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Blood, as various poets and murderers have observed, behaves very differently from water. It is thicker, obviously, and does not flow quite so smoothly. Raindrops falling into it leave tiny pools that float for a moment before dissolving.

On wet cobblestones, blood spreads out in a pool, with edges that soften as it melts into the rain. Should it happen to encounter something—in this case, a broken crate, a wine-colored sleeve, and what appeared to be half an elderly turnip—blood will soak into them, blackening the wood, deepening the red of the fabric, and staining the turnip a rather fetching shade of pink.

Astarion Ancunín was in a position to observe all this because he was lying in an alley with his right eye about six inches from the turnip in question. Also, it was his blood.

Good shade of pink, he thought absently. You wouldn’t want too much of it in an outfit, of course, but it would make a splendid accent. Perhaps as the hidden color in a set of slashed sleeves? Black fabric overall, and then flickers of color as the wearer moved . . . no, the pink would still be too much. Embroidery in a waistcoat, perhaps? Silver on black, and then a trace of pink here and there, just enough to provide a flicker of warmth . . . yes, that might work. He should probably write that down.

Astarion tried to reach for the narrow writing case at his belt. His right arm moved about half an inch before things began to grate together inside, bone against jagged bone, and pain like nothing he’d ever felt before ripped through him in a nauseating bolt.

He shrieked.

Tried to shriek.

His throat insisted he was screaming, but all his ears could pick up was a miserable whimper, like a dog dying in an alley.

Pain has a way of focusing the mind. Oh, right, Astarion thought, with remarkable clarity. I’ve been beaten senseless. That’s why I’m lying here.

He must have taken a blow to the head at the end of the beating for things to be so foggy. He couldn’t be sure, because now that the pain of his broken arm had receded, a number of other pains began fighting for his attention. His lower back was a solid mass of agony, and his left knee was throbbing with a sparkling, almost effervescent pain, as if someone were pouring champagne on the exposed nerve and then hitting it with a hammer.

He was also pretty sure he’d been kicked in the balls.

Right. I remember now.

He’d gone to the Helm & Cloak tavern for a drink after a miserable day on the magistrate’s bench. The main case had been three hunters brought up for poaching deer from a noble estate. It was an open-and-shut case. The poachers had freely admitted it, saying that there were plenty of deer, and the nobles obviously weren’t using them, so what was the harm? Their legal counsel had first tried frantically to shush them, then tried to argue that they were speaking in the abstract, then finally sat with her head in her hands, her shoulders slumped in despair.

The penalty for poaching was death. Specifically, hanging. The men’s families had crowded the room, their faces set and expressionless as they waited for the verdict. Astarion knew the law backward and forward, knew that they were guilty, but you had to temper justice with mercy occasionally or you got a reputation for following the letter of the law. Then people stopped trying to bribe you, and what was the good of that? He’d done his best. He’d ruled that since it was a first offense, the three poachers would spend a year in prison instead of facing execution.

It was a light sentence! Light! What did they want me to do, pat them on the head and say, “Good job, here’s a copper, go buy some candy”?

The men had looked at him silently, and then they had all filed out of the courtroom and left Astarion alone with the bailiffs and a lawyer on the verge of tears.

He went over and put a hand on her shoulder. She looked up, startled, and said, “Your Honor?”

“Come on, my dear,” he said. “Let’s go get a drink.”

Astarion wasn’t going to seduce her. Sleeping with the defense was a dreadful breach of ethics, and while that might not have stopped him, it would certainly have stopped her. So he took her to the Helm & Cloak, which was extremely respectable, and let her pour out her sorrows, which were extremely dull. It wasn’t the ideal way to spend an evening, but it was an investment in the future. It was always good to have lawyers who liked you. With sufficient time and careful nurturing, they would transform like a caterpillar into a beautiful butterfly who owed you a favor.

He’d left her there after a few hours and began strolling home with the virtuous feeling of having done a difficult job as well as possible. Then he saw the men.

They were toughs, obviously, wearing the mismatched armor of street bravos. The sort who showed up in his court as boys for picking pockets, then later as men charged with beating someone to death in an alley. There was a little knot of them on the street corner, and they had the bored but expectant air of men waiting for something.

There were a great many street toughs in Baldur’s Gate, obviously, and it might not mean anything, but Astarion crossed the street anyway. Young magistrates did not get to be old magistrates by being stupid.

When he looked back, one had crossed the street and was sauntering in his general direction.

Astarion stopped and pretended to examine something in a shop window. The tough also stopped, apparently fascinated by the texture of the stone wall in front of him. When Astarion started moving again, so did he.

This isn’t good.

