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Chapter One
 
HER EYES WERE WIDE, nearly sightless orbs staring into the sky. She watched as the clouds drifted overhead, gasping. Her blood bubbled at the corner of her mouth as it slithered out and slipped in a gob onto her neck. For a moment she felt nothing, her eyes went dark, and she felt herself suck in the air once more. Never had simply breathing given her such happiness.
At her throat was the dead head of Adrian, his blonde hair tousled gently about her. It was the first gentle thing he had done with her all day. His blood was mingled with hers now, predator and prey, dead and dying lying in the beauty of the summer meadow.
Somewhere beside her lay sandwiches and hand painted plates. Ivy had wanted pretty plates and had made certain that the silver was polished very well. The last she had seen of her little sister had been her lifeless form, knocked hard into the Faettan soil. She was a few feet away now, a little body lost in the sea of tall grass...like her own...and like that of the young lord with his head still on her breast.
The sun was warm on her face, illuminating exactly what had taken place only a little while ago, showing all of Faetta true darkness in the brilliant light of day. Somewhere, drifting in on the summer’s breeze, was the sound of people passing on the ridge, chatting about their lives as she was dying just down the hill, in the meadow.
Her eyes were fixed; the transformation of the day into dusk was recorded behind those lenses. Her body rigidly awaited death. Her blood gummed up in the stab wounds in her chest, cold and nearly luminescent against her deathly pale skin, as the faintest of starlight lit her young woman’s form.
The spider’s web danced in the cool breeze. It was assembled beautifully in the branches of the black trees whose backs arched, and arms stretched to the sky, silhouetted against the setting sun. The meadow was turning dark. This was the moment he had been waiting for. The sun was soon snuffed out, and he did not waste any time. He burst forth from the dark house at the clearing, his black boots beat down the tall grass and the wildflowers growing in the meadow. He was tall and thin, rigid in appearance, nothing more than wispy black gauze against the stark nightfall, running like a wild animal toward his prey. He quickly fell upon the picnic basket, half-eaten food, and silverware fallen askew under the waxing moon. The forks and knives glittered in the starlight.
A fog rolled out from under the thick of the tree line; it ebbed along as if it were alive itself and fanned out with its smoky tendrils snaking around the bodies that lay there.
Haffef’s black eyes found the form that he had longed for—the child in the distance. As he swept past the older sister, he saw the distinct rise and fall of her chest. This had been the scene of a horrible crime, and as he knelt to look into her eyes, he took in her ripped gown and saw the rape that she had endured at the hands of the others at this picnic, seeing vividly what she had seen.
Her body was covered with stab wounds, and to one side of her bruised and bloodied body lay the dead body of a man. Clutched in her fingers was a paring knife slick with blood.
The fog crept over her battered form, as if it would steal her life away and take her with it as it moved. Haffef glanced over his shoulder at the girl who was just a few feet away, then back at the teenager in front of him who had a cameo brooch embedded in her collarbone.
Kneeling beside her, he tossed the dead body off of hers, moving it with such force that he nearly took off Adrian’s head. She felt the long, black hair against her face, caressing her body. It was light like the frail web of a spider. She felt his slender fingers against her back, the gentle feel of him raising her neck and the shocking pain it caused. After all she had endured earlier, she found herself unable to fathom what was happening to her now. It felt like ice ripping open her throat, its shards coursing from this icy bite to her heart. She took in a breath like one she’d never known; her lungs expanded, but it was almost as if they had hardened, and it nearly hurt to make them work again. It was renewing, but there was death in that breath of life. She blinked with eyes that were dry, and all she saw were black boots that were slick with dew and long, black hair that touched the ground.
She pried her fingers from the paring knife, opening and closing her hand to see if it still worked. Her breath was visible in the cold night air....
The stars moved across the sky as she regained strength. She watched the cool slivers of silver-tipped clouds as they slipped overhead. The moon and stars shifted position while she remained, her eyes capturing the moments that were lost to her. With a sudden surge of energy, she flipped her body onto her stomach and pulled herself away from Adrian’s corpse.
Years Later
She was gazing out the tower window when he walked in. Her eyes were on the black waters of the Avon, the canal that ran through Lockenwood, way down below her. It was like a twisted black ribbon from that height, and the moonlight was caught here and there on the water, causing it water to twinkle. She smiled thoughtfully and then turned to face the man whom Wick had sent up to see her.
“Well?” she asked flatly.
“What?” he startled as he met her eyes.
“What does Wick want me to do now?” she asked, raising an eyebrow in annoyance. Her eyes were not actually a color anymore, they were more of a filmy gray. Something rather unappealing to look at, and this generally caused people to turn away, which is what this man was now trying to do.
“Oh that, yes...yes,” he said, bringing forth paperwork he had under an arm and proffering it to her.
She gave him an ominous look as she took it. She was older, although it was hard to tell how old. Her long, dark blonde hair hung down over her shoulders as she spread the paperwork on a table before her.
Cameo sighed and folded up the documents. She glanced at Wick’s secretary as she packed up. He was staring at her, somewhat starry-eyed.
She rolled her eyes. “So,” she began rather loudly, hoping to break him from the little dream he was in, “tell the Lady I’ll get right on this,” she paused, “assignment.”
“Oh, certainly I will,” he beamed, waking from his trance.
As the young man turned to leave, Cameo stopped him, “What was your name again? I don’t think we’ve met.”
He spun around and met her eyes, then lowered his rather disgustedly to the cold, black floor. “Pindray.”
She studied the young man—shorter than she with shaggy red hair—as he left the room, and she wondered when Wick would want her to kill him. There were no favorites in Wick’s employ; everyone was a target at some point. Her eyes dropped to the scrap of paper she had left behind.
“Leon Belfour.”
She picked up the paper and brushed it against her chin. Leon was the prince of Sieunes. He was fair haired and fair skinned and, according to his file was partial to wearing blue. He was athletic and enjoyed hunting and had an award-winning dog named Spangler. The only part Wick’s secretary left out of the biography was that Leon was the heir to the throne. She had no idea what Wick’s plans were with this hit, but if she were ever caught—well, they would kill her, and it probably would not be quick and painless. Drawn and quartered with her body displayed in a gibbet for all the world to see was the most likely scenario.
Cameo was one of the longest-serving assassins in Wick’s employ, and she was known both in Lockenwood, the high seat of the Kingdom of Sieunes, and in some of the other local areas around there, which was probably not the healthiest situation for an assassin to be in, but it did keep her loyal to Wick. With the protection of the Association, the assassin’s guild in Lockenwood, she might be saved from an execution.
Her room in the tower was small and dark. She had a few comforts when she was home in Wick’s castle. A roaring fire in the hearth and a bottle of wine was how she had come to pass her evenings alone, away from the other killers and couriers in the place. And that is exactly where she deposited herself now, into a familiar antique chair, in front of the cold fireplace. She ate sparsely, a little cheese and slender crackers while her colleagues had a fine dinner many floors beneath her.
Wick, like Cameo, always dined in her personal rooms. She enjoyed her dinner with the youngest and most appealing secretaries. The assassin suspected Wick was manipulating their thoughts with the use of witchcraft, for the woman was at least eighty years old.
Staring into the cold ashes in the hearth, Cameo toyed with the piece of parchment and wondered how she would do it, with pistol or blunt trauma to the head. The moon’s light fell over the floor before her in one long line.
She lifted her gray eyes and saw the shadow beside the hearth, it seemed at first to be part of the darkened room, but as she lingered on it, she saw the outline of a person emerge. She looked at it dispassionately, unmoved by the ghostly creature standing before her. It was the size of a man, about six feet and of average build. It had shape but no features, and for this, she was thankful. The assassin glanced around the darkness knowingly as the other shades appeared, many shades; they filled her room.
Cameo lifted a bottle of wine from its spot on the floor and took a liberal gulp. She was exhausted, physically and mentally. She rested her face in one hand. The shades stood in her room, unmoving, watching her alone in the darkness.
As the morning rolled around, she packed lightly—her pistols and daggers—and threw on a cloak. She had to get moving in order to catch the coach out of town. Cameo had to leave Lockenwood in the light of day, witnessed by other passengers in order to make the assassination of the prince not quite so easily pinned on her. She had a large suitcase of nothing with her to keep up the ruse; it would not seem as believable otherwise. It wasn’t really packed with nothing; it had some blankets to give it a little weight, but she had plans to discard it once she actually got out of town. She had one such spot she had been using for a while for just this purpose.
The city was still dark and misty as she neared the coach. People were already boarding. The coachmen were loading luggage onto the roof. Cameo handed her suitcase to one of the men; he went from mindlessly laboring to pretending he was mindlessly laboring. He studied her entirely black ensemble, and the cut of her clothes; from this he gathered that she must be a hired assassin from that society of operatives called the Association. It was unusual, although not unheard of to see one of the assassins. They had to travel, buy clothing, do all the typical things anyone did, but it did always put him in an anxious state of mind when he caught a glimpse of one in a crowd.
Cameo smirked as this knowledge seemed to openly cross his mind while he took her suitcase. He must have been new, she assumed, for taking the coach was not unusual for her. Wick sent her out of town to run errands a lot.
“Lovely morning,” she quipped.
The horses spooked.
“Oh yes, yes. Very nice.” He nearly dropped her baggage.
Some of the other passengers turned around at the sound of her voice, as if they were going to express their personal feelings about the weather, but when they saw Cameo they decided that they had forgotten what weather was and stared dumbly ahead at the coach they would soon be boarding.
She soon found herself riding along in uncomfortable silence with what appeared to be a rather wealthy older couple. They whispered to each other silently and attempted to bury their faces in novels in the hopes that Cameo would become disinterested in them and not want to actually communicate. It worked.
There was also a young woman of perhaps seventeen. She was unfortunate enough to have a seat right beside this person in black. Her hair was piled high on her head, like that of the older woman across from her, and she wore a pale blue dress of shiny material. Could be satin, Cameo thought detachedly. The woman seemed so fragile and new. The assassin’s eyes wandered to the older couple, gray and delicate.
She turned away from the others, slid back into the purple cushion of the bench seat, and folded herself up into the shadow against the window. They were passing through the forest of Yetta. The forest and subsequent graveyard went on for miles. This was not the safest place to travel through, and the people sitting across from her seemed a little unnerved by this leg of their journey. Cameo watched mile after mile of wet, black tree trunks, missing most of their leaves, while the girl beside her searched for little pieces of candy in her purse. It was nice to be free of Wick’s tower for a little while, even if it felt like she was watching the same scenery roll by her window, as if painted on a scroll by the coachman himself.
Somewhere in the middle of Yetta forest, the coach stopped.
The older couple looked across the coach, into her eyes, confused, then at each other. “Why are we stopping?”
“Maybe the coach needs a repair?”
Cameo sat up and leaned to look around the young woman and out the door of the coach. There was movement outside; the coach heaved from side to side as the two coachmen climbed down. A moment later there was a loud banging on the carriage door, and then a voice that belonged to neither coachman.
“Knock, knock, my lords and ladies.” The door opened, and the step was lowered so the passengers could get out comfortably. “Please join us outside.”
“I’d-I’d really rather not,” the older gentleman said as his wife met him with a hard look. “Well, I wouldn’t.”
The old couple climbed out, followed by the young woman.
Cameo rolled her eyes in annoyance. Perhaps if she sat really still no one would notice. Outside she heard the typical catcalls being made at the pretty young woman who had been stuck sitting next to her. She searched her boot for her flask.
“Ah ha, I thought we’d forgot someone inside,” she heard as a dark haired man was beckoning her to join the party outside.
Cameo climbed out into the drizzling rain, her grim visage in stark contrast to the others who had been on board. She stepped down onto the dead leaves in the forest that she felt she knew intimately from watching that scroll of trees roll by her window repeatedly. The coachmen were standing close to the horses. The group of three other passengers was just a little closer to the coach, and Cameo moved herself to the other side of the door. It was obvious just who was most comfortable to be robbed together.
She was not keen on losing her weapons, or her flask of whiskey, but she highly doubted they were going to rob her anyway. They must be aware of the Association, she thought, hoping that they had no idea who she was. It was awful, she was getting too recognizable.
From the edge of the forest, a second highwayman strode toward the older man, with a bag in one hand and a black-powder pistol in the other. “Your money or your life, my lord.”
“We’re being robbed!” the girl shrieked. Apparently she had just figured it all out.
The new highwayman grinned at her and tipped his hat, which was topped with feathers.
“I never carry money when I travel,” said the man.
Both the coachmen rolled their eyes. A very unlikely story.
“Baubles, trinkets, any shiny items you might possess, put them in the bag if you don’t mind,” said the highwayman, giving the bag a little shake as if to emphasize his point.
Cameo smirked at the sound of his sing-song voice, then she took a sip from her flask.
“That silver?” The dark haired one tapped it as she drank. A trickle of whiskey ran out the corner of her mouth as she slowly lowered the flask and met him with her eyes, unappreciatively.
Looking more closely, he saw the tattoo on the palm of her right hand: the three black tears—a symbol of the hired killers in Lockenwood.
“I suppose so,” she said. Her voice sounding distinctly disinterested.
He took a step back with his pistol nearly on her.
A few steps away the triad of travelers was hastily removing earrings, necklaces, pocket-watches, and purses.
“Bel, are you finished? Come over here and keep an eye on this mob,” the blonde, more garishly dressed highwayman called to the man with the pistol trained on her chest.
“Opal, will you stop calling me that!” He swaggered over to the coachmen.
The blonde highwayman took a step up on the stair and moved into the coach. “Bel, did you see this?” Opal jumped down and moved over to Cameo with the bag jingling. “Lovely purple cushions inside. I really should get one of those.
“You’re next, my dear,” Opal said.
“What?”
Opal looked up at her with one green-hazel eye. He wore an eye patch over his left eye, and although he was probably once rather striking, his face was pox-marked, especially on the left side. “Time for your donation. You know, baubles, trinkets. Even cold, hard coin. It’s not beneath me.”
Cameo dropped her purse into the basket. It was Wick’s down payment for her next kill, but she didn’t need it for anything. She supposed she could support the livelihood of a highwayman for one day.
“The flask; that is not beneath me either.”
She dropped it in.
“The brooch, as well.”
“Brooch?” She clasped the cameo brooch at her collar, the last remembrance she had of her mother, and slowly removed it, placing it in the bag.
He took several steps back, then looked up at her, pawing through the baubles with the barrel of his pistol. “Not too bad, not too bad at all, ay Bel?”
“Stop calling me that!”
“And now, gentlemen!” he yelled at the coachmen, “luggage, if you don’t mind.”
Cameo was cursing them under her breath, her entire mission was being compromised. How unfortunate her pistols weren’t loaded.
A moment later, Bel was going through everyone’s luggage. The old man’s allegedly missing travel money was recovered. Her own luggage yielded two blankets, black powder, and bullets.
“A rather curious suitcase,” Opal mused. “I wonder who the owner is.”
The two moved back toward the forest.
“And now we must bid you all a fond farewell,” Bel winked at the young woman, and bowed with a flourish.
“Yes, it has been a wonderful time,” Opal tipped his hat at the young woman, and then looked at Cameo as if he were sharing a little joke with her. Her expression was far from amused as the men retreated into the trees.
Once the danger of the highwaymen was past, the group comforted each other as they picked up their muddy garments, which were strewn on the road, and began to repack them.
“Lady, are you all right?” asked the coachman whom she recognized from routine cross-country travel. She only nodded and waved him away. He had to ask; even if he despised her; the woman she worked for was extremely powerful.
Cameo moved into the shade of the trees, wishing she had a flask of whiskey. More than that, she wished that he hadn’t decided to take her brooch. Unfortunately for that highwayman, she had to get it back.
After a moment of calm, she began to make out a shadow among the trees. A shadow man. It broke free from the trees and moved to her.
Inclining her head towards the shade, she hissed, “Follow him,” and pointed to where Opal had been minutes before.
Never hesitating, the shade moved forward with no staggering, stumbling footsteps, nor did it float the way one might believe a ghost might float, but rather with a gait exactly like that of a man—a silhouette of a man ambling into the wood. Cameo looked over at her group near the coach, but they did not see the shade at all.
* * * * *
“A round of drinks for everyone!” Opal’s booming voice positively rang with laughter as he burst into the Tavern Pipe Inn, the only tavern in Yetta. To this he received cheers from a devoted crowd.
“Black Opal, you’re our savior!”
Opal grinned at the old drunkard, “Your servant, sir.”
“Good lad,” he murmured as he pushed past to get his free ale.
