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To start at the beginning, I bought a Kaypro II computer back in the 1970's and began writing. My wife, who waited tables at a restaurant, saw a group of ladies critiquing their work. She asked if they knew where I could find help with my writing. Joan Oppenheimer, one of the women, offered to let me crash her college level creative writing class. So, that's what I did.

After two years in the classroom, Joan formed a workshop group that met twice a month. Decades later we continue to meet with several of the founding members still in attendance. My thanks to everyone in this incredible group who have helped keep me on track.

A special thanks goes out to Will Greenway for all his patience and support. I tease him that he wielded a baseball bat to bring me back to writing, and then swung it again, forcing me to turn my twenty-eight-page short story into this book.

Lastly, thanks to my wife. She risked forty-three years of marriage to act as my copy editor. We survived, and the book is better for it.

 

 

--JRM

 


 

 

 

Foreword

 

See, there's this guy I've known for an excruciatingly long time. He's the only one of my friends where our greetings and partings are prefaced by "Dude". Our friendship has weathered being in business together, being employees together, being computer hobbyists and online gamers. Oh yeah, and there's this writing thing.

Over the years I've known John, there's one constant I've noticed. Where life gives other people mole-hills and mud puddles, John seems to pull steep escarpments and quicksand. I always know he's encountered one of these when I get the phone call: "Dude, got a sec? The weirdest thing..."

It's never a second and it's always the weirdest thing. It's usually an hour into one of these head-scratchers that I wonder why fate picks on him. Maybe it's some sort of balance against the way he's constant. John is a good dad and husband who cares about the stuff that matters. He doesn't cut corners, and thank the heavens, he's patient.

On the subject of patience, this book--this book--this darn book took all my patience. John can turn a chunk of wood into furniture. He can surf a wave or climb a mountain, but as the myth was explained to me, he couldn't sneak past a child's door to write.

Being the persistent annoying bugger that I am, I pestered him for ten long years. I even reformed a writing group largely to drag his butt out of semi-retirement. After that, I pestered him more. Go big, Buddy! Hit for the bleachers. Nag nag nag...It's a damn good thing he's patient.

Let it be abundantly clear, this book did not come easy. It was crafted and redrafted, rethunk, and counter thought. There were times it seemed I might deservedly meet my maker with John's hands around my throat.

Miracle of miracles, we both survived and we're still friends. What you have before you is the little monster that could. A single concept stretched out to fill a world. A novel forged by besting a sword-swinging abusive muse. 

Congratulations on overcoming your own battle at the bridge, my friend. To you, the reader, I hope you enjoy the work that friendship fostered to reality.

--Will Greenway 2022

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

Castle Basset

 

Silhouetted in the light of the twin moons, Major Kallan Garrik leaned over the battlement cataloging escape routes from Castle Basset's squat towers, broad atriums, and enclosed balconies. A cutting wind brought with it the scent of ash and funeral flowers. Death. A trail of corpses had led him to this place. 

He shaded light-sensitive eyes, peering down at the brightly lit veranda below. His acute hearing picked up the murmur of the party guests, the grumbling of the attendant staff, and the hushed whispers of wary guards. An electric tension crackled in the air. Hidden among the commoners and nobility mingling in the feast hall, a soulstealer stalked innocent prey.

He felt a tingling sense of attention. Movement drew his gaze to the highest of the citadel's spires. Night-flyers fluttered around the dagger-toothed gargoyles chasing bugs. In the blue and crimson lunar glows, the stone walls shimmered as though covered with amethysts. In the shadows of a balcony, he saw a brightly dressed figure vanish behind a closing door. 

Someone had been watching him. He pulled his cloak tighter against the cold, careful not to cover the hilt of his sword. His trap was set. Tonight he'd cross steel with the murderer and put an end to it all.

Kallan drew a breath and thought of his wife, Kimberly. Had the beast not killed her would he even find himself here? Probably, but not with the palpable desire for vengeance that now pushed him forward. 

The chase that started many score-days ago in Deluth had led to a hundred leagues of tracking through water-towns, hill boroughs, and mountain settlements. Through the long pursuit, the monster's killings had grown more public and gruesome, each one a painful reminder of how he'd failed not only his wife, but his men.  

The reputation of the elite Hunter Brigade had suffered under his command. The creature had taken the lives of a score that they knew of and showed no sign of stopping. They'd been tasked with putting an end to the murderous bastard but had found themselves thwarted time and again. 

Endless bells of tracking, fruitless chases, and so much death. His sense of duty and need for redemption had kept him going, but tonight the weight of it all pressed down harder than ever. The beast would continue to treat the populous of South Reach as prey until the day it burned. 

His hand dropped to the hilt of his sword, one finger caressing the pink moonstone taken from his wife's wedding ring. He owed her and the king a victory. More than any beast in the past, this one had to be stopped.

He strode toward the next sentry post, inhaling the heavy fragrance of the sweet sap trees from the surrounding forests. A gust of icy wind boiled up the ridge, stinging his face. Although the moons were new, Kallan could see clearly. He'd never needed the night vision enhancement the king's mage had provided the others. Unfortunately, he didn't like what he saw. His man was distracted. 

Galvin patrolled at the head of the steps with a crossbow cradled in the crook of his arm. His breath rose in silvery plumes as he glanced at the frost moon, tapping his forehead in deference to the Goddess Frotzien.

Kallan hated leading. He felt guilty enough for his own failings, but he had a job to do. He tapped the sentry's shoulder and stepped back. As the man spun around, Kallan raised his arm to fend off the weapon. The contact caused the bow to discharge with a twang. The bolt hissed into the dark.

"Major Garrik!" 

Kallan kept his voice level. "Stay alert, Galvin. Your focus is within these walls tonight."

The sub-captain nodded. "Sir." 

Kallan gripped his arm and lowered his voice. "We need to end it tonight. If we catch this beast, we can all go home. You'd like that, wouldn't you?"

"Yes, Sir!"

Kallan nodded. "Good. These are the best conditions we've had. If anyone escapes the fortress, the man responsible will sit in the stockade at my leisure. I don't care if it's the lord keeper himself. If anyone argues, send them to me. This frotting blight will not escape again. Understood?"

"Sir!" 

"Now, sharpen your claws. I'm doubling the strike-bounty. If we get him without casualties, I'll put in for magical enhancements, extra pay, and two score-days of holiday." 

Galvin grinned and shook his fist. "Done!"

Kallan descended the stairs two at a time. The clack of his boots echoed as he crossed the courtyard to the looming structure. When he entered the massive arched doorway, a servant removed his cape. Faint whispers of music reached his ears. He adjusted his sword and gave the tunic of his dress uniform a final tug. 

As he strode down the long hallway he studied the armor, paintings, and tapestries that told heroic stories of the House of Basset. One painting gave him pause. It depicted a bloody battle on a snow-covered bridge. He shuddered. The artist had been there, the details were too accurate. He forced himself to continue.

Passing between the glass paneled doors of the lord keeper's ballroom, he smelled the mint scented candles in the immense gold and crystal chandelier. Beneath it, bright colors spun and flashed as the highborn wove intricate patterns on the ballroom floor. 

The commoners huddled around an ale barrel tucked under the curve of an extravagant stairwell. They looked like a patchwork quilt, stitched together from a hodgepodge of their best leather coats and dyed muslin dresses.

