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			I 

			Well, this isn’t the worst thing that could happen, Hannah thought when the first goblin smashed through the front door of her little smithy.

			Aside from losing her head or getting speared through the heart, Hannah had little to fear from the invader. It wasn’t like it could kill her. There were few who could.

			Then again, she decided, seeing four more goblins piling through the splintered door with weapons raised, perhaps today isn’t the best day to test those odds. It had been a late night, after all, and she hadn’t memorized more than the basic spells that morning.

			She reacted to the intrusion almost instinctively, her right hand throwing the hammer she held to smash the first creature in the face. The impact earned her a squeal of outraged pain, and the goblin fell to the side. Her left hand dropped the tongs, took a second to get a firm grip on the half-molded pot resting on the anvil, and gritting her teeth as the hot metal seared her skin, she flung the item at the next goblin as it entered, catching it center mass. The hot metal smoked as it connected with the leather chest plate the creature wore. This goblin shrieked too, but more in surprise than real pain, and it swiped the pot aside, pig-like eyes narrowing as it charged forward. Hannah saw that the one behind it had a bow nocked and decided it was time to reconsider the situation from safer ground. Ducking behind the anvil, she heard the slap of several arrows as they snapped against the hardened iron side. Not one to linger when the enemy knew where she was, Hannah rolled away, squeezing her small frame into the little space between the water tub and the belly of the forge, the heat baking through the metal and warming her face. She couldn’t stay there very long before things got way too hot, even for her.

			She knew she would survive. She always did. Her vampiric body could recover from almost anything so long as she had fresh blood. Still, knowing she would survive and finding a way out of this place before her skin began to blister were two very different things.

			Escape. Run. Survive.

			That seemed simple enough.

			The goblins lingered in the customer area of the shop, on the other side of the wooden beam that served as a counter, but moving carefully around the small shelf that held the pots and pans that kept her in business, hovering beneath the walls that held the few weapons which drew in the travelers. She could hear the creatures breathing out there, their hearts beating with the excitement of the hunt, and if she took a moment to concentrate, she knew she could get a rough sense of their thoughts.

			Why bother? They were goblins. Their desires weren’t a mystery. Every goblin Hannah had ever met had only been interested in slaughter.

			Of course, she admitted ruefully, the ones she had seen were fighting for their lives in her father’s arena or fighting her for their life when she got desperate for blood. There is a chance that my exposure is somewhat limited. Maybe there are some peace-loving goblins far away from here, she considered, only interested in family and good meals and whatever else mortals cherish. Even so, those kind souls didn’t matter now, as their relations were certainly entertaining entirely violent intentions toward the small blacksmith of Talperin.

			What are they even doing here?

			Hannah forced herself to focus. She could worry about the goblins’ intentions after she was safely away from them.

			Or standing over their corpses. Either way.

			Hannah was fairly sure these goblins didn’t realize that the red-haired girl cowering near her forge was a magic user, and not just any magic user, but one trained by Kelvin Malbrek, one of the greatest wizards her people had seen in centuries. Then again, Hannah’s magical aptitude had nothing to do with Malbrek. She had been a terrible student, lacking focus and, more importantly according to her father’s magician, respect, but power she had. Klauden van Sherinak, to whom she had been promised since before she was born, had taken her aside to teach her the words to unlock the power within. She could see his face now, a hand running through his blonde hair, ink-stained fingers settling against his chin, could hear the heavy sigh of her exasperated friend: “Just two spells, chaivin! Surely your brain can memorize these few lines.”

			Hannah smiled as she recalled Klauden’s name for her. Chaivin, a word in the old tongue meaning fiery, though whether he meant the endearment as a reference to her hair or her temperament, Hannah was never certain. She wondered what he would make of her now, trapped in her own shop with barely enough magic ready to protect herself from mere goblins.

			Hannah racked her brain for the simple spells she had memorized that morning. They weren’t battle spells. Why would I need anything offensive for a day at the forge? The closest thing to a battle she’d had since her arrival in this village several months before was the occasional struggle with her meals, and even that wasn’t really a fight. Men were always willing to spend a few quiet moments with her, eager to nuzzle in closer to her heart-shaped face, her bright eyes, her pale skin. Sometimes, she didn’t even need a spell to daze them at all. Some just let her feed on them, staring at her with hungry eyes as she cut them, and she knew what they imagined was happening, saw it as she drank their blood and gained their memories. Sometimes she wanted to bite them instead, to make them pay for such thoughts, but she never did. Hannah did not leave fledglings in her wake. She was too careful for that.

			All her care seemed a waste now. If she had to face these goblins as the vampire she was, revealing her true self to the villagers, her position as simple blacksmith in this place would be gone. She would have to start all over again somewhere else. Finding this smithy had been a stroke of great luck. The wounded blacksmith had been wandering in the woods when she found him. The smell of his blood was too much, and after days spent wandering in the wilds, she had been desperate. She had bled him dry, absorbing his knowledge of fire and steel as she drank his life, and when she arrived in Talperin the next day, it was too easy to talk her way into using his smithy.

