf. It smeled of pepper and the scent burned in
Leesl's nose, making his eyes water. The sensation of hislife draning away ceased.

Lees|'sfaigue started to fade, little by little, and he looked up a Vordana

The sorcerer clenched exposed teeth as he stared at the urn's haves to either sde of Leesil's blade.

No... no... no...

Over and over, the one word filled Leesil's head as he struggled to his fet.

Ubad!

Leesl lunged a Vordana. Whatever the urn preserved of the sorcerer's presence, its loss had undone
his ability to prey upon theliving.

Vordanas filmy eyes turned fully white. They collapsed indde their sockets, and Lees| dashed.
Vordana raised the sump of hisarm to shidd himsdlf. The blade hit, skidded dong bone, and tore away
rotting flesh.

Ubad! Master, save me!

At this outcry, Leesl's fear sharpened to replace his lost strength. He couldn't let the withered mage
save this creature. Vordanas grayed flesh shriveled further and split in places to reved yelowed bone.
The undead sorcerer decayed before Leesll, but it was not enough to satisfy him. He chopped down into
Vordana's head.

The sorcerer crumpled to ground, dill writhing with a spilt in his skull, and Leesil fdl upon him, griking
agan and agan.

When Leesl findly stopped, he was panting in exhaugtion. He rose to his feet, wavered there, and
stared down at the unrecognizable remains of Vordana's head. With one kick, he scattered the rotted
pieces into the forest.

"Come back from that, if you can, " he gasped out.

Now he had to find Wynn... and Magiere and Chap.

A high-pitched scream carried through the forest from a distance.
"Wynn?' he whispered hoarsdly.

Lees| snatched up the ill-glowing topaz, and ssumbled through the trees.

[VWynn kndlt upon the ground, dinging to a tree trunk with both arms as the gde died away. She stayed
there, shivering for along while, before she could open her eyes.

The glimmers of the ghosts were gone, and she had fled so quickly, there had been no timeto pick up
her cold lamp from the cavern floor. Even the moon was hidden somewhere above the thick forest
canopy. All she saw was the dlent dark forest.

No ghodly tranducent spirits. No thin trails of whitein the air that pierced her with cold pain. And no
Leesl.



"Lees|?" Wynn whispered.

He was nowhere to be seen, and she had no idea which direction she had run—which direction to
turn and search for him. The sound of Wynn's own rapid breaths filled her ears, and she willfully dowed
her breething before it dizzied her.

"l am not logt, " she told hersdif.

If she could not find Leesll, then Magiere and Chap would come. Chap could track her... if those two
hed escaped the cavern.

Magiere had been so angry when the communion with her mother had ended. Ubad's suggedtive
words of her greater purpose only fed fud to her rage. Wynn so often fdt frightened both for and of
Magiere that it was becoming afamiliar state. She wondered what confidence Magiere and her mother's
soirit had shared.

Her thoughts were cut short by thrashing in the forest.

Nether Lees| nor Chap would ever make so much noise. Perhaps Magiere? But wouldnt Chap lead
her in a more gedthy fashion?

Wynn grabbed her crossbow and quiver from the ground and crawled around the tree trunk away
from the sound. She peered out, and a dark figure moved hdtingly through the forest.

She fumbled with the crossbow, trying to cock and load it. The figure pushed through a tangle of low
branches, not bothering to hold them aside from whipping at its body and face.

Evenin the darkness, Wynn saw the darker hollow of its mouth open and close with no sound but the
wet smack of its lips coming together. She made out the long curve of sted inits grip. It was one of the
dead seamen who had appeared in the cavern.

Wynn quigtly dipped the quiver's strap over her shoulder and raised the crossbow, ready to step out
and fireif it came close. A rancid sench surrounded her over the forest's thick amdl. She turned & the
raitle of branches behind her.

The second seaman's face pushed through a curtain of moss, green strands tangling on the stained
teeth in its open mouth. FHImy eyes stared blindly ahead asit dashed at her with its saber.

Wynn screamed and clenched the crosshow's lever as she fdl dong the tree's side.

The garlic-soaked quarrdl struck the dead seaman's somach as his saber Flit bark where sheld
crouched a moment before. The fird seaman closed in from the other side, its dumsy feet somping the
wet earth.

Wynn scrambled on dl fours, dragging the crossbow behind her. When she tumbled beyond the next
dump of trees, she got to her feet and began recocking the crossbow. The way these things moved, she
should be fast enough to stay out of their reach. As she was about to pull out another quarre, she looked
back and nearly screamed again.

They were charging after her.

Wynn turned and fled. She heard more thrashing in the forest close behind as her short robe caught in
low brush. Feet skidding in mulch, she jerked hersdf free.

Something grabbed her cowl from behind, and thistime she cried out.

Wynn turned upon the grip, svinging her crossbow as a club. Its bow snapped off in pieces as the
weapon collided with her attacker's head. The amdl of putrefied flesh welled up around her.

His skin was gray and darkly splotched. Eyes without pupils stared blankly ahead, as the seaman
rased his saber and brought it down at her head.



She held up the crossbow stock with both hands, and the saber cracked againd it.
A deep voice cdl out from nearby. "Wynn! Where are you?"

"Leesi|?" she cdled back. "I'm here! Please help— quickly!”

She struggled with the dead seaman, trying to hold him off.

A fig shot past her head from behind, griking the dead man's face, and he fdl. But the corpse's grip
hed on Wynn's cowl, and she was jerked dong, soinning around to fadl backward to the earth.

The cowl ripped from her robe, and she rolled to hurry away on hands and knees. As she looked
back, wiping dirt and muck from her face, she saw the dark slhouette risng up over the downed seaman.

In his hand he hdd alongsword.

Wynn froze in confusion. The figure slanding over the seaman was too tal, and his har was dark.
Even in the moonless night she caught the pae tone of his skin.

Chane turned toward her.

I The moment Chane heard Wynn scream, he abandoned slence and raced toward her voice. "Wynn!
Where are you?'

A loud crack sounded ahead where her voice had come from.
"Lees|?" she cried out. "I'm here! Please help— quickly!™

She had migaken his voice. Wddgid had warned him not to reved himsdf, but Chane didn't care
anymore.

He opened his senses, andling the ar and feding for life anong the trees as he ran. Wynn was close
enough to hear, and that was close enough to pick out her living presence in this place where anything
animate was dead or undead. He fdt her eadly, but there were aso two spots of cold emptiness he
sensed near her.

He ripped through the forest's tangle and saw her.

Wynn held up the broken crossbow, blocking the saber pressing down a her. The dead man had her
cowl in hisfree hand, and she could not pull away.

Chane rushed in, griking with hisfis over the top of Wynn's head and into the corpse's face. Its grip
on Wynn's cowl held. As she soun about, dragged after her attacker, Chane threw himsdf forward rather
then fdl on top of her.