The entire village of Clath was here tonight. Kallan smiled as he remembered the look on Lord Basset's face when he'd insisted upon it. His good humor, such as it was, turned out to be short-lived. The hair on the back of his neck began to prickle. Someone watched him again. Turning, he gripped his sword and scanned the crowd. The sensation passed. 

A movement drew his attention to the top of the stairs. A tall woman dressed in yellow silk stepped off the landing. Unlike the other ladies, she wore her long auburn hair down. Little more than a dollop of rouge warmed her tan cheeks. For an instant she gazed at the crowd with a serious expression, then as people took notice of her, drew herself up and flashed a million-candle smile.

She descended the slate steps trailing a silk glove on the purple gnome-wood banister, nodding and acknowledging the people that greeted her. Attractive and graceful, her blue eyes flashed as she met the gazes of the men and women. He watched until she disappeared into the crowd. The tilt of her chin, the steady bearing, this was no kind of tame socialite.

It reminded him of Kimberly. She'd been a feisty handful with a spark of defiance and ambition. He took a deep breath and forced his mind away from the recollection. He needed to focus on the mission. There'd be time to consider the past after he finished this bloody task. 

Kallan returned to studying the room. A pair of handlers led a muzzled fire-eater to the fireplace. It had been fed its fill of volcano peppers, and the squat smelly creature had bloated to bursting. 

Glancing across the crowd he spotted the lord of the keep beckoning for him. He frowned. What trivial complaint would this be about? Kallan locked gazes with him, showing no intention of moving. After an awkward moment, the lord crossed the room. 

Basset stood, his barrel sized body supported by spindly legs and his face spider-webbed with burst vessels. He wore a battle coat with gold shoulder aiguillettes he hadn't earned and insignias of valor that belonged to a warrior, not a diplomat who couldn't lift a sword. Kallan frowned.

Face flushed, Lord Basset tugged at his collar. "Garrik, these commoners are ruining my ball."

The fop wore soldier's clothing and dropped the courtesy of rank? Kallan reached into his pocket and pulled out a pulsing blue privacy gem. He held it up for the nobleman to see. Basset frowned and nodded. 

Crushing the fragile gem, Kallan felt the energy spread around them in a sound deadening barrier. He didn't want others overhearing details about the investigation.

The nobleman glanced right and left. "You've overstepped your authority by allowing these...low borns into my party. To add insult to injury, you're using my ball to hunt soulstealers, whatever those are." 

Kallan eyed him. "The king authorized this investigation. However, if you feel it's too much of an imposition, go ahead, dismiss the crowd. You can explain to his majesty that your party was more important than catching the demon."

Basset's eyes widened. "Nonsense, you wouldn't--" 

Kallan held up his hand and displayed his brigade signet.

"I report directly to the king, so whether you help or hinder, he will know in full."

The keeper drew himself up, shadowed eyes reappraising the situation. He leaned in, stinking of honey powder. "You know our supplies of Crown Brew have been dreadfully curtailed. If I cooperate, you'll perhaps mention it to his majesty?"

Kallan quelled the urge to punch the man who worried more about comforts than the safety of his citizens. He sighed. "Aye. For your full cooperation. Make sure your guards know, no one is allowed off the premises. Have them keep everyone together in groups, your servants and staff especially. It should prevent the creature from singling out an isolated victim."

The keeper's brow furrowed. "If there is no target, how will you flush the beast out?"

"I'll find him," Kallan said. "I know his smell, and his thirst for blood will force him to take risks."

"Gods," Basset muttered. Even though they were warded by sound-deadening magic, he lowered his voice. "Wouldn't it be better to put a few of the common folk out on the back veranda? If this creature is so hungry, wouldn't that..."

"Your grace," Kallan failed to curb the snarl in his tone. He gripped the hilt of his sword, voice rising. "Are you suggesting we use your people as bait?"

Basset made furious down motions with his hands. "Major Garrik, discretion. Discretion! There may be readers of lips!"

Now he remembered rank. Kallan pulled the sword part way and stared at the noble. "No, your grace," he said. "We will not be offering any bait. Follow the plan or I will ensure the king knows you chose to put citizens in harm's way for your own expedience."

Basset backed up a step, face draining of color. "Be at ease, Sir!" He coughed. "It will be as you ask. You have my word." He paused. "Major, I've co-operated with this ball, as you have requested. But I have been tasked to negotiate with our neighbors to the south. I will have very important guests arriving tomorrow. Please assure me this...horrible business will be finished by then." 

"Our hunt will end tonight." Kallan shoved the sword down into its sheath with a clack. After everything he'd seen while chasing this beast, how could he let this selfish noble burst his calm? He needed to be done with this benighted task before he went mad.

Lord Basset cleared his throat. "Sir Garrik, are you all right?"

He steadied his breaths and caressed Kimberly's gem before replying. "I'm just tired." Tired of everything...leading, killing, and dealing with selfish fops who don't deserve their titles. "This beast has murdered two score. Don't make its next kill easy."

"Very well," Basset acquiesced. "I will inform the guards and have the staff gather as requested." With a nod, he turned away.

Maybe he was cursed somehow. No other soulstealer had deviled his tracking and tactics like this. In the last town, the beast had forced him to choose. He'd saved the boy bleeding to death in the street and let the beast escape. 

Suddenly, the hair on Kallan's nape stiffened and his mind itched as if insects crawled inside his head. The stalker watched him now. 

"Wait," he said, halting the lord keeper mid-turn.

The nobleman raised an eyebrow.

"After you're done, I need to meet with anyone new to the area. Anyone who arrived within the last ten-day or so."

Basset sniffed. "I'll vouch for all the highborn," he said. "I've spent considerable time in their company. However, there must be a handful of townsfolk that could be suspects."

Kallan scowled. "Your grace, I will not be second guessed. This creature arrived in the last ten-day and can be posing as a commoner or a gentleman. If it is discovered that you shielded the culprit from my investigation, you'll become an accomplice and be subject to the same punishment."

The nobleman swallowed. He drew himself up and straightened his coat. "Your point is well taken. I will make the necessary arrangements." 

He watched the keeper push through the crowd, gathering guardsmen as he went. The old fool had planned to withhold some names. Kallan sighed. No doubt he'd be reprimanded later for his lack of diplomacy, but so be it. 

A nagging doubt ate at him. Maybe this creature wasn't more powerful than the others. Perhaps he'd simply lost his edge. His father could, and probably should, dismiss him.

With those sour thoughts in his head, he prowled through the crowd, sniffing for a hint of the killer. The commoners and nobles were becoming increasingly agitated. He heard whispers about a soulstealer being in town. His stomach twisted. How did that get around? He'd left explicit orders to be discreet. He didn't want the people to panic. 

A quarter bell passed and still no hint of the beast. Not an auspicious start to the operation. When a mousy woman dressed in keep livery appeared out of the crowd, he met her gaze. 

"Sir Garrik, the lord keeper requests your presence on the terrace. He said it should be private enough for your interviews."

He nodded and followed her to the back of the banquet room where several guards had been posted. On the terrace overlooking a view of the lake, the keeper stood waiting for him with a small group of people. 

