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      Paige tramped along the snow-packed dirt of the Great North Road and wondered for the umpteenth time whether she had made a mistake. She inhaled the crisp air and nearly moaned as she caught the scent of even more snow to come. Her short legs already burned from plowing through so much of the stuff in her sturdy, dwarven-made boots. Her chain mail jingled softly as she walked, a steady rhythm in her own ears that overlaid her inaudible grumble. She craned her neck and narrowed her blue eyes at the large, gray cloud bank that loomed overhead, blocking most of the last rays of the afternoon sun. The days were short enough at this time of year without throwing a bunch of clouds and snow on top of things. She shook her head, her pair of honey-blond braids swishing against the fabric of her gray cloak from where they peeked out beneath her polished metal helm.

      The woman walking beside her showed no signs of distress over the promise of more snow, even though Paige had no doubt her companion had noticed it already. Then again, Claire didn’t show signs of distress about much of anything. The inscrutable woman walked with smooth, even strides, which she kept deliberately shorter to accommodate Paige’s dwarven legs. Deerskin breeches and a deep-green tunic clung to her slender frame beneath her billowing cloak, which was a matching gray to the one Paige wore.

      Unlike Paige’s crunching footsteps, Claire’s tall leather boots made no sound as she walked along the snowy path. Her long, dark hair spilled over her shoulders in shining waves as her beryl-green eyes looked into the distance, contemplating only the First Father knew what.

      The shores of Sky Lake stood to the left of the road in the snow-covered open grassland that surrounded them. The dark waters were still, and most likely frozen over. Paige shivered as an icy wind brushed her face and tried to cut beneath the folds of her cloak. She paused for a moment to take a swig of mead from the skin that hung from the side of the large pack that burdened her shoulders—a gift from a patron in Nal Huraseadro. The smooth, rich drink warmed her as it went down. She knew it wouldn’t help her for long, but at least it was something. For a moment, she considered offering some to Claire, but she stoppered the skin instead. Claire probably didn’t even notice the cold.

      Once again, Paige felt her thoughts dragged back in the direction of their destination—the human city of Nal Nungalid, which sprawled in the distance on the north side of the lake. Lazy spirals of smoke rose from the large cluster of buildings, adding to the natural gloom that already hung overhead.

      It’s only two days until Solstice. I should be back at Barlo’s burrow by now.

      This would be the first time since her emancipation from the slaver, Lord Waterbrook, that Paige would be celebrating the holiday without the dwarf who had rescued her and become her adopted family. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine the inside of Barlo’s underground home filled with tinsel and other holiday decorations, the burning singe of whatever baking experiment he was currently working on filling the air, along with Iarion’s subsequent laughter.

      Paige swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. As unlikely as it seemed, Barlo’s elven best friend had become family to her as well. She loved to listen to tales of Barlo and Iarion’s adventures, especially when Barlo tried to twist things around to make them sound more impressive and Iarion called him out on it (or tried to top him).

      Even after Paige had gone off to have adventures of her own, she had always returned to Barlo’s burrow for Solstice. And under normal circumstances, this year would be no different. Her gaze slid back to the woman walking the path beside her.

      Claire was her responsibility now.

      She could have brought the woman along with her to Barlo’s for the holidays. But Paige knew Claire’s presence would only make Barlo uncomfortable. He would put a good face on things, but Paige couldn’t bring herself to put a damper on Barlo’s Solstice—not after all he had done for her. Even though she knew Barlo would miss her, he would be much happier celebrating with Iarion than he would have been if Claire had showed up on his doorstep.

      Of course, Claire could have just made camp somewhere and entertained herself for a few days. She had even offered to do so. But Paige had felt bad about the idea of abandoning her new friend during the holidays, and claimed they could spend them working instead.

      …Which was why they were on their way to Nal Nungalid.

      Since the fall of Focalor and the scattering of his demon army, the pair of them had worked tirelessly to root out any demons who had fled the battlefield and disguised themselves among the unsuspecting populace of Lasniniar. She and Claire had become a rather effective team, and had earned a reputation among the human cities in particular for their unique ability to locate and cast out demons.

      If any of their patrons ever learned exactly how Paige and Claire managed to identify and handle demons so well, they probably would have had second thoughts about hiring them.

