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Praise for The Adventures of Hawk & Fisher



“Green’s very different approach to writing fantasy adventure—bearing a strong resemblance to the private eye novel—works surprisingly well.”


—Chronicle


“Simon R. Green’s books are fun books that grab you, suck you in, and don’t let you go. They are always fun, and the Hawk & Fisher books are no exception. Hawk and Fisher are a couple of honest, straight-talking, tough-as-nails Guards who use steel as often as wits to keep themselves out of trouble. They bully their way through situations, often just letting their reputations work their magic. The plots are straightforward with just enough of a twist to keep you guessing until the end. If you’ve read and enjoyed Green’s other books, you don’t want to miss these books. If you haven’t read Green before, THE SWORDS OF HAVEN is a good way to get a taste of his style of writing.”


—SF Site


“Green has a marvelous gift of leavening grim situations with wicked wit.”


—Prism UK


Praise for Simon R. Green’s
Deathstalker novels


Deathstalker


“A huge novel of sweeping scope, told with a strong sense of legend.”


—Locus


Deathstalker Rebellion


“Derring-do, space battles, and wry banter aplenty … an eminently satisfying space opera.”


—Booklist


Deathstalker War


“The action is fast and frenzied…. Manages to consistently entertain, with some wondrously quirky and warped characters.”


—Locus


Deathstalker Destiny


“Be prepared for an incredible romp through a wonderful universe … filled with outrageous and incredibly powerful heroes and villains, swords and disruptors, and more lethal creatures than you can imagine.”


—SF Site


Deathstalker Legacy


“Rip-roaring space opera with dastardly villains, exciting battles, nefarious plots, and strong-willed heroes.”


—Chronicle


Deathstalker Return


“Green ably juggles elements of sword-and-sorcery, high fantasy, humorous quest, and SF, with homages to authors such as Moorcock, Adams, Cordwainer Smith, and Zelazny…. A fun, twisty romp with surprises around every corner.”


—Publishers Weekly


Deathstalker Coda


“Deathstalker Coda is the latest, last, and possibly even the best installment of Simon R. Greens sprawling space opera, a story overflowing with over-the-top action, memorable characters, bizarre twists, unexpected revelations, monumental battles, huge armies, and visceral fight scenes.”


—SF Site


Praise for Simon R. Green’s novels of the Nightside


Something from the Nightside


“The book is a fast, fun little roller coaster of a story—and its track runs through neighborhoods that make the Twilight Zone look like Mayberry. Simon R. Greens Nightside is a macabre and thoroughly entertaining world that makes a bizarre and gleefully dangerous backdrop for a quick-moving tale. Fun stuff!” 


—Jim Butcher, author of the Dresden Files novels


Agents of Light and Darkness


“The Nightside novels are a great blending of Lovecraft and Holmes. [Agents of Light and Darkness] is an action-packed thriller, a delightful private-eye investigative fantasy tale.”


—Midwest Book Review


Nightingale’s Lament


“Filled with supernatural creatures of various sorts, the action leavened by occasional bits of dry humor, the Taylor series has proven to be a welcome break from the endless quasimedieval intrigues that dominate contemporary fantasy.”


—Chronicle


Hex and the City


“Green has a flair for character creation, and his knack for evocative, memorable names is tremendous. His postmodern mix-and-match style allows him to blend in a sizable Casablanca homage as well as quantum physics.”


—SFRevu


Paths Not Taken


“An entertaining adventure.”


—Chronicle


Sharper Than a Serpent’s Tooth


“No one writes like Simon R. Green. His style is infectious, energetic, over-the-top without the slightest hint of restraint. He writes large on a scale that refuses boundaries, turning even the slightest act into something grand and epic.”


—The Green Man Review


Praise for Simon R. Green’s Secret History novels


The Man With the Golden Torc


“The Man With the Golden Torc is an enjoyable change of direction from sci-fi master Simon R. Green. The idea…has been tackled before, but Green has given the idea a new lease of life with Eddie Drood, a character as fresh and original as anything seen in fantasy for some time. This will appeal to readers of Terry Pratchett and Christopher Fowler, and should work outside the genre’s traditional fanbase.”


—The Bookseller




Daemons Are Forever


“A fantastic story. The action is fast paces, and the dialogue is clever and amusing. This book is a delight from beginning to end, and readers will eagerly look forward to the next in the series.”


—Romantic Times,
4.5 stars of 4.5 stars and a TopPick!




The Spy Who Haunted Me


“Engaging, well-crafted quests take the team from Loch Ness to Roswell, where Eddie is forced to choose between saving humanity and recovering the information his family desperately needs. Though some supporting characters are clearly meant to be disposable, Eddie makes a likable hero, and fans will enjoy following him through this surprisingly complex mystery.”


—Publishers Weekly




From Hell With Love


“Gripping, fast-paced, emotionally intense … fans of the series will be delighted by the deft combination of urban fantasy adventure, sharp-edged sarcasm, and treachery upon treachery, which make this installment strong enough to stand alone as a great introduction to Green’s work.”


—Publishers Weekly




For Heaven's Eyes Only


“Witty urban fantasy … Series fans should enjoy this extended parody and the genuine storytelling skill that lies beneath it.”


—Library Journal




Live and Let Drood


“The usual pithy banter, and Green’s outrageously creative magic”


—Romantic Times,
4.5 stars of 4.5 stars and a TopPick!




Casino Infernale


““The bottom line is that if you are a Simon Green fan, you’ll enjoy this book. With its ties to the rest of his universe, and all of his other qualities present in abundance, it’s everything that’s made him a bestselling author and then some.”


—Tor.com




Property of a Lady Faire


“Tons of plot, nonstop semicomic action, and further revelations about the entire Drood brood and their mysterious mission—what’s not to enjoy? Close to the best of a fun series.”


—Kirkus




From a Drood to a Kill


“From a Drood to a Kill is Simon R. Green’s latest entry in the terrific Secret Histories series, a literary love letter to the spy thrillers of the ’60s mashed up with every sort of paranormal weirdness under the sun. It’s sort of ‘James Bond Meets the National Enquirer,’ with an extra helping of weirdness and snark….a great addition to the Eddie Drood narrative and even puts things in place for the next installment…Highly recommended.”


—SF Revu
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Hawk & Fisher



Some things can never be forgiven.


1

A Hidden Darkness

Haven is a dark city.

The narrow streets huddled together, the plain stone and timber buildings leaning on each other for support. Out-leaning upper storeys bowed to each other like tired old men, shutting out the light, but even in the shadows there was little relief from the midsummer heat. The glaring sun scorched down on the sprawling city, driving all moisture from the air. The streets were parched and dusty and thick with buzzing flies. Being a seaport, Haven usually got all the rain it wanted, and then some, but not in midsummer. The long days wore on, and the baking heat made them a misery of sweat and thirst and endless fatigue. The days were too hot to work and the nights too hot to sleep. Tempers grew short and frayed, but it was too hot to brawl. Birds hung on the sky like drifting shadows, but there was never a trace of a cloud or a breeze. Haven at midsummer was a breeding ground for trouble. The heat stirred men’s minds and brought forth hidden evils. Everyone watched the skies and prayed for rain, and still the long dry summer dragged on.

Hawk and Fisher, Captains in the city Guard, strolled unhurriedly down Chandler Lane, deep in the rotten heart of the Northside. It was too hot to hurry. The grimy, overshadowed lane was a little cooler than most, which meant the heat was only mildly unbearable. Flies hovered over piles of garbage and swarmed around the open sewers. The squat and ugly buildings were black with soot from the nearby tannery, and the muggy air smelt strongly of smoke and tannin.

Hawk was tall, dark, and no longer handsome. He wore a black silk patch over his right eye, and a series of old  scars ran down the right side of his face, showing pale against the tanned skin. He wore a simple cotton shirt and trousers, but didn’t bother with the black Guardsman’s cloak required by regulations. It,was too hot for a cloak, and anyway, he didn’t need one to tell people he was a Guard. Everyone in Haven had heard of Captain Hawk.

He didn’t look like much. He was lean and wiry rather than muscular, and he was beginning to build a stomach. He wore his dark hair at shoulder length, swept back from his forehead and tied with a silver clasp. He had only just turned thirty, but already there were a few streaks of grey in his hair. At first glance he looked like just another bravo, not as young as he once was, perhaps a little past his prime. But few people stopped at the first glance; there was something about Hawk, something in his scarred face and single cold eye that gave even the drunkest hardcase pause. On his right hip Hawk carried a short-handled axe instead of a sword. He was very good with an axe.

Captain Fisher walked at Hawk’s side, echoing his pace and stance with the naturalness of long companionship. Isobel Fisher was tall, easily six feet in height, and her long blond hair fell to her waist in a single thick plait. She was in her mid to late twenties, and handsome rather than beautiful. There was a rawboned harshness to her face that contrasted strongly with her deep blue eyes and generous mouth. Like Hawk, she wore a cotton shirt and trousers, and no cloak. The shirt was half-unbuttoned to show a generous amount of bosom, and her shirt sleeves were rolled up, revealing arms corded with muscle and lined with old scars. She wore a sword on her hip, and her hand rested comfortably on the pommel.

Hawk and Fisher; partners, husband and wife, guardians of the city law. Known, respected, and mostly feared throughout Haven, even in the lower Northside, where the very rats went round in pairs for safety. Hawk and Fisher were the best, and everyone knew it. They were honest and hard-working, a rare combination in Haven, but more important still, they were dangerous.

Hawk looked about him and scowled slightly. Chandler Lane was deserted, with not a soul in sight, and that was ... unusual. The afternoon was fast turning into evening, but  even so there should have been people out selling and buying and making a deal. On the lower Northside everything was for sale, if you knew where to look. But all around, the doors and shutters were firmly closed despite the stifling heat, and the shadows lay still and undisturbed. It was like looking at a street under siege. Hawk smiled sourly. If his information was correct, that might just be the case.

“There’s going to be a full moon tonight,” said Fisher quietly.

Hawk nodded. “That’ll bring out the crazies. Though how anyone has the energy even to plan a crime in this heat is beyond me.”

“You do realise this is probably nothing more than a wild goose chase, don’t you?”

“Not again, Isobel, please. The word is he’s hiding right here, at the end of this street. We have to check it out.”

“Three months,” said Fisher angrily. “Three months we’ve been working on that child prostitution racket. And just when we’re starting to get somewhere, what happens? The word comes down from Above, and we get pulled off the case to go looking for a vampire!”

“Yeah,” said Hawk. “And all because we raided the Nag’s Head. Still, I’d do it again, if I had to.”

Fisher nodded grimly.

The Nag’s Head was a hole-in-the-wall tavern on Salt Lane, just on the boundary of the Eastside slums. The upper floor was a brothel, and the word was that they were interested in acquiring children. Cash in hand, no questions asked. Child prostitution had been illegal in Haven for almost seven years, but there were still those with a vested interest in keeping the market open. Like many other places, the Nag’s Head kept itself in business by greasing the right palms, but one man had made the mistake of trying to buy off Hawk and Fisher. So they had paid the place a visit.

The bravo at the door tried to bar their way. He was either new in town, or not particularly bright. Hawk gave him a straight-finger jab under the sternum. The bravo’s face went very pale and he bent slowly forward, almost as though bowing to Hawk. Fisher waited till he was bent right over, and then rabbit-punched him. The bravo went  down without a murmur. Hawk and Fisher stepped cautiously over him, kicked in the door, and burst into the Nag’s Head with cold steel in their hands.