Basset introduced the first as Rolf, a landholder from the north. Kallan shook hands with a tall thin man with black hair, close-set eyes, and fidgety hands. He carried himself arrogantly, but his stance betrayed his lack of weapon training. 

 Rolf gestured toward the crowd, almost spilling a plate of food. "Where I come from, we never associate with commoners."

Kallan imagined himself backhanding the man. "A shame. You might have learned some manners." 

Rolf's face reddened. "Why, I--!"

He stopped as Kallan put a hand on his sword.

Scowling, the fellow retreated, casting an angry glare at Basset. 

Kallan had just gestured for Basset to invite the next person over when a sensation hit like a jolt of lightning. He felt paralyzed. Hunger, hostility, and contempt lashed through his consciousness. 

The jangling sense of being overwhelmed lasted only a few moments but left him shaken. He scanned the room to see if anyone else had experienced the powerful projection of thought. Apparently no one had noticed. The party continued. 

A chill ran down his back. This time, the beast hunted him.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Sabrina

 

Kallan watched Lord Basset step away from the chill of the terrace and warm himself by the tall night-stone hearth. A pace-high pile of logs snapped and hissed in the enclosure surrounded by a ring of heat stones. One of the reptilian fire-eaters he'd seen out front had been brought around, and after a nudge from its handler, belched out a blue flame that left the rocks glowing red. A rush of light flared, and ashes and smoke billowed up the flue. 

Like the embers in the catch-pit, Kallan felt burned out. That crash of mental contact continued to eat at him. The beast didn't fear confrontation. It craved it.

Basset waved someone over and pointed up at Kallan.

He straightened his jacket and stepped down into the radiant heat of the fire.

"Major Garrik," Basset said. "I'd like you to meet my godson, Simon Dubois. He's back from a visit to the capital."

Kallan eyed the tall blue-eyed man with cropped hair and a scraggly blonde beard. He wore black silk and expensive jewelry. 

"Uncle tells me you're part of the king's retinue." He leaned closer. "So, tell me, what's the king like?"

A man who doesn't abide cloak riders, Kallan wanted to say. He knew by Simon's scent the sycophant posed more threat to himself than anyone else. 

"King Whelan is a practical man." As he answered, Kallan realized how much he missed him. "He sets high standards, praises results, and punishes excuses." 

Kallan let out a breath, thinking back on this campaign and the ten soul-draining letters he'd written to wives and kin. No doubt the king's had a gut full of my excuses. He felt like a royal failure, and it left a bad taste in his mouth. 

"If you'll pardon." He turned away and stepped in closer to the fire to dispel the chill in his bones. He stared into the flames, watching the cinder-flakes swirl upward on eddies of heat. Sometimes he felt like that ash, burned and cast adrift, his anchor to the world reduced to char. At least Basset and his godson had the sense not to harry him.

He grabbed a drink off a tray as a maid wandered by. The stuff was strong but didn't come close to the dark brews of the king. If these bitter dregs were the best the keeper's brew master could do, it was no wonder Basset wanted the Crown Brew. Kallan sipped and concentrated on regaining his composure. He didn't know if that blast of psychic energy had been intentional, but the darkness of it pierced his calm.

A big man in a black and silver surcoat shouldered up to the fire. He stomped his feet and rubbed thick calloused hands to warm them. Speaking in a deep voice that sounded more like the growl of a broadpaw, he muttered, "Colder than the ice goddess' ass out there." 

Kallan didn't respond. Barbs were all he had on his tongue at the moment. The tall man rolled his shoulders and unbuttoned his coat. Kallan felt the fellow's gaze. 

With a broad leathery face framed by curly hair, the bigger man met Kallan's stare. No light shone in his eyes and he didn't smile. "Third Lance, Assault Chevron, Dire Blade Cross. You got 'em pinned on right, but do you have the scars to go with them?" 

"Pardon?" Kallan said.

"You heard clear," the man rumbled, expression still neutral. "Did you earn them?"

"Aye." Kallan pulled back the sleeve of his coat to show his legion brands. "And you are?"

The newcomer raised a craggy eyebrow. "Ah, a man of real fangs. Call me Hugh of House Callister. I'm an arms man by trade." He indicated the sword at his side, a broad steel falcata with a honed edge that winked like a jewel. 

Kallan adjusted his stance. Forward curving swords couldn't be sheathed and were outlawed in duels. Ungainly and difficult to wield, the weapon's main attribute was its striking power, a force that rivaled an axe.

"Not very decorative," Kallan remarked.

"Killing a man with pretty is too much work," Hugh said. "With this--" He patted the weapon and grinned. "Like gutting a fish."

Kallan narrowed his eyes. "Fancy yourself a killer?" 

Hugh shrugged. "A merchant needs to have confidence in his wares." 

Frowning, Kallan glanced to the corners of the chamber and the posted guards. "How is it you got in here with a naked sword like that?"

Hugh rocked his head toward Basset, who stood speaking with some of the nobles. "I was hired."

"Hired?"

"My other vocation is vermin elimination. Seems there's a lot of pests hereabouts. The keeper pays good coin to clean the place up, and this here chopper does the job nicely when they fight back." He lowered his chin, animation coming into his flat green eyes. "There's something gratifying about making persistent little nuisances dead."

"Can't say I share the sentiment."

"Never know when it'll come to you."

An oblique, but obvious challenge. Could this be an absurdly brazen stalker, or just an aggressive recalcitrant attempting to bait a representative of the king? They stood less than a pace apart. Kallan didn't detect the stink of a soulstealer or feel the diabolical hum of a beast's hunger for life-energy. He only sensed the incendiary hostility of a brute with an unrequited grudge.

Although this vermin eliminator posed a danger on physical merit alone, fomenters existed all over the kingdom, and having ill will against the king and his representatives broke no laws. Regardless of Kallan's dislike for the man, he was not the business of the Hunter Brigade. The warrant authorized the capture and burning of the murderous scourges who devoured lives, and nothing more.

"Gentlemen," Basset said, stepping up to the fire. He glanced up at Hugh. "Master Callister, I believe I sanctioned you to hunt the outer grounds this eve."

"Milord," Hugh said with the slightest of bows. "Surely you wouldn't begrudge a diligent hireling a respite from his labors." He peered at the keeper. "Is it my mistake? Your cats wander the premises without limit."

Basset worked his jaw side to side. "I am not paying my cats in gold, so their loafing does not offend me. Take your ease, but tarry not in excess."

Hugh dipped his head. "Milord, your graciousness is appreciated." He straightened up, emphasizing his height, and stared down at Kallan. "Hope you find what you are searching for, king's man. You should avail yourself of the lord's fine feast. A man never knows when a meal might be his last."

"Pity a man can't eat his words," Kallan said, gaze unwavering. "You would be well fed."

"Major," Basset said, eying them both. "Need I remind you of the task at hand?"

"A task, is it?" Hugh said with a grin. "Perhaps you need assistance."

"Mind your own affairs, vermin hunter, and hope our paths don't cross. You don't want to be found by the prey I seek."

"I never felt much threatened by cattle," Hugh remarked with a smirk. "Still, all creatures great and small can be dangerous when cornered." He leaned forward, white teeth gleaming. "Approach your quarry with stealth. Attacking from behind is probably the only chance you'll have."