			Apparently, the villagers never really liked the last blacksmith. Hannah was charming, if a bit strange, and she charged less for her work. They accepted her without much trouble. Hannah glanced around at the small work area she had inherited.

			Maybe I can still keep this quiet. I have the hypnosis spell ready to go.

			Hannah shook her head. Hypnotizing one goblin would leave four more ready to kill her. It wasn’t enough.

			What else? Fire to kindle the forge. Light to allow me to work late if I wanted. Ice to cool my water if I wanted a drink… She paused, head snapping up to stare at the forge next to her.

			Deciding it was worth a try, she brought the words in her mind, then recited them in a slow methodical whisper, feeling the cold sear down her arm and through her hand. She waited until the last second to press her hand flat against the hot belly of the forge, raising more blisters on her palm as she released the spell into the metal. Then she threw herself as hard as she could out of the little hidey hole and across the building, her small body rolling over the sandbags she used to keep her personal living space somewhat separate from the work area, just as the forge exploded, the combination of intense heat and cold too much for the aged metal to withstand.

			Hannah ducked into a ball, shuffling her shoulders as something hot hit her back and slid to the ground with a sizzle. With her ears still ringing from the sound, Hannah sat back to consider the scene. The forge had broken apart, shards of metal impaling two of the goblins who lay motionless nearby, their hands still clutching rusty short swords. The flames had gotten two more, the singed corpses still twitching a little as Hannah stared at them. The final goblin was nowhere to be seen, then Hannah noted a wet pile of sludge next to where the water barrel had been.

			Vaporized.

			She sat for a moment to collect herself, running her unburned hand over her face and grimacing a little as a hunk of hair came free from her forehead with a wet splat. Apparently, she had not escaped the explosion either. She looked down at her clothes, the worn leather apron scorched through in places, her brown skirt and shirt ragged around holes that revealed bright pink skin. Burned, but not badly. She could still pass for mortal. She rubbed her forehead again, smearing the blood on her apron and feeling the length of the cut on her scalp. Not bad at all. She would heal. With blood, she would heal even faster.

			The straw of her bedding was smoldering in the flames, and Hannah knew she had to leave before the rest of the building went up in smoke. She grabbed her bag, tossed a few belongings inside, her traveling cloak over her shoulder, then crawled back to the front counter area to shove her few best knives into her belt. She left the pots and pans, cursing to leave the swords, but was enough of a realist to know that she would never use the weapons. Hannah had always been a knife and dagger girl.

			She surveyed the remains of her shop one last time, trying to decide if she cared that the place where she had spent so many monotonous hours over the last five months was burning down, but then her eye caught the hammer still lying on the floor by the front door. She bent to pick it up, settled her bag and her cloak into place on her shoulders, the small hammer’s familiar weight swinging in her hand.

			This might even be fun.

			

		

	
		
			II 

			Hannah slipped sideways out of the remains of her front door, pressing her body against the wall as she considered the situation. The smithy sat near the edge of the village, so she should be able to flee into the surrounding woods if things were as bad as they seemed.

			There were three other shops at this end of the street, then the wide-open field where Margo Dancy grew her berries and a few hundred wheels of dirt path leading into the woods. The village wasn’t very big, claiming only a few hundred residents at capacity, and it had no walls or defenses to speak of. The mayor and his personal guard could use their swords in extremity, but things had been peaceful for years. The people had grown to expect that the most trouble they might encounter would be a drunken traveler who could sleep it off in the back room of the general store. The idea that the entire village would be attacked by goblins was unthinkable.

			Hannah knew goblins didn’t attack like this, and yet as she stood motionless, her brown clothes blending in with the wooden building behind her, she watched as an entire score of goblins chased defenseless villagers down the street. There should be screams, she noticed, seeing the wide-open mouths of the people running past her, then realized that the explosion must have temporarily deafened her. She sank down on her haunches for another moment, the heat of the fire inside her shop making the wall warm behind her back.

			A lot of villagers had the same idea that she had entertained: run for the woods and the distraction of trees. Judging by the number of goblins pursuing them as they ran, falling under an onslaught of arrows or caught from behind by metal weapons, Hannah realized that Talperin wouldn’t survive this attack. There were just too many of the invaders.

			Not one to wait around to see if her predictions were accurate, Hannah changed her mind, picked up her skirts, and fled down the small alley that ran beside the smithy to the back of her shop, dodging the growing flames and closing her eyes as she made her way through the worst of the smoke. She wasn’t worried about being able to breathe. Her kind could breathe, and did, but they didn’t need to, and holding her breath was easy enough as she considered her options. She could try to run into the woods from here. She might run into some goblins there. One or two I can handle, but if I run into a group of them, who knows how things will work out?

			It’s probably too risky to flee on foot anyway. I need a horse.

			Hannah looked to her right, down the street that began behind her smithy, contemplating. There would be horses in the stables. Talperin was always filled with convenient travelers as a well-known rest spot off the Tel Road, and she could definitely find something useful, but getting to the other side of town where the inn and stables were might be a challenge. Hannah hunched down again, blending in with her surroundings.