A rotting stench filled his heightened sense of amdl, and he gagged as he fdl on the man. Chane
quickly rolled to his feet, and turned to look for Wynn.

She scurried away on dl fours, her cowl ripped away. Wiping dirt off her face, she stared a him
blankly.

"Chane?' she whispered, and then her eyes widened as she looked down at his feet. "Chane!
The prone corpse swung its saber at hislegs.

He caught the blade with his longsword and stomped on the corpse's wrist. Bone snapped under his
foot, and the saber came loose. He rammed his own sword though the corpse's chest and fdt the blade
ank through into the earth. The thing beneath him thrashed awkwardly, even with the sword through its
body, atempting to grab hisleg with its free hand.

A troublesome creature. Chane wondered what it would take to put an end to this. He snatched up
its saber, raisng it to hack the corpse's head from its shoulders.

He heard the hiss of a blade from behind, followed by a cry of pain from Wynn. He started to turn as



Wynn shouted, "Anather, behind you!"

Pain pierced Chane's back. He looked down to see the point of a curved blade protruding from his
rib cage. His own black fluids spread through his torn shirt and vestment. He suppressed the pain and
dammed his elbow high to the rear.

He fdt it crack into something mat whipped back from the blow. But the attacker behind him held on
to the saber's hilt. Chane lunged forward sharply, diding his body off the blade. Huid loss would
eventudly weaken him, and he couldn't leave Wynn unprotected. As he turned around to face this new
assallant, he glanced toward her and fdtered for an indant.

Wynn's legs buckled under her as she dropped to her knees with a strange frown. She stared at him
in bewilderment.

Blood ran out her collar down her severed deeve.

The undead must have dashed her with its saber before running Chane through. Chane logt Al
awareness of his own body, and even the lingering faraway echo of pain in his torso vanished.

"Don't movel" he shouted at her.

He swung at this second corpse's neck with the saber. The dead man blocked with his own blade.
Chane had no ideawhat it would take to put these things down. Wedtid had cdled them "reanimated, "
and Chane hoped they were as mindless as that might imply. While this creature's expresson showed no
self-awareness, it had enough surviva ingincts and lingering memory to widd its weapon.

Chane feinted, and as the creature followed, he kicked out into its knee. Its balance fdtered, and he
awung for its neck. It blocked again but not quickly enough. The blade bit through fetid flesh and stopped
on bone. When it showed no sgn of dowing, Chane dropped his weapon and lunged at it with both
hands.

Before it could draw the saber back, he threw his arms around its neck, toppling it over. As they hit
the ground, Chane pulled his knees up and pinned the corpse. He gripped its head and wrenched
Sdeways.

Its head tore freein his hands.

He tossed it aside, grabbed a saber from the ground, and ran to the other corpse—now dutching at
the longsword 4ill pinning it to the ground. One hard blow was enough to sever its head, and the body
ceased moving.

Chane tossed the saber asde and sumbled toward Wynn. He kndt before her, working quickly to
open the blood-soaked collar.

"What are you... What are you doing?" she whispered.

Wynn's round, olive face was streaked with dirt. Her long braid had come loose and light brown hair
hung down her shoulders, some of it metting in her blood.

"Bedill and quiet, " Chane said. "I need to see how bad the wound is. "

He pulled back the left Sde of her robe to expose an ugly tear in the soft flesh between her shoulder
and collarbone. Though the saber's tip had dashed open her deeve, it had not cut into her arm, as well.
He dipped off his vesment and cloak and tore away both his deeves. Lying on the ground, the cloak
seemed to move of its own accord. His rat crawled from the pocket and skittered off into the trees. He
did not try to stop it. Folding the deeves together for a makeshift bandage, he pressed it agang the
wound.

Wynn let out a cry, and Chane amost pulled away. But she could not stand to lose any more blood.
"This needs to be sawn, " he said. "Wher€'s your pack?'



She didn't answer but reached out with her right hand asif checking to make sure he was redl.
"l told you to go. "

Wynn looked so shattered, frightened, that Chane could not help pulling her around until her uninjured
Sde rested againgt him. She went rigid &t first but then shifted closer, pressng her face into the crook of
his neck. He kept pressure on the bandage and fdt blood soaking through to his pdm as he put his other
am about her shoulders. He rocked her back and forth.

"Evaything will be dl right, " he whispered. "I'm here. "
Chapter 17

M agiere sruggled to push aside what her mother's spirit had shown her. Of dl the faces that passed
through her mind, from Betinds, to that of the infant with its dit throat, and to Bryen's, one face wouldn't
be suppressed.

Wdsid—her brother.

She pressed on through the forest, focused upon the child ghost leading her to Ubad. The undead of
this place served his whims, assaulting anything he wished—except for hersdf, and perhaps Chap—and
remained a danger to Leesl and to Wynn. The most certain way to end that threat was to find Ubad
quickly and kill him.

With every step, Welstid's face lingered in her thoughts.

Magiere looked back to check on Chap.

There was no one behind her. Even with her night Sght open wide, she saw no Sgn of his slvery
shape in the forest.

But she couldn't lose track of her guide, so she kept moving. Rdief came when the dog burst from the
brush to lope beside her.

Asthe ghost girl dipped around aftilting spruce, she hovered in the air, waiting for Magiere to caich
up. The ghogt shimmered and vanished as Magiere stepped into a dearing with Chap a her side.

Across the open space stood Ubad, an iron g&ff resting in his grip with one end upon the ground. His
head turned toward her, and Magiere wondered how he was aware of her through the eyeess leather
mask.

"Now we can speak aone, " Ubad said.
"l didn't come to talk. "
She headed graight for him without breeking stride, swinging for his head with the fachion.

Instead of gliding away, or fading out of reach as held done in the cavern, he leaned the gaff forward
to catch her blade. Stedl and iron clanged sharply together, but Ubad's arm didn't give an inch under the
force.

"Stop thid" he ordered. "I spent alifetime, my lifetime, in your cregtion only to believe you murdered
a birth. There wasn't time enough to begin again, and dl was lost. But when rumors were heard of a
hunter in the land, | regained hope. | have waited too long and suffered too much. "

"Suffered?' Magiere drew back her sword. "You speak of your suffering, after dl you've done? After
what you did to my mother?"

"You have no venom for Welstid? Thisishisdoing. | searched for years... years, to take vengeance.
Without his interference, you would be standing by my side... ganding & our patron's side. "

Magiere's hatred swelled, and her teeth hardened in her mouth. She struck downward, so he couldn't



block without lifting the staff. Ubad shifted left, svinging the gaff upon its grounded end, and deflected
the blade.

Rage brought strength, and Magiere lunged, faking left. When Ubad shifted away, bringing the staff
back around, she leveled her swing. The fachion's tip dipped in behind the saff's dant and diced through
hisrobe at the waist.