He quickened his pace. When he glanced over his shoulder, he saw the tough had been joined by another one. He turned a corner, and there was a third, and by now it was abundantly obvious he was being followed.

Astarion had turned sharply and cut down the nearest alley, hoping to escape. For a moment, he almost thought he had shaken them, but then two shapes materialized at the far end, black cutouts against the dull orange lantern light.

He spun around and saw the three men behind him. They were carrying clubs.

Were they after his coin purse? It was possible, but attacking a magistrate was a good way to suddenly get the Watch very, very interested, an interest that usually involved the attacker ending up in a crow cage. Ordinary street thugs wouldn’t risk it.

Families of those found guilty, though . . .

“It was a merciful ruling,” he said, not because he expected that to matter, but because it was merciful, dammit; he’d done the best he could. Did they want to be hanged?

One of the toughs spat on the ground. A voice behind him said, “Not real interested in your rulings, guv.”

“Oh,” Astarion said, then a club swung toward him, and he lifted his arm to defend himself, and . . .

Actually, there was no real point in dwelling on the bit after that. It was perhaps best described as an excruciating blur.

And now here he was.

It will be fine, Astarion told himself. Nothing a cleric can’t fix. Or a healing potion.

His right arm was clearly no good. He tried his left, watching the wine-colored sleeve shudder, then lift a trembling inch. The lace at the cuff was dyed a brilliant red.

Good color, he thought. Clashes with the wine, though. Might look good with dark purple. He looked at his hand, then wished he hadn’t. Two of his fingers were bent at a nauseating angle, but the arm itself seemed mostly intact.

It’s fine. Two healing potions will put everything to rights.

He got his hand to the side of his head. His hair was soaked with something. He wished he could believe it was rain. He ran his good fingers gingerly over his skull.

The bone moved, with a crunching noise that he did not exactly hear but that briefly filled up his entire world.

That is . . . not fine. That is very bad.

I will bathe in healing potions, and everything will go back to normal.

He stopped touching his head. He was fairly certain that there was nothing good to be learned by continuing.

I have to get to a cleric. Or any healer, really. This was not the time to be picky. He’d even let a paladin lay on hands; normally, he insisted on a few drinks first.

To get to a healer, he was going to have to crawl out of the alley.

“Right,” he whispered to himself, and tried to get to his knees.

Blinding agony erupted through his chest, and he collapsed back to the cobblestones. It was suddenly very hard to breathe. Or rather, he was breathing, but nothing seemed to be happening.

Oh, I’ve punctured a lung. I see. That’s bad.

It occurred to Astarion that he was dying.

So this is it. After all I’ve done, after everything, my life is worth less than a dead deer.

He’d never given much thought to his eventual death. Elves didn’t have to for at least the first two or three centuries. When you got to five or six hundred, really started getting up there, then you began to think about it. You prepared yourself for the inevitable, which usually meant making peace with your loved ones or doing a lot of research into how to become a lich.

He had never wanted to be a lich. Not one of them had decent hair, and as for their skin . . . oof.

Also, he didn’t actually have any loved ones, now that he thought about it. He had friends. Some friends. People who were always glad to see him and then were enormously catty behind his back.

The gods help him, his favorite person in Baldur’s Gate was probably Madam Saffron, who ran the best brothel in the city. Not that he had to pay for that sort of thing, but she hosted magnificent salons and was charming company, and then—this was the important bit—they would both go their separate ways and not think about each other again for at least a tenday.

Oh, there were more than a few people who were madly in love with him, but that only showed good taste on their part. There hadn’t been anything reciprocal since he came to Baldur’s Gate.

He wondered if any of those conquests would spring for a revivification. It seemed unlikely. Two of them were poets, for Tymora’s sake. They could barely afford wine, let alone dragging someone back from the dead.

Also, they’d have to find me first.

He tried to call for help, but there was hardly any air in his lungs, and what came out was barely a whisper.

“. . . help me . . .”

He had been tasting blood for so long that it no longer really registered, but the coppery taste went suddenly bright and arterial. His mouth filled with it, and he swallowed, feeling it tear up something inside him.

“. . . please . . . someone . . . help me . . .”

A long time passed, or not much time at all. Astarion could no longer tell if he was calling for help or simply thinking the words.

“. . . I don’t want to die . . . please . . .”

“Is that so?” someone asked.

His first thought was that it was one of the toughs, come back to finish the job . . . but no, the accent was wrong. This voice was careful and formal and old. He blinked a few times, seeing a blurry man-shaped shadow, but when he tried to turn his head for a better look, he regretted it instantly. “Please,” he said through the terrible clangor inside his head. “Please . . . a healer . . .”

“I am a healer . . . of sorts.”

Relief flooded Astarion, a cool wash that prickled against his skin. Gods above and below, thank you, he thought.