The staff and patrons took one look at them and a sudden silence fell over the crowded room. Smoke curled on the stuffy air, and the watching eyes were bright with fear and suppressed anger. Hawk and Fisher headed for the stairs at the back of the dimly lit room, and a pathway opened up before them as people got hurriedly out of their way. Three bravos crowded together at the foot of the stairs with drawn swords. They were big, muscular men with cold, calculating eyes who knew how to use their swords. Hawk cut down two of them with his axe while Fisher stabbed the third cleanly through the heart. They stepped quickly over the bodies and pounded up the stairs. The upper floor was ominously quiet. Hawk and Fisher charged along the narrow landing, kicking open doors as they went, but most of the occupants were long gone, having disappeared down the fire escape at the first sound of trouble.

One of the prostitutes hadn’t been able to get away. Hawk found her in the last room but one. She was dressed in torn silks too large for her, and wore gaudy colors on her face. She was chained to the wall by the throat, and her back ran red from the wounds of a recent whipping. She sat slumped against the wall, her face pressed against the rough wood, crying softly, hopelessly. She was almost twelve years old.

Fisher joined Hawk in the doorway, and swore angrily as she took in the scene. The chain was too heavy to break, so Hawk levered the bolt out of the wall with his axe. Fisher tried to comfort the child, but she was too frightened to say much. She’d been abducted in the street two years ago, and been brought to this room. Her abductors put the chain around her neck and locked it, and she’d never been out of the room since. Both Hawk and Fisher told her she was free now, but she didn’t believe it. There’s a man who comes to visit me, she said quietly. He was here today. He’ll never let me go. You can’t protect me from him. No one can. He’s important.

She didn’t know his name. No one ever told her their name.

Hawk and Fisher never did find out who he was, but he must have had influence. Only two days later, the child was stabbed to death in the street. Her attacker was never found. Hawk and Fisher were officially taken off the case and sent to join the other Guards searching for the supposed vampire that was terrorising the Northside. They raised hell with their superiors, and even talked about quitting the Guard, but none of it did any good. The word had come down from somewhere high Above, and there was no arguing with it. Hawk and Fisher had shrugged and cursed and finally given up. There would be other times.

Besides, it seemed there really was a vampire. Men, women, and children had been attacked at night, and occasionally bodies were found with no blood left in them. There were dozens of sightings and as many suspects, but none of them led anywhere. And then a lamplighter had come to see Hawk, and there was no denying the horror in his voice as he told Hawk and Fisher of the dark figure he’d seen crawling up the outside of the house in Chandler Lane....

“All the Guards in Haven, and that man had to choose us to tell his story to,” grumbled Fisher. “Why us?”

“Because we’re the best,” said Hawk. “So obviously we’re not afraid to tackle anything. Even a vampire.”

Fisher sniffed. “We should have settled for second best.”

“Not in my nature,” said Hawk easily. “Or yours.”

They chuckled quietly together. The low, cheerful sound seemed out of place in the silence. For the first time Hawk realised just how quiet the empty street was. It was like walking through the empty shell of some village abandoned by its people but not yet overgrown by the Forest. The only sound was his and Fisher’s footsteps, echoing dully back from the thick stone walls to either side of them. Despite the heat, Hawk felt a sudden chill run down his back, and the sweat on his brow was suddenly cold. Hawk shook his head angrily. This was no time to be letting his nerves get the better of him.

Hawk and Fisher finally came to a halt before a decrepit two-storey building almost at the end of the lane. Paint was peeling from the closed front door, and the stonework was pitted and crumbling. The two narrow windows were hidden behind closed wooden shutters. Hawk looked the place over and frowned thoughtfully. There was something disquieting about the house, something he couldn’t quite put a name to. It was like a sound so quiet you almost missed it, or a scent so faint you could barely smell it.... Hawk scowled, and let his hand fall to the axe at his side.

Vampire... revenant ... that which returns...

He’d never seen one of the undead, and didn’t know anyone who had. He wasn’t altogether sure he believed in such things, but then, he didn’t disbelieve in them either. In his time he’d known demons and devils, werewolves and undines, and faced them all with cold steel in his hand. The world had its dark places, and they were older by far than anything man had ever built. And there was no denying that people had disappeared from the Northside of late ... and one person in particular.

“Well?” said Fisher.

Hawk looked at her irritably. “Well what?”

“Well, are we going to just stand here all afternoon, or are we going to do something? In case you hadn’t noticed, the sun’s getting bloody low on the sky. It’ll be dark inside an hour. And if there really is a vampire in there ...”

“Right. The undead rise from their coffins when the sun is down.” Hawk shivered again, and then smiled slightly as he took in the goose flesh on Fisher’s bare arms. Neither of them cared much for the dark, or the creatures that moved in it. Hawk took a deep breath, stepped up to the front door, and knocked loudly with his fist.

“Open in the name of the Guard!”

There was no response. Silence lay across the empty street like a smothering blanket, weighed down by the heat. Hawk wiped at the sweat running down his face with the back of his hand, and wished he’d brought a water canteen. He also wished he’d followed regulations for once and waited for a backup team, but there hadn’t been time. They had to get to the vampire while he still slept. And besides, Councillor Trask’s daughter was still missing. Which was why finding the vampire had suddenly become such a high priority. As long as he’d kept to the poorer sections of the city, and preyed only on those who wouldn’t be missed, no one paid much attention to him. But once he snatched a  Councillor’s daughter out of her own bedroom, in full view of her screaming mother ... Hawk worried his lower lip between his teeth. She should still be alive. Vampires were supposed to take two to three days to drain a victim completely, and she couldn’t become one of the undead until she’d died and risen again. At least, that was what the legends said. Hawk sniffed. He didn’t put much trust in legends.

“We should have stopped off and picked up some garlic,” he said suddenly. “That’s supposed to be a protection, isn’t it?”

“Garlic?” said Fisher. “At this time of the year? You know how much that stuff costs in the markets? It has to come clear across the country, and the merchants charge accordingly.”

“All right, it was just a thought. I suppose hawthorn is out as well.”

“Definitely.”

“I assume you have at least brought the stake with you? In fact, you’d better have the stake, because I’m bloody well not going in there without one.”

“Relax, love. I’ve got it right here.” Fisher pulled a thick wooden stake from the top of her boot. It was over a foot long, and had been roughly sharpened to a point. It looked brutally efficient. “As I understand it, it’s quite simple,” said Fisher briskly. “I hammer this through the vampire’s heart, and then you cut off his head. We burn the two parts of the body separately, scatter the ashes, and that’s that.”

“Oh, sure,” said Hawk. “Just like that.” He paused a moment, looking at the closed door before him. “Did you ever meet Trask, or his daughter?”

“I saw Trask at the briefing yesterday,” said Fisher, slipping the stake back into her boot. “He looked pretty broken up. You know them?”

“I met his daughter a few months back. Just briefly. I was bodyguarding Councillor DeGeorge at the time. Trask’s daughter had just turned sixteen, and she looked so ... bright, and happy.”

Fisher put her hand on his arm. “We’ll get her back, Hawk. We’ll get her back.”

“Yeah,” said Hawk. “Sure.”

He hammered on the door again with his fist. Do it by the book.... The sound echoed on the quiet, and then died quickly away. There was no response from the house, or from any of its neighbours. Hawk glanced up and down the empty street. It could always be a trap of some kind.... No. His instincts would have been screaming at him by now. After four years in the city Guard, he had good instincts. Without them, you didn’t last four years.

“All right,” he said finally. “We go in. But watch your back on this one, lass. We take it one room at a time, by the book, and keep our eyes open. Right?”

“Right,” said Fisher. “But we should be safe enough as long as the sun’s up. The vampire can’t leave his coffin till it’s dark.”

“Yeah, but he might not be alone in there. Apparently most vampires have a human servant to watch over them while they sleep. A kind of Judas Goat, a protector who also helps to lure victims to his master.”

“You’ve been reading up on this, haven’t you?” said Fisher.

“Damn right,” said Hawk. “Ever since the first rumours. I wasn’t going to be caught unprepared, like I was on that werewolf case last year.”

He tried the door handle. It turned jerkily in his hand, and the door swung slowly open as he applied a little pressure. The hinges squealed protestingly, and Hawk jumped despite himself. He pushed the door wide open and stared into the dark and empty hall. Nothing moved in the gloom, and the shadows stared silently back. Fisher moved softly in beside Hawk, her hand resting on the pommel of her sword.

“Strange the door wasn’t locked,” said Hawk. “Unless we were expected.”

“Let’s get on with it,” said Fisher quietly. “I’m starting to get a very bad feeling about this.”

They stepped forward into the hall and then closed the front door behind them, leaving it just a little ajar. Never know when you might need a quick exit. Hawk and Fisher stood together in the gloom, waiting for their eyes to adjust. Hawk had a stub of candle in his pocket, but he didn’t want to use it unless he had to. All it took was a sudden  gust of wind at the wrong moment and the light would be gone, leaving him blind and helpless in the dark. Better to let his sight adjust while he had the chance. He heard Fisher stir uneasily beside him, and he smiled slightly. He knew how she felt. Patiently standing and waiting just wasn’t in their nature; they always felt better when they were doing something. Anything. Hawk glared about him into the gloom. There could be someone hiding in the shadows, watching them, and they’d never know it until it was too late. Something could already be moving silently towards them, with reaching hands and bared fangs.... He felt his shoulders growing stiff and tense, and made himself breathe deeply and slowly. It didn’t matter what was out there; he had his axe and he had Fisher at his side. Nothing else mattered. His eyesight slowly grew used to the gloom, and the narrow hall gradually formed itself out of the shadows. It was completely empty. Hawk relaxed a little.

“You all right?” he whispered to Fisher.

“Yeah, fine,” she said quietly. “Let’s go.”

The hall ended in a bare wooden stairway that led up to the next floor. Two doors led off from the hall, one to each side. Hawk drew his axe, and hefted it in one hand. The heavy weight of it was reassuring. He glanced at Fisher, and smiled as he saw the sword in her hand. He caught her eye, and gestured for her to take the right-hand door while he took the left. She nodded, and padded quietly over to the right.

Hawk listened carefully at his door, but everything was quiet. He turned the handle, eased the door open an inch, and then kicked it in. He leapt into the room and glared quickly about him, his axe poised and ready. The room was empty. There was no furniture, and all the walls were bare. A little light filtered past the closed shutters, taking the edge off the gloom. The woodwork was flecked with mould, and everywhere was thick with dust. There was no sign to show the room had ever been lived in. The floorboards creaked loudly under Hawk’s weight as he walked slowly forward. There was a strong smell of dust and rotten wood, but underneath that there was a faint but definite smell of corruption, as though something long dead lay buried close  at hand. Hawk sniffed at the air, but couldn’t decide if the smell was really there or if he was just imagining it. He moved quickly round the room, tapping the walls and listening to the echo, but there was no trace of any hidden panel or passageway. Hawk stood in the middle of the room, looking around him to check he hadn’t missed anything, and then went back into the hall.

Fisher was waiting for him. He shook his head, and Fisher shrugged disappointedly. Hawk smiled slightly. He already knew Fisher hadn’t found anything; if she had, he’d have heard the sound of battle. Fisher wasn’t known for her diplomacy. Hawk started towards the stairs, and Fisher moved quickly in beside him.

The bare wooden steps creaked and groaned beneath their feet, and Hawk scowled. If there was someone here, watching over the vampire, they had to know there was someone else in the house. You couldn’t put your foot down anywhere without some creaking board giving away your position. He hurried up the rest of the stairs and out onto the landing. He felt a little less vulnerable on the landing; there was more room to move, if it came to a fight. The floor was thick with dust and rat droppings, and the bare wooden walls were dull and scarred. Two doors led off from the landing, to their right. It was just as gloomy as the ground-floor hall, and Hawk thought fleetingly of his candle before deciding against it. If the sound hadn’t given them away, a light certainly would. He moved over to stand before the first door, and listened carefully. He couldn’t hear anything. Hawk smiled slightly. If this house did turn out to be empty, he was going to feel bloody ridiculous. He looked at Fisher, and gestured for her to guard his back. She nodded quickly. Hawk tried the door handle, and it turned easily in his grasp. He pushed the door slightly ajar, took a deep breath, and kicked the door in.

