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			I 

			Hannah Tallerin was standing over her forge, eyes squinting against the waves of heat baking off the blade she worked, when the stranger opened the door to the smithy. Though her senses were by no means what they had been, she still had the uncanny reflexes of someone who spent lots of time barely dodging lethal blows, and so she turned as the door began to swing inside, her long limbs ready to react if the visitor proved dangerous. The turn was a bad idea, as the hammer in her right hand continued its arc of movement and connected with the second finger of her left hand, mashing the tip and sending a shriek of agony up her hand and into her arm. She cursed, dropped the hammer to the anvil with a clatter, and cradled the wounded hand against her chest as she completed her turn.

			A man had entered the smithy. He hovered in the shadowed front of the room, and Hannah’s mortal eyes could only make out a sense of height marred by stooped shoulders, the lump of a traveling bag, and a slow measured step as he moved to one wall, examining the weapons hung there. When she saw that the newcomer wasn’t intent on harming her, at least not outright, she relaxed a bit, but she couldn’t ignore the little thrill that had been building in her chest as it was suddenly and distressingly dashed.

			I’ve got to get out of here, she thought, remembering a time when she had been so thankful for slow time like this, for days and weeks of mindless simplicity, she working away with metal, Rory shaping the local farmers into serviceable soldiers, the two of them carefully sharing the small bed each night.

			Safety. Comfort. The regularity of a common life. And plenty of smashed fingers along the way, she thought bitterly, taking a cloth from her apron pocket and carefully wrapping the injured digit, blotting at the blood seeping from beneath the broken nail, remembering a time when blood meant something so much more. Now it only meant pain. 

			The stranger hadn’t approached the wooden counter that divided the customer area from the black bellied forge, squat anvil, and large water barrel that took up her work area, and so Hannah ignored him for a time, allowing him to take in the plethora of short swords, axes, picks, and shields that lined the walls near the ceiling. The lower portion of the front area was filled with pots and pans, and Hannah had a new display area for her knives right next to the counter. She surreptitiously watched as the potential customer scanned her wares, noting how he seemed to focus on the weapons, some dusty from lack of interest.

			Maybe he would actually buy something. It had been a while since anyone in this village had needed the weapons Hannah excelled at producing, though she had a nice business in knives, pots, and metal clasps. The idea of someone able to talk shop with her was exciting. Still, she had learned that it never paid to seem too eager to sell, so she left him to his examination. Her finger throbbed, and she checked to see that the blood had stopped flowing. It hadn’t. She sighed angrily and pressed down with more force. 

			This was what she had wanted. This had been what she was thinking of when she told Klauden almost a year ago that she wanted a simple life with Rory, a life without the complications that had plagued them both. Of course, that had been when she thought she was dead, or dying at best, and anything was a preferable alternative to what she had been expecting. She clearly hadn’t thought this whole thing through.

			Simplicity was nice, but it was boring. Unimportant in a way that made her wonder if all humans felt like this all the time, the days running together into a blur until the body grew old and withered and died. She would die now, too, just like them. Old and ugly like a mortal woman.

			She shook the maudlin image away—thoughts like these came too often these past weeks—to check on her customer, another man doomed by time. He was standing idly before the counter, eyes scanning the walls still, but she could see he wasn’t really looking at the weapons anymore.

			“Help you?” she asked in the low voice that she sometimes still thought of as a stranger’s.

			The man looked at her, then seemed to realize something as he gave her a closer look. Hannah waited patiently for him to speak. The double-take was nothing new. She was accustomed to people giving her odd looks, though lately the reasons for them were a bit less clear than they had been. Before, they had looked at her because she made some blunder, some awkward revelation of her origins that marked her as a foreigner, as a freak, as something different. Now, they still gave her that look, but only because she was breaking their accepted notions of whom a blacksmith should be and what he should look like. Rory had warned her, of course, and she had known it would be hard at first. She had been a smith in Talperin for a few months before meeting Rory and encountered some resistance there too. Still, it hadn’t taken the people long to recognize skill, and that Hannah had. Of course, she didn’t tell them where her knowledge had come from, and they hadn’t asked, and then it hadn’t mattered, but she and Rory had been in Severin almost eight months now, and some of the people here still gave her odd looks. She knew they were farther away from other towns, knew that the southern people were known for their particular expectations of what men and women should do, and she could understand that, having the background of her father’s House in memory, but that didn’t make it any less annoying when men stared at her for a few minutes before asking if she could get her man to come help them with something. 

			Some wouldn’t even go that far. Some just walked out. Some gave her their esteemed opinions about female smithies. One had even gone so far as to grab her during one of these impassioned speeches, and he had learned the hard way that trying to strong-arm the new smithy was a bad idea, even when her man wasn’t there to protect her. Rory had asked her if she wanted to leave after that, to go somewhere to the north, where people were less rigid.

			She had declined, still lost in the fog of relief that was her life with him: the two of them sharing a home, eating breakfast together, doing all the little things that had seemed so impossible when she had first confessed to him in Kalford so long ago. This is the life, she kept telling herself. This is what I wanted.

			And it was.

			Sort of.

			Except that when she told Klauden what she wanted, she hadn’t imagined old men staring at her like this while she stood sweaty and disheveled, arms and back aching from a long day’s work. She didn’t mind the work. It was the waiting, the constant waiting, like she knew this fairy tale would end, and her real life would start up again. It just didn’t feel right to be so secure, so settled, with no one chasing her, and no goblins, and no beast keeping her up nights.

			Then again, Rory did his share of keeping her up at night, so that was a fair trade off. Better than that, even. She was fairly certain she had gotten the better deal on that exchange.

			“You?” the old man whispered in front of her. Hannah focused on him again. He seemed ready to talk now, though she wondered what he was asking. She gave him a once over—traveling cloak, staff, pack—he definitely wasn’t a local.