And then, the tiny nagging magistrate’s voice that always made him check the paperwork twice, the one that always looked for the flaw in the witness testimony, whispered, What does of sorts mean?

“You’re dying,” the shadow observed dispassionately.

“. . . hadn’t . . . noticed . . .” It was perhaps not the wisest idea to use one’s last breaths to be snide toward the person who could save you, but Astarion was what he was, and it was certainly too late to change now.

The shadow didn’t laugh. It knelt in the pool of blood and leaned over him. Cold seemed to radiate from the figure, or perhaps the heat had simply bled out of Astarion and onto the stones of Baldur’s Gate.

“I can save you,” the shadow said. “For a price.”

Astarion wanted to yell that he’d pay anything, he was dying, this was not the time to haggle, but the magistrate in him made him whisper, “. . . price . . . ?”

White teeth flashed in the darkness. Slowly his rescuer swam into focus. White teeth and pale skin and red, red eyes.

“The price,” the vampire said gently, “is immortality.”

. . . Oh.

*   *   *

It was a lovely evening in the Lower City of Baldur’s Gate, which meant that it was foggy but not actually raining, the rats weren’t swarming, and nothing untoward with tentacles was coming up from the sea. The ladies, gentlemen, and others of the evening were out in force, the drunks had not yet been turned out of the taverns, and Astarion was slinking through the shadows.

Slinking is a very specific sort of movement, not to be confused with skulking. Snakes slink, of course, as do cats and cat burglars and most assassins. Thugs and bruisers and most people who break heads for money skulk. (Wolves, interestingly enough, can do either.) The difference is in the fluidity of movement. If you see someone skulking, you wonder who’s going to get their bones broken, whereas if you see someone slinking, you wonder if they’ve got any bones at all.

Astarion slunk past the open door of an inn, from which raucous laughter poured into the night. Too busy for his purposes, and too loud. The one on the next street was quieter, but he knew for a fact that it was where the Flaming Fists went to drink, and the mercenary troop tended to get very unhappy when their people went missing and had a habit of turning over rocks to see what was underneath.

As a dweller under metaphorical rocks—albeit a very hand-some one, thank you—Astarion was not inclined to stir up trouble.

He kept moving, making a slow circuit past the various inns and taverns. Seven Sins was a tiefling bar, and he’d stand out like an orchid in an abattoir. The Hagstone was perfect—quiet, tastefully appointed, generally full of men hoping to meet other men for conversation and possibly more. It was so perfect, in fact, that he’d taken his last prey from there, and he figured he should give it a few more tendays before he tried again.

He paused thoughtfully across the street from the Toad’s Ghost, which was holding what appeared to be a poetry night. That might be promising. You could almost always find someone in the back, watching with glazed politeness and absolutely desperate to leave. Of course, the downside was that you also had to listen to poetry. He made a mental note to come back in an hour if nothing else presented itself.

The fog was thickening, muffling the sounds of footsteps and drunken revelry. It barely stirred as he passed. A member of the Watch went by scarcely an arm’s length away, but the light of his own lantern reflected off the mist blinded him to Astarion’s presence.

Perhaps I should make use of this fog . . .

He generally disliked taking people off the street, since bystanders had an inconvenient habit of showing up at just the wrong moment. Not that any bothered to show up for me when I was bleeding to death in an alley, the curs. But with fog this thick, who would ever know?

He turned south toward the docks and continued his slink.

*   *   *

By the time he reached the Seatower district and the seedy neighborhood surrounding the docks, the fog was so thick that you could no longer cut it with a knife. You’d need an axe at the very least. The lamps that marked the doorways of taverns shone like lighthouses above the street. Voices echoed strangely off buildings, the words stretched and distorted, so that it was nearly impossible to tell where the speakers were or what exactly they were saying.

He paused across the street from the Rat’s Run. In many ways, it was a marvelous place, full of drunken sailors no one would miss. Perfect for picking up a stranger and luring them back to Cazador’s palace. The owner was a very . . . interesting lady who owed him a favor and wasn’t above indicating when she would like someone killed.

He took out his glasses and put them on his nose, and the mist immediately turned them opaque.

“I am foiled at every turn, it seems,” he muttered to himself. The glasses were exceedingly flattering, or so he had been told by numerous people, some of whom had even gone on to live out their natural lifespans. Unable to check in a mirror himself, he had been more than a little worried. But the glasses were also host to a very minor illusion, so small and harmless that anyone who sensed it would chalk it up to vanity. Many people wore such charms—necklaces that magically disguised a double chin, earrings that smoothed a pocked complexion, that sort of thing. (In one memorable case, it was underwear that corrected the spelling of a lower back tattoo, a fact Astarion learned when the underwear came off and he found himself gripping hips marked with the elven characters for bladder infection. Fortunately, the human man underneath him had taken his shout of laughter for passion, and Astarion had excused himself afterward to go and laugh hysterically in private.)

