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Lord Devlin White, Duke of Winterbourne, is the last in a long line of powerful witches who assist the Demon Lord of London by solving mysteries and settling problems amongst nightwalkers. With his proud family line all but ended, considered eccentric even by the standards of his strange world, Devlin is kept from despair by his unusual ward, Midnight.

Murdered as a child, turned into a draugr in death, Midnight is a nightwalker like no other. Neither alive nor dead, sustained by magic and a bond to Devlin, he is happy to spend his life by Devlin’s side, though he longs for the day that Devlin sees him as more than a ward.

But now a powerful figure seeks the secret of Midnight's making—a secret that Devlin will die to protect.
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The Mad Duke


Rain

All his adventures began with rain.

The time of day varied, of course, but there was always rain. At present it fell relentlessly across the city, turning midday into early evening. The window was spattered with raindrops and bits of muck washed free of the crevices by the downpour. The street looked more like a river, and the people caught in it rushed about like drowning rats.

Devlin was grateful to be inside, even if he was only going to be so for a few more minutes.

A glance at the clock showed it to be just a minute or so past noon. It was not a propitious hour for beginning his sorts of adventures. He was a nightwalker—better to begin at noon's opposite, but no one ever bothered him at his club or knocked upon his door at the stroke of midnight.

No, they bothered him at noon, while the sun was still high, even if today it was mostly buried by the incessant rainclouds.

Stifling a sigh, Devlin sat up straighter in his chair and gave one last look at the rain and frantic people outside. He signaled the steward to bring him another brandy, for to judge by the expression on Crochton's face, he was going to need additional fortification.

Crochton made his way slowly across the parlor room of the fashionably shabby club that was Devlin's third-best sanctuary. He preferred his manor or his townhouse, but even an aspiring hermit needed a change of pace once in a while.

Especially when said hermit was the preferred problem solver for Lord Tamor, the demon lord of London. It was a long-standing tradition of Devlin's family to resolve difficult matters on Lord Tamor's behalf, a tradition that came with equal measures reward and tragedy. But Devlin enjoyed it for the most part, and could never regret a duty that had brought him Midnight.

So when Crochton, Tamor's liaison and once Devlin's companion in problem solving, sent a summons, Devlin obliged.

The club was simply done up: leather and velvet and dark woods, made to look worn and aged and comfortable at great expense. Men quietly played cards in one corner while others argued over some article in the rags at another; still others scattered about in ones and twos to read or talk or simply sit in peace and cozy company.

As Crochton crossed the room, every man to the last looked up to watch his progress with not nearly as much subtlety as they liked to believe. Furtive whispers started up the moment he'd passed the first table, eyes shifting from Crochton to Devlin and back again.

Crochton was old, but not yet decrepit. At one hundred and seventy-three, given the life he had led, he looked better than could be expected. He'd lost one eye to a nasty bit of magic at the age of forty; it was completely black, mostly useless now, and a stark contrast to the emerald green of his remaining good eye. His hair had been white since he was twenty, or so he'd once told Devlin. Very little of it remained now. The lines and scars and wrinkles carved into his skin told stories no man should have had to live through. He limped, favoring his right leg, a legacy leftover from besting four hungry goblins.

If he looked half so good when he was Crochton's age, Devlin would count himself most fortunate.

He doubted he would live that long, however. Witches seldom did, especially witches of Devlin's power and notoriety.

Someone whispered 'the Mad Duke' a trifle too loudly. Devlin simply look at the man, and his table of cohorts, until they all paled and found something else to look at.

All the whispers, all the rumors, and a new one cropped up every time Crochton visited him. If the bloody fools knew the reality, they would be too terrified to speak. They would likely never know how much of what they said was true. For their sakes, Devlin hoped they did not, but the odds were high that at least one man in the room would someday become aware of the nightwalker world around him.

One man watched the scene with the same dry amusement that Devlin would normally exhibit. A vampire, one with whom Devlin was passingly acquainted. He lifted his glass of seeming wine in greeting as they briefly locked gazes. Devlin nodded, then returned his attention to Crochton, who slowly lowered himself into the nearest armchair.

"Crochton," Devlin greeted. "What in the bloody hell are you doing out in this rain?" It made Crochton's aches and pains all the worse, and it was a bad day for a spry young man to attempt any manner of travel.

"White," Crochton said in reply. "I should think that's obvious given you're here."

Devlin shrugged. "You could have asked me to come see you directly, I would have done so. Sometimes I think you like making the normals more uncomfortable than I." He flicked a derisive glance at a nearby table of whisperers, who flinched or startled and hastily went back to their cards.

Crochton snorted. "Your lot never could behave worth a damn."