Kallan glared at Hugh. It would be ever so satisfying to drive a fist into his smug face, but he'd no time for this cretin. Tonight's hunt must remain his focus.

"Master Callister!" Basset snapped. "Accost this man no further. Be about your business or I shall have the guards escort you out."

Hugh shrugged and dipped his head to the keeper. His gaze met Kallan's and his smile became a scowl. He spit in the fire, turned, and strode away into the crowd. 

"Apologies, Major," Basset said. I had no idea that fellow was such a firebrand."

Kallan grunted. "He's nothing more than an irritant."

The keeper's brow furrowed. "Shall we continue?"

He nodded and followed Basset through the throng. The encounter with Hugh had left him on edge. He wasn't sure why. Even if the soulstealer possessed a way to mask itself, he'd have nothing to gain by starting a brawl in this crowd, especially with so many guards about. Still, something wasn't right. Kallan, who was torn from his thoughts when Basset stopped so suddenly he bumped into him, bit his tongue and choked back an expletive. The damn fool. 

"Greetings, Lady Faldrin," the lord said. "I hope you're finding the festivities enjoyable."

Basset stepped aside, and there she stood, the woman in the yellow silk dress. Up close her natural beauty was even more striking. She smelled faintly of dewberry blossoms and her sparkling blue eyes were the same color as Kimberly's. Something about her intrigued him. Becoming aware of the passage of time, he broke eye contact.

The lord keeper frowned. "Sir Garrik, I present Sabrina Faldrin, second daughter of High Keeper Faldrin." Basset appeared puzzled. "Niece, have you two already met?"

She flashed a smile and gave him a subtle shake of her head. "No, we haven't, but it is a pleasure to meet you, Sir Garrik."

Their eyes locked. "The pleasure is all mine." 

Basset grimaced and started to pull him away. "We have a few more introductions, Major." 

Kallan stood his ground and addressed Sabrina. "Perhaps you'd honor me with a dance later on?"

She curtsied. "I'd like that very much."

He smiled, enjoying one last whiff of her unusual dewberry perfume before following Basset across the room. Kallan grew frustrated as the introductions wore on. Weak men and women with little tenacity and not much imagination. None had the stomach for blood, and certainly weren't the butcher he'd tracked to this town. 

His mind kept drifting back to Sabrina. She'd evoked emotions he'd thought long buried. He'd allowed no time for women since Kimberly's death, but this woman fascinated him. He smiled remembering the sparkle in her eyes. 

With a slight shake of his head, he forced his thoughts back to the present. What was wrong with him? He had a mission to complete. Tonight, of all nights, he needed to be at his best. 

Basset stared at him expectantly. Glancing up, Kallan saw a bear like man with a stern face and huge arms. The eyes told him he wouldn't flinch at drowning a kitten, and those arms indicated a stone mason or black smith. Mean? Probably, but not a berserker. 

Kallan nodded to him. "Good eve."

Disappointment showed on the lord keeper's face. They moved on, drifting through the brown and black clad bodies into those wearing blues and reds. 

"So, have you seen the killer?" Basset asked.

"No, the beast is hiding his aura, but he's taunted me once, so I know he's nearby." Kallan kept his face expressionless. "He's eager to get claw in me, and we're of like mind."

"Taunting you?" the keeper asked. "If the monster is that confident, should you--"

"You've honored our bargain," Kallan interrupted. "Leave me to investigate. Make sure the guards remain alert and keep everyone inside the perimeter."

Basset frowned. "As you wish." He touched his forehead in ritual fashion and dipped his head. "May the goddesses watch over your endeavor." 

Kallan had felt little faith in the goddesses since Kimberly's death, but he returned the gesture, nonetheless.

He glanced around. Now what? Of the people he'd spoken with, only Hugh and the craftsman with the large arms posed any kind of threat. Kallan felt certain the craftsman could be discounted, but there was something about the arms man that bothered him. Still, just because the man seemed lower than gutter scum, that didn't make him a soulstealer. 

Kallan checked for other possibilities around the room and immediately recognized Hugh's black and silver surcoat. He leaned against a wall flirting with a girl of about sixteen cycles. The girl beamed at his attentions. Apparently the lecherous bastard knew how to charm the fairer sex.

He let the thought go and focused on the task at hand. Where would the creature lurk? Perhaps one of the upper galleries to watch for stragglers? Doubtful, most of the people were gathered here in the feast hall. The inner courtyard was unlikely as well. It would be deserted and offer little chance of finding prey. How about the outer hall? Now that was a possibility. 

Kallan started off in that direction when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Jerking away, his hand flicked to his sword. Frot, he was no better than Galvin. He'd let someone slip up on him. He turned, and there stood Sabrina, still smelling of dewberries.

"My!" she exclaimed. "You're wound tighter than a dragon-cat's tail." 

His heart pounded, whether from surprise or from delight at seeing her, he wasn't sure. He drew a breath and bowed. "Apologies, Milady. My thoughts were on...other matters."

"I can see that," she said, smiling coyly. "Would you have time to help me with a problem?"

"A problem?" He raised an eyebrow. "Of a certainty, if I can."

Sabrina leaned in close. "I am having a beastly time tonight. You are from the capital, yes? From the court?"

What was she after? "Yes, to both, Milady. What--?"

"Excellent! You see, I only know northern court dances and I've had a devil of a time finding a decent dance partner." She held out her hand. "Please?"

Stunned, he stared at her long enough that she pushed out her lower lip and wiggled her fingers in encouragement.

"Dance?" He hunted a murderer.

Sabrina pursed her lips. "You did ask me, if you recall."

That's true, he had. Kallan let out a long breath and smiled. Perhaps he'd spot his quarry from the dance floor. "Indeed, but you must promise to forgive any missteps. I haven't danced since..." He didn't finish. "It's been a while."

"I'll be sure to watch my feet, Sir Garrik." 

Sabrina took his arm and they made their way toward the swirling throng. He slid his arm around her waist and reached for her hand, no longer uncertain as to why his heart pounded heavily within his chest. Sabrina placed her fingers in his, and to his surprise, a tingle passed between them that he couldn't explain. There was something about this woman. She mesmerized him. 

They wove and spun in time to the classical version of Moonlight as though they'd practiced a thousand times. He'd not looked for another partner since Kimberly's passing, but here he was. His world shrank down to a pair of vibrant blue eyes and a warm contented feeling. He relaxed for the first time since he could remember, feeling unexpectedly disappointed when the music came to its inevitable end. 

"That was lovely, Sir Garrik." She looked up at him and smiled.

"Yes, it was, Lady Faldrin." He reluctantly released her.

A movement in the corner of the room caught his attention and he looked that way. A red-faced older man had pulled the young girl away from Hugh and was hastily ushering her from the room. The arms man retreated into the crowd. Kallan needed to get back to hunting. Someone would end up dead if he didn't locate the beast before it struck.

"My apologies." Kallan bowed to Sabrina. "I must attend to business, but I'm staying the night. Perhaps later you'd like to stroll through the garden?"

"Perhaps." She smiled and glanced to the sword on his hip. "Take care in your task. I hope to see you later."

He swallowed, amazed by the effect she had on him. "I look forward to it." 

Kallan immediately headed into the entry chamber and looked up to scan the terrace above. No one seemed out of place. From there he took a side passage into the adjoining guest atrium. Following the outer wall north, he passed through an ornate gallery that depicted several centuries of Castle Basset history. 