In Astarion’s case, his glasses turned his eyes blue. It was all well and good to have red eyes when the lights were off, but when he went hunting somewhere well lit, the glasses made life rather easier.

He put the glasses away. The Rat’s Run would be there tomorrow and the next day and probably for the next hundred years after that. Tonight, he would find a victim in the fog.

*   *   *

Astarion made his way along the waterfront, keeping the buildings tightly to his left. The fog was even thicker here, draped over the docks like a funeral shroud, and the last thing he needed was to misjudge a distance and stumble over the wall. The bay here didn’t count as running water, but it was cold and full of all sorts of dreadful things. Fish pissed in it. So did sailors. Astarion really did not want to have to squelch home smelling like an estuary.

He passed another spill of light, this time from a bar where a halfling was playing an accordion in front of an audience that did not seem to be made up of accordion aficionados. I could probably get more applause by walking in, grabbing that bard by the throat, and dragging them out.

A large piece of dock equipment loomed before him. It looked like a crane, but being nautical, it was probably called a larboard mizzenpoop or something like that. Astarion did not feel the need to clutter up his mind learning names for things on boats. They all sounded like tawdry sex acts, possibly performed with a dead fish.

He leaned against the mizzenpoop for a few moments, letting his eyes adjust to the fog. Small red lanterns gleamed along the street, appearing and disappearing as the breeze off the ocean twisted the fog into strange shapes. Prostitutes, most likely. Hard to do business if the sailors can’t find you.

Astarion did not hunt prostitutes, even though they seemed like they would be easy prey. Not because he was a good man—that was a laugh—but because the ladies of negotiable affection watched out for one another, and they would have rapidly noticed that those who went off with a certain pale elven client did not come back. Immortality was all well and good, but being tossed into the River Chionthar would mean a quick, brutal death by running water.

Petras, who had all the brains of an orange tabaxi, had attempted to hunt prostitutes when he was newly made. Astarion didn’t know what had happened, just that Aurelia had found him in an alley, bloody and shaking and stinking of sewage. It had taken a fair amount of blood to get him healed up and coherent, and he wouldn’t talk about it even now.

Truth be told, Astarion had a certain fellow feeling for prostitutes. The number of times he’d used his body to lure a victim into Cazador’s clutches probably qualified him for membership in their guild.

As if summoned by the thought, the fog around him flickered red and a voice said, “Hey. You there.”

Astarion swung around and saw a red lantern approaching him, held by a slender figure in clothes that might have been revealing if he could see anything but an outline in the mist. He sighed internally.

“Madam, I’m flattered, but I’m afraid that I’m not looking for company this evening.”

The prostitute came closer, lifting her lantern. “No. I’m looking for you.”

“Me?”

She nodded. She was small and waiflike, and Astarion guessed she had at least three knives on her person. “I’ve seen you here before. With your red eyes.”

“They aren’t red,” Astarion said reflexively. “It’s a reflection.”

She stepped close enough that he could see her skeptical expression. Her own eyes were big and brown and could probably look liquid and adoring. At the moment, they looked like frozen agate.

“Ugh. Fine, you’ve caught me. My grandmother was a drow. A dear woman. Had a remarkable way with a snake-headed whip.” Astarion let a faraway look cross his face. “Grandfather always said that’s what attracted him to her in the first place.”

The woman snorted. “Save it for the marks.” Her accent was pure Waterdeep, and her ears proclaimed some elven ancestry. “I’ve seen you before, sometimes with a client. Sometimes a client I know.” She lowered the lantern a little. “Then I don’t see them ever again. Funny, isn’t it?”

Astarion tensed. He could probably overpower her, and no one would notice in the fog, but all the reasons he didn’t hunt prostitutes still held. I could dump her body in the bay. She’d wash up, and it would look like she just fell off the dock in the fog. Gods, what a waste of effort, though. All that work, and I still wouldn’t have anything to bring back to the old man.

He could practically smell her blood, but he knew better than to dwell on it. Cazador’s proscription was clear: Thou shalt not drink the blood of intelligent beings. Astarion’s victims belonged to the master vampire alone.

He didn’t let any of that show in his voice when he drawled, “You make me sound like a dangerous man, Madam. I like it, but wouldn’t that make approaching me . . . unwise?”

The woman cocked her head. “Three people know I’ve been looking for you. I don’t come back, they know why.”

A chill sank into Astarion’s gut. “And why, exactly, have you been looking for me? Other than my superb good looks.”

