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      For brother Al, our biggest fan

      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      He neither relished nor anticipated the task at hand. It was simply one more step upon the path, and he had always been capable
         of doing whatever was necessary.
      

      
      Street lanterns, lit by the night watch, hung from high posts and building-side iron mounts at more regular intervals along
         this street than other places in the king’s city. Dim light shimmered on wet cobblestone rather than packed earth, on stone
         dwellings instead of wattle and daub or timber buildings. This was an elite district, where gentry, dignitaries, and city
         officials lived just outside the walls of the castle grounds. Light, warmth, and an aura of comfort flowed out between half-drawn
         curtains hanging in windows with actual glass panes. Here, at night, all was serene.
      

      
      He watched the street from a side corner, making certain no guard or watchman would pass by anytime soon, then stepped along
         the cobblestones at a quiet pace.
      

      
      Night air was seasoned with the wet scent of the bay on the city’s west side. The cool breeze carried some chill, but he did
         not notice the cold. Still, he shifted the long black wool cloak closer about him. Its dark color, melting into the night,
         protected him from errant gazes by any occupant peering out a window before settling to bed. He tugged his black lambskin
         gloves, flexing his fingers until the material was smoothed comfortably in place.
      

      
      Arriving at the house he sought, he entered the iron yard-gate and walked up the path. His hand rested gently on a side railing
         as he climbed the three stone steps to the large front door. Ornate ash wood was stained in multiple tones to accent detailed doves and vines a patient artisan had
         carved in its panels. Two lanterns glowed to either side of the door. He reached up and twisted their knobs, first the right
         then the left, until the wicks retreated and their light dimmed just short of going out altogether. Grasping the large brass
         knocker ring, he announced his arrival with two raps and no more.
      

      
      Moments passed. The door cracked open.

      
      A young feminine face peered out. She was small for sixteen, with dark brown ringlets hanging to her shoulders and a dress
         of muted lavender with light saffron trim. Her expression was hesitant at first, but then she smiled with warm recognition.
      

      
      He knew she would answer. Her father was away this same midweek evening, playing faro with other gentlemen and nobility. This
         young one always took pity on their overworked servants, giving them a secret night off without her father’s knowledge. She
         was alone in her house, in the quietest, most respectable of neighborhoods.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Father isn’t home tonight,’ she said. ‘He’s gone to the Knight’s House for cards again.’

      
      He did not answer her. His left hand shot out, gripped the back of her neck, and jerked her toward his open mouth.

      
      She heaved in a breath but never released it.

      
      He bit her exposed throat before her hands could push at him, elongated canines sinking through her skin. His jaws snapped
         closed as he ripped away flesh to expose open veins. Pain and trauma paralyzed her body, and there was no way she could scream.
         Her hands, almost to his chest, dropped limp in spasms.
      

      
      Her weight was nothing, and he supported it by the hand clamped about her neck. Her heartbeat slowed, its rhythm shallow and irregular, so he shook her until the blood flowed freely. It soaked her collar, spreading from the wound,
         and he watched the red seep into her bodice and across her chest, and downward over her shoulder until it ran along her left
         arm to drip from her slender finger. The heartbeat weakened until even he could not hear it anymore. He watched as her eyes
         grew cold and vacant. A ringlet of brown hair adhered to the wet flesh on her throat as her head rolled in his grip.
      

      
      With his free hand, he ripped her dress open, exposing the bloodstained white shift she wore underneath. He shredded that
         as well and dropped her body upon the porch like a soiled, broken doll. Turning, he walked back out the front gate to the
         street, stopping briefly to check both ways. Once certain the path was clear, he returned the way he had come.
      

      
      Fishing a handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped his mouth.

      
      The coming days had been successfully set in motion.

   



      
      
      1

      
      It was the place he’d nearly died, and here he returned every day before dawn.

      
      Leesil stood sweating in the forest clearing’s cold air, surrounded by sparse-limbed, shaggy firs. The sun had crested the
         high eastern tree line, and winking sparks of sunlight skipped between ocean wave tops below to the west. Along the shallow
         bay’s coastal edge sat the small port town of Miiska, its rooftops brightened by the dawn.
      

      
      White-blond hair matted flat to Leesil’s neck, shoulders, and his narrow face, letting the blunt tips of his oblong ears peek
         out. Faded but still visible scars lined his tancolored throat and the lower right side of his jaw. The thin beige cotton
         shirt clung to his back, and his feet felt wet with perspiration in the soft leather boots. Breathing hard, he scowled in
         irritation, wiping away sweat running into his eyes. He shivered briefly. The chill of a late-autumn morning encouraged him
         to keep moving for warmth.
      

      
      ‘Valhachkasej’â!’ he muttered, though not completely certain of its meaning.
      

      
      His mother – Nein’a, Father had called her – would whisper it under her breath when angered or frustrated, or when she cut
         herself accidentally while sharpening a blade. Her narrow, triangular face of smooth caramel skin would wrinkle slightly,
         and high, thin wisps of white-blond eyebrows would cinch together in a scowl as she shifted unconsciously into her native
         Elvish.
      

      
      She refused to teach Leesil her language, and her large, slanted eyes would narrow whenever he asked. At her occasional slips, he’d listened carefully to the way she spoke and silently mouthed the words in turn, trying to unravel their
         meaning. Leesil had heard enough foul exclamations in varied tongues to guess at the meaning of this exclamation. Childhood
         obsession became unconscious habit. A few times, she had spoken his name with strange inflection – Léshil – and more than
         once referred to him or herself as ‘anmaglâhk,’ but he never unraveled its meaning.
      

      
      Shaking off the memory, Leesil returned to training, collapsing low in a buckled crouch. His right leg shot out to the side.

      
      Momentum pulled him into a backward spin toward his outstretched leg, body pivoting quickly on his left foot. When his right
         heel had traced one-third of a circle, it bit into the clearing’s earth.
      

      
      His torso spun around, and both arms swung over to his right side. Hands slapped flat against the ground to brace his weight,
         and his left leg whipped upward.
      

      
      Today he trained later than ever before. There was so much to remember, to relearn, and it was the last morning he could slip
         out alone before anyone, including his companion, Magiere, arose for the day. Their routine would soon shift to nightlife
         again, as they fell back into their roles as the owners and proprietors of the Sea Lion tavern. She would handle the bar,
         while he ran the card games at their faro table.
      

      
      He looked down the slope to the town again, his gaze settling upon the nearest building with its new roof, new everything,
         rebuilt from the ground up. The fresh cedar shakes looked too vibrant amidst the other weathered rooftops. The new Sea Lion
         tavern was finally finished.
      

      
      Farther up the shoreline before the small docks was a large empty plot of burned earth between surrounding buildings. The
         vacancy was easily three times the size of any other building in the town. Although the structure’s charred remains had been cleared away, months of fall weather hadn’t
         washed the blackened stain from the ground where once stood Miiska’s largest warehouse. It had burned to ash and cinders …
         burned down by Leesil.
      

      
      He looked back to the Sea Lion once more. It, too, had been a charred patch, but was now reborn from the ashes, a little bigger
         and certainly brighter than its bleached and wind-worn predecessor. It would be home once again for him and Magiere, and for
         their dog, Chap, as well.
      

      
      And somewhere beneath it lay the powdered bones of monsters.

      
      But not the one who’d been here in the forest clearing and nearly crushed the life out of him. Not the one he’d let slip away.

      
      He pictured in his mind the three undeads he and Magiere had faced. Two were destroyed, but the last, Ratboy, had escaped.

      
      Leesil turned to the clearing’s east side, where a large, scarred fir tree stood. Each morning he brought a small box wrapped
         in canvas sailcloth and set it at the tree’s base. The fir was old and solid, and wind and rain had carried away soil, exposing
         lumps of deep roots. One bare patch revealed where bark had been torn away and a lower limb was raggedly broken off. These
         injuries were not so old.
      

      
      The undead of Miiska were gone. All three of them, but this brought Leesil no relief.

      
      It wasn’t over. He couldn’t tell this to Magiere, who wasn’t ready to hear it. Not just yet.

      
      Crossing to the scarred fir, Leesil unrolled the sail scrap to reveal the long box of dark wood, its length equal to his forearm.
         It was flat enough to slip inside a baggy shirt without leaving much of a bulge. A flick of fingertips opened the lid, and his shoulders knotted in apprehension at its contents, gifts from his mother on his seventeenth birthday
         so many years ago.
      

      
      Inside lay weapons and tools the like of which could never be bought openly from a weaponer or metalworker. Their origin unknown
         to him, Leesil could only guess they’d come from his mother’s people, though why the elves would make such things he couldn’t
         imagine.
      

      
      He studied the distasteful items. A garrote, its handles and wire of the same metal as his good stiletto, both a tone brighter
         than silver. A small curved blade that could be palmed but would easily cut through flesh and bone. And inside the lid behind
         a foldout cover, a row of a dozen thin struts, wires, and hooks, again of the same metal, and suitable for picking any lock.
         The final item was a hilt that matched the better of his two sheathed stilettos. Its blade was missing, snapped off a finger’s
         breadth from the guard.
      

      
      Leesil picked up the bladeless hilt, and a rush of unwanted memories hit him.

      
      Ratboy, the filthy undead street youth, brown eyes shining with hate and triumph. In Leesil’s pain-fogged vision that night,
         the little monster had looked so human.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps we could call this a draw?’ Leesil had joked, trying to sound confident. ‘I promise not to hurt you.’

      
      Ratboy’s sharp features made his smile seem out of place and pasted on.

      
      ‘Oh, but I want to hurt you.’