"Now, that's certainly not true," Devlin said idly, sipping his brandy. "Most of my remaining family recently departed for the colonies. Some rot about starting a new, clean coven." He sneered in contempt. "Purists afraid of the dark. Only the elder of my sisters and I remain now, should anyone decide to accuse us of being witches and start the bonfires."

"You are witches."

"That does not mean they have to start burning us over it," Devlin said. "Burning just gets our blood up, and then we are obliged to bear grudges."

"As I said," Crochton said dryly, "the Whites never could behave worth a damn."

Devlin shrugged again. "Misbehavior suits me ever so much better, do you not agree?"

Crochton shook his head, but his one good eye sparkled with mirth.

Finishing his brandy, Devlin motioned. "So tell me about the disaster in which I am shortly to become embroiled. I had just been thinking my life had lapsed into far too ominous a silence. Your arrival is not entirely surprising."

"Indeed," Crochton said, grunting in further amusement. The levity faded, however, when he continued speaking. "Draugr, we think," Crochton said, green eye sharpening to a hawk-like focus. "It has not been confirmed yet, but that is my conclusion from what we do know."

"Your conclusion is worth much," Devlin murmured, a knot forming in his gut.

Draugr…

He called for another brandy and glanced idly at the scars on the back of his righ hand.

When the normal people of the world were bold enough to ask, he told them a wild animal had bitten him on a hunting trip gone horribly and amusingly wrong. If, on occasion, one of them knew enough to know it was no animal that had put the marks on his hand, they were at least smart enough not to press further.

Fellow nightwalkers knew better than to ask.

Devlin frowned. "How is that possible? One or two would not require my presence. They are annoying, but a trifling, really. Rare is the occasion such as the one we shared years ago. Most nightwalkers could deal with a walking dead without much trouble, if any at all. The goblins would simply make a stew of the bloody things. To seek me out, the problem must be far more than it seems."

Crochton nodded.

"Why isn't Lord Tamor handling the affair himself? He hardly needs me to deal with draugr, no matter what their numbers. Is it not his territory?"

"Outside his territory, actually. It is, in fact, at the far north edge of the vampire territory."

Devlin swore. "Bloody hell. That's dragon country."

"Yes, but not in dragon country so they will not bestir themselves to deal with it," Crochton said, the slightest hint of bitterness in his old, cracking voice. "The vampires refused demon interference, and I'm certain I need not tell you why. You were the compromise."

"Always happy to be of service," Devlin murmured, feeling anything but.

"I do not see why you are being petulant about this," Crochton said. "Draugr are a simple enough matter for you, especially if you take—"

"I am not taking him," Devlin said sharply, giving Crochton a look that brooked no argument.

Crochton harrumphed but did not press the point.

"So give me the whole of it," Devlin continued.

"Thirteen draugr have appeared so far, at last report. More have likely risen since then."

Devlin shrugged. "That is not necessarily a cause for alarm."

"You don't need to tell me that," Crochton said irritably. "One never knows, however. Do not get cocky, boy."

"I am no boy," Devlin replied coolly. "Thirty-three puts me a bit beyond that particular epithet."

"Hmph!" Crochton said, thumping the arm of his chair. "When you are my age, tell me again you were no boy at thirty-three."

"Thirteen draugr so far," Devlin pressed.

"Yes," Crochton said, still glaring. "Seven from a graveyard. Two reached enormous size, and three were far too close to becoming proper beasts, and two were new and weak." He looked at Devlin grimly. "The remaining six were from the sea."

Devlin made a face and drank his brandy. Finishing it, he set the glass down sharply and called the steward. "Pen and paper, please."

"Yes, Your Grace."

"Thirteen," Devlin said. "If so many were seen, there are likely more skulking about unnoticed. What on earth connects them? For so many to rise at once they must have something in common."

"Nothing immediately obvious," Crochton said tersely. "The graveyard ones were from seven separate, completely unrelated families. Not even third cousins in common. The rest are anyone's guess, though six being from the sea, they are most likely sailors."

Devlin nodded. Sea draugr had only seaweed for heads—to be strictly accurate, it was seaweed wrapped round and round a skull, but all anyone ever saw was the seaweed. There was no chance of identifying who the draugr might have been while alive, but most often they were lost sailors anyway, so the point was moot.

"Tomorrow is the full moon."

"I know," Devlin said. "I am sending word to my home, then I will leave immediately. Do I need to keep Lord Tamor apprised? I do hope you brought me directions, instructions, whatever all else I may need."

Crochton did not dignify the latter half of his statement with an answer, merely handed over a packet of papers. "He did not explicitly say so."

Devlin nodded and tucked the papers inside his own jacket, smoothing the deep blue velvet as he withdrew his hand. "Then tell him he will have the full of the tale when I have reached its end."

The steward chose that moment to arrive with the requested pen and paper.

