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It was a rough assembly of lumber called the Mermaids' Dock, that reached into the shallow waters near the Selk domain. The water wasn't deep enough for most large craft this late in the season, so the dock had fallen into disuse. I could hear the rotting timbers creek under my feet as I went out to the end and sat down.

I'd heard that during the day people went out here hoping to see Mermaids. It was considered lucky by some to spot one, and luckier still to speak to one. I'd never given the matter much thought, but I wanted a quiet place, and I wanted to think. So here I was.

Adjusting mismatched pieces of leather and bronze armour, I made myself comfortable, dangling my feet over the edge of the dock. It was surprisingly peaceful out there, watching the water in its restless motion, the moonlight spilling over it. The Selk domains were just low, dark masses against the night sky.

I gradually became aware of splashing far out in the river mouth. The Mermaids? I couldn't be sure. There were small stones scattered about on the dock. Perhaps they had been left by pilgrims. I had no way of knowing. I just threw a few out, one after another, in the direction of the splashes. Maybe I was trying to get their attention, maybe I was just restless.

There was a splash right in front of me. A male reared up out of the water and fell back. Hurriedly, I pulled my legs in, afraid that if I let them dangle over the edge they would be pulled in and I would be drowned.

It surfaced again, this time more casually.

"Hi," he said.

From the waist up, at least, he looked like a Selk. He had shiny smooth olive skin that glistened in the moonlight and looked like it would be slick to the touch. It covered a heavy torso and powerful arms. A thin even layer of fat covered what I could see of him, obscuring muscle and bone. Below the waist, I couldn't tell.

"Hi yourself," I told him.

He came closer to me. I stared at him, fascinated. His round head rested on a short neck. He had a wide mouth, thin lips and a pug nose, the nostrils opening and closing as he breathed. He had no hair, except for a stiff slick mane growing back from his head. His eyes were large, barely sunken at all. His face was flat, like Humans. But where Humans look childlike, he seemed different.

"You are a woman," he decided, finally.

I grinned at him, heavy brow wrinkling, and showed him large heavy canines.

“Female. If it matters.”

"You have very big teeth," he said.

I bit back a reply, waiting to see what he would do next.

"I've never seen you here," he told me, "I've never seen a woman like you."

He was holding his place in the water just a few feet from me, bobbing slightly in a mannerly rhythm. His lank, flat mane was cut short. It covered his scalp and ran down the back of his neck to his spine. His wide mouth grinned up at me, showing flat teeth. His eyes, large and set wide, twinkled.

"Who comes here?" I asked it. I grinned back, not friendly, just showing him my sharp teeth.

"Humans mostly. Dwarves. Gnomes. Sometimes a few Goblins. Once a giant walked right out into the water. He had legs like timbers." He swam in a circle beneath me.

"Have you ever seen anything like me? Smaller perhaps? A male?"

"I've never seen anything like you," he replied. 

"You are ugly. What are you?"

"I am Arukh."

It appeared to consider this.

"Is that your name?"

"No."

"What's your name?"

"I have no name. I am Arukh."

"Your name is Arukh?"

"Arukh is what I am," I said patiently. "We have no names."

"What's an Arukh?" it asked.

"A mixed breed. A cross between a Vampire and a Goblin," I told it.

"That's why you have big teeth."

"Yes."

"You don't look like a Goblin. You're too big and heavy," he said. "Do you look like a vampire?"

I thought about the Vampires, tall and thin, ethereally graceful, with their long fingers and spidery limbs. Compared to them I was squat and massive. Ugly in their eyes. Vampires have no use for squat, ugly children.

"Are you a Mermaid or a Selk wasting my time?" I asked irritably.

Without replying, he dived. For a brief moment his tail waved in the air, the fishlike flukes slapping the water. A few drops splashed on me. That was an answer, I supposed.

He reappeared, blowing water. "I've never seen a Vampire. Why is that?"

"They don't like water. They can't swim."

He laughed and blew bubbles in the water.

"That's silly. Swimming is the easiest thing there is." 

Demonstrating, it began to swim in powerful strokes, twisting and curling through the water. In spite of myself, I had to admire its grace.

"I've heard they drink blood. Is that true?"

I nodded, and then, not sure if it could see my nod or understand it, I spoke. "Yes, it's true."

"Do you drink blood?" it asked.

"No."

But it had evidently decided to turn to more interesting topics.

"Do you think I'm beautiful?" he asked. He briefly rose out of the water to preen.

"Why do you care?"

"Did you come to see me because I'm beautiful?" Then it sobered for a moment. "I bet you are here for Mira."

"I'm here for Mira."

"I knew it. I knew Mira, I found her body. I heard that the Elders called upon a terrible, awful woman with sharp teeth to catch her killers. A killer herself. An Urisha. Is that you?"

He made it a soft sibilant sound.

"Arukh," I corrected. "It's me. Tell me about Mira."

"Orksa?"

"Close enough."

"First, tell me how beautiful I am."

I briefly considered pelting it with stones. But somehow, I was charmed in spite of myself. There was something so open, so free about its manner, that I couldn't help liking it for the shallow, empty thing it was.

"You're beautiful,” I said, “Tell me about Mira."

He disappeared beneath the water then. He didn't reappear for fifteen seconds. Then he burst through, splashing.

"Would you like to make love with me?" he asked.

"No," I replied. "Where did you find her body?"

"I don't believe you," he said. He swam on his back, his erection breaking through the water as if it were pursuing him. "I have a beautiful cock. I will give you much pleasure... Upriver."

"What?"

"We found her body upriver." He stopped, sinking into the water momentarily as he turned to face me. "Show me your nipples."

"No. I want you to tell me all about how you found her body."

"I won't tell you anything more until you show me your nipples."

"I won't."

"Please," it almost appeared to be pouting, "I'll tell you what you want to know."

In answer, I pulled at my tunic with my left hand, exposing one breast and a hard, dark nipple for an instant. He leaped in the water, splashing.

"I knew it. I knew it," he laughed. "You do want me. Come into the water, I'll bring you to meet the others and then we can make love."

"I can't swim," I told him.

He stopped dead in the water, looking up at me with childish wonder.

"Really?"

"Really. Now tell me."

"Cara found her."

"You said you found her."

He made a face. "We all found her. She came and got me and Venn and we brought her to the Elders. I think you should come out and talk to us all."

"I told you I can't swim. Can you bring them here?"

"No, we're at the gull rock tonight." His brow knit, as if he was thinking. "I can take you in a boat."

"No," I answered. "I told you, I can't swim and there is no boat."

He disappeared. I wasn't sure that he heard me.

I sat for a few moments, staring at the silent lapping waters. Waiting for him, or for another one to return.

