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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Melke crouched in the dying tree. Thirst was painful in her throat. The sun beat down, heating her hair until it almost burned on her scalp, and sweat prickled beneath her eyes, yet the stolen necklace was cold, as if drops of icy water lay against her skin.

      She released the branch with stiff fingers and wiped her face, and the beast below her growled.

      The sound raised fine hairs on her skin, made her shiver in spite of the heat. How did it know she’d moved? She was a wraith. No living creature could see her, and yet every time she shifted, the hound’s lips drew back and it growled, deep in its chest. Black hackles stood stiff down its spine and the sharp teeth were strong and white.

      Melke took hold of the branch again and drew in a shallow breath. Go away, she thought. You cannot see me. I am not here.

      The hound growled. Its pale wolf-eyes stared up at her.

      The fierce sun inched across the sky. Heat burned through her ragged shirt and trousers. The tree was almost leafless, with thin and brittle branches. Splashes of blood showed dark on the parchment-pale bark, from where the snapping teeth had nipped her calf. The wound stung and her trousers were ripped from knee to ankle.

      The skeleton shadow of the tree shifted on the ground, lengthening as noon passed. Desperation grew with each minute that slid away, each inhaled breath, each beat of her heart. I am coming, Hantje, she promised silently. I will not let you die.

      There was a knife at her belt, thin and sharp, a few inches long. Melke fingered the hilt. Dare she attack the beast with so small a blade?

      All morning the answer had been No. It was a knife for paring fruit, not killing savage hounds. Melke shifted cautiously on the branch. The beast growled again, showing its teeth. “Go away,” she said, out loud. “I don’t want to kill you.” She didn’t know if she could.

      Her voice, hoarse with thirst, set the creature leaping and scrambling, trying to reach her. She flinched as strong claws tore at the bark. The hound began to bay, a fearsome sound. The dying tree trembled beneath the onslaught.

      Melke gripped the branch tightly. She closed her eyes and didn’t move, scarcely dared to breathe, and the hound’s baying became less frantic. It no longer scrambled to reach her, shaking the tree. The ululation became single deep barks, and then a low and menacing growl.

      Melke opened her eyes. She saw a bright and cloudless sky and thin, twisted branches. Sunlight scorched her skin and hot air burned in her throat. She dared not look down at the hound.

      I am coming, Hantje, I promise.

      The river was close. She almost heard the whisper of flowing water, almost smelled its damp scent. Trees stood lush and green on the far bank, beyond the edge of the dry meadow. So close. So far. The pain in her throat became more intense. She tried to swallow, but couldn’t. Her throat cracked inside, peeling as the pale bark of the tree peeled.

      The waterskin lay hidden a mile or more upstream, beneath the bridge. A loaf of bread was there, too, and the map that had led her to this place. The bread and map were unimportant, she could survive without them, but the water⁠—

      The beast whined, a sound so unexpected that Melke looked down.

      It whined a second time. The black ears twitched. The wolfish head turned.

      A whistle sounded, high and faint and thin. Hope leaped beneath Melke’s breastbone. Her heart beat faster. The whistle was repeated, louder and more imperatively. The hound shifted its weight.

      Go, she urged it silently. Go! Your master calls you.

      A man’s voice shouted, impatient. The hound bared its teeth at her. A growl rumbled deep in its chest, then it turned and ran swiftly across the meadow.

      Melke scrambled out of the tree in sliding haste, tearing skin from her palms and leaving more blood on the bark. Dust puffed when her feet hit the dry ground.

      The meadow was as threadbare as her clothes, the grass sun-bleached, the dirt the color of old bone. To the west—no more than a quarter of a mile distant—stood a man, a thin, dark scarecrow figure against the white glare of the sun. The hound ran towards him, a blurring black shape.

      Fear shrieked in her blood—run run run—but her legs were stiff and cramped. They wouldn’t bend, wouldn’t straighten. She stumbled and fell heavily to the stone-hard dirt. The jarring pain was nothing, fear swamped it. Run! Melke pushed herself up, staggering, breathless, and snatched a glance behind her.

      The hound stood with its master at the far edge of the parched meadow. The man had his hand on the beast’s head and they both looked in her direction.

      Terror clenched in her chest. For a second, her heart failed to beat. Melke jerked her gaze down, certain she was visible. But no. Nothing, not even a shadow. No eyes could see her.

      But the man seemed to know she was there. He shouted, and the hound barked, and they both began to run.

      Melke fled for her life, pushing past pain, aware only of fear. Desperation whimpered in her throat. The river was close. She heard it. The air that she gasped so frantically smelled of moss and mud, of dripping vegetation. Her throat burned, her chest burned, the muscles in her legs and arms burned. The hound bayed behind her—close, too close—and the river bank was there, right there.

      Water rushed in swift currents, thick and brown, swollen with spring rains.

      There was a moment when she could have stopped, where dry ground ended and the river began, but the danger behind her—the hound with its snapping teeth and the man who’d take the necklace from her—was more frightening than any water could be. So Melke jumped.

      She plunged deep. Muddy water pressed down on her, filling her mouth and closing her eyes, making her blind. She thrashed against the downward pull, clawing at the water, and then there was sweet air and the glare of the sun. The river tossed her around as she coughed water from her lungs. High on the bank behind her was the black hound.

      The current took her, spun her, while she gulped for air and tried to stay afloat. She twisted her head to see the hound. It stayed on the bank, growing smaller. The rush and hiss of water swallowed the sound of barking. And then its master was there, alongside it, tall.

      The river swept around a bend, and hound and man were gone.

      Branches snared Melke’s clothes and hair. Water tumbled and choked her. Her shoes were heavy, dragging her feet down and pulling her under. She kicked hard, her heartbeat spiky with panic. One shoe came off, then the other. She spat water and gasped for air and fought the river with hands and feet. The far bank, green with ferns and trees, came closer.

      The river curved again, widening. There was a moist brown scar where the floodwater had eaten into the ferny bank and the current doubled back on itself in a fat, slow eddy. Melke swam as her father had taught her, pulling with her hands and kicking with her feet. The rush of speed slowed as she slipped into calmer water.

      A tree stripped of leaves lay heavily in the eddy. Melke grabbed a slippery branch and floated with it, coughing, and knew that her brother would live.

      Her gulped breaths became easier, her heartbeat less urgent. She shivered in the cold water and, now that she was no longer fighting for her life, became aware of the sound.

      She heard singing. Not one voice but many, no louder than the rustle of wind in long grass. The voices were as high as a skylark’s song and as low as the rushing murmur of the river. They wept and sighed and laughed. A hundred different songs intertwined, melodies weaving and lacing with one another.

      The singing grew louder, a whispered clamor. It was more than mere sound; it was sensation, too, sliding over her skin, stinging slightly. It was inside her. It rushed in her blood, tingling, filling her lungs and vibrating in her bones. As her heartbeat grew louder, faster, the sound grew in her ears. It surrounded and engulfed her, more terrifying than either river or hound.

      Melke pushed away from the tree, a scream building in her throat, and flung herself at the bank. Water splashed beneath her flailing arms. She scrambled ashore on hands and knees, gasping shallow, panicky breaths.