Taking them, Devlin wrote swiftly, waiting impatiently for the ink to dry. When it had, he closed the letter and dripped wax upon it, then sealed it with his signet ring. It bore his family crest: a single, intricate snowflake.

A footman stood waiting in the entryway with his greatcoat. Devlin murmured his thanks, allowing the footman to help him into it. Accepting his hat and gloves, he grimaced and finally threw himself out into the rain.

It did not take but a moment to slide into his waiting carriage, but it was long enough for the water to slap his face and muck to find its way to his boots.

Still, the inside of the carriage was warm and dry, and he hopefully would not have too long a journey.

Pulling out the packet of papers, he smoothed them out and began to read.

Well, so much for a short journey. The village in question was at least three hours away, and in this weather, he would be lucky if the carriage did not wind up mired in some wretched mud hole.

Pulling back the curtain, he leaned out just long enough to bellow instructions to the driver, smirking in amusement at the squawk of outrage that brought.

Settling back, he continued to read over the papers.

The sound of movement and the scent of amaranth drew his head up. On the opposite bench sat a beautiful woman. In the dark of the carriage, her features were not clear, but he knew them anyway. Her skin was fashionably pale, hair as black as pitch, with eyes of deepest blue. She was unfashionably tall and imposing for a woman, but a diamond of the first water in appearance—and the envy of thousands for it. Witty, charming, and too clever by far for anyone's peace of mind.

Though she looked not a day over twenty, she was nearly five hundred years old.

She held out her hand, and Devlin accepted it, dropping a brief kiss on the back. "Consort," he greeted. "As perfect as ever."

Lady Violet laughed. "Lord White, I came to thank you for coming to our assistance once again. I am certain you and Midnight—"

"Midnight is not coming with me," Devlin said coolly. "I am being sent to rid a village of draugr. I would be foolish in the extreme to bring him along."

"Which is why he would be most useful," Lady Violet said with a faint frown. "I do not understand."

Devlin shook his head. "I will not put him in the company of other draugr; there is no telling their effect upon him. Nevermind that it would be unseemly to expect him to bring harm to his own kind."

"Midnight is wholly unique."

"I am not bringing him," Devlin repeated. "That is the end of the matter."

Lady Violet bowed her head in a graceful nod. "Of course. I will leave you to it then, Lord White, and hope that all goes well. Contact me if you are in need of assistance. The vampires snarl, but they will not go too far."

"I am certain I can manage a few draugr," Devlin said calmly. "My best to you and our estimable demon lord."

"Ta," Lady Violet said and vanished as quietly as she had appeared.

Devlin shook his head and glanced out at the rain again. It was growing worse, with no sign of improvement on the horizon. He felt a pang of guilt for the coachman, who must endure the foul weather directly for the next three hours.

Reaching into his jacket, into the special pockets he had put into each one he owned, he withdrew a small drawstring bag of black crushed velvet. Pulling it open, he then paused.

Closing his eyes, he focused—on the driver, the carriage, the weather, the journey's start and its end. He focused on the cold, the wet, the misery and illness both could bring. Then he focused on driving those negativities back, imagining a wall between them and his driver and carriage so long as the journey continued.

Eyes still closed, he reached into the crushed velvet bag and extracted the three objects that felt warmest to his touch and came immediately to his fingers. Pulling them out, he opened his eyes and let out a soft sigh of satisfaction—the runes had drawn true.

"Let it be," he said softly and cast the runes on the floor of the carriage.

Light shimmered and spread along the carriage, radiating from the runes in a pattern that almost resembled a spider's web, fading away gradually as the spell sank in.

Bending, Devlin retrieved his runes. His sister, the one remaining on this side of the world anyway, preferred to work in the more modern spell circles. They were more reliable, but also more difficult and dangerous.

They also required space, time, and greater privacy, since any normal person who caught her drawing spell circles would start the bonfire straight away.

Not to say rune casting was any safer; runes were capricious, too often unpredictable. Rune casting required trusting that sometimes the runes knew better than the caster, but also accepting that sometimes the caster was not casting properly. Knowing how to tell the difference took decades of practice, and even the best could still make a mistake. His family had produced some of the greatest witches to ever live, and they died of their own magic as often as they died of everything else.

He rubbed a thumb over the runes still gripped lightly in his hand. They were made of bone, specifically the bones of his grandfather, carved by his father, gradually given to Devlin as he started to learn them and grow powerful enough to wield them. Runes did not have to be made according to such tradition, but the most powerful always were.

Despite their legacy, the runes always made him think of Midnight. Devlin had to bite his tongue against the urge to tell the driver to turn back, take him home first.

Dark, however, was hours away yet. Midnight was still sleeping. That aside, to alter the journey in such fashion would break the spell he had just cast.