			“Me,” she replied, wondering if it was a language barrier. “What can I do for you?” She gave him a closer look when he paused. He had no visible weapons. Maybe he really is looking to buy? 

			She took in the state of his cloak, a bit tattered along the neckline, but well mended and obviously cared for. His feet were covered in old boots, worn as well, but in decent shape. The man did his share of walking, but he had chosen well in his footwear. Hannah’s own shoes would never have lasted so long. He seemed a simple traveler, a man she had seen a thousand times over, an old man wandering from here to there, stopping in shops when fancy and finance took him. His eyes were low set in a deeply lined face, a face used to the elements. Hannah wondered if he had ever been north of the Vanya, then stopped herself. He would not have returned if he had been. Few mortals did.

			“You don’t remember me,” he said, and this time Hannah tried to pick up his accent. She had been a keen student of language patterns once, back in her father’s House, but it seemed the gift had left her over the months. Either that, or her new ears had never developed the ability to listen the way she once had. Whatever the cause, she couldn’t place the man’s history. Remember him? She ran through the list of towns that she and Rory had traveled through before settling here in Severin. He doesn’t seem familiar, but then again, why would I remember him? And who would recognize me now anyway?

			And then it hit her. He didn’t recognize her. It was the body he knew: the slave girl who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, the girl Solyn whose body Hannah had taken over during the ceremony that had been meant to purify her tainted soul. Thanks again, Klauden, she thought wryly, absurdly conflicted whenever she thought of her old friend. He had meant to help her. Surely that had been his intention. He just hadn’t realized what putting her into a feeble mortal body would do to her. Nor had she. Then, it had just been a novelty, an exciting new toy to try out, a vehicle by which she could escape the castle with Rory and live out her childish ideas.

			“Should I remember you?” she asked cautiously.

			“What have they done to you, Hannah Hunter?” he asked, approaching the counter and placing large big-knuckled hands over hers. She pulled away, disgusted by the gesture, confused by the name, but then something in her surged, and she was allowing the old man to caress her hands. What in the nine hells—she began, Rory’s phrase coming easily to mind, but then stopped as she realized more was happening. Someone was speaking, saying something rushed like, “Where have you been?” in a low voice that was familiar.

			Something was moving her mouth.

			Someone else was speaking through her.

			“Oh, hell, Malfek, fehalon,” she cursed in a rush of words, jerking back both control of her voice and her hands. She withdrew toward the forge, staring at the man.

			What did he do to me?

			He reached for her. “Oh, my dear,” he whispered, his face filling with pity, his eyes a well of sadness. “What did they do to you?”

			“Nothing,” she spat at him. “No one did anything.” She realized she was breathing hard, like there was something trapped inside her chest trying to break free. She ruthlessly shoved it back down. She calmed herself, regaining the emotional cool that had gotten her through so many difficult situations. “I don’t know you, old man,” she said stiffly. “I don’t know why you’re here or who you think I am, but you’re wrong.”

			He paused, the emotions on his face loosening a bit as he considered her. She felt something snake out of him then, a low stirring across the room that prickled along her skin, and she recognized the feel of magic.

			The old fool was using magic on her. She brought up her own defenses, ready to see what this spell would do, but when nothing beyond a small tickle of her face happened, she just stood there. She wanted to throttle him, to send a spear of ice into his chest that would make him regret coming in here, to use her magic to push him back against the walls and maybe even through the door to where he wouldn’t bother her anymore, but there was something else in her now, too, a desperate need to keep him safe, to see him set free. She struggled with herself for a moment, then conceded the battle.

			“Fine,” she declared, “you can go free. Get out of my shop, and don’t let me see you again.”

			“You are not yourself.” It was not a question.

			“I am not the person you are looking for,” she said, as if that was obvious already.

			“Not anymore,” he observed, then his hands were raised in front of his chest, and Hannah knew that he was casting a spell again, and she wondered why she had been so stupid as to stand there and let this man into her shop and leave herself completely defenseless, when there was a sudden break in the room’s air and a soft whooshing noise as the old man vanished.

			Hannah stood from the semi-crouch she had assumed, ears popping, to stare at the space where the man had been.

			Damn, she thought. Vanishing magic. Serious spellcasting. Even at her best, Hannah could manage a few offensive spells, but everything was memorization and stress for her. The power needed to simply disappear from the room was astounding. Or maybe he hadn’t disappeared; maybe he had just gone invisible, as she could on occasion.

			That was a hell of a lot of fuss just to go invisible, she thought, but she checked the room anyway, careful to cover every available space to make sure he wasn’t still hiding in the building with her. When she was fairly certain she was alone, she barred the door and went to secure the forge for the night.

			She had had enough of this for one day. 

		

	
		
			II 

			Rory was already inside the cozy one room house they shared when Hannah walked inside. He stood at the counter that ran along the back wall, a knife in one hand as he carefully sliced carrots and added them to the iron pot that held their dinner. As she shut the door and barred it behind her, he turned away from his work to smile at her.

			“How was the forge today?” he asked, turning back to slide the carrots into the pot. He wiped the knife clean before setting it on the counter, then walked the stew pot over to the fireplace. He hung it on the hook and pushed the pot inside the fireplace where the stew could cook before he turned to her again, wiping his hands on his black pants. “Long day?”

			Hannah sighed, grateful as ever that he had decided to take over the cooking side of their domestic life. It had taken almost a month of blackened chickens and charred stews before he had raised the question, trying not to insult her cooking but clearly starving for better fare. Hannah recalled one of the women in the village commenting that the sure way to claim a man was to cook such food that made him eager to come home for dinner, suggesting that a man who looked for dinner elsewhere would find more than just food. She had worried about that for a time, wondering if Rory would find other things along with his dinner, but she had come to see that the elf was nothing if not completely loyal to her. He was a good mate, kind and considerate of her, and now that she had examples to compare their relationship with, she was certain that Rory was one of the best men she’d ever met. He never struck her, as she knew that many men in the village did their women, and he rarely criticized her beyond a slight teasing that came from a good place. Not to say that they didn’t have their share of arguments, mostly over how she was treating herself, but for the most part, Hannah’s home life was fairly calm.