			She began to twist the silver ring on the middle finger of her left hand as she debated. She always did that now, a nervous habit she had picked up south of the mountains. It started the night she rented a room in the first town she encountered after fleeing her father’s castle. The men who burst into her room that night had thought to find a helpless victim. Instead, Hannah learned her lesson as she feasted. She would not be so foolish again. In the lands south of the Vanya Mountains, she was no longer Lady van Kreeosk, First Daughter to Magnus van Kreeosk, lord of the oldest and most powerful stronghold among her people. Now she was just Hannah Blacksmith, daughter of no one and beholden to none.

			There was a freedom in Talperin, a life without the many restrictions of her father’s castle, but there was danger as well, even more than she had ever imagined. In any of her considerations of what may go wrong living among the mortals, something she seldom did, a veritable army of goblins had never occurred to her. There had to be someone powerful behind this attack. Hannah did not want to wait around to find out who it was.

			Alright then, she decided. A horse first. That meant she had to get across town to the inn and stables. She could do it. Her wounds weren’t that bad, and she knew how to avoid being seen. Her hearing had returned. She took several purposeful steps to the right, looking from side to side and reaching out with her senses. There were more goblins coming down this street as well, and Hannah slipped to the nearest hiding spot: an overturned wagon in the street. She hunkered down behind it, hearing the goblins storm past on the far side, and she was about to move again when something touched her knee.

			She looked down to see one of the villagers, an older man that she knew by face but not name. He was nice enough, she recalled, always offering her a polite “Morning, lass” as they passed in the street. Now that pleasant face was pale, a small trickle of blood running from one corner of his mouth, and Hannah saw he was lying mostly underneath the wagon, his chest crushed by what had been the bench seat. She knew immediately that he would not live long. His heart was already straining, and now that she had noticed him, the scent of prey nearly overwhelmed her restraint. Hannah had been consciously ignoring the scent of blood in the air, the sound of panicked heartbeats all around her. It would be too easy to lose herself in the haze, the frenzy of bloodlust, and she took a slow, calming breath before preparing to move on.

			The carter reached out, his fingertips brushing against her knee, and Hannah looked down at him again. She shook her head, willing him to be silent, to leave her alone. His eyes were pleading as he gasped.

			“Please…” he whispered, blood shining on his lips. Hannah rocked back on her heels, ignoring the bloodlust that rose in her, the sudden need to have him. She closed her eyes and shook her head at him again.

			There is nothing I can do for you, she mouthed to him, readying herself to flee. She didn’t notice just how close her hand was to him, and he suddenly gripped her fingers with surprising strength for one so far gone. His eyes blazed at her, and she had several flashes of pleasant exchanges over the last few months. “I’m sorry.” She stumbled over the words, a sudden surge of guilt obscuring the bloodlust.

			You know what to do, he mouthed to her, no longer able to speak the words, but still Hannah could sense his pain, his struggle to draw each breath. His heartbeat, slow and labored, echoed in her skin, thrummed along her senses. “Please!” he cried, the sound a wheezing gasp. She sighed, giving in to the inevitable. She couldn’t just walk away now. She saw her father’s sneer in her memory, knew how disappointed he would be in her, how disappointed he always was in her. Fighting the urge to obey that expression, to turn away and save herself, she looked at the man again, lower body smashed and broken, his heart slowing, his pain intensifying as he struggled to breathe.

			You cannot save him, she heard Klauden’s voice in her head.

			I know, she told the memory of her old companion, feeling the truth in his words. But still, I can do something.

			She nodded at the old man with what she knew was a reassuring look on her face. “Look at me,” she said quietly, mind focusing on the words that would bring forth the spell. It was easy—she had been hypnotizing victims since childhood—and she felt the spell run out of her as her lips moved along the sounds, the power sinking into him.

			<Calm,> she thought at him. <Easy. Just be.> She felt the man relax, saw the tension leave his eyes as he no longer noticed the pain. When he was still, his eyes eased shut and his grip on her hand slackening, Hannah took her other hand and gently touched his cheek.

			“<Go,>” she said softly in the language of her people. He wouldn’t understand the word, but he would know the meaning. “<Let go.>” She felt him take another shaking breath, still pained but not focusing on the feeling as her spell held his emotions in check. She waited until he let the breath out, and in the space before his struggling body tried to take another one, she snapped her hand sharply to the side, abruptly ending his life. She released his hand, resting it in the dirt of the road.

			Such a waste.

			She looked again at the blood trickling from his mouth but felt no bloodlust now. The dead held no appeal for her. It wasn’t that she couldn’t drink the blood of the dead—she’d never heard anyone say that it would harm her—but she had never wanted to try. The blood she needed was always fresh and vibrant, easing her hunger and her bodily pains at once. She imagined that cold blood would probably help at least a little bit if it wasn’t too old, but she had never been desperate enough to find out. More shrieks and the sound of many footfalls coming down the road toward her roused her from her thoughts.

			I stayed here too long.

			She glanced around the barricade that the wagon made, dismayed to see a trio of goblins coming at her from both sides. Two would pass on her side of the wagon. There was no way they wouldn’t see her crouched there. Hannah hitched up her skirts and ran for the nearest building. Shouts followed her, and she heard the twang of several bowstrings. Hannah was fast when she wanted to be, but it was a close thing. The arrows thunked into the wooden doorway around her as she rolled through, skirts flying in a rather unladylike fashion as she regained her feet.