He reappeared from around the side of the dock towing a small coracle. It was an oval woven boat, very small, very light. It looked very flimsy.

"Get in," he urged me.

He appeared to notice my expression. "Don't be afraid," he told me, "I won't let anything happen. I won't let you drown." 

He spoke with absolute sincerity. 

"I promise," he told me.

"Arukh aren't afraid of anything," I snarled.

I would have to step into the boat. Death by drowning. There was something treacherous about water. I was suddenly nervous about these people that made it their home.

"Stay low," he cautioned me as I slid into it. The boat shifted inanimately under my weight. "The higher you are the easier it tips."

I grunted in response, and got as low as I could.

"Hey," his head and shoulders reappeared above the coracle and it lurched sickeningly, "you won't drink my blood, will you?"

"I promise." I told him. Satisfied, his head sank beneath the waves and the coracle began to move.

It flowed over the water with frightening speed, jerking and twisting on the waves. He seemed to pull and push constantly in different directions, as if it kept sliding from his grip. Behind me, the dock fell away rapidly. The roiling plane of the river expanding to become my world. It went on and on, and soon, from my low vantage, clinging to the bottom of the boat, I couldn't see any shape of land. My heart started to pound, my fingers scrabbled at the woven slats beneath me. Part of me wanted to leap up in panic, to run, to bolt. But I knew that if I did, the waters would have me and I would drown. I snarled involuntarily, the sound low and rasping in my throat.

The boat lurched again, rock bumping against its bottom. I heard musical voices piping. First a female one, then another. The boat pitched and a shadow fell across me. I snarled and tightened my grip.

"Is it dead?" someone called.

"It's frightened," a male voice, a different one said, "poor thing."

Water splashed over me, making me cringe involuntarily. I writhed and spat quiet fury, my hands gripping the wooden frame so tight it creaked against its lashings.

Suddenly I felt a scrape, as the coracle landed. For a moment, I refused to move. Then carefully, I raised my head above its rim. We had ridden up a reef. Flat stone slopes rose out of the water. I climbed out, sliding over the edge of the coracle, grateful for the feel of anything solid. I looked around, I couldn't see land anywhere. Panic surged up, what if they left me here to die. I forced it down. Shapes bobbed in the water.

"This is a Vampire." My friend introduced me, "She is here to learn about Mira."

"Does it drink blood?" a female voice asked.

* * *
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I had seen my first Mermaid earlier that day.

Its eyes had been gouged out, its mouth a pulped ruin with only a stump for a tongue. One of its breasts had been slashed so that it was now just an empty sack of skin. Someone had shoved a knife deep into its sex and torn it open, and then cut down, stabbing and slashing until its tail had been cut into two uneven legs.

It had begun to bloat under the blistering sunlight, the flesh acquiring the puffy, indistinct look of decomposition. The flesh around its wounds was beginning to turn colour. Only its hair had retained traces of life, full and lustrous with stray hairs that waved in the breezes, like trapped refugees seeking rescue.

"We found her today," the first Elder had told me. "She was drifting down the reed marshes."

He was a little Selk, standing around the height of my shoulders. He was smooth the way they all are, dressed in paints and ornaments. Only thinning white hair betrayed his age. He hadn't looked happy. There were two other Elders with him, and a handful of Ublul guards. The Elders stood away, but the squat heavy Ublul surrounded me, weapons ready. They didn't look happy. But then who could tell with Selk? Their smooth placid faces betrayed nothing.

I noticed that they all kept their nostrils shut tight, it gave their faces a pinched look, full of displeasure.

They'd come in the middle of the day, the whole squad of them, marching into the Iron Pants Lodge. Terrified to be there, but driven nevertheless.

They'd been looking for an Arukh. A clever Arukh. A particular, clever Arukh. Those of us who were awake had gathered around, crouching and listening as they argued with the Troll. We'd waited to see if they would all die when the Troll tired of them.

Instead, he'd sent them away, and sent me with them.

It seems I was the one they wanted.

It is not a good thing to be Arukh and wanted. That is why we keep no names. They'd taken me to the corpse, where it lay on a rough wooden platform on the beach near a fishing dock.

Selk were clustered all about, dozens of them, but kept their distance. They seemed nervous and uncertain. The Ublul guards shooed them off.

I stared at the body.

"Her name is Mira," the Elder said.

"It was Mira," I shrugged, "now it's just meat." 

It irritated me that he kept talking about meat as if it was a person.

"I did not do this," I told them.

I didn't think that they blamed me for it, but you never know. Perhaps they wanted me to face an accuser.

"Look at the body," the Elder commanded. "Tell us what you see."

I bent down to look at the corpse. I pulled the shades off my eyes. The sunlight stung, but I wanted a clear look at the wounds.

I slipped my finger into one of her wounds. There was a soft squishing sound as the flesh gave way.

"Too dry," I said reflectively, feeling the texture inside the wound. It was wet and sticky of course, slick with decomposition, but it was just meat feel. It didn't have that slipperiness that comes with being in the water.

"Whoever did this took her from the water, and left her on land."

The old Selk made a noise of disgust but did not stop me. Encouraged, I slid my finger all the way into the corpse. I slipped it around, feeling cool corpse flesh.

"Deep wound. Stabbing. A point knife, rather than a cutter," I said aloud.

I picked up a piece of wood and carved a long splinter from it. Gingerly, I began to probe the injuries. There were thirty-three wounds. Most of them were stabs.

"Let her be. Must you violate her any further?" an Elder asked me as I used the splinter to explore the stab wounds.

I chuckled, and didn't bother to reply. They'd brought me here and let me do this.

"Probably," I told him, "only one weapon was used. A knife with a blade about this long, this wide."

I showed him a six inch length along the twig, and an inch width with my fingers. That was a short blade. Most knives were heavier and averaged about a foot in the blade. I indicated a stab wound along the thigh.

"You see here? The blade went all the way in."

I pulled at ripped flesh at the top of the wound.

"This is the mark of the grip, where the blade stops and the handle starts. As it entered it tore and stretched rather than cut.

"The wounds are cut on both sides. It is unusual to find a knife sharp on both sides. Also, you see here," I indicated a stab wound just above the intact breast, "the back side of the knife is nicked. It tears the flesh a little. This is the clearest, but you can find it in most of the other wounds."

The Elder blanched, but held his ground.

"What else can you divine?" he asked.

"The knife was greased, animal fat." I pointed to two punctures up by her collarbone. "See these marks here. These were the first wounds. Greasing knives is common enough among fighters, is to allow knife to be pulled quickly."

I turned her body on its side.

"Few wounds in back, and those only punctures that went all the way through from the front. She was attacked from the front, probably on land or in a boat, lying on her back."