			“Very long day,” she said, plopping down onto the wooden bench before the table. There wasn’t much furniture in the room, but the benches, table, chest, and bed always made for convenient places to rest when the floor wasn’t appealing. The small area rug in the center of the room made the floor comfortable on occasion, though its function wasn’t aesthetic as much as practical, since it hid the trapdoor that led to the basement and the tunnel into the woods beyond the fenced yard. Rory had learned to be careful over the years. So had Hannah.

			Rory made his way over to her, squatting before her perch on the bench. He took in her smudged face, her sweaty hair, then her sloppily wrapped hand. She held up the wounded finger for his inspection. “I mashed it again,” she explained, knowing what would come next. There had been a time when she had protested this, when it had made her furious to suffer his inspection, to listen to his long explanations of how she needed to be more careful, to take better care of herself, or, he was fond of reiterating, if she insisted on beating herself to a bloody pulp, to at least take the time to care for the wounds. It had been hard to accept not only his well-meant ministrations but just the idea that her body would not heal quickly on its own, would not bounce back from a wound with a fresh infusion of blood, or could even get worse if proper attention wasn’t given to the area in question. That argument she had finally conceded to him when, after a particularly nasty cut on her hand from a slipped knife, she had gotten so sick from the resulting infection that Rory had to take her to nearby Salva for a real doctor and proper medicine. Now, she just let him check her over for wounds and took whatever advice he gave her.

			As he delicately unwrapped her bleeding hand, Hannah wondered if she would ever be able to just look at a wound and know if it was serious or not. She had learned that pain wasn’t a good judge at all. Everything hurt in this body; standing all day made her back ache, swinging the hammer made her shoulders scream, touching hot metal made her fingers shriek, even the mortal cramps she got every month curled her into a defensive ball of agony. She wondered if she would ever get used to the fragility of this form, the ease with which it was hurt and angry. Hannah winced as Rory first straightened her fingers, then he gently pulled her hand closer to him, into the slanting rays of sunlight that crossed the room from the window. He looked at it, then cocked a dark eyebrow at her.

			“Not too bad,” he observed, poking at the tip of her finger and sending a spike of pain down her arm, “though you’ll probably lose the nail.”

			“Figures,” she mumbled, pulling her hand back to rest on the tabletop. Her hands were filthy after the day’s work, the grime and ash coating her up to the elbows, then spreading out across her shirt sleeves and onto her chest. She could see the line where her apron had been, the cleaner material beneath still in need of a good washing.

			“Go wash,” he said, turning back to his work. “We’ll eat soon.”

			Hannah stood, keenly aware of how childish she felt, absurdly angry at how he treated her but knowing he only did it to keep her safe. Torn between frustration and appreciation, she headed out the door to the water barrel.

		

	
		
			III 

			After dinner, Rory suggested they go for a swim. She knew he could tell something was bothering her, but as was his manner, he let her work up to it. They left the small house and followed the short path through the woods as the sun set behind them, making their way to the small spring that served as bathing facility and laundry site, not to mention sundry other events made more exciting with water.

			She watched as Rory undressed, taking in the lines of his form, the hard muscles of his back, the scars that littered his chest, the long ears that marked his race. His hair had grown longer, shaggy around his ears, and Hannah loved knowing how it felt when she ran her hands through the dark mass. It was still a novelty to think of him as belonging to her. She had a brief flash of another man, another face framed with blonde hair and bright blue eyes that might have been hers, but that was in another life, another person.

			The feeling in her chest returned, a yearning that seemed more than homesickness, and Hannah shoved it away. What is wrong with me today?

			She disrobed, shoving her clothes into the water in a ball that could be dealt with after they soaked, and stepped carefully into the spring. Rory had taught her to swim, but the water still made her nervous, the feel of it pulling her down and under, the pressure against her skin tight as she grew extremely conscious of this body’s need to breathe. She was still a paranoid swimmer, Rory told her, but she would adjust eventually. When? she wanted to ask him. Ten years after I’m dead from old age?

			She ignored the thought, focusing on the feel as the water soothed her aching muscles. I’m here now, she thought. Might as well enjoy it.

			Still, there was the old man to think of. He might come back, convinced that she was the person he was looking for. She walked out to where Rory was lazily sprawled on his back, chest rising and falling in the water as he breathed.

			“A man came to the forge today looking for me,” she said. Rory stopped bobbing, pushing wet hair behind his ear as he glanced at her.

			“Who was it?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t know. He thought he knew me, but then changed his mind.”

			“Did you recognize him?”

			She shook her head, wet hair swinging against her cheeks. “Not at all.” Then, after a beat, she added, “Not really.”

			“Which is it, Hannah? Did you know him or not?”

			She considered the strange feeling that had compelled her to let the man go free, that had stayed her hand when she wanted to blast him with a spell. Finally, she shook her head decisively. “I thought I knew him for a moment, but then I knew I didn’t.”

			“Did he say anything else?”

			“No, just vanished when he realized I wasn’t her.”

			“Vanished?”

			Hannah nodded. “Definitely a lot of power there. I couldn’t have done it.”

			Rory considered this bit of information, then shrugged. “Just a traveler then. Severin’s full of them.”

			“I know. He just…”

			“Just what?”

			“Just scared me a bit, that’s all. He seemed so sure that he knew me.”

			Rory gave her a piercing stare. “Do you think he was looking for her?” he asked, and he didn’t need to say anything else.