He darted forward into the room, axe at the ready, and again there was no one there. Without looking around, Hawk knew that Fisher was looking at him knowingly.

I said this was a wild goose chase, Hawk....

He didn’t look back. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. He glared about him, taking in the darkened room. A sparse light seeped past the closed shutters to show him  a wardrobe to his left and a bed to his right. A large wooden chest stood at the foot of the bare bed. Hawk eyed the chest suspiciously. It looked to be a good four feet long and three feet wide; quite large enough to hold a body. Hawk frowned. Like it or not, he was going to need some light to check the room out properly. He peered about him, and his gaze fell on an old oil lamp lying on the floor by the bed. He bent down, picked the lamp up and shook it gently. He could feel oil sloshing back and forth in the base of the lamp. Hawk worried his lower lip between his teeth. The house might appear deserted, but somebody had to have been here recently.... He took out flint and steel and lit the lamp. The sudden golden glow made the room seem smaller and less threatening.

Hawk moved over to the chest and crouched down before it. There didn’t seem to be any lock or bolts. He glanced at Fisher, who took a firm hold on the wooden stake in her left hand and nodded for him to try the lid. He clutched his axe tightly, and then threw the lid open. Hawk let out his breath in a slow sigh of relief, and he and Fisher relaxed a little as they took in the pile of old bed linen that filled the chest. The cloth was flecked with a rather nasty-looking mould, and had obviously been left in the chest for ages, but Hawk rummaged gingerly through it anyway, just in case there might be something hidden under it. There wasn’t. Hawk wiped his hands thoroughly on his trousers.

All this taking it slow and easy was getting on his nerves. He suddenly wanted very badly just to run amok and tear the place apart until he found the missing girl, but he knew he couldn’t do that. Firstly, if there was no one here the house’s owners would sue his arse in the courts, and secondly, if there was a vampire here he was bound to be well hidden, and nothing less than a careful, methodical search was going to find him.

One room at a time, one thing at a time, by the book. Follow the procedures. And he and Fisher might just get out of this alive yet.

He moved over to the bed and got down on his hands and knees to look underneath it. A big hairy spider darted out of the shadows towards him, and he fell backwards with  a startled yelp. The spider quickly disappeared back into the shadows. Hawk quickly regained his balance and shot a dirty look at Fisher, who was trying hard not to laugh and only just making it. Hawk growled something under his breath, picked up the lamp from the floor and swept it back and forth before him. There was nothing under the bed but dust.

Not in the chest, and not under the bed. That only left the wardrobe, though it seemed a bit obvious. Hawk clambered to his feet, put the lamp on the chest, and moved over to stand before the wardrobe. It was a big piece of furniture, almost seven feet tall and four feet wide. Wonder how they got it up the stairs? thought Hawk absently. He took a firm hold on the door handle, gestured for Fisher to stand ready, and then jerked open the door. Inside the wardrobe a teenage girl was hanging naked from a butcher’s hook. Her eyes were wide and staring, and she’d been dead for some time. Two jagged puncture wounds showed clearly on her throat, bright red against the white skin. The steel tip of the butcher’s hook protruded from her right shoulder, just above the collarbone. No blood had run from the wound, suggesting she was already dead when the hook went into her. Hawk swallowed hard and reached forward to gently touch the dead girl’s hand. The flesh was icy cold.

“Damn,” he said quietly. “Oh, damn.”

“It’s her, isn’t it?” said Fisher. “Councillor Trask’s daughter.”

“Yes,” said Hawk. “It’s her.”

“The vampire must have been thirsty. Or maybe just greedy. I doubt there’s a drop of blood left in her body.”

“Look at her,” said Hawk harshly. “Sixteen years old, and left to hang in darkness like a side of beef. She was so pretty, so alive.... She didn’t deserve to die like this. No one deserves to die like this.”

“Easy,” said Fisher softly. “Take it easy, love. We’ll get the bastard that did this. Now let’s get the girl down.”

“What?” Hawk looked at Fisher confusedly.

“We have to get her down, Hawk,” said Fisher. “She died from a vampire’s bite. If we leave her, she’ll rise again as one of the undead. We can spare her that, at least.”

Hawk nodded slowly. “Yes. Of course.”

Somehow, between them, they got the body off the hook and out of the wardrobe. They laid the dead girl out on the bed, and Hawk tried to close the staring eyes. They wouldn’t stay shut, and in the end Fisher put two coins on the eyes to hold the lids down.

“I don’t even know her name,” said Hawk. “I only knew her as Trask’s daughter.”

The scream caught him off guard, and he’d only just started to turn round when a heavy weight slammed into him from behind. He and his attacker fell sprawling on the floor, and the axe flew out of Hawk’s hand. He slammed his elbow back into his attacker’s ribs and pulled himself free. He scrambled away and went after his axe. The attacker lurched to his feet, and Fisher stepped forward to run him through with her sword. The man dodged aside at the last moment and grabbed Fisher’s extended arm. She groaned aloud as his fingers crushed her arm, grinding the muscles against the bone. Her sword fell from her numbed fingers. She clawed at his hand, and couldn’t move it. He was strong, impossibly strong, and she couldn’t tear herself free....

He flung her away from him. She slammed against the far wall and slid dazedly to the floor. Hawk started forward, axe in hand, and then stopped dead as he finally saw who his attacker was.

“Trask ...” Hawk gaped at the nondescript, middle-aged man standing grinning before him. The Councillor was little more than medium height and painfully thin, but his eyes burned in his gaunt face.

“She was your daughter, you bastard!” said Hawk. “Your own daughter ...”

“She will live forever,” said Trask, his voice horribly calm and reasonable. “So will I. My master has promised me this. My daughter was afraid at first; she didn’t understand. But she will. We will never grow old and ugly and die and lie forever in the cold earth. We will be strong and powerful and everyone will fear us. All I have to do is protect the master from fools like you.”

He darted forward, and Hawk met him with his axe. He swung it double-handed with all his strength, and the wide metal blade punched clean through Trask’s ribs. The Councillor screamed, as much with rage as with pain, and staggered back against the bed. Hawk pulled his axe free and got ready to hit him again if necessary. Trask looked down at his ribs, and saw the blood that flowed from the gaping wound in his side. He dipped his fingers into the blood, lifted them to his mouth and licked them clean. Hawk lifted his axe and Trask went for his throat. Hawk fought for breath as Trask’s bony fingers closed around his throat and tightened. He tried to swing his axe, but he couldn’t use it at such close quarters. He dropped it, and grabbed Trask’s wrists, but the Councillor was too strong. Hawk’s gaze began to dim. He could hear his blood pounding in his ears.

Fisher stepped in beside them and cut at Trask’s right arm with her sword. The gleaming blade sliced through the muscle, and the arm went limp. Hawk gathered the last of his strength and pushed Trask away from him. Trask lashed out at Fisher with his undamaged arm. She ducked under the blow and ran her sword through his heart with a single thrust. Trask stood very still, looking down at the gleaming steel blade protruding from his chest. Fisher jerked it out, and Trask collapsed, as though only the sword had been holding him up. He lay on his back on the floor, blood pooling around his body, and glared silently up at Hawk and Fisher. And then the light went out of his eyes, and his breathing stopped.

Hawk leaned back against the wall and felt gingerly at his bruised throat. Fisher stirred Trask’s body with her boot, and when he didn’t react, knelt down beside him and felt cautiously for a pulse. There wasn’t one. Fisher nodded, satisfied, and got to her feet again.

“He’s gone, Hawk. The bastard’s dead.”

“Good,” said Hawk, and frowned at how rough his voice sounded. He wouldn’t have minded, but it felt even worse than it sounded. “You all right, lass?”

“I’ve felt worse. Could Trask be the vampire, do you think?”

“No,” said Hawk. “He hasn’t got the teeth for it. Besides, we saw him at the briefing yesterday morning, remember?”

“Yeah, right. Trask was just the Judas Goat. But I think we’d better stake him anyway. Just to be sure.”

“Let’s see to the girl first.”

“Sure.”

Hawk pounded the stake into her heart. It was hard work. He let Fisher stake Trask, while he cut off the girl’s head as cleanly as he could. There was no blood, but that somehow made it worse. Cutting off Trask’s head was no problem at all. When it was finished, Hawk and Fisher left the room and shut the door quietly behind them. Hawk had thought the air would smell fresher on the landing, but it didn’t. He held up the oil lamp he’d brought from the room, and studied the next door in its flickering light.

“He has to be in there somewhere,” said Fisher quietly.

Hawk nodded slowly. He looked at her, and then frowned as he saw she was holding a wooden stake in her left hand. “How many of those did you bring?”

“Three,” said Fisher calmly. “I used two on Trask and his daughter. If there’s more than one vampire here, we’re in big trouble.”

Hawk smiled in spite of himself. “You always did have a gift for understatement.”

He opened the door a crack, stepped back a pace and then kicked the door in. It flew back to slam against the inner wall, and the sound was very loud on the quiet. The echoes took a long time to die away. Hawk stepped cautiously into the room, his axe in one hand and the lamp in the other. The room was empty, save for a heavy metal bed pushed up against the far wall. Fisher moved slowly round the room, tapping the walls and looking for hidden panels. Hawk stood in the middle of the room, and glared about him. He’s here somewhere. He has to be here somewhere. He moved over to the bed, and looked underneath it. Nothing but dust and shadows. He straightened up and looked at Fisher. She shook her head and looked uneasily about her. Hawk scowled, and looked back at the bed. And then he smiled slowly as an idea came to him.

“Isobel, give me a hand with this.”

Between them they got the bed away from the wall, and Hawk studied the wall panelling carefully in the light from his lamp. He smiled grimly as he made out the lines of a hidden panel, fitted his axe blade into one of the cracks, and applied a slow pressure. The wood creaked and  groaned loudly, and then a whole section of the wall swung open on a concealed hinge. Behind the panel was a hidden compartment, and in that compartment lay a huge coffin. Hawk felt his mouth go dry, just looking at it. The coffin was seven feet long and three feet wide, built from a dark red wood Hawk didn’t recognise. Glyphs and runes had been carved into the sides and lid. He didn’t recognise them either. Hawk looked at Fisher, standing close beside him. Her face was very pale.

“Come on,” he said quietly. “Let’s get it out of there.”

The coffin was even heavier than it looked. They had to drag it into the room, inch by inch. It smelled bad. It smelled of blood and death and decay, and Hawk had to keep turning his head away in search of fresher air. He and Fisher finally got the coffin out of the hidden compartment and into the room, then stepped back to take a look at it.

“Big, isn’t it?” said Fisher softly.

“Yeah,” said Hawk. “Look, as soon as I get the lid open, you get that stake into him. As soon as the stake’s home, I’ll cut off the head. I’m not taking any chances with this one.”

“Got it,” said Fisher. “We’ve been on some dirty jobs in the past, Hawk, but this has got to be the dirtiest.”

“Remember the girl,” said Hawk. “Now, let’s do it.”