      The voices faded when she left the water, muting to a whispered song that she heard faintly in her ears and felt tingling at her throat.

      At her throat.

      Melke knelt in the mud, shivering, panting. She raised a trembling hand to the necklace.

      The eerie voices grew louder when she touched the smooth, cool stones. Sound stroked over her skin. She felt it in the bones of her hand, in her forearm. It pulsed in her blood.

      Melke snatched her fingers away. Sound and sensation faded abruptly.

      She shuddered deeply. Instinct cried out to rip the necklace off and throw it as far from her as she could. But if she did that, Hantje would die.

      “Moon, give me strength,” she whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Melke followed the river, running fast. In contrast to the dry meadows of the farm, the eastern bank was lush with vegetation. Shiny ferns and dark-leaved creepers tangled on the ground and saplings fought for space beneath tall trees.

      Humus squished under her bare feet. The necklace murmured faintly at her throat. Its song crawled over her skin and whispered in her ears, making her shiver and stagger as she ran, but as hair and skin and clothes dried, the sound quieted and the sensation eased. Eventually there was a faint tingle at her throat, nothing more. Other noises filled her ears: the hum of dragonflies and small flying insects, the call of birds, the swift rushing of the river, her own ragged panting and the swish of her legs through the ferns. Her arms and legs ached and her chest burned. She didn’t know whether she was running so desperately to her brother, or from the hound, or both.

      The ground rose to her left and she veered towards it; she needed to climb the ridge before dark and find the road. The ferns became less luxuriant and the ground stonier, steeper. The hiss of water was audible long after the river vanished from sight. Melke climbed with scrambling urgency, leaning forward. Dead branches snapped beneath her feet, jagged. Undergrowth tore her clothes, scratched her face, and pulled strands of hair sharply from her plait.

      Afternoon slid towards dusk and still she hadn’t reached the ridgeline. She climbed slowly now, grabbing at rough rocks to steady herself, stumbling, limping, her breath whistling harshly in her throat. Fear built inside her as daylight faded, the familiar night-terror growing beneath her breastbone.

      The ground became rockier and steeper. Trees grew in gnarled twists, stunted, hung with gray lichen. There was lightness ahead, a sense of space. The ridge.

      At the crest, swaying exhaustion forced Melke to stop. She closed her eyes, panting, dizzy. The necklace with the songs trapped inside it was cold around her throat. Her feet throbbed with each beat of her heart, their pain sharp and raw. She dared not sit for fear she’d never stand again.

      Melke opened her eyes. She wiped sweat from her face with a hand that trembled. Each breath was a sob.

      Distant mountains basked in the rose-pink blush of the setting sun. Everything was still, silent. Low rays of light touched stone and bark and leaf, deepening the colors and making them glow. Darkness would follow swiftly.

      She couldn’t hide as she’d done last night, beneath the bridge, snatching nightmare-filled moments of sleep. If the hound pursued, it would find her. Tonight she must run.

      Fear prickled across Melke’s skin and knotted in her throat. Her heartbeat was loud and frightened in her ears. She wanted to hide, needed to hide, to creep into a crevice and make herself small and wait for the darkness to pass.

      She dared not. For Hantje’s sake she must run.

      “Shine for me, Moon,” she whispered as night gathered above the mountains. “I beg you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Rage fueled Bastian, roaring in his chest. He would kill the thief. He would flay her, tear her limb from limb, shred her and toss the pieces away. Her. Endal said the thief was a female. A wraith.

      Loathing made him shudder. Loathing, and fear. A wraith. A creature of evil, an aberration that shouldn’t exist.

      “Are we closer to her?” he asked aloud. The night air was cool against his sweat-damp face.

      Endal trotted ahead of him up the steep, rutted road, a wolf-like dark shape in the moonlight. Closer, he agreed, the words whispering in Bastian’s head. She bleeds.

      She’ll bleed more once I’ve caught her, Bastian promised the dog silently, grimly.

      Endal made no reply.

      Exhaustion hovered at the edge of Bastian’s awareness, pushed aside by rage. Rage was everything. Rage and fury, and beneath those a stark core of terror. If he didn’t reclaim the necklace . . .

      No. He would find the thief. He’d hold the necklace in his hand again. Too many people had died, too many lives been ruined, for him to fail.

      And he would kill the filthy, verminous creature.

      The moon was on the wane, a thick and misshapen crescent. Opalescent. Evil. No clouds obscured it. Bastian shivered and pulled the collar of his work-shirt higher at his throat. She traveled well, the filthy wraith, with the moon guiding her steps. Moon time. Wraith time. Time for slinking shadows, for bandits and others with darkness in their souls.

      The road crested the ridge and flattened. “We’ll run again.”

      Endal made no comment, but lengthened his stride into a slow lope.

      Bastian ran, refusing to acknowledge that his limbs ached with weariness. The road was rough. Night shadows gathered in the dips and hollows. The fierceness of his rage and urgency of his fear grew with each panted breath. If he didn’t catch her . . .

      The road descended again. Trees grew taller and shadows darker. The ground was more difficult to see, but still he ran. His breathing was harsh and labored, his lungs and legs burning, but still he ran. Are we gaining on her? he asked Endal in their silent speech.

      An owl hooted.

      Yes, came Endal’s voice in his head.

      He wanted to ask how far ahead the wraith was, to know in terms of miles, of yards and feet and inches, but the dog didn’t understand such measurements. Will we catch her? he asked instead.

      Yes.

      By sunrise?

      Maybe, said Endal.

      Bastian concentrated on his rage, on the need to keep running. Each step, each breath, brought him closer to the wraith.

      The road became level and the forest grew close around them, hiding the sly face of the moon. The shadows were dark and thick. Bastian stumbled as he ran, kicking stones, scuffing his boots in the dirt. The road was something he no longer saw, merely sensed. It was a wideness, a shade of black slightly less dark than the forest around him.

      The crossroads, Endal said.

      Bastian slowed to a stop, gulping air. Sweat dripped from his face. He strained to see the white stones that marked the crossroads.

      He reached out for Endal. The dog came to him in the dark. “Which road does she take?” he asked, steadying himself, his fingers clenched gently in Endal’s silky-rough coat. “Which town?”

      No town.

      Alarm sparked in Bastian’s chest. “What?”

      She takes the road to the fire creatures.

      Horror closed his throat. For a moment he couldn’t breathe. No, he thought.

      Yes, said Endal.

      Bastian released his grip on Endal’s coat and pushed the dog away from him. Fear gave him the strength to run again. Fast. Faster. If she gave the necklace to the salamanders . . .

      He stumbled on the rough, dark road and caught himself before he fell. Endal, we must catch her before she reaches⁠—

      He stumbled again and fell heavily, hitting the ground hard, knocking the air from his lungs. He raised his head and gasped for breath.

      Bas. Endal was a solid blackness in the dark, whining, touching a wet nose to his cheek. Bas?