      
      The dusty undead hopped like a rat leaping at a larger opponent, and kicked Leesil in the chest. Leesil’s ribs cracked audibly
         as he was thrown halfway across the clearing. Before his vision cleared, Ratboy crossed the distance to snatch him by the
         shirt.
      

      
      As Leesil was pulled to his feet, he curled his hands up and flicked open the holding straps of the sheaths on his forearms. Stilettos dropped into each hand. He thrust both hilt-deep
         into Ratboy’s sides.
      

      
      ‘One good … turn for another,’ he gasped out, and then wrenched the hilts downward.

      
      Beneath the sound of Ratboy’s cracking ribs came a muffled metal clink. The right blade snapped, sending a jar through Leesil’s
         arm and into his battered body. Ratboy’s mouth gaped, soundless beneath wide eyes, and he flung Leesil at the trunk of the
         old fir.
      

      
      The lowest branch shattered as Leesil fell across it on his way down to the forest floor. Impact with the ground sent so much
         pain through his body that it became distant and unreal, and he dropped his one whole blade and the hilt of the other. Clutching
         at the ground, he gripped the severed half of the branch. When Ratboy came again, Leesil let the vampire’s own momentum and
         weight do the work.
      

      
      Ratboy pulled himself up and stumbled back, face filled with anguish and fear as he clutched at the branch protruding right
         of center from his chest.
      

      
      ‘Leesil! Where are you?’

      
      A voice called out Leesil’s name, but Ratboy’s gaping mouth had not moved. Half-impaled, the dusty undead bolted into the
         forest before Magiere broke into the clearing. Leesil lay on the ground trying to stay conscious.
      

      
      The wiry, filthy little vampire had escaped.

      
      And now, months later, Leesil looked over the instruments in his box. He dropped the bladeless hilt and picked up the garrote,
         looping it as he gripped the handles. With a quick jerk, he pulled it tight. The wire snapped straight, and a thrumming tone
         filled the air with a vibration that made Leesil’s stomach lurch.
      

      
      Time to relearn lessons from his mother and father, to reclaim part of a sickening heritage. There had been so many nights when he drank himself to sleep so dreams of a nightmare
         childhood couldn’t wake him. But he would never again be caught so ill prepared.
      

      
      Because it wasn’t over.

      
      Rumors would slip quietly along in one direction or another. He and Magiere had wanted a quiet life in Miiska, but word of
         her deeds would reach the desperate. They’d freed Miiska, a whole small port town on the main coastal shipping route of the
         Belaski kingdom. And they’d done it right out in the open.
      

      
      Magiere, hunter of the undead, would never be allowed any lasting peace.

      
      Leesil dropped the garrote into the box, shut it, and wrapped it in the sail scrap. He gathered his bundle and turned toward
         town, and the new Sea Lion tavern, where Magiere might now be preparing for their opening night. He wished he could speak
         to her, tell of his fears for her and how much he wanted to protect her from what he knew was coming. But that was just one
         more thing she wasn’t ready to hear.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Magiere …’ he whispered sadly, heading down the forest slope toward their new home. ‘It’s never going to be over – not
         now. And you can’t even see, can you?’
      

      
      After months in this small port town, Magiere never tired of hearing waves lap upon the shore. It puzzled her that she’d lived
         nearly all of her twenty-five years so far inland, only recently discovering her love of existing on the edge of an ocean.
         Not given to romantic notions, she now found the sea a mystical wellspring of life. The salt-laden air was cleansing. She
         walked with long strides along the docks toward a small warehouse.
      

      
      Black tresses pulled back with a leather thong, she felt the tail swing like a pendulum between her shoulders. She cared little if people stared at the sun-sparked scarlet glints
         in her hair. Like a birthmark, they were simply part of her now. She rarely wore her leather hauberk anymore, preferring the
         soft comfort of dark breeches, a loose white shirt, and an oversize leather vest. Her two small amulets hung in plain sight
         around her neck – one a simple topaz set in pewter, and the other a half oval of bone set against a tin backing.
      

      
      At her side trotted Chap, tall and wolfish of build with silver fur and translucent blue eyes. Occasionally, the dog’s ears
         perked and his gaze darted quickly about the crowd of dockworkers, bargemen, and local merchants. But nothing seemed important
         enough for him to bolt off on his own, so she didn’t worry about him. She couldn’t say the same for Leesil.
      

      
      Her half-elven partner had taken to disappearing before dawn into the wooded hills above the south end of town. Magiere had
         no idea why or what he did there alone, but she somehow felt reluctant to ask. She’d taken careful note of his return each
         morning and, by that measure, he was late. Today of all days, his presence would be useful. At least that was the reason she
         held on to when she peered between buildings to the tree-coated slope south of town.
      

      
      Their tavern had been burned little more than two moons past. With the townsfolk’s help, the Sea Lion had been rebuilt. She’d
         ordered two casks of wine, three barrels of ale, and stocks for the kitchen in anticipation of heavy patronage. Tonight would
         be the grand reopening.
      

      
      When she’d stopped by the tavern to check on the stores, nothing had been delivered. Not a tankard’s worth. Leesil was better
         – more tactful, he would say – at dealing with such matters, but she’d waited until nearly noon for his return, and then decided
         to take matters into her own hands.
      

      
      
      Chap bounded away to sniff at a stack of crates. An old man nearby, sewing up a net, looked down. The dog lifted his muzzle
         in reply, and the man reached in his pocket to pull out a tuft of jerky and toss it into the air. Chap caught it, barely chewing
         before the morsel was down his throat. He barked once, tail switching expectantly across the dock planks.
      

      
      ‘Chap,’ Magiere called out. ‘Come on.’

      
      The old man laughed, holding up empty hands as a sign he had nothing more to offer. Chap’s tail stopped, and he let out a
         groaning whine, hanging his head in pitiful disappointment.
      

      
      Magiere had the strange notion the hound might well have learned this ploy from watching Leesil wheedle extra cream cakes
         at their friend Karlin’s bakery. She closed her eyes briefly.
      

      
      ‘Chap, enough begging!’

      
      At Magiere’s insistent tone, the hound loped after her, and she headed down the waterfront. Sometimes Chap displayed startling
         intelligence.
      

      
      And sometimes he just acted like a dog.

      
      As she approached the run-down warehouse, the number of dockworkers seemed fewer than normal. Too few. People were everywhere
         along the docks, more than she’d seen in the past, but it was different. So many new faces made up the surplus, and that made
         her strangely anxious.
      

      
      Amidst common waterfront faces were now others. Merchants were present, but not all of them were making arrangements with
         warehouses, as was standard practice. Instead, they haggled directly with outgoing barge masters and mates of small ships
         that bothered to stop in this lesser port. Peddlers actually worked the dockside, and farmers tried to engage merchants and
         traders directly with wagons full of bundles and bales.
      

      
      
      Magiere watched men and a few women haul and stack crates and barrels and bundles. They seemed shabby, thin, and more tired
         than she’d seen before, or perhaps she’d just never paid attention until today. For some reason she couldn’t pin down, she
         felt responsible.
      

      
      Before she’d come to Miiska, her life consisted of cheating peasants out of anything valuable they possessed and then moving
         on. She and Leesil had earned their living by traveling from village to village in the inlands of the northeastern country
         of Stravina – or anyplace where peasants died of illness or other unexplained cause. She convinced the inhabitants that they
         were plagued by an undead and that she, the hunter, the dhampir, could save them for a price. At night, Leesil would masquerade
         as a ghost-white monster, ‘the vampire,’ appearing in the village pathway to dart in and out of the darkness between their
         homes. In a violent battle, Magiere would ‘stake’ him, and the village was saved.
      

      
      But constant travel and uncertainty became too much. She’d secretly saved enough profit to purchase a tavern sight unseen
         in this little coastal town. She wanted peace and quiet and to spend the rest of her days simply running a tavern with Leesil.
         How ironic that turned out to be. A fake and cheat, playing hunter of the dead, she’d bought a tavern in likely the only town
         in Belaski with a trio of undeads nestled in its midst.
      

      
      And worse, her rumored reputation followed her to spread slowly through Miiska. Everyone expected her to have the skill and
         knowledge to fight such creatures, and the vampires themselves believed she’d come to hunt them. Unable to avoid this conflict,
         she destroyed two of the undeads, including their leader, Rashed.
      

      
      Now, Magiere looked back down the waterfront. She’d actually walked right past the charred earth today and not even noticed the vacancy. Leesil had burned Miiska’s largest warehouse, covering their retreat from the undeads’ hiding
         place in order to save her life. But Leesil’s action had other consequences.
      

      
      Rashed may have been a monster masquerading among the townsfolk, but it seemed he’d also had a head for business. His warehouse
         had employed many dockworkers as well as being the mainstay of export for the local area.
      

      
      Magiere finally recognized the source of her seemingly pointless guilt.

      
      ‘Move it, you lazy grunts!’ shouted a foreman in a sleeveless shirt. ‘There are plenty around to take your place if you can’t
         keep up.’
      

      
      She and Leesil had saved the town from its undead plague, but without Rashed’s establishment for competition, the two other
         smaller warehouse owners could now pay workers substandard wages for longer hours, as well as choke off the prices for abundant
         goods with less opportunity for storage and export. Anyone who protested was dismissed. There were simply more workers than
         jobs, and worse, more business than these small warehouses could handle. People watched their livelihood go to waste or be
         bought out for low return.
      

      
      Magiere tried to take no further notice. She had a business of her own to manage. She grabbed a ragged worker by the shirtsleeve.

      
      ‘Where’s Master Poyesk?’