“It’s a bad business, Opal. I’ve a bad feeling about this one,” Bellamy said as he followed the fop to an empty table.
“Hello, Bellamy,” a tavern wench climbed into his lap. “Hello, Opal,” she smiled more platonically at him.
“Charlotte,” he grinned.
Bellamy pushed her off, “get us some of that swill you call ale.”
“Well, well, well. I think that was rather top-notch,” said Opal. “How often do we end up with such a pleasing haul and get to make a fool out of one of the Association? Ha, ha!”
“Yes, well about that. Walking all the way through the forest since we couldn’t steal the coach because of that assassin was one thing, but robbing her—” Bellamy broke off as Charlotte returned with the ale.
“Cheers, Charlotte,” Opal smiled. “Why don’t you get a mug for yourself as well?”
“What? Are you trying to get me drunk?”
“I am planning on getting everyone in this tavern drunk. We had a great haul this time.”
“Opal,” Bel shushed him.
“Oh, everyone knows who I am. Did you see all those lovely wanted posters?” He pulled one from a bag, “Fair likeness. I am, of course, far prettier than this. Apparently this artist didn’t finish school.”
“Opal, you are going to be more than just a wanted man; at this rate you’re going to get us killed.”
“And, I like this Black Opal moniker they’ve saddled me with. Sounds so much more nasty than plain old Opal,” he gushed, glancing at Bel as if he had a great lockbox of happy and could barely contain it. “Try not to be so gloomy, Bellamy my dear. So, we didn’t get the pretty coach this time, but as I remember, that coach passes daily.”
“Perhaps we should consider moving on now,” Bel said.
Opal rolled his eye, annoyed at the idea. “Perhaps I should have a bath, good wine, if any can be procured, and a bit of rouge for these lips.... Ah, then I’ll feel fit enough to have this conversation.”
Bellamy watched Opal get up and walk toward the bar of the tavern, when another bar wench wrapped her arm around his pulling him away from the main room. Opal didn’t just get up and walk out, he did it all with a flourish, attracting too much attention.
Bel sighed in annoyance, and suggested Charlotte get her own chair now that his legs had gone completely numb.
The tavern landlord closed up the bar as soon as Opal was out of sight. Bel was not known to be as generous with his cut of the booty as was his partner in crime.
* * * * *
Opal slid into the hot, cloudy bathwater with a bottle of something—he tried to read the label—something red. He took a swig, which was terrible, but it did its job nonetheless, and he wondered what actually was going to happen to him now that he had robbed one of the assassins. As soon as Lorraine left the room, he pulled the cameo from his pack, which was lying at the foot of the large metal tub that he was in.
He held the pink-backed trinket up to his eye for a better look; squinting even at that distance. The pin in the back looked newer than the face did; the gold foil around it seemed smashed in.
He had heard of an assassin named Cameo and wondered if that was whom he had just obtained quite a large sum of money from—money he was throwing away on terrible alcohol and whores. Why would a killer have that kind of money on her person unless she was recently paid that money? She probably wouldn’t, which meant she was on her way to either kill someone or she had just killed someone. Either way, it could place her in Yetta at a specific time. This information wasn’t something he needed to know. He wasn’t a gentleman, nor was he even an innocent passerby. Oh no, Opal was expendable. He was a villain, so what Bellamy said about getting out of Yetta did make a lot of sense. He needed to get rid of all the items from that haul as quickly as possible, starting with that brooch, and sadly all the pretty sparkly items he had acquired from the gentlewomen in that hold-up too.
“Such a pity, that,” he sighed.
Lorraine returned to put more wood in the hearth. “Does seem very dark in here, doesn’t it now?” she asked.
Opal looked up at her with his right eye. The room was gloomy, much darker than he remembered when he had first slipped into the bath.
“Well then, we’ll just get a roaring fire going and chase away all these shadows.”
* * * * *
An early morning came fast; Opal scurried down the dirt road in his fine clothing, with a terrible headache. He moaned to himself as the sun’s light came out of the heavens through two clouds and directly into his eye. He pulled his lapels up to ward off the cold morning air and the feeling of nausea that was threatening to overtake him.
He stood on the step of the pawn shop for a moment, appraising himself. He wasn’t wearing makeup, he realized with a disgusted snort, and he had forgotten his eye patch. Opal put one hand to his face absently, and then saw he had at least taken the time to wear his beautiful blue velvet gloves and best lace shirt.
“Black Opal,” the store owner beamed, as Opal finally walked in.
“Morning, Paul.”
“Have yourself a good time last night, huh? You look like shit.”
Opal made a half-hearted attempt to get his hair pushed back into its tie. “Oh do I? Too much wine.”
The pawn shop man laughed at this, “Well, if you can afford it, why not? Right?”
“Yes,” the fop said. “About that....” he drifted off as he took a couple pieces of diamond jewelry out of his pocket and laid them on the counter in front of Paul.
“Hmm, now where’d these little pretties come from?” the owner grinned.
A wave of nausea came over the dandy for a moment as he stood leaning against the counter.
“I don’t know if I would have a market for those all the way out here in this craphole,” Paul hedged.
“What about this?” Opal asked, reaching into his coat to bring forth the cameo.
“I’ll have that.”
Opal’s hand fell open as a dagger pushed it to the countertop, and the brooch slid out.
Paul took a step back. “I’m sorry, Opal. She was going to kill me if I didn’t go along with her.”
“I’m sure Black Opal will find it in his heart to forgive you. Come back to the counter and stay put,” Cameo commanded.
She inspected the highwayman in his blue velvet trousers and jacket. He looked as if he might be playing the piccolo in a symphony somewhere elegant, somewhere he had never been himself.
Opal put a hand over his face instinctively, covering his left eye, which was a white, sightless orb. Some of his loose blonde hair fell over the left side of his face as he lowered his head. For a moment he considered going for his sword.
“You really don’t look much like your wanted posters at all,” she smirked.
He tilted his head to one side as he looked at her finally.
Her eyes were gray, and cloudy. Her face, although well proportioned, seemed too gaunt, too white—quite eerie, actually. He wondered if there was more to tell than the stories of murders she had committed for the Association. There were tales of her residing in the graveyard of Yetta, tales that said she was not one of the living at all. He had lived in Lockenwood a long time, he had watched the Association grow over the years, and he knew Cameo was someone who had been part of that group for a long time, long enough that she must be someone to be reckoned with.
She was smiling at him in a knowing and amused sort of way.
“Yes, well, I’m afraid that artist had some difficulty representing an outlaw who possesses so much dash.”
“Indeed.” She held out her hand, “The brooch.”
Opal set it in her hand slowly.
Her eyes went to the rapier hanging on his hip then back up to his face realizing he wasn’t going to fight.
She put the cameo in a small pouch on her belt, and then backed out of the shop, dagger in hand. In one quick turn of black wool, she was out the door.
“She didn’t even want the rest of your loot?!” Paul asked, incredulous.
Opal rushed to the door, only to watch her heading north through the woods, presumably on her way back to Lockenwood, through the graveyard.
“Was that really Cameo? I can’t believe we aren’t both dead. I’ve heard she’s a heartless killer.”
“Yes. I’ve heard that too.” Opal said, watching the tangle of her long hair in the distance.
“Why didn’t you draw your sword?”
“She—she had a pistol.”
“You could’ve beaten a pistol,” Paul said.
Opal ran a blue velvet hand through his hair, “No, I couldn’t.”


Chapter Two
 
THE HUNTING PARTY FANNED out into the woods on Belfour’s estate. Cameo stood behind a blackened tree, bored and waiting. She had two shots—two loaded pistols—and if she missed, she was likely going to be stuck following Leon around for weeks. Wick wouldn’t be too terribly pleased either, but there wasn’t a time limit on the death of the prince, as far as she knew.
She followed a lot of prettily dressed lords and servants roaming the grounds. There was one large gentleman in a spectacular ensemble of pale blue loading a blunderbuss while talking to another man in brown. For a moment she thought about that silly, deep blue frock that Opal had on days ago, when last she had seen him. She smiled to herself.
Leon and his dog burst out of the wood suddenly and ran toward the man in the pale blue. Hidden in the trees, she lifted her pistol and waited for the group of hunters to take a shot at their prey, and then she took her shot as well, at the somewhat portly prince.
The man fell to the ground instantly.
Cameo dropped her used weapon and dashed toward the town. Moments later, a gang of lords and servants had been rounded up to find the thug who had just shot their prince. Heavy gray smoke hung in the air where she had just been standing.
The assassin ran for a few minutes until she got close to the town of Lockenwood, then she fell into the pace of the people on the busy street. She slid on her gloves to cover the black powder, bought a new flask, and had it filled at the local tavern on the walk back to Wick’s tower. She took a swig of whiskey to calm her nerves. Reflecting on the shot, Cameo was somewhat impressed that she had actually hit the target through that wooded part of the estate.
“Good day to you, Lady.” One of the coachmen recognized her and tipped his hat.
She nodded at him; it was easier than trying to catch her breath.
The sun was starting to go down; it was nearly time for dinner, and she was glad to know that she would actually be getting a bath, a change of clothes, and a decent meal for the first time all week.
As she met the familiar guards at the front door, she knew she was going to be safe. Leon was going to have a beautiful funeral with lovely bouquets of flowers, and a large mausoleum in the graveyard of Yetta, and she was going back to her room at the top of the tower.
Cameo was at the foot of the stairs when Pindray came around the corner.
“The Lady wants to see you.”
“This moment?”
“Yes, I’m to take you to her.”
She dusted off her clothes and followed the lad unhappily. He led her through the dining hall and back further until they came to the large, oak doors, polished beautifully, which slid open and inside revealed Wick’s living room.
There was a very large fireplace, and the woodwork in the room was done on a large scale, with most of it painted white. Cameo’s eyes lingered on the gaudy turquoise and gold wallpaper and the animal heads mounted on the walls.
Pindray pointed her toward Wick, who was seated on a sofa near the hearth, and the figure of another assassin standing nearby waiting for her to join them.
As she grew closer she realized it was Clovis Gail DePell. He was a man of about fifty, with black, shoulder-length hair and leathery skin. He was the other long-time assassin with the Association. She would rather be sticking a pointy implement into Clovis than standing next to him.
“Lady.” Cameo’s voice came deep and flat as she inclined her head in a bit of a bow to Wick.
“Ah, Cameo, you’ve finally gotten back. That little trick took you long enough, didn’t it? A week. Isn’t that a bit long for a job that simple?” Wick chewed her pipe as she was searching the cushions of the sofa for something, perhaps the tobacco, perhaps a light?
Clovis moved to light her pipe.
“Ack, no. I don’t need that.” She turned to Cameo once more, “Have you greeted your Associate?”
“No.”
Clovis pretended that he was taken aback by her response.
Wick tossed a bag of coin at Cameo, “there, now you’re paid. The man died in case you hadn’t heard.”
“Was that why you asked me—”
“No.” She looked over at Pindray, “You can leave us now.”
The lad left the room, shutting the door behind him.
Once he was out of sight, Wick sat back and lit her pipe. Smoke bloomed around her white hair; she sighed and rearranged her girth a bit. “All right, Cameo, I have to send you right back out the door. You’ll go tomorrow morning.”
“Oh?”
“It seems you had a bit of trouble on the road?”
For a minute she wasn’t certain what Wick was getting at, “We got stopped on the way to Terrence, if that’s what you mean.”
“Exactly. Got held up by highwaymen is what the coachmen told me.”
“Yes.”
“And you had your cameo taken.”
Cameo touched the brooch at her collar to make certain it hadn’t fallen off. “Yes, but I got it back.”
“Mmm hmm,” she pulled out two pieces of parchment and handed them to the assassins before her. Cameo’s eyes fell upon the sketch of Black Opal once more.
“Avamore wants him taken out.”
She met Wick’s eyes quizzically. Avamore was the duke who actually ruled over Shandow, an isle in the sea off the north coast of Lockenwood. But it was unpleasantly cold there, so he spent most of his time living near his brother, the king, Bainbridge Belfour in Lockenwood. Wick catered to Avamore’s requests more than any other noble that Cameo was aware of. He was a young, handsome man, and she assumed Wick was enamored with him. He probably hired the hit on Leon Belfour, his own nephew.
Cameo took a swig from her flask in the middle of the meeting. “What did he do to Avamore?”
“That’s not important. The important thing is that he needs to be deceased, and soon.”
She looked over at Gail in disgust. “Why is he at this meeting?”
“Because he’s going to help you kill this Black Opal person.”
“I don’t need anyone’s help, especially his,” she hissed.
“You got your cameo brooch back I noticed, the one that was robbed from you,” Wick clicked the pipe between her broken teeth.
“Yes.”
“And yet that highwayman is still alive. Why is that Cameo?”
“Shocking as it may seem, I don’t kill every man, woman, and child I meet. I leave some of them alive for you to bully.”
Wick croaked out a bit of laughter.
“The Lady thinks that you maybe need a little help killing that fop,” Gail interjected.
“Are you still here?”
“Heh, heh. I’m going to enjoy this little journey into the countryside with you, Gwen,” using the name Cameo hadn’t called herself by in years. “It will be just like old times—”
Cameo pulled her pistol on him.
“Put your weapons away!” Wick’s voice cracked.
“Bang,” Cameo whispered. There was no expression in her voice at all, just the simple idea that Gail wouldn’t be in the room with her anymore. Well, just his nice, quiet, bleeding corpse.
He kissed the air back at her.
She turned to look at Wick, “Why must I endure this animal? Don’t you trust me to kill this petty thief?
“Word is he might be good with a sword. You might need Clovis.”
Cameo snorted in amusement. She slowly slid her pistol into her belt. “Isn’t there another Associate?”
“None as good as Gail.” Wick looked up at Gail, smiling, then called after Cameo, who was walking out the door, “I thought you two were old friends.”
“You know very well that is not the case.”
* * * * *
The morning after, Cameo and Gail sat alone in the same coach she had taken just days ago. They sat facing each other, sharing the same window. Cameo would’ve preferred him to sit further from her, but he knew this and opted to stay as close and as annoying as he possibly could.
“Are you sure you know where he is?”
“Yes,” she said confidently. She knew exactly where he was; she had left the shade with him, just in case—in case she wanted to find him again, she guessed.
“How do you know?”
She looked up at him with her dead eyes. The coach was dark, and she could only make out the indistinct shape of his face in the shadows. “Stop talking to me.”
He laughed, “You’ll feel better after we kill someone.”
“I’ll feel better after I polish off a bottle of wine.”
“Whatever vice you prefer.”
Gail hadn’t changed a bit since the first time she had seen him. She had lain in a meadow for hours, clinging to life, after she had been brutally attacked. She had been raped, her sister had been taken away, and she clawed her way up and out of that terrible scene. She was on her way through Yetta when Gail first laid eyes on her.
She was dirty, and hungry. Her dress had been torn to rags. She was weak and still recovering from the wounds that she had endured. Gail was a killer even then, although he wasn’t working for the Association at the time. He was younger, but he still looked the same: the same greasy hair, the same brutish man. Gail named her Cameo because of the brooch she wouldn’t let go of; he gave her the name that she had gone by for years. She had just gotten through running away from the scene of horror that she had endured at the hands of Adrian and his friends, and ran right into Gail.
Clovis Gail DePell was a killer of young women; she suspected he still was, although he was protected by the Association now. He liked to torture women and let them linger until they died.
Wick was aware of their history, yet still put them together for this mission. Cameo glanced at Gail from the corner of her eye and wondered what had transpired to make her employer want to torment her. Was Wick really so upset at the length of time it had taken for her to finish off Leon, or was there something more to it? Was it possible that Wick actually believed she wouldn’t be able to finish off a highwayman easily and would need Gail’s help?
The sun seemed to be caught in the woods outside. It was a murky, depressing day. Cameo checked her pistols. She had loaded them before they left. For this trip she decided she preferred to have the ammunition on her body, just in case Gail got some smart ideas.
The ride was boring, heightened only by the whiskey she had brought along. The trek back through the Forest of Yetta reminded her of the trip days ago.
She began to see Opal through the shade that she had sent with him; this meant they were very close now. Gail watched Cameo suddenly draw her pistols, and because he was uncertain what she was doing, he did the same.
Cameo caught a glimpse of something shiny beneath Gail’s coat. “What is that?”
Gail rearranged some rope and something resembling an ice pick. “Nothing.”
“We are just supposed to kill Black Opal.”