      “Fine,” said Bastian hoarsely, spitting blood and dust as he pushed himself upright. He staggered, then found his balance. “Fine.” He took a step, and another, aware of Endal alongside, unseen in the darkness. The dog’s anxiety was a silent touch in his mind.

      He began to run again, clumsily, slowly. Pain didn’t matter. Exhaustion didn’t matter. What mattered was the necklace. He had to take it from the wraith before she reached the salamanders’ den.

      He concentrated on moving his feet one after the other, on inhaling and exhaling, on running as fast as he could. Faster. Faster. Minutes passed. Hours. The black sky turned gray. Endal became less shadow and more dog.

      “How far ahead is she?” Bastian’s voice was ragged. His pulse was high and hard in his throat, his head curiously light. He wiped stinging perspiration from his eyes.

      Very close. We’ll catch her soon.

      Bastian had no breath left to speak aloud. Good, he told the dog silently. He pushed himself to move his legs, to lift his feet, to run. He would catch the wraith.

      And when he’d caught her, he would kill her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Melke reached the valley in the thin gray light of predawn. The nightmares that had kept pace with her drew back. She had survived the darkness, the memories.

      Exhaustion blurred her eyesight, but even if she’d been blind she would have known she had arrived. The sounds were normal—the drowsy, stuttering song of birds rousing to a new day, the whisper of leaves moving in the breeze—but the scent was wrong. There was an extra something in the cool morning air: a spiciness, a hint of sulfur.

      The narrow valley was unforested. Trees hung back, clinging to the hillsides as if they, too, were afraid of the salamanders. Grass grew thickly on the valley floor. Yellow, white, and pink wildflowers waited for the sun’s touch, their petals loosely furled.

      Her weary eyes mistook the salamanders’ den for an outcrop of boulders, lumpy and irregular, squatting in the middle of the valley. She blinked, and blinked again, and saw the den for what it was: a fortress, asymmetric, a rough structure of red rock and baked mud. It looked organic, as if it had grown without design or forethought.

      Melke shivered. Within those high red walls were an adult salamander and her kits. And Hantje, captive in the darkness and the heat.

      The track through the meadow was overgrown; only the most foolhardy of humans approached a salamander’s den. Or the most desperate. The long grass didn’t dull the pain of her feet. She flinched from each step, lurching, her breath catching in her throat. The smell of sulfur became stronger. The grass began to grow less thickly.

      Dawn broke as Melke stepped onto the bare red earth that ringed the den. She halted, swaying. Exhaustion almost dragged her to her knees.

      She let her eyelids close. Her head hung heavily on her neck. “Moon, guide me,” she whispered, and concentrated deep within herself. There was a moment of dizziness and nausea, when her skin turned inside out, then she opened her eyes, staggering, and clutched at the air with clumsy hands.

      She could see her hands.

      She saw scratched arms, bare and flecked with mud. Filthy trousers, bloody at one knee, and her feet . . . The bandages that she’d fashioned from her shirtsleeves were dark with blood.

      Seeing the blood made it worse. Tears stung her eyes.

      “Hantje,” she whispered silently. “Help me.”

      Thought of Hantje steadied her. Her feet didn’t matter, if only her brother lived.

      Melke blinked back the tears. The necklace was wound twice around her throat. She fumbled to unfasten the catch. Her fingers were stiff and slow, shaking with fatigue.

      The necklace slid into her hands, cool. The stones held the colors of the sea, rich blues and intense greens, smoky grays and glints of gold. Fifty, perhaps sixty teardrops, set in a delicate filigree of dark metal.

      Melke inhaled deeply. The scent of salamander choked in her throat, heavy and spicy. She raised her chin. “Salamanders,” she called.

      The misshapen mass of red clay and rough rock towered above her. She had walked around it two days ago when she’d come to find Hantje. She’d seen no windows, only half a dozen narrow, irregular fissures and a stinking midden. It had taken no more than a few minutes to circumnavigate the den and realize that there was only one entrance.

      Melke closed her fingers around the necklace. “Salamanders,” she cried again, and took an agonizing step towards the den. A second step. A third. “Salamanders!” She stood so close to the entrance that her breath brushed the heavy iron door.

      Silence.

      Melke cast a fearful glance behind her. Had the birds stopped singing because the hound and its master approached?

      The door swung inwards. She stumbled back, her heart thudding hard in her chest. Panic flared inside her. Lizard eyes. Bright eyes in which flames seemed to burn. A sense of something that wasn’t human, wasn’t animal, wasn’t anything but . . . other. She took another involuntary step backwards, heedless of pain.

      “Ssss.”

      Salamanders crowded in the doorway, lithe and slender. They stood no taller than her shoulder, with blood-red skin and burning eyes and spiny crests ridging their skulls.

      “You have the necklasss?” asked the one in front.

      The words were sibilant, the hiss of flames audible in the creature’s voice.

      She counted them in the shadowy doorway. Four kits, not fully grown. Their mother wasn’t with them. She’d chosen to stay inside the hot darkness of her den.

      Melke swallowed the tight fear in her throat. She forced herself to breathe, inhaling the creatures’ thick odor. “I have it.”

      The young salamanders hissed their glee. They crowded closer in the doorway. Heat radiated from them. The sinuous eagerness and the gleaming suppleness of their skin, the flame-bright lizard eyes, the choking scent, the nearness, the otherness . . . Panic beat loudly in her chest.

      Melke took another lurching step backwards. She clenched the necklace in her hands and gasped to breathe, gasped to stand her ground and not flee. “Where’s my brother?”

      “Ssshow usss.”

      Melke opened her hands.

      “Ssss.” It was a hissed exhalation of air, hot and excited. The sound raised hairs on Melke’s arms and the nape of her neck.

      One of the salamanders stepped from the shadow of the doorway. She saw it fully—the sharp fan of its crest and the slender snaking tail—her eyes flinched from the strangeness of it. A creature of legend. Not lizard, not man, but something else.

      The salamander’s carriage was proud. Her eyes wanted to call it a man—two arms, two legs, an upright posture—but no human moved with such agile grace. The creature was young, half-grown. In adulthood it would stand taller than her, but now its bright eyes were only level with her shoulder. It was naked and asexual, lithe and bold. “Give it to me.”

      Melke felt the heat of the salamander’s breath. She thought her skin might blister from it. “No.” The word was a dry croak. “Give me my brother.”

      The creature blinked its bright eyes lazily. Sharp carnivore’s teeth showed in a smile. “Asss you wisssh.”

      The shadowy doorway was suddenly empty. She hadn’t seen or heard them move, but the other salamander kits were gone.

      Melke shivered despite the heat that came off the salamander’s skin. The creature’s odor caught in her throat. She averted her eyes and struggled to breathe, clutching the necklace tightly, grateful for its chill. Hope swelled beneath her breastbone. Hantje.

      The salamander yawned. The sound, so human and ordinary, caused Melke’s heart to lurch in terror. Her pulse hammered in her throat. Fool, she told herself. It’s only a child.

      A dangerous child. A creature of fire, of cruelty and greed and hedonism. And no child in human terms. How old was it? Thirty years? Forty? Salamanders lived for centuries.