They bent over the coffin and the lid flew open, knocking them both backwards. The vampire sat up in its coffin and grinned at them with pointed teeth. Hawk’s hand tightened round the haft of his axe till his fingers ached. He’d thought he knew what a vampire would look like, but he’d been wrong. The creature before him might once have been a man, but it wasn’t anymore. It looked like what it was; something that had died and been buried, and then dug its way up out of the grave. Its face was sunken and wrinkled, and there was a bluish tinge to the dead white skin. The eyes were a dirty yellow, without pupil or retina, as though the eyeballs had rotted in their sockets. A few wisps of long white hair frayed away from the bony skull. The hands were horribly thin, the fingers little more than claws. But the real horror lay in subtler things. The vampire’s black robes were rotting and falling apart. Graveyard lichens and moss grew here and there on the dead skin. Its chest didn’t  move, because it no longer needed to breathe. And it smelled like rotting meat that had been left to hang too long.

It rose up from its coffin in a single smooth movement and looked at Hawk and Fisher with its empty yellow eyes. Hawk looked away despite himself, and his gaze fell on the shuttered window. No light showed around the shutters’ edges. We left it too late! The sun’s gone down.... The vampire stepped elegantly out of its coffin. Its bare feet made no sound on the wooden floor.

Fisher wrinkled her nose at the smell. “Dirty stinking bastard. Lying down or standing up, it makes no difference. Let’s do it, Hawk.”

Hawk nodded slowly, and then sprang forward, swinging his axe double-handed at the vampire’s neck. The creature put up a spindly arm to block the blow, and the axe bounced off, vibrating as though it had struck an iron bar. Hawk’s hands went numb from the impact, and it was all he could do to hang onto the axe. Fisher thrust at the vampire with her stake, using it like a dagger. The vampire avoided the blow easily, and knocked Fisher sprawling with a single backhanded blow. She lay where she had fallen, her head swimming madly. There was an inhuman power in the creature’s slender frame. Fisher clutched desperately at the wooden stake, and struggled weakly to get her feet under her. The vampire looked down at her and chuckled suddenly—a low, filthy sound.

Hawk swung his axe at it again. The vampire raised its head and caught the heavy blade in mid-swing, wrenching the weapon from Hawk’s hand. It threw the axe away, and reached for Hawk with its bony hands. He darted back out of range and looked desperately about him for another weapon. The vampire laughed again, and bent over Fisher. It grabbed her by the shoulder, and she moaned aloud as the clawlike fingers sank into her flesh. Blood ran down her arm in a steady stream. She tried to break free, and couldn’t. The vampire drew her slowly closer, grinning widely to show her its long pointed teeth. Fisher tried again to stab the vampire with the stake. It grabbed her wrist and squeezed hard. The feeling went out of her fingers and  she dropped the stake. It rolled away and disappeared into the shadows.

Hawk watched helplessly. He’d found his axe again, but he didn’t dare attack the vampire. Cold steel was no use against it. He needed a wooden stake.... He glared wildly about him, and his gaze fell on the coffin. A vampire must always return to its coffin before break of day.... Hawk grinned savagely as the answer came to him. He stepped forward, lifted his axe, and brought it swinging down onto the side of the coffin. The heavy wood split and splintered under the blow. Hawk jerked the blade free and struck again. The side sagged inwards, and splinters flew on the air. The vampire threw Fisher aside and darted forward. Hawk dropped his axe, grabbed the heaviest splinter from the coffin and buried it in the vampire’s chest as the creature reached for him. For a moment they stood facing each other, the yellow eyes and grinning mouth only inches away from Hawk’s face, and then the vampire suddenly collapsed and fell limply to the floor. It made surprised mewling sounds, and clutched at the thick wooden splinter protruding from its chest. Hawk threw himself down beside the vampire, snatched up his axe, and used the flat of the blade to hammer the splinter into the vampire’s heart. It screamed and tore at him with its clawed hands, but he didn’t care. He hit the wooden splinter again and again and again, driving it deep into the vampire’s chest, and with every blow he struck he saw the dead girl’s face as she hung from the butcher’s hook. After a while he realised that the vampire had stopped struggling, and that Fisher was kneeling beside him.

“It’s all right, Hawk. It’s over.”

He looked down at the vampire. The dirty yellow eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling, and the clawed hands lay still at its sides. He raised his axe one last time, and cut savagely at the creature’s neck. The steel blade sliced clean through and sank into the wooden floor beneath. The vampire seemed to collapse and fall in upon itself, and in a few seconds there was nothing left but dust. Hawk sighed slowly, pulled his axe out of the floor, and then sat back on his haunches. Some of the tension began to drain out of him. He looked wearily at Fisher, still kneeling beside him. 

“You all right, lass?”

“I’ll live.”

Hawk smiled slightly. “Well, we got the vampire. Not exactly according to the book, but what the hell. You can’t have everything.”

He and Fisher rose painfully to their feet and leaned on each other a while until they felt strong enough to make their way back down the stairs. They left Trask and his daughter where they were. Burning the bodies could wait. Let the backup unit earn its pay for a change. Hawk and Fisher slowly made their way through the empty house and out into Chandler Lane. It was still hot and muggy, and the air stank of smoke and tannin, but after the house and what they’d found in it, the lane looked pretty good to them.

“You know,” said Hawk reflectively, “there has to be an easier way to make a living.”


2

Friends, Enemies and Politicians

At the house of the sorcerer called Gaunt, the party was just beginning. It was an old house, situated in one of the better parts of the city. The party was being held in the parlour, a comfortably large room that took up half the ground floor. The walls were lined with tall slender panels of beechwood, richly worked with carvings and motifs, and the ceiling boasted a single huge mural by one of Haven’s most famous painters. But even without all that, Gaunt’s parlour would have been impressive enough simply for its collection of priceless antique furniture. Chairs and tables and sideboards of an elegant simplicity mingled with the baroque styles of decades past. It was a tribute to the sorcerer’s taste that the contrasting styles mixed so compatibly.

His parties were renowned throughout Haven; all the best people, wonderful food, and plenty of wine. Invitations were much coveted among the city Quality, but only rarely received. Since taking over the old DeFerrier house some four years earlier, the sorcerer Gaunt had shot up the social ladder with a speed that other newcomers could only envy. Not that Gaunt himself was in any way a snob. At his select affairs the elite of politics and business and society mixed freely, whatever their calling. But this evening the party was a strictly private affair, for a few friends. Councillor William Blackstone was celebrating his first year in office.

Blackstone was a large, heavyset man in his mid forties. Always well-groomed, polite and disarmingly easygoing, he had a politician’s smile and a fanatic’s heart. Blackstone was a reformer, and he had no time for compromise. He’d done more to clean up the city of Haven in his one year as Councillor than the rest of the Council put together. This made him very popular in the lower city, and earned  him the undying enmity of the rich and powerful who made their living out of Haven’s dark side. Unfortunately for those with a vested interest in other people’s misery, Blackstone was himself quite wealthy, and not in the least averse to putting his money where his mouth was. At the end of his first year in office, the odds on his surviving a second year were being quoted as roughly four thousand to one. When Blackstone heard this he laughed, and bet a thousand in gold on himself.

His wife stood at his side as he talked animatedly with the sorcerer Gaunt about his next crusade, against the child prostitution rackets. Katherine Blackstone was a short, good-looking brunette in her mid twenties, and only slightly less feared than her husband. In her day she’d been one of the finest actresses ever to tread the boards in Haven, and though she’d put all that behind her on marrying Blackstone, she still possessed a mastery of words that left her enemies red-faced and floundering. Katherine had always had a gift for the barbed bon mot and the delicately judged put-down. She was also not averse to a little discreet character assassination when necessary.

Gaunt himself looked to be in his mid thirties, but was reputed to be much older. Tall, broad-shouldered but elegantly slim, he dressed always in sorcerer’s black. The dark robes contrasted strongly with his pale, aquiline features. His voice was rich and commanding, and his pale grey eyes missed nothing. He shaved his head, but indulged himself with a pencil-thin moustache. He’d arrived in Haven from no-one-knew-where some four years ago, and immediately made a name for himself by singlehandedly cleaning up the infamous Devil’s Hook area.

Devil’s Hook was a square mile of slums and alleyways backing onto the main docks, a breeding ground of poverty and despair. Men, women, and children worked appalling hours for meager wages, and prices in the Hook were carefully controlled to keep the people permanently in debt. Those who spoke out against the conditions were openly intimidated and murdered. The city Guard avoided the Hook rather than risk a war with the gangs who ran it. And then the sorcerer Gaunt came to Haven. He walked into the Hook, unarmed, to see for himself what conditions  were like. He walked out again some two hours later. Not long after, the Guard were called in to start the long business of carting away the dead bodies. Every member of every gang was dead. None of them had died easily.

The Hook held a celebration that lasted for over a week.

Certain businessmen tried to send new people into the Hook to start the various businesses up again, but Gaunt simply visited each man in turn and pointed out that any attempts to run sweatshops would be taken by him as a personal insult. Conditions within the Hook began to improve almost overnight.

Gaunt poured himself more wine, and savored the bouquet.

“Darling, I don’t know how you can drink that stuff,” said Katherine Blackstone. “Hillsdown has some excellent orchards, but their grapes aren’t worth the treading.”

“I have no palate for wines,” Gaunt admitted calmly. “But there’s always been something about the Northern vintages that appeals to me. They’re not particularly subtle, but there’s no mistaking their power. If this wine was any stronger, it would leap out of the bottle and mug you. Would you care to try some, William?”

“Perhaps just a little,” said Blackstone, grinning. “I had hoped it would get a little cooler once the sun went down, but I’m damned if I can tell the difference. Looks like it’s going to be another long, dry summer.” He gulped thirstily at the wine the sorcerer poured him, and nodded appreciatively.

Katherine tapped him gently on the arm. “You be careful with that stuff. You know you’ve no head for wine.”

Blackstone nodded ruefully. “A grave drawback in a politician’s life. Still, it has its bright side. Because I spend most of the evening with a glass of water in my hand, I’m still there listening when other people are getting flustered and careless.”

“That’s right,” said Katherine sweetly. “Sometimes I’m surprised you don’t go around taking notes.”

“I have an excellent memory,” said Blackstone.

“When it suits you,” said Katherine.

“Now, now,” said Gaunt quickly. “No quarrelling.”

“Don’t be silly, dear,” said Katherine. “We enjoy it.”

The three of them chuckled quietly together.

“So, William,” said Gaunt. “How’s your new bill going? Is the debate finally finished?”

“Looks that way,” said Blackstone. “With a bit of luck, the bill should be made law by the end of the month. And not before time. Haven depends on its docks for most of its livelihood, and yet some of the owners have let them fall into a terrible state. Once my bill becomes law, those owners will be compelled to do something about renovating them, instead of just torching the older buildings for the insurance.”

“Of course, the Council will help them out with grants for some of the work,” said Katherine. “Just to sweeten the pot.”

“One of your better ideas, that,” said Blackstone.

“I’ll be interested to see how it works out,” said Gaunt. “Though I have a feeling it won’t be that simple.”

“Nothing ever is,” said Blackstone.

“How’s your latest project going, Gaunt?” asked Katherine. “Or aren’t we allowed to ask?”

Gaunt shrugged. “It’s no secret. I’m afraid I’m still not having much success. Truthspells are difficult things to put together. All the current versions produce nothing but the literal truth. They don’t allow for nuances, half-truths and evasions. And then of course there’s subjective truth and objective truth....”

“Spare us, darling,” protested Katherine, laughing. “You’d think I’d know enough by now not to enquire into a sorcerer’s secrets. Magic must be the only thing in the world more complicated than politics.”

“You obviously haven’t had to spend half an evening listening to an old soldier talking about military tactics,” said Blackstone dryly. “And speaking of which, aren’t the Hightowers here yet? You did say they’d be coming.”