“No, you’re just supposed to kill him.” Gail whipped open a black case, within which was an entire set of surgical tools. He let them sit on the bench seat for a moment and looked up at Cameo smiling, hoping to see her blanch as she recognized each and every implement.
He was gifted with the look he was hoping for. Her eyes went from the tools to his eyes. “But why?”
Gail laughed, “She wants his ill-gotten gain.”
“That’s why he’s a target?”
He rolled the black case back up, “I dunno. Maybe. That’s part of it, anyhow.”
Cameo took a drink. “I think she’s going to be disappointed. He partied pretty hard with some of the loot he gained from the robbery that I was a part of. I doubt he’s really stashing it all away somewhere.”
“Hey, it’s my job—heh, heh, heh—and I love it. Just think how many people wish they could take the kind of satisfaction in their work that I do.”
Cameo stuck her arm out the window and knocked on it with her pistol, “Driver, stop here!”
* * * * *
“I can’t believe we’re back here again,” Bellamy groaned.
Opal loaded his pistol, “I’m out of cash.”
“How can you be?!”
“Well,” Opal smiled impishly, modeling the stunning black brocade ensemble he was wearing. “I simply cannot deny myself.”
Bel sat down on a rock fence and sighed. “This has to be the last one Opal; this is just getting too tricky. We are too well known in these parts; we should move on.... Maybe to Shandow.”
“Awfully cold there.”
Bel met Opal’s hazel eye, serious and annoyed.
Opal smiled, “It’s something to think about. But for now, where is that coach?”
“Maybe highwaymen got to it,” a deep female voice interrupted.
Both Opal and Bel turned with pistols in hand, but Cameo’s was drawn on them already.
“There are two of us little lady,” Bellamy coaxed.
Cameo raised an eyebrow and smirked, “Indeed. Well, I have two pistols.”
Opal bit his lip, gently amused, one hand on the hilt of his sword.
Gail ran up behind Opal and cracked him in the back of the head with the butt of his gun.
Bel’s eyes widened in surprise at the second assassin who had come out of the woods to knock his partner to the ground rather viciously.
Opal collapsed as if the strings that held him up had been cut, and Gail sat down on top of his broken form.
“Put your pistol down, sir,” Cameo said to him, her voice devoid of emotion.
Bellamy set down his weapon.
Cameo motioned for Bel to sit down, and as he did so she pushed him over with her boot, and then stood over him as her partner pulled out his black case.
“You don’t need that.” Cameo said.
Clovis grinned, “Of course I do.”
Opal came to and grabbed for a dagger hidden inside his coat, but Clovis overpowered him. “Try that again, and I’ll blow your brains out.”
“What do you want? Have I wronged you in some way?”
“Nope.” Gail unlaced the black case lying on the ground beside Opal. “My employer was just wondering what you’ve been doing with all of that money you’ve hijacked, that’s all. What with all those wanted posters around, you must have robbed a lot of coaches, lifted a fair amount of ladies’ jewelry.”
Cameo beheld the implements in the case and remembered how he had taken her as his prisoner after all she had already endured, how he had used those same tools to cut her, for days, before she had escaped.
“Here’s his ill-gotten gain,” she ripped off Opal’s jacket suddenly. “It’s in his clothes. He doesn’t have anymore!”
Opal reached for the lovely brocade jacket that Cameo was shaking at Clovis. As she shook it, playing cards fell everywhere.
Clovis only smiled serenely, “I’m sure there’s got to be more.”
“Oh, there’s not, fellow. I assure you,” Opal chimed in as Gail pulled a scalpel from his case. “Really, I’m a complete clotheshorse—”
“He’s also a drunk!” Bellamy yelled from under Cameo’s boot heel. “He throws his money away after every larceny, buying drinks for everyone!”
“Yes, yes,” Opal nodded his head in agreement.
Gail looked over at Bel, “Well, maybe we should switch partners, Cameo.”
“Let’s just shoot them and be done with this.”
Clovis grinned, “I thought you enjoyed playing with my toys. Jealous? Missing my attention are you, Gwen? Maybe you preferred being the pincushion?”
Cameo fixed him with a hard look.
“I thought so,” he smiled with a set of filthy teeth and licked his cracked lips.
She moved her pistol from where it had been poised to shoot Bel and aimed it at Gail.
Gail laughed. “You would be on a wanted poster so fast your head would spin. You don’t think Wick would let her favorite die so you could have your petty little revenge on bad boy Gail, do you?”
Cameo considered this for a moment.
“Besides, you loved it.”
Cameo pulled the trigger, but it misfired.
Gail’s eyes widened, and he reached for his pistol, but Opal took that opportunity to throw the assassin off of him.
Cameo threw her pistol at Clovis’ head in exasperation; it connected and knocked Gail back for a moment, leaving him very angry. Cameo stepped back off of Bellamy’s prone form and pulled her second pistol.
Bel grabbed for his pistol, which was lying on the ground nearby him.
Opal had his rapier and his pistol.
Bellamy jumped up and turned on Cameo. They were facing each other, pistols aimed at one another.
“I have no quarrel with you,” Cameo said.
Gail had his pistol and took aim on his fellow assassin, but Opal tapped him on the shoulder with the sword from over his right side, and as Gail swung ‘round, he slashed Opal’s face with the scalpel in his left hand.
The highwayman shrugged it off and ripped the pistol from Gail’s other hand with his sword. The pistol flew through the air beautifully, landing in some weeds behind Opal.
Clovis stabbed Opal in the chest with the scalpel, the only weapon he had on him, and Opal shot him in the stomach with his pistol.
Clovis Gail fell to the ground.
Cameo took a couple quick steps to reach Gail’s wounded body.
“Cameo...” he gasped.
She shot him a second time in the chest. The cool air was filled with heavy, gray smoke and Gail was silent, his chest blown open.
“Are you all right?” Bel moved over to Opal.
He winced as he pulled out the scalpel. “My best shirt is ruined. My new jacket is lying in the mud....”
Cameo slid down onto hands and knees and pressed her face into the cold, damp, black soil. She had just doomed herself. She had set her own fate in motion by killing Gail. He was right; she had just lost the protection of the Association.
Bel still had his pistol pointed at her, but Opal pushed his hand down.
The assassin sat back up and ran her hands over her face, shaking her head in disbelief. All for what? She let her anger get the better of her.
“Well,” he smiled at Cameo, “that was loads of fun. Join us for a drink then?” He took a shaky step forward then fell down on one knee.
“Opal?”
He swayed for a moment, thinking he was going to laugh it off and stand back up, but instead toppled over.
Bellamy looked from his partner up at Cameo, “Did your friend poison his blade?”
“I doubt it; slow painful torture was more Gail’s style. He probably just lost that rush from the fight and started to feel the effects of his injuries. He did take quite a blow to the back of his head.
“Black Opal,” Cameo tapped his cheek with her hand as if she knew what she was doing.
“Opal?” Bel attempted, also not knowing how best to help.
His eye fluttered open. Unable to focus at first, he then he realized the assassin and his fellow highwayman were staring at him.
“Are you all right?” Cameo asked fixing him with those filmy gray eyes.
He smiled, “You see I’ll do anything to get a lady to have a drink with me.”
“Uh huh.”
“The back of your head is bleeding,” Bel informed him.
Cameo stuck a flask in his face. “Drink with me then.”
His hand was shaking as he lifted the flask to his mouth, but he managed to swallow a couple shots of whiskey. It woke him a bit.
When the flask was returned to her, the assassin took a shot of it herself, and since Bel was looking left out, she handed it to him next. Might as well make some friends; she presently had none.
“Yes, well I feel much revived.” He stood up. Both Bel and Cameo caught him by an arm as he wobbled. “Now then....” Opal swayed, “Where was it we...were going?”
“Shandow,” Bel spoke up quickly.
The two of them staggered forward as they held Opal up.
“I don’t remember agreeing to that.”
“Perhaps we should find someone to bandage you up?” Cameo interjected.
“We could stop at the tavern, have Lorraine look at it,” Bel said.
She glanced over and found Opal staring at her, but he looked away seeming to be admiring the silver flask once he realized he’d been caught.
Cameo handed it to him.
“Oh, please stop. We’ll be dragging him to the tavern if you keep this up.”
She smiled a crooked little smile, which seemed to make Bel less giddy and more nervous. He watched her finish the liquid, which seemed to have little effect on her, except for maybe numbing her pain.
* * * * *
It was nightfall by the time the little party of three crossed the threshold of the Tavern Pipe Inn. Cameo was tired from helping to carry Opal through the forest for hours, and she looked forward to a meal and something alcoholic as she and Bel set Opal in a chair.
“What’s happened?” The tavern landlord called to Bel. “Are you two all right?” This suspicion was directed at Cameo—dressed in black and an unknown in that particular tavern.
“It’s okay; she’s with us,” Bel motioned toward Cameo. He moved to the bar for something to drink.
Black Opal checked his face in a hand mirror. Gail had left him with a long scar on the right side of his face, the mostly unblemished side. He sighed and leaned in toward Cameo a bit, “Isn’t your employer going to be a bit unhappy about Clovis?”
She silenced him with a look.
Bel returned with ales.
“I can’t go back.” She drank some of the ale and wiped her mouth with a black glove.
“Going to be a bit hard on you, isn’t it Lady?” Bellamy asked seriously.
“I haven’t left anything behind that I can’t find again somewhere else.”
“Bellamy!” Charlotte swooped down on him, carrying some empty mugs. “When did you lot get here?”
“Ah—hello, Charlotte,” Bellamy said.
She slid comfortably onto his lap.
“Charlotte,” Opal faked a smile.
“Black Opal, are you all right?” She noticed his face was slashed open.
“Oh yes, yes, tops.”
Rising from Bellamy’s lap, she moved around the table to look over Opal’s wounds. “Lorraine, did you see your lad? He’s all beat up.”
Another barmaid scurried over. “Opal what happened to you?”
Now both of them were examining all his cuts and bruises.
“Please, ladies, if you don’t mind.” Opal tried to wriggle free.
Cameo tried not to laugh as two rather dingy-looking tavern wenches pawed over him.
“And who’s she?” Charlotte said, looking at Cameo.
“A hungry patron wondering where her dinner is,” Cameo replied jovially.
“She’s not important,” Bel assured them.
Cameo raised an eyebrow. A moment later the landlord set a plate of food in front of her, apparently having just overheard what she said.
“Maybe you two have some bandages around here somewhere?”
“No, not really,” Charlotte scoffed. “It’s a tavern, Bel.... But maybe we could come up with something suitable, and there’s always wine. That usually seems to help.”
“I think you should eat something, Opal,” Cameo pushed her plate toward him.
“Yes, thank you.” His voice was faint, and he helped himself to the lump of meat now sitting in front of him.
Charlotte’s eyes went to the brooch at the assassin’s collar, and then the two met each other’s gaze for a moment before the barmaid excused herself, “I’ll go... find something to dress that wound.”
“Shall I run you a bath, Opal?” Lorraine whispered into his ear.
He glanced over at Cameo, she was talking with Bel. “Uhh, no I think I’ll just need my rest tonight.”
“Uh-huh, sure you will, Opal,” she cooed and went to help the men at another table.
When he looked up from his food this time, Cameo was smirking at him.
“I’m glad someone here wants to take care of you,” Bel said as the barkeep dropped two more plates onto the table. Apparently everyone had heard what Lorraine said. “Heaven knows my back is aching from carrying you home.”
“It’s not as though you carried me—”
“No, it just felt a lot like that,” Cameo interjected.
“Exactly,” Bel said putting a lump of meat into his mouth.
Just then, the relative calm of the inn was interrupted as two men in the corner of the room jumped to their feet, shouting at each other. The barkeep hurried in their direction as one man threw playing cards into the face of the other.
Ignoring the commotion in the corner, Opal continued, “It’s not as though I could be very heavy anyhow.”
“You’re almost as light as a girl.”
“You certainly swoon away like one,” Bel grinned.
“You try having a trained assassin hit you over the head with his pistol, dear boy,” Opal said, hungrily stabbing more food.
“A trained assassin?” Charlotte appeared again with something resembling bandages. “Is that what happened to you? Poor baby.” Her eyes went immediately to Cameo.
This time she did not respond to Charlotte as favorably as before. She certainly wasn’t going to have some barmaid report her to Wick.
“Oh wonderful, you brought us some bandages!” Bel exclaimed, trying to distract her.
“Yes, and I brought you some wine.”
“Lovely, very kind.” Opal stood up and took a shaky step as he regained his balance. “Can I have a word with you Ca—” he looked at the assassin, “my dear?”
“What about your bandages?” Charlotte said as Opal started upstairs.
“Why don’t you dress his wounds later,” Cameo hissed into her ear as she moved past.
* * * * *
Cameo took a swig from the wine bottle and gazed around the rather dreary and sparse little tavern room.
Opal was looking in his hand mirror again, tracing the gash Clovis had left him, clearly unhappy with its placement, on the other side of his pox-marked face. He reapplied the rouge on his lips while he was at it. This was somewhat tricky after taking the blow to the back of the head; he was still quite shaky.
“What can I help you with?” She asked at last.
Opal looked up at her from his seat on the foot of the bed. “Why did Wick want to kill me?”
“No idea.”
“You really don’t know? Didn’t Gail say something about my ill-gotten gain?”
“Gail told me that Wick asked him along on my mission to get you to tell him where you were hiding your loot.”
“Your mission? You were hired to kill me?”
She smiled darkly.
He searched for a weapon somewhere nearby, but found none.
“Your pistol or your rapier? You’ve left them both over here near the fireplace,” she observed, leaning against the mantle where she had planted herself as soon as the two entered the room.
“Are you still being paid to kill me?”
“I’m not going to kill you, Black Opal. I wouldn’t have helped you get back here if I wanted to kill you. And unless my master compels me to, I don’t kill my friends.”
“Isn’t your master Wick?”
“No.” Her eyes lingered on the ashes in the hearth; she had never told anyone that.
“Friends, hmm?” His voice was deep, and then the subject was abruptly changed as Cameo glanced up at him. “Yes, but if she wants to kill me and wasn’t successful, is she going to give up? I doubt it. She’s going to send someone else after me.... And besides all of that, what about you? Are you free to do as you please?”
“Once she figures out Gail is dead, I think the three of us are probably in big trouble.”
He moved to the wash basin and dunked a rag into the water, and then began to bathe his wound.
“I asked Charlotte to come up and help you with that.”
Opal stared into the bowl of water clouding over with his blood, “I see.”
She swallowed down the wine as if she was desperate to be drunk.
He sponged the wound and used the hand mirror to see if he could get a better look at it. “Where are we going after our brief stay here in Yetta?”
“We?”
“Yes, we are friends, aren’t we?”
She followed the profile of his body, the black brocade jacket and white dandy’s shirt, until he caught her doing so, then she found the vintage of the wine much more interesting. “I don’t know … south maybe … further from the Association.”
“Not much of a plan.”
She frowned, “plans are generally made for me.”
“Would you help me with this?” He glanced down at his bloody shirt.
She hesitated as their eyes met, then she set the bottle down on the mantle and strode over to him. “I have never dressed anyone’s wounds before.”
“I am very tired, and Charlotte is taking her time coming up here—”
“Oh well, I’ll just call her then—”
“Is that really necessary?” he said.
She looked down at him.
“I mean, how difficult can it be?”
The words hung there in the cold room with the two of them gazing at each other.
“All right,” Cameo knelt down on the floor in front of him. “I have no idea how we’re going to bandage your face. I think it needs to be stitched.”
He touched his cheek protectively.
She took one of the bed sheets, judged it somewhat clean, and ripped it into several pieces, then she turned her attention to the chest wound. Reluctantly, Cameo received the wet cloth from his hand and sponged the wound at his collarbone. “Gail sunk that scalpel in pretty deep.”
“It can’t be too bad. It was only a scalpel.”
“That’s true. Well,” she paused, bandage in hand, “did you want me to tie this over your shirt?”
“Uhh, no, I guess not.”
The fop shucked off his jacket and untied a couple of the laces of the white shirt so that it was loose enough to get under without actually taking it off. His chest was covered with smallpox scars.
Cameo felt his breath against her skin as she tied the dressing into place. “Did you have the pox?”
“Yes,” he said turning his gaze from her to the wall in front of him. “When I was a little boy. I nearly died.”
“Is that how you went blind in one eye?”
“Yes.”
She sat down next to him on the bed, bringing the basin of water with her, and dabbed the slashed cheek with bloody water.
“My family all died from the pox epidemic that was around at that time...many years ago.”
“My mother died of smallpox as well.”
“Really? You don’t look old enough to be my age.”