			Hannah frowned, then shook her head. “I don’t know. He called me Hannah.” She gestured at herself. “This girl was called Solyn.”

			Rory nodded, then seemed to hesitate before continuing. After a moment, he asked, “She’s not still…” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “I mean, you don’t think she’s still there at all, do you?”

			Hannah reached inside herself, seeking that astonished girl she had met for an instant when Klauden placed her in this body. She remembered the shock, the outrage, but then she had taken charge, and after that, she hadn’t been aware of anything. At least, not anything obvious. Though, what happened today could have been Solyn. 

			Is that possible? Could Solyn’s spirit lay dormant for almost a year and then pop out and make me refrain from doing things or even speak using my mouth? 

			It was an unnerving thought. Hannah sometimes regretted stealing the body from the slave girl. But really, she thought, what choice had there been? Should I have let the ceremony go as planned and allowed myself to be placed into Anna’s body—the vampiric body of a sibling—or even worse, should I have refused a body and just gone wherever those without bodies went—hell or someplace worse—or even into nothingness? No, she hadn’t been willing to die, and Solyn hadn’t been strong enough to keep hold of her own body; that in itself was justification enough. If the girl wanted to stay herself, she should have fought harder.

			That was what Hannah told herself when she woke up at night anyway.

			“I don’t know,” she answered Rory, awkwardly paddling over to him in the dimming light. Her finger ached with the motion, but the water was soothing. “I don’t think so, but I don’t know.”

			“He would know, wouldn’t he?”

			Hannah nodded her head, knowing that Klauden was a sore subject, even if they rarely spoke of him. Could she blame the elf for not being eager to talk about her once betrothed? It was enough that both she and Rory owed the vampire their lives; she tried not to remind the elf that she had once loved someone else, that she had once thought that her life would be quite different than it was. “He might,” she admitted.

			Rory nodded, changing the subject abruptly. “Let me know if this man returns,” he demanded, then smirked at her. “I’d hate to have to fight for you again.”

			She returned the grin. “Liar. You’d love it.”

			He laughed, then caught her waist under the water. “Maybe,” he admitted. “Though, I sometimes wonder if you were worth all that trouble.”

			“What trouble?” she asked breezily. “I happen to know that killing fledgling vampires in to-the-death tournaments is all in a day’s work for you.” He laughed again, then tugged her closer. “You earned this prize,” she said, the water lapping against their shoulders as they rose and fell with Rory’s breath.

			“So I did,” he said, then seemed to remember something else. “Speaking of prizes, I got you something today.”

			“Oh?” she inquired, allowing him to pull her to the water’s edge. “To what do I owe this honor?”

			He snorted at her. “Ungrateful wench. Here, I speak of prizes and you mock me. Some woman I’ve married.”

			Hannah giggled, squeezing the water out of her hair as she stood in the knee-high water. “Fine. Seriously, what did you get me?”

			“A sword.”

			“Typical male present,” she snapped. “Some women in the village get flowers or jewelry.”

			“Some women in the village can’t even wield a sword. Flowers and shiny trinkets are all they can appreciate.” He turned to her. “You, on the other hand, know how to appreciate a fine weapon.”

			“Point taken. What kind of sword?”

			“Short sword,” he said, illustrating the length with his hands. “It seemed a good weight for you, and you need something to balance Klauden’s blade.”

			She nodded. For all that Rory disliked speaking of Klauden himself, he had no qualms about the sword Hannah carried, the blade that had been Klauden’s by default that he had never learned to use. Hannah glanced at the delicately engraved scabbard laying on the rocks by the spring’s edge near Rory’s own discarded weapons, appreciative of both the sword’s craftsmanship and its memories, then reached for her pile of wet clothes, spreading them out on top of the water and assessing the damage. “And to what do I owe this honor?” she repeated.

			“I can’t get my wife a sword?” he asked, spreading out his own clothes and beginning to scrub them.

			She gave him a pointed look. “What am I doing for you now?”

			He sighed, then grinned at her. “I thought that you might be so overwhelmed with gratitude that you would make Jaston a new sword. His father’s is too long for him. He’s ready for a blade of his own.” Hannah nodded, picturing the lanky youth in her mind. He was one of the sixteen men Rory was training this month as part of his arrangement with Tarren, the village’s mayor and head soldier. Severin wasn’t known for its defenses, but even the simplest farmer could be taught to wield a blade in defense of his home, and Rory was an excellent teacher. The village paid well for his advice. “He’s learning fast,” she commented, then looked up at him with a scowl. “And what makes you think I’ll be eager to do that just because you gave me a sword? You do realize I make pots all day long, right?”

			“Yes, dear, I do realize what you do, but this sword is special.”

			“How so?”

			“The man I bought it from said it had once been magical.”

			“Really? I could show you a ton of weapons that were once magical. Everyone that trades in a sword says that. You didn’t pay a lot for it, did you?”

			He tossed his shirt at her. “Thelash,” he teased her. “And for your information, even I, the magic-deprived swordsman, know when something has magical capabilities. It’s real.”

			She tossed the shirt back at him, grinning as it splashed his face. She was still skeptical. “What kind of magic?”

			He shook his head. “I don’t know. That’s your thing. I just recognize runes when I see them.”

			Hannah stopped washing to stare at him. “There are runes on it? Are you sure?” She was getting excited now. Talk of a magical blade was all well and good but commonplace. Finding a blade with actual magical runes on it was something else entirely. “What kind? Where are they? What do they say?”

			Rory squeezed out his shirt, then draped it over his shoulder as he shrugged. “Like I said, sweetheart, that’s not my area of expertise. It was a good blade, so I bought it. The markings seemed like something you would appreciate.”