“Need your help.”

“My help?” Astarion smiled at her, letting just a little too much canine show. “My help doesn’t come cheap, my darling.”

She gestured over her shoulder with her free hand. “There’s a human named Boris who drinks at the Green Eel. He fancies himself a sailor, but he’s the son of a merchant captain. Won’t have him on the ships anymore. He’s a drunk and a bastard.”

“Sounds delightful.”

The woman’s eyes bored into his; she was clearly unconcerned about their red sheen. “He doesn’t pay enough to be as rough as he is, and he’s getting rougher. He broke Sheena’s arm last tenday, and the magistrates won’t even hear the case.”

“They wouldn’t,” Astarion said. He wouldn’t have, when he was a magistrate. If a rich brothel owner had brought a suit, that would be another matter entirely, but a street prostitute’s word against a merchant’s son? You’d need a signed eyewitness statement from the head of the Temple of Tyr to even get in the courtroom door. “What do you want me to do about it?”

The woman from Waterdeep smiled beatifically at him. “I want you to make him disappear, too.”

*   *   *

Astarion loitered outside the Green Eel, feeling a mix of annoyance and admiration. The woman had sewn him up neatly, that was for certain. For over a hundred and fifty years, if anyone had actually paid attention, they’d have been bound to notice a pale, red-eyed, very well-dressed elf whose company seemed curiously fatal. He’d relied on the fact that nobody ever paid attention. It was extremely irritating to discover that someone actually had.

And how many other annoyances am I going to have to dispose of, now that the local streetwalkers have my description? They didn’t necessarily know he was a vampire spawn, but they certainly knew he was a predator.

Nine Hells, I might actually have to tell the old bastard I’ve been spotted and need to lie low. A shudder went up Astarion’s spine at the thought. Cazador kept his spawn confined to Szarr Palace unless they were out hunting. When you were kept on a leash like a dog, even a few extra inches felt like freedom.

The door of the Eel swung open, and two men staggered out, laughing. Astarion, crouched just outside the circle of light, swept his gaze across them. Neither matched the description the woman had given him. Big, dark hair to his shoulders, patchy beard. Has a gold earring in the shape of a dolphin and a strawberry birthmark on his right wrist. Stinks of beer and onions.

That last probably applied to everyone in the Green Eel. Astarion settled back down on his haunches to wait.

Three more people came out and two went in before Astarion laid eyes on his quarry. Boris came stumbling out, turned, and shouted something incoherent into the bar. The light briefly caught on a gold earring in the shape of a dolphin. He was probably six inches taller than Astarion and a foot wider in the shoulders, and his clothes were a crime against nature.

None of these things—except possibly the clothes—was a problem. All men were the same height when they were face down on the pavement. But as tempting as coshing him over the head was, Astarion would have to drag the bastard back to one of the collection points—in this case, the small park with the passage behind the unicorn statue—and that was a long way to drag a limp body without being spotted, even in the fog.

Ideally, Boris would follow him on his own two feet.

Astarion stepped out of the fog and raked his eyes over the merchant’s son. “Well,” he said. “Hello.”

*   *   *

Although women were Boris’s usual choice, he had no objection to having a pretty boy suck his cock. He told Astarion so, several times.

“Yes,” Astarion said, holding on to his patience with great effort, “but not in the middle of the street.”

“Why not? Anybody wants to watch, let ’em.” Boris leered and made a grab for him. The man was drunk enough that Astarion barely had to step aside, and Boris ran shoulder-first into a wall.

He grunted, though it was unlikely that any pain could get through the haze of alcohol clouding his system. After a moment, he refocused on Astarion. “Why . . . why’ve you got red eyes?”

“Allergies. It happens every year about this time, I’m afraid. Something blooming, the healers tell me.” Astarion forced a delicate cough. “But enough about me.” He trailed his fingers down the man’s arm. Under the thick coat of hair, Boris’s skin was clammy with sweat. “Come now,” the vampire spawn purred, “let’s find somewhere a little more private, shall we?”

Boris allowed himself to be steered for another block or so before he started to get stubborn. “Want it now,” he said like a frustrated toddler, and grabbed for Astarion again.

This time, he caught a handful of white hair and pulled. Astarion clamped down on a hiss of pain and said, “Oh, so you like it rough?”

Boris’s leer turned into a yelp as Astarion dug a thumbnail into his wrist and forced his fingers open. Before he could swing, the vampire spawn hooked a foot behind his knee and spilled him to the ground.

“Would you prefer I was on top?” Astarion asked, one knee on the drunken man’s chest. “Hmm?”

Boris stared up at him, utterly flummoxed.