      Every time Paige looked at Claire, she struggled to forget the sight of the demon woman’s crimson eyes the first time they had met. Claire was a Snatcher demon—someone who could take over another person’s body and inhabit it as their own. But Claire’s current body wasn’t exactly stolen. She had taken up residence in it immediately after the rightful owner had died of illness, keeping it alive once the original inhabitant had departed. And Claire wasn’t like other demons. She had offered her soul in exchange for the life of her deathly ill sister when she had been a child, in another world and another time. She had also helped to overthrow Focalor, and saved Paige’s life several times over in the months since they had met.

      Not that Paige had any interest in trying to explain any of that to their potential clients…

      She and Claire had been contacted by the ruling lord of Nal Nungalid while they had been wrapping up a case in Nal Huraseadro. The letter was vague (which wasn’t unusual, since demons were a touchy subject now that the war was over and many of the humans realized they had been unwittingly fighting on the demons’ side of things). But it had sounded promising, and it was something to help keep Paige’s mind off of Solstice with Barlo. Besides, Paige had already played tag-along with Barlo and Iarion on a few of their adventures. Hadn’t she always wanted to earn a reputation of her own?

      She struggled to keep those thoughts firmly in mind and forget all about roasted chestnuts, fireside stories, and Solstice gifts. Not that she hadn’t given some thought about what to give to Claire… But did demons even celebrate Solstice? Even if they did, Paige had no idea what kind of gift Claire might like. The demon woman was by far the strangest person Paige had ever met, and given how widely traveled she was, that was saying something.

      A new pair of boots? No, that’s too boring and practical. But Claire is practical. Maybe some kind of weapon…

      Paige was so caught up in her thoughts, she was barely paying attention to where she was placing her feet. The toe of her boot caught at something hidden beneath the snow by the edge of the road. Her eyes widened and she pinwheeled her arms in a desperate attempt not to land face-first in the snow-packed dirt.

      A hand gripped her shoulder just before she hit the ground and hauled her upright. Paige blinked up at Claire. Even though she knew she should be used to her companion’s unnatural reaction time by now, it still caught her off guard.

      “Um, thanks.”

      “You are welcome,” Claire said in her smooth, contralto voice with her usual air of formality. “Do you wish to investigate?”

      Paige snorted. “What, my own clumsiness? Or the fact that I should watch where I’m going?”

      Claire blinked, her beryl-green eyes unreadable. “I meant the true cause of your fall.”

      “Huh? What are you talking about?”

      Claire pointed. Paige’s gaze followed the line of her arm to something poking out of the snow. Paige felt herself shudder in response.

      It was a human hand.
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      The fingers of the hand were slender and pale, with only the faintest tinge of bronze. The fingertips were slightly blue. No wonder Paige hadn’t noticed it in the snow… The dwarf swallowed hard against the burning taste of bile that had risen in the back of her throat.

      “Yeah, we probably should investigate that. I know you haven’t been in Lasniniar long, but it’s not exactly normal to find a hand lying by the roadside.”

      Paige knew she was babbling, but she couldn’t seem to help it. She was no stranger to violence or gore, but the sudden presence of the hand during the middle of her thoughts about Solstice had unnerved her.

      Claire dropped to a crouch and dusted snow from the pale hand with her bare fingers. If the snow chilled her, she gave no sign of it.

      “There is more than just a hand here,” she said.

      Her ministrations revealed the hand was still connected to a scrawny arm. For a moment, Paige bit her lip before helping Claire to clear the rest of the snow away. She winced as it burned her callused fingers with cold. There was no sign of blood, and none of the familiar stench of a rotting corpse. What was the body doing abandoned by the roadside, and how long had it been there?

      She sucked in a breath as Claire uncovered the face. It was that of a young girl—perhaps twelve summers old. Her dark hair looked as if it had been hacked off in clumps by a knife. It stuck out in frozen tufts from her head. She wore a tattered brown dress that was ripped in several places and scuffed around the hem. Her small feet were filthy and bare, and her closed eyes were deeply sunken in her gaunt face. Sparkling frost rimed her brows and eyelashes and her lips were blue.

      “She still lives,” Claire announced without inflection.

      “What?” Paige blurted in surprise. She couldn’t see any sign of the girl’s chest moving. “Are you sure?”