He meant what he'd said, anyway. He did not want Midnight brought in to this affair.

Since coming into his care almost fifteen years ago, and after he had come of age, Midnight had proven an invaluable assistant. But no matter the spells, Midnight was still a draugr. There was no telling how being around other draugr would affect him.

Devlin did not want either of them to wind up regretting what might come to pass.

He did, however, sorely miss Midnight's gentle presence. Having him along always made these outings more adventure and less nightmare.

For more reasons than Devlin was comfortable admitting, even to himself.

He looked again at his runes. They were simple, plain, as all true and proper runes were. The marks were carved deep, and they were always warm to his touch, growing warmer still when in use.

Returning two to the bag, Devlin held the last one to his lips and kissed it lightly before returning it to the bag as well and put the bag back in his jacket pocket.

Settling back until he was as comfortable as it was possible to be in a carriage, Devlin closed his eyes and willed himself to sleep. He did not doubt he would require all his energy and alertness upon his arrival. Experience had taught him that adventures never waited for him to be ready.


Moonlight

"What have we here now?" a woman's voice demanded, slicing through the carriage loud and sharp and grating, reminding Devlin unpleasantly of his nanny.

Fighting the last dregs of sleep and straightening his clothes and hair, sensing they were a lost cause for the moment, he threw open the carriage door and stumbled his way out. He managed to gain his feet and stand up straight and tall just as his driver answered the shrew's demands.

"Lord Devlin White, the Duke of Winterbourne," the driver announced imperiously. "He has arrived on a matter most urgent and does not care to be impeded. I trust, madam, that you will inform your master straight away."

The woman nodded but made no move to obey, too busy gawking openly at Devlin.

He resumed the battle with his clothing and hair, giving her a moment to stare and—hopefully—overcome it. He was not especially handsome, at least he had never thought so. Certainly he was not ugly. Bright blond hair, well-trimmed and generally neat, not quite perfectly straight. Blue eyes, as most of his family bore. Tall and slender of build but not overly skinny. Some might say he was striking, if they were being kind, and but for all he was not ugly neither was he remarkable.

If only it was his appearance that caused the gawking. Suffering from an excess of vanity would be far preferable to the reality.

No, they all gawked because there was not a bloody fool alive who did not seem to know the name Winterbourne. The Mad Dukes, the Satan Lovers, the Witches, they who consorted with devils—a family of darkness who mockingly bore the surname of White.

"Madam," he said finally, when she showed no intention of moving any time soon. "I trust you have lodgings available? Also, my man requires a fire and good, hot food as well as a good bed."

"Y-yes, My Lord. Your Grace! Yes, Your Grace," the woman said, tripping over the words and nearly her own skirts as she came to her senses and hastened to obey, shoving back a messy mop of gray-streaked brown curls, resettling the cap upon her head. "Yes, Your Grace," she repeated. "At once. Right this way. Your man can go to the kitchens. The cook will fix him up right and proper."

Signaling to his driver that he was free to go and would not be needed further for some time, Devlin followed the woman into the lodge proper and up to a room on the second floor that proved to be a suite of respectable quality. The last time he'd ventured out, he'd spent an alarming amount of time sleeping on the ground and he would give up magic before he put up with that insult again anytime soon.

"Thank you, madam," Devlin said. "Food and a hot bath would be wonderful, if you would be so good as to arrange it. Also, a servant of mine should be arriving within the next hour or so. Show him up straight away, if you please, and see he is given all he requests."

"Yes, Your Grace," the woman replied, bobbing a curtsy before shuffling out of the room as quickly as she could, no doubt to tell the whole of the village who was staying in her lodge.

Sighing softly, he began to strip out of his greatcoat and gloves, realizing belatedly that he had completely forgotten his hat in the carriage. Shrugging, he tossed the discarded clothes into an armchair and set to work on the rest.

A small glass dish rested on top of a bureau in the bedroom, and into this he cast his diamond cravat pin and matching cufflinks. He stripped off his neck cloth with a grunt of satisfaction, then sat down to remove his boots and set them aside to be taken away for cleaning and polishing. Stripping off his deep blue velvet afternoon jacket, he retrieved his runes and tossed the jacket onto the armchair with the rest of his clothing and sat back in just his breeches and shirtsleeves.

Taking the runes, he placed them beneath a pillow on the bed, then moved to sit in an armchair with a glass of whiskey.

Several minutes later, the silence was broken by a rap on the door. The woman bustled in bearing a tray heavily laden with food, tea, and what looked like whiskey. She was followed by two large men in livery carrying a massive silver tub and several more servants with the first buckets of hot water.

Devlin sat in silence as they worked to fill it, thanking the woman for the food and what proved to be remarkably good whiskey.