Astarion ran his hand over the man’s groin and clucked his tongue. “I’m afraid you’ll have to do better than that. Poor little fellow’s as limp as a banana skin.”

He sprang up and waited as his prey staggered to his feet. It took two tries.

“Oh no,” Astarion said, dancing backward. “I’m getting away, look.”

With a roar of rage and baffled lust, Boris charged at him. Astarion took to his heels, letting the mist swallow him, and waited. After a moment, the pursuing footsteps slowed. He slipped silently behind his quarry, stood on tiptoes, and murmured, “Catch me if you can,” into the ear with the gold dolphin.

The ensuing chase kept Astarion mildly entertained. The most difficult part was making sure that Boris didn’t lose him entirely. Both the lust and the alcohol were wearing off rapidly, and while the man didn’t seem to have more than two thoughts to rub together, he’d probably lived in Baldur’s Gate long enough to eventually realize that chasing a stranger down unfamiliar streets was a good way to die.

They were most of the way to the park when Boris stopped, looking around him. The fog hadn’t lifted, but it had thinned as they went uphill. Astarion heard the man swear under his breath.

Astarion stepped out of an alley and smiled fetchingly. “Tired so soon?”

Boris huffed. “D’you think I’m stupid?”

“Darling, I think I’ve met smarter fried eggs.”

The man took a step forward, then caught himself. “Enough,” he said, turning around and stomping back in the direction of the dock.

Damnation. I suppose I’ll have to do this the crude way, then.

He slithered into the shadows. A few yards down the street, Boris looked back over his shoulder.

When he turned back, Astarion stepped out of the mist, wrapped his fingers around the gold dolphin, and yanked. Hard.

Boris’s scream bounced off the fog and returned in distorted echoes. Astarion was already running, the bloody trinket clutched in one hand.

He had to slow a little as they reached the narrow street that ran along the park. The cobblestones were smaller and rounder, and the tree that overhung the fence had dropped rotting leaves everywhere, leaving the ground slicker than a politician’s palm.

Boris had no such qualms. The brute slipped and slid but somehow kept his footing, gaining with every stride. Astarion felt hot onion-scented breath on the back of his neck.

“I’ll kill you,” Boris snarled. Astarion ducked sideways and felt something tug at his jacket. Fabric parted with a whisper of sound.

Curses, now I’ll have to sew it. And it’s the embroidered one, too, so I’ll have to make sure all the little roses line up properly.

He dove through the entrance to the park and sprinted across the grass toward the back side of a statue of Mielikki, goddess of the wilderness. The choice had been remarkably optimistic on the part of the designer, but Astarion was more concerned with the chip missing from the stone unicorn’s left hind hoof.

He jabbed a finger into it. Boris had lost him briefly but spotted him again and charged. Blood stained the side of his face, and he was waving a knife that looked able to gut both fish and vampire spawn with equal ease.

A patch of brick at the base of the statue slid soundlessly out of the way.

“This fellow is very eager to meet the master,” Astarion announced, jumping into the concealed stair with both feet.

Bones creaked along the walls behind him. Boris slid to a stop at the top of the stairs, peering into the darkness, like a cat at a mouse hole. He took a single cautious step down.

The skeletons who had been waiting in the dark reached up and seized him.

“Right,” Astarion said, brushing himself off and examining the tear in his jacket with distaste. “I’ll leave you gentlemen to it, then.”

He strode off down the underground hallway toward Szarr Palace, listening to Boris screaming behind him.
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Astarion had grown up in the Silver Marches, with parents who were deeply devoted to the land. His mother had a minor druidic talent, and his father had tended a vineyard for nearly three hundred years.

As a child, Astarion was neither particularly good nor particularly bad. “Strange is what he is,” his father muttered. “Strange and lazy. You tell him to do something, and he sits and thinks about whether he wants to do it.”

“He’s thoughtful, that’s all,” said his mother, who spent a great deal of time in wild shape and had perhaps a more malleable outlook as a result. “Thoughtful’s not bad.”

“When my father told me to do something, I jumped up and did it. I didn’t look for loopholes. I told him to go pull weeds in the south field this morning, and when I went out at lunch, he had pulled five dandelions and was taking a nap. And do you know what he said?”

Astarion’s mother wondered silently which wild shape would get her out of this conversation. “What did he say, dear?”

“He said that he’d pulled weeds, like I told him, but I never said to pull all the weeds. Can you believe it? And he looked at me like he’d—Don’t you turn into a snake at me! I know that snakes are deaf!”

“Ssssorry, dear. Thought I sssaw a mousssse.”