      
      The man stared at her in exhaustion, and his eyes narrowed slightly as his back straightened. She realized that he recognized
         her and met his gaze without flinching. A long moment passed, until the silence was too much.
      

      
      He pointed toward the warehouse’s doors. ‘Inside.’

      
      Magiere nodded, and Chap followed as she entered the dimly lit building. She choked on the dust while her eyes adjusted to the decreased light. Crates of wool, casks of ale, and other packaged goods lined the walls. She spotted
         a short, weasel-faced man writing on a torn bit of parchment.
      

      
      ‘Master Poyesk!’ Magiere called out with an edge of anger.

      
      Poyesk turned, slightly surprised by her presence. ‘Mistress Magiere,’ he said in an oily tone. ‘I was expecting your partner.’

      
      Although he was dressed like a merchant in a burgundy velvet tunic, Poyesk’s teeth were yellowed, his hair greasy, and his
         nose pockmarked. Magiere was too irritated to be revolted.
      

      
      ‘If you’re expecting my partner, then you know why I’m here,’ she stated. ‘My tavern opens tonight, but my stocks haven’t
         been delivered. I paid in advance, so what is the delay?’
      

      
      He set the parchment on a nearby crate and rubbed his hands together, smiling apologetically.

      
      ‘Yes, but as you see, business has been slow in Miiska of late. Fewer ships come to trade and there are so many workers to
         employ. My overhead is climbing by the day.’
      

      
      Confused, Magiere wondered where this was leading.

      
      ‘I paid the delivery fee as well,’ she added.

      
      He paused as if weighing his words, and tapped one finger lightly against his lips.

      
      ‘Of course, but there are other considerations. With so few handling all of Miiska’s trade these days, I have to consider
         who to serve first based on which customers are most … profitable.’ He shrugged, as if there were nothing he could do. ‘Otherwise,
         I won’t have the coin to pay workers to serve the next customer.’
      

      
      Poyesk’s meaning settled upon Magiere.

      
      Leesil would handle this differently, but he wasn’t here. She reached to her hip for the falchion’s hilt, but that wasn’t here either. She’d stopped wearing it around town in broad
         daylight.
      

      
      ‘Are you asking for a bribe?’ she said. ‘You want a bribe to deliver goods I’ve already purchased … with a delivery fee paid
         in advance?’
      

      
      She heard Chap growl softly at Poyesk, the low sound rolling up his throat to vibrate through half-exposed teeth. Master Poyesk
         didn’t react, picking up his parchment again to return to business as usual.
      

      
      ‘Setting your dog on me won’t get you your ale.’

      
      Magiere was about to explain what she could do with a bailing hook and his various body cavities, when a familiar voice called
         out from behind her.
      

      
      ‘Ah, there you are, Magiere. Caleb said you’d come down here.’

      
      Magiere turned to see two familiar men entering the warehouse, Karlin Boigiesque, the town’s baker, and Darien Tomik, constable
         and head of the guard.
      

      
      Karlin’s presence usually put her at ease. Portly, smooth headed, and always smelling of clove-spiced soap, he was more than
         just a baker. He now served on the town council and had been her main advocate in getting the town to rebuild her tavern.
         He was a good man to the core and her friend. She didn’t have many friends.
      

      
      Darien, on the other hand, she didn’t know well. He struck her as competent and quiet, though he hadn’t held his position
         long. Tall to the point of being lanky, he stood almost a head above Karlin and gazed seriously at her. She realized her face
         must be flushed with anger.
      

      
      ‘This little weasel just asked me for a bribe to deliver an order I’ve already paid for,’ she snapped.

      
      Darien looked at Poyesk and asked softly, ‘Is this true?’

      
      ‘Uh, no … I think Mistress Magiere misunderstood.’ Poyesk became slightly nervous. ‘I was explaining that her delivery had to be moved into the afternoon schedule. We’re running
         behind today.’
      

      
      ‘Behind … something, certainly,’ Magiere snapped, her hand still on her hip.
      

      
      Karlin settled one thick palm on Magiere’s shoulder in a friendly manner. Darien stepped in on her other side. The quiet,
         dour constable was appropriately outfitted in leather hauberk, sheathed short sword, and a small cudgel tucked in his belt.
      

      
      ‘But all is well now?’ Karlin asked, polite and jovial. ‘You’ll send her order this afternoon?’

      
      Poyesk smiled with yellowed teeth and backed farther away. ‘Yes, of course. She’ll have everything well before dusk.’

      
      Magiere realized Darien’s presence made Master Poyesk extremely nervous, more so than seemed appropriate for one attempt at
         gouging a customer. Darien’s attitude stepped beyond mere disapproval from a town constable. She wondered who else Poyesk
         was attempting to extort and felt less inclined to let the situation drop so easily. Karlin, however, gave a slight tug on
         her shoulder, and began rushing her toward the doors. Darien hesitated before following. Magiere glanced back at Poyesk.
      

      
      ‘I hope there won’t be any further misunderstandings to straighten out. And you’d better hope my partner, Leesil, doesn’t
         come in my place.’
      

      
      Master Poyesk only smiled again.

      
      Magiere shielded her eyes from the bright sunlight as they emerged from the warehouse.

      
      ‘It’s fortunate you two happened along,’ she said, blinking as she lowered her hand.

      
      Karlin didn’t answer and walked slowly down the water-front. She and Darien fell into step beside the baker.

      
      
      ‘All right, you going to tell me what’s going on?’ she asked.

      
      Darien remained silent, and Karlin rolled his shoulders as if shifting an irritating shirt seam to a more comfortable position.

      
      ‘We went to speak with you at the Sea Lion,’ Karlin began slowly. ‘When Caleb said you’d gone to the docks, we thought we’d
         take a walk and see if we could find you.’
      

      
      ‘And you did,’ Magiere added. ‘Is anything wrong?’

      
      ‘Yes and no,’ he answered. ‘You must be aware that things have changed in Miiska of late. When you and Leesil … when Rashed’s
         warehouse was burned, the town’s economy was altered.’
      

      
      She took a slow breath. Again, everything came back to Rashed’s warehouse.

      
      ‘Where we once had a surplus of money,’ Darien cut in, his voice even but hard, ‘is now a nearly empty purse. The small warehouse
         like Poyesk’s are claiming they earn no profit, and months ago, town funds were drained in helping those who lost livelihoods
         after the fire. We have almost no community surplus left from taxes.’
      

      
      Magiere kept stride, but she was uncertain why they wanted to chat with her about problems with the town’s treasury.

      
      ‘What is it you think I can do about this?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Pay your back taxes,’ Karlin said plainly.

      
      Magiere came to a sudden stop, looking in confusion between the corpulent baker and the lanky town constable. ‘Back taxes?’

      
      ‘There’s a tax for trade and business, which in turn is split between community funds and what’s owed to the kingdom. Fortunately,
         we’re a free township and don’t pay a percentage to a local fief. Of course, you would know that. It’s just that you’ve been
         so helpful to Miiska that the council never thought it right to insist. But we’re in a crisis, and everyone must do their share. Now that you’re reopening,
         we can expect a payment from the Sea Lion as well.’
      

      
      Among all the reasons Karlin would need to speak with her, this was the last thing Magiere expected. Why had no one ever mentioned
         this before?
      

      
      For ridding Miiska of undeads, she and Leesil had been gifted some payment, but nearly all of that had gone into rebuilding
         the Sea Lion. She’d used up the remainder restocking to open for business. She couldn’t tell this to Karlin and Darien, though.
      

      
      ‘Leesil handles our account sheets,’ she lied, clearing her throat. ‘I’ll need to speak with him.’

      
      ‘Of course.’ Karlin nodded. ‘We know you’re just reopening and things might be a bit scattered. I must be off now, at any
         rate. A town council meeting was called this afternoon over a letter from Bela. Apparently, the news it contains warrants
         an immediate discussion, but I’ll stop by the tavern tonight.’
      

      
      Darien gave a nod of acknowledgment and farewell and headed into town. Karlin patted her on the shoulder before following
         him.
      

      
      Magiere watched her own feet step along the water-front planks. Where was Leesil, indeed, now that she needed him?

      
      She passed beyond the commotion of the docks and turned inward to the closest street paralleling the shore. Shops around her
         grew dense and more closely connected, side streets occasionally reaching inward to the heart of town. Her stomach was in
         knots. She had until evening to come up with taxes on the Sea Lion. Miiska was in trouble, and she and Leesil were partially
         responsible. The least they could do was pay their fair share. But how?
      

      
      
      She passed the stable down the road from the tavern and saw Lila, the cobbler’s wife, walking toward her. A large woman with
         a mass of burnished auburn hair, she carried a basket of bread loaves and fruit. It was a cheerful sight, as if some part
         of the world were calm enough to simply worry about pies and apple butter. Lila smiled when she spotted Magiere. Not everyone
         blamed her and Leesil for Miiska’s troubles.
      

      
      As Lila passed an open alleyway, two teenage boys burst out, as if they’d been lying in wait for a passerby. For a heartbeat
         Magiere froze in disbelief.
      

      
      The first swung his fist and caught Lila across the jaw. She dropped instantly in a heap on the dry, dusty street. The second
         grabbed the basket and turned to flee. All the day’s frustrations found welcome release in Magiere’s anger.
      

      
      ‘Chap, get him!’ she shouted as she took off after the first boy.

      
      He was fast but didn’t notice Magiere until too late. She snatched him by the shirt collar, spun him around, and flung him
         up against the cobbler shop’s wall.
      

      
      The boy turned as if ready to fight, but he looked terrified, breath coming in ragged gasps and eyes wild with panic. His
         collarbone poked sharply out of a ripped shirt. His raised fists were bony at the ends of thin arms. At most, he was fifteen
         years old.
      