He continued, circling fountain and garden vestibules, and finally paused at the windowed entry leading into the northern promenade. Below lay the maze-like garden of the inner courtyard. The trees and hedges obscured the paths. He hoped none of the guests had been foolish enough to bypass the posted sentries. It would do no good if an innocent ended up killed outside of the cordon. 

Kallan stalked down the pillar-lined mezzanine watching the inner yard for movement. The enemy might be hidden among the foliage. He hoped not. It would take his entire team to search an area such as that and he'd already lost several hunters to the killer's ambushes. The last thing he wanted was another seek and slay.

The walk along the castle's north wing gave him time to cool his mind. Reaching the eastern wing, he found a hidden servant's hall and followed the passage. The rank odor of toil hung thick in the smoky torch-lit passage, the walls and floor rutted by generations of use without repair. Maids and stewards gasped as he stepped into the laundry vestibule where a half dozen men and women pounded bedlinens and clothing in a lime cistern. Pushing on, he looped through the kitchen. Dodging the scullery staff, Kallan followed the service passage into the feast hall and finally circled the chamber periphery back to the main entry.

Scowling, he climbed the stairs to the terrace quarters and then passed through floral atriums, armor displays, crafting shops and linen storage. The few servants and keep militia he met barely dared to meet his gaze. He finished a cursory search of the dry larder and took the stairs down into the tinder room behind the kitchen. One of the chef's assistants shoveled soot-stone into a bucket. The young man frowned at his intrusion, started to speak, then silenced himself when he noticed the uniform and sword.

Kallan pushed through the kitchen again. He heard the staff mumbling, no doubt wondering what he was about. He pressed on, winding his way across the dance floor to the front. 

Not so much as a frotting tingle. Growling to himself, he stomped outside to the sting of the cold night air blowing across the terrace. He glanced up to the ramparts illuminated by the light of the frost and fire moons and noted the silhouettes of the men still at their posts. The courtyard portcullis remained down with the throw-bars engaged and four of the keeper's militia alert at their posts. This at least seemed secure. 

His stomach twisted. He'd assumed his inability to sense the killer had been proximity. He'd placed patrols around the various wings of the castle to minimize the enemy's movements. He'd circled the perimeter twice, checking both the upper and lower halls. He'd been within a half-dozen steps of more than a hundred guards, nobles, and townspeople. Either the creature had found a secret hiding spot, was somewhere in the court garden, or Kallan needed to be nose-to-nose with the monster to detect it. Damn! Basset didn't have infinite patience and the party couldn't last forever. 

The creature was present, he knew that much for sure. That left the inner yard, and it was nothing less than a tactical quagmire. His plan had revolved around posting sentries and keeping the area isolated. Had it failed? Basset's men were to sound the alarm if they spotted the killer, but so far he'd heard nothing. He'd check with the guards and make sure the garden remained sealed. 

Kallan passed through the main entry into the guest atrium and turned right toward the inner yard. At the bottom of the steps, he noticed the warding latches on the door were unlocked. 

He felt a chill of unease. When did the men leave their post? He'd seen them when he looped the lower floor earlier. Kallan yanked the doors open and jogged across the veranda to the garden access. 

Two guards sat slumped to either side of where the steps met the path. Kallan jumped down and felt the neck of the closest man. 

Breathing, but asleep.

"Hey!" He kicked the bottom of the guard's boot. "Soldier." He nudged his ribs.

No response.

He checked the other man and found him comatose as well. This wasn't natural sleep. Drugs, or perhaps magic. He didn't have time to waste on a determination. The killer could already have a victim in the garden.

Damn! He reached into his pocket and pulled out his last communication crystal. Hopefully he wouldn't need it later. Kallan crushed the fragile gem and spoke into the swirling, hissing mist. "Drakestone, possible entry, south-west atrium door. Men down. Get the gap covered. Going in." He watched as the mist, along with his orders, dissipated into the air. 

He looked toward the garden paths that twisted and turned like a maze. With nobody in sight, Kallan took the main one and hurried under an arched trellis. His boots noisily crunched the gravel beneath his feet, but he could still make out the sound of female laughter followed by a man's deep voice. Not good. Could the soulstealer be courting a victim? 

He picked up speed and sprinted around a firerose bush. The irritating smoke from its glowing buds caused his eyes to tear. Frot! Just what he needed. He swiped them away and struggled to focus on the path ahead. He had to reach the girl before anything happened. His eyes had just begun to clear when he heard it...a muffled scream. 

Kallan turned toward the direction of the sound and saw slight movement about thirty paces ahead. He stared into the darkness. It was Hugh! Surrounded by a strange purplish glow, he had a young woman pinned to the ground. She struggled and momentarily freed her head from his grip, but he slammed it back down with such force all she could do was whimper. 

Rage welled up inside him. He drew steel and leapt forward.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3 

The Confrontation

 

Kallan raced toward Hugh. Twenty paces ahead, under a dome of purple, he pressed his palms against the girl's temples. Wisps of white spiraled up his arms as she kicked and screamed beneath him. She didn't stand a chance.

Kallan could barely hear her. Could the purplish mist be deadening sound? If so, all the better. The beast wouldn't hear his approach. With a snarl, he redoubled his effort and pushed for more speed. Prepared for a fight, he began to close in when a figure dressed in yellow launched out of a side portico and smashed into the beast's back with a crack. 

What the frot? Could that be Sabrina? 

Hugh bellowed in surprise as they tumbled to the ground and broke apart. Wasting no time, they jumped to their feet. Hugh immediately leapt back to parry a dagger thrust at his chest, then quickly drew his own blade. Sparks flashed from their weapons, lighting up Sabrina's pale skin and auburn hair. A noblewoman going up against a beast twice her size with nothing more than a dagger? Had she lost her mind? 

Kallan closed the distance in a single leap, his foot impacting Hugh's undefended side with a thud that sent a shudder up his leg. Panting heavily, he watched as the monster staggered back and fell. Frot! It felt as though he'd kicked a boulder. 

He turned his attention to Sabrina, who met his stare with blue eyes gleaming, lips parted, and teeth bared. She held the dagger in a melee grip, fingers relaxed, not white knuckled. None of this made sense. She was supposed to be a soft noble's daughter.

Hugh growled.

"Get out of here," he shouted at her. "It's--"

With a roar, Hugh thrust to his feet and charged. Kallan raised his sword to guard, but the man's attack went against Sabrina. The woman danced back, catching the beast's dagger on hers, but he muscled through her guard. As she swiveled to regain balance, he slammed a fist into her face and knocked her to the ground.

The sound of flesh on flesh and her cry of pain sent a shock through Kallan. His vision flooded with a red haze and he lunged.

Hugh stepped in, catching Kallan's sword early in a shrieking blaze of sparks. He turned inside the strike, putting the dagger in his teeth and pulling out the blacked falcata.

Heart thudding in his chest, Kallan stepped back as the curved weapon hissed through the space between them. The dark color and forward bend made the blade's lethal range much harder to judge.

With a step between them, Hugh pulled the dagger from his teeth and dropped into a reaper stance, sword low and short weapon high.