When at last the tub was filled, he refused an offer of assistance and dismissed them with another word of thanks. Alone again, he stood and finished stripping. Purely by habit he looked over the scars that decorated his body—a long gash up his right thigh, so deep he had feared he would not be able to use it again. If not for his sister, that likely would have been the case. Knife wounds, bullet wounds, and teeth and claw marks ran the length of his torso and back, his legs and arms. He was not a pretty sight, at least according to his few foolish attempts at taking a lover.

He looked in the full-length mirror tucked into one corner of the room near the bureau, hand moving to the only mark that mattered to him—a set of three runes, carved into his skin forever, shimmering occasionally with ripples of magic.

My heartbeat is your heartbeat, my breath is your breath, my soul is your soul, until my heart ceases to beat and my breath at last runs out and my soul passes on.

Turning away, he cast the last of his clothes onto the armchair and slid into the steaming water with a deep, satisfied groan.

A small table had been set nearby, holding a tray with an assortment of soaps and oils. He picked one at random, more interested in feeling clean than whether he smelled like roses or sandalwood, and quickly set to work, starting with his hair and working from there.

It was only as he was rinsing the soap away that he finally registered the almost sickly sweet scents of vanilla mingled with honeysuckle. Wrinkling his nose, he made a note to pay a tad bit more attention next time.

Shaking his head, he rested his head against the back of the tub and simply sat in the warm water, enjoying the heat of the nearby fire. Devlin was more than content to avoid any thought of draugr for a little while longer.

He stirred only when the water began to turn unbearably cool, and stood up, water splashing all about as he climbed from the tub.

Someone had considerately left a robe for him, the woman obviously having noted he had brought no luggage. It was, oddly enough, a trifle too large. Crossing the room, he poured a fresh glass of whiskey and then returned to lounge by the fire until he had suitably dried and warmed.

By the time he had finished the whiskey, he was warm inside and out. Moving to the large, canopied bed, he shucked his robe and slid beneath the blankets. Pulling them up to rest securely and comfortably about him, he slipped into sleep.

Devlin woke with a jerk, gasping as dreams warred with reality, memories and nightmares fading away only slowly as the glow of the fire and the sounds of someone moving about the room slowly registered.

"Sorry, Your Grace," said a soft, rumbling voice with a trace of Irish accent. "Didn't mean to wake you."

"No," Devlin said groggily, scrubbing at his face and raking his loose hair back. "I should have woken some time ago, if it's as late as I suspect."

"Just on nine o'clock, Your Grace."

"Thank you, Barra. Your journey went well?"

"Aye, Your Grace. Well enough. Your lad weren't happy to be left at home. Said to tell you that you will be suffering mightily for it upon your return, but he'll stay home as you bid."

Devlin let out the breath he had been holding since first learning he would be facing draugr. "Good. Have you clothes set out?"

Barra just glared at him.

Laughing, Devlin threw back his blankets and climbed out of bed, crossing to where fresh clothes were neatly set out on a small sofa. Barra moved to help him, and Devlin permitted it like always because Barra was happiest when helping and fussing.

When at last finished, he was dressed head to foot in black and dark, smoky grey. Black opals gleamed at his throat and in his cuff links, with shining ebony for the buttons of his jacket.

"I'm going to hunt for draugr, Barra," Devlin said in amusement, "not attend a ball."

Barra sniffed. "No sense in looking like a heathen, Your Grace. The clothes are sturdy enough, for all they look like ballroom frippery."

"Of course," Devlin said, checking himself in the mirror and fussing briefly with the knot of his neck cloth. Holding out his hand, he accepted the rings that Barra set in his palm, sliding them onto his fingers—the snowflake signet, a blood red ruby set in gold, an amethyst set in silver, and a plain band of braided silver and gold. That done, he permitted Barra to place opal studs in his ears.

"Am I suitable?" he asked at last.

Barra looked at him critically. "Yes, Your Grace. Do try not to ruin the clothes your first night out. The gray coat just arrived yesterday and you did pay handsomely for it."

"Yes, Barra." Devlin returned to the bed, reaching beneath his pillow to extract his runes. Striding back across the room, he knelt before the fireplace and closed his eyes. "What have you heard since your arrival?"

"Whole place is warded. People have protections up thick enough to make me sneeze. Once it began to grow dark, they took to their houses. There's definitely draugr about; I can smell their traces. I don't envy you having to deal with them."

Devlin snorted. "I certainly would rather give the task to someone else." No man should have to deal with such a dire case of draugr twice in his life.

Eyes still closed, he focused on the draugr, on the village, on finding and fighting, but also on the safety of the townspeople. Bringing the thoughts together as one wish, one spell, he reached into his bag of runes and withdrew those warmest to his touch.