      
      Magiere’s anger drained instantly, and she heard Lila calling out her name.

      
      Hesitant to take her eyes off the first boy, Magiere glanced quickly toward the stout woman, who was pulling at Chap.

      
      ‘Magiere, help me. Call him off,’ Lila shouted.

      
      Magiere stepped back, watching the first boy until she was at a safe distance. She had little choice but to let her quarry
         go and run back to Lila.
      

      
      
      Chap snarled and barked at the other thief pinned against a pile of empty crates blocking an alley. Magiere saw that the dog
         wasn’t trying to harm the boy but merely make enough of a show that the young thief would cower down and be still. Lila, on
         the other hand, didn’t know Chap well enough to understand what was happening.
      

      
      ‘Call him off,’ Lila repeated. ‘They’re just hungry boys.’

      
      ‘Chap, that’s enough,’ Magiere said. ‘Leave him be.’

      
      The dog snarled once more and pulled back next to Magiere. The boy whimpered softly, rolled to his feet, and started running.

      
      ‘Wait, take this,’ Lila called out. She held out a loaf of bread from the fallen basket.

      
      The boy never looked back and disappeared down a side street.

      
      Magiere stared at Lila’s swollen jaw. It would be black and purple tomorrow. ‘You’re trying to feed the thief who attacked
         you?’
      

      
      Lila’s expression grew sad, so sad that Magiere fell silent.

      
      ‘They’re just children, and they’re hungry,’ Lila said softly. ‘There’s not even enough work for their parents, if they have
         any, so how can they feed themselves?’
      

      
      Magiere had no response. The knot in her stomach tightened as she escorted Lila safely home. Turning away, she headed back
         toward the south end of town, Chap beside her.
      

      
      The Sea Lion was nestled at the base of a small, forested peninsula forming the southern side of the bay. Stout and cleanly
         cut plank walls, freshly whitewashed shutters, and an ornate sign depicting a sea lion riding an ocean wave greeted her as
         she stood outside her reborn establishment. The front door was shaped from solid oak this time, with iron bars and locks that
         Leesil had requested. Enough fair-grade glass panes had been found for the upper-floor windows, and shutters were in place on the ground floor. The whole of the place was at least half again as long as its previous
         incarnation and shone like a new copper coin in the sunlight. Even in hard times, people spent what little they could afford
         for the comfort of ale in good company by a warm hearth. The Sea Lion fairly burst with promise of laughter and profit. But
         at the moment, Magiere did not feel like laughing.
      

      
      Chap scurried to the front door and sat waiting, but Magiere held back.

      
      Somewhere inside, old Caleb, the caretaker they’d inherited, was likely putting things in order. Little Rose, his granddaughter,
         would be playing in her new bedroom, probably waiting for Chap, her favorite ‘pull-toy.’
      

      
      This day already weighed too heavily upon Magiere. She could imagine the activity that would grow through the afternoon, until
         the place opened for business.
      

      
      The last time she’d taken on the role of bartender, both Miiska’s desperate townsfolk and the vampires they feared had found
         her too easily. The memory, as well as the revelations about herself that had emerged, still haunted her. In facing the truth
         behind her life of deception and lies, Magiere had also faced more of herself than she’d ever wanted to know. In the presence
         of vampires, rage and strength filled her until she began to change, manifesting attributes only vampires themselves possessed
         … canines elongating to fangs amid sharpening teeth … healing herself by drinking mortal blood. It terrified her, even though
         it became necessary both to her own survival and to protect Leesil. And they had grown closer during the crisis.
      

      
      Magiere felt suddenly cold and exposed.

      
      In the aftermath, Leesil was so badly injured that all she could do was care for him until he could walk again. During that time, they didn’t speak much of their experience together, because she decided it was best to put it all behind
         them.
      

      
      He began slipping away by himself each morning. Perhaps that was best. Her cool manner was obviously troubling him, but his
         life had been endangered because of his connection to her, and a certain distance was for his own good. A lonely thought,
         but true.
      

      
      Magiere looked southward across the coastal road out of town and up to the forested hills that lay inland. Leesil was late.

      
      ‘Advance,’ Chane instructed, trying not to yawn from tedium, ‘and again. No, master, keep your blade level and then settle
         your weight back. Do not lean into your front leg.’ He lazily parried but did not take advantage of the blatant opening his
         opponent had left again – and again.
      

      
      Toret, his pupil in swordplay and his master in all else, halted in frustration.

      
      ‘My sword is straight!’ he snapped. His voice echoed off the walls of the enlarged cellar cleared for their use in training
         and other clandestine pursuits. ‘Why do you keep repeating that?’
      

      
      Their three-story stone house resided in the upper-class quarters of Bela, the kingdom capital of Belaski and its major port
         of call. Acceptable and perhaps extravagant by middle-class standards, it was not what Chane had been used to in life. The
         city’s population was so diverse almost anyone could fit in. However, since he’d risen from death, Chane felt nothing but
         out of place in his master’s company.
      

      
      A recent Noble Dead, or vampire specifically, Chane still understood the walls between classes. In mortal life, he had been
         a minor noble of an outlying barony, familiar with the politics and social strategies customary among the gentry. And now – as in most of his conscious moments – he assisted
         his creator, his master, in elevating himself. That contradiction, as well as the contrast between them, was so beyond comic
         it struck Chane as absurd rather than amusing.
      

      
      Chane was tall, with thick auburn hair cut just below his ears. Dark ginger breeches and a midnight-blue tunic were tailor-cut
         for him, framing broad shoulders over a long torso. Fluent in four languages, with a noble’s education and self-schooled in
         less acknowledged arts, he handled a long sword as if born to it.
      

      
      Herein lay the contemptible irony of this new existence with his master.
      

      
      Toret was thin-armed, seeming a youth no more than seventeen years, and small for the age. Even scrubbed clean, his skin was
         tinted as though covered in a constant layer of filth. His dirt-brown hair stuck out in tufts and cowlicks. He bore scars
         on one wrist and his cheek. He conversed well enough in Belaskian, the common language throughout most of the region, and
         seemed to speak the vulgar tongue of the Suman Empire across the ocean and far to the south. But despite this, so far, he
         could barely read or write any language, regardless of tutelage. His expensive burgundy brocade tunic made him look like a
         houseboy playing dress-up while the manor lord was away.
      

      
      But Toret had trapped and turned Chane, pulled him from death into servitude. Now Chane could not refuse the smaller undead’s
         most menial whim. Once created, a vampire could not refuse its master. Chane was a slave.
      

      
      ‘No, master,’ he said with forced politeness. ‘Your blade is not straight, and you throw your weight too far. Observe me.’

      
      
      Chane stepped precisely through three connected advances but did not believe for a moment that Toret would catch the finer
         details.
      

      
      ‘Well, I think you’re doing … splendidly!’ came a high-pitched voice from across the cellar.

      
      Both Toret’s and Chane’s attention shifted toward the voice. Chane suppressed a sneer of disgust as their household’s third
         member forced her presence into his awareness. Toret smiled, exposing straight but lightly stained teeth.
      

      
      ‘My sweet,’ Toret said with relish. ‘Have you been shopping?’

      
      Flouncing toward them was another painful reality of Chane’s new existence: Sapphire.

      
      Some would find her alluring or desirable, in a vulgar way, but to Chane she was the most repulsive creature to invade his
         existence, before or after his death.
      

      
      Sapphire wore a low-cut satin gown so starlingly pink it might be called magenta, and dark blond curls sculpted into sausage
         ringlets framed her round and often pouting face. Red-stained lips stood out between her smooth, pale cheeks, while gaudy
         ruby earrings that could feed a large village dangled from her earlobes. No matter how much money Toret heaped upon her for
         clothing and jewelry, she retained the appearance of a well-paid but tasteless prostitute. Her only untainted feature was
         a set of bright sapphire eyes, and hence the name Toret had given her.
      

      
      To think of this creature as a Noble Dead was a constant source of disquieting irony. But when Toret looked at her, Chane
         saw in his master’s hungry eyes that she might as well have been the queen of the Fay. It was nauseating, and reminded Chane
         of a childhood time when his family’s cook served a salmon left unprepared too long in the summer heat. Chane had spent three days kneeling over a bucket.
      

      
      ‘Splendidly?’ Chane said, masking the sarcasm in his voice. ‘Did you learn a new word today?’

      
      Both Toret and Sapphire blinked once, and she pretended he hadn’t spoken. Chane knew his companions often had difficulty distinguishing
         whether he was being polite or insulting.
      

      
      ‘Not shopping,’ she said to Toret, smiling coyly with a tilt of her head as she fingered the front of his tunic. ‘To my dressmaker.
         Charlotte got in some lovely mustard-yellow silk, and I’ve had a new gown made. Of course, her ideas for the cut were dull,
         so I’ve insisted on alterations.’
      

      
      No doubt, Chane thought, trying not to imagine what overtly provocative choices passed for style in such a creature’s thoughts.

      
      Chane had managed to find bankers, merchants, and dressmakers who remained open for business far into the evening. Appropriately
         handled, such requests weren’t suspicious in a city the size of Bela. Half the gentry he’d known slept all day and spent all
         night in social politics or discreet debauchery. Toret and his companions were simply ‘eccentric’ for their late business
         hours. They paid well, and no one complained.
      

      
      ‘Have you fed yet, my dear?’ Toret asked Sapphire. Clasping her hand, he pressed its palm firmly against his mouth, closing
         his eyes halfway.
      

      
      ‘No, I was waiting for you.’ She smiled at Chane and added, ‘For both of you.’