Ubad faded back, winking in and out like a ghodt, and lifted the saff from the earth. Its top end
dipped, swesping her sword asde. He used both hands to bring the saff's bottom end around at her
head. Magiere ducked away asit narrowly missed her jaw.

"Ingtead of conversation, you wish for ingtruction, " he mocked.

She glanced to his ssomach. The robe was too full to tdl if sheld reached his flesh, and the fabric too
dark to seeif it was stained with blood. He didn't appear injured.

Magiere's sdf-control began to waver. Hunger burned up her throat and into her head. She swvung
agan, pressing in on him.

"You fed the hunger, yes?' Ubad asked softly. "Like your greet father, youve dready learned to
control it. "

Chap lunged in behind Ubad. Magiere hadn't seen him circle around, and the dog snapped at the
man. With the same spin of his gaff, Ubad cracked her blade asde with one end while the other
dammed into the dog's shoulder. Chap tumbled away but sprang to hisfeet again.

"You magter it now, as your source of strength, " Ubad continued, "ingtead of being driven before it
likeadave. "

Ubad blocked her repeatedly. One swing of his daff clipped her foream so hard, it made her
sumble, but she barely fdt the pain and inginctivdly pushed it down. However Ubad managed such a
heavy and unwieldy weapon, he easly kept pace with her. And his unnaturd ability to shift places like a
ghodt left Chap's teeth dosing upon empty ar. Magiere's inginct warned that he was only toying with her.

He lashed at her with words harder then the iron rod. "You were born of life and desath to be more
then ether. Both will bow before you... if you accept who you are. You cannot hide from yoursdf any
longer. "

Magiere shuddered asif his words were the cold sweat upon her kin.

As long as she dung to hunger and hatred—the same that this madman damed were her
birthright—she could keep at thisdl night and face exhaugtion afterward. How long before Ubad would
tire of this play and his preaching? How long before he turned to something more within his talents?

"You have no one esg, " he said more quietly. "No one but me who understands these things. There
are SO many more questions you have that only | can answer. To find your place, your family... | an dl
thet isleft to you. "

Ubad's block was dower thistime.

Magiere threw her weight behind the sword and into his saff. He was forced to exert more effort,
and his attention fixed firmly upon her. In an ingtant, he screamed out and stumbled.

As Ubad twigted about, Chap jerked hard upon the man's ankle clenched in his teeth. Magiere
grabbed the iron gaff's end with her free hand and thrust with the fachion. The blade split through the
robe and into Ubad chest.

He screeched, and the gaff jerked from Magierés hand. As she pulled on the fdchion to free it, the
daff cracked back across her temple, and she lost awareness of the world.

There was no pain &t fird, but it rushed into her skull as her Sght returned.



She looked up into the dark sky above the dearing and fdt wet earth beneath her. There came two
sounds as if from a great distance—Chap's growl and strange whispered words of a twisted language she
didn't know.

Ubad was chanting.
Magiere flopped over to her hands and knees.

Strange guitturd words issued from Ubad mouth as he swept the aff's end a Chap. The dog whirled
away, and Ubad rammed the gt&ff's end into the ground.

"Khuruj,” he shouted, "fe nafs htalab!"

These words didn't maich those of his chant. They rolled from his mouth in a familiar manner like a
demand to someone Magiere couldn't see.

A shudder answered from the earth.

Magiere stood up as best she could, uncertain whether to assault Ubad once again or to back out of
the dearing. Chap let out a snarl that mixed with a mournful yowl. He rushed a her, skidded to avoid
crashing into her, and then began shoving a her legs with his head and shoulders. He was trying to drive
her back toward the trees.

Ubad repeated his strange words in a commanding shout. "Khuruj, fi nafse htalab!™

The earth rolled beneath Magieres feet. As she started to fdl, Ught gathered dl around her.
Something lashed around her arms and legs, and she was lifted from the ground. Before she saw what
hdd her, she spotted Chap running across the dearing's floor as a crack in the earth extended to race
after im.

Blue-white light lanced upward from the split. It congedled and took shape in the air, forming into long
tendrils that moved with alife of their own. They lashed out a Chap, winding around his body and neck.
The dog was wrenched back from hisflight and lifted in the air within their coils.

Tendrils curled up around Magiere's limbs, as well, like ropes of living light.

"The dead may be my preference,”" Ubad said. "But | can dill conjure and summon other things, such
as the collective spirit of this forest.”

Magiere fought to move her arms. If she didn't kill Ubad, what would become of Leesl and Wynn?
"Areyou prepared to be rationd?' Ubad asked.

Anger faded from her into numb loss. When she spoke, her mouth moved fredy, teeth receded to
their normd state.

"My companions ... Leave them be ... and I'll listen to anything you wish to say.”

"How generous" he answered mockingly. "1 will be your father, your teacher, your only family. You
have no other. Vordana has finished your haf-blood by now, and my other servants have fed on the
sege”

Leesl's facefilled Magiere's thoughts, and she grew cold insde.

Ubad lied. It had to be alie

Anger and hunger swelled in her as Ubad turned toward Chap.

"Asfor thismongre puppet of the enemy, his medding ends now."

IWddtid sensed Magiere's presence and followed her. Around him, the trees were srangdy empty of
movement. It was not Magiere that he saw fird, but a blue-white light filtering through the forest. As he
drew closer, it moved and grew. Wedie hurried on as quickly as slence dlowed, and what he saw



amaost made him bolt into the clearing.

Tendrils of blue-white light sprouted from the cracked earth, snaring both Magiere and Chap. She
hung in the air, tangled within them. The tendrils had to be shaped from summoned or conjured dementd
materid, but ther nature was unknown to Welsid. Ubad had never shown this ahility in the years
Wedid had suffered the man's presence and tutdlege. Urgency made him take another step forward
before he could stop himsdf.

Wedtid had no prepared tool or artifice to ded with this. Conjuring ementds of this magnitude was
beyond anyone he had ever known.

He clenched his fig, frugtration and panic eroding his self-control. As Magiere and Chap struggled,
the tendrils shifted to grip them, responding to their movements. Ubad turned his atention toward the
majay-hl, and the tendrils tightened around the animd.

Wedtid took another step, moving close behind atree at the clearing's edge.

These tendrils were a mass of dementd matter, but without any will of their own. They responded to
commands from the necromancer.

Sghtless Ubad had no naturd vison that Welstid knew of behind that lesther mask. He rdlied upon
some arcane method to see the world around him. Westie had one possession that could deceive dl
detection but physicd senses. He had created it long ago to escape with Magiere when she was a child.

Wedtid sat upon the ground, hislegs crossed, as he stared a hisring of nothing.

It had been created to work passively upon the wearer, without the need for willful activation. It was
dl he had, and in this moment, he needed its influence to grow.