“They’ll be here,” said Gaunt.

“Good,” said Blackstone. “I want a word with Lord Hightower. He’s supposed to be backing me on my next bill, but I haven’t seen the man in almost a month. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d started getting cold feet.”

“I shouldn’t think so,” said Gaunt. “Roderik’s all right, when you get to know him. These old military types can  be a bit of a bore when it comes to refighting all their old battles, but their word is their bond. If he’s said he’ll support you, he will. Count on it.”

“It’s not his support I need so much as his money,” said Blackstone dryly. “Politicians can’t live on applause alone, you know. The kind of campaigns I run are expensive. They need a constant flow of gold to keep them going, and even my resources aren’t unlimited. Right now, Hightower’s gold would come in very handy.”

“Mercenary,” said Katherine affectionately.

At the other end of the huge parlour, Graham Dorimant and the witch called Visage were helping themselves to the fruit cordial in the silver punch bowl. As a refreshing fruit drink the cordial was something of a letdown, there being too much emphasis on the various powerful wines involved and not nearly enough on the fruit, but Dorimant was well known for drinking anything, provided he was thirsty enough. And the current heat wave had left him feeling very thirsty.

Graham Dorimant was medium height, late thirties, and somewhat overweight. He smiled frequently, and his dark eyes held an impartial warmth. He’d been Blackstone’s political adviser for almost three years, and he was very good at his job. He had an encyclopedic knowledge of Haven’s electoral system, and he knew where the bodies were buried. Sometimes literally. He was on first-name terms with most of the Council, and quite a few of their staffs. He knew who could be persuaded, who could be browbeaten, and who could be bought. He knew when to talk and when to push, but most important of all, he had no political interests himself. Ideologies left him cold. He didn’t give a damn one way or the other. He aided Blackstone simply because he admired the man. Dorimant himself was lazy, amoral, and uninterested in anything outside Haven, but he nevertheless found much to admire in a man who was none of these things and yet attacked life with a zest Dorimant could only envy. Though he rarely admitted it to himself, Dorimant had found more fun and excitement in his time with Blackstone than at any other time in his life.

He drank thirstily at his fruit cordial, and smiled winningly at the witch Visage. Dorimant fancied himself a ladies’ man and aspired to an elegance he was too lazy to fully bring off. He wore nothing but the finest and most fashionable clothes, but lacked the self-conscious élan of the true dandy. Basically, he had too much of a sense of humor to be able to take fashion seriously. His only real vanity was his hair. Although he’d just entered his late thirties, his hair was still jet black. There just wasn’t as much of it as there used to be.

The witch Visage smiled back at Dorimant and sipped daintily at her drink. She was in her early twenties, with a great mass of wavy red hair that tumbled freely about her shoulders. Her skin was very pale, and her broad open face was dominated by her striking green eyes. There was a subtle wildness about her, like an animal from the Forest that had only recently been tamed. Men sensed the wildness and were attracted to it, but even the most insensitive knew instinctively that her constant slight smile hid very sharp teeth. Visage was tall for a woman, almost five foot nine, but painfully thin. She made Dorimant feel that he wanted to take her out to a restaurant and see that she had at least one good meal before he had his wicked way with her. Such a paternal, protective feeling was new to Dorimant, and he pushed it firmly to one side.

“Well, my dear,” he said briskly, “how is our revered master? Your magics still keeping him safe and sound?”

“Of course,” said Visage shyly, her voice as ever low and demure. “As long as I am with him, no magic can harm him. And you, sir, does your advice protect his interests as well as I protect his health?”

“I try,” smiled Dorimant. “Of course, a man as honest as William is bound to make enemies. He’s too open and honest for his own good. If he would only agree to turn a blind eye now and again....”

“He would not be the man he is, and neither of us would be interested in serving him. Am I not right?”

“As always, my dear,” said Dorimant. “Would you care for some more cordial?”

“Thank you, I think I will. It is very close in here. Are you not having any more?”

“Perhaps later. I fear all this fruit is terribly fattening, and I must watch my waistline.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult,” said Visage sweetly. “There’s enough of it.”

Dorimant looked at her reproachfully.

* * * *

Hawk and Fisher stood together before Gaunt’s front door, waiting for someone to answer the bell. The sorcerer’s house was a fair-sized two-story building, standing in its own grounds, situated near the Eastern boundary of the city. A high wall surrounded the grounds, the old stonework mostly buried under a thick blanket of ivy. The grounds had been turned into a single massive garden, where strange herbs and unusual flowers grew in ornate patterns that were subtly disturbing to the eye. The night air was thick with the rich scent of a hundred mingled perfumes. Light from the full moon shimmered brightly on the single graveled path. The house itself had no particular character. It stood simply and squarely where it had stood for hundreds of years, and though the stonework was discolored by wind and rain and the passing of years, its very simplicity suggested a strength that would maintain the house for years to come.

The front door was large and solid, and Hawk eyed the bell pull dubiously, wondering if he should try it again in case it hadn’t worked the first time. He tugged impatiently at his high collar and shifted his weight from foot to foot. Both he and Fisher were wearing the formal Guards’ uniform of navy blue and gold, topped with their best black cloaks. The heavy clothes were stiff, uncomfortable, and very hot. Hawk and Fisher had protested loudly before they set out, but to no avail. Guards had to look their best when mixing with High Society. To do otherwise would reflect badly on the Guards. Hawk and Fisher had given in. Eventually.

“Leave your collar alone,” said Fisher. “You’re not doing it any good.”

“I hate formal clothes,” growled Hawk. “Why did we have to draw this damned duty? I thought that after staking a vampire we’d have been entitled to a little time off at least, but no; just time for a quick healing spell, and off we go again.”

Fisher chuckled dryly. “Nothing succeeds like success.  We solved the vampire case where everyone else had failed, so naturally we get handed the next most difficult case, bodyguarding Blackstone.”

Hawk shook his head dolefully. “The only really honest Councillor in the city. No wonder so many people want him dead.”

“You ever meet him?” asked Fisher.

“Shook his hand once, at an election rally.”

“Did you vote for him?”

“Well, the other guy was handing out money.”

Fisher laughed. “An honest Guard; you stayed bought.”

Hawk smiled. “Like hell. I took their money, voted for Blackstone anyway, and defied them to do anything about it. It didn’t exactly make their day.” He grinned broadly, remembering.

“I admire Blackstone’s courage,” said Fisher, “if not his good sense. Standing up against all the vested interests in this city takes real guts. We could do a lot more in our job if half our superiors weren’t openly corrupt.”

Hawk grunted, and pulled at his collar again. “What do you know about this sorcerer, Gaunt?”

“Not much. Fairly powerful, as sorcerers go, but he’s not flashy about it. Likes to throw parties, but otherwise keeps himself to himself. Not married, and doesn’t chase women. Or men, for that matter. No one knows where he came from originally, but rumor has it he was once sorcerer to the King. Then he left the Court under something of a cloud, and came and settled here in Haven. Made a name for himself in the Hook. You remember that?”

“Yeah,” said Hawk. “I was part of the team that had to go in there and clean up the mess. We were still carrying out the bodies a week later.”

“That’s right,” said Fisher. “I was still working on the Shattered Bullion case.” She looked at Hawk thoughtfully. “You never told me about this before. Was it bad? I heard stories....”

“It was bad,” said Hawk. “There were no survivors among the gangs—no wounded, no dying; only the dead. We still don’t know what killed them, but it wasn’t very neat. Most of the bodies had been ripped apart. There’s no  doubt the gangs were evil. They did some terrible things. But what happened to them was worse.”

“And this is the man whose party we’re attending as bodyguards,” said Fisher, grimacing. “Great. Just great.”

She broke off as the front door swung suddenly open. A bright, cheerful light filled the hall beyond and spilled out into the night. Hawk and Fisher blinked uncertainly as their eyes adjusted to the glare, and then they bowed politely to the man standing before them. Gaunt took in their Guards’ cloaks, and inclined his head slightly in return.

“William’s bodyguards. Do come in; I’ve been expecting you.”

He stepped back a pace and waited patiently as they made their way past him into the hall. He shut the door carefully and turned back to extend a slender, well-manicured hand. Hawk shook it firmly, and then gritted his teeth as Gaunt all but crushed his fingers in a powerful grip. He hated people who did that. Somehow he kept his polite smile in place, and then surreptitiously flexed his fingers as Gaunt turned to Fisher. The sorcerer took Fisher’s hand and raised it to his lips. Hawk frowned slightly. He wasn’t too keen on people who did that, either. Fisher smiled politely at the sorcerer. He wasn’t quite what she’d expected. After Hawk’s tale of what he’d found in the Hook, she’d been expecting someone more... impressive. With his mild grey eyes and pleasant smile, Gaunt just didn’t look the part.

The sorcerer looked at the two Guards thoughtfully. “Captain Hawk and Captain Fisher,” he said, after a moment. “I’ve heard of you.”

“Nothing good, I hope,” said Fisher, and Gaunt chuckled.

“You did an excellent job of taking care of the Chandler Lane vampire. Most. impressive.”

Hawk raised an eyebrow. “News travels fast in Haven.”

Gaunt smiled. “I have my sources.”

“Yeah,” said Hawk. “I’ll just bet you do.”

“If you follow me,” said the sorcerer politely. “Councillor Blackstone is already here, with some of my other guests.”

He led the way down the hall to a heavy oaken door on  the right. He pushed it open, and then stood back to usher the two Guards into the parlour. The guests looked briefly at Hawk and Fisher, took in the black cloaks, and went back to their conversations. Hawk looked casually about him, getting the feel of the place. Two huge windows were blocked off by closed wooden shutters, despite the heat. There was only the one door, leading into the hall. Hawk relaxed a little. If push came to shove, it shouldn’t be too difficult to defend the parlour against an attack. Assuming anyone was suicidal enough to take on the sorcerer Gaunt in his own home.

Gaunt went over to Blackstone and spoke quietly to him. Blackstone glanced at Hawk and Fisher, excused himself to the witch Visage, and walked back with Gaunt to meet them. He shook them both by the hand; the usual quick, firm handshake of the seasoned politician.

“Glad you’re both here,” he said briskly. “I’m sure I’ll feel a lot safer with you two at my side. It’s only for the next few days, until my bill has become law. After that, the danger will be over.”

“Really?” said Fisher. “The way I hear it, you’ve got more enemies in Haven than the Chancellor on tax day.”

Blackstone laughed. “Well, the immediate danger, anyway. If I’d wanted a safe occupation, I wouldn’t have entered politics.”

“Well then, Councillor,” said Hawk briskly, “what would you like us to do?”

“For tonight, just mingle with the guests and enjoy yourselves,” said Blackstone pleasantly. “I’m in no danger here, not in Gaunt’s house. Even my enemies know better than to risk his anger.”

“You are always safe here, William,” said Gaunt quietly. “This house is protected against any and all intrusions.”

“And now, if you’ll excuse us,” said Blackstone, flashing a quick smile at Hawk and Fisher, “Gaunt and I have some business to discuss. Do help yourself to a drink and something to eat.”

The politician and the sorcerer moved away, talking animatedly. Hawk and Fisher looked at each other.

“Free booze,” said Fisher. “This may not be such a bad assignment after all.”

“Yeah,” said Hawk.

They made their way over to the punch bowl and helped themselves to the fruit cordial. Hawk wrinkled his nose at the taste, but drank it anyway. The room was hot, he was thirsty, and besides, it was free. Various canapés had been laid out beside the punch bowl, arranged in interesting patterns in the mistaken belief that this would make the food appear more appetizing. Hawk didn’t even recognize half of it, but he tried one anyway, just to show himself willing.