She managed a small smile.
“You never got sick though?”
“No. My sister and I were spared. Well, we had to fend for ourselves after my mother died,” Cameo said.
“Yes, I know what that’s like. I have been kicking around Lockenwood for a long time.... Ah, the life of a vagabond.” He flashed her a smile and he closed up his shirt hastily.
Her eyes went to his graceful hands, then back up to his face.
Cameo touched his face with the rag once more.
“You don’t have to do that,” he reached for the cloth she was using.
She handed it over.
He deposited it in the basin.
“Much better, thank you.”
The room seemed to be very cold and very quiet, and Cameo felt suddenly conscious of the fact that they were sitting on a bed together.
“Knock, knock! Black Opal?” Lorraine poked her head inside. “I thought maybe you would be interested in that bath now....”
Cameo took the basin to its spot in the corner beside the pitcher.
Lorraine’s eyes followed the assassin.
“No, I don’t think so,” Opal said.
“Did you need that bandage then?” the barmaid asked, somewhat perturbed.
“No, I don’t need that either.”
Lorraine twisted her lip visibly irritated. “Well then, if there’s nothing else, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“There’s nothing else,” Opal confirmed.
The assassin watched the door close. “Why don’t you finish up that wine, and we’ll get some sleep?”
“Uhh, yes, I think wine would do the trick.”
She piled some wood into the hearth and broke up some kindling.
“What are you doing?” Opal said.
“Building a fire. It is pretty cold in here, don’t you think?”
He pulled off one tall, black boot, revealing a striped black-and-white stocking as she took some of the blankets from the bed.
Cameo put these together before the fire and made a little nest for herself on the floor. “Goodnight, Black Opal.”
“Oh yes, yes. Pleasant dreams.” Opal drank down the wine.
* * * * *
“Well, Lady, you know it isn’t often that I take the time to sneak off to the back rooms of the palace to address the common people.... So what is it I can do for you?”
His attitude was less than pleasant, but—oh, it was difficult to find the duke anything but stunning in his finery, and wickedly charming to listen to. Only the nobility really ever looked that good, that clean. Heavens, his hair was a rich mahogany that looked almost soft to the touch. Wick mustered up her professional face and glanced unhappily over at the palace guards.
Avamore dismissed them.
“Wait outside, Pindray.”
“Yes, Lady,” he said, bowing deeply to the duke before he left the room.
Avamore offered her a seat.
“Thank you,” she grumbled.
“And now, what have you interrupted my day for?”
“You remember that Black Opal fellow? The highwayman? The one you wanted to pin the murder of the prince on?” Wick said.
“Yes.”
“It seems we weren’t able to eliminate him—yet, of course. It can still be arranged.”
“I thought you had your best man on that situation.” He sat down in front of her in a large, beautifully carved chair.
She wanted to smoke and reached for her pipe, but she remembered that he wouldn’t appreciate her doing that here in the palace where no one smoked. This was a secret visit, after all, and should remain so. Wick pretended she was just fastening a stray button instead.
“Cameo was on it, and Clovis DePell.... Funny, but neither of them made it back to the coach. The coachmen reported—”
He waved a hand for her to stop, “What do you think happened anyhow?”
She released a bit of a grumble, “There were two shots fired.”
He raised an eyebrow and gave her a sarcastic look. “Seems awfully simple, doesn’t it?”
“It’s possible those two dandies got the better of two trained assassins, although not probable. Cameo always had some disdain for Gail—”
“Gail?”
“Clovis. It was his pet name,” she said.
“Ah, I see. You make pets of your assassins, Wick? That’s very motherly of you.”
“Heh! Yes, I’m too good to that lot.”
“Well, then,” he said as he stood back up. “Perhaps they are all responsible for Leon’s unfortunate demise. I’m sure we could get the common people to raise a rather large reward for the two most infamous killers in Lockenwood, don’t you agree?”
She grinned at him with her broken smile. “Whatever you want, my Lord, I can do.”
“Yes, indeed....” He met her gaze with a look of disgust. “Well then, I look forward to seeing the likes of them in the tower. And then, who knows...at the end of a rope, I think.”
She got to her feet as he swept out the door.
Pindray moved back into the room and gave her his arm. “Tall isn’t he?”
“Oh, yes. Quite a man.”
As the guards escorted them out, Wick considered the current list of assassins she had on hand for the removal of Cameo and Gail.
* * * * *
Cameo called to the barmaid for another ale as she inspected the hand of cards she had been dealt. Opal, Bellamy, and Charlotte all had their lips pursed and their eyes squinted as they looked over their own hands, then Opal lowered his chin and threw a small bet on the table.
“Whose money are you playing with?” Bellamy asked, cocking his hat to one side.
Opal grinned and plucked a clay tavern pipe from a jar.
“Not really fair to watch you bet away my gold,” Bel said, and then turned to Cameo. “I trust you have the cash you’re betting.”
She met his gaze, “Don’t worry. I’ve got it.”
“Yes. Well, Charlotte?”
Cameo lifted her eyes and briefly saw the face of Wick, which faded into a shade that now stood across from her—the shade that Cameo had placed to follow Wick ages ago. She felt a price had just been set on her head.
“Oh no,” she muttered.
“Bad hand, my dear?” Opal said.
“I fold.” She set the cards on the table, paid for her drink, threw on her woolen cape, and swept out the door of the tavern.
Opal met Bel’s eyes, then dashed out the door after her.
Bellamy glanced over at Charlotte, not really certain what had just happened, but she appeared just as bewildered. Unaffected, he peeked at Opal’s overturned cards.
* * * * *
Cameo had moved fast down the road out of Yetta. She pulled her cape around her body, but her hair looked like something alive as it twirled and pulled tight in the strong wind.
Opal called to her, but the wind caught his words and sent them somewhere far behind him. He broke into a sprint.
“My dear, wait!”
The assassin stopped suddenly, already out of the little hamlet. She turned to face him, almost as if she knew when he was directly behind her.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
“I’m leaving. I have to go, now.”
He glanced back at the inn in the distance and tried to catch his breath. “How did you move that fast?”
She smiled at him as if he were a child.
He noticed that she had removed the brooch from her collar. “Why did you decide to go so suddenly? I thought we were all going.”
“Well, Wick knows. I’m not safe here anymore.”
“How do you know that?” He glanced around as if he expected to see a messenger running back to Lockenwood. “Did you receive a missive?”
“I just know.”
Opal adjusted his jacket, which had fallen half off of him as he ran to catch up with her, and then straightened his white shirt. He appeared somewhat annoyed that he was so disheveled.
He looked into her eyes, and then he touched the patch on his left eye, and drew himself up to his full height, as tall as Cameo, and said, “I can’t believe you were just going to leave me behind.”
She cracked a smile, “Yes, how could I do that?”
“After all, we are friends, aren’t we?”
“You can follow me if you want.” She turned around and started to walk away.
“Wait! I don’t have my things, and Bellamy. We don’t have Bel.”
She ran her fingers through her hair and looked back at him somewhat annoyed. “Maybe you should just meet me up ahead.”
“I will never be able to find you.”
“Well, why don’t you have a horse? You are the only highwayman I’ve ever seen who doesn’t own a horse.”
He held out his hand for her to take, “Come on, we’ll go get Bel.”
Cameo stared at it.
“I used to have a fine steed, but I lost him in a card game.”
His gloved hand was still waiting for her to take it. He flashed her a smile.
She reluctantly gave him her hand and he quickly covered it with his other hand, capturing it. He practically dragged her back down the hill toward the inn, prattling on about how nice the area was, and which outfits he would be taking on their little outing.
The assassin could not help but notice the press of his palm against her own, even if it was through gloves.
* * * * *
“Ales for everyone!” Opal called as he swung through the tavern door with Cameo in tow. “Look who I’ve found,” he beamed at Bel.
Bellamy turned to the tavern landlord, “No ales! This fop is not spending my hard earned cash.”
“Ha, ha. But I’ve brought this lady back. Isn’t that a reason to celebrate?”
Bel met Cameo’s eyes critically, noticing the interlocked hands and then turned his attention to Opal, “That’s all very nice, Black Opal.”
“I need a quick word with you, Bel,” he said, slightly more seriously as he released Cameo’s hand.
“I’m listening.”
Opal took a quick look at Cameo over his shoulder. “No, I need to tidy up my room a bit. Why don’t we talk there?”
Bel rolled his eyes, “Fine Opal.”
* * * * *
“Well, what is it?”
“We’re all leaving: you, me, and Cameo.” Opal’s eye widened to emphasize how wonderful this information was.
“We’re going now?” Bel said.
“Yes.”
“I don’t suppose we’re going to Shandow?”
“No, I don’t think so.” Opal threw some of his clothes into a shoulder-pack and cursed when there was not enough room to take more without completely crushing the jackets.
“Well, where are we going?” Bel asked.
“South.”
“South?”
“As far as I know, yes,” Opal smiled and threw the pack over his shoulder.
“While you might be very taken with the assassin, I am not. Nor am I in such a big rush to go somewhere, where...I have no idea where we are going.”
“Taken with her?” He laughed.
“Quite. I don’t really know why. She looks half dead—those ghastly eyes!”
“I came all the way back here to get you, Bel.”
“And your clothes. I wonder which was more important.” Bel folded his arms.
Opal rolled his eye. “You don’t need to feel maudlin, my dear. You’re coming along. We can get out of Yetta for a while, just as you wanted.”
“I don’t see why we have to leave with her. I think it would be safer if you and I separated ourselves from that assassin and went to Shandow.”
“Shandow is a dreadful place,” said Opal from the door, hoping to convince Bel before Cameo decided to leave.
“Shandow’s lovely, brisk, with lots of snow. The way I like it.”
“What are you going to do, buy a little cabin, settle down with a wife and children?” Opal’s laughter fell silent nearly as quickly as it came out of his mouth when he saw that Bel was actually nodding. “What? How can you afford it?”
“I, unlike you, have been saving my share of the loot.”
Black Opal fixed the ruffles at his sleeves fastidiously. “Well, it’s amazing how much a fabulous wardrobe can cost isn’t it?”
Bellamy put his hand on Opal’s shoulder, “You can come with me. We don’t need her help. The Association wants her head, not yours.”
“If they wanted to kill me prior to her leaving them, then they want me no less dead now,” Opal asked.
“She was the one trying to kill you. What makes you think she still won’t?”
Opal absently studied the floor for a moment. It was quite dusty; someone should really get in there with a mop. “I believe what she told me.”
“Her?! She kills people for a living—”
“And we brutalize people and steal their money.” He removed Bel’s hand from his shoulder. “She’s a killer. Does that make her a liar?”
Bel stepped in front of him. “You’re right: We aren’t good men, but she is so far out of our league when it comes to the level of the crimes she’s committed. People tell bedtime stories about her that involve her coming to kill bad little children who don’t go to bed on time. No one tells children horror stories about us, Opal, think of that.”
“Well,” he said soberly and looked up at Bel with his hazel eye, “I’m sorry you aren’t going with us.” He pushed Bellamy gently to one side, “I wish you well, old friend.”
“Opal, are you sure?”
Black Opal set a rather dazzling hat on his head and flashed Bel a smile. “You know me; I have to go where the fun is.”
* * * * *
Cameo was having her flask refilled when Opal sprang down the last three steps. He had apparently decided purple was a much nicer color for traveling inconspicuously.
“All ready?” He grinned.
Lorraine ran toward him, “Opal, are you leaving so soon?”
“Will you be gone long? That looks like you’ve packed,” Charlotte called out, going over to him as well.
“What’s this, then? I don’t remember you wearing this before. Is it new?” Lorraine ran her rather grubby hand over the lavender jacket.
“It’s not new.” Opal peeled her fingers from his shoulder, and attempted to dust it clean with his glove.
Cameo strode past this scene on her way out the door.
“Goodbye, ladies.” He disentangled himself from Lorraine who was kissing him farewell.
Cameo smirked a little as he caught up. “Where’s Bel?”
“He...he had other plans, I’m afraid. Where are we going?”
“Graveyard of Yetta.”
“Graveyard—” Opal’s cheeriness seemed to dissipate. “But, that’s north of here. I thought we were going south?”
“No.” Cameo lifted her gray eyes, which were suddenly fixed. Her voice seemed to drop an octave, “We’re going north.”
* * * * *
The coachman who had been so uneasy at first meeting Cameo watched as a young man who worked for the printing press of Lockenwood tore down Black Opal’s old wanted poster and nailed up one that fingered him in the killing of Prince Leon. The price on Opal’s head had gone up substantially, so much so that the coachmen hoped they would run into that nefarious rogue so they could put a bullet in him and bring him in for the bounty. The lad from the printer’s also nailed up posters of Bellamy, Clovis Gail DePell, and Cameo herself. They were all wanted for the murder of the prince, and their posters were now hanging at the coach stop in Lockenwood.


Chapter Three
 
IT WAS EVENING BY THE time Cameo and Opal reached the graveyard of Yetta. Beyond the swinging wrought iron gate, the world became a cemetery that stretched on for miles and miles. This single graveyard was the resting place for nearly every former inhabitant of Lockenwood, Terrence, Yetta, Knoel, and every other nearby village. Many of the bodies laid to rest here had died during the smallpox epidemic that swept through Lockenwood when Opal was a little boy, many others in battles. Yetta graveyard itself had come to be simply because it was the site of an ancient battle, and the people of the time simply buried the soldiers where they lay, in the blood-soaked ground.
Cameo scanned the massive graveyard before her and sighed to herself; she felt herself being drawn into the burial ground, pulled straight down the main path.
Opal grimaced as he stepped into the cemetery behind her. “Cameo, slow down; I’ll never catch up at this pace!”
She stopped and walked back to him. Her body was a slender outline against the dim light on the horizon.
“Wait here.”
“Here?” Opal looked around at the crooked headstones in disdain.
“Yes, I think it would be wise.”
Black Opal slid to the ground with an exasperated sigh. “Where are you going?”
She smiled back at him with as much joy as she could muster. “My master is calling me, and I cannot delay. Stay hidden. I’ll be back for you.”
Now his interest was piqued. “Your master is here...in the graveyard?”
Cameo turned around sharply, unable to resist his call any longer, and headed back down the path, deep into the center of the necropolis.
The assassin finally saw the man who had called her. He was still just a silhouette in the distance, but she could see him leaning on a cane, the first rays of moonlight hitting his body and revealing a great swirl of fog about his thin and extremely tall body.
Before her was the man who had brought her back to life when she was near death. She lifted her ghastly, corpse-like eyes to look up at him. He was exceptionally pale, with exquisite features. Haffef had long, straight, black hair that brushed the ground; he wore a top hat and a black suit. He looked into her eyes with two glittering black gems.
Since the day that she had been left for dead, she had seen him, but it was a rare occurrence. She could actually count the number of times he had summoned her to him on one hand. Haffef had appeared to free her when Gail had held her hostage. It took him only a few days to decide Cameo wasn’t going to escape on her own. He came at night, while Gail was sleeping, cut her down and dragged her out of there. She surmised that he was probably incensed that she had gotten herself captured so soon after he had given her back her life, before she had really learned to take care of herself. In later years, he had only visited to give her instructions to follow, and this, she assumed, was why she had been called to him again. It was highly doubtful that he would care enough to lecture her about the state her life was presently in; things of that nature would be unimportant to someone as ancient as him.
“Gwen,” his voice was ethereal and seemed to echo out across the empty landscape.
She felt herself in a dream, and this man was like something one might see in a dream, beautiful but otherworldly ... like a watercolor painting. Now that she was beside him, the shadows started to come to life, in the distance, under the willow trees; from behind the tombstones there were shadows moving toward her.
“Master. How can I serve you?”
He lifted his eyes as if he noticed something different and looked beyond her down the path.
She could hear the hum of insects around his body intensifying.
“You aren’t alone?”
She felt increasing pain coming from the bite he had scarred her neck with so many years ago.
“No.”
Haffef looked down at the top of her blonde hair, interested, then back out at the empty path behind her. “I can smell his cologne.”
A hint of concern crossed her brow and he saw it.
He gazed into her ghoulish eyes. Although his face was expressionless, she could tell he was thinking—he was always thinking, weighing.... The dandy in the distance posed little threat to Haffef, and his face appeared to reflect that thought. Cameo knew she had guessed correctly in bringing her partner this close to her master: he was going to leave Opal alone.
Haffef seemed amused, “Opal is it?”
Cameo’s eyes widened.
“Ah, the tedium of a human life.... I’ll get right to the point. I need you to run a little errand for me in the town of Lockenwood.”