      Curiosity overcame fear for a quick second. She glanced at it. What sex would it choose when it reached adulthood?

      As if it felt her gaze, the salamander’s eyelids raised, snake-quick. Eyes as bright as flames stared at her, fierce and intelligent. It yawned again, showing sharp, white teeth. Its breath flickered across Melke’s bare arm, as hot as if she stood before a fire.

      She’d not heard the other salamanders leave, but she heard them return. There was a faint swell of sound, a susurration of hissed breaths, and the dark doorway was full again. The three blood-red kits carried a limp and awkward shape. She saw black hair, a charcoal gray cloak, a dangling hand.

      “Hantje!” She tried to step forward but the young salamander barred her way.

      “The necklasss.” The creature met her eyes again. Flames flared in the glowing irises. It held out a sharp-clawed hand.

      The kits placed Hantje roughly on the ground. He lay utterly still, wrapped in his cloak. Melke couldn’t see his face.

      Her fingers clenched around the necklace. “Is he alive?”

      The salamander hissed a laugh, showing its teeth again. “Yesss.”

      Melke opened her hands. The necklace lay cupped in her palms.

      There was a moment of silence, of stillness and expectation and heat, and then she let the necklace fall into the salamander’s hand.

      The creature flinched slightly, as if the coldness of the stones stung. It inhaled sharply. “Ahhh . . .”

      It turned away from her so fluidly and swiftly that her eyes almost missed the movement. The rust-pitted metal door closed with a grating clang, and the salamanders were gone.

      “Hantje!”

      He lay on the ground, unmoving.

      Melke dropped to her knees and pulled at the cloak that wrapped him. It was torn and filthy, stinking of burned wool and something foul. A thick, noisome substance caked the fabric. Hantje’s hair fell black and tangled onto the bare dirt. His face, when she saw it⁠—

      Her throat constricted. Tears filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks, running salty into her mouth. “Hantje . . .”

      He lay as if dead. Swelling distorted his face. Beneath the soot and blood his skin was dark with bruises. A deep, raw burn slashed across cheek and jaw, the skin black and peeling at the edges. His mouth was torn and bloody, his eyelids swollen shut.

      Melke bent her head to listen for his breath. She heard nothing. “Hantje,” she whispered. “Please, Hantje, please don’t . . .” Heat blinded her as she fumbled to unfasten the cloak. Charred and stinking wool flaked at her touch.

      She bared her brother’s throat and laid trembling fingers on his skin, seeking a pulse. “Please live,” she whispered. “Please don’t leave me . . .”

      A hound barked, deep-throated, at Melke’s back. She jerked around on her knees. Fear strangled breath and scream. The beast stood on the bare red dirt, as tall as she was. Taller. Huge.

      The tears were gone from her eyes. Her heart pounded fast and hard in her chest. She saw pricked ears and raised black hackles and fierce, pale wolf-eyes.

      Melke reached for her knife. The hound pulled its lips back, showing sharp teeth. It took a stiff-legged step towards her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      Bastian staggered to a halt. The first gleams of sunlight touched the hilltops. He took it as a sign of hope, although fear that he was too late twisted in his belly. Is that her? he silently asked Endal, while he gulped for air. His pulse hammered in his ears.

      Endal growled. Yes.

      Like the scum she was, the wraith crouched on the ground. The body of a man lay behind her. She stared wide-eyed at Endal. Black hair straggled from a long braid. Her face was filthy and scratched, streaked with blood and mud.

      Rage filled Bastian’s lungs and blurred his vision. It knotted in his muscles and vibrated in his chest. He reached for the wraith. Her gaze flicked to him and she flinched away, too slowly. He fisted his hand at the scruff of her neck, grasping shirt and plaited hair, and hauled her to her feet.

      He shook her hard. “Where is it?”

      The wraith tried to jerk away from him.

      Bastian tightened his grip. He shook her again, more fiercely, making her stumble. “Where is it?”

      She raised her eyes and met his gaze boldly. “Where is what?” Her voice was unafraid.

      “The necklace, you filthy vermin.”

      The wraith’s chin rose slightly. She stood swaying in his grip and said nothing.

      “Where?” He bared his teeth at her, snarling.

      She tried to pull away.

      Bastian shook her a third time, making her head snap back on her neck.

      “I don’t have it,” she said hoarsely.

      Fear stabbed in his chest, sharp and cold, and he pushed her from him. He heard the outrush of her breath as she fell hard on the dirt. “What have you done with it? What?” But even as he asked the question, he knew.

      The wraith raised herself on one hand. She turned her head. Her eyes were like chips of gray stone, the eyes of a creature with no soul. “I gave it to the salamanders.”

      The utterness of the catastrophe took Bastian’s breath. As well to have cast the necklace off the edge of the world. No one, common man or king or magical beast, could make the salamanders give it back.

      He was blind and deaf. He heard nothing. Saw nothing. He was aware only of horror. No. It couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t.

      Bastian inhaled a shuddering breath and blinked. Vision came back more clearly than before, sound more loudly. He saw a beetle scurry across the bare dirt, its carapace shining blackly. He heard the wraith breathe with quick and shallow inhalations. He saw her with the clarity of hatred: the scratches on her pale skin beaded with dried blood, the smears of mud and dust, the ragged clothes, the filthy bloodstained bandages around her feet, the bold defiance in her eyes.

      The wraith scrambled to stand.

      “Do you know what you’ve done?” He clenched his hands. “Do you have any idea?”

      She raised her chin and stood as haughtily as a queen in her rags and her dirt.

      “You have destroyed us.” His voice was hoarse with fear.

      The wraith shrugged lightly.

      “You—” Bastian snatched at her hair, knotting his fingers in the tangled braid. He twisted it tightly, bared his teeth at her . . . and could go no further. He couldn’t hit her, couldn’t punish her as she deserved.

      She. Smaller and shorter and lighter than him. A woman. A wraith.

      Bastian saw the silvery tracks of dried tears on her dirty cheeks.

      He spat. The wraith flinched slightly as the spittle hit her ragged shirt, landing over her heart. He released his hold on her hair and she staggered and almost fell. Her chin rose high as she regained her balance. Her stance was proud and unrepentant.

      “My parents died for that necklace.” His voice choked on the words.

      The wraith’s mouth tightened. She shrugged again, a tiny movement of her shoulders.

      Her utter lack of remorse, of compassion, drove the air from his lungs. Bastian turned away, breathless. His hands trembled with the need to hit her.

      “You will steal it back,” he said harshly, to the meadow.

      The wraith made no reply.

      He turned swiftly, almost stumbling, but the wraith was still there, still visible. She knelt on the bare dirt, bent over the man’s body, her fingers touching his throat. Endal stood at her back.

      “You will steal it from the salamanders,” Bastian told her, more loudly.

      The wraith didn’t bother to turn her head. “No.” Her voice was flat.

      “Yes!” He crossed the distance between them in one stride and clenched his hand in her plait again, jerking her head up and around to look at him.

      She met his gaze unflinchingly. “Nothing you can do to me will make me steal it back.”