“No bruises,” I said thoughtfully, examining her shoulders, her biceps. I grabbed a handful of hair and tugged it, it was firm. “She was not pulled from the water. She was found out of it, or lured. The attack did not come until later.”

I held up a limp arm.

"She struggled. See the marks on her hands as she tried to stop the knife?"

I bent the wrist back for them, so they could see the hole. There was a slight cracking as the bones moved.

"Here the knife went right through the wrist, but was trapped by the bones. It had to be pulled back out. Must have been terribly painful. She must have screamed a lot."

I paused for a second. Waited. No one ventured anything. 

“So, she had been killed someplace where her screams would not have been heard. Or taken someplace...”

I went on.

"It was a very strong knife for its size, to go into the wrist like that. It should have snapped or bent. Not flint or stone. Those would have been short short blades, snap easily. Or inserted into a groove, it would have been jagged. Not copper either, too weak. Bronze, or something strong."

Iron, I decided. Someone had an iron knife. I kept that to myself. Iron was rare.

"It takes a lot of strength to drive a knife between bones like this and then pull it back out," I told them.

"Who did this?" the Elder asked.

Now we were getting down to the soft meat of the matter.

I let the meat fall onto its back, and waved my arm from the uppermost injury, to the lowest stab wound.

"Probably only one being. Just one weapon, no sign of any other person. Not Goblin," I told him. "Not enough strength. Hobgoblins, Dwarves, Kobolds, might have strength, don't have reach, the stab wounds are all over. Giants or Trolls: Too much reach, too small a knife."

I grinned up at him.

"Humans perhaps. Could be Selks. You know Selks that do work like this?"

They did not respond.

"Probably not Selks. Selks probably do it in water.” My teeth bared with pleasure as they shuddered. “This was dry work. What do you think?"

"No Selks," one of the guards said. The Elders glanced at him. He bowed his head.

The guards weren't supposed to talk. I laughed.

"Vampires," I speculated. "But they kill different. And they wouldn't come near enough water to fish a Mermaid out."

I waited.

"Who did this?" I asked rhetorically. "Hard to say. Probably Arukh. One Arukh with a funny knife."

"Arash are known for madness," the Speaker of the Elders said, pronouncing it oddly. Every race said our name differently. It didn’t matter. It always meant the same thing.

I nodded. This was certainly the work of madness. Long after she had died her attacker had gone on stabbing. He had made a point of gouging out her eyes, and cutting out her tongue, and then he had gone through the effort of mutilating her sex and cutting her legs apart. Transforming her from a person into badly butchered meat. All unnecessary, pointless. It smelled of a particular kind of insanity.

My kind: We are mad, bad and dangerous to be around.

And whatever one of us did this was madder and badder still.

"Arukh," I said. "Orc. But you knew that?"

"It has the stink of madness, there is no mistaking the odour."

That was why they kept their nostrils shut. I reached down to the corpse and spread its ragged legs apart, the red and torn meat between its thighs an awful parody of a woman’s sex. An Ublul moaned, behind me, voicing his disgust. I could feel them shifting around. I paid no attention. 

An Arukh had done it. All you had to do was look at the mess it had made of the body, and you could tell. They could tell.

They didn't need me to come and probe a ruined body to tell them what they knew. What did they want then?

I shoved my fist up the torn raw meat, probed in its ruined abdomen until I came to a familiar slickness. A male Arukh then. I rubbed my finger in the trace, but did not bring it to my nose to smell. Decay would mask it.

No bones broken, I noted with surprise. A small male then. We like to break bones whenever we can.

They watched me for as long as they could stand it.

"Can you find the one who did this?" the Elder blurted. "Make sure it is never done again?"

"Arrah," I said, grinning, rising into a crouch. My heavy sharp teeth flashed at them as I bobbed my head at the Elders.

"You want me to hunt and kill my own people?" I asked him.

"Look upon their work!"

I glanced at the corpse.

"Plenty of good meat there still," I told them. "Good eating."

An Ublul, the one who'd spoken, stepped towards me, his weapon half raised. I bobbed my head submissively at him, ranging him.

He was bigger than the others. Bigger than other Ublul the way Ublul were bigger than most Selk. They were some northern swamp breed. The thin fat layer that made Selk seem sleek was thick with them, heavy rolls of it hanging from their bodies. The slickness of Selk skin that made it shine in the light was a soapy oil on them. The Ublul were slow and strong, patient defensive fighters. This one had thick white scars on his body, with clumsy stitch marks.

Easy to hurt, hard to stop. Let him move, I thought. Let him move and see what an Arukh can do.

"Slal," the Elder commanded. The big Ublul backed up.

I turned back to the Elders.

"Do you know which of you did this?"

"I can find him," I told them, thinking myself clever for my answer.

"We pay in gold. Three pieces now. Twelve pieces later."

"Pay me all now."

"No."

I shrugged and waited.

“Forget it then,” I said, “all the world cheat an Arukh.”

I watched them.

"We'll pay to the Troll, Iron Pants, he can hold between us."

I thought about that. Trolls often acted as go betweens, holding money. They were big enough nobody would take it from them, and honest enough not to cheat.

"I'll bring you his head," I told them finally.

"Then we are finished here," the Elder said.

"Wait," I said.

They looked at me.

"Why me?"

They looked at each other.

"There are stories," the Elder said finally, "of an Arukh. An Arukh that gambles with High Gnomes."

A chill ran up my spine.

"There are many stories," I said, trying to grin. “Nothing to stories, just wind and farts.”

I watched them, trying to look stupid, teeth barred in a half grin.

"You will do what will be done."

Without a further word they gathered up the corpse and carried it away. I watched with mild disappointment.

There was still good meat on that body.

* * *

[image: ]


Which was why I was stuck on a chunk of rock in the middle of the water with the city's lights far off in the distance, and mermaids dancing in the water around me.

They were a strange people. Their heads and voices would bob above the water for a moment. Then they would disappear and my heart would surge, my guts would coil. Suddenly, they’d surface somewhere else. I didn’t like it, it was too much like magic. They should stay where I could see them, I thought.

They were disappointed that I did not drink blood. I think they were on the verge of asking me to drink some anyway, right there, and show them. But they quickly got over it.

Soon they were talking about my ugliness.

"She isn't ugly," a young female called out. "She's fierce."

"And she has very nice breasts," a male, the one who brought me here, added.

I could hear them arguing back and forth around me. Others swam up in ones and twos and asked me questions.

"Mira is dead," a young female told me soberly.

"I know. Your Elders have set me to find her killer."

"Nobody here did it," the young female had vanished, and was replaced by an older male who surfaced a few feet from where she had vanished.