Kallan didn't wait for the murderer to stabilize or gain momentum. He feint-stepped, then kicked forward with a spiral thrust.

The move didn't startle or off-balance the killer. He deflected the tip of Kallan's weapon with a wrist flick and brushed in close to jab with the dagger.

Kallan side-stepped as the tip slit his jacket sleeve and nicked his arm. Sucking in a breath, he resisted the urge to rush forward. He instead shifted stance, circling and keeping on the move. Not only did this creature have great strength, he possessed a duelist's sense for blades.

Hugh slashed at Kallan's leg, then hooked the dagger at his head. 

Ducking, he smashed the dagger up and spun in, slamming his forearm into Hugh's face.

The big man staggered back a step and let out a growl. 

"The mighty hunter," Hugh sneered. "The girl hits harder."

Kallan gritted his teeth. He glanced to where Sabrina lay in the grass, streaks of blood striped across her face. The sight made the fire in his chest burn hotter.

With a roar he leapt. Gripping his sword two-handed, he brought it down in a power-cleave. Metal flared and clanged. Grimacing, Hugh back-pedaled. Heart thundering, Kallan forgot finesse and pounded away, slashing and reversing, changing rhythm and pace, trying to force the creature into a mistake. 

Eyes gleaming, Hugh matched him strike for strike. The impacts of their weapons resonated within the courtyard walls, and the flashing of metal left traces in Kallan's night vision. Though he trained to fight for extended periods, the punishing pace had his arms burning. 

Hugh caught Kallan's sword between his sword and dagger, hitching him forward.

"Wishing your men weren't guarding the perimeter?" The big man's eyes glinted. "I knew you'd come alone."

Kallan yanked his sword free of the clash. "I'm not--" He slashed at Hugh's head, slicing strands of the creature's hair. "Dead--" He feinted, lunging in and reversing. Hugh dodged the wrong way and gave Kallan an opening. "Yet!" He jammed the toe of his boot into Hugh's groin with a crunch.

The beast buckled, clutching himself and exposing his neck. Kallan stepped back and went for the kill.

With a bestial snarl, Hugh launched forward just as Kallan brought his sword down. His head thundered into Kallan's midriff, slamming him onto his back. 

Kallan's vision blurred and he fought for air. Struggling, he brought the point of his sword around. The weapon didn't reach its mark. Pain exploded in his cheek as Hugh hammered him with the butt of his dagger, once, twice. Stars danced in his vision and the sword fell from his grip.

Hugh stabbed his sword in the ground, then grabbed a fist full of Kallan's hair and twisted. "Now, give me your life."

Scalp tearing, vision fading, gasping for breath, he gripped Hugh's arm, trying to pull free. He felt a sickening twist in his guts, and a strange crackling sensation pulsed through his limbs. His racing heart began to slow. It felt as though his insides were being torn out and pulled through his temples. He saw the sneer on Hugh's face through the purplish glow, then heard a thunk. 

Hugh sucked in a surprised breath and sputtered. His face twisted in agony. He writhed, trying to reach his back. 

Over the beast's shoulder Kallan saw Sabrina, face bloody and torn, gripping her dagger with both hands. 

Hugh pushed to his feet, twisting right and left to dislodge her. Bellowing, he shook her off with a heave and whirled around.

Obviously still stunned from the earlier attack, she staggered back, blood from the dagger dripping down her arm.

"Sabrina!" Kallan called out, trying to rise. His legs wouldn't respond. He felt helpless.

She evaded Hugh's first slash, but her weapon rose an instant too late to block the thrust aimed at her chest. She screamed as Hugh's dagger plunged home with a grating thud.

Writhing and snarling, Sabrina swung at his throat. Hugh snatched her wrist and backhanded her across the ear. The auburn-haired woman collapsed with a cry.

With a burst of rage, Kallan snatched up his sword.

The beast turned too late. Kallan rammed his blade into the villain's gut.

Grimacing, the monster glared down at him, eyes burning with anger. He reached out with both hands for Kallan's throat, but they fell short. Hugh screamed in frustration and pulled the sword hilt toward himself, growling as the blade sank deeper into his belly. He tried again for Kallan's throat.

Surging to his feet, Kallan yanked his sword free. 

Hugh staggered forward. 

Powered by hate, fear, and anger, Kallan side-stepped the beast and swung at his neck. The blade chopped clean through in a spray of blood. The headless torso pitched forward onto the ground, twitching and spasming, while the head bounced and rolled to a stop near some fireroses. The eyes blinked twice, then remained fixed in a stare of hatred.

Kallan gazed at the grisly sight. Now he knew what it felt like to be fed upon. Thank the goddesses this beast would never hurt anyone else. 

Still weak and foggy, he barely registered the sound of moaning. 

"Sabrina!"

Gasping for breath, he staggered towards her and dropped to his knees. She writhed in pain, clutching the dagger embedded in her shoulder. 

"You're alive!" he said in relief.

"Barely," she moaned through clenched teeth.

The sight tore at his heart. "You'll be fine. Stay still, I'll... No, don't!" His words came too late. 

Sabrina had already tightened her grip on the dagger and jerked it out with a slurping sound. She groaned, her face turning white as a dark rose blossomed on the yellow silk of her dress. 

"Frot! Are you trying to kill yourself?" Pulling his own dagger, he cut a section of her dress and pressed it tightly to the wound. 

"Don't...shout," she mumbled. "Hurts enough." She blinked and focused blue eyes on him. "Come closer." 

His brow furrowed, and he leaned in. He could still smell dewberry blossoms and a hint of the nectar wine she'd consumed. 

She reached up and touched his face. "You're bleeding. You better..." She swallowed. "Take care...of that..." Her voice trailed off and she went limp.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

Returning the Favor

 

Aching and bloody, Kallan crouched on one knee and held her in his arms. The light of the two moons made her already pale flesh appear ashen. He leaned his cheek close to her blood-streaked face. Her breaths were rapid and shallow. Pressing his ear to her chest, he detected a faint but steady beat. Alive, but at death's door. Though his improvised compress had stanched the bleeding, it wouldn't buy her much time. She'd taken a terrible thrashing.

He heard the shrill blasts of the guards' whistles echoing along the castle walls. A deep bass note that he recognized as the rallying horn of the Hunter Brigade sounded from the direction of the South Gate.

Fishing a spherical blue signal stone from his pocket, he tapped the activation rune and held it aloft. The released magic shot upward in a brilliant red and white streamer that boomed into a blossom of golden sparkles. 

"Hang on," he told her. "Help will be here soon." Gently easing her down, he retrieved his weapon, and without thinking slid her dagger into his boot. 

The stench of Hugh's body permeated the air and Kallan had no desire to linger, bad enough he wore the wretch's blood. He stumbled over to the young woman the beast had attacked and knelt. Thank the goddesses. Her chest rose and fell. 

Kallan returned to Sabrina and covered her exposed legs with his jacket. After removing his vest, he loosened the straps on his chain chest guard and dropped it. The three layer ever-silk tunic he wore underneath provided nearly as much defense as rigid armor. Only enchanted arrows and crossbow bolts could pierce the tight weave. What served him as protection would keep Sabrina from losing more blood. 

Undoing the ties, he slipped it off. Kallan's skin prickled, kissed by the frosty night air. With his knife, he cut away the blood-matted, shoulder section of her dress and replaced his original compress with the tightly woven fabric of his shirt.