      He read the truth of the words in her eyes, in her expression. She was unafraid of him, unafraid of his size and strength, his rage, his hatred. Unafraid of Endal standing behind her.

      Bastian released her hair.

      The wraith turned her attention again to the man’s body. “Go away,” she said, dismissing him.

      Bastian swayed on his feet. Failure pressed so heavily on him that he almost fell to the ground. The edges of his vision were dark with exhaustion and despair. “Did you get paid well?” His voice was slurred, rasping, nearly unintelligible. The farm. His parents. So much suffering, so many deaths. For nothing.

      The wraith’s dirty fingers curved protectively over the man’s black hair. “Yes. Go away and leave us.”

      Understanding was slow to come. He stood stupidly for a moment. “You bartered the necklace for him.”

      She didn’t look at him. “It was the price.”

      “The price of your thieving is my sister’s life!” Or perhaps his own.

      The wraith made no sign that she’d heard his words. Her attention was wholly on the man. She stroked the hair back from his face.

      Bastian’s gaze flinched from the man’s injuries—the peeling, charred skin, the livid bruises, the swollen and blackened eyes. Does he live? he silently asked Endal.

      He smells of death. He will die soon.

      “Your thieving is for nothing,” Bastian told her, the words bitter in his mouth. “He dies.”

      The wraith’s fingers clenched in the man’s hair. “No.” Her voice was fierce. She didn’t turn her head to look at him. “He will live.”

      Bastian shook his head, but she didn’t see. He took a clumsy step backwards, away from her, and shook his head again.

      Endal whined. His anxiety pressed into Bastian’s mind.

      The salamanders have the necklace, Bastian told him silently. We are too late. He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes. Blackness.

      Endal barked.

      Bastian lowered his hands and opened his eyes. Endal stood at the heavy door to the salamanders’ den. He barked again, loudly, futilely.

      “No.”

      Endal gave another deep-throated bark.

      “No! Endal, don’t!”

      Bastian made it to the door in fast, stumbling steps. He grabbed the leather collar around the dog’s neck and pulled him back.

      Too late.

      Metal scraped against stone. Heat billowed out at him. Peppery musk gagged in his throat. He saw shadows and sleek red skin and fiery eyes.

      “Yesss?”

      The salamander was smaller than he was, much smaller, and yet Bastian trembled to hold his ground. His heart beat hard, urging him to run. Endal whimpered. He pressed against Bastian’s leg.

      Bastian had read the tales. He’d heard storytellers speak of salamanders, had seen sketches drawn by those who’d encountered the creatures and lived, but second-hand description was no match for reality. The domed skull with its needle-sharp crest of spines, the elongated jaw and slitted nostrils, the lipless mouth, the eyes . . . so bright, like staring into the heart of a fire.

      “Yesss?”

      Words choked on his tongue. It was useless to utter them, hopeless. Salamanders didn’t give back their treasures. The necklace was lost.

      Endal nudged his leg. He whined again.

      Courage. For his sister Liana, he had to have courage. Bastian swallowed. “The necklace she gave you.” The words came out in a rush. “I’d like it back. Please.”

      The salamander uttered a gleeful, hissing sound, like steam rising from the spout of a kettle. A tiny wisp of flame licked from its mouth. “And what do you offer in exssschange?” it asked.

      Bastian’s mouth was dry. He struggled to breathe. The sharp scent of the creature’s skin choked in his throat. Sulfur stung his nostrils. He had no gold coins, no jewels, nothing that might tempt a salamander. The silver signet ring on his finger was too plain. “Her.” He gestured at the wraith. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her head rise swiftly. “I offer her.”

      The salamander laughed its hissing laugh again. Its eyes narrowed in delight. “We do not want her,” it said.

      Bastian inhaled a shallow breath of musk and sulfur. “I have nothing else to offer.”

      The ember-bright eyes blinked slowly. The creature smiled, showing teeth that were small and neat and sharp. “You are male.”

      He’d heard the tales in the taverns, had laughed and scoffed outwardly, and recoiled inside himself. He didn’t need to be told what the salamander meant. It was legend. It was horror.

      Bastian trembled. He should do it. For Liana, he should do it. Fear knotted in his belly. There was perspiration on his skin. His pulse beat fast and loud in his ears. “No,” he said hoarsely. “I . . . I can’t.”

      The salamander shrugged sinuously. “Then the necklasss isss oursss.” It turned away, into the hot shadows of the den.

      “Please.” Bastian swallowed his pride and begged, holding his hands out to the creature. “I must have it. I need it to lift a curse.”

      The salamander looked back over its shoulder. It blinked burning eyes at him, uncaring, and closed the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      A curse. Melke clenched one hand in Hantje’s matted hair. What had she done to this man and his family?

      She’d thought the harm was only to herself. She had stolen, had crossed a line burned in her soul that she’d sworn never to breach, had become the creature she never wanted to be. Wraith. Thief.

      If her actions ruined this man, if anyone died because of her . . .

      She felt for Hantje’s pulse. Live, she begged silently. Let the sacrifice be worth it.

      The man stepped close to her. Melke tensed, her head bent.

      “He’s as good as dead.”

      She knew it from the way Hantje’s pulse faltered beneath her fingertips. She shook her head. Her grief was too huge, her shame too overwhelming, to admit that he was right.

      “Yes!” The man gripped the nape of her neck, jerking her head sharply back, forcing her to meet his gaze.

      Melke struggled not to flinch from him. His face was as hard and brutal as those of the mercenaries she’d seen in the northern ports. He wanted to hurt her. It showed in the twist of his mouth and the tight furrows that bracketed it, in the flaring of his nostrils.

      “I’ll give you his life in return for the necklace.” She heard hatred in his voice, and she also heard truth.

      “How?”

      “A healer.”

      She stared at him. A healer. A chance for Hantje to live.

      What was her brother’s life worth? Her own death? Hantje had tried and failed. How could she hope to succeed?

      Melke spoke the truth carefully, “The salamanders . . . I don’t think it’s possible to steal from them. Not even a wraith can do it.”

      The man’s fingers pinched tighter at the nape of her neck. “If you want him to live, you will do it!”

      “My brother tried,” she said, her voice thin and slightly breathless. Could he hear her pain? “You see the result.”

      Breath hissed between the man’s teeth. He released her abruptly. His face contorted in loathing. “Another wraith.” He spat at the ground by Hantje’s feet. “You have destroyed us because of a stinking, thieving piece of scum.”

      His hands clenched into fists. Fury pulled his lips back from his teeth. She saw in his eyes that he trembled on the brink of violence. He wanted to injure her as she had injured him.

      I am sorry, she wanted to say. I did not mean to harm you. It was not my intention. But the sheer inadequacy of the words gagged her. No apology she could make would be sufficient.

      She turned her face away from his rage and touched light fingers to Hantje’s hair. How long before he died? How many minutes, hours, before she was alone?

      “If my sister dies, I will kill you,” the man said. Emotion was thick in his voice.

      If someone died because of her, she would not want to live.

      She laid her fingers on Hantje’s skin, bloodied, bruised, and burned. How precious life was. How fragile. How easily destroyed.