      
      Chane nodded as coldly as possible without appearing rude. No matter how badly he treated her, she played the coquette with
         him, though never openly enough to annoy Toret. She believed all men found her charms irresistible and constantly played up
         to this self-image.
      

      
      
      ‘I want to go to the Rowanwood,’ she announced quite happily.

      
      Toret shook his head. ‘It’s too soon.’

      
      Sapphire had a penchant for elite prey, a dangerous indulgence, from Chane’s perspective. She fed on the rich as often as
         Toret allowed. The Rowanwood hosted wealthy patrons, if not the most sophisticated. Chane did appreciate its lush atmosphere,
         suitable for upper classes looking for a less stuffy night’s entertainment. But frequent hunting near a prestigious establishment
         gained unwanted attention.
      

      
      Sapphire’s smile faded, replaced by a pout, and Chane steeled himself. It was time to repeat the ritual of manipul ation.

      
      ‘Well, where do you want to go?’ she asked Toret, her voice pitched so high it hurt Chane’s ears. ‘Some dockside tavern to
         feed on stinky fishermen? Do you want to smell ale and sweat all night? I don’t. I don’t! I want to go someplace nice!’
      

      
      Toret sighed, walking to the cellar’s far wall to place his sword back in the rack.

      
      ‘Did you hear me?’ Sapphire called, astonished at being ignored. ‘Ratboy! Did you hear me?’

      
      Toret froze in midstep. When he turned, his face was a tight mask of rage, and his dust-colored skin appeared to turn hoarfrost
         white.
      

      
      Ratboy? Chane had no idea why she called him that. Perhaps some peasant’s insult? Indeed, it had an unimaginative sound. During
         frequent fits of temper, Sapphire called Toret all sorts of names and threw herself into sorrowful pouts until he relented
         to her whims.
      

      
      Toret snatched a parrying dagger from the rack and closed the distance to Sapphire. Before she could dart away, he gripped
         her by the throat and pressed the blade’s point under her chin.
      

      
      
      Chane felt something near to astonishment. It was quite pleasing. He’d never once seen Toret lay a hand on Sapphire in anything
         besides affection or desire.
      

      
      ‘We discussed this,’ Toret hissed. ‘I made you, and I can unmake you. You will never call me that again. Understand?’

      
      Sapphire’s eyes widened as one tiny drop of dark fluid ran down the blade from under her chin.

      
      Chane felt a moment of pure pleasure at the open terror on Sapphire’s face. The evening was not a complete waste after all.
         The little bitch had given up something new to consider.
      

      
      Ratboy.

      
      Whatever the meaning, it displeased Toret more than any thing Chane could recall, and this was worth remembering.

      
      ‘I’m sorry … Toret,’ Sapphire stammered. ‘We can go anywhere … anyplace you like … I’m sorry … anywhere.’

      
      Toret lowered the blade and slowly released his grip on her throat. He then looked troubled, of course, perhaps realizing
         he would later pay for his actions. And pay he would.
      

      
      Chane kept his sigh of boredom silent. So tediously predictable.

      
      ‘It’s all right, my dear,’ Toret said, his abrupt calm a counterpoint to his rage from a moment ago. ‘We can’t go to the Rowanwood
         again so soon … but we haven’t been to the Damask Throne in a while.’
      

      
      Daggers and threats forgotten, Sapphire’s face lit up. ‘Oh, yes, the Damask Throne? That would be … splendid.’

      
      Chane inwardly groaned. She had learned a new word. After changing into suitable attire, complete with evening cloak and gloves, he went to fetch a covered
         carriage for hire.
      

      
      
      In the far-past time of the first king, Bela had consisted of a castle stronghold. Over time, villages close by spread into
         towns and then into a surrounding city. The castle itself grew. As the city spread outward, new fortification walls were erected
         for its defense. The king’s city of Bela now consisted of three walls that ringed the city at nearly equal distances from
         its center castle grounds. Most banks, municipal buildings, wealthy homes, and upscale establishments existed within the inner
         ring wall, where they were best protected. Though there were main avenues of commerce and city life running from the center
         of Bela to the waterfront docks, such as Harbor Street, as one moved outward from the city’s center, one moved downward in
         society.
      

      
      The night air was crisp with a rare seaward breeze that pushed back the odors of wood, rope, fish, salt mill, and other harbor
         smells. It was a short ride from their home until the carriage stopped near the Damask Throne. Toret assisted Sapphire from
         the carriage while Chane paid the driver.
      

      
      Even with large, burning street lamps positioned every thirty paces, the night felt comfortingly dark. Chane looked his part
         of protector in a long wool cloak with the point of his sheathed sword just visible at the bottom. Toret and Sapphire appeared
         a wealthy couple.
      

      
      The carriage moved off down the street, and Sapphire walked toward the luxurious inn while Toret and Chane waited outside
         – a typical game played many times over. Chane crossed his arms and stood in the shadows. He rarely spoke to Toret unless
         spoken to first. Toret sighed, watching Sapphire disappear inside the Damask Throne.
      

      
      ‘She is lovely, isn’t she?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Yes, master,’ Chane answered flatly.

      
      In a short time, Sapphire emerged from the inn with a young couple. A female victim in the mix surprised Chane, as Sapphire usually brought out only drunken men, all ne’er-do-wells
         and blueblood want-to-bes. But aside from the woman, the couple was no different from a typical set of well-off merchants.
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ Sapphire exclaimed to her new companions as they crossed the street. ‘Here are my friends now. I told you they’d be
         along soon.’
      

      
      She introduced the couple as Simask and Luiza. Toret shook the man’s hand and politely greeted the woman.

      
      ‘Simask is the son of a Stravinan winemaker, and he’s in Bela on business,’ Sapphire continued. ‘They don’t know anyone in
         town, so I offered to show them a few of our evening attractions. But now that you’re here, you can help me entertain them.’
      

      
      Chane focused upon the woman: in her early twenties, with pale skin and dark hair swept up under a little red velvet hat.
         He was suddenly struck by the growing tingle of hunger. His normal disdainful thoughts were replaced by images of Luiza’s
         soft, warm throat drawn close to his mouth as paralyzing fear stained her face. Even now, he could feel the slight and slow
         shift of his teeth, canines elongating as saliva built up until he quietly swallowed it down.
      

      
      One of the few times Chane forgot his unfortunate state of servitude was while he hunted.

      
      Toret smiled at Simask. ‘Come, come. There’s a much better inn down the street called the Rowanwood. The food is excellent,
         and they have the best wine cellar in this part of the country.’ He paused a moment, then feigned a surprised epiphany. ‘Perhaps
         you can do business with the proprietor.’
      

      
      Toret’s relaxed and friendly manner put the young couple at ease. They strolled down the street, occasionally passing another late evening citizen enjoying a walk, and once, a city guard who returned them a polite nod.
      

      
      Chane remained silent while Sapphire and Toret chatted away with Simask and Luiza. They turned onto a sloping road toward
         a merchant district outside the inner wall. The area had grown unfashionable over the years, and after hours was all but deserted.
         Chane was almost bored by the time Simask suddenly stopped and looked around, realizing the street lamps had grown scarce,
         the buildings were dark, and there were no other people about.
      

      
      ‘Did we miss the Rowanwood?’ he asked. ‘Perhaps we went too far.’

      
      Without warning, Toret grabbed him. He slammed Simask hard against the clay-plaster wall of a closed shop.

      
      Chane had long since ceased being surprised by his small master’s speed and strength. Toret’s lips curled back to reveal elongated
         canines. He exhaled into Simask’s face once before releasing him.
      

      
      ‘Run,’ he whispered.

      
      Toret rarely toyed with his food. Chane preferred such pretense and foreplay himself, but understood Toret’s concern for secrecy.
         Most Noble Dead could muddle or smother their victim’s memories, so normally they left their prey alive but disoriented. Some
         developed more pronounced abilities, but neither Chane nor Sapphire could do more than simply blur a victim’s recollection.
      

      
      There was a difference in Toret’s attitude tonight. Chane silently rejoiced, anticipating a brief respite, and the release
         of all the frustration of his slavery spread through him like warmth.
      

      
      Simask tried to dodge around Toret and reach Luiza, but Sapphire stepped in his way, laughing.

      
      ‘Not that way,’ she said, and pointed down an alley. ‘That way.’ Another low-voiced laugh exposed her fangs.

      
      
      Simask ran. Luiza screamed in shock as her husband’s form receded into the dark. She backed into the middle of the street.

      
      Sapphire started after the husband. Toret hesitated long enough to look to Chane.

      
      ‘No one knows them here. Do what you want, but leave no trace when you’re finished.’

      
      Then he was gone down the alley after Sapphire.

      
      Chane saw Luiza staring at him in a mix of terror and … pleading hope? He knew his appearance suggested a vassal lord or liegeman
         who protected women like Luiza, the fair and fragile.
      

      
      ‘Sir,’ she said. ‘Please …’

      
      He walked quietly toward her, backing her up until they reached the alley’s other half across the street. He tilted his head
         toward the opening.
      

      
      ‘Go,’ Chane said.

      
      Luiza sobbed once and tripped over her skirt as she turned to flee. She managed to catch herself and keep moving.

      
      Chane let her run. He waited just a little longer and then followed.

      
      Her head turned once as he trotted steadily after her, not caring for silence any longer. She sobbed loudly again and screamed
         for help at the footfalls closing quickly behind her in the alley’s darkness. No one would hear her. Or if they did, they
         wouldn’t care.
      

      
      He caught Luiza effortlessly, and as he grasped the little red hat and a handful of her hair, he felt a slight disappointment.