“Not bad,” he said indistinctly.

“I’m glad you think so,” said Katherine Blackstone. “Gaunt prides himself on his culinary skills.”

Hawk chewed and swallowed quickly to empty his mouth as the councillor’s wife looked him and Fisher over. She seemed friendly enough, in a condescending way. Katherine’s gaze lingered on Hawk more than Fisher, and he wondered if he’d imagined the sudden glitter in her eyes. The way she was acting, he half expected her to lean forward and pin a rosette on him.

“So you’re the best the Guard could supply,” said Katherine finally. “I do hope you’re as fearsome as your reputation suggests.”

“We try,” said Hawk.

Katherine looked thoughtfully at his face. “The scars are certainly impressive, darling. What happened to your eye?”

“I lost it in a card game.”

Katherine gave him a startled look, and then dissolved into giggles. It made her look much younger. “My dear, I think you won that one on points. Do help yourself to the spiced lamb; it’s really quite delicious. I believe there’s even some asparagus, though where Gaunt managed to get it at this time of the year is beyond me. Knowing a sorcerer does have its advantages, I suppose.”

There was a pause, while they all busied themselves with the food. Fisher smiled suddenly as she bit into a piece of cold garlic sausage.

“We could have used some of this earlier today.”

“What?” said Katherine. “Oh, the garlic. Gaunt was just telling us about the vampire before you arrived. Horrible creatures. Did you really kill it by driving a wooden stake through its heart?”

“Eventually,” said Hawk.

“Such a pity about Trask,” said Katherine. “I mean, he wasn’t much of a Councillor, but he did a good enough job, and at least you knew where you were with him. And his was a marginal seat, you know. Now there’ll have to be another election, and I hate to think who we might get in his place. Better the devil you know, and all that.”

Hawk and Fisher nodded politely and said nothing. They hadn’t told anyone about Trask being the vampire’s Judas Goat. They just passed him off as another victim, along with his daughter. It was true enough, in a way. And besides, his widow was going to have a hard enough time as it was. Katherine Blackstone chattered on for a while, talking lightly about this and that, and then fluttered away to talk to Graham Dorimant. Hawk looked at Fisher.

“Well?” he said dryly. “What did you make of that?”

“Beats me,” said Fisher. “Katherine Blackstone, coming on like an empty-headed socialite? That’s not the woman I’ve heard so much about.”

“Maybe it’s a test of some kind. Checking us out to see if we’re smart enough to see through the act.”

Fisher scowled dubiously. “Could be, I suppose.”

“Actually, it’s a little more complicated than that,” said the witch Visage.

Hawk and Fisher turned quickly to find her standing beside them. Hawk’s hand dropped to his axe. He hadn’t heard her approaching.... Visage saw the movement, and smiled slightly.

“I’m not your enemy, Captain Hawk. In fact, I’m glad you’re here. I’ve had a premonition about William.”

Hawk and Fisher looked quickly at each other, and then back at the slender redhead before them.

“A premonition,” said Hawk slowly. “You think he’s in danger?”

“Yes. I’m Visage. I’m a witch. It’s my job to protect William from magical threats. He should be safe enough here in Gaunt’s house. I’ve never seen so many defensive spells. The place is crawling with them. And yet... there’s a feeling in the air. It worries me. I’ve given William some extra protection, but still...”

“Have you sensed anything in particular?” asked Fisher quietly.

Visage shook her head, frowning. “Nothing definite. Somebody here, or close by, is planning a death; and the victim is either William or someone connected with him. That’s all I can get.”

“Have you told Blackstone?” asked Hawk.

“Of course. He isn’t taking the threat seriously enough.”

“Somebody here or close by,” said Fisher. “Maybe we should check the grounds.”

“I suggested that to Gaunt,” said Visage. “He said no one could get into the grounds or the house without his knowing.” She looked at Hawk steadily. “Unless you do something to stop it, someone is going to die in this house. Tonight.”

She turned suddenly and walked away. Hawk and Fisher watched her go.

“Great start to the party,” said Hawk.

“Isn’t it,” said Fisher.

“Did you notice,” said Hawk thoughtfully, “that she never did get around to explaining why Katherine Blackstone was acting out of character?”

“Yeah,” said Fisher. “Interesting, that.”

They looked at each other a moment, shrugged, and helped themselves to more of the fruit cordial.

“Who the hell would be desperate enough to attack Blackstone in Gaunt’s house?” said Hawk. “All right, Gaunt isn’t the most powerful sorcerer I’ve ever met, but I’d put him right up there in the top ten. I certainly wouldn’t cross him without a damn good reason.”

“Right,” said Fisher. “If nothing else, our potential murderer must be pretty damn confident. Or crazy. Or both.”

“Or he knows something we don’t.” Hawk scowled grimly. “Think we should say something to Blackstone?”

“Not yet,” said Fisher. “What could we tell him that he doesn’t already know? Besides, like you said, who could get to him here?”

“There’s no place so well-defended that someone determined enough can’t find a way in,” said Hawk firmly. “After all, it might not be a direct attack. It could be something that’s been planned in advance.”

Fisher nodded slowly. “A prearranged spell, or curse. Or maybe they poisoned the food.”

“Or the drink,” said Hawk.

They looked at their empty glasses.

“Unlikely,” said Fisher. “The witch said someone was planning a death tonight, not several. And anyway, Gaunt would surely be able to detect the presence of anything poisonous. Same for any spells.”

“I suppose so,” said Hawk. “All right, poison is out. But a direct attack seems even more unlikely. In order to get to Blackstone, an assassin would have to get past all of Gaunt’s defenses, and then fight his way past us. There are assassins that good in the Low Kingdoms, but I don’t really think Blackstone’s important enough to warrant their attentions. No, I think a magical attack of some kind has to be the most likely.”

“But according to the witch, this house is covered with defensive spells.”

“Yeah.” Hawk shook his head disgustedly. “Nothing’s ever simple, is it? You know, Isobel, just once I think I’d like to work on a case that was simple and straightforward. Just for a change.”

“So what are we going to do?” asked Fisher.

“Stay close to Blackstone, and watch everyone else very closely.”

“Sounds like an excellent idea,” said Dorimant.

Hawk and Fisher looked him over coldly, and Dorimant didn’t miss the way their hands fell naturally to the weapons at their sides. He felt a sudden chill run down his spine. As a political adviser, Dorimant had mixed with some hard people in his time, but one look into Hawk’s cold eye was enough to convince him that everything he’d heard about Hawk and Fisher was true. These people were dangerous. He smiled at them calmly, and hoped they’d put the sweat on his brow down to the heat.

“Allow me to introduce myself. Graham Dorimant, William’s political adviser.”

Hawk nodded politely. “I’m...”

“Oh, I know who you two are,” said Dorimant quickly. “Everyone in Haven’s heard of Hawk and Fisher.”

“Fame at last,” said Fisher dryly.

Dorimant chuckled. “Honest Guards are as rare as honest politicians. That’s why I particularly asked for you as William’s bodyguards.”

“The witch says that Blackstone is in danger,” said Fisher bluntly. “She thinks that someone’s going to try and kill him tonight.”

Dorimant frowned. “I wouldn’t take Visage too seriously, Captain Fisher. She’s good enough at her job, but she sees threats in every shadow.”

“But Blackstone does have enemies,” said Hawk.

“Oh, certainly. What politician doesn’t? And William’s policies aren’t exactly aimed at making him popular with the vested interests who make this city the cesspool it is. But when all is said and done, he’s safe here. Gaunt was telling me about some of his defences earlier, and I can assure you that nothing and nobody gets into this house unless Gaunt says so. Believe me, William has absolutely nothing to worry about tonight.”

“Unless one of his guests turns out to be an assassin,” said Fisher.

Dorimant looked at her sharply. “Captain Fisher, everyone at this party is a friend of William’s, and has been for years. Not one of them has anything to gain by his death. The only people at this party that I can’t personally vouch for are you and Captain Hawk. And your reputations suggest you lack the taste for assassination work.”

“Yeah,” said Hawk. “The pay’s good, but the working conditions are lousy.”

Fisher nodded solemnly. Dorimant looked from one to the other, and then smiled reluctantly.

“Captain Hawk, Captain Fisher, right now William’s under a lot of pressure. His political opponents are doing their best to sabotage his new bill, and there have been a few death threats. Usual anonymous rubbish. I thought having you two around for the next few days might make him feel a little more secure. All you have to do is stick with him, and don’t let anyone within arm’s reach of him unless I vouch for them. All right?”

“Sure,” said Hawk. “I’ve done bodyguarding work before.”

“Good,” said Dorimant. “You do know you’ll be staying the night here, along with the rest of us?”

“Yeah,” said Fisher. “We didn’t have time to pack a bag, but no doubt Gaunt can provide us with what we need.”

“Of course,” said Dorimant. “I’ll have a word with him.”

The doorbell rang, and Gaunt went into the hall to answer it. Hawk frowned slightly.

“Why does a sorcerer like Gaunt answer his own door? Doesn’t he have any servants?”

Dorimant smiled. “Gaunt doesn’t trust servants. Afraid they might be after his secrets, I suppose. Industrial espionage is rife among magicians.”

“Secrets,” said Fisher. “What do you know about Gaunt, sir Dorimant?”

“Not much. He’s a private man. William knows him better than I do. There are rumours he used to be sorcerer to the King, until they had a falling out. The rumours don’t say what they might have argued about. Gaunt’s a quiet sort, usually. Don’t think I’ve ever known him to raise his voice in anger. On the other hand, you know what he did in the Hook....”

“Yeah.” Fisher scowled, her hand idly caressing the pommel of her sword. “I don’t trust sorcerers.”

“Not many people do,” said Dorimant dryly. “But Gaunt is no threat to William. They’ve been friends for years.”

He broke off as Gaunt came back into the parlour, accompanied by a tall, wiry man in his late twenties. He had a shock of long dark hair and a thick curly beard, so that most of his face was hidden from casual view. He smiled easily, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. He was dressed in the latest fashion, and wore it well. Considering that the latest fashion included tightly cut trousers and a padded jerkin with a chin-high collar, this was no mean achievement. It would have been easy to dismiss him as a dandy, if it hadn’t been for the sword that hung at his left hip, in a well-worn scabbard. Blackstone and his wife went over to greet the newcomer.

“Now there’s a man you can distrust,” said Dorimant quietly. “Edward Bowman. William’s right-hand man. A brilliant politician with a first-class mind. Watch him. The man’s a rat.”

Hawk frowned, and started to ask him more, but Dorimant was already walking away, heading back to the witch Visage. Hawk looked back at Bowman. Gaunt and Blackstone were deep in conversation, leaving Katherine chatting with Bowman. Hawk’s eye narrowed as he watched them. There was nothing specific he could put his finger on, but there was something about the way Katherine and Bowman were talking together.... They were too friendly. They smiled too much, their concentration was too intense, and they touched each other politely but too often.

“Yeah,” said Fisher. “They’re certainly glad to see each other, aren’t they?”

“Probably just good friends,” said Hawk.

“Sure. Sure.”

The doorbell sounded again, and Gaunt disappeared into the hall. Blackstone moved over to join Bowman and Katherine. Hawk watched closely, but couldn’t see any obvious signs of tension between them. They all smiled a little too brightly and too often, but then, they were politicians.... Hawk sighed, and looked away.

“I assume the bell means more guests,” he said tiredly. “That’s all we need; more suspects to watch.”

“You worry too much,” said Fisher, pouring herself more of the fruit cordial. “Look, all we’ve got to do is keep the man alive for the next three days until his bill becomes law. After that, the pressure will be off, and he won’t need us anymore. Surely we can keep him out of trouble for three days.”