			She recognized the smell of the tanner’s shop. Without pausing, she continued her flight straight through the store, bashing into shelves and knocking things to the floor as she barreled through a back door into the main leather-drying area. Hannah’s nose screamed in outrage as the fumes hit her, and she tried not to inhale as she fled through the racks into the next street. She immediately cut to the right again, this time risking a direct path to shelter as she tried to get closer to the stable.

			The street she was on now was still full of people, screaming as they ran in all directions. The goblins after Hannah took off after easier prey. She also ran but knew enough not to run from bowmen in a straight line. Others on this street were not so lucky. Men and women cried out in pain and terror as she passed them, goblin arrows drawing blood and knocking people on their faces. Hannah hadn’t known goblins were such good marksmen. She added the observation to the growing list of things she hadn’t known about the creatures. As the crowd around her began to thin, Hannah knew her time was limited. She had not avoided all of the arrows pelting down the street, and though her body could survive the wounds, she was still slowing, her heart beginning to pound as she lost more blood. Before she was the last figure standing on the street, Hannah ducked down an alley to the right and flattened herself against the wall.

			This was a bad idea.

			The arrows in her back and shoulders jammed home, and she groaned in annoyance, sinking down on her haunches to make a smaller target as she began wiggling the arrows out of her body. There were five of them all together, and two of the arrowheads left gaping wounds that had her worried. One was on the back of her thigh, just above the knee. It was still sluggishly bleeding, something that rarely happened. Hannah usually healed faster. Her body had already started to run down. The other arrow had gone through her side, a clean hit that she was able to pull through, but she could feel blood running down her back and across her hip. For the first time, Hannah considered whether she might not escape the destruction of Talperin.

			She gritted her teeth as she stood, ignoring the pain as habit instructed, and wobbled a bit as the world shifted dangerously beneath her feet. Things were worse than she thought. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, she allowed the bloodlust to come forward—just a little. Any more and she might lose herself in the feeding. That was too dangerous. It was one thing to hide among the mortals, to pretend to be one of them; it was quite another to let herself loose among the goblins, earning much more attention than her reputation as “Simple Human Girl” could handle. She needed what her father would call delicacy. She sent her senses out in a searching arc, seeking that slow rhythm of blood that would give her strength.

			She didn’t have to wait long. A goblin passed her alley, and she launched herself at its back, arms wrapping like iron bands around its chest as she latched on to its neck. It tried to squeal, but her weight and surprise attack bore it to the ground, and despite its struggles, Hannah had a solid hold on it. Wrinkling her nose a little at the stench, she struck hard and fast, the blood flowing into her, soothing her aches and erasing her pain. She waited until the creature stopped struggling, her hand pressed hard against its face, and lingered even though the idea of feeding on a goblin repulsed her.

			The things a girl has to do, she thought distractedly, then pain flared in her wrist. She looked up at the arrow lodged there. Following the direction of the shot, she spied the goblin running across the street at her, and she launched herself at it. Flying high on the singing blood in her veins, she leapt right at the goblin’s chest, arms wrapping around its neck and legs hooking around its middle. It was too surprised to fight as she latched on to its neck, and they fell to the ground, dirt and blood spattering them both. When this goblin stopped moving, Hannah tried to remind herself why it was so important to be running. The grunting of nearby creatures brought her back to the moment and she cursed. Her little antics had drawn unwanted attention.

			The blood was helping; of course, it was helping. Her body surged with strength and energy, but she also had the other effect of the bloodlust: a sense of distant euphoria, a mad desire to stand and absorb the feeling. Blood stupid, she had called it in her youth, her reaction to feeding that made her refuse to take blood in the midst of battle. The others hadn’t reacted that way; only Hannah lost the benefits from the renewing blood—increased strength and speed as well as memories—because she simply stood there to absorb the power, perfectly defenseless.

			Hannah shook her head, determined to stay focused. Her vision blurred into a wall of goblins, then crystallized into the perfectly absurd image of fourteen goblins running right at her. She could maybe handle five at her most desperate and prepared. She scuttled back, slipping onto her butt, then managed to gain her feet and run full tilt away from them. She didn’t care where she went, plans to reach the stable and horse lost in the sudden panicked need to flee. She ran as fast as she could, ducking and weaving as the arrow strings snapped behind her.

			She reached another doorway and smashed through it, her brain dully informing her that she had just broken the front door of the inn, and she ducked to the side. The dull tromping of many feet followed a few steps behind.

			This is bad.

			Hannah rolled into the room, small form sliding underneath the big table near the door, and she had a moment of inspiration. She grabbed the table leg as she went beneath it and tugged, flipping the table onto its side. She nearly decapitated herself in the process, but when she did manage to stop sliding and hunker down, she now had a rather effective oak shield between herself and the goblins.

			At least I can make a stand here.