She felt the weight of the world suddenly fall down on her shoulders. She would have to go back into Lockenwood now that she had angered Wick—a fact quite evident now that she received information through her shade that she was a wanted woman. This little errand would’ve been so easy if Haffef had only asked it of her a few weeks prior.
“Yes, Master.” She lowered her eyes to the ground.
When she lifted her eyes again he was gone. She spun around on one heel to find him, but she was alone in the dark in the cemetery. At least she wasn’t far from one of her caches: a mausoleum where she had been stashing some of her equipment.
* * * * *
Cameo reappeared; her body was a silhouette in the moonlight on the path, and she was pulling on a glove that Opal hadn’t seen before: it had spikes on the back.
He was lying on the ground near where she had left him, his back propped up against a headstone for comfort.
“You know, I told Bel that I wanted to go where the fun was. This is a bit spookier than I expected.”
The assassin smiled at him in a knowing sort of way.
Opal stared at her gloves and then let his eyes wander freely over her leather-clad body. “You changed your clothes?” His voice held an odd hint of envy.
“I thought it wise considering Wick is most likely looking for me.”
“Where? Out here in the middle of a graveyard?” He stood up and scanned the area.
“Something like that.” She turned around and began to trudge into the cemetery. “Look, I have to get going.”
“What?” Opal grabbed his shoulder-pack and caught up to her. “You mean we of course.”
She stopped and turned around. Opal nearly ran into her, then took a half step back.
Her gaze lingered on the rouge he had reapplied to his lips while he was waiting for her, then she met his hazel eye, which seemed to be unable to find her eyes in the dark. She stepped back to allow the moon to give them a sliver of light.
“You can follow me if you want, but I am going back to Lockenwood.”
“Lockenwood?”
“Yes,” she headed back down the path into the heart of the cemetery.
The highwayman fell into step behind her.
Opal looked around wistfully at the mausoleums coming into view. “Isn’t there some children’s song about you living in Yetta Graveyard?”
She smiled to herself. “I don’t know—is there?”
“Yes, I really think there is.”
“Hmm.... I’ve never understood that.” She walked over to one of the very mausoleums that he had been staring at apprehensively and climbed in. “I don’t exactly live here, I just sort of hang around.”
Inside was a stack of suitcases. She tossed out several of the bags; one of them broke open revealing blankets within and answering the half-formed question on Opal’s lips.
“You know, like you do at the inn. But you don’t actually live at the inn, do you?” She raised an eyebrow as she lit a candle, and then beckoned him to come inside the mausoleum with her.
Black Opal hesitated but walked into the tomb with her.
“Here, hold this,” she said, handing him the candle.
He took it and looked around the small, cold room. The light fell upon a coffin.
She forced the door closed. It was old and unused, and squeaked as it shut. As she turned she found Opal, visibly paler, seemingly holding his breath, and smiled inwardly.
“Thanks,” she took the candle from him and set it in a sconce on the wall. It smelled sweet inside a combination of long dead flowers, and long dead people. She turned to the suitcases now, opening and emptying one after another, pulling out all the blankets she could find. “I never thought these would come in handy for anything, but now I’m pleased I decided to pack blankets to give my baggage some heft instead of rocks or something else.” Her face seemed amused and warm in the golden light of the candle.
“Yes, that was a good choice,” Opal said absently as he leaned up against the coffin. “I don’t suppose that’s where you’ll be sleeping?”
“In a coffin? No, it’s already occupied.”
A look of disgust crossed his face, “Really?”
“He’s not terribly fresh if you’re concerned about the smell.”
Opal met her gray eyes, amused, and set his rather spectacular hat down on the coffin with a flourish. He looked down at the blankets spread out on the marble floor and sat down across from her.
“We’re sleeping here tonight?”
“It’s very safe. No one comes to the cemetery at night—”
“Except your master.”
She pulled some hardtack and her flask from some belt pouches. “Well, yes.”
The fop removed his pack and began to go through it, finding some apples and wine, and a hand-mirror.
“Ghost stories keep people away from Yetta. I figured that out when I was young.... Well, when I first had to hide from unhappy people.”
She took a swig from her flask, the whiskey was a welcome release from this dank cemetery. She lifted her eyes and found Opal staring at her chest unabashedly.
“You know, I can think of other clothes that are less conspicuous for a woman. Why not a dress after all?”
She appraised his purple ensemble as she peeled off her gloves, “Yes, let’s try not to be too conspicuous.”
Opal followed the delicate shape of her fingers and her hands as the gloves came off, revealing the three black tear drops, the tattoo of the Association. He uncorked the wine, “You said we were going to Lockenwood?”
“Uh huh.” She took a last drink of whiskey and laid down beside the coffin, facing him.
He glanced about the tomb for a moment, unsure where he was going to stretch out. “There’s not much room in here.”
“I know. That’s why I took the spot nearest the coffin.”
“Oh well. Thank you, my dear.” Opal quickly repacked his bag and tried to make himself comfortable on the very hard floor beside her.
“Aren’t you going to take off your sword?”
“Oh, yes. I nearly forgot.” He unbuckled his belt and set it off to one side.
She pulled a blanket over them.
He tried to relax within the mausoleum, next to a corpse, on a very hard floor...with Cameo’s breath against his neck. “I’m never going to be able to sleep tonight.”
“I trust you will.”
He could feel the press of something hard against his leg. “Are you still wearing your pistol?”
She laughed against the blanket.
He sighed uneasily.
After a time she said, “My master wants me to get something for him from someone in Lockenwood.”
“I didn’t think you wanted to go back to that place.”
“I don’t,” she said soberly.
“Don’t do it.”
She stared at his blonde ponytail lying on the floor in front of her, the curve of the his back in the tight lavender jacket. “I have to do it.”
The hopelessness of her situation frustrated her.
“Why?”
“I just do.”
“Is he holding something over you? Blackmailing you?”
She snorted a bit in amusement, then said, rather defeatedly, “No.”
“Well, I don’t think I like this chap much. I don’t think you should run errands for someone if there isn’t something in it for you.”
She thought of the stab wounds that were now only scars on her torso. “I owe him.”
The floor pressed uncomfortably against Opal’s shoulder. “Do you sleep here a lot?”
“When I’m in trouble. So, it’s been a little while.”
“Hate to think of a lady sleeping out here in the cold.”
She smirked and rolled her eyes. “Uh huh.”
Cameo nestled in against his ponytail. “Your cologne smells really good.”
“Yes, Thank you.” The candle flickered as the wind started to kick up again.
* * * * *
Outside the sun was bathing the graveyard in a bit of a silver glow, and Cameo was sitting on a short, square headstone, eating breakfast. She was trying to absorb as much heat as she could from the stone beneath her thighs, which wasn’t much. Faetta had two seasons, winter and summer, and summer was long gone. She watched her own breath snake around her face between bites of bread, staring at the stones in front of her. It was early, and she was barely awake. She gazed mindlessly at the grass and dead leaves at the base and their shadows in the morning light. It stretched out toward her, it had form, and a torso—the shape of a man. Not far from it was another man, a shadow of a man, and then to her left, out the corner of her eyes, she noticed another.
She took a swig of wine. She realized there was a mob of shadow people surrounding her, unmoving, seemingly waiting her out.
Opal tumbled out of the tomb, holding the back of his neck; he did not seem to be able to stand up straight.
“Tell me again why I left Bellamy behind at that nice warm tavern?”
“I’m not quite sure,” she said, pulling her gaze from the shades.
“Fun. I actually think that was what I told him.”
Cameo appraised the purple jacket, which was much more crumpled than it had been a day ago, “That color is very lovely.”
He fixed her with a dark expression.
“Wine?” she offered.
Opal turned half-heartedly back toward the mausoleum, then stopped suddenly because his stiff neck would only turn so far before it protested. “Isn’t that my wine?”
“Oh, is it? It’s not too bad really—”
He took it from her and drank it down quickly.
“Yes, it does a fair job of numbing the pain... I suspect.”
“I can’t believe you slept in that place and aren’t even slightly sore.”
She shrugged. “We should get moving.”
“You’re joking, right? How about a moment to catch my breath?”
Cameo walked over to the tomb several yards away, “I need to get going.”
“Well, I need something to eat, and a change of clothes.” He dashed the empty bottle against a tombstone.
She turned swiftly to look at him.
Opal was up and was closing the space between them rapidly, “Ow....” He held his lower back but kept moving in on her.
“Look, if you want to work alone, fine.” He brushed past her and back into the mausoleum.
“If you work alone, you are just a walking target for the Association,” she hissed as she came in behind him.
Opal was going through his shoulder-pack; there were paints, food, and clothes strewn on the floor. Cameo looked down at the pitiful mess, and at Opal who was ripping off his jacket angrily.
She took a step back, uncertain.
“Does it really matter? You’re a target, too.” He faced her, trembling with rage, “Will I be less of a target without you tagging around?”
“Me tagging around?”
“Yes.” He folded his arms in front of him.
Cameo raised an eyebrow, her mood lightened. “All right.... I’m sorry I rushed you; take your time getting ready.”
“Oh, really?”
“Yes, yes, take your time. I’ll wait outside for you.”
Black Opal sat back down and began to collect his things, “You could always massage my shoulders a little.” The tenor of this voice changed, “I think that would help me hurry things up.”
She released a bit of muffled laughter.
When she had gone, he looked down at his things, all over the dirty floor of a tomb, and sighed. He missed having a washbasin and a hot cup of coffee.
* * * * *
“G’morning. Get your luggage for you, sir?”
A tall, slender young man looked at the wanted posters at the coach stop in Lockenwood. Smoke from a delicate clay pipe encircled his head as he turned to acknowledge the coachman.
“Get your luggage?” The man repeated.
The young man with the long, straight, dark hair and the black Association cape nodded, as if his mind were somewhere else, then went back to perusing the poster of Cameo.
“Met her once myself.”
“Oh, really?” The assassin glanced over at the coachman.
“Yeah, about a week or so back. She was a little thing, skinny, ‘bout so tall, but had these eyes—really creepy, almost like they had a filmy look—you know, like the dead? Yeah, didn’t help us much when our coach was hijacked by these two highwaymen.”
“Oh?” He cocked his head to one side clearly interested now.
“Yeah, no help at all. Just stood there and got robbed like the rest of us, but she left us after that. I think she probably wanted to kill them two,” he shrugged. “They did take her money.” He stood there with his hands on his hips for a moment, “That any help to you?”
The young man dropped some coin into the coachman’s hand as he boarded. “Is this the same coach?”
“That she took? Yes it is. We have only two, and this is the one with the purple cushions, so I know it’s the one.”
The man from the Association didn’t even crack a smile, just sat back in those purple cushions beside the local doctor.
* * * * *
Opal smacked his lips together liberally, attempting to evenly apply rouge to his mouth, then with a rather serene look on his face adjusted the black hat that matched his black duster.
Cameo caught a glimpse of his preening from the corner of her eye as they continued their trek through the graveyard. “You look rather smart in that coat.”
Opal grinned at her, “This old thing? I just found this at the bottom of my bag. I was thinking of donating it.”
“I see.” Cameo rifled through her pack. “Well, I think you should keep it.”
He smiled at her, “Oh, do you?”
“Do you have any more wine with you?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” The dandy preoccupied himself with his shoulder-pack, trying not to mess up the contents too much or he would have nothing but wrinkled suit-jackets.
“It’s getting colder. I hate the winte—”
The sound of a cannon blast rang out, and Opal looked up just as Cameo collapsed in front of him.
Opal was on the ground at her side an instant later.
“Winter....”
He pulled her behind a row of headstones nearby.
“Cameo....”
“Who was that?” she demanded.
They both glanced around the stones and noticed an open grave about ten feet from them.
“Two men.” Opal said squinting.
“Shot by a couple of grave-robbers,” she spat, almost amused by the irony in that.
“Where are you hit?”
“It’s not bad.” She pulled her Association cape around her shoulder protectively.
Black Opal leapt up, his duster whirled with a flourish, and he took a shot at one of them.
The man in the distance actually watched the shot pass quite far off the mark and hit a mausoleum to the left and behind him. Then he turned and seemed to be talking to the other grave-robber.
Cameo met Opal’s gaze, “You aren’t much of a shot, are you?”
“Why? What was wrong with that? Did I miss?” He ducked back down behind a blackened stone.
She pulled her pistol and a dagger.
“Where are you going? You’re injured. I can handle this.”
She moved out from behind the headstone. Opal was following her, his rapier drawn.
“It’s Cameo!”
She shot the man whom Opal had just missed, and in a plume of white smoke, he fell back into the open grave.
The man just beyond his wounded friend pulled his pistol.
“Ha ha!” Opal got to the second grave-robber as his attention was focused on Cameo, and he ran the man through before he realized what had happened.
The assassin jumped down into the grave with the wounded man. He was already bleeding from a stomach wound when Cameo plunged her dagger into his throat and chest several more times.
“Cameo, darling?” Opal was perched at the top of the grave; he reached for her.
She lifted several blood-stained wanted posters off the thug and handed them to him.
“What’s this, then?” He held one of the posters close to his eye and squinted as he read it, then incredulously said, “The so-called Black Opal fellow is wanted for murdering Prince Leon?”
Cameo bounded up and out of the grave, crawling further on the grass. She glanced over at the second robber, bloodied and lying dead on ground several feet from her.
“Well, this is all wrong. I’ve never killed anyone that...important before.”
She looked over the posters for herself, Bellamy, and Gail. “Apparently we’re a gang now.”
“Bel will love that one.”
“Can’t they ever get my face right?” He strained to see, “This looks nothing like me!”
“You are blind.”
Opal looked up, “What? Oh, most certainly not.”
“Uh huh,” she clasped her shoulder. “This explains a lot.”
He folded up the poster and stuffed it into his shoulder-pack, then turned back toward her. “That seems worse than you led me to believe.”
She sensed his gaze on her face as he came close and felt his hand on her arm, but she was collapsing, the edges of her vision were getting dark. She made one feeble attempt to push him back as she fell forward, her head pitched into his shoulder.
“Cameo?” He caught her. There was blood on his coat, his hands.
He rolled her onto her back gently in the cold graveyard. She had been hit in the chest not the arm at all. “Oh, my dear....” He bend over her and felt her breath against his cheek; it was somewhat labored but quite strong. “Cameo, can you hear me?”
She felt someone’s hand pressed firmly on her chest. She opened her eyes slowly. For a moment she thought she would see the black sky overhead, the stars...the face of Haffef.
“My dear?”
She flinched at the sight of a man’s face over hers, then as she focused, she realized she knew him.
“You said you weren’t badly wounded.”
“I lied,” she rasped.
“Yes.” He studied her face, gazing intently on her mouth. Biting his own lip, he put her hand over what was left of her shattered breast. “I’m going back to get our things.”
Cameo just remained there on the ground, nearly dead. She remembered being like this before, a number of times. Opal was probably more worried than he needed to be, and she wasn’t certain how she was going to explain this one away in a few hours, when she no longer had an open wound.
“All right,” he pulled one of his shirts from his bag and turned it into some sort of haphazard bandage. “Well, let’s see, we’re quite close to Lockenwood now, we could keep going north and walk right out of here just as we planned.” Opal got up, with both his shoulder-pack and hers over his shoulders. He lifted her to her feet.
She took a couple half-hearted steps while leaning against him, “I can’t do this. Just let me lie down; it will be fine.”
Opal looked around with her limp, bloody body pressed against his; it was daylight, and they were still in the middle of the cemetery.
“Afraid I can’t do that my dear. I hope you’ll forgive me,” he said as he lifted her into his arms.
She felt herself pulled close to his sweet-smelling body, exhausted.
“Why did I wear these boots?”
“You’re much stronger than I assumed you were….”
“Ah.”
Her body went limp and suddenly became much heavier.
“Yes... well then...” Opal struggled with her unconscious form.


Chapter Four
 
IT WAS DUSK WHEN OPAL stumbled out of the graveyard. He rearranged Cameo’s body again and again as he moved forward at a labored pace.
The cemetery spilled out into a wooded thicket; it was quite misty as the sun was setting, and cold. Suddenly the thicket opened up, and there was mowed grass and a rather small, white marble temple. The stained-glass windows were glittering in the sun’s fading light. It was the type of temple used to hold funeral services in and only used on the occasion of someone’s demise; therefore, Opal assumed this was probably an empty building. He stood stunned for a moment, then, staring at the place, took several staggered steps forward, and thumped the door loudly.