Even unconscious, her body twitched and she let out a moan. Such a fetching woman. Seeing her bloodied and in such pain made his chest ache. He removed one of his gloves and limped over to the nearby reflecting pool. After scooping out a handful of water he returned to clean the wounds on her face. Where the frot was Wes? He should be here by now. 

Kallan daubed at the split skin on her cheek and his brow furrowed. She'd been struck full force by that monster. Why was she not cut to the bone? She either possessed amazing reflexes or her skin was somehow protected by magic. 

Leaning in for a closer look, he ran his fingers across her cheek. Soft and smooth, as one would expect, with a light dusting of powder. Nothing unusual there. Something seemed off, though, aside from the fact that this gentle noblewoman fought like an experienced soldier. He continued to study her but couldn't identify the source of his unease. He was just too damned tired to think. 

"Sir?"

Kallan straightened with a jerk. He'd not heard Captain Drakestone's approach. The tall, wiry man, dressed in his semi-formal blue and silver Hunter Brigade uniform, had an angular face with a scarred lip and crooked nose. The two of them had been through thick and thin together.

"Took you long enough, Wes."

Wes grinned, his blue eyes glinting with the silvery shine of his night-vision enhancement. "Got here as fast as I could."

"Get Yantz. She's lost a lot of blood."

Drakestone didn't move. "What about the beast?" 

Kallan pointed toward the corpse. "Bring two litters, there's a victim as well." 

Drakestone nodded and sprinted off to get the flesh-warden.

Kallan sat down next to Sabrina and swiped at the blood trickling down his face. That damned beast had taken him to task. He felt like he'd been stomped on by a dragon. He shifted position and his wrist brushed against her hand. The skin of his arm prickled and the fine hairs stood on end. What the blazes?

"Major Garrik!"

Kallan turned to face a group of several soldiers rushing towards him. He started to push to his feet, but felt his knees go soft and thought better of it.

The first three were dressed the same as Wes, in the blue and silver of the King's Elite Hunter Brigade. They slid to a stop, bowing their heads and saluting with a horizontal arm slash and a thump of their heels. 

"Pursuit, Major?" the burly sergeant asked.

Kallan knew they would not be quick to believe the chase finished, especially since he looked like a jousting dummy after a tournament.

"Not tonight. The blight is over there." He indicated the direction. "There's also a second girl that will need the flesh-warden. Once the ladies are transported, cordon off the area."

"Sir," the sergeant acknowledged. He paused, an uncomfortable expression on his face. "Sir, what about you?"

"Yantz is on the way," Kallan responded. "Carry on."

"Yes, Sir." The sergeant saluted again and gathered the other two men with a glance. They headed toward Hugh's body.

The Castle Basset sentinels glanced after his hunters. The more senior of the lord keeper's guard, a short man with wide shoulders and slicked back copper hair, stepped forward. "Sir Garrik," he said, saluting. "Captain Raychek of the Keeper's Elites. Did I hear that the beast is dead? What would you have me tell the lord keeper?"

"Tell Lord Basset the beast is dispatched. Pass along that I am formally requesting lodgings for myself and my second."

Raychek raised an eyebrow. "Lodgings, Sir?"

He scowled at the man. "Do I look like I'm up to riding?"

The guard coughed and dipped his head. "Right, apologies." 

"Make sure it's two rooms," Kallan emphasized.

Raychek saluted. "As you request." He turned and looked at his subordinates. He waved them in the direction of Hugh's corpse. The men nodded and trotted off.

Kallan turned his attention back to Sabrina. He put his hand against her cheek. Still warm. The auburn-haired woman moaned, and her hand came up to his wrist.

Something glinted on her finger. He caught her hand in both of his and examined the item. The wide band of engraved metal looked more like a man's signet ring than something a woman would wear for decoration or engagement. Tiny chips of crystal in a rainbow of colors were connected by lines of intricate runes. The engraving reminded him of the spell-weaves he'd seen in wizards' summoning circles. So much about this woman didn't fit with the pampered daughter of the high keeper. 

"Sorry we took so long," he heard his captain say. 

Kallan looked up to see Wes and their unit flesh-warden, fatherly in appearance, but not in actual age. Yantz Stormhand was a swarthy stump of a man with broad shoulders, corded arms, and thick, over-sized fists. Not knowing the warden, one would never guess that those meaty fingers had saved dozens of lives and only drawn blood twice.

Yantz ambled up to Kallan and set his bag down. "Yep," the warden mumbled. "There'll be stitchin' tonight." 

"Forget me," Kallan said. "Work on her. She saved my life."

"Oh?" Wes said with a raised eyebrow.

Kallan shot his subordinate an irritated frown, then focused on Yantz. 

With a swing of his arms, the flesh-warden did his ritual appeal to the maiden of succor, then knelt by Sabrina. He pulled out a jewel kit, plucked out a pulsing green life-stone, invoked the rune and placed it on her chest. The gem flickered and went transparent, shimmering as its glow passed through cloth and flesh, deep into Sabrina's chest. As the glow faded, a faint bluish light illuminated Sabrina's skin. She drew a deep breath.

The flesh-warden's brow furrowed. He leaned forward and examined her closely. "Odd."

"What?" asked Kallan.

"That there is a number five stone," Yantz explained. "Not terribly strong, but usually good enough to keep the heart going."

"Yes?" said Kallan, worried she hadn't responded well to the treatment.

 The flesh-warden met his eyes and shrugged. "She regained more strength than I would have thought possible. I'll have to check with Fennel. It's possible he mislabeled the gem." Yantz continued to fuss around Sabrina and Kallan, placing temporary bandages on their wounds that would do until transport to the keep's infirmary.

After a short while, the keep's sentinels arrived with litters for the women. Kallan ordered Wes to accompany them. "Ensure the two rooms I requested are close to one another." 

"Yes, Sir."

Kallan stood, and would have fallen if not for Yantz' steadying arm around his waist. He gave him a grateful nod. Together they pushed their way up the graveled path and across the patio. He felt as though he'd become a bag of broken glass, each step jarring and painful. Drenched in sweat that stung his wounds, he used measured breaths to control the pain. Even with Yantz' help, climbing the stairs to the ballroom felt like scaling a mountain. What was wrong with him? 

He looked through the windowed doors and saw dancing inside. "Basset certainly wasted no time dismissing the commoners." 

"Aye, even the moon goddesses know consorting with low-borns brings bad fortune." The flesh-warden chuckled and opened the door. All eyes turned their direction.

"Dung," Kallan whispered. "I should have worn my coat or gone the long way around."

"Weak as you are?" Yantz responded in a hush. 

"Just go," he ordered. 

They crossed the ballroom and had started for the stairs when Kallan stumbled, barely catching his balance. "Moons, Yantz, I don't..." The world tilted and his words were too hard to finish. He struggled to focus but found himself drowning in a sea of gray where voices were jumbled and faint. 

What the frot? His arms were around the necks of two men and his feet were thumping on dragon slate steps. They must be carrying me. That's strange, he thought. His awareness sharpened and he heard Yantz speak.

"Careful, boys, he's banged up pretty good."

"Yes, Sir," they replied.

"Any chance I could appear to be walking?" Kallan mumbled.