			Hannah took a moment to take stock. She was bleeding badly, trapped by over a dozen goblins piling inside. Her head was swimming with bloodlust, and the only magic at her disposal was a light spell and a small fire spell. She briefly considered lighting the place on fire. It would distract the goblins, certainly, but a quick look behind her at the bar was enough to confirm that this place would explode from all of the liquor inside. Hannah could recover from a great deal, but fire was one of those things that had always been on her “death first” list. She couldn’t even imagine the pain as she recovered, skin knitting itself back together. She shuddered. Fire was not an option.

			Well then, she thought, what to do? Curl up and die. No. Hide here until something else came up. No. Run like hell and get pelted. No. Find some weapons and fight back. Ah, that one has promise.

			She glanced around, eyes lighting on the table leg lying broken on the floor. She snapped it in half, then risked a quick look above the table’s defense. Her hand let the stake fly, then she ducked back behind the shield, but she heard the surprised gasp as her weapon found its mark in a goblin neck. Counting on her attack to distract them, she used the next moment to throw not only the other half of the table leg, which impaled another goblin with a meaty thunk, but also two of her daggers, her training paying off as both blades landed in eyes. Four down, she thought as she ducked again. Only ten to go.

			This is hopeless. I have to get out of here.

			She scanned the rest of the room behind her. The bar wasn’t too far away. She could probably get behind it and only take some small hits. What then? She tried to remember the layout of the inn. She had been here often enough, but then, she’d always been preoccupied with her next victim. Hannah shook her head.

			Always be prepared, her teacher had told her. Imagining his reaction to this scene, she could hear Kelvin Malbrek’s voice dripping with disdain. How disappointing, Lady van Kreeosk, but, and here there would be a deep sigh of long frustration, not surprising.

			Fine, she decided. I’m a bad student. But you know what I am good at? Improvising.

			Hannah crouched on her toes, hands already finding four more blades, then stood up and let loose with another volley. Three of the daggers hit their marks, but the remaining goblins were not going to let her get another round off. They charged at the table, weapons raised. Hannah risked an insane backflip that would have made Klauden roll his eyes, bumped up against the bar, then reversed direction, lifting her legs up and rolling backward again over the bar. She landed in an awkward heap on the far side, but she had gained time. The bar stretched almost the length of the room. She grabbed two bottles of liquor from the shelf under the bar and got her feet beneath her, ready to smash the next goblin that came into view.

			Unfortunately, that was when the table came crashing over the bar, smashing to pieces as it landed on her. When she finally regained her senses and crawled free of the mess, the goblins were everywhere. A pair of strong arms grabbed her from behind, another latched on to her hair, and two more yanked her feet out from under her. Hannah went down with a snarl. She was fighting, yes, flailing and clawing and snapping with teeth that were suddenly useless under the pile of heaving goblin flesh.

			Hannah mustered her final dregs of strength for one moment and managed to lift the entire pile off the floor, but then something hit her very hard on the head, and the world wobbled dangerously.

			Hannah’s strength ran out of her, and she collapsed, boneless, her last sight a puddle of alcohol next to her head, the wine running from the remains of a smashed bottle. She had a moment to contemplate what her father would think of such a pitiful demise before the world turned red, then gray, and then everything was darkness.

		

	
		
			III 

			Hannah was only aware that she was awake because she heard something that she couldn’t identify. Is that shuffling feet? There was thumping, and some kind of squealing sound, but she couldn’t make any sense of it. She forced an eye open, confused at first as she tried to focus on the sight before her. She blinked hard and opened both eyes, watching as the blur sharpened into a broken bottle sitting in a puddle of wine. The wine was thick with something else, and Hannah’s vampiric senses suddenly screamed with her need. One of the goblins must have been cut by the glass. She rolled over and had her face in the puddle before she could stop herself, sucking the spilled blood and wine from the floor. She licked the puddle clean before she regained control, some strength coming back into her body. A body, she realized, that was screaming with wounds.

			The goblins.

			She sat up slowly, brushing aside chunks of broken table, focusing again on the sounds coming from the far side of the bar. She got carefully to her knees, dangerously off balance, before crawling to the end of the bar to glance around it into the room. The sounds were more distinct now, a squeal that definitely marked the death of a goblin, and some grunting sounds of exertion that must be whoever had distracted it.

			Hannah got her feet underneath her and risked a slow look around the side of the bar. Her hand automatically latched on to the nearest weapon, a bottle sitting on the bottom shelf, and she held it tightly as she took in the scene.

			There was a man in the bar. Not just any man, but a fighter, a tall figure in black leather who was cutting down the remaining goblins with ruthless efficiency. As she watched, the newcomer dispatched two goblins with a double thrust to each side, then twirled neatly aside from another beast’s stabbing short sword and kicked the creature in the chest, sending it crashing into the bar in a splintering of wood. The fighter then turned to the remaining three and, after leaping up on the counter and easily beheading one, engaged in a deft match of baiting and ducking with the remaining duo. The two goblins seemed to get a feel for his rhythm, both moving in to strike at the same time, and Hannah felt a sharp pang of fear for the warrior.

			Her worries were quickly quelled, however, when he stepped easily out of the way of both blows and turned, not even waiting to watch the creatures stab each other, instead focusing on the goblin who had regained its feet after the encounter with the bar. The man strode confidently forward, stepping easily over the fallen bodies of the other goblins, spinning his two blades casually.