To his utter amazement, the door opened and within it was golden. A glow of candlelight nearly blinded him, and when he could see more clearly he realized there was a young man standing before him. His hair was pulled back tight, and he was looking at Opal with such blue eyes it took his breath from him.
“Hello, welcome to the Temple of the Moon at Yetta Graveyard.”
“My friend is badly injured. May we come in?”
“Yes, come in.” The lad stepped to one side, his white robes billowing around him.
Inside there was a fairly small main room that had some piles of chairs in the corners, an altar, a table pushed to the back, and several candles in the sconces lining the walls.
Black Opal took several steps into the hall.
“Can we be of assistance?” asked an old man appeared from a doorway at the side of the hall. He appraised the dandy and his friend, both covered in blood and black powder.
“Sir, my friend is badly injured. Do you have a doctor here?”
“No doctors.” He took several brisk steps forward to meet them. “You can call me Cyrus.”
Cyrus looked down at the woman in the rogue’s arms. Her eyes were cloudy and fixed, yet when he felt for a pulse, she still had one. He lifted his eyes, “She’s still alive. Bring her to the meditation room. What happened?”
“Someone was shooting at us.”
“Hmm....” Cyrus muttered.
“Sir—Cyrus, is there a local doctor nearby?” Opal said.
“Kyrian is a healer. He can heal your friend.”
“Healer ....” Opal bit his lip uncertainly as he had just laid Cameo’s body down on the marble floor beside an empty altar. “That sort of thing isn’t a very proven science, is it?”
Cyrus smiled at him as he maneuvered Opal out the door. “It will be all right. Kyrian will lay hands, then we will bring you some dinner. Go and sit down at the table and rest yourself. You look weary.”
* * * * *
Once Opal had been locked out, Cyrus turned back toward the woman lying there, bleeding on the floor of the sanctuary.
Kyrian moved forward, but Cyrus waved away his efforts.
“But, she is very ill. I should at least try—”
“Go prepare that man some food and get him a towel. I will see to her.”
Kyrian hesitated but turned and exited as the priest wished.
Cyrus gazed down into the gray, sightless orbs, fixed and dead. He pulled back the dressing Opal had prepared for her wound, and that was when he made the discovery that he had suspected. Although still very bloody, her flesh was actually knitting itself back together.
* * * * *
Bellamy’s long, brown hair cascaded onto the desktop. A candle warmed his face in a golden glow as his quill scribbled away at the paper. The fire in the hearth had long gone out, and Charlotte was asleep in the bed nearby.
‘Round and ‘round the Maypole
twist and turn a fable—
He ran his ink-stained fingers through his hair. He said the words aloud, “a fable ….”
There was the sound, loud as a cannon downstairs, then a scream.
Bellamy and Charlotte startled out of their dreamy states.
“What was that!” Charlotte said.
Bel grabbed his pistol and his coat.
“What was that?” Charlotte repeated as she forced her dress over her head.
There another blast from beneath them in the tavern, then heavy footsteps on the stairs.
“C’mon Charlotte, out the window.” Bel tried to push open the window, but it was stuck shut.
There were footsteps on the stairs, someone was nearing their room.
“I can hear him,” she hissed.
Bel picked up the desk and smashed through the window with it.
The door moved as someone pulled on the latch—
Charlotte’s eyes widened in terror.
Bel took her upper arm firmly and pushed her toward the window.
The door shuddered as someone tried the latch repeatedly.
Charlotte climbed out the window and onto the sloped roof, and Bellamy followed her out.
The sound of the black-powder pistol rang out just behind them. The highwayman could not mistake that sound. He steadied Charlotte with one hand, and in his other, held his pistol.
“You’re no poet, Bellamy!” A man called from the broken window.
Bel turned. How did this madcap know him?
In the moonlight he could make out only a toothy grin before Bel took his shot at him. It blew a chunk of wood off the windowpane, but missed whomever was chasing him.
Bel half ran, half slid down the roof and helped Charlotte down.
“Who was that?”
“I have no idea. Keep running—I think he’s after me!”
Behind them at the tavern they heard a man calling out for help, and then the sound of the man’s blood-curdling death cry.
“Oh my lord, Bel, what kind of trouble have you gotten yourself mixed up in?”
Bellamy had no quick answer for this one as they ran out of the only little town in Yetta, in the cold...without his belongings...his money. “Damn.”
The dirt road was slick with frost; it glittered here and there whenever the moon came out from behind the clouds.
A shot rang out from behind them.
“That wasn’t that far away!” Charlotte gasped.
“I know.” He glanced down at her bare feet and started to wonder if there might be a house to hide in. “Let’s get off the road.”
They ran blind in the darkness, through the tall, wet grass.
* * * * *
Cameo’s eyes focused on a face above her: a pair of the bluest eyes she had ever beheld were looking into hers. The room seemed very white around this boy; his auburn hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and he wore a look of concern.
“She’s awake,” he said to someone else in the room, then turned back and said reassuringly, “Don’t worry. You’re going to be all right.”
An older man’s face replaced the other’s. He motioned Kyrian out of the room.
Cameo reached for her shattered chest.
“You seem fine...now.”
She glanced over at a nasty scar that now covered the spot where only hours ago a messy wound had plagued her then lifted her unimpressed eyes to look at this new individual.
“How did I get here?”
He flinched at the raspy sound of her voice. “Your...friend carried you.”
Astonishment flashed across her face, followed by a fleeting smile. “And where am I?”
“The temple at Yetta graveyard.”
“A temple?” She sat up and turned away from the old man.
“That’s right. And my young acolyte healed your grievous injury.”
She smirked, and looked about absently for her shoulder pack, hoping for a swig of whiskey. “Oh, did he? Well he certainly deserves my thanks and a hearty handshake for that.”
“That is what, I presume, you would like us to tell your friend.”
“What do you mean?” She stopped searching for her pack.
His blue eyes twinkled a bit as she met his gaze. “I mean, you wouldn’t want him to find out your body just healed itself in a matter of hours now, would you? He may think you are...possibly not human.”
She glanced over at the door, then back at this old man. “Would he?”
“From the look of the skin on your torso, you’ve been wounded several times before...the number of scars, and notches, and words carved into your body.... I guess you’ve been lucky not to have a wound on your face. You can still pass for something alive .... Not many zombies are so lucky.”
“You are lucky I was unconscious.”
He chuckled.
“And what do you want for your silence?”
He rubbed his chin with a hand, “Ever work as a bodyguard?”
“No.”
“No, you’re a killer, aren’t you?” he said.
Her eyes lingered on the altar. “I’m a survivor.”
“Yes, of course you are. Well, I want you to be Kyrian’s bodyguard.”
“You want me, a killer, to be a bodyguard?”
He moved about the room, “You are strong. You could use your abilities for that sort of thing. I’m sure you would find it agreeable to do a good deed.”
Her face was emotionless. “I don’t usually do my good deeds with a gun to my back, but if that’s what you want, I’ll do it.”
“See that you take him safely to Kings Basin. Take him to the Temple of the Sun there.”
“That’s it?”
He smiled a gentle smile, “Yes, that’s all there is to it.”
“Fine then.” Cameo jumped off the slab. She needed a bath, a change of clothes, and her flask. She reached for the door, thinking of everything that had just transpired—zombie was such an ugly term.
“Can I get a basin for you, lady?” Kyrian approached her.
His voice was so young. It had been so long since she had heard a sound like it.
“Yes, thank you.”
“And dinner? Would you like me to bring you some dinner as well before you leave?” Kyrian asked.
Apparently Cyrus hadn’t informed him that he would be leaving as well.
She met his eyes with the moldy eyes that still peered out of her head. There was not a mark on his face. She stared at him for a moment longer than she probably realized, but he was like some piece of her history she no longer associated with. He reminded her of when she was younger, and she had no idea that’s how she had looked and sounded. How naive, how attractive. She smiled a little and shook herself from that memory.
“Yes, thank you.”
She threw the door open and walked out into the hall where Opal had been waiting around for hours.
He jumped up from the table, shocked.
She could only guess at how she appeared ...dirty, blood encrusted...maybe a little pungent as well. Cameo slung her pack from her shoulder onto a nearby chair.
Kyrian set a plate of something that resembled stew in front of her.
“You’re alive....” Opal breathed.
“More or less.”
“The lad truly is a healer! I, I can’t believe it.”
Cameo looked down at the blood on her chest, in her hair....
Opal was entirely cleaned up: new shirt, freshly combed locks, makeup.
She caught Kyrian by an arm, “Where was that basin?”
“You should eat and regain your strength,” Opal pulled her toward the table.
She sat down uneasily.
The dandy’s eye went from the ripped leather shirt, where a wound had been laid open only a few hours earlier, up to her eyes in near disbelief. He sat down across from her.
Cameo tried to take a bite of stew meat, feeling quite conscious of his gaze on her.
“I can’t believe you’re alive,” he said.
She smiled a little.
“Kyrian, lad, you’re a gem! A true hero!”
Kyrian met Cameo’s eyes, knowing he had nothing to do with her recovery. “Yeah, yeah, um, you’re most welcome.”
“What can I do for you? I don’t think I really have enough cash to give you any sort of decent donation—”
Cyrus walked up behind Kyrian. “You’ll have plenty of time for that on the way to Kings Basin.”
“Beg your pardon?” Opal said.
Cyrus’ eyes twinkled a bit. He put one protective hand on Kyrian’s shoulder.
Cameo spoke up, as if prodded by Cyrus’s sudden presence in the room. “Yes, Opal, he’ll be traveling with us for few miles. I agreed to protect little Kyrian in his journey to the Temple of the Sun.”
“Oh?”
“He did save my life,” she said.
“Yes, yes, of course....” Opal assessed Kyrian with one long, lingering look before he returned to his place opposite Cameo. “Fresh-faced lad....” he muttered.
The assassin glanced over at the acolyte, then back at Opal.
“Kyrian, you should probably get your things if you’re going with...if you’re going to Kings Basin tonight.”
The lad turned and walked off while Cyrus strode over to the table. “What were your names again? I don’t think you ever mentioned.”
Opal stood hastily and bowed with a flourish, “Black Opal.”
The priest winced. This could only mean that she was the notorious Cameo, and he had just placed Kyrian in her clutches.
She looked up at him, knowingly, and took a swig from her flask. “Long walk to Kings Basin. If Kyrian isn’t up to it—”
“No, no, I believe the lad to be very safe with you as his bodyguard.”
Opal resumed his seat.
“He will be safe,” Cameo stated pushing away her dinner plate and moving toward the wash basin that was set up in the meditation room.
Opal rearranged the silverware that she had just been using, muttering something to himself.
“Will you be going to Kings Basin, as well?” asked Cyrus.
“Of course,” he grinned. “Isn’t that a silly question? I am the man who brought her here for help.” Opal stood up and smoothed his black duster, “Or have you forgotten?”
Before Cyrus could respond, Kyrian re-entered, dressed in his traveling clothes, and the priest turned his interest toward the lad.
“Ready to go, Opal?” Cameo asked as she brushed past him, her hair still wet and her skin smelling a bit like lye.
Kyrian stood outside. He had a linen shirt and pants, a brown wool coat, and a pair of boots covered in red clay.
“Oh, I’d always wondered just who went into the priesthood,” Opal remarked.
Kyrian pulled his hair from the knot it had been in and let it hang loose about his shoulders.
The night was bright and cold, and Cameo regretted having wet hair.
“How far is Kings Basin from here, anyhow?”
“About fifteen, twenty miles, I think. It’s on the other side of the canal,” the assassin said, stepping up her pace to get warm.
Opal found himself suddenly jogging to keep up with her. “Are you still wearing that ripped old thing? You can wear one of my shirts, or that lovely brocade jacket if you’re cold.”
She smiled, flattered at the idea, “Which brocade jacket?”
“Ah, yes, well,” he rifled through his pack for a moment without taking it off.
Kyrian was only a step behind them, but only Cameo realized this. He was extremely stealthy for an acolyte.
The first few flakes of snow fluttered to the ground. The moon lit their path, and the snow seemed to fall straight into Opal’s shoulder pack and Cameo’s wet hair.
“Winter finally got here.”
“Apparently.”
“Ah, well, if nothing else it is rather lovely,” Opal said. “Like half of my traveling companions.”
Kyrian smirked.
“So lad, why is it that you needed protecting so badly? Couldn’t you have walked to Kings Basin alone? You are what, seventeen?”
“Cyrus is my grandfather.”
Opal looked turned around to see if Kyrian was being serious. “You’re making me feel old...or perhaps a bit jaded.”
Cameo brushed her hair from her face and drank down a swig of whiskey. “I’m going to lay odds you aren’t seventeen then.”
The lad shrugged, “Fifteen.”
“No wonder I feel old; I’m talking to a boy.” Opal turned away and continued his search for a jacket.
Kyrian glanced at his feet.
“I’d be happy to be fifteen again, unburdened, innocuous...my whole life in front of me. I wouldn’t have joined the priesthood, but that’s just me.” Opal said, “Obviously your grandfather waited a few years.”
Kyrian folded his arms, “Obviously.”
Black Opal set down his pack and ripped off his duster, “Why don’t you wear this?”
Cameo capped her flask slowly, looking at the coat being proffered. “But it’s your only coat.”
“Oh, well, you’re the one with wet hair and a ripped shirt.”
She glanced down at the torn spot.
“Can’t have a lady walking around in the snow like that.”
Kyrian rolled his eyes.
She clasped it tentatively, “Won’t you be cold?”
“Oh, no, it’s just a bit brisk.” He twirled the black duster around her back, “Let’s put this right on you.” Opal slid the coat over her shoulders.
Cameo felt his warmth in the duster immediately. If he, for one second, realized she was not fully alive, he wouldn’t want to share his duster with her at all. If he knew she was covered in scars.... She soaked up his warmth, feeling rather ashamed that he had no idea that she was some sort of ghoul, and also that he would be much more likely to catch a cold than she would, and therefore, he needed the coat more than she actually did. For a moment she felt like something other than a monster.
Her eyes met Kyrian’s. If he wanted to, all he had to do to end this was open his mouth and mention that he hadn’t healed her. The lad just turned away in disgust.
“There now,” he moved around to appraise the ensemble. “You look just...delightful,” he bit his red lip and smoothed the lapels beneath his gloved fingers.
She glanced up at the one hazel eye gazing into her eyes, “That’s very kind.”
“Think nothing of it. I feel surprisingly warm without it.”
“I see....”
“Yes....” His gaze moved from her eyes to her mouth as he leaned in—
There was a sudden noise, and the trees behind the fop parted.
Opal spun around—
Bellamy was standing there with a sword at his throat.
Cameo hadn’t even seen the blade leave it’s sheath.
Bellamy, who looked a complete wreck, grinned. “Hello, Opal.”
“Bel!” Opal lowered his rapier. “Dear boy, I knew you would change your mind.”
The dark-haired highwayman brushed away the sweat and pine needles from his face. “Hello, Cameo.”
She lifted her flask in his direction.
“Yes, thank you.”
Opal sheathed his sword as Bel slid to the wet ground.
Kyrian gathered in closer to the group now ...closer to Opal.
“What are you two doing here? I thought you were going south.”
“Yes, I believe that was the original plan,” Cameo offered rather dispassionately. Her eyes met Opal’s for a moment, and she knew that he must be thinking of the task she was supposed to be completing for Haffef. The one she had forgone to take Kyrian to safety and hide her identity from Opal.
The snow had begun to fall harder. It was sticking to the ground and in Bellamy’s long, dark hair. He gulped down the contents of her flask, which trembled slightly in his grasp.
“How ever did you find us, dear fellow?”
“Only pure luck. Charlotte and I fled from the tavern, where some madman was killing everyone. Apparently some Association person—” he glanced up at Cameo. “I actually think he was after me! Called me by name and everything.”
“Truly?” Opal smirked.
Cameo immediately thought of the wanted posters they had run across two days ago.
“I have been running for a full day, I think,” he said, handing the flask back to Cameo. “Forgive me, but I’ve finished it.”
She slid it into her shoulder pack neutrally.
“I think the man is following me—”
“Oh?”
“Really?!” Kyrian piped up.
Bel glanced over at the lad, then looked at Opal, a question forming on his lips.
“I’ve never seen a real assassin before. Do you think we’ll see him?”
Cameo turned around to face Kyrian, astonished. He had no idea who she was. “Yes, Bel...what did he look like?”
“I honestly couldn’t tell you. I only saw the outline of his body in the window when I was running away. He was really quite insane.” Bellamy rested his head in his hand for a moment.