      If Hantje died, if this man’s sister died . . .

      “I will try to do it,” she whispered.

      The man said nothing. She turned her head and looked up at him, tall and hard-faced. The hound stood, large and black, at his side.

      “I will try,” she said again. Better to die than to live without Hantje, to live with someone else’s blood on her hands. “Take us to the healer. I will do my best to recover the necklace.”

      “Your best.” His mouth twisted into a sneer. “And what is that worth, wraith?”

      The man’s contempt was as sharp and stinging as a slap. Melke lifted her chin. She met his eyes. “If it is possible to recover the necklace, I will do so. You have my word of honor.”

      “You!” His laugh was harsh. “Filthy vermin. You have no honor.”

      He was correct. She had no honor. She was a thieving wraith. Worthless. Melke raised her chin higher. “You have my word. Give me yours.”

      He didn’t trust her. She saw it in his eyes. They were the color of the ocean, green and cold. His mouth tightened. There was silence, in which birdsong and the hum of insects were loud. He clenched his hands until the knuckles whitened, then unclenched them. “You have my word of honor. Wraith.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      Bastian shoved the inn door, pushing with his shoulder when it didn’t swing open quickly enough. He paused inside, breathing heavily. This early in the morning, the large room was empty except for a barmaid mopping the flagstones. The stale smell of spilled ale was welcome and human after the hot, peppery scent of the salamanders.

      The girl stopped mopping. She shook back sandy hair and smiled at him. “Good morning.”

      “Where’s Ronsard?”

      “In the stableyard. Would you like an ale? I can⁠—”

      Bastian pushed back outside. The battened oak door smacked against the wall and quivered on its hinges. He strode around the corner of the building, his boots sliding on the cobblestones. The smell of freshly-baked bread mingled with the familiar town scent of drains. Hunger cramped in his belly. “Ronsard!” he called as he entered the inn stableyard.

      Sparrows pecking for grain took flight at his voice. The stableman sweeping straw lifted his head.

      Ronsard emerged from an open stable. The innkeeper was a large man, heavy with food and wealth. Joviality creased his face, but the smile rarely reached his eyes. “Bastian. Good morning.”

      “I need to hire a horse and cart,” Bastian said, brushing civilities aside. His muscles trembled with tension, with exhaustion.

      “Of course, of course.” Ronsard smiled and nodded and clasped his hands together. He made no move to fetch either horse or cart.

      Bastian fought the urge to shout at the man, to shake him as he’d shaken the wraith. “I’m in a hurry.”

      “Of course.” Ronsard’s smile didn’t falter. He turned and called to the stableman. “A horse and cart for Bastian sal Vere.”

      Was it his imagination, or was there a faint sneer in Ronsard’s voice when he uttered the words sal Vere? Bastian shook his head, too tired to think.

      “Quickly!” Ronsard clapped his hands.

      Bastian’s stomach tightened again in a painful knot of hunger. “Some loaves of bread, too, if you have them. And water.”

      “Of course.” Ronsard nodded. “Excuse me.” His voice was polite, smooth.

      Bastian watched the innkeeper cross the stableyard to the kitchen entrance. He clenched his teeth together and looked away. The man’s deliberate unhurriedness grated.

      He leaned against the wall with his arms folded across his chest, rigid, while the stableman led a roan mare from a stable and harnessed her to a cart. The rough blocks of stone were hard against his shoulders. Ronsard’s voice came faintly through the open kitchen window, ordering someone to tip two loaves of bread from their tins and fill waterskins quickly.

      “Where’s that big black dog of yours?” The youth strolling in from the street had his father’s insincere smile. “We don’t often see you without him.”

      “He’s busy,” Bastian said, shortly. Guarding the wraith, making sure she didn’t run again.

      The innkeeper’s son leaned against the wall alongside him. “Women,” he said. “More trouble than they’re worth, don’t you think?”

      Bastian grunted and pushed away from the wall. “Ready?” he asked the stableman, and received a nod in reply.

      A maid bustled out from the kitchen, plump-cheeked and breathless, clutching two loaves of bread and several bulging waterskins. Ronsard followed at a leisurely pace.

      Bastian swallowed his pride. “I have no money with me,” he said, pulling the signet ring from his finger. “I’ll pay when I return. Take this.”

      “It’s not necessary,” Ronsard said smoothly, smiling. “I would never doubt the word of a sal Vere.”

      “Take it,” Bastian said, his voice hard. He was not a beggar and he didn’t need the man’s charity.

      Ronsard’s smile didn’t change. “If you insist,” he said, and allowed the ring to be pressed into his soft palm.

      Bastian swung himself up into the cart. “Good day.” He nodded curtly to Ronsard, to the man’s son.

      “Good day,” came the polite reply, followed by a muttered, barely heard “High and mighty sal Vere,” as the horse and cart clattered into the street.

      Bastian ignored the words. He wasn’t sure who’d uttered them, and he didn’t care.
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        * * *

      

      His hand felt light and naked without the ring. The skin was pale where the thick band had circled his finger. It had been his father’s signet ring and his father’s father’s before that. The last item of value that he owned, precious because of those who’d worn it before him rather than the silver from which it was wrought. It was another wrong to be chalked on the slate against the wraith.

      Bastian glanced behind him. The wraith sat cross-legged on the hard, bare boards of the cart, holding the man’s hand. Her brother, she’d said. Another wraith like herself. A thief. She didn’t look at the road, didn’t close her eyes and sleep, although she had to be as exhausted as he was. She did nothing but watch her brother’s face, hold his hand, and occasionally trickle water between his torn lips.

      They had the same black hair and pale skin, the same thieving hearts.

      Vermin.

      Bastian clenched his jaw and looked ahead again. He knew the wraith was using him. She had no intention of braving the salamanders’ den. She would see her brother healed, and then vanish into the night.

      She reckoned without Endal.

      Bastian bared his teeth in a grim smile. He’d see her dead before he allowed her to renege on their bargain.

      A bargain with a wraith. Was he mad?

      The road was as endless as it had been in the dark. Daylight made it no shorter. He wanted to be home almost as urgently as he’d wanted to catch the wraith. Liana had spent the night alone, without any protection. It was no use telling himself that the farm had nothing to tempt either wolf or bandit. No use telling himself that Liana was sensible, that she’d have bolted the door. No use to lean forward on the seat as if his silent tension could make the horse move faster.

      The air was warm and heavy with moisture. Clouds gathered in the distance, thunderheads piling slowly higher and higher. The cart lurched roughly over the ruts. Bastian felt each jolt in his bones. Old men must ache like this. He rubbed his face. Tiredness was gritty in his eyes, stubble was gritty on his cheeks and chin.

      Bread sat in his belly. He’d fed Endal, and the wraith, too. Yet another thing she owed him. Two waterskins lay flaccid and empty in the cart, two more sloshed with each jolt of the wheels. He had taken care not to touch the skins the wraith used. He’d surely vomit if he put his mouth to the same spout as her.

      Afternoon was lengthening towards evening when at last they reached the river. Bastian urged the horse forward. It flicked its ears and stepped reluctantly onto the narrow bridge. The warped timbers creaked as the cart rumbled slowly across.