			He is amazing, Hannah thought stupidly. Just look at the way he moves! The goblin’s pitiful defense was almost hard to watch as the man easily knocked the beast’s blade aside and ran it through. He paused for a moment then, eyes scanning the room for other attackers, and that was when Hannah realized that she wasn’t looking at a man.

			His eyes were too slanted, his cheekbones too high, and she noted, as he tucked away a stray bit of shaggy black hair, his ears were long and pointed at the top. She took a moment to steady herself.

			An elf, her mind hammered. An elf! An elf standing right in front of me! She had heard so many stories of the mysterious race that lived to the east of her people’s land in the mountains, tales of the elves with their strength and stamina and power. Elves were the only race that matched hers in longevity, living hundreds of years in their fine city by the sea. She had known she would eventually run into an elf in her travels south of the Vanya Mountains, but this was just too lucky to ignore. She should take him now when he was unaware. His blood would heal her entirely, and then she could get out of this town and away from the goblins.

			Yes, the rational part of her responded, you could run right out of here and smack into another reinforcement of goblins. Even with his blood, could you make it by them?

			Hannah considered. Even with the boon of Elven blood, she was tired, her spells almost tapped out. She looked back at the figure as he sheathed his blade, carefully wiping the weapon free of goblin blood before replacing it with a movement so practiced that she almost missed it. He considered the other blade he held for a moment, hand considering weight and balance as he moved the short sword in a few quick thrusts, then shook his head and dropped the weapon to the floor. Hannah realized he must have picked it up from one of the goblins while he was fighting.

			He really was amazing to watch, she thought again, suddenly reminded of her father’s deadly tournaments, games where newly turned fledglings had their chance to prove themselves worthy, where fighters blessed with the blood gift fought with sharpened instincts and heightened awareness. None of them could compare to the display she had just witnessed, and Hannah was curious if all elves were as skilled as this one.

			What would the blood gift even do to one already so skilled? Hannah tried to stop her thoughts, tried to formulate a plan, but all she could think about was how fast he had moved. Even Vailen van Joosen of the Third family had not been so fast, and he had been the best in their House with a long blade. Of course, Hannah could destroy him with her daggers, or her magic, but for an elf to have such raw skill was mind-boggling. Hannah wondered what else the elf was capable of doing.

			She would have to do this very carefully, she decided, straightening her legs a little as she got ready to stand up. The wound on the back of her thigh had stopped bleeding, but it ached as she straightened the muscle. Her knees creaked loudly in the sudden silence, stiff joints popping as she moved, and the elf snapped his head in her direction, hand going to the hilt at his belt. He hesitated when he saw her, and the intense look on his face vanished, replaced with a rakish grin.

			“Ah,” he said, head cocking to one side, “are you the one they were after?” He seemed to regain his composure then, as if realizing he had somehow said the wrong thing, and the grin disappeared, replaced by a polite concern.

			Hannah was uncertain how to respond. She reminded herself that he couldn’t know that anyone was after her, that she had fled her father’s castle, that the goblins were a coincidence, that none of this had anything to do with her, and then tried to cover her awkward silence by getting to her feet. She quirked an eyebrow at him, trying to decide how to play this.

			“I wouldn’t say that,” she replied evenly, eyes scanning the carnage of the room to find her blades. She spotted some of them near the remains of the front door, and her hand tightened on the bottle she still held near her hip. Just because he had killed the goblins didn’t mean he was on her side. Not all smiles meant friendship. Hannah had learned that early, having given many supposedly friendly smiles in her life.

			The elf took a slow step toward the bar, hands reaching the scarred slab and splaying out as he leaned over to glance at the destruction on her side. “Well then, what would you say?” His eyes caught on the wreckage behind the bar, and he glanced at her, a laugh catching in his throat. “Is that a table?”

			Hannah shrugged, aware of the way the movement made her arms ache, and she realized that she was still quite wounded. She wasn’t bleeding anymore, but a quick glance down showed that she was covered in blood. “It was.”

			The elf dipped his head in approval. “Well done,” he told her, approaching her with a casual confidence that made Hannah like him. He was just so … open. His eyes widened a little as he took in more of her appearance. “Are you hurt?” he asked suddenly, concern evident in his voice. He stepped closer to her with bit more urgency.

			“I’m fine,” Hannah started to say, but then he was right in front of her, and the smell of him, the rush of his strong heartbeat, echoed in her skin, and she had to look away, suddenly unsteady on her feet as the bloodlust washed over her. She closed her eyes, allowing her hair to cover her face, concentrating on not losing her focus, then the feeling passed. He was just another person again, not something she needed to devour in order to survive.

			Hannah allowed herself a moment of outrage. She was a born vampire, not subject to these powerful spells of bloodlust like a mere fledgling, and the fact that she was so close to losing herself was a sign of just how badly she was hurt.

			Hannah ignored the other possible reason; now wasn’t the time to think about that. She returned to the problem of the moment. Her body would need a few days to recover, a few days while she would be vulnerable.