Yantz laughed. "Relax, Major. There's no one up here you need to impress."

Kallan's vision improved and the hallway slowly came into focus. He saw ahead where the slate turned into the stone of the castle proper. They turned right and entered a small waiting room. Wes sat alone on one of the three stone benches that ran along the room's walls. The captain snapped to his feet and saluted.

"The women are here and safe?"

Wes nodded. "They're inside with Yantz' assistant. Will the Major be joining them?"

Kallan gave a small shake of his head. Big mistake. A bolt of pain shot through his temples and he almost cried out in shock. "Yantz...give priority...to the women." He swallowed. "I'll sit on one of those benches."

Yantz frowned. 

"That's an order," he emphasized.

Sitting still with his back supported, he focused on the sparse surroundings. The chamber held nothing more than several four-candle iron sconces that cast a dim, flickering light across the barren walls and hard benches. And hard they were. Kallan wanted to shift position but didn't dare. He hurt everywhere.

Wes studied him as the door closed behind Yantz. "You ought to go lie down." 

"I'll be fine, Captain." 

He inwardly cringed as the sound Lord Basset's voice echoed from down the hallway. He had no patience for the bumbling idiot right now. Kallan made to stand, but Wes stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. 

"I'll handle this," he said with a smile. Basset rounded the corner and Wes stepped into the infirmary doorway with folded arms. 

The lord keeper scowled and moved to step around the captain. Wes stepped back and into his path. "Sir, the flesh-warden is busy."

Basset stared at him. "Do you think me a cretin? Of course, he's busy. My niece is in there! Now, move aside." He pushed against the captain to no avail. 

"Sir, I assure you practitioner Yantz does not require your assistance or supervision."

"Regardless, I should be with my niece!"

Wes stared at him. "Even if she is unclothed?"

Basset winced. "Lords man, no! At least tell me if she is all right."

"She is injured but stable. Practitioner Yantz is a physician from the royal court, there are none better. She is in good hands."

"A royal physician?" Basset's brow furrowed. He glanced to Kallan. "Is this true?"

He nodded.

Basset sniffed. "Well, that makes me feel somewhat better." He stared at Wes. "I expect to be informed immediately when she's able to receive visitors."

"Of course, Milord."

"Carry on, then." Basset spun and left.

Rocking on his heels, Wes watched the lord until he was out of sight. "Now there's a pompous ass if ever there was one."

Kallan chuckled despite himself. "He's not wholly unreasonable, but..."

"His skull cries out for a thumping, right?" Wes grinned. 

"Something like that." Kallan glanced at the closed doors leading into the infirmary and motioned his second in closer. "Wes," he said in a quiet voice, "I don't think Sabrina is Basset's niece." 

Wes raised his brows. "Based on...?"

"Everything," he said. "No pampered keeper's daughter could have gone at it with the beast like she did. I watched her take a hit that would have felled a horse. Wanna know what she did after that?"

"What?" Wes asked.

"She got right back up! And that's not all. You should have seen her stance, her familiarity with a blade, her speed. No way a noblewoman that tough would be unknown in the court."

The captain eyed him. "So, you're saying she wasn't a victim?" 

"Frot no! She was in the fight. She got to him before I did."

"Damn." Wes shook his head. 

"Wes, I wasn't kidding when I said she saved my life. He was three or four times stronger than anything we've faced before. I've killed beasts with strikes that only made that blight angry."

Wes shook his head. "I don't get it. Why would she even be after him?"

"That, my friend, is what we need to find out."

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

The Infirmary

 

Kallan sat on the infirmary bench, wincing as Wes applied poultice herbs to the cuts on his face. The rough stone walls were as bare of decoration as he was of ideas. Hugh's strikes must have addled his brain. Lord Basset's man, Raychek, had overheard him tell Wes that Sabrina had saved his life. Now, it would take an act of the moon goddesses to keep Basset from investigating the matter. 

He glanced to the closed infirmary door where he knew Yantz cared for the woman. It made no sense for a pampered lord's daughter to be tracking a beast. And there was no explaining how she got to Hugh before he did, especially dressed in a ball gown and wearing no shoes. Clearly, her being there by coincidence seemed unlikely.

Kallan wished he had more answers. Sabrina purported to be the high keeper's daughter, but things weren't adding up. Could she be an imposter? If so, who was she? More importantly, what had become of the true Sabrina? Therein lay a slippery, treasonous slope. 

Without a doubt, the woman under Yantz' care had saved both his life and the life of Hugh's victim. She'd come to that garden with a purpose and intervened without considering the danger to herself. How did he reconcile that with a woman who could potentially be a kidnapper, or perhaps a murderer? It made his head want to explode. 

Wes poked at a cut on his cheek.

"Owww!"

"Exactly, Major. You need stitches. Choke down your pride and have Yantz fix you up."

He studied the captain for a moment. An outsider would have seen a man focused on his task, but Kallan knew that furrowed brow and tensed jaw. Wes had something to say. 

"The stitches can wait," Kallan replied. "Why don't you go ahead and get it off your chest?"

"What?" 

Kallan stared at him for a moment. "You heard me voice my suspicions about Sabrina. Have you no thoughts on the matter?"

Wes gave a nod. "I do. I think, if it's true, we have a thorny mess."

Kallan sighed. "Thorny. Yes, that's one way of putting it." Such an innocuous word to describe the situation. To knowingly assist a criminal in the harming of a noble...well, you'd be looking at a death sentence. He had to figure this out before things got out of hand. 

"You look like you've decided something," Wes said.

"Aye," Kallan agreed. "We're in the dark, and I need to see where we're going."

"What do you have in mind?" 

"Get Ashir," Kallan replied. "I want him to send a scry to the court investigator. Let's find out everything we can about the high keeper's second daughter." 

Wes grinned. "Sounds like a plan."

"And Wes, make sure Ashir knows we need to keep this quiet. If it's discovered that we're investigating and this goes bad..." he stopped. "By the goddesses, I hope this is just some sort of misunderstanding."

Wes rubbed his scarred lip. "But you don't think it is."

"No," he answered, then paused in thought. "One other thing. Ask Ashir if he has any friends in the king's document vault. If he does, have him find out if there are records of other unusually strong soulstealers."

"Will do." Wes narrowed his eyes. "You don't think she killed the real Sabrina, do you?"

"My gut says no, but we can't rule it out." Kallan remembered the way she'd shown concern for him just before she'd passed out. Her words and actions didn't seem to be those of a kidnapper or murderer. "She risked her own life to save the girl Hugh attacked. I'm hoping that's a good sign." 

"There's that I suppose," Wes agreed. "She also saved your hide, which proves what I've been saying for a while. You need to take a break." 

Kallan felt a cold twist in his guts. He had to see this through. "Enough, Wes. I'm fine. Just get Ashir and have him send that scry right away." 

"Consider it handled." Wes looked over his shoulder as he turned to leave. "Speaking as your friend, Kallan, take care of yourself." 

Kallan watched the captain's back until he disappeared around the corner. He knew he'd grown weary of the hunt, but he hadn't realized it was so obvious. Lost in his thoughts, Kallan startled when the infirmary door creaked open a crack. Yantz peered through the slit, presumably checking to see who was, or more importantly, who wasn't outside.
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