      
      There were appropriate times for a quick and poignant kill. But not now. This was too easy.

      
      To his surprise, she twisted away and with both hands grabbed an empty vegetable crate on the ground. With all her strength, she struck him across the side of the head. The crate shattered around him.
      

      
      The impact almost hurt, and elation returned.

      
      Chane snatched her wrists and bound them in one grip. He grabbed the front of her clothes with his other hand. He slammed
         her body up against the alley wall, pinning her arms above her head.
      

      
      He forgot Toret. He forgot Sapphire. He forgot his lost mortal family and his mother and all the trappings of life that he
         still missed. This mattered. This moment.
      

      
      Luiza struggled, and for a short while Chane allowed her to. It was fascinating how easily he could push his dead form to
         accomplish anything he demanded of it, and what little the living could do to oppose him. He felt her useless squirming in
         his grip begin to weaken. Looking down, he took in the horror on her face and watched as her cheek brushed against him and
         her tears disappeared, soaking into his black cloak.
      

      
      Chane let himself feel the shiver and heat of her skin against his fingertips, and then he concentrated until his fingernails
         hardened under his will and ever so slightly elongated. He pulled his hand back, slashing away her coat, blouse, and all fabric
         from around her throat. His mouth closed down on flesh.
      

      
      He rarely tasted blood until a short while after feeding, and then there was only a salt-laden, coppery residue. During the
         act, he only felt warmth and strength filling him, as if blood were only a medium carrying the power of life into his possession.
         Nothing in his memory compared to this. It was the only aspect of his undead existence that brought him joy. Chane knew it
         was time to stop only when he could no longer sense any life pouring into him, and the mix of oblivion and euphoria faded.
      

      
      He returned to his current existence – a slave.

      
      
      Toret expected him to drop the woman’s empty husk down a sewer grate, where it would not be found immediately. Such a grate
         was only twenty paces away. He remained still in contemplation.
      

      
      After a moment he dragged Luiza’s body with one hand down the alley closer to the main street and dropped her. He then ripped
         her dress further open, shredding it and the undergarments. She must look savaged and mutilated by something unnatural.
      

      
      The night Toret turned Chane, he’d ordered, ‘You will stay in Bela and serve me.’

      
      Chane could not disobey, but there were loopholes to consider. If the bodies of lovely young women were found with throats
         ripped and clothing shredded, would the constabularies or city guards begin an active hunt? Chane could take care of himself,
         but if fate were kind, Toret could lose his head.
      

      
      He crouched down for one last look at Luiza’s still open eyes. His body coursed with life’s energies now, but he felt sad
         as he wiped the blood from his mouth. The hunt had been so short and staged. Straightening his cloak and pulling his gloves
         on, he walked back toward the Damask Throne.
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      Leesil shifted cards about the faro table that evening, stealing brief glances at Magiere, who stood behind the bar pouring
         drinks and talking sparingly with patrons. Everything should have felt like it had before the events of months past. The Sea
         Lion was fully restored – better than restored. He should have been happy.
      

      
      After the fire, only the common room and kitchen hearths remained. A local carpenter who remembered the old bar quite well
         had created a nearly identical version. It glistened with dark, fresh stain. The building had been lengthened and slightly
         widened, and the common room hearth now stood near the room’s center, its backside open like the front. Patrons circled around
         it or nestled close to either open side for a little extra warmth.
      

      
      Hanging above the hearth facing toward the bar was a sword. Regardless of how much Caleb had scrubbed it, the blade remained
         partially blackened and marred. Leesil considered having it polished and restored but then thought better of it. This was
         Rashed’s sword, the warrior undead that Magiere had tricked into the flames as the old Sea Lion burned. She’d fished the blade
         from the ashes as a reminder of what she and Leesil had accomplished for Miiska. Displayed not in pride or triumph, it was
         a tribute of respect for those who died and shouldn’t be forgotten – Brenden the smith and his sister, and Bethrae, Caleb’s
         wife, among others. That blade symbolized what had been finally faced and overcome at a severe cost.
      

      
      
      The upstairs bedrooms were larger. Before the fire, he and Magiere each had their own room, but Caleb and his five-year-old
         granddaughter, Rose, had shared one. Now Rose possessed a bedroom to herself, and Leesil had whitewashed the interior for
         her. Every child should grow up with a place that was all his or her own.
      

      
      Leesil took in the room with its new wood walls and secondhand tables and chairs donated, bought, or scavenged from around
         town. It struck Leesil as bizarre that, had Rashed not burned down the original Sea Lion, their establishment wouldn’t have
         become what it was now. His gaze swung back to the warrior undead’s sword above the hearth.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps we should thank you,’ he muttered, but there was more sarcasm than irony in his voice. He turned again to watch Magiere.

      
      The long battle with Rashed and his ‘family’ had altered her. Before, she’d started to become more open to him. Close comradeship
         seeded the possibility of more, but in the past month, that warmer Magiere seemed to fade. She smiled occasionally, treated
         him well as partner and favored companion, and yet drifted back out of reach. Once in while during the evening, he caught
         her standing quietly behind the bar, watching him intently with her dark brown eyes. He was careful not to let her notice
         his awareness and thereby scare her away even more. There seemed no clue as to how to close this new distance between them,
         let alone fathom its cause.
      

      
      Tonight, in celebration of the grand reopening, Magiere’s long hair was loose from its braid and hung in gentle waves across
         the shoulders of her blue dress, bodice laced in tightly but not uncomfortably. It was only the third time Leesil had ever
         seen in her anything but breeches and boots, and either a shirt and vest or her leather hauberk. To his knowledge, she owned only the one dress. Seeing her in it was painfully pleasant. He was careful
         not to stare, or, out of irritation and spite, she might store it away, never to be seen again. Usually she was the warrior,
         falchion at her hip and black hair bound with a leather thong, and that look as well had its appeal. He’d become fond of both
         her aspects, wanted them both, but seldom had the opportunity to see her as she was tonight.
      

      
      No patrons were interested in a game, so Leesil stacked up the cards and worked his way through the crowded room to the bar,
         smiling innocently at Magiere. She was hesitant and then smiled back.
      

      
      ‘Like old times?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Not too old,’ he answered. ‘We didn’t have the place long before someone turned it into a pile of charcoal.’

      
      Her answering scowl made him smile again, honestly this time. An irritated Magiere, at least for a moment, was the true Magiere,
         who always had at least one thing in every day to smolder about.
      

      
      ‘I know,’ she said, pouring an ale and setting it on a tray for Caleb to serve. ‘But we’re finally home again.’

      
      Melancholy struck Leesil. If only the world could stop, and, like some mage who’d ferreted out the secrets to cage eternity
         in the wink of an eye, he could keep her in this one night forever. Oblivious to his wistfulness, Magiere knitted her brows.
      

      
      ‘We need to talk … later. We have to raise quick money … more than I’d thought, and I’m not sure how.’

      
      Leesil was immediately on edge. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d kept something to herself until she had no choice but
         to spit it out. The last time, she’d confessed to hoarding away money when he wasn’t paying attention, just to buy this tavern.
      

      
      
      ‘It’s for the back taxes,’ she added.

      
      ‘Back what?’ Leesil raised one eyebrow.

      
      ‘I’ve been a dolt on the business end of things,’ Magiere said. ‘Karlin came looking for me today, and you haven’t … there
         hasn’t been time to talk to you about it.’ She folded her arms and took a long, slow breath. ‘We’ve back taxes to pay. I don’t
         suppose you have any coin hidden away?’
      

      
      He blinked, about to laugh, and then realized she wasn’t joking. With a grunt, he gave her his wide-eyed look of sincere naiveté.

      
      ‘Are you actually aware of who you’re talking to? Me?’

      
      Her jaw tightened as she glared at him. An angry Magiere was sometimes even more real than a smoldering Magiere.

      
      The tavern’s front door swung open and a handful of sailors entered.

      
      ‘That’s my call,’ Leesil said. ‘They’ll start gambling soon. Pour me some tea?’

      
      D’areeling red wine had been his preferred evening drink but not in the last two months. He needed to be sharp and clearheaded
         every moment if he were to be truly useful to Magiere. She took a teapot from under the bar, where it rested in an iron basin
         filled with hot coals from the hearth, and poured spiced tea into a chipped pottery mug.
      

      
      ‘We’re not done talking,’ she insisted, and handed over his tea. ‘This is serious, and we have to deal with it, or all of
         this’ – she swiped a hand through the air, indicating their new home – ‘could end up lost.’
      

      
      ‘Duty calls,’ Leesil replied. He took the mug from her and headed back across the room before she could say anything more.

      
      Early patrons were usually townsfolk coming for fish chowder, ale, and a bit of company. The later crowd consisted more of sailors and off-duty guards looking to drink and gamble.
         At the moment, they were between the two crowds, and the place felt a bit full. Young Geoffry, Karlin’s son, had volunteered
         to serve tonight, since they expected an unusually large crowd, and Magiere had employed a girl named Aria on a permanent
         basis. With old Caleb serving as well, Magiere pouring drinks, and Leesil running the games, they were well staffed in a room
         that was well stuffed. Everyone enjoyed the new surroundings as if trying on a set of clothes fresh from the tailor.
      

      
      Everyone except Chap.

      
      The silver-blue hound circled the hearth for the hundredth time, wolfish ears pricked in agitation. Sitting near the old Sea
         Lion’s fireplace, he easily surveyed the whole room, from hearth to bar, front door to kitchen doorway. But the new enlarged
         common room changed all of that. Now, to check on any unusual ruckus or raised voice, he was obliged to plod around and around
         the fireplace all night, unable to take in the whole room at once.
      