			A few days with an elf for protection wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

			“Fine?” the elf echoed. “You’re covered in blood!” His hands reached out to her, a finger brushing the line on her forehead from the forge explosion, and he pushed a red curl out of her face. His touch made her skin tingle, and she stood there for a second, staring up at him. He was tall, but not huge, long limbs thickened with muscle and hair tousled from fighting. She saw that one of his front teeth was chipped, and his cheek had a thin line of blood from a sword nick. “Child,” he said, concern growing as she stared at him, “are you alright?”

			“It’s mostly their blood,” she replied, hands brushing absently at her clothes, which were stiffening as they dried. “And I am no child.”

			He sniffed, looking her up and down, no doubt taking in the simple brown skirt, the plain brown shirt, the worn apron, her tousled hair, her blood-smeared face. There was nothing untoward in his manner, simply a reassessment of his first impression. His eyes stopped briefly on his way back down to stare at her shoes. Her boots were the only thing she had kept from home. They were well-made, comfortable, and obviously not something a blacksmith would own. Fortunately, the people of Talperin never noticed her shoes. Hannah noted the look, making a point to remember just how observant the elf was. She idly lifted a foot, placing one boot on top of the other, and realized that she had something wedged in the bottom of her foot. She would have to pry it out when she got a chance. The elf looked back up at her face without mentioning her boots. “You can’t be out of your teens,” he declared.

			“I’m twenty-two,” she lied, back on more familiar territory. The mortals always thought she was younger. She might still be considered young by her people’s standards, but if she told him she was actually eighty-two, he might think she was crazy. “My people have always been small,” she added, watching his face calculate. She remembered the bottle in her hand and set it on the bar with a sheepish grin. “I guess I don’t need this.”

			The elf grinned at her again, his manner subtly shifting as she grew in his estimation. “Are you sure? I know I could use a drink right about now.”

			“Maybe later,” she told him. “After we get away from here.” She took a tentative step away from the bar, gentle on her foot, head swimming only a little as she tried to walk toward the door and reclaim her daggers.

			“Maybe you should sit down.” The elf’s voice echoed oddly, and Hannah realized that she was now leaning back into something solid, something that smelled like the elf’s chest. “Here.” And then strong arms were lowering her to the floor.

			“I’m alright,” she said, but her voice seemed thick and syrupy to her ears. Maybe she would have to kill him now anyway.

			Have I ever been hurt so badly?

			Something pressed against her lips, and she opened them, relieved when cool liquid filled her mouth. It wasn’t the warm heat of blood, but anything would help at this point. That was when the fire caught up to her, and she swallowed hard, coughing a bit as the liquor seared her throat. She was suddenly very awake and aware, consciousness that had started to fade at the edges snapping back into focus.

			“Another,” he said and raised the bottle to her lips again. She swallowed this one more carefully, only coughing a little, but her eyes teared as the burn slid down her chest. He waited, hunkered on one knee in front of her, a steady arm holding her shoulder. “Better?”

			Uncertain of her voice, she took a deep breath. She actually did feel better. The elf gave her a searching look. “Can you stand?”

			“I think so,” she said, then tried it. She was slow and a little shaky, but the world was solid and steady, and she thought she would be fine.

			For now.

			The elf stared into her eyes for a long moment, then he traced his finger in front of her eyes, a quick gesture back and forth that blurred a little in her struggling vision. Hannah was about to ask him what he was doing when he spoke again. “Did something hit you on the head?”

			“A lot of things hit me on the head. And everywhere else.”

			The elf reached out and held both of her arms steady. “Head injuries can be funny things,” he told her. “You might get dizzy at odd moments. Hold on to me. We don’t want you falling down as we try to get away.”

			“Where are we going?” she asked as he led her to the door, pausing as she collected her blades and slid them back into place.

			Whatever the elf was going to say, it was lost in a loud explosion from the street. When Hannah could hear again, it was a shout from an unfamiliar voice, “Rory!”

			Hannah looked at the elf who had hunched down in front of her, his body blocking the open doorway. He gestured her away as he peered cautiously out of the door, body hugging the side of the doorway to make a smaller target if any enemies should linger outside. He turned his head, mouth forming words, but before he could say anything, Hannah’s mind flashed red, and without thinking, she tackled him, knocking them both to the floor beside the doorway just as a blast of flames exploded where he had been standing.

			Hannah felt the magic tingle in her fingers, knew that a powerful user had sent the fireball, and again her body reacted without consulting her mind. She stood up, an arm suddenly infused with something close to her normal strength shoving the elf back down as he tried to rise with her, and she leaned out of the smoldering doorway. The street was hard to see, blurred by the fire and haze of the heat, but the words were already coming out of her, a chant that she eventually recognized as the dismissal spell, and that spell didn’t need her to see the spellcaster, just the spell itself.

			As the magical fire faded away, Hannah was amazed that she had even known the spell. She didn’t remember memorizing it. As she stood there, the street appeared, and Hannah saw several figures engaged in close combat with goblins. She heard a sharp curse that must be the wizard, then the clash of steel drowned out everything. A hand grabbed her shin, and she was yanked back into the relative safety of the inn where the elf pulled her down hard to the floor. “—crazy?” She heard the tail end of the question as he pushed her behind him again, then he knelt in the doorway, body protectively blocking the danger. He glanced out quickly and gave her a severe look that clearly meant “stay here.” Hannah sat where she was and watched him duck out of the door into the fray.