He removed the brass band, holding it level between his fingertips like a conjuring circle engraved in
the ar. As he murmured softly, he focused within the crde to pass his consumed life force into it.
Exhaudtion crept through him, but he held his concentration uniil it fdt as if he had lingered there far too

long.
Ubad had to sense Magiere's presence in order to assault her. Welstid would hide that presence.

Fatigue sharpened suddenly, and Wedid fdt a ripple of tenson in the ar expand outward from the
crde of brass.

Anger built ingde Magiere, dong with fear of loss. Lees| couldn't be dead. It was alie

When Ubad turned upon Chap, she meant to shout, but the words came out hoarse and low. Touch
him, and I'm finished with you."
Ubad paused, one hand inthe air.

"Il tolerate your words," she said, "but youll do as | say—or you can go find one of your corpses to
cha with."

Ubad turned back to her. "You do not care for helplessness. What if | told you that freedom is yours
to take?"

Magiere had no wish to play any more of these games. She had hope in Leesl's arms, in his eyes. If
she logt him, there was nothing left but death and blood—and both would be Ubad's.

"Get to the point,” she answered.

"l gave you the answer, if you had ligened,” Ubad said. "All existence is composed of the five
eements, and life itsdf is no different. These tendrils that bind you are made from the dement of Spirit
summoned from the forest, and life dings most to that dement. Y ou can feed upon life. Freedom is yours,
and you have but to consumeit.”



He stepped close enough ma when Magiere looked down a him, she saw the creases in his leather
mask.

"Take the life from the tendrils. Consume it like the Noble Dead you are. With its pure form pressed
to your flesh, you need only will it so ... and be free"

Magiere grimaced as she looked at the glowing blue-white tendrils curled about her arm. She fdt their
dick warm touch upon her as if they were solid. To her eyes, they appeared no more materid that the
ghodts of the forest and cavern.

What Ubad asked sickened her.

Togiveinto hunger? To feed like the undead ma she and Lees| hunted and burned to ash? Whether
by touch or blood down her throat, it meant becoming one of them. It meant becoming al that Ubad
damed she was rather than what she wished to be.

Only once had she ever done this. Lees| had been her willing victim, though she'd been unaware of
his sacrifice until it was nearly too late. But if Ubad lied and Lees| dill lived, he would be done againgt
this madman and hisminionsif she didn't get free.

Leesl'slife ... or thelife she wanted to live?
Magiere let her hunger rise.

It spread through her whole flesh ingtead of just her throat and head. She fdt it move like the black
ribbons Wynn had seen with her mantic sght. Hunger coiled through her limbs toward the tingling life
touching her skin through the tendrils.

And nothing more happened.

Magiere stared wide-eyed dong her am, torn indde between anguish and relief. Her body wouldn't
consume the lifeit fdt there. Perhapsiit couldn't do so at dl.

And she couldn't free herslf to help Leedl.

Whatever she might be, Ubad didn't know as much of her true nature as the twisted mage thought.
She looked down into his lesther mask, unable to speak. What could she possibly say to him that would
gan her anything?

A sudden tenson in the air passed over her—through her—like awind pushing a a dangling lesf.

Ubad sumbled back, and Magiere saw that he'd fdt this strange sensation, as well. The gaff dipped
from his grip to thump heavily on the ground, and he dapped both hands over his mask. As he did
backward, he sumbled and fdl hard, hisarmsflailing.

Magiere didn't know what had just happened, but with Ubad down, she thrashed to pull her right arm
free, the fachion ill in her grip. The tendrils held, but they didn't dench tight at her struggle.

"Dhampir?' Ubad whispered, an edge of fear inhisvoice. He crawled upon the ground, feding dong
it with his hands for something, perhaps hislogt Saff.

Magiere watched in astonishment. Ubad was now truly blind.
The glow to the far right of the dearing brightened, and Magiere looked up.

Chap 4ill hunginthe ar, but he wasn't the same. His fur appeared whiter. The brighter he grew, the
more the tendrils glow softened. Those cords of blue-white sagged until Chap's paws touched the earth.
As he scrambled free of their touch, the glimmer in his coat faded, flowing back into the earth from where
it had come, and heran to Magiere.

At Chap's movement, Ubad rose on his knees. His masked face turned sharply toward the dog, and
heraised ahand inthe air.



Chap froze, and Magiere feared the old man had regained his Sght.

Ubad turned back and forth as if dill blind. He was following the sounds of the dog's movement.
Chap crept toward Magiere.

She took a deep breath and blew a gill whidtle through her lips

Ubad flinched, spinning toward her on the ground, but his head turned erraticadly as his outstretched
hand came back to his ear. The piercing sound masked Chap's movement from his hearing.

Magiere looked down and saw Chap brush againg the tendrils holding her.

His coat glimmered to white wherever it made contact. He licked the tendrils, and they buckled more
quickly than his own had done. Magiere dropped to her feet. At the sound, Ubad faced her directly, and
his hands shot out like weapons.

Chap scurried away to the left while Magiere shifted right. Ubad froze in confuson and dowly
withdrew his hands as he cocked his head, ligening.

Magiere raised her hand, pointed to Chap then Ubad, and curled her fingers to motion the dog
forward. She began to sed inward toward the kneding old man as the dog closed in quigtly from the
other sde.

Ubad's head twitched from sde to sde. Magiere saw his mouth open and heard his breathing
quicken. He straightened himsdlf, raised his hands in the air, and dapped them down againg the ground
as he shouted.

"iI'Samar, li-yigdim eyak khadim fa-ta'zez ana alan!"

Magiere stopped, turning to both sides to catch whatever new trick Ubad tried. There were dill the
empty cracks in the earth, and nothing more rose from them. Chap was nearly within lunging distance,
and Magiere moved in agan.

"iI'Samar!" Ubad shouted once again. "Come to your servant and aid me!"

Magiere abandoned silence and lifted the fachion high.

The night around her deepened, until even her night Sght couldn't penetrate it. She blinked, thinking
her eyes had somehow shut. She fet her eydids open and close, and yet Hill everything remained black.
Sowly the night shapes of the forest reappeared, and there was movement in the trees.

Magiere turned from one sSide to the other and saw it everywhere.
The dark in the spaces between the trees undulated. It circled the clearing.

In each turn it seemed to come nearer, passing through trunks, branches, brush, and maoss strands like
aturning ghost made from the night itself. At firgt it looked like the ground had risen up in moving waves
of black earth. Then Magiere saw it dowly sharpen into darity.

Thaose ralling mounds were coils, each one larger than the haght of a man. They glinted from a strange
aul light thet came from nowhere, and she saw their surface. They were covered in scaes like a
mammoth serpent, writhing around her in the forest with no beginning or end and no space between.

"Gregt patron,” Ubad continued with arms once more in the ar. He levded one hand out toward
where held last heard Chap move. "I bring you the minion of your enemy to devour!”