“Where is Charlotte?”
“Yes, where is your lady love?” Opal said.
Bellamy raised an eyebrow, “Lady love? Hardly.” Opal grasped one hand and helped him to his feet. “About as much as Lorraine means to you.”
“A fine lady,” Opal smiled, rearranging the feathers in his hat.
Bel took a couple steps onto their path, “Yes, well. Northwest? How did you ever get yourselves so turned around? South,” he pointed, “is clearly that way.”
“Yes, yes, thank you, professor,” Cameo said, a hint of annoyance in her voice.
The four of them continued on the path toward the Avon Canal.
“Well, Charlotte didn’t want to leave Yetta. We did run quite a long way, but she didn’t want to go through the graveyard. I think she might have gone back to that tavern. It was her home, and all of her things were there.”
Cameo appraised him: he had the clothes on his back and a pistol butt sticking out of his trousers. He was bathed in his own sweat and was probably a bit chilly. “Did you leave your things behind?”
“Bellamy?” Opal laughed. “Never. That lad always has a pouch full of cash.”
“Well, no,” Bel’s voice sounded a bit strained. “I accidentally left that behind. You must understand, I was being chased by a trained assassin.”
Black Opal looked over the meager items of clothing he had managed to wear out of the inn. “That’s such a pity.”
Bel’s expression darkened. “We’ll just have to hold up some coaches, that’s all.”
“Ah, yes, there’s the old Bellamy I remember.” Opal laughed and slid one arm around his shoulder. “We can all rob coaches together. The three of us.”
Kyrian perked up.
“Yes, that’s wonderful, just wonderful, old chum,” Bel sighed.
“And to think that you wanted to move to Shandow and settle down,” Opal grinned. “Well, that insanity has passed now, thank heavens!”
“Ah, yes, isn’t there a tavern around here somewhere?”
* * * * *
After a few hours of walking, Cameo rested a few feet off the road, away from the remainder of the party. She did have a gulp of wine left, and she planned to send it down her gullet where she wouldn’t be disturbed. She watched the sunrise; they were nearly at the canalside.
“Drinking alone?” Opal walked over to her.
She tossed the bottle into the woods—empty—and slid down out of the crotch of the tree that she had braced herself in. “That’s the end of it, I’m afraid.”
“There is a tavern up ahead. We could stop and pick up a few supplies.”
“Yes, and let that assassin catch up to us.”
Opal leaned up against the tree, “My feet are killing me.”
She glanced down at the heeled boots that he was wearing. “Bad choice.”
“Uh huh.” He ate a couple bites of a bruised apple. “That assassin will catch up with us eventually anyhow.”
“I realize that. I was just thinking that getting Kyrian killed by an assassin won’t really fulfill my contract. We should just pass by the tavern and take the boat over to Kings Basin, then come back and pick up supplies.”
Opal flung the remains of his apple over his shoulder and studied Cameo’s profile. “He’s a fresh-faced lad that Kyrian.”
She raised an eyebrow as she turned to look at the dandy standing there. “He doesn’t deserve to die by an assassin’s hand because we’re wanted criminals; his appearance has little to do with that.”
Opal slid over and whispered, “Look, I hate to bring this up, but isn’t your master going to be a bit upset that you’ve completely forsaken the mission he wanted you to complete for this Kyrian one?”
She looked over at the lad in the distance talking to Bellamy. “That has crossed my mind.”
“I simply don’t understand why you are so intent in taking this stupid boy to some temple when prior to all this you told me you had to do as your master asked. Just when did all that stop being true?”
“It’s still true,” she said, absently wishing that there was more alcohol in her pack.
Opal traced the newest scar on his face and watched her as she rummaged through her bag, then added, “It doesn’t seem true.”
She looked up at him.
He had his chin in the air.
“This Kyrian mission has more to do with the reward that I was promised than little Kyrian himself, and why does that matter, anyhow? Are you worried about your cut of the loot?”
“Certainly not,” he lowered his voice and his chin.
“You aren’t interested in your cut of the loot? I’m surprised—”
“I didn’t even know I was getting a cut,” Opal said.
She pulled her pack over her shoulder, noticed the extra long sleeves of the duster, then lifted her eyes to find Opal a step away from her.
“Oh, your coat—”
“Keep it,” he said.
“No, no. I don’t need it.”
“Neither do I. I can obtain another.”
“Well, I guess it’s just getting left behind then.” Cameo took one step back.
Opal took one step closer.
“Look, Opal, I want to thank you for helping me back there in the graveyard.” She let her pack fall to the ground and slid off the duster gracefully. “No one has ever been quite so kind to me before.”
He looked at the coat being handed back to him, then up at her face again. She was staring at him.
Opal touched the left side of his face, trying to cover the smallpox scars. He took back the duster and slid the coat on, savoring her warmth.
Cameo gathered up her pack again. “Well, it would be advantageous to get dinner and some supplies. I’d wager Bellamy’s exhausted. Maybe that tavern isn’t a bad idea.”
Black Opal glanced into his hand-mirror as soon as she moved back onto the path.
“You look fine.”
Opal met Bel’s smile. The taller scoundrel looked pretty bad himself: his long, dark hair was stringy and tangled.
“You are going to the tavern with us aren’t you?” He motioned to Cameo and Kyrian who were already pulling away from them. “I need a change of clothes badly.”
“I know,” Opal said.
Bel laughed, “That dire ‘hmm’?”
“And I need a drink. A strong drink.”
“I know.”
* * * * *
Cameo peered over the amber bottle in front of her. Opal was sitting across from her, Bel and Kyrian to either side. She took in the smoky interior of the tavern, which was dark wood, polished with every ale that had spilled since the place had opened. The floor was littered with broken clay pipes, and the once-white ceiling was stained brown by smoke. It was midday, but the din within the tavern was surprisingly loud.
“Here you are,” the innkeeper said as he set four bowls of stew down for them. “Can I get you anything else?”
“Another glass,” Opal said, hefting the third glass of rum he had guzzled down.
The innkeeper seemed a bit taken aback at the speed with which Opal had polished off the last three but didn’t question it.
“Seems a bit noisy in here at this time of day,” Cameo said.
“Yes. Is that typical? It’s midday after all.”
The innkeeper picked up the empty glass and searched around behind the bar for another. “That lot are all waiting for the Quick Ferry. It takes people over to Shandow, and it’s late again,” he set the rum in front of Black Opal. “It’s always breaking down, that heap of—well, that thing’s cursed if you ask me, or haunted maybe by the ghosts of the Shandow rebellion. Maybe Bainbridge oughta invest in decent transport for the common folk, but no, we got the Quick Ferry.”
“Well, that’s a real shame,” Bel said politely.
“The boat across the canal is still running though, right?” Kyrian asked.
The innkeep looked down at the young man. “Yeah, lad, it’s fine.”
“That’s good,” Kyrian replied with a mouthful of stew.
Opal drank down another mouthful, his hazel eye on the annoying lad sitting to his right.
Cameo pulled a clay pipe from a wooden cup at the center of the table, “Are you going with us the rest of the way, Opal?”
“Of course I am, my dear. What would stop me?”
“Just don’t want you falling off the boat on the way.”
The dandy sneered as he ran his finger around the rim of the glass, “Nonsense, I am tip-top!”
“Tippy maybe,” Kyrian muttered as he forced some sort of stew gruel into his mouth.
Cameo raised an eyebrow, packing the pipe with tobacco and looking for an extra chair for her feet.
Bellamy met her eyes, then turned away and studied Kyrian and Opal. Opal was busily swallowing down his rum. “I hope you’re being paid a rather large sum to keep this boy safe,” Bel said harshly.
“Hmm...yes, I am,” she said, exhaling pipe smoke. “I do hope it’s worth all this trouble.”
Bel followed her eyes to Opal who was obviously feeling the effects of the alcohol now. He adjusted the ruffles on his sleeve fastidiously, then set it right down into a puddle of rum on the table.
“Barkeep!” Opal called.
Bellamy turned to Opal, “Why don’t you try to eat something, dear boy?”
“I’m not as fond of gruel as this young lad here is,” Opal said as he pushed his bowl forcefully in Kyrian’s direction, “so have mine.”
It crashed close to Kyrian.
Bel picked it up and moved it down to Cameo.
“Skip the glass this time, shall we? A bottle for me. A bottle for everyone in this dreary little tavern!” Opal bellowed.
“What?” Bel rushed over to the innkeeper. “He’s drunk, and he doesn’t know what he’s saying.”
The innkeeper handed Bel the bottle of rum. “You know, you look familiar to me somehow.”
“I have...a familiar face. Everyone says so.”
“And very dirty clothes. What have you been up to?”
Bel glanced down at his muddy boots, pants, and long crimson coat. “Just walking; some of those roads are pretty muddy.”
“Apparently,” the innkeeper said, “and what roads did you say those were exactly, sir?”
“Um ...” he said as he snatched the rum, “I can’t really remember just now. Old age, I suspect.”
A large man approached Bellamy.
Cameo set the pipe down on the table.
“You got a familiar face all right, just like the one on this poster,” the large man said.
“What?” Bel was genuinely surprised when the man shoved the wanted poster at him.
“You’re Bellamy, the leader of that Cameo gang.”
“What?!” He read the wanted poster that was in his face. “Why that makes no sense. Besides the fact that I am innocent of this crime, why in the world would I be the leader of a gang named for someone else?!” He glanced back over his shoulder at Cameo.
“I dunno,” the large man shoved him. “But you are, and I’d like that reward on your head.”
Cameo pulled her pistol.
“You guys are outlaws! You know Cameo?! This is amazing,” Kyrian exclaimed.
The large man looked from Kyrian’s squealing voice to the pistol Cameo was now pointing at him.
“Now, now,” Opal stood. “Let’s settle this like gentlemen, outside, in a duel. No need to get the innocent people injured, is there?”
“What innocent people?”
Opal motioned toward the gaggle of people in the background. “Those innocent travelers waiting for the ferry.”
The large man glanced down at the table and the spilled rum and said, “I won’t go easy on you just because you’re drunk.”
“Ha, ha!” Opal wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stood up. “Shall I lead you outside or can you find the door for yourself?”
“Don’t make me laugh. I’m not interested in being stabbed in the back by some good-for-nothing like you.”
“Oh, all right, so I’ll go first.” Opal half sauntered, half staggered weaving his way through the tavern.
“He’s going to get himself killed,” Kyrian whispered loudly to Cameo.
“Are you sure this is wise?” the assassin called lazily after Black Opal.
He stopped mid-step and checked for his rapier. “All is well, my dear.”
Bel was behind him instantly, but Cameo watched the people in the room cautiously for a few moments, a pistol still in hand. The others in the tavern seemed more interested in when the ferry was coming than in an argument between a pair of drunks.
Kyrian was staring at her, mouth gaping. “Are you going out there?”
She stood up. Her gray, filmy eyes moved over his young, naive features. “Yes, and so are you, and grab that rum.”
Cameo moved through the crowd with one hand on her pistol, the other dragging Kyrian by the arm. Several patrons noticed her coming and parted to let her get out the door.
She took a couple steps out onto the grass before she felt two pairs of hands grab her by the arm and pull her against the tavern wall. Opal and Bellamy yanked both her and Kyrian around the corner hastily and deftly. There was one hand on each of their mouths as the body of the large man that Opal was to duel came into view, bloody and dead around the corner of the Mermaid Inn.
Cameo, whom Black Opal had in his arms, with one royal blue velvet glove pressed against her mouth, turned to meet his eye. He let his hand slip from her mouth when he noticed the dissatisfied expression on her rather gaunt face.
“Don’t scream,” Bel said to Kyrian as he removed his hand from the lad’s mouth.
Kyrian jerked away from the highwayman indignantly. “You killed a man.”
“Yes, and now we need to go.”
“That wasn’t a very gentlemanly way to kill a man either,” Cameo hissed.
“Sorry to disappoint. I would be happy to give you a display of fine swordsmanship another time if you like, my dear,” Opal said.
“It’s funny, you don’t sound drunk.”
He smiled. “Neither do you.”
“Should I?”
The door to the inn slammed, and both Cameo and Opal froze in place as the innkeeper rounded the corner with a blunderbuss in his hands. He had apparently determined that the bounty on their heads was far more enticing then the jovial conversation he had with them only moments earlier.
Opal pushed Cameo out of his arms and behind him before he pulled the man with his left hand onto his bloody rapier, still ready from his last fight. The innkeeper’s eyes were full of shock as he slid off of Opal’s blade. He clutched the gun to his chest as he collapsed.
Kyrian glanced at Black Opal in horror.
Opal sheathed his rapier.
Cameo moved toward the lad. There was a shade motioning her toward the boathouse, and she felt a need to move in that direction. As she moved, she saw a rowboat slip out from behind the boathouse, silently, like a black sliver in the water.
“Kyrian!” Cameo threw the lad to the ground as the woman on the boat took a shot at him with her pistol. A cannon-like blast shook the air around them, and a plume of white smoke veiled her body.
It didn’t matter; the assassin could see through the smoke. Cameo’s dagger met the woman’s stomach before she ever saw it coming.
Cameo scrambled to pull the vessel to shore as the young woman slid under the black water of the canal.
“You all right, lad?” Bel heaved Kyrian up by one arm.
The young man looked at him in the eyes, then looked over at Cameo, stunned.
“Come on, let’s get out of here before someone else decides to take a shot at us,” Bel said.
Opal pried the blunderbuss from the innkeeper’s hands and then ran toward the boat.
* * * * *
The little party set foot on shore across the canal, twenty feet from where the last fight had taken place. A small crowd of travelers was examining the innkeeper’s body, yelling and shaking their fists at them.
As Cameo hoisted herself out of the boat and onto land, she noticed several wanted posters pinned to a nearby tree.
Kyrian wandered over to the weatherworn papers and examined them solemnly. The wanted posters of Bellamy, Clovis Gail DePell, Black Opal, and Cameo fluttered in the brisk breeze.
A woman and her two small children passed them on the path on other side. Their black dresses and white bonnets were crisp and dour, caught on the wind. The woman had seemed calm as she passed by until she got to the Avon and saw the dinghy empty and floating away.
Cameo met her wary expression as she glanced back at the four of them, then hurried her children down the canal path as if that had been her intention all along.
“She knew us,” the assassin stated matter-of-factly.
Opal was cleaning his rapier on a rag.
“She has children!” Bel sounded alarmed.
Cameo gave him a dismissive gesture. “I don’t want to kill them. I just think we should avoid the town.”
“Well then, how are we supposed to get rid of, I mean, take the lad to his temple?” He gestured at the lad in agitation.
She looked over at Kyrian, then started moving forward into Kings Basin. “Take him at night. For now, though, I think it would be wise to find someplace to lay low.” She called out to the boy ahead of her, “Kyrian!”
The lad startled a bit. He could feel the older woman coming up behind him.
“Where’s that rum?”
Kyrian pulled a stray lock of hair over one ear as he turned from the wanted posters. “Uhh...I dropped it.”
She looked beyond the lad, to the posters on the tree where her own face was staring back at her, then peered down at Kyrian. He was staring at a dry leaf as it bounded down the path, caught in the wind.
“Well then,” she smiled softly at him. “Now you know all of my secrets.”
He lifted his eyes to look at her shocked at the warmth in her tone. “You are Cameo?”
She smiled at him, the same caring smile she had gifted him with a moment earlier.
“My parents used to tell me stories about you when I was a little boy. Well, a rhyme really about how you killed children who didn’t go to bed on time.”
Cameo smirked. “Well, that’s not true... at least, not all the time, you know? I did have to work for a living.”
He cracked a smile.
“I think Black Opal knows that rhyme, don’t you Opal?”
Opal glowered back at the two of them.
“Perhaps you might indulge us with a couple lines?” She turned as he passed by, “I believe you mentioned it was a song about me living in cemeteries or something?”
“We’re all going to be living in a cemetery if we don’t move out of this area,” Bel quipped as he followed Opal.
“You can’t really live in a cemetery!” Kyrian charged after them.
The dandy glanced around at Cameo.
She ripped down those posters. The price on her head was surprisingly steep, and this roused her a bit. Now she had a couple more people hanging around her who were innocent of the crime of killing Leon, and then there was Kyrian, a completely guiltless boy whom she had to get to his destination before someone saw them together. She didn’t want to wreck his life simply by associating with her.
“That artist is spot-on too! He really nailed that portrait of Black Opal!” Kyrian said.
“That old thing?! It looks nothing like me at all.”