      The river was high and brown, swollen with rain, running swiftly. Bastian twisted his mouth. Did the wraith notice the difference between the spring growth they’d come through and the parched dryness of the farm? There had been no rain on Vere. Not this year, nor the last. The ground was hard and cracked, the grass colorless.

      He wanted to stop the cart and jerk the wraith from it, to push her to her knees and grind her face into the dirt. This is what you’ve done to us, he wanted to shout. We’ll never get the rain back now.

      He let the horse walk on. Heat beat up from the hard ground. Brittle stems of grass snapped beneath the cart wheels. Dust rose behind them. The air was no longer humid, but dry. Desert-dry, furnace-dry, so dry it stung in his nose and throat. No clouds gathered in the sky here.

      With each step the horse took and each turn of the wheels, weight settled on him. The dying trees, the dead grass, the few starving animals . . . they pressed down on him until he thought the cart seat would buckle beneath the weight of his responsibility, his failure. And when the psaaron comes and I admit defeat, how heavy will I be then? he thought. Will I sink into the earth? Will it close over me? Will I lie in my grave without it having to be dug?

      He looked back over his shoulder to where Endal lay asleep. Stretched out, the dog was almost as long as the male wraith.

      He sent out a thought: Endal. Wake up. We’re home.

      Endal’s eyes slitted open. He yawned hugely, showing teeth that were every bit as sharp as a salamander’s. His tail thumped once on the timber.

      Can you let Liana know we’re back? Bastian asked silently.

      Endal rose to his feet and shook himself, shedding black hairs. The wraith watched warily, her hand spread to shield her brother’s face. Yes, you should be afraid, Bastian wanted to tell her. He has less restraint than I do.

      The dog stretched and shook himself again. His movements were stiff when he leapt from the cart. He looked very black against the sun-bleached grass.

      Bastian watched him run and felt tired. He wanted to peel off his clothes and fall exhausted onto his mattress, to sleep for long hours and then wake and find the necklace where it should be, in the chest under his bed.

      The wraith had been in his bedchamber. She’d walked through his home. She had trespassed and stolen and ruined. Bastian couldn’t look at her. Loathing filled him, as blood and breath filled him. It was in every pore of his skin, every fiber of his body. He wanted her to abase herself before him. He wanted to her beg, to plead for his forgiveness. He wanted her to have conscience and soul and heart.

      He might as well want to fly. She was a wraith. She had no conscience, no heart or soul, no honor. There was nothing but darkness inside her.

      The farmhouse came into sight, sparse meadows before it, rising ground behind. Dead trees. He saw it through a stranger’s eyes for a moment, as the wraith must see it, and his mouth tightened.

      The farm had once been prosperous, that much was obvious. The size of the house, the gables and ornate stonework, the many windows, spoke of wealth. But most of the high-ceilinged rooms were disused now. There were no curtains at the windows; the panes of glass were cracked. Paint flaked from the woodwork, leaving it bare. The great house was crumbling.

      What words would the wraith use to describe his home? Shabby? Pitiful? Something knotted in Bastian’s chest, as if a fist was clenched there. He glanced behind him. The wraith no longer watched her brother’s face. Her gaze was on the farmhouse. Her face was utterly expressionless.

      He jerked his head around at Endal’s bark. Liana stood in the kitchen doorway. Her hair shone white-gold in the sunlight.

      The hatred in Bastian’s chest dissolved. Moisture pricked in his eyes, making him blink. Tiredness, he told himself.

      Endal barked again, wagging his tail in great sweeps. Liana ran across the dusty yard, holding up her skirt.

      “Whoa,” Bastian said, thrusting the reins aside when the horse obediently halted. He jumped down from the cart.

      “Bastian!”

      He put his arms around his sister and lifted her off her feet, hugging her. “Are you all right?” he asked, his voice rough. He kissed her hair and inhaled its rosemary scent.

      “Yes.”

      “I was worried⁠—”

      “I’m fine, Bastian.”

      He closed his eyes and held her tightly. She was childlike in his arms.

      “Did you get it?” Anxiety trembled in her voice.

      Bastian opened his eyes.

      “Bastian?”

      He set Liana gently back on her feet and released her. He ignored the wraith. “Are you certain you’re all right?”

      “Yes.”

      She was as pretty as their mother had been. As fragile. As easily broken. Bastian looked at her, at the white-blonde hair and the delicate beauty of her face, and thought that he would forgive the wraith everything if only Liana could be saved.

      “Bastian, who’s that?” Liana asked in a low voice.

      He turned to the cart and was struck by the contrast between the wraith and his sister. It was more than black hair and blonde, more than the difference in height, more than travel stains and cleanness. It was the contrast between soft and hard, between open and closed, sunlight and darkness. Liana had a mouth that laughed and a heart that cared. She had a sweetness and an innocence that the wraith utterly lacked.

      “That’s the wraith,” he said flatly.

      “Oh.” Liana darted a glance at the wraith sitting haughtily in her dirt.

      “Liana.” He waited until she looked at him, a silent, anxious question in her eyes. He smoothed the shining hair back from her brow. “The wraith gave the necklace to the salamanders.”

      He said the words gently, but even so Liana flinched as if he’d struck her. The color drained from her face. “No,” she whispered.

      “Yes.”

      She shook her head, and he saw in her eyes all the horror that he felt. His rage and hatred flared anew. He should kill the wraith for making Liana look so frightened. He would kill her if Liana was harmed.

      “Liana . . .” He stroked her hair with fingers that wanted to clench into fists. “It may be possible to get the necklace back. The wraith will try, if we can save her brother.”

      “Her brother?” Liana sent another wary, darting glance at the wraith.

      “He’s in the cart. He’s . . . badly injured.”

      Liana swallowed. He saw the muscles move in her throat, saw her hesitation and uncertainty, saw her fear, and in the tightening of her mouth, her determination. “I can do it.”

      Bastian looked at her. Too young. Too fragile. And yet this was their only hope.

      He lowered his hand from her hair and turned to the cart. “Get down,” he ordered the wraith.

      The wraith looked down her dirty, scratched nose at him. Then she stood. There was nothing cowed about her.

      Bastian gritted his teeth. Anger heated his cheeks. His hands clenched.

      With no haste the wraith stepped from the cart. She didn’t flinch when her bandaged feet touched the ground. Her mouth tightened slightly, but she made no sound of pain.

      Irrationally, Bastian’s anger became greater. If she’d winced or gasped, if there’d been tears in her eyes, he might have hated her less.

      “Endal,” he said. His voice was hard.

      Yes? The dog sat down beside Liana. He yawned widely.

      “You will guard the wraith always. She will never be out of your sight. Do you understand?”

      Yes, Endal said.

      “If she tries to leave, bite her. If she becomes unseen, bite her.”

      The wraith made no sign that she heard his words. There was no expression on her face.

      “And if she attempts to harm Liana, you have my permission to kill her.”

      The wraith met his eyes. She did not appear to be intimidated. She looked almost amused.