His other hand reached out toward Magiere.
"And the child you desired, for when you awaken from your long dumber... May it come soon.”

Chap turned about, running back and forth. The low cry issuing from his jaws sounded dmaost human
inits anguish. He ran to Magiere's sde of the clearing, scrambling back and forth between her and the



calsinthe forest.

The cails reached the clearing's edge, diding within the trees, but they came no closer. When Magiere
peered carefully, she could see trees beyond them. They were not whally redl, yet Chap wasin a state of

panic.
And Ubad supplicated himsdf.
Was thiswhat he served... what he had made her to serve?

"iI'Samar ... ?" Ubad said. "l fed you with me.... Will you not take her, after dl the many years of my
labor?!

Chap ran around Magiere and charged for the necromancer.

Ubad's scream filled Magiere's ears even before she turned to see the dog strike. The animd atop
Ubad was dill the long-legged and silver-blue figure who'd been with her and Leesl for years, but dl that
sheld learned of himin recent months vanished in that moment.

Chap's jaws snapped closed on Ubad's throat, choking off the man's wail. The dog's vicim thrashed
a him as Chap began ripping and tearing flesh.

A voicefilled Magiere's head asif it came from dl around her.
High... in the cold and ice. Guarded by old ones... oldest of your predecessors.

The words dipped into her mind, deep and resonating, and suffocated dl other thoughts. She fdt thar
vibration in her whole body, and she looked out to the railing cailsin the forest.

Sster of the dead... lead on.
Chap's snarls hated to be replaced by rasping pants.

The voice faded from Magiere's mind as the coils faded from the forest. All that remained around her
were the dark spaces between the trees. She looked down to where Ubad lay and cringed.

She had seen horrible thingsin her life. The mangled mess of the necromancer's throat was no worse
an end than she hersdlf would have given the man. It was the Sght of Chap she found so unsattling.

He paced with his back to her and stared into the trees. His low rumble came out in gasps, and his
ddesrose and fdl in rgpid pants.

"Chap?' she cdled quietly.

The dog spun about with a snarl. The fur upon his muzze, throat, and chest was soaked dark red,
and with his jowls pulled back, his teeth were stained, as wel. His brow furrowed around wide, wild
eyes. He stood looking a her between glances toward the trees, as if he expected the coils of dark to
return. And undernesth hisferd appearance, Magiere saw him quivering.

Chap was terrified.

Magiere had never seen thisinhim before, and it made her look warily into the forest and then back
to Chap again. She wasn't even certain he recognized her, but she hed out her hand, palm up, not trying
to reach but waiting for im to catch her scent.

Chap's jowls pulled back dightly. He took a dow step toward her and stopped.

"That was what you've been keeping from us™ she said softly. "Or what you have been kegping me
from?'

After a dretched slence, he barked once.

There was no time for more questions.



"Leedl... and Wynn," she said. "Can you find them?'

Before he answered, Magiere fdt a sudden tendgon in the air pass over her. It was the same sensation
sheld experienced just before Ubad had gone blind.

Chap lifted his head, ears cocked as he stared steadily into the trees. The quiver of fear had left him,
and he was poised. He gave her one look with wide clear eyes in his blood-spattered face and bolted
into the forest.

For an indant, Magiere was a a loss as she ran dfter the dog, about to cdl out for Chap to stop.
Then she heard his hunting wall ahead of her.

There was another Noble Dead somewhere in the forest.

IWeldid's srength was dl but drained, but he kept whispering and watching, feeding the ring to keep
Ubad blinded until the necromancer wasfindly dead. Exactly why the majay-hi had gone mad, he wasn't
certain, but he had seen the coils of his dreams appear in the forest. The shock of that Sght had amost
broken his concentration.

All the long years, the black-scaled cails in his dreams had taunted him with hints to what he sought.
Something that could change his Sckening existence. It seemed the patron in Weldtid's dumber had been
with Ubad for far longer. Perhaps it had even been this patron that his father had so often muttered to in
the dark. When the voice came, not in dream but in the night itsdlf, it had not spoken to Weldtied or even
to Ubad. The necromancer's groveling was ignored, and he was abandoned.

Wedid had heard the coil's words.
Sster of the dead... lead on.

The voicein the night had spoken to Magiere. And the words were Smilar to those it had whispered
into Weldid's dreams.

As he stopped chanting and dumped upon the forest floor, he dipped the ring back upon his finger
before his shaking hands dropped it. A piercing wall issued from the dog, and it raced into the forest with
Magiere following. With the ring's sphere of influence contracted to its wearer once agan, there was
nothing to limit the majay-hi's awareness. It had sensed something more out among the dark, wet trees.

Chane.

Wedtid was surprised by how much this thought disturbed him. He tried to rise but collapsed again
upon the ground.
IMagiere pushed hersdf to keep up and didn't cdl out to Chap.

A short distance into the trees, the dog ceased walling but continued to run. Magiere trusted Chap's
judgment in afight againgt the undead. If he chose to runin slence, he had a reason.

With Ubad dead, perhaps Chap had picked up on Vordana or another of the necromancer's minions.
If such ill moved and searched in the foret, there was hope that this meant Lees|l and Wynn were il
dive

She ran on and on behind Chap, usng her blade to dash away anything in her path that she couldntt
force her way through. When Chap stopped ahead of her, Magiere dowed as she approached him.

He was dert and tense, and stepped forward through the brush between two oaks. She followed,
sword at the ready.

Chap paused as they entered a clearer area and stared at the base of a tree across the way. Magiere
followed that gaze.

The 9ght was unred, and it took her a moment to beieve she was not seeing some vison like the
coilsin the foredt.



The headless bodies of both undead mariners lay before her. The neck sump of the nearest one was
ragged and torn, its head nowhere to be seen. The other lay farther off, a longswvord impaled through its
chest, pinning it to the earth. Its head had rolled away from its body.

A man with red-brown hair and a handsome face knelt upon the ground, holding someone in hisarms.
Magiere saw his profile and remembered the lagt time she'd seen himin the sewers of Bela

Chane.
The person he held moved and sat up.
Magiere looked into Wynn's frightened eyes.

The sage's shoulder was bleeding badly beneath a makeshift wad of doth Chane pressed agang it.
Magiere had no idea what was happening here, but she didn't care. She stepped forward with her
fdchion out.

"Get your hands off her!"

At the 9ght of Chap and Magiere, Chane scrambled out of the way, reaching for the longsword
embedded in the headless corpse.

"No, Magiere" Wynn called. "He saved me. He came to hdp me"
"Came to help you?' Magiere's rage increased. "Wynn, get back!"

She charged toward Chane as he jerked out the longsword and turned to face her. Black fluids
gained his shirt around a tear in the fabric. She thrust under and up, bresking ingde his guard and diang
him across somach with the fachion's tip.