He did not look at them, but cast them before the fire. The bone seemed to absorb the firelight and flicker with it. Devlin studied the runes in silence for a moment. "Moonlight on water," he said at last. "High land—hills, most likely. The mountains, I think, are too far off and not what the runes intend."

"The pond, perhaps?" Barra said. "I heard mention of it, from a woman shrieking at her husband for going out that way when he knows there are demons about."

Devlin rolled his eyes. "Demons. No demon would bother to cause such trouble in vampire territory, especially when it is so close to dragon territory."

"Aye, Your Grace, but you know how the normal folk are," Barra said and held out his greatcoat as Devlin stood and returned all but one rune to his bag. The last he kissed softly, whispering a prayer before returning it to its brothers and the bag to his jacket.

"It would seem I am going fishing, Barra. Do not wait up for me."

Barra nodded. "Aye, Your Grace. I'll have breakfast ready."

"That would be wonderful. Good night, Barra."

"G'night, Your Grace."

Nodding in reply, Devlin departed. He did not bother to take a hat, propriety in this case overruled by the fact he had lost nearly three dozen hats in the course of his eccentric occupation.

Outside, the village was quiet, empty. Even a remote village such as this should not have been quite so still at this hour. The pub, at the very least, should have a bit of life to it.

It was not odd the normal folk were tucked safely away in their homes. They always panicked far sooner than the nightwalkers.

That the nightwalkers too were unwilling to brave their own hours…

Frown deepening, Devlin continued on his way along the cobblestone streets, headed north as his runes had bid. In the distance, he could see the jagged shadow of the mountains that marked the end of vampire territory and the beginning of dragon country.

Strange that the vampires did not simply tend to the matter of the draugr themselves. Walking dead should not pose a difficulty to vampires.

Then again, this was the very edge of their territory; Devlin had not seen a single vampire since his arrival, and Barra had not mentioned any. Likely they feared adding to the problem with their own presence. Of all the nightwalkers, vampires and witches were the most talked about and feared. Normals were wrong about nearly everything they said, but ignorance often caused more harm than truth.

The vampires might also be afraid the dragons would become tangled up in the affair at some point, in which case a third party was indeed the best option. The dragon clans were nothing if not an entirely too traditional lot.

Faint threads of mist had curled lazily about in the village. Here, just outside it, the mist was swiftly turning into a proper fog. It reflected and obscured the light of the near-full moon.

It also distorted sound, but Devlin had not survived as a nightwalker by falling prey to the deceitful ways of mist.

His power would be strongest on the morrow, when the moon was full, for the moonlight had ever been the truest friend of nightwalkers. Not that he was anyone to be trifled with even on a moonless night, but the addition of the full moon made everything so much the sweeter.

Unfortunately, it also meant the draugr would be stronger—significantly.

Best to conclude matters as quickly as possible, before the full moon granted powers to the walking dead that would make them ever so much harder to destroy.

This time he did not close his eyes, simply focused on what he desired, needed—moonlight and clarity, to hear and see those he hunted, who would be hunting him shortly if they were not already.

Reaching into his jacket, he did not take out the bag but simply opened it where it rested. Slipping his fingers inside, Devlin extracted three runes that were nearly too hot to hold.

Not looking at them, he cast them into the thick fog. "As you will it," he said softly, bidding the runes to do as they saw fit.

At first, nothing seemed to happen, but Devlin knew patience. A moment later the fog shimmered and pulsed, and slowly thinned once more into a half-hearted mist.

The draugr were strong, but not yet strong enough their magic was superior to his own.

"Bones of my father's father," he murmured, stretching out his right hand, palm up, "return to my hand."

He'd barely finished the words when the runes he'd cast landed softly in his palm. Closing his hand around them, he returned two to the bag and kissed the last before it joined its fellows.

Mist more or less negated as a threat, he looked around what remained. Dark fields dotted with stone and shrubs. Not far ahead was the pond, and Devlin did not doubt he would soon be greeting company. The runes had said the safest place to encounter them—both for himself and to keep the villagers from harm—would be here.

The pond glistened in the dark, moonlight rippling like quicksilver over black ink.

The smell struck him before anything else, for draugr were nearly always a pungent lot. He turned slowly, not eager to call attention to himself if they had not yet spotted him, and waited for the approaching shadows to draw near.


Witch

There were three of them, and to judge by the increasingly awful smell, they were quite old.

Arguments abounded about whether fresh corpses or old corpses made the better draugr. The fresher, the better put together and the longer it would last physically. As they grew in power, the body would weather the changes better. Older corpses, however, took better to the magic. They would grow stronger faster and be all the better for it—if they survived the rigorous changes required. They'd also had more time to forget any personal elements of what it was like to live; they would not try to find old lovers or family, old homes.