      
      With the noise in the room, Leesil wasn’t certain, but he imagined a never-quite-ending low rumble issuing from the hound.
         He steered a wider course toward his faro table rather than pass too close to Chap at the moment.
      

      
      The tavern door opened again, and Leesil saw Karlin enter – a welcome sight, as Leesil had wondered why the portly baker hadn’t
         been at the door the moment they’d opened. Karlin was a true friend, and his money was no good in the Sea Lion. When someone
         else entered behind the baker, Leesil’s attention fixed on the new arrival.
      

      
      Karlin’s companion was slender and tall, with a gliding step that immediately reminded Leesil of his mother even before he
         took full notice of the man’s features. Silky, wheat-brown hair was pulled back behind his pointed ears. Large, almond-shaped eyes of amber were sharply slanted in a narrow and long triangular face. The man’s skin was a darker
         tan than Leesil’s, but with a perfect complexion akin to his mother’s. Standing with Karlin was a full-blooded elf.
      

      
      Magiere had mentioned Loni, so Leesil knew one of his mother’s people lived in Miiska, but he’d never felt the need to seek
         out this person. His own mother never saw fit to teach him anything of her people, even their language. The elves were reclusive,
         not generally mixing with the other races, which itself made Leesil’s own heritage an oddity.
      

      
      Since Loni ran the Velvet Rose, Miiska’s most expensive inn, he had little call to visit a common folk’s tavern like the Sea
         Lion. So why was he here, and with Karlin of all people? Leesil held his place, halfway to his faro table, where sailors nearby
         eyed the cards. He watched Karlin lean over the bar’s end to catch Magiere’s attention.
      

      
      Magiere hurried down the bar’s backside with a slight smile. The baker spoke briefly, perhaps discussing the tedious tax issue,
         and Leesil felt suddenly annoyed. Why did so many people dwell on such things? It would be handled soon enough.
      

      
      Loni, the elf, tapped Karlin on the shoulder and, with a serious look, tilted his head toward Magiere. Karlin reached into
         his vest, withdrew a piece of rolled parchment, and handed it to her. She frowned in confusion, then unrolled it and began
         reading.
      

      
      Magiere’s mild moment of happiness melted from her pale features.

      
      Brows knitted in puzzlement, and then her eyes widened. When she lifted her gaze to Karlin, the clench of her jaw was plain
         to Leesil from across the room. The elf spoke, and Magiere threw the parchment at his chest as she began shouting. Several patrons at the bar shifted away toward the kitchen side as Leesil quickly pushed his way back
         across the crowded room.
      

      
      He couldn’t make out what she said, but he did catch ‘bastard,’ and some Stravinan term that sounded worse. Chap had somehow
         wormed through the room and beaten Leesil to the bar. The dog growled at Karlin and Loni – mostly at the elf, for Chap was
         as fond of the baker as anyone else living at the Sea Lion. Background noise began to fade as more and more people turned
         their heads toward Magiere’s raised voice. Leesil planted one hand on the bar, vaulted to the backside, and caught her arm.
      

      
      ‘Quiet, you dragon,’ he whispered playfully. ‘You’re frightening the peasants.’

      
      Her pale skin was flushed, and the glare she returned made him think better of any further jest. She moved back from Karlin
         and Loni, and closer to him.
      

      
      ‘Leesil, get them out of here … or I’ll do it my way!’

      
      Leesil abandoned any further thought of disarming the situation through humor, and slipped around Magiere between her and
         the end of the bar.
      

      
      ‘Into the kitchen,’ he said softly, and then looked over his shoulder. ‘Karlin, you come now.’

      
      Leesil steered Magiere down the bar toward the kitchen’s curtained doorway. He was thankful she didn’t resist. She did, however,
         pull away from him and nearly rip the curtains off their rod as she swatted them aside on her way through. Leesil hurried
         after her.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. He pulled a stool to the kitchen table and literally pushed her down to sit on it. When he did,
         he felt her shoulders shaking with tension. ‘This can’t be about back taxes?’
      

      
      The curtain pulled aside and Karlin entered, followed by Loni. The baker looked stricken and shamed, a troubling contrast to his cheerful nature. The elf stared at all of them,
         attentive and watchful but otherwise expressionless.
      

      
      ‘You could just say no, Magiere,’ Loni said. ‘This drama is unnecessary.’

      
      ‘Get out,’ she answered with enough hatred that Leesil balked at her tone.

      
      ‘And then what, send the offer back?’ Loni tossed the parchment on the table in front of her. ‘You know this money could rebuild
         the old warehouse, this time to be operated as community property. More merchants working the coastal route would once again
         stop here. Commerce would flourish instead of wither. Dock-workers could earn a decent wage, forcing Master Poyesk and his
         like to pay well or close up. Outlying farmers and local crafters could collectively wholesale their goods once again.’
      

      
      ‘What is going on?’ Leesil demanded, lost amid the argument.

      
      Karlin stood in helpless silence.

      
      ‘I can’t believe you’d ask this of me,’ Magiere whispered.

      
      Her gaze locked on Loni. She wrapped one hand on the table’s edge, as if bracing for a lunge, her whole body tensed.

      
      Leesil quickly stepped into her way, not the best place to be if Magiere succumbed to a fit of dhampir rage. Almost as tall
         as him, in such a state she could take down a trained undead warrior one-on-one.
      

      
      ‘Show it to him,’ Loni ordered her, nodding at Leesil. ‘He burned the warehouse – correct? Perhaps he’ll comprehend the potential
         of what you choose to ignore.’
      

      
      Leesil twitched reflexively at Loni’s dispassionate barb, and then he felt Magiere’s fingers pulling on his own. The touch drew his attention, and he looked down to find her pushing the parchment into his hand.
      

      
      ‘Read it,’ she said quietly.

      
      The rolled parchment was partially flattened from handling, but enough of the wax seal remained to see its imprint. In the
         center was the Belaskian royal crest under the tasseled banner of the king’s city of Bela. Leesil’s melancholy reared again.
         He unrolled the parchment.
      

      
      
         To the council and governing members of the free town of Miiska in his majesty’s kingdom of Belaski:

         Through Sir Vidor Chàsnitz, ship owner and member of our city council, we have learned of your recent economic difficulties
               related to the loss of your largest warehouse. We send our and his majesty’s hope that your situation will improve. It is
               partially in this interest that we address you with a request which might be fulfilled best by one of your own citizens and
               in turn serve the recovery of your community.

         From other sources, we have learned that in your respectable town resides one known as Magiere, a reported individual of special
               talents with whom we seek contact. We have heard with great interest of her skills put to the service of your town, and it
               is such skills and service that we in turn wish to engage from her. Our concern is that our great city of Bela may be plagued
               in the same manner as Miiska was until recently. The pattern of crimes pertinent has only of late come to the council’s attention
               and by the worst possible means. The daughter of our prominent council chairman was killed upon the front steps of his home.
               The circumstances leave little doubt as to an unnatural perpetrator which continues to elude our city guard and constabularies.

We ask your council or its agents to bring this to the attention of Mistress Magiere, and that if she is willing, she should
               travel to the capital with all possible haste. To that end, we include documents to secure her, as well as the companion with
               which she is reputed to work, immediate free passage without question on any kingdom ship bound for Bela.

         In exchange for her services, the council has been authorized to offer the sum of fifty gold sovereigns of the realm, notwithstanding
               any bounty offered by private parties. We anxiously await your reply and hope that our offer meets with acceptance, compassion,
               and duty.

         With sincerity,

         Crias Doviak, Secretary

         Acting for the Council of Bela

      

      
      Leesil set the parchment down and leaned back against the table, blankly staring at the floor. Loni allowed little more than
         two breaths to pass before breaking the silence.
      

      
      ‘You do not seem surprised by this,’ he said.

      
      ‘No,’ Leesil answered.

      
      ‘But … how?’ Karlin started, attention hopping between the others in confusion. ‘Darien just brought the letter to us this
         afternoon. And you already knew about it?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ Leesil repeated. ‘I didn’t know about the letter or what was in it. I knew something like this was coming … eventually,
         though it’s sooner than I’d hoped.’
      

      
      ‘What are you saying?’ Magiere’s voice was harsh but quiet.

      
      Leesil lifted his head just enough to find her looking up at him. Confusion filled her eyes, but her nearly white cheeks were
         still flushed.
      

      
      
      ‘What did you expect?’ he snapped more bitterly than intended. ‘If you think you had a reputation in the backwoods of Stravina,
         think again. We waged open battle with three undeads right before the eyes of an entire town … a port town sitting on the
         coastal sea lane of the whole nation, with sailors, merchants, and others passing through for two moons – even with the dropoff
         in trade. Worst of all, we won. This isn’t peasant superstitions and rural rumors anymore.’
      

      
      Anger drained from Magiere’s face as her large brown eyes filled up with barely suppressed panic.

      
      The letter was only the beginning, and it was never going to be over.

      
      Magiere sank in her chair with eyes closed. Leesil looked back at Karlin.

      
      ‘They know,’ he said. ‘They know Magiere and I are responsible for the warehouse, and they’re coming at her through guilt.
         Otherwise they would have offered the money directly to her. They knew she’d refuse, didn’t they?’
      

      
      After a moment’s contemplation, Karlin nodded, his round face too sad for speech.

      
      ‘You are responsible,’ Loni said with a hard glance at Leesil before focusing once again upon Magiere. ‘Would it be so terrible to
         go destroy their undead, to help others as you have helped the people here? No one denies the good you have done, but the
         repercussions cannot be ignored. You have a chance to make amends. Do you not owe this to Miiska? Hunting the undead is what
         you do.’
      