			Hannah squeezed out her own shirt, tugging it over her head, then tried to make sense of her skirt. After a failed attempt to find the center and step into it, she decided that the shirt was long enough to get her back home modestly enough. She twisted the skirt into a long line, getting rid of more water, then headed out of the pond, gesturing at Rory to hurry up with his pants.

			“Come on! I want to see this thing.”

			He shook his head in surprise, eyes widening innocently. “But I thought you had a forge full of swords. What’s the rush?”

			She grabbed his arm to tug him along. “Don’t play that way. I want to see what kind of runes it has.”

			He left the water but didn’t move very quickly. “But it’s just another sword. You would have preferred flowers or jewelry anyway. Maybe I’ll just sell it…”

			“You wouldn’t dare!” she snapped, giving up on her tugging to face him at the spring’s edge. She took a breath, then sighed. He was so particular about some things, especially gift giving. “Fine,” she admitted. “You did well. Thanks for my gift.” 

			He inclined his head, accepting her praise. “You are welcome.”

			“Good, now can we go see it?”

		

	
		
			IV 

			Hannah was dreaming again. She didn’t quite understand how she knew this, but everything about this room was wrong. First of all, it was built for colder weather than the house she shared with Rory, the windows covered by shutters and a rolled-up blanket pushed against the door to block the draft. She had never been in this place before, yet she felt at home here.

			She sat on a wooden stool, her long hair pulled back in the standard braid, her hands working dexterously at a loom, long fingers leaping in and out of rows with thin colored threads. She seemed to be making some sort of design on the fabric, a scene of white and blue that might be the start of a mountain range. Hannah didn’t recognize the picture, nor did she understand why she was using the loom with such familiarity since she had never used one in her life. Her fingers just knew where to go, the design a clear image in her head of numbers and blocks of color. It was strange to sit here, to know such things that she knew she shouldn’t know. It had to be a dream, yet she couldn’t recall ever knowing that she was dreaming while she was doing it before.

			While she was pondering, the door to the small room opened, letting in a gust of cold air, and a tall man walked in. Hannah smiled at him, delighted at his appearance, suddenly wondering if her hair was in place, hoping he would notice how carefully she had applied her eye make-up.

			Hannah knew that all of this was ridiculous. She would never worry about her hair, nor had she worn eye make-up in years, and she certainly didn’t care what this newcomer thought of her. After all, he was too big for her—his shoulders alone had trouble getting through the narrow door frame—and his face was coated with a thick beard. In fact, he was far too hairy for her tastes. What am I thinking?

			Yet she could feel herself responding to him, her heart picking up as her breath quickened, her formerly confident fingers now carefully aware of their placement, not wanting to look uncoordinated as he watched.

			The newcomer strode across the room, and though Hannah wanted to move, to get into a defensive stance before the stranger got within range, she just sat there, hands skimming across the surface of the loom, placing another line of blues and whites that continued what Hannah knew was going to be a mountain scene—an image of the peaks that surrounded this village.

			“It’s lovely,” the man said, standing behind her. Hannah was distinctly aware of his presence at her back, feeling exposed and nervous even as she was delighted with his praise.

			There was something about the man’s voice, something familiar, but it was gone before she could place it. She turned away from her weaving for a moment to glance at him, and she could feel her lips tilting up in a flirtatious smile.

			“Thank you,” she replied, feeling the warmth in her chest as he looked at her, their gazes locked in a smoldering connection. Hannah knew she should recognize something here, something about the man’s eyes and his slow, careful appraisal of her that was tickling some memory, but she couldn’t fathom what it was.

			Then the door opened again, a blast of cold air breaking their locked eyes, and she turned quickly back to her loom, smiling perfunctorily at this new arrival. At first, Hannah thought it was the same man, but after a closer look, she noted subtle differences. This man was smaller in the chest, his hair a bit less shiny, and he had a tired, worn-down look on his face. His eyes had the same piercing gaze, but he looked defeated somehow, not strong and proud like the first man. Hannah thought they must be brothers, if not twins. She felt herself speaking to this new man.

			“Greetings, husband. I didn’t think you’d be home so soon.” Even as she said the word “husband,” Hannah felt herself losing touch with the scene. She was drifting away, losing the clarity of the man’s face as he gave his brother a sharp look over her head. She heard his sharper voice ask, “What are you doing here?” before the scene faded completely, and then she was awake in a familiar bed in a room thousands of leagues away.

			Rory’s arm tightened around her, and she snuggled into his warmth, his solid frame behind her a comfort in the darkness. She had been dreaming, that much was clear, but when had she had such a vivid dream before? It had been more like a memory, but not anything she had ever lived. 

			She held her hands up, the long fingers still a stranger’s to her in the dim light from the banked fire. Could I weave if I tried? She twisted the fingers, picturing the smooth dance across the strings as she did so, and knew that the answer was yes. It was a familiar feeling, coming into knowledge like this, and she felt relieved at first. Didn’t I pick up my skill with metal in just this fashion, after taking the handsome smithy in Talperin? He was filled with knowledge, and life, of course; there had always been the thrill of taking warm life.

			Hannah shook her head. That was a long time ago, she reminded herself. She wiggled her fingers again, the shapes vague in the darkness. Now you can barely see in the dark, never mind take down men twice your size.

			She sighed, the shock of this body hitting her again as it did often, too often of late. It was that damn old man. He had done something to her, woken her in a way that she was slowly beginning to understand. She knew how to weave because Solyn had known how to weave. Somehow, she was dreaming the slave’s memories.

			Hannah thought there was probably more to it than that since the nagging question of the man’s voice and both of their faces still lingered, but as she tried to hold onto the images, they faded, ephemeral bits that her mind refused to recall. It was almost like her magic, she realized, when the memory of a spell faded each time she used it and she had to study her spellbook anew the next day. There were some things that her mind just refused to hold on to. It was annoying.