"I know. But I want to know about Mira, so I can find who killed her."

"What will you do when you find them? Will you drink their blood?" This came from a couple who surfaced farther out. They dove and surfaced a few feet apart for my answer.

Meanwhile the debate around me had reached a conclusion. The consensus was that I was ferocious looking rather than ugly. My breasts were still an open question.

A Mermaid, a female with long hair and pert breasts, heaved itself out of the water onto the rock close to me. She sat there looking at me. I didn't move.

"Can I touch your teeth?" she asked, wide eyed.

I grinned for her, black lips tight across my skull, exposing as many teeth as I could. She reached out tentatively. I felt a trembling finger moved along my heavy jaw, trace the line of a fang. Abruptly, with a squeal and a splash, she was gone. The others hooted and splashed and leapt completely out of the water, excited by her reckless bravery.

A chorus of "Show us your breasts!" rose up.

They'd never seen anything like me. They'd never seen another Arukh.

Except for Mira. 

Mira had seen another Arukh, I thought.

I could see how it might have coaxed her close enough to grab. These creatures showed no fear of me. No wariness.

I found myself relaxing. There was no danger for me in these people.

Rather, they showed a strange fascination with me, swimming close and asking all manner of questions.

At one point a child Mermaid, I could not tell its age or its sex, but it could have weighed no more than forty pounds, came swimming up and without a word offered me a comb carved from a seashell. I accepted it gravely and held still while the child creature reached up to my mouth and felt my lips and teeth.

A half dozen different conversations wove together from a score of them. They swam and danced in the water. Once or twice, I saw couples join and swim twisting through the water, as they had sex.

Questions and comments came and went in no particular order.

They asked about my race, my life, other races. They asked if I had dreams, and what I thought that particular cloud looked like, and if I had ever killed anyone, and how many. They told me about the Selk and themselves, and they told me about Mira.

The Selk were a water people. They lived in and through the water and were more comfortable swimming than walking. They inhabited rivers and marshes, living off the bounties of the shores and waters, building elaborate lodges away from land.

They had dammed great rivers to make places where they could live, and had once had a mighty civilisation that had spread across the known world. It was all gone now, except for a few places like here. Outlying clans and villages had filtered in to join the community in the city, making the Selk a diverse and fractious people within their territories.

Mermaids were born to the Selk from time to time. Children whose hind limbs had failed to separate and became tails. The Selk revered them as holy beings. It was forbidden to harm one. They lived their entire lives at play and without fear, in the waters where their handicap did not hinder them.

Mira had been one of them. She had laughed and loved with them. Coupled with most of the males, and a legion of others besides. Everyone had loved Mira, she had no enemies that anyone had ever heard of. A few days ago, she had vanished.

"I found her," Cara said. Cara was the female with pert breasts who had amazed the others by coming out of the water to touch my teeth. "Upriver in the reeds. I was looking for sweetgrasses to burn for the full moon. She was in the mud. I swam away quickly and called for Venn and Gari."

"Was she in the water?" I asked.

"No, the best sweetgrasses grow in the mud shores, that's where she was."

"Did she like to go there?"

"No," Cara replied, "never. She didn't like to go on the mud shores. Besides, the sweetgrasses weren't ready yet. I could hardly find any. That's why I came so far out and found her."

"Aaah." So she'd been left there.

"Can you show me the place?"

Excited by the idea, they all clamoured to go. I climbed into the coracle again and felt it move upriver. As the boat started and stopped, drifted and lurched forward again and again, they clustered about, telling stories about Mira.

By the time we arrived, I thought I knew Mira very well indeed.

Dawn was starting to break as I stepped into the mud. I sank past my ankles, and floundered forward. Cara and a couple of others half swam, half pulled themselves across the shallows around me. They giggled and played with the viscous stuff, spattering each other with handfuls, squealing at the feel of it. It would wash off when they returned to the water, I supposed. Maybe that was their secret, everything washed off, nothing really touched them or stuck to them.

Well, not for Mira.

"This is it." Cara, hauling herself agilely on her arms, led me to a small area of flattened and broken grasses. I knelt, there were a few strands of hair. Mira's. I was impressed that they'd been able to find it again.

They hadn't struck me as very clever.

"It was her hair. I didn't know her at first, and then I recognised her hair, and I knew it was Mira." 

Her voice seemed to crack. Her face tightened.

Distantly, I kneeled in the mud and ran my fingers through Cara's hair. She seemed to take comfort from my touch. This was the place. I could see trails leading from this place out to the water. Cara's trail, other Mermaids, finally the Elders who had come out to take the body. There was the mark of another flat bottomed boat, one that had been dragged much closer. Not what I was looking for. 

There was only one trail remnant leading farther onto land.

There wasn't much blood, I noticed. Not in the place they’d found her. Not on the trail out to land. Some, but not enough. The killing had been done elsewhere. The body had still been leaking a little. That meant it had been brought not long after the killing. Why bring it here? Had he meant for it to be found by the Mermaids? Probably not. By the Selk?

But if he came by land, perhaps he’d not meant the body to be found at all? Drop it in a marsh, far from anywhere, let the carrion creatures have it.

There wasn't much else to see. The Mermaids had grown sombre around the site where the body had laid.

I left them behind and followed the trail inland. When I came to firm ground, I found a trampled spot with a little more of Mira's blood. There were hoof marks from a pair of horses, you could see where they’d grazed a bit as horses do, slightly apart, but keeping an eye on each other. A spot where one had urinated. Did that mean there were two who had killed Mira? Two with that stink of madness? Or had he used a second horse to carry the body? Where did the two horses come from? Did this signify wealth? Or connections to the Vampires?

I couldn't be sure. I thought about the odd knife that had been used. Small, strong, two bladed. The common metal was bronze.

Iron was much stronger, but rare and expensive. So much more so that iron knives tended to be smaller than ordinary bronze or copper ones. They were good knives though.

I suddenly wanted to meet its owner.

I saw carrion birds descending into the mudgrasses a hundred yards away from where Mira's body had laid. I walked over.

It was another body. I scattered the birds to see it better. Female. Severely mutilated. Its eyes had been gouged, its tongue torn out. The knife had cruelly cut its sex, sliding in and tearing open. I squatted to examine it carefully.

It had legs, so it wasn't another Mermaid. Long limbs, but flat teeth. Not a Dwarf then, or a Vampire. 

Human or Selk? Its feet were narrow, not wide for swimming, its fingers showed no trace of webbing.

Human.

By the look of it, the body had lain here for several days. Decay and the carrion creatures had been at work. Its wounds could tell me nothing. There was little more to learn from it. I sniffed. It was no longer even useable meat. The rags it had been left with reminded me of the Street of Joy. It wore a copper armband with a rough but elaborate design scratched into it. Her own work probably, whoever she had been.