			She waited a moment, listening to the sounds of his entry into battle. There were some more surprised shrieks from goblins, but Hannah tried to hear the others out there. How many companions does the elf have?

			She had narrowed it down to three: a female, a low gruff grunter, and another male. She took a moment to take stock of herself, looking down her body with a critical eye. Her shirt was ruined, smeared with blood and torn in several places. Her skirt was in slightly better shape, but the hem was torn, and a rip ran halfway to her knee on one side. Her father would not approve. Such obvious displays of skin disgusted him. Her people enjoyed their share of bare skin, but only in carefully designed dresses cut to accentuate curves that Hannah never had.

			She sat down hard on the floor, pulling her foot close, determined to deal with it while the elf wasn’t looking. Her boot was mangled, the leather sole pierced with a chunk of glass that began life as an ale bottle. She wiggled the piece, pulling it out of her flesh and away from her boot, dismayed to see the rest of the boot collapse in her hand once she pulled it off her foot. Tossing the glass aside, she pressed her foot hard against the floor to stop the sluggish bleeding. She frowned as she replaced the boot, wrapping her laces tightly around her foot to keep the leather in place. I definitely need new boots. It was a shame; they were nice boots.

			With her feet sorted out, she looked down at her body. Her apron was still almost in one piece, but Hannah decided it was time to take it off. The newcomers outside were taking care of the remaining goblins, so she shouldn’t need the extra layer. She folded up the leather, then scanned the room for her bag. She found it casually tossed to one side and still virtually unharmed. She said a brief thanks to the gods for that as she got carefully to her feet. There was blood left on her clothing, but nothing she couldn’t realistically blame on the goblins. She knew her face was a mess, but that too was explainable. She ran cautious hands over her limbs, making sure she didn’t have any other arrows that she had missed. It was one thing to be a hurt human girl. It was quite another to be a miracle survivor. Hannah had learned to be careful south of the Vanya.

			Another loud explosion echoed outside, and Hannah decided to risk a glance at the street. She shuffled forward, peeking out near the bottom of the doorway, but there was too much smoke, and her ears were still ringing. She decided to see what she could find with her senses instead and fell gracefully to one knee, eyes closed, focusing with that small, secret part of her being. She sent a slow wave out into the street, trying to identify who was still out there, glad that this kind of magic never required words. It was just part of her, this ability, something she could do easily. Of course, Klauden and Vailen could sense so much more when they tried, but for life south of the Vanya, Hannah’s limited ability was sufficient.

			Hannah found the elf at once. His presence was loud and vital, and though she wanted to linger there, to see if she could read more into him, she moved on, knowing that she needed more information. She found one of the elf’s companions next, someone small and dense—Hannah thought it might be a dwarf. She ranged over two goblins, but they were struggling feebly, near death now, and found another human, probably a man. He wasn’t nearly as vibrant as the elf, but he was definitely present, though no one she recognized. She stumbled on to the remains of

			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/01_KlaudensRing_HalfTitle1.jpg
KLAUDEN'S RING SAGA

‘WLAUDEN'S

RING

AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR

JM PAQUETTE






OEBPS/image/01_KlaudensRing_HalfTitle.jpg
‘WLAUDEN'S

RING





OEBPS/image/4HorsemanLogo_BW.png
4 Horsemen
Publications, Ine.





OEBPS/image/KLauden's_ring_map_resized_BW.jpg
WarinSea

fe

Kalford

- 4 ; g
o =

Kelsin Dmdland%&g\ s }&
" %

2

A‘g“\\‘ \S'ﬂ/]%

_,o(  UpsenBay ® G ®
R .
asa ® n

RS 4 e
Q@’b‘ ,C(‘\\\Q‘%?g\\\‘

S =
A |






OEBPS/image/9781644500057_FC.jpg
V4

’

000000000000 0000000 COCCGROIONOGOGIONOGONONONONOGNOONONOGONOSNONSGSEONOGNONOSNONOSONRONOGNONOSNOSNONOSNOSNOSNYONONONOSNONOSYOSEYOSNYOS®POTSEOSEDTSYVO®OVN

A\

)

GO OO O OO OLOLOOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOOOOLOLUOLOLOLOLLLOLEOWVWOEOEEPOGTPYPOPDY

KLAUDEN'S RING SAGA

TN
KON
1> =

“You don’t seem like a
vampire to me, Hannah.”

Za
e

g™ o
mf

DM PAQUIETN

PO O OLOOUOLOLOLOOL OGO OLOLOLOLOOL OGOV OGLGEG

000000000 COOCOCOOCONOONOCEONONCOCEONOCSEOIEOONONOEEOCPEOCTOCOEONOSNOPTYOVNONONONONONOCNONONOCYNROVNONOCNONOYNTONYONONYNONOYONONOCNOCYOCROYNOCYOCYONYNYOPOYOYOYOSN VN

1N