It was also a toss-up between land draugr and sea draugr, but Devlin had always considered that a pointless argument. One worked with what one had, and if there was no ocean at hand, then land draugr it was to be.

Here, however, both would be available. The three approaching him appeared to be nothing more than low level land draugr, hardly a reason to summon him. They were not even attempting to go on the attack, just heading toward him at a steady gait.

Thinking only of what he faced, what he must do, Devlin reached into his jacket and gave his trust to the runes.

Seven were hot to the touch and came to his hand at once. Holding them loosely, he let his arm rest at his side and waited.

Their eyes glowed a rich blue that was both dark and bright. These were old corpses, but not terribly old, for significant amounts of flesh remained. The skin was snow white where it still clung to the rotting bodies, shining in the moonlight where it managed to slip through the mist. The bones, where they peeked through the rotting flesh, looked black.

They were, in fact, deepest blue. Corpse blue, some called it. Draugr were a type of walking dead most distinguished by their stark white flesh and dark blue bones.

Now they were moving with a bit more purpose, as the scent of his life reached them. They made noises that, for a living creature, would have been sounds of hunger, hate, even a bit like lust.

Backing up a step as they increased their pace, Devlin threw a single rune at the nearest, calling out as he did so, "As you will it."

He did not wait to see what would happen, merely repeated the gesture at the other two.

As one, they burst into flames that were deep blue and violet, with hints of purest white and dark scarlet. The draugr screamed and snarled as best they were able.

Then they vanished.

Devlin frowned.

Something was wrong. They should have burned to ash, the witch flames shifting from violet and blue to far more common orange and red as first the curse was burned away, then the remaining magic and corrupted bits of soul used to do the cursing, and finally the body itself.

They should not have simply vanished.

Someone, or something, had called the draugr away before they could be completely destroyed. Whoever had done it had not only sensed the draugr had come to harm, but had overpowered his rune-cast witch fire.

That would require sorcery or necromancy. An alchemist, perhaps, if he was of sufficient skill. A demon could do it, but this was not a demon's style. Demons had no need of draugr or other such creatures. Demons had no need of anyone. A sorcerer could be using a demon, of course, but again, there was no need for the draugr, not if he had a demon at his disposal.

Surely Devlin would have sensed someone of such magical talent in the vicinity.

Little wonder Lord Tamor had sent him and the vampires had agreed. This clearly ran deeper than simply draugr stirring to protect their possessions. They were not waking, but being woken.

"Bah," Devlin said and held out his hand, summoning his cast runes.

He did not restore all the runes to his bag, only those he had just used. The others he kept hold of, to use should things shift against him.

It was still far too quiet. Night was never truly silent when one knew how to listen. A silence this deep was the silence of fear, and it that the dead still walked amongst the living.

The runes were hot in his hand, agreeing with his assessment, awaiting their casting.

Nothing stirred. Nothing smelled. Nothing contradicted the apparent calm of the night.

He did not like it.

Brow furrowed, Devlin turned back to the dark pond, watching the silver ripples as a light breeze stirred the water, upsetting the reflected moon. He looked up. No clouds inhabited the sky, leaving the stars naked and bright, dancing around the queen moon.

He looked back down at the pond, and a sudden burst of heat from the runes made him wince.

That and the splash caused him to leap back just in time, as a roaring monstrosity rose from the pond, sloshing about and spraying him with water along with what were probably bits of rotted flesh. Grimacing, Devlin threw three of the remaining four runes he held, calling for the runes to do as they saw fit—the creature burst into witch fire, shrieking in pain, but it did not stop coming toward him.

It was large, easily the size of an ox, here stark white, there dark blue, slimy like the soured meat it was but with the telltale gleam of scales that said this thing that had once been human was becoming a true monster.

Devlin swore softly and threw his final rune to slow it, reaching to grab more—when bright gold flames joined his dark ones, and the creature was turned to ash.

The presence struck his senses just as he heard a voice, and Devlin whipped around to face the newcomer.

"Well, well," said a man who might have been carved from ice, he seemed so cold and hard. Devlin did not need the light to know he wore the stiff, imposing garb of a priest and the holy marks of a slayer. "I might have known that if draugr were about, a witch would be as well."

Devlin ignored him for the moment. Turning his back to the man, he held out his hand. "Bones of my father's father, return to my hand."

Runes back in hand, he deposited all, with a kiss to the last, then finally turned back to the priest. "If I am a witch, you should not suffer me to live, priest. Have you come to kill me?"

"Such a one as you is not worth my time, Winterbourne."

"Hmm," Devlin said. "Here I thought you might be able to do something about the sudden chill I was feeling. I suppose I shall have to light the fire myself."