Chane gasped at the touch of her blade and retreated. Magiere knew it would burn him as a morta
weapon would not.

"Stop it!" Wynn shouted.

Chap rushed by and launched into Chane with sngpping teeth. Both dog and vampire toppled back
across the wet ground. Magiere followed, waiting for an opening to pin the undead down by running him
through. He saw her, kicked up, and caught her in the jaw, then pitched Chap away so hard that the dog
roiled off into the brush.

Chane rose up, shifting his gaze between his two opponents. Magiere sidestepped, wetching for an
opening.
"Wymn s correct,” he said. "l only wanted to save her from these walking dead.”

"Lia!" Magiere snapped, and she fdt her canines extend as she shook her head. "Y ou're nothing but
akiller... and you're getting tired."

Chap was on hisfeet again, but he limped upon his rear I€ft leg. He growled again, watching Chane's
every move, and hobbled closer. The cam in Chane's light brown eyes faded, and he looked at Magiere
inanger.

"So areyou," he replied.

Magiere charged Chane, swinging for his head. He dodged, spun, and swung back. When she
blocked, he let his blade dide off hers.

He turned so fadt, she could bardy follow. Instead of dicing back with the sword, he dipped ingde
her guard and dammed his fig into her cheek. Only Rashed, the Suman undead of Miiska, had ever
struck out with such force. Magiere went down.

A moment later, he was standing above her, sword gripped in both hands, its tip pointed down at the



center of her chedt.

"No!" Wynn shouted, and the sage threw hersdf over Magiere, kneding with one pam raised toward
Chane. "Please, do not hurt her."

Chane hegitated, lowering the blade as he stared a Wynn.

Magiere reached up and grabbed hiswrigt. He tried to jerk away, and his own effort pulled Magiere
to her feet and Wynn tumbled away. Magiere thrust her sword up through the circle of Chane's ams.

Thefdchion'stip bit into the soft skin below Chane's jaw, tearing his neck open as it did out over his
right shoulder. Black fluid spat from the wound. He toppled back, and Magiere fdl on top of him,
flattening the longsword between them. She rolled left, blade up, and swung down on his exposed neck.

Chane's head shot off his body and rolled through the mulch.

She remembered Wynn shouting ... Chap snarling... but dl she could do in the moment was breathe
until her self-control returned.

Wynn crouched by Chane's body, pulling at his shirt as she sobbed. The bandage had fdlen from her
wound, and she was bleeding again.

"No ... oh, Magiere, no," she whispered.
"Sop it," Magiere told her.

Wynn looked up with wild eyes. Y ou murdered him, asif he were nothing! What are you, Magiere?
You think you are better than him? Y ou are worse.”

Enough anger swelled in Magiere that she dmost dapped the sage. Thelittle fool had put her trugtin a
monger. Then she remembered Wynn's earlier words, and her anger became cold suspicion.

Chane had come to help her.
"How long has he been fallowing us?' Magiere asked. "How long have you known?'

"Snce Stefan's village™" Wynn shouted, dirt smearing in tears upon her round face. "'l did not banish
Vordana—he did! He is the one who saved us from an undead you could not overcome. But | was
afrad to tdl you ... because you might have killed hm."

Wynn dropped her head upon Chane's chest.
Magiere stood up and backed away.

"You lied to us? Betrayed us? All those nights you curled up with Chap, you knew an undead was
traling us. You even knew who it was—and you didn't say a word?"

She trusted few people, and she had trusted Wynn with her life and Leesl's.

Chap ceased growling and stood watching them both. He looked to the south and whined as he
trotted toward the heavy brush. When he barked once, Magiere joined him, peering out into the forest.

Lees| came toward them, at times leaning againgt or catching himsdf on a tree trunk or low branch.
Rdief washed everything ese away for the moment, and Magiere hurried to him. As he grabbed for her,
she pulled him close. He threw an arm over her shoulders for support.

"I'm s0 glad to see you," he said, half-breathless. "'l logt Wynn."

"Areyou hurt?' she asked.

"Jugt weak. Vordana caught up to me.”

She looked back the way held come. "Whereis he?'

Leesl lifted his other hand, waving off her concern. "He's back there somewhere ... mogt of him, that



is. We won't have to see that awvful grin of hisagan.”

Magiere pulled his face in close to hers without a word. Leesl, dways so constant, who kept her in
thelight.

"We have to find Wynn," he said.

Magiere pulled him through the brush, and he took in the scene of the decapitated mariners, and
Wynn with her face resting on the chest of a headless corpse. Leesl pulled avay from Magiere, catching
dght of the head beyond the body.

"What in—? Wynn, you're bleeding. Is that Chane?"

The sage lifted her face, but she didn't look a him. She had ceased weeping and stared vacantly into
the dark.

Magiere had no pity for her. She had betrayed them.
"We have to burn the bodies," Magiere said.

Wynn blinked once and grabbed Chane's sword. She could bardly lift it, but she pointed the blade
out, and her shoulder started bleeding harder. ™Y ou are not touching him!"

Leesl's eyes darted back and forth between the sage and Magiere, unsure what was happening.
Chap whined loudly, and barked twice.

"No?' Leed| said, looking to the dog. "No to what?'
Magiere kept her angry eyes on the sage as she joined Chap once again.

She heard an eerie scream in the distance, and a hissng sound much closer. A gimmer flew through a
tree only a stone's throw into the forest. 1t was the child ghost who had led her to Ubad.

"We don't have time to burn bodies,” Magiere said. "Ubad is dead, but his servants are ill out there.
We need to go."

"They're coming back?' Leesl said. "There was wind earlier that seemed to drag them dl away.”
He stepped dowly, ether in faigue or in fear of sartling Wynn as he neared the young sage.
Timeto leave" he sad quietly.

Wynn's effort faled dl a once as the sword tip dropped to the ground. Leesl picked up the
blood-soaked bandage at her feet. He pressed it into her shoulder, dosing the torn short robe over it.

Chap led the way, holding his rear Ieft leg off the ground now and then as he loped ahead. Leesl was
besde Wynn, and it was difficult to tdl who hed whom up as they hurried. Magiere followed lag,
watching both ahead and behind.

She spotted open space ahead out ahead. They were dmost free of this marshland forest, filled with
its gpparitions of the dead and scded coails of night. A wail rang out through the trees behind them,
growing louder, closer, and Magiere looked back.

The grizzled soldier with the ssomach wound rushed through the ar toward her.
"Run!" she shouted. "The forest ends just ahead.”

Lees| glanced back, caught sght of the ghost, and gripped Wynn's shoulders, propdling her forward.
Magiere drew her fachion, flashing it in the air as she tried to catch the spirit's atention.