			Of all the things she could forget—the warm rush of blood in her mouth, the sound of live blood pumping through stout veins—why could she not lose the memories of her old life that seemed determined to make her regret her decision? She pushed herself farther into Rory’s embrace, feeling his steady breathing calming her fluttering heart. This was what she wanted: to lie here with him without anything between them. She no longer had to fight the desire to take him, no longer had to fear what she might do by mistake, no longer had to suffer when her body demanded fresh blood, no longer had to worry about divine magic, no longer had to wonder about what she was missing. Now it was just the two of them, and she was grateful for that. Grateful for this chance.

			And, of course, she no longer had the nightmares. That had been a huge relief. She didn’t have to relive her life at her father’s castle every night in her dreams. In fact, she hardly dreamed at all now, except for tonight.

			She readjusted herself, Rory’s hand settling on her bare hip beneath the blanket. Alright then, she thought, so now I know how to weave. As she thought about it, she realized that she could probably paint and draw as well. The skill seemed to linger in her hands, the techniques crystallizing in her mind. It wasn’t such a bad thing. It was the same thing she had always done, except now she learned in dreams and memories instead of through blood. It could even come in useful, especially since Rory’s gift needed a careful hand to reform some of the runes that time and use had worn away from the blade.

			Hannah didn’t want to think about what else the dream meant; that is, that Solyn might have been awakened by the old man’s visit and might soon want more than just to share her memories. That was something she couldn’t believe, not only because it would mean that the girl had been alive somehow inside her for all this time, trapped deep within, but because it might mean that she could be trapped as well, taken away from herself, and Rory, never to return. Hannah pictured her body, but with a stranger’s eyes, lying next to Rory in this bed at night.

			Oh no, she decided. That will not do.

		

	
		
			The Husband

			Rory knew that something strange was happening to his wife, but he hoped it would pass before he had to do anything about it. He stood among the trees that covered their backyard, two swords poised in the ready stance, trying to imagine what he could do to help her. The routine of practice was comforting, his body carefully stepping into double thrusts, his feet landing precisely where they should be, his limbs executing the rhythm he had established through years of morning practices just like this one.

			It’s nothing, he told himself. He spun around, executing a twist and slice designed to catch opponents off guard, the twin blades whistling as they cut the predawn air. It was getting cooler again, the mornings hazy with fog and dew and a slight chill that reminded Rory of late spring back in Firene. It was still odd to realize that the seasons were backward this far south. He and Hannah had traveled a long way from her home in the far north beyond the Vanya mountain range and his own erstwhile origins in the Elven stronghold of Firene in the northeast; even Upsen, the port city that they had intended to reach when he had first met Hannah, was far to the north of this place. It would be spring up there by now, the deep chill of winter passed into another year.

			Time had never mattered so much to Rory before. He swung the swords in an angry cross before his body, the dance degenerating into the pacing swipes that often calmed his temper. It has only been a year, he reminded himself. One year, and what is that in comparison to the hundreds I will live still? He was two hundred and twenty-nine years old already; even Hannah had been well into her eighties when they had met, a young age for a vampire, he had come to realize, but still almost more than a human life span.

			The life span that Hannah would now live.

			The thought of her mortality hit him as it always did, somewhere near his heart and chilling his spirit, and then his thoughts inevitably wondered if things would have been better had she stayed as she was. She had been a demon, that much was true, and he hated that her survival depended on the lives of others, but even so, that demon would have lived for hundreds of years, would never have gotten sick or nearly died from infections resulting from simple wounds. 

			And now she was even more vulnerable than ever. He paused in his pacing, hand braced on a tree trunk as he forced himself to face the issue.

			Hannah always has moments, he told himself. She had days, even weeks, where she seemed like a stranger, but she came back to him before it caused a problem. He could always tell by her eyes. They were the only thing that remained the same from when he had first met her. Then she had been a short, frail thing, though he had soon learned how deceptive that frailty was, with springy red curls and a wiry body that knew how to move in a battle.

			She had been full of secrets then, too, but he grinned at the memory of that girl and how he had found himself interested all the same, intrigued by the bright flicker in her green eyes. It wasn’t common to find a human with such bold eyes, and he soon discovered the reasons why—she wasn’t human—but even so, he could recognize the woman he loved in them. She had laughed during battles, too, her eyes flashing as she whipped this way and that, tossing her daggers with deadly aim before casting small but effective spells at their enemies. That was part of what he valued in her, the sheer love of life that overtook her when she was fighting for her own.

			That and the fact that he had always been partial to redheads. 

			But things were different now. Hannah was blonde, as Galina had been—he had to scoff at the thought of his first wife, the image of her Elven face in his memory still enough to make him angry. He shook the thoughts away, seeing Hannah as she was now, her long hair often tied out of the way in a braid, her body taller and more curvaceous. She was still beautiful, but what he liked most was her eyes, that he could still recognize her in those brilliant green eyes.

			Eyes that he had seen turn blue more than once in the last two weeks.

			He turned away from the tree, hands a blur again as he began another dance, this one swift and marked with deadly thrusts to vital areas of invisible enemies. He closed his eyes, trying to concentrate without thought and failing miserably.

			At first, he had dismissed it as a trick of the light, worrying on his part, a nagging uncertainty about the old man who had visited her forge looking for the slave girl. 

			Now, he was no longer able to deny the truth. For whatever reason, the other girl was back, showing herself in small slices, revealing snatches of a personality that Rory didn’t quite appreciate.

			The first time had been at the forge. He had gone to visit her at midday, the men taking a break from training for lunch, and had watched her work at carving a particular rune for almost a quarter of an hour. It shouldn’t have been so odd, and it wasn’t at first. She was trying to reform the faded runes on the blade’s surface, it was a magical endeavor, and that required concentration. 