The priest shifted restlessly, angrily. The bastard had never possessed so much as a scrap of humor. "Why are you summoning more draugr, Your Grace? Have you grown bored with that abomination you are said to possess?"

"He might be an abomination in the eyes of most," Devlin said coldly, then pointed a finger at the silent, shadowy figure half-hidden behind the priest, "but that, Father Winsted, is cruelty in the eyes of all."

Father Winsted stepped back, chest puffing out with anger and pride. "This? You can only envy the skill."

Devlin stared at the sad, pathetic creature that stood motionless and uncaring as Father Winsted petted it. "That is the saddest excuse for an angel I have ever seen. Your lot never could perform real magic worth a damn."

"I believe it was holy fire that just saved your worthless skin, witch," Father Winsted replied. "It would behoove you to show a bit more gratitude."

"I am the eleventh Duke of Winterbourne," Devlin replied, reaching up to smooth a hand down his jacket in a gesture of bored amusement. Flicking back the lace at his sleeves with a practiced motion, he made certain the moonlight caught in the various jewels he wore. "Showing gratitude to lowly priests is beneath me. Especially when they are lowly slayers who form poor angels from a weak will and must use holy fire to kill a draugr when basic witch fire is more than sufficient."

"Arrogance will be your downfall," Father Winsted snapped. "No good ever came from choosing the path of the devil."

Devlin shrugged. "The devil always hosts a better fête, and he is by far the better dancer. I do not work well when priests are about, so I shall leave the draugr hunting to you this night, Father. Do indulge me though: Who bid you come here?"

"None but the Lord."

"I was afraid of that," Devlin replied and walked past him, headed slowly back toward the village.

Marvelous. Draugr were not enough, now he must contend with a bloody slayer. Hadn't they all been killed off and eaten by goblins yet? He had not stumbled across one for so long, he had begun to hope they had finally passed out of existence.

Draugr, slayers… he did not want to know what might cross his path next.

"Your Grace!"

He looked up as Barra came loping toward him. "What is it?"

"A priest—oh, nevermind. Sorry, Your Grace. I had hoped to find you before he did. Smelled him right as I was bedding down for the night."

Devlin gripped Barra's shoulder in comfort. "Quite all right, Barra. I should have sensed him before I did, but the draugr rather took all my concentration."

"So you did find them, Your Grace?"

"Yes," Devlin said. "Something most strange is afoot. Did you bring my books?"

Barra bristled. "Of course I did, Your Grace, and Master Midnight added a few more to the pile as well. Said you should have thought of them but probably were too distracted."

Devlin smiled.

"What with the draugr and the priest now... do you think it might be prudent, begging my forwardness and all…"

"No," Devlin replied to the question Barra did not quite manage to ask. "Midnight is to remain home, and that is final. The more I see of this mess, the better I feel he did not come."

That was not true. He ached for the soft smile that eased him no matter what his mood or troubles, the touching words that always discomfited but warmed nonetheless.

He lightly touched his chest, feeling the warmth of the marks over his heart.

"Look sharp, Your Grace," Barra said. "That bloody priest is coming 'round again."

"I am overcome with excitement," Devlin murmured, making Barra laugh.

He turned slowly, resisting an impulse simply to walk away—it would just annoy the good Father all the more and compel him to follow Devlin back to his lodgings.

"Father, is it not well past the time when good, God-fearing children should be tucked into their wee beds?"

"'Tis my divine duty to slay the heathen creatures infesting the night and drive them back into hell where they belong. Should I start with that filthy mongrel you call a manservant?"

Devlin regarded him coolly, looking down his nose at the supercilious bastard with every scrap of condescension bred into him. "Strictly speaking, only demons come from hell, and they are always summoned by others. It is impossible for them to come if not called. This man is not my manservant, but a trusted and valuable friend. If you so much as harm a hair upon his head, I will kill you."

"Threatening a man of the cloth, are you?" Father Winsted asked, seeming more amused than angry.

"No," Devlin replied. "It has been my experience that threats are most often empty. Do not hunt those who belong to me, do not even insinuate that you might. I have killed for far less."

Father Winsted glared, his smug amusement gone. "You are the one who requires killing."

"You are welcome to try. Certainly your ancestors put enough of mine to the pyre and listened to their screams. What stays you from doing so now?" He bared his teeth in a smile of mocking cordiality.

In reply, Father Winsted only glared hatefully.

Still all charm and smiles, Devlin asked, "How is your little sister these days, Father?"

"One day, Lord White, I will see you put to death," Winsted snarled.

"I do not doubt that one day I will die with your knife in my back," Devlin said. "However, the blood debt you owe me will stay your hand a little while longer, and we both know you are not quite foolish enough to spill the blood of a witch so close to the full moon. Holy man you might be, but fighting with the devil is simply another manner of dance. Ta."
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