Hawk shrugged, unconvinced. “I don’t like coming onto a case unprepared. We don’t know enough about what’s going on here, and we certainly don’t know enough about the people involved. Katherine Blackstone is acting out of character. Visage knows why, but won’t tell us. Instead, she tells us that Councillor Blackstone is in danger, in one of the best-defended houses in the city. Blackstone’s political adviser warns us about Blackstone’s right-hand man, who turns out to be very friendly with the Councillor’s wife. I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Isobel.”

“You’re always getting bad feelings.”

“And I’m usually right.”

Fisher chuckled affectionately. “We’ve had a long hard  day, my love. It’s just the tiredness talking, that’s all. Blackstone is perfectly safe here. We’re just window dressing. Now, have a drink, and relax a little. Okay?”

“Okay.” Hawk smiled fondly at Fisher. “You were always the sensible one. What would I do without you, lass?”

“Beats the hell out of me,” said Fisher, smiling. “Now, relax. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Gaunt came back into the parlor, and Hawk’s heart sank. He knew the middle-aged couple with the sorcerer only too well. Lord and Lady Hightower were a prominent part of Haven’s High Society. They moved in all the right circles, and knew all the right people. In a very real sense, they were part of the moneyed and influential elite who controlled Haven. They were also, surprisingly, two of Blackstone’s strongest supporters.

Lord Roderik Hightower was a stocky, medium-height man in his early fifties. His short-cropped hair was iron grey, and his piercing dark eyes stared unyieldingly from a harsh, weatherbeaten face. Only a few years earlier, he’d been the Chief Commander of the Low Kingdoms’ army, and a legend in his own lifetime. He always led his men into battle, and he was always the last to retreat. His grasp of strategy was second to none, and he had guts of solid steel. A soldier’s soldier. He was still solidly muscled, but signs of wear were finally beginning to show. He was getting slower, and old wounds gnawed at him when it rained. He’d retired from the army rather than accept the desk job they offered him, and had immediately looked for a new challenge with which to occupy himself. He finally settled on politics, and took on the campaign to clean up Haven with the same determination and gusto he’d shown in his army days.

Hawk knew him from a year or so back. There had been a series of werewolf murders on the lower Northside, and Hawk had been one of the investigating Guards. It had been a complicated, messy case. Hawk had finally identified the shapechanger and destroyed it, but not before three more men had been killed. One of them was Hightower’s only son. Hawk’s superiors had stood by him, but Hightower still blamed him for his son’s death.

Great, thought Hawk. Just what I needed. More complications.

He looked curiously at Hightower’s wife, the Lady Elaine. A very well-preserved early fifties, she wore the latest fashion with style and dignity. Her dress was long and flowing, despite the muggy weather, and studded with semiprecious stones. She fanned herself constantly with an intricately painted paper fan, but otherwise seemed unaffected by the heat. She had a long mane of pure white hair and showed it off to advantage. Her face had a strong bone structure, and she was still stunningly good-looking, despite her years. All in all, she looked splendid, and she knew it. She held her husband’s arm protectively, and looked around Gaunt’s parlour with such poise that she seemed to be suggesting that simply by entering such a room she was most definitely slumming.

Hawk felt an almost overwhelming urge to sneak up behind her and kick her in the bustle.

Fisher leaned closer to Hawk. “Hightower ...” she said softly. “Wasn’t he the one who...”

“Yeah,” said Hawk.

“Maybe he’s forgotten by now.”

“I doubt it.”

Hightower looked across the room, saw Hawk and Fisher, and stiffened slightly. He spoke quietly to his wife, who looked at the two Guards as though they’d just crawled out from under a rock. She reluctantly let go of her husband’s arm and moved away to greet Blackstone. Lord Hightower glared at Hawk for a long moment, and then walked slowly across the length of the room to confront him. Hawk and Fisher bowed politely. Hightower didn’t bow in return. He waited for Hawk to straighten up, and then studied him coldly.

“So. You’re William’s bodyguards.”

“That’s right, my lord,” said Hawk.

“I should have had you drummed out of the Guard when I had the chance.”

“You tried hard enough, my Lord,” said Hawk calmly. “Luckily my superiors knew the facts of the matter. Your son’s death was a tragic accident.”

“He’d still be alive if you’d done your job properly!”

“Perhaps. I did my best, my Lord.”

Hightower sniffed, and looked disparagingly at Fisher. “This is your woman, is it?”

“This is my partner and my wife,” said Hawk. “Captain Fisher.”

“And if you raise your voice to my husband again,” said Fisher calmly, “I’ll knock you flat on your arse, right here and now.”

Hightower flushed angrily, and started to splutter a reply. And then his voice died away as he looked into Fisher’s steady eyes and saw that she meant it. Hightower had a lifetime’s experience of fighting men, and knew without a shadow of a doubt that Fisher would kill him if she thought he was a threat to her husband. He recalled some of the things he’d heard about Hawk and Fisher, and suddenly they didn’t seem quite so impossible after all. He sniffed again, turned his back on the two Guards, and walked back to his wife with as much dignity as he could muster.

“How to make friends and influence people,” said Hawk.

“To hell with him,” said Fisher. “Anyone who wants to take you on has to go through me first.”

Hawk smiled at her fondly. “I knew there had to be some reason why I put up with you.” His smile faded away. “I liked Hightower’s son. He hadn’t been in the Guard long, but he meant well, and he tried so hard. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, and he died because of it.”

“What happened on that werewolf case?” said Fisher. “That’s another one you never told me much about.”

“Not much to tell. The case started badly and went downhill fast. We didn’t have much to go on, and what little we thought we knew about werewolves turned out to be mostly untrue. According to legend, the werewolf in human shape is excessively hairy, has two fingers the same length, and has a pentacle on his palm. Rubbish, all of it. Also according to the legend, the man takes on his wolf shape when the full moon rises, and only turns back again when the moon goes down. Our shapechanger could turn from man to wolf and back again whenever he felt like it, as long as the full moon was up. That made finding him rather difficult. We got him eventually. Ordinary-looking  guy. You could walk right past him in the street and never notice him. I killed him with a silver sword. He lay on the ground with the blood running out of him, and cried, as though he couldn’t understand why any of this was happening to him. He hadn’t wanted to kill anyone; the werewolf curse made him do it. He hadn’t wanted to die either, and at the end he cried like a small child that’s been punished and doesn’t know why.”

Fisher put an arm across his shoulders and hugged him.

“How very touching,” said an amused voice. Hawk and Fisher looked round to see Edward Bowman standing to their right, smiling sardonically. Fisher moved unhurriedly away from Hawk. Bowman put out his hand, and Hawk shook it warily. Like Blackstone, Bowman had a politician’s quick and impersonal handshake. He shook Fisher’s hand too.

“Enjoying the party?” he asked, smiling impartially at Hawk and Fisher.

“It has its ups and downs,” said Hawk dryly.

“Ah yes,” said Bowman. “I saw you and Hightower. Unfortunate business about his son. You’d do well to be wary of Hightower, Captain Hawk. The Lord Roderik is well known for his ability to hold a grudge.”

“What’s his connection with Blackstone?” asked Fisher. “I’d have thought a man like Hightower, old army and High Society, would be conservative by nature, rather than a reformer.”

Bowman smiled knowingly. “Normally you’d be right; and thereby hangs a tale. Up until a few years ago, Lord Roderik was a devoted advocate of the status quo. Change could only be for the worse, and those who actually lobbied for reforms were nothing but malcontents and traitors. And then the King summoned Lord Hightower to Court, and told him it had been decided by the Assembly that he was too old to lead the army anymore, and he would have to step down to make way for a younger man. According to my spies at Court, Hightower just stood there and looked at the King like he couldn’t believe his ears. Apparently he hadn’t thought the mandatory retirement from the field at fifty would apply to someone as important as him. The King was very polite about it, even offered Hightower a position  as his personal military adviser, but Hightower wouldn’t have any of it. If he couldn’t be a real soldier, he’d resign his commission. I don’t think he really believed they’d go that far. Until they did.

“He was never the same after that. Thirty years of his life given to the army, and he didn’t even get a pension, because he resigned. Not that he needed a pension, of course, but it was the principle of the thing. He came back here, to his home and his family, but couldn’t seem to settle down. Tried to offer his advice and expertise to the Council, but they didn’t want to know. I think he joined up with Blackstone originally just to spite them. Told you he carried grudges. Then he discovered Reform, and he’s been unbearable ever since. There’s no one more fanatical than a convert to a Cause. Still, there’s no denying he’s been very useful to us. His name opens quite a few doors in Haven.”

“It should,” said Hawk. “His family owns a fair chunk of it. And his wife’s family is one of the oldest in the city.” He looked thoughtfully at Bowman. “How did you get involved with Blackstone?”

Bowman shrugged. “I liked his style. He was one of the few politicians I met who actually seemed interested in doing something to improve the lives of the people who live in this rat hole of a city. I’ve been in politics all my life; my father was a Councillor till the day he died, but I hadn’t really been getting anywhere. It’s not enough in politics to have a good mind and good intentions; you have to have a good personal image as well. I’ve never had much talent for being popular, but William has. I knew he was going places from the first day I met him. But, at that time, he didn’t have any experience. He threw away chances, because he didn’t even know they were there. So, we decided to work together. I provided the experience, he provided the style. It hasn’t worked out too badly. We get on well together, and we get things done.”

“And he gets all the power, and all the credit,” said Fisher.

“I’m not ambitious,” said Bowman. “And there’s more to life than credit.”

“Indeed there is,” said Katherine Blackstone. She moved  in to stand beside Bowman, and Hawk and Fisher didn’t miss the way they stood together.

“Tell me,” said Katherine, sipping daintily at her drink, “where did you and your wife come from originally, Captain Hawk? I’m afraid I can’t quite place your accent.”

“We’re from the North,” said Hawk vaguely. “Up around Hillsdown.”

“Hillsdown,” said Katherine thoughtfully. “That’s a monarchy, isn’t it?”

“More or less,” said Fisher.

“The Low Kingdoms must seem rather strange to you,” said Bowman. “I don’t suppose democracy has worked its way up North yet.”

“Not yet,” said Hawk. “The world’s a big place, and change travels slowly. When I discovered the Low Kingdoms were in fact governed by an elected Assembly, presided over by a constitutional monarch with only limited powers, it was as though my whole world had been tipped upside down. How could he be King if he didn’t rule? But the idea; the idea that every man and woman should have a say in how the country should be run: that was staggering. There’s no denying the system does have its drawbacks, and I’ve seen most of them right here in Haven, but it has its attractions too.”

“It’s the way of the future,” said Bowman.

“You might just be right,” said Hawk.

The doorbell rang, and Gaunt went off to answer it. Bowman and Katherine chatted a while longer about nothing in particular, and then moved away to talk quietly with each other. Fisher looked after them thoughtfully.

“I don’t trust Bowman; he smiles too much.”

Hawk shrugged. “That’s his job; he’s a politician, remember? But did you see the way Katherine’s face lit up every time Bowman looked at her?”

“Yeah,” said Fisher, grinning. “There’s definitely something going on there.”

“Scandalmonger,” said Hawk.

“Not at all,” said Fisher. “I’m just romantic, that’s all.”

Gaunt came back into the parlor with a tall, muscular man in his late forties. Hawk took one look at the new arrival and nearly spilled his drink. Standing beside Gaunt  was Adam Stalker, possibly the most renowned hero ever to come out of the Low Kingdoms. In his time he’d fought every monster you can think of, and then some. He’d single-handedly toppled the evil Baron Cade from his mountain fortress, and freed hundreds of prisoners from the foul dungeons under Cade’s Keep. He’d been the confidant of kings and the champion of the oppressed. He’d served in a dozen armies, in this cause and that, bringing aid and succor to those who had none. His feats of daring and heroism had spread across the known world, and were the subject of countless songs and stories. Adam Stalker: demonslayer and hero.