			Yes, he had told himself, but wouldn’t a magic user be concerned with proper shape? Shouldn’t a magic-user have the book of runes nearby as a reference point? Magic wasn’t his specialty, but he had spent enough time with Hannah to have learned a few things about how particular spell casting could be. He knew she had the book with her at the forge. The night she first saw the sword, she had excitedly told him about the section in her spellbook on magical runes.

			Klauden had made the book for her, she had told him proudly, detailing which ones she would use and where, and how they would make the sword even more powerful than it had been. She was so glad the vampire had thought to add that section. And then she had thanked Rory, her husband, again for his thoughtful gift.

			Yes, Rory had smiled. Good old Klauden.

			But when he had stopped to visit her for lunch, Hannah hadn’t been concerned with magical runes. Her face had been a mask of concentration, but her hands, her big, long-fingered hands, were artfully carving another symbol into the blade, something that Rory became more and more certain were petals surrounding a broad stem with leaves.

			A flower.

			On a magical blade.

			What the hell is she thinking? That had been his initial thought, but some instinct had forced him to stay put, to watch what he didn’t want to see, to recognize every detail of the scene with his warrior’s eyes. Hannah was working as an artist, a perfectionist at that, something Rory had never seen before. Hannah had always been the sort of person to do things on the fly, to take things as finished even if they were barely serviceable. She was definitely not someone who paid attention to details. As she turned the blade this way and that in the light of the forge, Rory had seen that her eyes were blue.

			He didn’t want to admit it, but he knew what that meant. Before he had met Hannah, he had spent some time hunting vampires, those he had thought of as demons possessing humans. Hannah had told him that these were actually humans bitten by vampires, not purebloods who were born with their gifts as she had been, and that some of them recovered, but Rory had not met one of those in his lifetime. The ones he had volunteered to hunt down had been mad creatures, wild with bloodthirst and violently strong. When they died, he had seen their eyes change colors, as the possessed always did when the true owner returned at the departure of the demon spirit. Some had even thanked him at the end. 

			If Hannah’s eyes were changing colors, it meant that something was taking hold of her, and Rory knew better than to think it was a foreign demon. It was that damn slave girl, somehow waking up and influencing his wife.

			Rory finished the dance with two sharp thrusts behind him, then stood still, panting a little. He knew he should talk to her about it, but since she hadn’t told him about the dreams, he hadn’t known how to approach the subject. Sometimes, Hannah was too guarded for her own good.  

			Rory had begun observing her dreams after the first night. He had felt her wake, stare at her hands for a time, then slip back into a calmer sleep. He had waited patiently for her to mention it. After all, she had told him when her nightmares had finally stopped; that had been a wonderful night, and an even better morning. They had moments like that still, though they were rarer now, and especially scarce this week. Hannah was changing right before his eyes.

			Besides, he had always been able to dreamwalk; it was his Knack. He wasn’t nearly as skilled as Caganasti, the elf who had helped him find Hannah’s soul after her body had been destroyed by Malbrek, nor had he the abilities of the esteemed Klauden, but he knew his skill well enough to monitor his wife. She was somehow reliving the slave girl’s memories in her sleep. Rory was detailing what he saw each night in Hannah’s mind, trying to put the pieces together.

			Clearly, the slave had been from Valrane, the human village that supplied Hannah’s father’s castle with human blood, but Rory couldn’t tell how the girl had ended up at the castle in the first place. The fact that he didn’t know a lot about the specifics of how the slaves got to the castle had a lot to do with it, but he still couldn’t figure out why a girl who was clearly playing two men would choose death at the castle instead of life with one of them. Maybe she had been forced. 

			Damn, I just don’t know enough about life north of the Vanya to make it out.

			Rory sighed, sheathing his blades and wiping a hand across his face. He knew what had to be done. If he didn’t act soon, Hannah might disappear entirely.

			Still, he thought bitterly, of all people, why does it have to be him?

		

	
		
			V 

			Over the next few weeks, Hannah realized that this problem with Solyn wasn’t going away. She tried to focus on collecting herself more often, to consciously remind herself who she was and why she was here, but there were times when that story seemed so farfetched, and she found herself wondering why she hadn’t left for home already. Surely her family would be worried about her.

			What family? She shook her head to clear it. Surely her father wasn’t missing her. The grand Magnus van Kreeosk hadn’t paid much attention to his daughter when she had lived in his castle. Why would he think of me after I’ve been gone for almost two years? Though, she had to admit, for her father, two years was the space of a blink.

			Hannah stood by the back door of the smithy, trying to use the midmorning light to highlight the runes inscribed on the blade Rory had given her almost three months ago. She rubbed her forehead, wishing the muddled confusion that was a constant companion of late would relent and give her a moment of clarity. 

			My father, she thought bitterly, the old face swimming into her mind, his purple eyes, his thin lips, his permanent scowl whenever he looked at her, always bemoaning her flaws, her incapabilities at spellwork, at swordplay, even the appetite for blood that was shamefully absent in one of her status. Oh, Father, she thought, wondering about life in the castle now. What is happening there? Has Livenna, my father’s other daughter, replaced me by now? What has become of Klauden?

			She fingered the silver ring on the necklace she now wore. Rory had given her Klauden’s ring again, silently asking her to accept the gift he customarily wore around his neck. “Maybe it will help,” he had said. She had accepted the necklace, though it was a bit awkward for him to return what had been her unofficial wedding gift to him, knowing that she couldn’t actually wear the ring anymore—it didn’t fit this body’s fingers. Touching the rune-carved surface of the metal now, she considered the item. Does the magic of the ring still work? Sometimes, it was hard to be so far away from everything.