More illuminant shapes appeared among the trees. Spirits dived through her but caused her no pain.
When she thought her companions neared the forest edge, she ran after them. She wished only to be
away from this place and the discoveries of this night.



Leesl, Chap, and Wynn had broken through the tree line and waited in the open. She ran for them,
and when she passed the lagt tree, the walls behind her grew. Lees| caught her in midstep to steady her,
and they both turned to look back.

Angry spirits passed through high branches and back down again. They wailed and cried out, but
none passed beyond the forest's edge.

Behind Magiere was the old ruined keep, and she saw ther wagon and Port and Imp waiting outside
the stockade. She wished for at least some dull relief, but she fdt nothing at dl.

"Wynn's shoulder needs atention,” Lees| said.
Magiere couldn't look at the sage. "You see to it once we're under way."

As the others trudged toward the wagon, Magiere looked back to the spirit-laden forest. With dl that
hed happened there, sheld forgotten one who hadn't been saved. Leesil was more worn than she was,
Chap limped, and Wynn was wounded. There was no time to go back for one who'd been left behind.

Magiere turned away toward the wagon with sudden shame, her mother's bones Ieft in a tomb of
granite.
IWddid did not know how long held been unconscious, but the night was fully dark, and he fdt no
approach of dawn. Ghosts wailed dl around, and he tried to shut out their clamor. Weskened and tired,
he climbed to his feet and remembered Ubad was dead. He stepped into the dearing for one last 1ook.

There was blood on the ground—he could amdl it—but there was no dgn of the necromancer's
corpse.

Wedgtid gazed into the tree line dl around him.

Perhaps one of the minions had retrieved the body, but he had no intention of investigeting further.
Not at the risk of being discovered while depleted and done. His role here was done. He would find
Chane, scry for Magiere, and leave this place for what he hoped would be the last time.

He walked dowly through the dank forest, opening his senses to the night. He wanted to avoid being
seen by anything living, should Magiere and her companions 4ill be nearby. Nothing living entered his
awareness. What he did smdl was the stench of decay and putrefaction.

The scent grew stronger as he walked, until he had to withdraw the willful expanson of his senses as
he stepped into asmdl dearing.

There were the two bodies of animated dead he had seen earlier this night—and Chane.
Weddid stood there for along while.

Findly he stepped closer, looking down at Chane's falen sword and at the black fluid soaked into the
collar and front of hisfine white shirt.

Chapter 18

L eesl drove the wagon into a bustling village before dusk on the second day after leaving the ruins
near Apudasat. The Sght of an inn with soft smoke billowing from its chimney brought some amdl rdief.

The past two days had been filled with panful slence. Magiere sat beside him on the wagon bench,
ignoring Wynn and spesking to him only when necessary. Wynn was curled into a bal benesth her
blanket in the wagon's back and often seemed lost and far avay even when her eyes were open. Leesl
hed applied salve to her wound and bound it as best as he could, but the worst of her injury wasn't to her
body. She hadn't spoken since leaving the dearing and Chane's corpse.

Asyet, Lees| was uncertain what had transpired between Magiere and the spirit of her mother. They
needed time aone for that, and a night's separation would be best for Wynn and Magiere. He dimbed



down from the wagon, found the innkeeper, paid for two rooms, and arranged for the care of Port and
Imp. Then he returned for their belongings.

"Therés ahdlway in the back of the common room," he told Magiere. 'Take the firs room on the left
while | settle Wynn in the next one. Chap can stay with her tonight.”

Magiere looked at him without blinking. She glanced down a Wynn's form curled in the wagon's
back. Without a word, she climbed out, grabbed their trunk by hersdf, and carried it ingde.

Leesl dimbed into the wagon's back and crouched down beside Wynn. He was dill exhausted from
fadng Vordana, but he could carry her if need be.

"There's a soft bed waiting. Can you wak?'
Wynn dtirred but didn't look at him. "I can walk."

Hearing her voice was encouraging. Lees| stepped off the wagon and reached up to grasp her by the
wag and lift her down. Chap ambled dong beside them to the inn. His limp had lessened over the
pessing days.

Lees| settled Wynn on the end of the bed in her amdl room. It had a straw mattress, but by its bulk, it
hed been recently restuffed and would be suitably soft. The innkeeper Ieft hot water ina smdl lidded pot,
30 he added tea leaves from Wynn's pack. While he waited for them to steep, he pulled back the bed's
old quilt.

"Let's take your boots off and get you settled.”

He helped with the boots, and she obeyed him without a word. He checked her bandage, pulled the
quilt up around her chin, and then knelt down close to her face.

"Magiere did what she had to. I'd have done the same.”
"No, you wouldn't have," she whispered, Saring up at the bare raftersin the caling.

"Yes" he sad firmly. "Chane wasn't some undead boy living on amdl animds in the wild. He tried to
kill Magiere in Bela, and he tried to burn Chap dive. I'd have punched a blade through his throat without
a second thought. That iswha we do, and you're the one who asked to join us"

Wynn ralled away from him, and it was along moment before she spoke. "Will she send me away?"

"No. She would never abandon you here" he said, and reached out to stroke the back of her hair.
"And | wouldn' let that happen either. You're part of this now, for better or worse, but youll have to
earn her trust again. In time, perhaps, shell be back to growling at you."

He hoped this was true, though he knew Magiere judged Wynn's lie of omisson as a betrayd.
However, he believed in second chances. How could he not, given the ones that hed had himsdf?
Sorrow over this rift with Magiere was only part of Wynn's anguish. The loss of Chane, whatever held
meant to her, wasn't something for which Lees| could offer comfort. Wynn was young and new to their
cdling, and Leesl gill didn't know if this was the right life for her.

"Get some deep,” he said. "Tomorrow we hurry west out of this land and then north. It will be hard
traveling through the winter, but when we reach my mother's people, dl mat knowledge you're so proud
of will findly be useful.”

He stood up and put some water into a bowl for Chap. Then he poured tea into two tin cups Stting
near the pot. One heleft by Wynn's bedside, and the other he took with him. He gave Chap atilt of his
head toward the bed. The dog hopped up on the end and curled into a ball, wetching the sage intently.

"It'sgoing to be dl right, Wynn," Leesl said. "'l promise.”
Wynn didnt move. "Good night, Leesl."



He stepped into the hdl and closed the door with a 9gh. Comforting Wynn, though complicated,
seemed smple when compared with opening up Magiere's thoughts. And getting her out of this land was
the most urgent thing on hismind.
|Chap curled againg Wynn's feet as Lees| closed the door. He was satisfied but not relieved.

For dl his fears—more <0, the fears of his kir—Magiere had faced Ubad without fdtering. He had
kept his fath in her, and she had not faled him. The Fay would have to accept that he had made the
correct choicesin the end.