I took the armband and walked away, carefully turning around to sweep the sky. There was no other place carrion birds seemed to be circling. Any other bodies were too old to arouse their interest. I suspected that there were others here. They had not been meant to be found. That Mira had been found was just fortune.

I met the Mermaids at the coracle. I had little to say. I didn't tell them about the second body. Subdued by their proximity to Mira's resting place, they took me back to the wharf, stopping only a few times to play.

As I climbed onto the dock, I felt a hand on my thigh. It was Cara, looking wide-eyed and earnest.

"You will find the one who did this to Mira?" she asked.

"Yes," I told her.

Her face lit up in a glow of absolute trust and faith. She allowed herself to fall back into the water and splashed away.

Another one swam up.

"Fierce woman," he said, "promise us you'll come back and talk to us again."

There wasn't anything more I needed from them, but...

"I'll come back."

I stood watching them as they swam off.

I pondered my next move. It wasn't too hard to get a couple of horses, I decided. If you knew who to look for you could probably find someone who could tell you about a couple of horses that had been borrowed one night, and had come back with traces of blood or mud on them. They would confirm, but they wouldn't provide me with a key. I would have to know who to look for first.

I'd be better off looking for a smallish male Orc with an iron knife and a taste for butchery. There couldn't be too many of those around, I figured. Arukh with iron knives.

We all had the taste for butchery.

* * *
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I came to a checkpoint. There hadn't been one here before. I stared at it curiously. It sat at an intersection, a large diamond choking the square. It was rudely made with stonework and wood pulled from nearby buildings to form rough sloping walls atop which Dwarves stood. The tall stone buildings that sat at the intersection had been left alone. Inside I saw hide tents. It was very recent from the look of the tents. I smelled Dwarf fires from the tents, cooking their sour lichen tea.

A dozen Dwarves scurried back and forth, making their notes, haranguing those who passed near. I went to the side that seemed least busy. Three Dwarves, a lancer and two archers, guarded that corner.

"Stand," a Dwarf barked as I came up to them, his lance pointed at me. Ugly thing, it was a kra-lance, with a barbed head that stuck in you, and a crosspiece partway down that held you off while you died on the end of it.

I stopped.

"Hagrik," he said, the Dwarf word for Arukh.

I grinned and bobbed my head at him.

"Don't try me," he warned, shaking the lance. "And don't say that word. I'll gut you soon as look at you."

I stepped back.

"Honourable sir," I said.

"What do you want?"

"To pass, oh wise one," I told him. I hoped there wasn't a toll. I had only a few coins in my skin purse, enough for a horse.

"What's your Lodge? Vampire or Troll?"

"Iron Pants the Troll, near the walls of the Kingdom."

I tried to bow obsequiously, habitually gauging their range.

Their wall was not well made, perhaps five feet tall, sloping with many handholds. It was little better than a mound of rubble. I could scramble up it and be inside in seconds.

"One of ours," an archer whispered.

"What the hell is it doing this far up, then?" the lancer snapped. "It's Hagrik. It'll tear your throat out as soon as look at you."

"State your business," the first archer said. He had an arrow pulled, but hadn't bothered to set it to bow, trusting his ability. He hadn't dealt with Arukh before.

I shuffled my feet, trying to select among lies.

"Goblins," I mumbled.

"Ghoklins?" the archer said. They had nothing against Goblins. This far up the edges of Dwarf territory, it could only be Vampires or Goblins that frightened them.

"Goblins want Arukh, for guard." I tried to look stupid and ingratiating.

The Dwarves looked at each other.

"Goblins are getting involved?" the second archer said, with better pronunciation than usual. "That's news."

"They wouldn't use Hagrik, they have Hhoklokic," the lancer grunted. Hhoklokic, Hobgoblins. "She's lying to us."

"They might seek Hagrik, for more strength. Hhoklokic are tough, but there’s only so much they can do and so many of them. This could be important."

"She's lying, she's going to the bloodsuckers. We let her pass now, she'll be coming over the wall at us in a week."

I cocked my head, listening to the conversation, as they shifted deeper into Dwarf speech. There were enough Dwarf words, mangled and corrupted in the trade speech that I could get their gist. They were worried.

They were in a bad position. The checkpoint was all right for controlling movement, but anything more, and they would be nothing more than an obstacle. War comes, Dwarves like these would be the first to die, defending some wooden shack that no one gave a shit about. 

I guessed they were all low totem Dwarves, hoping for advancement, praying to be out of there if anything happened. Looking for a way into the Kingdom houses.

"No help for the Ghoklin until we see which way they swing. Maybe no help for them then either," the Lancer snapped at me finally, ending the debate.

I shuffled my feet and tried to look stupid and patient.

"Back to your Lodge," the lancer turned to me. "No work for Wamphyre, no work for Ghoklin. You want fight, we hire."

“Hire now?” I bobbed my head.

“No hire now, go to lodge.”

"No hire at lodge," I said, aping his pidgin.

"There'll be a lot of hiring at the Lodge," he said, "a big fight is coming. War."

"Always war," I said.

"Big one," the older archer replied. "Big war."

I waited a minute or more, but it seemed like they weren't going to change their mind.

Finally I turned and stalked off.

A trio of Kobolds followed me. They'd hung back. They had no hope of getting through the checkpoint, but they'd hovered behind, listening to the conversation.

"Orc Nation! Hail, from the Secret Kingdoms."

One of those. I hissed.

"Piss off," I snapped, "there is no nation, and your kingdom," I put emphasis on the word, "the Dwarves will crush you."

"They have tried."

"Arrah," I snarled.

"Is it true, what you said?" he persisted. "You go to join the Mothers? Are the Orc coming home?"

Coming home? I almost spat at them. An image of dead Goblin mothers flashed in my mind, and my anger deflated a little.

"One Arukh?" I asked. "That's hardly a movement."

"But where you go, others follow."

I stopped and stared hard at them. 

They backed up.

"Arukh go where they are paid," I said with finality. Daring them to respond.

"Where do you go?" one asked.

I shrugged. It wasn't as if they'd go back and tell the Dwarves. Kobolds hated Dwarves.

"Vampires," I said, grinning without humour and showing them teeth. They drew back. They had little love for Vampires either.

They tailed me for a distance, slowly losing interest. Kobolds are like that.

I headed south, looking for a way through. I passed four more Dwarf checkpoints, before I found a street I could walk. Then after ten minutes walking, I came to a place where the Dead Men had blocked the road entirely. I backed away as they watched. I had to retrace my steps as far as the Goblin market.