      Rage flushed hotly beneath Bastian’s skin. Did she think he mouthed idle threats? He stepped close to her, too close, forcing her to take a step backwards. “I speak with dogs,” he told her. “Endal understands exactly what I say.”

      The wraith said nothing. Her gaze was steady on his face.

      “And if you harm my sister and Endal fails to kill you, believe that I will kill you.”

      Still the wraith said nothing. Her face was expressionless.

      “Do you understand me?”

      The wraith made him wait two heartbeats for her answer. “Yes.” There was no emotion in her voice.

      Bastian turned away before he surrendered to the desire to hit her. “We’ll put him downstairs,” he said to Liana, as if the house were full of furnished rooms. “If you make up the bed, I’ll carry him in.”

      “Let me see him first,” Liana said softly. She walked to the tailboard of the cart, giving the wraith a wide berth. “I’ll need to—” For a moment she stood motionless, silent, her lips still shaped for words. Then one hand rose to cover her mouth. Her eyes, when she turned to Bastian, were wide and distressed.

      “He’s a wraith, too,” he told her flatly. “He tried to steal from the salamanders and this was his punishment. He deserves his injuries.”

      Liana shook her head, her hand still pressed to her mouth. Tears shimmered in her eyes.

      “He’s just a wraith,” Bastian said harshly. “He’s not worth sympathy.”

      He had the impression that the female wraith moved. He glanced at her, but she stood motionless. Her face was as blank as if it was carved out of marble. Dislike glittered in her eyes. “Where is the healer?” Her voice was hard.

      He made her wait, as she’d made him wait. Two heartbeats, three. “My sister is the healer.”

      The wraith’s gaze flicked to Liana, then back to him.

      Yes, he wanted to say. The sister you’d let die. The words would only upset Liana further, so he didn’t utter them, but neither did he hide his hatred. He let the wraith see it in his face.

      “What is his name?” Liana asked.

      Bastian jerked his head around sharply. “There’s no need⁠—”

      But Liana looked at him with tears shining in her eyes, and Bastian closed his teeth on the words.

      “Hantje,” said the wraith.

      Liana nodded. “Bring him inside.”
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      The bedchamber was large and sparsely furnished and smelled as if it had been unoccupied for a long time. It had the same air of decaying grandeur as the house. The walls and high ceiling were paneled with dark, fine-grained wood and the fireplace was deep and wide, but the carpet was threadbare and faded and marked by items of furniture that no longer stood in the room. A tall, arched window let dusky light in, but many of the small, diamond-shaped panes were cracked and the curtains had faded to an ugly shade of pink, streaked and pallid.

      The hound lay down on the floor, its pale eyes fixed on her. Melke looked away from that unnerving gaze. She made herself pick up candles and place them in branching holders, the task she had taken as her own. Tallow, not beeswax. Peasants’ candles.

      She struck a spark from a tinderbox that was as tarnished as the candleholders and watched out of the corner of her eye as the man laid Hantje on the bed. He stepped back and wiped his hands on his trousers, a grimace of distaste on his face.

      The girl bent over the bed, a pair of scissors in her hand, and began to cut away the charred remains of Hantje’s shirt.

      “Let me do that,” the man said in a tone that brooked no argument. He held out his hand. “You shouldn’t be⁠—”

      The girl didn’t relinquish the scissors. “Go away, Bastian.”

      Melke struck another spark from the tinderbox. The thin wood shavings began to burn.

      “I don’t want you to⁠—”

      “Go away, Bastian.”

      Melke held a twist of paper to the flame. It flared alight.

      “I don’t want you to see him. It’s not decent.”

      She held the twist of paper to the first candle. Her fingers shook with fatigue.

      “If I am to heal him, I must see him.” The girl continued cutting Hantje’s shirt, baring his chest.

      Melke lit the second and third candles. The wicks flamed slowly, grudgingly.

      The man closed his eyes. His nostrils flared as he inhaled. “Liana⁠—”

      “I’ll do it,” Melke said. She’d swum often enough with Hantje to be undisturbed by his nudity.

      “Thank you, but I need to do it.” The girl spoke softly, but there was a note of finality in her voice. “We need hot water. Bastian, can you fetch it, please?”

      He scowled at her.

      Melke looked away. She lit the remaining candles. The man strode out of the bedchamber, taking his black rage with him, while the girl cut the burned shreds of Hantje’s left sleeve from wrist to shoulder.

      Melke carried the candleholders over to the wide bed, trying not to limp. She placed them on the small table. The brightness illuminated Hantje’s face, showing the blistered, black-edged burn clearly. His eyelids were swollen shut, purple with bruising.

      She swallowed. Her throat was almost too tight to speak. “How else may I assist?”

      The girl glanced up. She was too young, surely, to be a healer. “Can you pull the cloth away while I cut?” She spoke as the man did, in the accent of Bresse. The guttural consonants suited him and his anger, but were incongruous coming from the mouth of so delicate and pretty a girl.

      Melke nodded. She moved with clumsy, painful steps to stand alongside her. The hound lifted its head and watched. She thought the black hackles rose slightly along its spine.

      She knew her skin was gray with dirt, that her clothes were ripped and filthy and smelled of sweat, yet the girl made no sign that she noticed. “My name is Liana,” she said, not looking up from her task. “What is yours?”

      The courtesy, so unexpected, brought foolish tears to Melke’s eyes. She blinked them back. “Melke,” she said roughly.

      “And he is your brother?”

      “Yes.” It was a brusque answer, but her voice was close to breaking. She didn’t want to show her grief to this girl. Never let them see a weakness, Mam had said. Never let them see that you are vulnerable.

      The tears came, though, as Hantje’s clothing was cut from his body, despite the battle she fought to hold them back. They leaked from her eyes and slid down her cheeks, warm and silent.

      If Liana noticed, she said nothing.

      Bruises marked Hantje’s skin, huge and livid mottlings. Overlying them were burns. The worst were on his arms and hands, where the skin peeled away, black, as if he’d tried to protect his face from the salamanders’ fire. Beneath the burns and bruises were other injuries. Both of his legs were broken. Melke was no healer, yet she knew their shape was wrong. Hantje uttered whimpering, animal-like sounds of pain when Liana carefully felt the bones. Melke’s silent tears came faster. Each inhaled breath had a sob in it, exposing her weakness to the girl.

      “I can heal this,” Liana said softly. She didn’t look up from her task.

      Grief choked in Melke’s throat. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      There were broken ribs, too, Liana said, and broken bones in his wrist. They were less serious.

      The girl laid down the scissors and covered Hantje with a much-darned linen sheet. She touched the burn on his cheek lightly, then bent to look at his bruised eyelids. “Do you know when he received the injuries?” she asked, feeling for the pulse at his throat.

      “I think today is the fourth day, but . . . I don’t know.”

      Liana straightened. She looked at Melke. If she saw the tears on her face, she made no sign.

      “There is infection, which is more dangerous than the broken bones. Do you understand?” The clear firmness of her voice, the direct gaze, were at odds with her youth. She was a girl, pretty and soft, but she spoke as a woman, as a healer confident in
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