			As she stood there, the sun glinting off the runes on the blade, she felt the haze of uncertainty leave her. For a moment, she was wholly herself, despite Solyn, despite the body, despite everything that had been happening to her since the old man walked into her shop. She was Hannah van Kreeosk, now Hannah Tallerin, and her purpose was clear. Well, clearer than it had been for many weeks. She took a chance and searched for that other, the personality she felt hovering at the back of her mind, the sense of knowledge invading her hands and body.

			Nothing.

			She breathed then, a deep fulfilling sigh that still gave her a thrill. Breathing was such a wonderful thing. She had never appreciated it before; of course, her body hadn’t really needed to breathe. It had gotten what it needed from the blood she took.

			Hannah turned away from those memories, focusing again on the task at hand. The blade was a good weight for her arm; Rory had been right about that. Once she had all of the runes inscribed, it would be a weapon worthy of envy, a good helping hand in any fight. The past few weeks had been blurry with confusing memories, but when she worked on the sword, sometimes she felt that other presence leave her, not entirely, as it had for this moment, but stepped away, distant. She was almost finished with the sword now, and the thought scared her. What will I focus on next? What can pull me together and remind me of who I am once this magical endeavor is completed? Maybe she should start thinking about making a new sword and starting over. That would be challenging.

			Challenges are something I was always good at, she thought idly, then winced as something clicked in her mind, especially the challenge of becoming one of them.

			What? Hannah pushed the thought away, sighing now in earnest. The moment of solitude had passed. That damn girl was back in her head, making her think ridiculous things. If only she knew what the slave wanted! But that wasn’t true because Hannah knew what the slave was after. 

			Her body, of course.

			The dreams had been coming more frequently now, each new snippet a picture of a life that Hannah couldn’t imagine on her own, even in her most outrageous moments. Besides, when did I ever care about a slave before? She scowled, moving the blade in the light, trying to decipher the problem with the last stubborn symbol. It was misshapen, that much was clear, but Hannah couldn’t see where the problem began or how to fix it.

			She glanced over at her spellbook, laying open on the cabinet against the back wall where she kept her more delicate tools. For a moment, her eyes blurred, and she couldn’t read the writing. 

			Damn eyesight is awful, she thought bitterly. I can’t even shift from bright light to dim without taking forever to adjust. 

			As she stared at the page, the words swirled into focus, Klauden’s neat notes beneath the rune clear and concise. “Ice,” the note read, “useful against flame, and cooling excessive heat.” This description was followed by a brief addendum: “Essential to avoid confusion between Ice and Snow,” and he had recopied the rune a bit larger and circled the swirl coming off the bottom right of the symbol. Hannah thought for a second that it looked a bit like a flower stem, then shook her head. 

			Of course, it wasn’t anything like that—the curl was common in runes; it was just making it to the left or the right that differentiated. She could imagine how foolish she would appear if her new sword designed to inflict ice damage and searing cold suddenly caused the weather to change instead. The Snow rune was common for necklaces or staffs, but not blades. Ice was what she needed here. She turned back to the sunlight.

			It just wasn’t right.

			The slave girl would appreciate the snow, she thought idly, shivering a little as she remembered last night’s dream. Another day spent weaving, though this time the image was different, and she was sure that when the man stood behind her to watch—Matthew, her memory supplied his name now—that he would reach out and touch her, strong fingers gripping her shoulders as he turned her toward him for a deep kiss. She was ever aware of the door and hoping that it wouldn’t open to reveal another face, even as she felt the soft caress of his fingers against her skin, his body warm and hard behind her. It was unnerving to want someone so much that she found a bit repulsive. Every time the man kissed her, Hannah felt sick inside, skin crawling with revulsion, and the feeling lingered even when she woke up.

			This morning, she had looked at Rory when he gave her a familiar pat on the rump with that same feeling of disgust. The feeling was fleeting, but Hannah couldn’t deny that it had been there.

			If she was being honest, the feeling had made her ill. She had almost vomited, and then her morning had been filled with distracting thoughts of pregnancy, wondering if it could be true, alternating between giddiness at the thought of such an adventure and then sick at the thought of how the baby would have blonde hair instead of red, and big hands that could draw. For the first time, she was looking forward to bleeding again.

			She was starting to hate the slave girl and the body she had lived in. Little things were beginning to seep into her everyday thoughts, her everyday life, and Hannah was powerless to stop it. She knew she should talk to Rory about it, should ask for his advice, his help, something, but she just couldn’t find the right moment to do it. She hated Solyn a little more for driving a wedge between her and the elf like this.

			But then again, she knew things now, things about Solyn that made her regret her harsh thoughts. She could understand how Solyn felt in her little life in that tiny village, how trapped she had been by a marriage to a man she couldn’t love, and how agonized she had been to discover that the one she did want might have wanted her, too, if only she’d been less of a coward. The slave had vowed never to be afraid again, not like that. She would die first. The start of her little rebellion had been to take what she wanted, and Solyn wanted Matthew, the other brother. Hannah tried to remember Solyn’s husband’s name, but it kept leaping away from her.

			Hannah tried to distance herself from this knowledge, to view it as just another tale that she had read with Klauden as a child. She tried to imagine how the story would end. How did this slave get to my father’s castle? Who owned her? Hannah knew that she had never been valued by any of the vampires there. She had heard stories, though, about how some of the Kargin—those second sons—and on occasion even Vailen van Joosen, the lowest ranking son of the three elite families, had indulged in other sordid acts with slaves, but those had been dismissed as rumors, even for the brief moment she had considered them. What exactly happened to this slave before I got her?

			She stepped away from the door, setting the blade on the anvil again, and stretched, her hands finally resting on the rough material of her dress over the smooth skin of her belly. How many hands have touched this body there?

			She knew the body wasn’t virgin; she got the impression that Solyn had known her share of men, both of the ones she dreamed of each night, and likely more again at the castle. Though Rory had been gentle with her, she knew that her body’s experience disconcerted him, or maybe it was
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