It was crowded in the Goblin market, with all manner of beings buying and selling. I passed the Street of Joy, and remembering the copper armlet, decided to return to it on my way back. 

Evening was falling and the sky was starting to feel comfortable. The sun was low, hiding behind clouds, the sky was full of reds and purples, it made the shadows long, furtive and welcoming, places to hide, places to flee.

The hives of the Goblins loomed like small hills, or the backs of strange beasts rising from the earth. In the distance, you could see the spires of the Dead Men, and behind it the massive stonework of Big Town.

I headed north from there, walking up the wide, packed boulevards that lead to the Vampire kingdom.

I came to a large clearing known as the Lesser Market. It was thick with stalls and trade buildings. This was one of the places where Dwarves and Vampires traded, but I could see other races in number. Off to my left, the tall buildings of the Dwarves, nine and ten stories, festooned with ropes and scaffolding, loomed in the distance.

Something was wrong.

My nostrils twitched.

There was tension in the air.

Horses pranced and tossed their heads, eyes rolling. Vampires rode with straight backs, perching neatly on their mounts. There were checkpoints, these large and heavily manned, almost stockades, along the Dwarf gateways. The Lesser Market was right up against the Dwarf kingdom, I realized suddenly.

I'd never thought of it before, but most of the city was empty lands. Not truly empty. Spaces inhabited by people of all sorts, but not directly under any kingdom. Each kingdom controlled a lesser territory within the city, widely separated from the other kingdoms.

Outside Dwarf kingdom, many Dwarves lived, perhaps most of them. So did Giants and Goblins and every other sort. Inside Dwarf kingdom, there was nothing but Dwarves.

I made for the right edges of the market, meaning to creep along the sides. I brushed against cattle and warriors of different races.

Every stall, almost every merchant had a handful of guards. They looked edgy.

Suddenly there was an ululating cry, and a band of horses thundered down a boulevard almost on top of me. I scrambled to get out of their way.

The Vampires let out a howl and wheeled their horses to meet the newcomers. Dwarves poured from the stockades, shouting and waving their weapons. Briefly, I paused near a tent stall staring in astonishment as the horses and their riders stormed past. My jaw dropped.

The horses were ridden by men. Humans were riding horses! The two bands of horse riders, Humans and Vampires met, clashing, as the marketplace filled with dwarves on foot.

I backed away from the tent stall just as it was trampled by a brace of cattle. The air was filled with cursing in a dozen tongues, the lowing and bellowing of cattle. The pungent smells of blood and smoke filled my nostrils. A Horseman swung at me. I grabbed his arm and pulled him down as I dodged under his horse.

I didn't look back to see what happened to him. I leaped forward, almost running into a Dwarf lancer. He jabbed at me, but I slammed his lance into the ground and jerked it from his hands. I stopped suddenly as a horse screamed and reared, falling heavily on its side. A Vampire slid off, his long body almost liquid. For a second, our eyes met, he grinned at me, and then leaped away.

Behind him, the horse kicked futilely, screaming as its guts spilled out over the ground, its bile strong in the air.

I darted left around the horse, coming across three Dwarves. One of them stared at me and I scuttled quickly backward, getting on the other side of the dying horse. I leaped onto its shoulder for a second, balancing as it heaved and bucked, looking all about me.

There! Safety. A stone wall stood, backing a ruined trading stall. A small band huddled against it, staying out of the fight. I leaped off the horse and scrambled toward it. An arrow sped towards me but I dodged it, scuttling around a struggling group of horse riders.

I leaped over the impaled corpse of a Dwarf and suddenly it was calm.

The band at the wall faced me uncertainly. Behind me, the battle raged.

"Arrah," I said, hunching down and bobbing my head.

It was a mixed group. A Troll, a couple of Arukh, Hobgoblins, Goblins. They stared at me.

"Arrah," one of the Arukh grunted. They parted a little to let me enter.

Still hunched over, I scuttled forward until my back was against the wall. I breathed deeply several times, the smell of blood thick in my nostrils. The others' heads turned to inspect me briefly, and then looked back to the battle.

"Very bad," one of the other Arukh, a grizzled male without a nose, said. His lack of a nose gave his voice an odd sibilant quality as air blew in and out of the ragged scar holes above his mouth.

We watched the battle. At first, I found it hard to make any sense of things. Dwarves ran here and there, screaming and shouting, being ridden down by Vampires, or banding together in little clusters before dispersing to run screaming and waving their weapons, against Vampires on foot and riding horses. The Vampires and Humans riding horses swept back and forth across the market, fighting, parting, circling and fighting again.

On the edges of the fighting, we watched, almost relaxed, as if watching some game.

"Dwarves and Humans against Vampires," I said.

"Vampires aren't doing well, no ground forces," the grizzled Arukh commented.

"Too much open ground to fight on foot," the Troll said.

Which was true. Normally, with this much open ground the Vampires would have swept the Dwarves away. That was why Vampires liked long open boulevards. And why Dwarves liked to establish barricades and checkpoints, to keep from being overwhelmed by the Vampire cavalry. They liked heavy massed attacks.

"The Dwarves are doing all right," someone said.

We watched as a small band of Dwarves cut to pieces a handful of Vampires on foot, and further on, other Dwarves dragged Vampires from their mounts.

"It's the horsemen," the Troll said.

He was right. As the sounds of battle ebbed and flowed, we could see that the Vampire riders were blunted by the Human riders, who stalled their charges, and harried them across the field. Vampires on horses held their own, but those who rode other cattle found themselves caught between more maneuverable Horsemen and the Dwarves on foot. One after the other, they were dragged down.

"Men on horses," said a female Hobgoblin in amazement, "Mothers' wonders."

"I've heard of this," I said. There were grunts of agreement.

Rumours of Horsemen had been darting around for months, but the Horsemen had rarely been seen in most of the city. They'd kept to the fractious swamp that passed for the Human kingdom, or the Human villages that farmed further up the river. They were outside the City mostly, increasingly whispered of, seldom seen.

Still, I understood her awe. It was an amazing thing to see.

"They're not very good," the Troll commented. "There, you see? They use straps on the horse’s heads, and blankets on their backs."

Yes, now that it was pointed out, I could see.

"They sit rather than ride," I observed. "The Vampires are better."

I remembered the man I had pulled off the horse when the battle started. He'd fallen heavily, no style at all. A Vampire would have slipped off and then slipped on again without a wasted breath.

Several times we watched Vampires count coup on the Humans, knocking them from their mounts. Men were much more ruthless, without style or grace they hacked at both Vampires and mounts.