There remained the apparition of the enemy's chosen form—the black scaled coils in the forest—and
this dill sent waves of panic through his spirit. It had not been Magiere's journey into the past, after dl,
that was quickening the coming days. After an age in the mortd world, the enemy was adready aware,
reaching out from within its dumber to gather new servants. It had been waiting, watching for Magiere.

And it had spoken to her.

This lagt event troubled him deeply, though he did not know what it meant. There would be more
trids ahead, some worse than those of this past season. He would be with her— and Leesll, another
whose spirit was dark and yet chose to livein the light.

Chap heard Wynn's bregth deepen into a dumbering rhythm. He cared for this little sage but was as
surprised as Magiere that a Noble Dead had shadowed them. This undead had come too far without him
knowing. More disturbing, the sage had hid it from him. She would have to be watched.

Chap closed his eyes and et the quiet of the room, filled only with Wynn's soft breaths, settle around
him. All ese was too much to consder now, and there was time enough for one more quiet night of
warmth.

IMagiere sat in an old chair in the corner when Lees| entered their room. He didn't speak at fird and,
ingtead, handed her atin cup. The amdl of mint tea filled her nose before she saw the ledf settled to the
cup's bottom. She put the cup down on the floor without tasting the tea.

She was quiet as well, but not angry a him. Was she even angry at dl anymore? This left her bereft,
as anger had aways been her strength.

Leesl looked about the room. "It's too familiar. We garted this journey in a samdl inn not much
different then this”

"Yes" Magiere answered, and now that he spoke, she didn't want him to stop. It made dl things
better just to hear hisvoice. "It's over. There's nothing left to find."

He held his hand out. She'd aways liked his hands, so tan and dender.

"Come gt withme" he said.

She came to the bed with him, wishing they were curled benesath a blanket by a campfire instead. It
fdt strange to be indoors.

“Tdl me what your mother showed you," he said.

She longed for them to speak more fredy of the things that mattered, but old habits ingrained by
ealier years together were hard to break. That he amply asked seemed new and pleasing, and he
deserved to know. If he was to link hislife to hers, he needed the truth as much as she did.

He listened in Slence as she told him everything. From her father drinking the blood of the five to
Magedlias rape and Bryen's death. She told Lees| of Wegtid's involvement and the murdered infant, and
how held had carried her away while Magdia bled to desth.

"Oh, Magiere," Lees| whispered.
"Therés more behind dl of this" she said. "Ubad sacrificed a lifetime of effort to create me. And my



mother showed me that something whispers to Welstid. Ubad referred to it as his patron. But I'm not
whet they think... what Ubad thought | would be."

She told him of the tendrils that had trapped her and Chap, and how Ubad had tried to force her to
feed upon the forest's summoned spirit within them, to drain life from them.

"It didn't work, Leesl. | am not what he thought.”
"You are Magiere," he sad asif it were an obvious fact.

When she spoke of the black-scaled coils that appeared at Ubad's cdl, Lees| looked about the room
asif watching for something.

"Whatever it was," she finished, "it abandoned Ubad and spoke to me. 'Sister of the dead, lead on,’ it
sd”

Leesl was slent, logt in thought, dmogt asif held not even heard this strange message she'd received.
He took her hand, not yet looking at her, and Magiere's thoughts would not stop turning.

"The cails voice ... could it be what whispered to We-gtid in my mother's vison?'
Leeds| frowned. "Welstid."
"l an hisgger,” she sad.

"And he tried to use you, no less than that old desth-monger. If he comes near you again, I'll take his

His protective manner both warmed and annoyed her. She pulled her hand away, took off her boots,
and crawled up to lay on the pillow.

"And what makes you think | need your protection?' she taunted him, but he didn't amile. "It's over,
and we can head north to find your mother.... I'm sorry this took so long.”

"I'm sorry the answers you found were worse than the questions” He scooted up to lie beside her.
"For better or worse, you've learned where you came from. But it's not over. Something started here,
and | fear it will follow us™

There was no hint of the humor in his amber eyes that she had grown so accustomed to.

"Ubad and Vordana are dead,” she ingsted. "Aswel as Chane. Thereis no one l&ft here to get in our
way as we look for Neina"

Leesl stared up &t the caling, then sat up to look at her with a hard expression. His voice was flat and
ful of warning.

"When rumors of a hunter of the dead reached Ubad, he placed servantsin fiefs throughout the Antes
and Sclaven to watch for you. They're ill there, and whatever this black coiled thing was in the forest,
we mugt get you out of thisland.”

Magiere knew dl that he spoke of before he sad it. She wasn't blind to what they'd uncovered and
didn't yet understand. But she wanted to pretend for one night that it was over. She looked into his face,
and he seemed to know how disheartened his words made her.

Leesl closed his eyes, and Magiere saw him swalow hard. He placed his dark hand on her pale one.

"I helped you dl the way to the end of your search,” he whispered. "I need to get you out of this land
quickly, so now will you follow me to the end of my journey?'

"Of course ... how can you even ask that?'

He was so somber. Leesi| could usudly be counted upon to lighten the mood, even when his methods
were in poor taste. He lay back with his face near hers, and she reached out to touch his cheek.



Tomorrow," she whispered. "Well start at firg light... dl the way to the end.”
Then he amiled. "And | love you, my dragon.”

Epilogue

Wedtid dragged another half-conscious peasant through the trees and dropped him next to the other
two, dl of them bound and gagged.

It had taken two nights of weary trave to find a place where he could accomplish what was now
necessary. Within the hilly outskirts of avillage off the main road, held found an outlying cottage. He had
waited anxioudy as dawn approached, and aman and his two tdl sons |€ft for their day's labors.

The sun had amaogt breached the horizon, and Wedtid fdt a warning ging upon his skin. When the
men were out of sght, he rushed into the cottage and struck down the middle-aged woman preparing
clothes to be washed.

Hefilled his teacup brass bowl with purified water and drained the woman to a husk to replenish his
energies. Then he settled to wait out the day until the men returned near dusk. One by one, held dragged
them back into the forest, back to Chane's corpse.

In a shdlow hollow he had dug in the earth, barely deep enough for agrave, helaid out Chane's body
and carefully adjusted his head in place. A lowly end for one who had been born a noble. Yet the
importance of a proper burid, according to one's Sation, was another superdtition to be dismissed.

Wedtid dragged the father to the grave, drew his dagger, and dit the man's throat. He tossed the
dying man into the grave atop Chane's body. The two sons quickly joined thar father, dl bleeding out
thar lives like loved ones of ancient days who chose to die with their falen patriarch rather than live onin
SOITow.

He settled upon a nearby downed tree with folded hands, leaning his elbows upon his knees as he
stared at the piled bodies and waited.

Wedtid rubbed his temples and tried to clear his mind. Haf the night passed as he sat in vigil. He
looked upon Chane's face again.

"Areyou awake yet?' he asked.
Chane opened his eyes.
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