In the year 1236, Astarion’s parents took him to the city of Silverymoon for Shieldmeet. He was seven years old and had never been inside city walls or seen a town larger than a few dozen houses. His world was defined by greens and browns—the green of leaves and grapes on the vine, the brown of oak wood and rich earth—accented by white snow, white clouds, and pale sky.

The city was a revelation.

There were people—hundreds, thousands, more than he could meet in even an elven lifetime. And the colors they wore! Reds that weren’t merely rusty shades of brown but brilliant scarlet and crimson, blues even richer than the sky, violet and orange and fuchsia, colors he didn’t even know the names of, like carmine and vermilion. He’d spent his young life dressed in gray and brown homespun because it didn’t show the dirt, and here in Silverymoon, there were people walking down the street wearing black-and-white doublets with canary-yellow hose, as if they might not have to get on their knees in the dirt to pull weeds.

It wasn’t just the colors. They stayed the night at a cousin’s, and the fabrics in the house came in textures—a gauzy scarf that shimmered when it caught the light, a worn velvet pillow that nevertheless felt softer than anything Astarion had ever imagined, lace edging along a curtain with its curious repeating bumps and hollows. He spent the night on the couch, barely sleeping, rubbing his cheek against the velvet pillow and remembering the parade that had wound through the streets, edged by cheering crowds. He had been too short to see the Lady of Silverymoon as anything but a distant dot of white and gold, but the human burgher next to him had worn acres of some impossibly smooth burgundy fabric, and every time the man moved, it brushed against Astarion’s skin.

“Excuse me, sir,” Astarion said, touching the man’s sleeve, which was slick as ice beneath his small fingers.

“Eh?” The burgher looked down, spotted Astarion, and frowned as if he expected to have his pocket picked. “What?”

“Please, sir, can you tell me what this fabric is called?”

The burgher clearly was not expecting that question, but his frown faded, probably because of the sheer admiration in the child’s voice. “It’s silk, my young friend. Comes from the South.”

“Thank you for telling me,” said Astarion gravely, which made the burgher laugh. Then his mother had noticed and told him not to bother the man, and Astarion didn’t even protest because his mind and his fingertips were full of the memory of silk, silk, silk.

They went back to the vineyard the next day, but from that moment on, Astarion’s entire goal in life was to get the hell out of the Silver Marches, get as far from nature as possible, and go south to a city full of colored silk.
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Szarr Palace was, as always, a dark and gloomy place. The lack of light was no impediment for a vampire spawn, but it made mending clothing difficult. With everything washed out into shades of gray, Astarion could never be quite sure he wasn’t accidentally stitching up a tear in a white shirt with bright pink thread.

The one reliably well-lit room was Dalyria’s laboratory, where she compounded reagents and spell components for the vampire lord. Wizards had apprentices to grind up leeches and whatnot; Cazador had Dalyria. She was a recent spawn, barely three decades dead, but she rarely went out hunting.

Just as well, really. Her personality just isn’t cut out for seduction. Dalyria had been a doctor in her mortal life, but Astarion suspected she was the kind who poured medicine down her patients’ throats and then informed them that they felt better now. Still, he rather liked her, at least compared to the other spawn. She was sharp, intelligent, and utterly devoid of sentiment. Talking to some of the others was like talking to an animate bag of misery. Yousen had been turned less than a century ago—practically yesterday, for Mystra’s sake—and if you so much as passed him in the hall, you could feel the angst rolling off him like mist.

Dalyria did not seem miserable. Granted, she didn’t seem happy, either, but who was? Once or twice, usually while Cazador was doing something appalling, Astarion had met her eyes and seen the calm slip, revealing a core of rage like molten iron. He respected that, even though he knew it wouldn’t last. Another few decades, another century, and the rage would be buried so deep under horror that it would be almost impossible to find again.

But if nothing else, she didn’t complain if he came into her workroom to mend clothes with the proper colors of thread.

She was crushing green beetle shells with a mortar and pestle when he walked in. Astarion wiggled his fingers at her through the rent in his shirt where the dagger had missed him.

“I take it tonight’s prey didn’t go quietly?” she said.

“Tonight’s prey thought having a big knife made him dangerous.”

“More the fool he.” Dalyria went back to her beetle shells. Astarion settled on a stool in the corner and began fixing the tear with small, even stitches.

“Anything new in the palace tonight?”

Dalyria shrugged. “Violet and Petras are at each other’s throats, as usual. Aurelia’s brought in four already this tenday.”

“Four? The old man needs to feed, not bathe in the stuff.” He didn’t particularly care about occupying the chambers where Cazador kept his favored spawn, but if Aurelia kept bringing in twice as much prey as anyone else, the vampire lord was likely to decide that the other spawn were shirking. “Someone should tell her to take a night off.”