He stood a head and shoulders taller than anyone else in the room, and was almost twice as wide as some of them. His shoulder-length black hair was shot with grey now, but he was still an impressive and powerful figure. His clothes were simple but elegantly cut. He looked around the room like a soldier gazing across a battlefield, nodding at the familiar faces, and then his cold blue eyes fell on Hawk and Fisher. He strode quickly over to them, crushed Hawk’s hand in his, and clapped him on the back. Hawk staggered under the blow.

“I heard about your run-in with the Chandler Lane vampire,” Stalker said gruffly. “You did a good job, Captain Hawk. A damned good job.”

“Thanks,” said Hawk, just a little breathlessly. “My partner helped.”

“Of course.” Stalker nodded briefly to Fisher. “Well done, my dear.” He looked back at Hawk. “I’ve heard good things about you, Hawk. This city has much to thank you for.”

“Yeah,” said Fisher. “We’re thinking of putting in for a raise.”

“Thank you, sir warrior,” said Hawk quickly. “We do our best, but I’m sure we’ve a long way to go before we become as renowned as Adam Stalker.”

Stalker smiled and waved a hand dismissively. “Minstrels exaggerate. I take it you’re here as William’s bodyguards. You shouldn’t have any trouble, not with me and Gaunt to look after him. Still, I can always use a backup. I’ll talk to you again later; I want to hear all about this vampire killing. I once stumbled across a whole nest of the things, up in the Broken Crag range. Nasty business.”

He nodded briskly, and strode off to speak to Blackstone. Hawk and Fisher watched him go.

“Big, isn’t he?” said Hawk.

“I’ll say,” said Fisher. “He must be close on seven feet tall. And did you see the size of those muscles?”

“Yeah.” Hawk looked at her narrowly. “You were a bit short with him, weren’t you?”

“He was a bit short with me. He’s obviously one of those men who think women should stay at home while the men go out to be heroes. You ever met him before, Hawk?”

“No. Heard most of the songs, though. If only half of them are true, he’s a remarkable man. I wasn’t sure I believed some of the stories, but now I’ve met him ... I don’t know. He’s certainly impressive.”

“Right.” Fisher sipped thoughtfully at her drink. “A very dangerous man, if crossed.”

Hawk looked at her sharply. “Oh, come on. Stalker as an assassin? That’s ridiculous. What reason could a great hero like Stalker possibly have for taking on a small-time politician like Blackstone? We’re talking about a man who’s supposed to have toppled kings in his time.”

Fisher shrugged. “I don’t know. He just strikes me as a little too good to be true, that’s all.”

“You’re just jealous because he congratulated me, and not you.”

Fisher laughed, and emptied her glass. “Maybe.”

“How many of those have you had?” asked Hawk suddenly.

“Two or three. I’m thirsty.”

“Then ask for a glass of water. This is no time to be getting legless. Hightower would just love to find some reason to drop us in it.”

“Spoilsport.” Fisher put down her empty glass and looked about her. The party seemed to be livening up. The chatter of raised voices filled the parlour, along with a certain amount of self-satisfied laughter. Every hand held a wineglass, and the first few bottles were already empty.

Hawk moved away to talk to Blackstone about the security arrangements, and Fisher was left on her own. She  looked disinterestedly around her. Society gatherings didn’t appeal to her much. Private jokes, malicious gossip, and sugary wines were no substitute for good food and ale in the company of friends. Not that she was particularly fond of that kind of gathering, either. I guess I’m just basically antisocial, thought Fisher sardonically. She shrugged and smiled, and then stood up a little straighter as Edward Bowman came over to stand before her. She bowed politely, and he nodded briefly in return.

“Captain Fisher. All alone?”

“For the moment.”

“Now that is unacceptable; a good-looking woman like yourself should never want for company.”

Fisher raised a mental eyebrow. Her face was striking rather than pretty, and she knew it. He’s after something....

“I’m not very fond of company,” she said carefully.

“Don’t much care for crowds myself,” said Bowman, smiling engagingly. “Why don’t we go somewhere more private, just the two of us?”

“I don’t think Gaunt would like that. We are his guests. And after all, I’m here to do a job.”

“Gaunt won’t say anything.” Bowman leaned closer, his voice dropping to a murmur. “No one will say anything. I’m an important man, my dear.”

Fisher looked him straight in the eye. “You don’t believe in wasting time, do you?”

Bowman shrugged. “Life is short. Why are we still talking? There are so many other, more pleasurable things we could be doing.”

“I don’t think so,” said Fisher calmly.

“What?” Bowman looked at her sharply. “I don’t think you understand, my dear. No one turns me down. No one.”

Fisher smiled coldly. “Want to bet?”

Bowman scowled, all the amiability gone from his face as though it had never been there. “You forget your place, Captain. I have friends among your superior officers. All I have to do is drop a word in the right quarter....”

“You’d really do that?”

“Believe it, Captain. I can ruin your career, have you  thrown in jail.... You’d be surprised what can happen to you. Unless, of course ...”

He reached out a hand towards her, and then stopped suddenly and looked down. Fisher had a dagger in her left hand, the point pressed against his stomach. Bowman stood very still.

“You threaten me again,” said Fisher quietly, “and I’ll cut you one you’ll carry for the rest of your days. And be grateful my husband hasn’t noticed anything. He’d kill you on the spot, and damn the consequences. Now go away, and stay away. Understand?”

Bowman nodded jerkily, and Fisher made the dagger disappear. Bowman turned and walked away. Fisher leaned back against the buffet table and shook her head resignedly.

I think I preferred the party when it was boring....

Gaunt stood alone by the doorway, keeping a careful eye on the time. The first course would be ready soon, and he didn’t want it to be overdone. The first course set the mood for the meal to come. He looked around at his guests, and then winced slightly as he saw Stalker making his way determinedly towards him. Gaunt sighed, and bowed politely to Stalker. The giant warrior inclined his head briefly in response. “I’d like a word with you, sir sorcerer.”

“Of course, Adam. What can I do for you?”

“Sell me this house.”

Gaunt shook his head firmly. “Adam, I’ve told you before ; I’m not interested in selling. This house suits me very well, and I’ve spent a great deal of time investing both it and the grounds with my own magical protections. Moving now would be not only expensive and highly inconvenient, it would also mean at least six months’ hard work removing those spells before anyone else could live here.”

“The money needn’t be a problem,” said Stalker. “I’m a rich man these days. You can name your price, sorcerer.”

“It’s not a question of money, Adam. This house suits me. I’m quite happy here and I don’t want to move. Now I hate to be ungracious about this, but there’s really no point in your continuing to pester me about selling. Your gold doesn’t tempt me in the least; I already have all I  need. I don’t see why this house is so important to you, Adam. There are others just like it scattered all over the city. Why are you so obsessed with mine?”

“Personal reasons,” said Stalker shortly. “If you should happen to change your mind, perhaps you would give me first refusal.”

“Of course, Adam. Now, while you’re here, I’d like a word with you.”

“Yes?”

“What’s happened between you and William? Have you quarrelled?”

“No.” Stalker looked steadily at Gaunt. “Why do you ask?”

“Oh, come on, Adam; I’m not blind. I don’t think the pair of you have exchanged two words you didn’t have to in the last few weeks. I thought perhaps you’d had a falling-out, or something.”

Stalker shook his head. “Not really. I’m here, aren’t I? It was just a difference of opinion over what our next project should be. It’ll work itself out. And now, if you’ll excuse me ...”

He nodded stiffly to Gaunt, and walked away. The sorcerer watched him go, his face carefully impassive. Something was wrong; he could feel it. Stalker might talk calmly enough, but the man was definitely on edge. Still, it wasn’t likely he’d make any trouble. Not here, not at William’s party. Gaunt frowned. Just the same, perhaps he’d better have a word with Bowman; see if he knew anything. If something had happened to upset Stalker, he’d make a dangerous enemy.

Lord and Lady Hightower stood together, a little apart from the rest of the guests. Lord Roderik looked out over the gathering, his eyes vague and far away. Lady Elaine put a gentle hand on his arm.

“You look pale, my dear. Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine. Really.”

“You don’t look it.”

“It’s the heat, that’s all. I hate being trapped in the city during the summer. Damn place is like an oven, and there’s never a breath of fresh air. I’ll be all right, Elaine. Don’t fuss.”

Lady Elaine hesitated. “I saw you talking to the Guards. That is him, isn’t it?”

“Yes. He let our boy die.”

“No, Rod. It wasn’t that man Hawk’s fault, and you know it. You can’t go on blaming him for what happened. Do you blame yourself for every soldier under your command who died in battle because you didn’t predict everything that could go wrong? Of course you don’t.”

“This wasn’t a soldier. This was our son.”

“Yes, Rod. I know.”

“I was so proud of him, Elaine. He wasn’t going to waste his life fighting other people’s battles; he was going to make something of his life. I was so proud of him....”

“I miss him as much as you, my dear. But he’s gone now, and we have to get on with our lives. And you’ve more important things to do than waste your time feuding with a Captain of the city Guard.”

Lord Roderik sighed, and looked at her properly for the first time. For a moment it seemed he was going to say something, and then he changed his mind. He looked down at her hand on his arm, and put his hand on top of hers. “You’re right, my dear. As usual. Just keep that man out of my sight. I don’t want to have to talk to Captain Hawk again.”

Stalker picked up one of the canapés and studied it dubiously. The small piece of meat rolled in pasta looked even smaller in his huge hand. He sniffed at it gingerly, shrugged, and ate it anyway. When you’re out in the wilds for days on end you can’t ever be sure where your next meal’s coming from. So you eat what you can, when you can, or risk going hungry. Old habits die hard. Stalker looked about him, and his gaze fell on Graham Dorimant, talking with the witch Visage. Stalker’s lip curled. Dorimant. Political adviser. Probably never drew a sword in anger in his life. All mouth and no muscle. He had his uses, but ... Stalker shook his head resignedly. These were the kinds of people he was going to have to deal with, now that he’d entered the political arena. Stalker smiled suddenly. He’d thought life in the wilds was tough, until he’d entered politics. These people would eat you alive, given half a chance.

And politics was going to have to be his life, from now  on. He was getting too old for heroics. He didn’t feel old, but he had to face the fact that he just wasn’t as strong or as fast as he once was. Better to quit now, while he was still ahead. He hadn’t lasted this long by being stupid. Besides, politics had its own rewards and excitements. The pursuit of power ... Long ago, when he was young and foolish, a princess of a far-off land had offered to marry him, and make him king, but he’d turned her down. He hadn’t wanted to be tied down. Things were different now. He had money, and he had prestige, so what was there left to reach for, except power? The last great game, the last challenge. Stalker frowned suddenly. Everything had been going fine. He and William had been an unbeatable team, until ... Damn the man. If only he hadn’t proved so stubborn.... Still, there wouldn’t be any more arguments after tonight. After tonight, he’d be free to go his own way, and to hell with William Blackstone.

Stalker looked over at the young witch Visage, and smiled slightly. Not bad-looking. Not bad at all. Not quite to his usual taste, but there was a quiet innocence in her demure mouth and downcast eyes that appealed to him.  It’s your lucky night, my girl. He moved over to join her and Dorimant. They both bowed politely to him, but Stalker didn’t miss the barely suppressed anger in Dorimant’s eyes.

“Good evening, sir warrior,” said Dorimant smoothly. “You honor us with your presence.”
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