A Horseman drove a lance straight into a horse's chest. The animal flipped over. The naked Vampire riding it, smoothly used its momentum to catapult off, landing on two feet and taking a couple of languid steps. It ducked easily to avoid a Horseman's swing and sidestepped the thrashing hooves of its former mount.

It glanced almost regretfully at the dying horse and then turned, taking several casual steps. A Horseman rushed past it. The Vampire gracefully slipped away, slapping the horse's flank as it went. The Horseman fought for control of his mount.

The Vampire turned toward us, its leathery, sun scorched skin catching the light for a second, and began walking nonchalantly in our direction.

"It's Traditional," the Troll said, "City Vampires don't have hides like that."

"Shit," I said, "it's heading for us."

There was a sudden chatter of voices from our group at this unwelcome development.

Already, squads of Horseman had thundered past, checking us out. But none had confronted us. Our little band, obvious noncombatants, looked too formidable and too well secured to pick a fight with. If we were lucky, we might sit the battle out and walk away.

Unless there was a Vampire to draw attention to us.

"What do we do?" a Kobold asked in panic. "It's almost here."

The Vampire strolled across the battlefield as it might stroll across a meadow. It stepped around ruined corpses of people or animals once or twice, and dodged to avoid a blow, but apart from that it gave the fight no attention.

"It's dreaming," the Troll said.

"Keep it away," the grizzled Arukh said over a sudden clash of metal. The breeze carried a sudden whiff of carrion to us. "We must drive it off."

A Hobgoblin laughed bitterly. "You try and drive off a Traditional vampire."

It was female, we could see as it approached us.

Our desperate debate ended as it stepped between our ranks and placed its back to the wall.

"So be it," someone said.

The battle did not come to us though. Instead, it raged back and forth across the market.

And suddenly, it was over.

The Vampires were gone, the market seemed empty, but for random fires and a scattering of corpses.

"Who won?" a Kobold asked, shattering the silence that the Vampire's arrival had brought.

"The Vampires are gone," a Hobgoblin said.

"Means nothing," the old Arukh grunted. "They'll come back with a stampede. Clear the place out. If the Dwarves took it, they can't hold it."

"A lot of dead Dwarves. More dead of them than Vampires or Men," the Troll said to himself. Had he counted the bodies? Trolls were peculiar like that.

The Dwarves, on foot, had gotten the worst of it. They'd been trampled by the Vampires and Horsemen alike.

"The men aren't good enough riders to handle a stampede," the old Arukh said.

"They're good enough to beat Vampires," I grunted. I was thinking furiously, trying to absorb this.

Humans had never counted for much. This was the Dwarves fight, at the gates of their Kingdom. In the wars of the Kingdoms, the Dwarves had always had to confront the speed and flexibility of the Vampires' beast riders. Now they'd found riders of their own.

"Vampires'll need more ground troops to hold next time," the grizzled Arukh said, mirroring my thoughts. The scarred flaps where his nose should have been snorted, "can't run a stampede everywhere."

Next time? The balance of power in the City was shifting. Who knew how far or how hard?

A band of Dwarves came around the wall. They stopped, staring at us.

"What's this?" their leader said. He was middle aged and dressed in better armour than his fellows. I could see the glint of plate and mail. "We missed a blood drinker?"

The others wore Goblin armour, weavings of fresh twigs and branches, covered with clay and fire hardened, rude and rough to the eye.

Goblin armour was heavy but very cheap. It seldom lasted out a battle, and might only protect against a two or three good blows. But then again, if you were so poor a warrior as to take two or three good blows in a battle, odds were you wouldn't last the battle, no matter what the armour.

Their armour was cracked and broken. They looked tired and bloody, their clothing and weapons cheap and ill sorted. Outkingdom dwarves, I guessed, seeking Totem membership.

The Vampire, surveying the battlefield, gave the Dwarf a cursory glance.

"We contemplate the flavour of evening," she said coldly.

"Oh," said the Dwarf, "is that what it is called? Hiding among the filth?"

"There is no hiding from the self," the Vampire replied, "and nothing else worth hiding from. Here I stand, it is as sufficient a place as any other."

"Ah," said the Dwarf, "perhaps you could stand over here, so that we can add a Traditional scalp to our pickings."

"As it is your desire," the Vampire answered, "it is incumbent upon you to follow it. My place is satisfactory to my wishes, I have no urge to move."

"Well enough then," the Dwarf said. Turning to his band, he ordered, "Kill them all."

We held our weapons tight, crouching and waiting. Only the Vampire seemed unconcerned.

"No," one of the Dwarves said. He had the flattened accent of an outkingdom Dwarf, by the sound of it, probably from somewhere near the Goblin quarter.

The lead Dwarf turned glowering.

"What?"

"No," said the Dwarf. "What? Do we look stupid? That's a Traditional Vampire. There's a Troll. Those are Orc. There's Hobgoblins and Kobolds there. They're dangerous. Any of them is dangerous, and there’s a flock of them standing there."

"Are you disobeying an order?" the leader asked dangerously.

Behind them, the other Dwarves shifted nervously.

The challenger stepped back a little, looking for support from his comrades. He didn’t seem to find it.

"I'm asking you to consider your order," the other Dwarf said nervously, "we've just been through a battle. They're fresh."

"You wanted to join Snow Leopard totem."

"Totem don't mean nothing if you're dead," the other Dwarf replied, holding to a little scrap of defiance. Something that no Kingdom Dwarf would ever think.

I watched the others. They weren’t itching for a fight, I could tell. But they wouldn’t commit to defiance. Eventually, he’d bully them into it, because it was easier to scream and die than to say no. They would die, the strength was on our side.

The leader stared at the challenger. He was physically larger, and in better condition. His bronze armour was still pristine, the other Dwarf's Goblin armour was shattered in a dozen places. A quick fight, I decided. Not a good outcome.

"You will always be outkingdom," the leader snarled.

The other Dwarf shrugged eloquently. He’d picked his spot, now he was making his peace with death.

The leader looked over the others, trying to gauge their willingness to attack. He didn’t seem to like what he saw.

"Fine," the leader said, "we'll hold them here and send for a clan party -"

No, I thought. Not good.

I took a lance from a surprised Hobgoblin, and stepped forward, crouching submissively, holding the lance straight up, base against the ground.

"Honoured Sirs," I grunted, "excuse me."

The lead Dwarf turned to face me.

"What?"

I drove the blunt end of the lance into his face. His eyes bulged. There were a series of cracks as his teeth shattered from his mouth and his jaw broke, his head arched back and his neck snapped.

I'd pulled the lance away and stepped back, squatting, grinding the now bloody base of the lance into the packed earth beneath my feet.

The Dwarves had backed up, holding weapons at ready, as if waiting for a charge.

Nothing happened.