      Claire nodded. “I can sense the spark of life within her. It is very weak. She will die soon.” She looked to Paige with an air of expectancy.

      Paige stifled a sigh. “Well, pick her up then! If she’s still alive, we have to try to save her.”

      She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Even though Claire wasn’t evil like the rest of her kind, she still seemed to defer to Paige when it came to questions of conscience, as if she were lacking one of her own.

      Claire removed her cloak in a single fluid motion and wrapped it around the unmoving body on the ground. Her hands were gentle but firm as she worked. Once she was satisfied with her swaddling job, she scooped the waif girl from the snow with ease, settling her in the crook of her arms as if the child weighed nothing at all. Claire seemed to take no notice of the fresh gust of chill wind that ruffled the fabric of her tunic, other than to hold her burden closer to her chest in an effort to keep the dying girl warm. She gave Paige a nod and resumed walking in the direction of the nearby city, this time at her usual ground-devouring pace. Paige trotted alongside her to keep up.

      A pair of men with bronze skin and dark hair who looked so much alike, they could have been brothers blocked their path as they reached the city proper. Nal Nungalid had no walls or gate, but that didn’t mean they didn’t like to keep an eye on things. Both men bore a sword at their belt beneath their matching blue cloaks. Their gazes shifted from Claire to Paige before deciding that Claire was more interesting to look at. This time, Paige did roll her eyes, since no one was bothering to look at her. This was hardly the first time she had been overshadowed by Claire’s good looks (or at least the good looks of the body Claire inhabited), and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

      “We need a healer,” Paige said in an abrupt tone before either man could attempt one of their best pickup lines.

      Both of the guards blinked at her, as if they had already forgotten her presence.

      “We found a girl buried in the snow,” Paige elaborated, jerking her chin in the direction of Claire’s burden. “She won’t live for much longer unless she gets some help.”

      The man standing on the right wrinkled his nose as he leaned forward to get a look at the girl in Claire’s arms (and a better look at Claire). “Most of the city’s healers won’t bother with a street urchin,” he said with disdain. “They have more important clients to take care of.”

      Well then, what kind of healers are they?

      Paige resisted the urge to snap the words out loud at him. How could anyone not want to aid a helpless child?

      “Most of the city’s healers,” Claire said in her usual unreadable tone. (From anyone else, it probably would have been a question.)

      The man on the right frowned in confusion. “What?”

      “You said most of the city’s healers wouldn’t bother with a street urchin.” Claire pinned him with her beryl-green gaze. “Tell us one who will.”

      The man’s expression turned from admiring to apprehensive beneath the intensity of her eyes. (Claire often had that effect on people.) He swallowed and took a step backward, his hand drifting toward the pommel of his sword.

      “Widow Silva,” the man on the left blurted.

      “What? Don’t send them to her,” the man on the right protested. “Everyone knows she’s a witch.”

      Paige froze at his words. Images of blood and sacrifice flooded her memory. She had been the prisoner of a witch in this very city, not that long ago. She shook her head to herself. No. Vesta was long gone, along with her source of magic. Paige had made sure of that.

      “If she’s a witch, then why does the lord consult with her?” the man on the left demanded. “You’re just superstitious.”

      The man on the right grasped some kind of talisman hanging on a leather thong around his neck. “It’s not superstition. If demons are real, then why not witches too?”

      Paige and Claire exchanged a look. While the man had a point, the talisman he wore was just another one of the useless trinkets merchants pushed on frightened customers.

      The man on the left snorted. “If witches are real, I doubt that piece of metal will do anything to protect you. And it will hardly do any good against demons either. Everyone knows only salt or starsilver works on them, and there’s no way that charm is starsilver.”

      The man on the right raised his chin. “It has special symbols that ward off evil.”

      Claire’s gaze flickered to the talisman. “Actually, they seem to detail a curse meant to stifle male virility.”

      “What?” the man on the right blurted.

      He tugged at the thong hanging from his neck with both hands, his eyes suddenly wild while the man on the left uttered a wild guffaw of amusement. Paige had no idea whether or not Claire was bluffing, or just trying to cut the argument short to move things along. (She had learned the hard way never to play Mines and Caverns with the demon woman.) Either way, the man’s reaction was entertaining.