      
      The last statement made Leesil cringe. How could he or Magiere ever tell anyone that until they’d come to Miiska, their entire
         reputation was built on a charlatan’s game for cheating peasants? Magiere put her head in her hands.
      

      
      
      ‘Go home, Loni,’ she said. ‘Nothing you say can make me go to Bela … nothing.’

      
      The dreamer shifted in his slumber. All around him, below and above, was boundless dark, the dreamer suspended at its center.
         He hung there in silence, waiting.
      

      
      Until the dark began to undulate.

      
      It rolled like desert dunes under a starless sky. But when the stars did come out, they blinked not from sky but from the
         crests of those black dunes all around. The movement sharpened slowly into clarity, and stars became the glitter of an unseen
         light reflected upon black reptilian scales. Dunes covered in those scales became a mammoth serpent’s coils, each larger than
         the height of man. They circled on all sides of him, and above and below. They writhed with no beginning, no end, no space
         between, as if ancient and eternal and all-encompassing, perhaps stretching back into the time of the Forgotten, and the lost
         history of the world.
      

      
      ‘Where?’ he asked again. ‘Where is it? It has been so many years … decades. Am I closer?’

      
      The same questions as always, and little by little, small, cryptic images and words floated through.

      
      High … in the cold … and ice. The weight of those whispering words slipped into the dreamer’s mind and suffocated his own thoughts. Guarded by old ones … oldest of predecessors.
      

      
      ‘How can I find it?’

      
      The dreamer tried to peer beyond the black coils and envision what he sought, but he as yet did not even know what it looked
         like – only what the coils, his patron of dreams, promised the object could provide. Once acquired, it would forever alter
         the nature of his existence. Nothing would be needed from the outside, and all would be met from within himself.
      

      
      
      The coils began to close in upon him with fear and exhaustion. These dreams with his nameless benefactor filled his mind with
         knowledge one grain at a time, but drained him quickly. He wanted to remain and ask more but could not.
      

      
      Welstiel Massing opened his eyes, alone, lying upon a large, canopied bed in his rented room as the black coils faded from
         his thoughts.
      

      
      It was like any dream one might have, sharp in its experience and dull in its aftermath. He remembered coils in the dark,
         but neither their look nor the feel of his patron’s voice. And with each dream, the voice provided fewer new answers. In the
         end, if he acquired the promised object, it would free him. This much he did believe – and remember.
      

      
      Rising, he settled at his desk with quill in hand and opened the top thin volume of a stack of journals. He’d procured private
         rooms in one of Bela’s more respectable inns, affording him the privacy he required. Without contemplation, he wrote down
         what little he remembered from the dream. His hand shook slightly and his normal clarity was fogged, but he had a few more
         pieces to add, even if they did not all fit together well.
      

      
      The object was hidden at an elevation cold enough for ice and snow to remain all year. And ‘predecessors,’ old ones, guarded
         it. That in itself wasn’t new information, but still left Welstiel uneasy, as this detail recurred time and again. How old?
         As far back as the creation of this object he sought? From the time of the forgotten history perhaps, and so old it might
         predate the Great War.
      

      
      He could not fight these predecessors alone; that he’d surmised by the patron’s implications over the years, but he’d long
         been preparing to address this obstacle. Plans laid with patience were now ready for further momentum.
      

      
      
      Welstiel made the bed and dressed with meticulous attention to each fold of shirt, breeches, and vest. He combed dark hair
         back to reveal two small, equally white patches at his temples. He used his right hand, as his left was missing the first
         digit of its little finger. He donned an expensive black cloak and pulled up the cowl.
      

      
      Finally he opened a small jade box and removed a thin ring made of brass with minute, fine symbols etched around its inside.
         He slipped this onto the first finger of his right hand, bracing himself.
      

      
      As always, everything around looked the same but felt as if the world suddenly separated from him, almost unaware of his presence.
         It had been many years since he’d made the ring, and he seldom succumbed to a self-appraisal when donning it. He looked into
         the small mirror on his desk.
      

      
      His own familiar image was there in the glass, but it felt as if he stared at the reflection of a finely crafted painting.
         Though outside his appearance remained unchanged, what he held within – thought, feeling, and presence – would be imperceptible.
      

      
      Before leaving, he took one more look about to be sure nothing was out of place. His journals were of no concern, written
         in the tongue of his homeland far across sea and land in the northern Numan territories. As to the other books stowed under
         the bed, their locked straps might intrigue anyone foolish enough to search his room but were far beyond the capability of
         any thief to open. If they were forced, the result would be most unpleasant.
      

      
      On the bedside floor rested a frosted glass globe on a plain iron pedestal. Within the glass moved three dancing sparks that
         glowed enough to dimly illuminate the small room. It was the oldest thing he possessed, having been the first thing he’d ever created in his long studies. He opened the door to leave, speaking sharply without looking back.
      

      
      ‘Darkness.’ The sparks in the globe winked out.

      
      After Karlin and Loni’s departure, Magiere managed a polite front for her patrons until the last of them left past midnight.
         She thanked them and invited them to return again. Across the room, Leesil followed this same ritual as the final would-be
         gamblers gathered winnings and bemoaned losses. Caleb collected dishes and mugs from tables onto trays, and Aria took the
         trays into the kitchen to begin washing up. Magiere mindlessly continued closing down for the night. When Leesil nearly pushed
         the last gambler out of the tavern, he went to the curtained kitchen doorway.
      

      
      ‘Aria, leave all that,’ he said. ‘I’ll take care of it in the morning.’

      
      ‘Sir?’ her questioning voice floated out. ‘Come morning, it’ll stink like a broken ale keg in here.’

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter. Just leave it.’ He looked back to Caleb, who was straightening up chairs. ‘Could you walk Aria and Geoffry
         home?’
      

      
      Normally, Leesil would have played escort for their young helpers, who’d as well been assisting with preparations before the
         grand opening. With Caleb on such a duty and little Rose in bed, it was obvious to Magiere her partner was getting everyone
         out of the way.
      

      
      ‘I don’t need Caleb to take me home,’ Geoffry said indignantly. He dumped a load of firewood by the hearth and glared at the
         half-elf. Under a mop of auburn hair, his plain face expressed righteous indignation. ‘For the love of mutton, Leesil, I helped
         you fight wolves and vampires. I can walk Aria home myself.’
      

      
      
      ‘Come, come,’ Caleb said, gathering his cloak from the hooks by the front door. ‘Your parents may well be waiting up, even
         to this hour. We should walk in numbers.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you’ll still be walking back here all by yourself,’ Geoffry answered, not quite ready to give in.

      
      Caleb was over sixty, slightly stopped, with thick silver hair. He seldom spoke but had a presence that made people to stop
         and listen when he did. He looked at Geoffry in mild displeasure.
      

      
      Geoffry sighed, walked to the door, and jerked his cloak off the hook. He grabbed Aria’s as well as she emerged from the kitchen.
         Leesil ushered all three out into the night.
      

      
      Magiere went to sit on the hearth’s edge. Her knees up in front of her, she reached out to where Chap lay nearby and stroked
         between the hound’s tall ears. Chap rolled his head to lick her hand. His silver-blue fur was soft, and his clear eyes seemed
         to express sympathy, as if he understood her suffering. A foolish thought, and Magiere shook it off.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ Leesil asked, walking toward her. He pulled the tied scarf from his head, shook his long white-blond
         hair loose, and scratched at his scalp for a moment.
      

      
      Stupid question. She didn’t answer.

      
      ‘It had to happen eventually,’ he said. ‘I’ve been waiting for it, though you hadn’t really thought it through until today.
         And it won’t be the last time. Word is spreading. Maybe some of them are going to want help … and some of them …’ He paused,
         seeming hesitant to finish. ‘Well, some might offer a great deal of money.’
      

      
      ‘We don’t need their money!’ she responded.

      
      It was a lie. She knew it and so did he.

      
      ‘Yes, right, of course we don’t,’ he said, mockingly agreeable. ‘But for the moment, I’m not talking about us, and you know it.’
      

      
      Leesil crouched on the floor in front of her, bringing them face-to-face.

      
      Amber eyes just slightly almond shaped, and not as slanted and large as Loni’s, stared back at her from under thin white-blond
         eyebrows. Magiere wanted to look away but wouldn’t. It was so hard to look him in the eyes without memories surging into her
         thoughts – frightening and bloody memories. She wanted to see no more pain on his face and no more scars on his body. Her
         gaze drifted down to his wrist and then back up.
      

      
      Even with his thin-lipped mouth always on the verge of a wry smile, he seemed almost sad – or perhaps bitter.

      
      ‘Loni may be rude,’ Leesil continued. ‘But some of what he said is true. I burned that warehouse down and … I’d do it again
         without a second thought – given the same need.’
      

      
      Magiere remembered nothing of their flight from the warehouse, when Leesil had set the building on fire to cover their escape.
         But from what she’d later learned, he’d been rather thorough and zealous in executing that chosen task. They’d tried to take
         the family of undeads in their underground tunnels beneath the building. The heated memory of fighting Rashed flashed unwanted
         into her head. She’d been in bloodlust, her dhampir nature consuming her with hate and hunger as she fought with the warrior
         vampire. Then his longsword sliced through the side of her throat, and she collapsed into darkness.
      

      
      There was no memory of how Leesil had gotten her out of there. The only thing she did remember was awaking to Leesil healing her by feeding her blood from his own wrist – and wanting him to go on and never stop.
      

      
      
      The start of a cold sweat broke out across Magiere’s skin, and nausea rose in her stomach. She swallowed hard, not wanting
         Leesil to notice.
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