"I guess you're the leader now," I said finally, to the Dwarf who'd challenged the leader. "Honoured Sir."

He looked from me back to the body, and then to the band behind me.

"Battle's over," I said. "You won. We didn't fight. We don't fight now. We just want to go. Nobody has to die. You win, we go away. You show strong, we retreat. Not come back."

He looked back at his band, chewing his lip nervously.

I stared at the dead Dwarf between us.

"Nice armour," I said.

He glanced at his leader's corpse.

"Yes."

"Very expensive."

"Yes."

"Too bad a corpse wears it."

That seemed to decide it, for him.

He took two steps and kicked the body, theatrically, for his troops. The corpse rolled.

He spat on it.

"Kingdom bastards," he said loudly for his troops, "call us out to die, while they sit safe with the totems."

This one had gone out to die with the rest of them, but it wasn't the time to mention it.

He looked at the assembled Dwarves. There were other Dwarves and Human riders beyond them, moving back and forth. No one was paying attention.

"Battle's over," he said, "we take our rewards."

There was a mumble of agreement.

He turned to us.

"You there," he addressed my band, "this is our place. Go away, or we'll kill you too."

I bowed submissively and grinned.

"Honoured Sir," I answered.

* * *
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"I had a dream," the Vampire announced. "I dreamt that I squatted, and dropped a large piece of shit. And then it began to speak to me."

"This was your dream?" I asked.

"Well, there was more to it," she said, "and there was subtext and symbolism, metaphor and layer of meaning. It merits annotation. You wouldn’t understand, of course. But this thing I speak of, this was the part that pertains to you."

"Arrah," I said sourly. It was comparing me to the excrement of its dream, that was plain. "So what did it say to you?"

"It castigated me for creating it and then refusing to acknowledge it. I pointed out that it maintained its existence regardless of my wishes or attentions."

"It challenged me for my responsibility to it as creators owe to their creations. It posed interesting questions. What did it owe me, for giving it life? If this was not a welcome gift it enjoyed, what did I owe it for the injury of life? That we now both existed separately, was there a relationship between us? Should there even be one?"

"What did you conclude," I asked, "you and your shit?"

I was almost interested.

"There were many aspects," said the Vampire, "but one was that as the process of its existence had provided me with relief, I owed it a boon. Its creation had served my interests, if not its own, redress was needed."

This was her indirect way of telling me that she felt some sense of obligation for the fact that I'd saved her life back there, whether I'd wanted to or not.

"I want to find a horse," I said. "I want to find a place I have seen from the water."

She stared at me.

"From water?"

"I travelled there by water. Now I want to go there by horse."

She nodded.

"You journey by halves, from land and sea. I like the metaphor. I will find you horses and accompany you."

She began to whistle, a keening high trill that went on and on. Eventually, a group of four horses appeared, a stallion and three mares. Watching Goblins murmured with awe at the Traditional's ability to call horses from nothingness.

I watched her caressing the stallion, noting their familiarity with one another. She moved among the mares, finally choosing one, she gestured to me to mount up.

We rode out. I tried to keep the river in sight, though it made poor riding. Too much brush and scrub, too uneven the ground, to ride quickly.

"You aren't City Rughk," the Vampire said. “You ride as if from the plains.”

I shrugged.

“The plains,” she said again, “but a long time ago. Perhaps you rode with the herds, perhaps born there.”

"You are not southern," she probed, “speech is wrong.”

"North," I replied uncomfortably.

She nodded.

"Up along the border forests," she said. "Rughk are made there when we meet the Goblin folk. The herds go out, the Rughk are born, the herds come back next year, and the year after. The Rughk are left behind sooner or later. No Rughk can stay with the herds. They live, some of them. Solitary and mad."

"Arukh live as best they can."

"There is a little bit of Troll speech in your accent."

"Is there?"

"You were a trapper in the northern border forest. You grew up near a Troll. You learned from the Troll."

“Dead Troll.”

“Did you kill it?” she asked.

I hesitated.

“I kill Trolls,” I said finally, defiantly. 

Except I hadn’t, not really. I remembered highfooting through the snow, wet with the cold, gasping, lungs burning, my trap failed and now they were hunting me, closing in to kill me and all I could do was flee, pulling myself through the deep snow as their long strides brought them to me. And then the sound of the ice breaking...

“I have it that Rughk destroy everything they touch,” she said, snapping my attention back to her.

“Arrah,” I replied, “this is true.

"Why does this matter?" I asked, irritated by her near prescience. She was too clever, she read too much. I would have to get away from her.

"You know big killers. Tigers and Bears and Trolls. You don't know about wolves on the plain."

I was stunned. All this, just to tell me I didn't know about wolves?

I hated vampires, I decided again.

"I have seen wolves," I grunted.

We rode in silence for a while.

"Why?"

"What?" I asked.

"Why did you come here?"

"Can't you tell, I thought your dreams told you everything," I sneered.

"I have asked," she said simply.

I grunted. We rode along in silence again.

She waited.

"There was a Troll," I said suddenly. "Sometimes I raided his traps, when my own weren't enough. Sometimes he hunted me. He didn't hunt very well. Or maybe he didn't try very hard. He died."

The Vampire waited.

“I killed him,” I said. Saying that, it made my chest tighten. As if it was true.

She looked at me.

“I did not kill him,” I admitted. “He just died. Things die. Everything dies.”

"New Trolls moved into the traplines. They wrecked my traps, burned my shelters, hunted me hard. They would have caught me, sooner or later."

I had tried so hard to kill them, so very hard, and it had ended with that desperate flight through the snow, death at my back, and that moment where I felt the ice cracking beneath my feet and knowing I was going to die. I bit my lip, I would not speak of it further.

"Aah," said the Vampire, as if she had read more than my words.

I refused to speak again.

No new pearls of wisdom came from her.

We found the place, I marked its location by the carrion crows and the second body. From horseback, it had the look of a secluded mud bay, quiet and out of the way of both travellers by land and sea. A good place to dump bodies.

From the vantage point of the horse, I scanned the bay, looking for signs of other bodies. Nothing fresh enough to warrant investigation.

There was no trail for the second body. Too much time had passed. There was a trail from Mira's body's location. I followed it, leading my horse.

The Vampire followed on horseback.

"Bad country for horses," the Vampire said, looking around.

"Arrah?" I looked up at her.

"Browsing country, trees and bushes. Not grazing country. Footing's treacherous for horses. This is a place for jumpers, like deer and elk, not horses."

I looked around. It wasn't too different from what I'd known on the trapline. Then again, there hadn't been many horses in the traplines. Just deer and elk as she’d said.

"Good horse country," the Vampire pointed, "way over that direction."
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