      “The Widow Silva,” Claire pressed as the panicked guard tore the talisman from his neck to throw it on the ground. “Where can we find her?” She turned toward the man on the left, her eyes intense as she cradled the dying child in her arms.

      His laughter died on his lips as he stammered the directions. Claire marched past him as soon as he was done, leaving him to stare after her in bewilderment.

      “Thank you!” Paige called out to him as she hustled after her companion.

      “Wait…” she heard one of the men shout after them. “Aren’t you the ones who were summoned by Lord Daran?”

      Paige stifled a curse. Dwarven women rarely left their underground cities. She should have known the guards would put two and two together at some point—once they had stopped goggling at Claire.

      “Tell him to expect a visit from us shortly,” Paige called back from over her shoulder.

      She winced at the pair of answering scowls before turning to keep sight of Claire. The guards probably weren’t used to anyone brushing off their ruling lord like that. She hoped that didn’t end up putting them off on the wrong foot with their new patron…

      But they had more important matters to attend to.
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        * * *

      

      “Can’t you do that translocation thing to get us there faster?” Paige asked between ragged breaths as she managed to catch up with Claire in the crowded city streets.

      Her booted feet pounded against the cobblestones with dull thumps and her chain mail jingled like a set of sleigh bells on a horse who’d decided to go for a wild gallop. Claire ran with silent economy, her lean body seeming to flow between the knots of people walking the streets with no effort as her dark hair streamed behind her. Paige fought the urge to slow as she caught the mouthwatering scent of fresh bread and roasted meat from a nearby street vendor. Cries from various merchants filled her ears in a meaningless cacophony as they hawked their wares to passers-by.

      Claire shook her head. “The girl is too close to death. The shock of translocation could kill her. I don’t even dare run at full speed while she is in my arms.” She didn’t even sound winded.

      Paige snorted and almost choked as she sucked in a breath at the same time. “And here I thought… you were holding yourself back… on my account…”

      It was too bad Claire couldn’t use her demon trick of jumping from one location to another. It would have been handy right about now, although possibly shocking to anyone who happened to witness them popping in and out of nowhere. The possibility of witnesses was only one of the reasons Paige and Claire usually ended up traveling the usual way, on their own two feet. If Lord Daran had sent word to them in Nal Huraseadro, and they showed up before the messenger even returned with their reply, it would look pretty suspicious.

      People were paranoid enough about demons as it was, ever since Focalor’s war. The citizens of Nal Nungalid were no exception. If anything, between the Forsworn One who had taken over the city during the Third War of the Quenya, and the witch woman Vesta who had made her home there generations later, Nal Nungalid had more reason to be fearful and suspicious of anything resembling dark magic than other human cities. And if anyone found out Claire was a demon herself…

      Paige’s thoughts were jarred by a child’s shrill voice.

      “It’s them! The ones who’ve come to take Cora away!”

      Cora?

      Paige blinked at the unfamiliar name—just before a snowball struck her full in the face. She spluttered, spitting out a mouthful of ice that tasted of dirt, and the First Father only knew what else.

      “Gah! What in Galrin’s name was that for?” She paused midstride to glare at her attacker.

      A second snowball struck against her helm, making her ears ring. A small knot of ragged looking children clustered near the mouth of a nearby alley. Their bronze faces were smudged with grime and their threadbare clothes stained with dirt. There had to be at least ten of them.

      Paige’s gaze darted toward Claire. The demon woman was still working her way forward through the crowd of human shoppers, but the back of her green tunic was splotched with wet patches from where she had been attacked as well. She showed no interest in the children and kept her back firmly faced toward them, using it to shelter the burden in her arms from the barrage of snowballs.

      The dwarf frowned. Was the girl Claire carried named Cora? No, there was no way any of the children could have seen the dying girl’s features from inside the cocoon of Claire’s cloak.

      Another snowball landed hard against Paige’s chest, making her stagger backward. Part of the missile plopped to the cobblestones, but a good portion of snow had wedged itself into her chain mail. She glared down at the offending patch with annoyance. Keeping her chain mail clean and rust-free was no easy feat. She would have to take care of the patch of snow soon, unless she wanted to end up facing Lord Daran with a giant rust patch on her chest…
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