“As long as young bravos think beating up a tiefling in a dark alley is good sport, Aurelia will have all the prey she desires.”

Astarion grimaced, thinking of his own beating in a dark alley. After the better part of two centuries, the memory should have lost the power to affect him, but it still had a bite to it. Possibly because it had been his last few moments as a mortal, or because it had sent him on the road into endless night.

Possibly because you never stop picking at it. You know what your mother used to say about picking at scabs.

“I never thought I’d say this, but I miss the old days,” he said. “When I was turned, the old man only expected two or three a month. You had time to plan things properly. Now it’s two a tenday or back to the kennel to reflect on your failures. I’m surprised he’s not swelled up like a tick from that much blood.”

Dalyria made a noise of acknowledgment without treading over the line into actual agreement. Astarion felt a brief glow of something not entirely unlike pride. She was finally learning not to say anything that one of the family could run and repeat to Cazador. Granted, that was a lesson that Astarion had learned within a tenday, but Dalyria was not a political animal. It was one of the reasons that he had continued to cultivate her. They were not friends—none of the spawn could afford to be friends—but Astarion felt about her much as he’d felt about promising junior solicitors during his days as a magistrate.

Besides, he already knew her secret. Dalyria believed that vampirism was a disease, and by all the Hells, she was going to find a cure. Astarion was pretty sure that she was wrong on both counts, but it cost him nothing to keep her secret and, occasionally, to assist her with small experiments.

“So, what fascinating horror are you working on now?” he asked.

The doctor stopped, looking down at the mortar full of beetle shells as if she didn’t know where it had come from. “Making a reagent,” she said.

“For you, or for him?”

“Him, of course. Nothing I wish to do requires beetles.” Her nose wrinkled slightly. “What I require . . .”

Astarion held up a hand to stop her. There hadn’t been anything so indelicate as a sound, but the quality of the silence outside the workroom door had changed almost imperceptibly, a velvet quiet instead of the cold silk of absence.

“You require the same thing we all do, I’m sure,” he said, slitting a thread on the side of his breeches with a fingernail. “Decent food, moderate luxury, the occasional live pig to drain to the dregs . . .”

There was a thin wire hidden in the seam along his thigh. Just flexible enough that a cursory search wouldn’t find it, just stiff enough that it could be bent into a crude but useful lockpick. Astarion drew it out and held it like a miniature rapier.

“. . . a good book and a good fuck now and again . . . also, to be made into a vampire at some point.”

Making less sound than the shadow he no longer cast, Astarion moved across the floor toward the door, carefully staying out of the line of sight of the keyhole. Dalyria was pretending to crush her beetles, but her eyes kept flicking toward him. Some of us were not made for intrigue, and it shows.

He stopped just beside the door and measured the distances. Still no sound from the hallway.

In a single savage motion, Astarion stabbed the wire through the keyhole. Someone on the other side shrieked.

Astarion yanked the wire out and flung the door open.

“Why, Violet, my pet,” he drawled. “Whatever is the matter?”

Bent nearly double, with her hand clapped over her ear, his sister spawn glared at him. “Bastard,” she hissed.

“Dear me. Did you hurt yourself?” He was honestly a bit disappointed. He’d been hoping to get her in the eye. And while stabbing a wire directly into her brain would have been entertaining while it lasted, the old bastard would probably have something to say about it. Cazador enjoyed a little recreational maiming among the spawn but objected to severe injuries unless he could watch.

It appeared that all he had managed was to give Violet an impromptu piercing. Ah, well. Astarion folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe. “Is there something I can help you with, dear sister?”

She tucked a pale strand of hair behind one delicately pointed and somewhat bloody ear. Her hair had gone gray when she was turned, not the brilliant white of Astarion’s, a fact that filled him with secret glee.

Being Violet, she didn’t bother to pretend that she hadn’t been spying. That would have required a sense of shame, which Astarion was fairly certain she’d been born without. She bared her teeth at him and flounced away. Astarion resisted the urge to make a crude gesture at her backside.

When he was certain that she had gone, he closed the door and stuffed his handkerchief into the keyhole, shaking his head. “Spying on one another all the time, trying to glean a shred more favor with the old man . . . It’s a wonder we don’t all go mad.”

“I’m not entirely sure we can,” Dalyria said, frowning down at the beetle shells.

“Beg pardon?”

“Well, think about it. Madness—this type of madness—is an injury done to your mind, is it not?”

“I . . . suppose . . . ?”

Dalyria set down the mortar so that she could gesture with her hands. “Do you remember a few years ago when Yousen crushed your feet?”

Astarion fought back a shudder. He remembered it extremely vividly. Yousen had been newly made, and Cazador was still enjoying forcing him to torment his siblings. Yousen kept
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