Kyrian’s eyes met Bel’s quizzically. “Well, maybe not now. You look really debonair in that picture, though.”
Opal shot him a murderous look.
Bel rolled his eyes, “Jealousy is so unflattering, dear boy.”
“What?! Jealousy?!” His hazel eye met with Bel’s. Opal straightened the black duster that he was wearing, “Certainly not.”
Cameo walked past the two of them.
Bellamy turned to observe Opal as he watched her saunter down the hill behind the lad.
“Mmm hmm,” Bellamy said rolling his eyes.


Chapter Five
 
“THIS IS A LOVELY SETUP,” Opal bemoaned as he slid onto a roughly hewn stool.
His voice amused Bel, who looked up from the half-stupor he had been in. “Yes, it’s a bit dreary. I suppose that’s what one gets when he goes looking for abandoned buildings to hold up in.”
Opal pulled the ribbon from his hair and ran a hand through his ashen locks. “Where did Cameo go?”
“Oh, I think she’s upstairs.”
“With that little letch I suppose?” Opal said.
Bellamy gnawed on the end of a pencil for a moment. “Of course. At least he’s not down here bothering us with his incessant questions.”
“What...questions?”
“Oh, how many people have you killed, Bel? If Cameo and Black Opal had a duel, who would win? Is that really Opal’s hair or some sort of cheap wig? You know, the usual.”
Opal fixed him with exasperated look.
Bel ran the pencil through his hair as if he finally had a good verse and was longing to write it out.
“Cheap wig indeed,” Opal muttered. “If I ever needed a wig it certainly would not be inexpensive.”
Bellamy continued to run the pencil through his hair, hoping whatever it was he had been about to write would come back and hoping if he continued to run that pencil through his hair, Opal would stop talking so he could concentrate.
“Why didn’t she just find someplace that was fully furnished? Someplace with food for goodness sake?” He ran a finger over the rickety table that they were seated at and came up with brown dust. “She is an assassin after all.”
“I suspect she wanted to slip into Kings Basin quietly, and not with guns blaring.”
Opal stood up and wandered about the pantry, looking for something to eat again. “How are we supposed to keep up our strength?” He set his hands on his hips.
“Opal, have I told you I’m working on a play?” Bel asked.
The dandy overturned several more dishes.
“You are in it.”
“Oh, really? Well then, it must be marvelous. When do I get to hear it?”
“When you shut up and let me write it.”
“If you haven’t written it, then why do you get my hopes up? What am I supposed to do in here with nothing to eat, nothing to do? I was rather hoping to read your delightful tale of Black Opal.”
Bel glanced up at him blurry-eyed, “Yes, well...I think I shall try to get some sleep.”
Opal touched Bel’s crimson sleeve, “So early, dear boy? Wouldn’t you rather...uhh, read me some of your poetry?”
Bellamy could see the clear distaste in Opal’s eye as he suggested it. “Tempting, Opal, but I did escape from an assassin prior to running into you lot, so I think I really need some sleep.”
“Oh, yes, that’s true.” Opal said grudgingly.
“Why don’t you get some rest yourself?”
“Ah ...” he lifted his gaze to the ceiling, “I think I’ll bid you goodnight.”
* * * * *
“I win.”
“Hmm,” Kyrian looked at his cards despairingly. “I don’t think I’ve got the rules straight.”
Cameo raised an eyebrow, collected her deck, and said, “We could play something else. There’s always dice or perhaps drinking games.” She checked her flask, which was empty. “Well, perhaps another time when I have some alcohol.”
“I don’t know any games for dice either,” he said, a bit bewildered. “How did you learn to play all these games?”
She smiled knowingly.
“Hang out in enough taverns,” Opal interrupted as he mounted the last couple steps.
Both Cameo and Kyrian turned to look at him.
“Oh, so you must know even more diversions than Cameo does,” Kyrian said.
Opal met her eyes. “No other diversions lately.”
The second floor was a loft, empty except for one bed filled with moldy straw. Opal glanced over at it, then back at her intensely.
Cameo met his expression, irritated, then turned to Kyrian again and said, “We should probably get a couple hours of rest before we take you over to your temple.”
“Of course,” Kyrian smiled, standing up. “Well, you’re the lady here, so you should have the bed. I’ll go downstairs and find something comfortable.” He turned to leave, then stopped as if he had forgotten something. “Oh, and goodnight to you, too, Opal.”
Black Opal looked as if it pained him to do so, but he managed to mutter something like, “Sleep tight.”
“Hmm, I get the bed.” She brightened and moved toward it.
“You aren’t going to sleep so soon, are you, my dear?” Opal said, taking her hand in his.
She turned and found his body in close proximity to her own. The ruffles of his shirt brushed against her chest as he took one more step toward her, which in turn forced her to step back against a wall. If he hadn’t been so very irritating lately she might’ve been vaguely interested.
“Aren’t you tired?”
He smiled, “Not at all.” He glanced over at the dirty white mattress. “How about it, love?”
She raised an eyebrow. “How about ... what?”
He smiled at her playfully, his hazel eye looked eagerly into her cold gray eyes then found the sad line of her mouth.
“You don’t want me.”
“Oh, I assure you that I do.”
“No.” She pushed him back with a little more force than she had intended slamming him against the wall on the other side of the room. “You don’t.”
“You’re... very... strong.” Opal picked himself up off of the floor, not quite offended. He brushed off his pants and straightened his jacket as if he had done this hundreds of times. “It’s that Kyrian, isn’t it?”
Cameo moved away from Opal.
“You want someone young and pretty.”
“You are all younger than me!” She growled as she spun around to face him.
Opal sobered. “What?”
“You are all younger than me.”
“Not I—”
“Yes, you too, Opal.” Her eyes were dark, “And why are you so down on Kyrian? Is it so terrible that I chose to spare his feelings a bit? That I wanted an abandoned house on the outskirts of town for us to hide out in for a while, rather than butcher some family and take their things? Eat their food? That I spared him some of that horror? Is that what’s really bothering you, Opal? That I showed Kyrian an ounce of mercy, an ounce that I wish someone had shown me when I was his age? Instead I got—” she broke off.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
He glanced at the floor for a moment, taking all of that in. “He is still very attractive....”
Her irritation returned anew. “It’s funny. I always thought you had a thing for Bel.”
“Uhh.... What a silly idea,” Opal blushed. “Anyhow you’re missing the point.”
“Oh, I don’t think so.” She sat down on the end of the mattress, then shot him a look of warning, which made him stop in mid-step, as he had been following her lead to the bed.
“Well, then....” he said.
“Yes, I’m going to sleep.”
He sat down on the dirty wood floor. “If you had butchered that family, then we might have some nice furniture to get some sleep in.”
She laid down. “That’s not really the face you want me to show you, is it?”
“That tomb was a bit more pleasant,” he grumbled, unbuckling his belt and laying it beside him.
Cameo hissed something about being out of alcohol.
* * * * *
She fell into sleep almost instantly. The mattress may have been old and moldy, but it was better than the ground. About an hour into her peaceful rest, she felt something jab her in the side, through the mattress. Exhausted, she dismissed it and tried to ease herself back to sleep, but then she felt it again, then all across her back fingers were prodding her. She turned onto her right side, blaming it on an uncomfortable part of an old mattress, but the prodding continued, under her back and legs, and then under her head as well.
She sat up and could see fingers poking through the linen from within the mattress.
“What the—”
Then a hand broke through, and another—
Cameo drew a dagger.
Haffef’s entire body pulled through the mattress, and yet the mattress was undamaged.
“Master!” she gasped.
“How dare you!” He roared and woke Opal from his spot on the floor.
“How did you find me?” Her voice was that of a child’s.
He took the blade from her and launched it through the window behind him.
The dandy leapt to his feet, rapier in hand.
Haffef turned to look at Opal. The intruder’s face was ashen, and his hair touched the ground as he spun to meet the dandy’s gaze. Haffef looked like a man who had just been cleaned and dressed for his own funeral.
“Ah, the man you’ve been traveling with. I see.” When he spoke, Opal could see he had fangs.
For a moment, Opal looked from Cameo to the vampire bewildered.
“You’re not planning on using that toy on me, are you Black Opal?”
“You...know me?”
“He’s reading your mind,” Cameo warned.
Haffef turned to face her now. “This does not look like Lockenwood. You have not done as you were told!”
She backed away from him as he crept closer.
“Why, you have a whole collection of new friends, don’t you, Gwen? Do you know what could happen to them if you don’t do as I wish? I could kill them, Gwen. Every...last...one of them, and then I could kill you, too.”
He seized her neck and shook her violently.
“Not very likely,” Opal swung his rapier so fast Cameo didn’t see it connect with Haffef, but a moment later the vampire was just holding it in his hand. A drop of blood dripped down the blade. He grinned at Opal and tossed him to the floor with a flick of his wrist. He released her and was about to send the rapier across the room like a spear when Cameo tackled Haffef, and he knocked her back and sent her flying onto the mattress.
Opal scrambled over to his rapier, which lay discarded near the vampire’s feet.
“You dare attack your Master?!” He grabbed her by her hair and dragged her to him.
Black Opal thrust his blade at the undead creature before him, but Haffef merely turned and looked deeply into his hazel eye. “Put your foot there,” he pointed to a spot on the floor in front of Opal. “Now,” his voice went from sheer anger to a rather lazy tone, “take that rapier, and pin it to the floor.”
The highwayman was compelled to do as he asked. In one swift motion he drove the rapier through his foot and embedded it into the dirty, wooden floor.
“No!” Cameo screamed.
Opal gasped.
Someone scrambled up the stairs.
“I could have killed your little friend. You see, I can be merciful, Gwen. I have always shown you mercy now, haven’t I? Even though you were a nothing when I found you, half dead...clinging to life. And how do you repay me?”
She couldn’t take her eyes from his.
“You don’t do as I ask.”
Bel lifted his pistol.
Haffef turned around annoyed. “Put down that pistol, sit down, and be silent.”
Bel set down the pistol, and sat down on the floor.
“Forgive me,” she breathed, “I’ll finish the task—”
“I know you will. Why you put yourself through all of this, I have no idea,” Haffef said.
“Just leave them out of it, they are innocent.”
“So?”
“Please, Master—”
He struck her face hard with the back of his hand.
“Don’t touch her!” Opal wrenched the rapier from his foot.
Haffef nearly laughed, “Thinking of attacking me again... you mutilated coxcomb?! You incendiary! You’ll die trying.”
Cameo lunged at him again.
Haffef took a swing at Opal, but she grabbed his wrist and forced his arm down, exerting all of her strength to do so.
“Gwen, Gwen,” he chided her for her efforts and threw her violently into a wall, making a depression in which she hung for an instant and then slipped, lifelessly back down the wall, onto the moldy mattress, leaving a trail of blood behind her.
Opal’s eye widened as he beheld her face. Her jaw was turned at an odd angle. There were pieces of her scalp and blonde hair stuck in the broken wall ...
“Who are you?” Kyrian’s voice was full of wonder as he crept up the steps.
The minute Haffef met the boy’s eyes, he became translucent and waved as he slipped through the floor feet first.
As soon as Haffef had gone, Bel was able to stand up.
“Cameo,” Opal stumbled to reach her. “Kyrian, you’re a healer; you can fix her!”
“I can’t.” The lad said wide-eyed as he walked over to her.
“Yes you can.” Black Opal turned to Bel, “He did it before, he can save her.”
“I can help you, Opal, but I can’t bring Cameo back to life.”
Bel crept toward her shattered form. There were so many parts that seemed bent the wrong way. “She’s not dead! She’s still breathing!” He grabbed Kyrian’s shoulder and forced him forward, “She’s still alive—”
“No, you don’t understand,” Kyrian said. “She’s not alive. She’s a zombie.”
“What?”
“I can heal you, Opal, but I never saved Cameo....She healed herself. She’s not alive, and she’s not fully dead.”
“She’s a zombie?” Bel repeated, not able to fully grasp that concept.
“An undead.” Kyrian supplied.
Blood trickled from her mouth onto pale flesh. Her dead eyes stared, fixed, at the ceiling.
“I can heal you, Opal, if you’ll let me.”
Bel took his friend by the shoulders to steady him and sit him down but Opal slid to the floor unconscious.
* * * * *
Black Opal awoke on the floor in the pantry. He had no idea if it was day or night, but he had a fantastic view of the rat droppings under the bottom shelf. He touched his face a bit, self conscious of his eye patch which was missing.
Kyrian appeared in the doorway. “I thought I heard you waking up.”
Opal covered his left eye with a hand and tried to sit up with his right arm. His foot felt fine, but his body was more sore than he expected it to be.
“What time is it?”
“It’s morning, well, probably close to noon.” The lad stepped into the room with a cup in his hand. “Did you want something to drink? I can help you sit up—”
“I’m fine,” Opal said, forcing himself into a sitting position. Now he was really able to see his foot, and it was completely mended. “You can barely see a scar....”
“Oh, this is yours; it fell off when we carried you downstairs, after you passed out. Your boot was full of blood... I guess you were weakened by the blood loss- or the sight of it.” As Kyrian passed the patch back to him, Black Opal realized that he was no longer hiding the white orb, and he snatched the eye patch, and a little of his dignity, back from the boy.
“Are you hungry?” Bel stood in the doorway. “ I went on a little scavenging mission last night and brought back a few things.”
Opal didn’t even want to make eye contact with his old friend. He didn’t want to hear some lecture about Cameo right now. He kind of just wanted to lay down and die. “Yes, that would be admirable of you, dear boy.”
Kyrian offered the water to him once again, and Opal took it, feeling a bit humbled by the situation.
“You really are a healer. Perhaps I should have you take care of some of these scars,” he laughed bitterly as he motioned to his face.
Kyrian looked at his face clinically, as if he were considering it, and smiled gently at Opal, “It looks as if it’s healed just fine. Very clean.”
“Except that most of my body is scarred, and I can barely see. Thanks lad.”
“You’re very brave. You took on that vampire....”
Opal stared at the charm hanging around Kyrian’s neck, it was a pendant of the sun. “Cameo was the brave one; I was foolish. I nearly got myself killed,” he said as he handed the cup back to Kyrian. “Instead, Cameo threw herself between that monster and me.”
“And she’s very pretty for being a zombie, too,” Kyrian grinned.
“What in the world do you mean?”
Bel crammed into the little pantry with the two of them and said, “Look what I have, some hard-boiled eggs and some smoked meat I borrowed from a smoke house. Can you believe that luck?”
“Well, this is the country,” Kyrian volunteered.
“All right, well, you’ll need all your strength, Opal, so eat up.”
“I’ll go check on Cameo.”
“Good idea, lad.” Bel dismissed him quickly and turned back to his injured friend. Only Opal noticed that boy winked at him as he scampered away.
“That little letch!”
“How can you say that? He just healed you.”
Black Opal grumbled something else that turned into a groan as he reached for his shoulder pack. “Oh, how I detest that lad.”
Bel retrieved his pack for him soberly. “How are you feeling?”
Opal wondered if Bellamy was actually being serious for a moment. “Well, fabulous, couldn’t be better,” he flashed a smile.
“Sarcasm from you, Opal?” Bel was genuinely surprised.
“I’m not being sarcastic. I’m just ... hungry that’s all.”
“Hmm. Well, once you’re feeling better, we can get out of here, anyhow.”
“What do you mean?” Opal said.
Bel brushed some loose soot from his jacket. “I mean we can get out of here.”
Opal took a bite of an egg, “How is Cameo doing?”
“Well, she’s a zombie—”
“Don’t call her that!”
Bel rolled his eyes. “You aren’t going to stick around for her, are you? We’re safer without her vampire friend close by.”
He ate the food Bel found for him quietly.
Bellamy watched Opal for a few moments in silence, then moved into the other room when it became apparent he was being ignored.
* * * * *
She watched, a soul caught in an empty shell as Haffef had vanished, then Opal passed out, and Bel and Kyrian carried him downstairs. The ceiling in the sparse room was made of plaster. It was white and bumpy, and pieces of it were chipped and dangling. She watched night become day. She could feel her broken jaw resetting itself, and her ribs reassembling within her chest.
Kyrian appeared and looked into her eyes as if appraising the situation. He glanced at the wall and the hair and scalp she had left embedded there. With a bit of a look of disgust on his young face, he probed her hair to see what kind of mess he had been left with.
She wondered if this was what her death would be like.
The lad left, and the day wore on. She watched the changing sunlight streaming in through the broken window and lines of shadow changing the shape of the room a bit.
Black Opal sat on the floor across the room from her; he seemed pained.
Hours seemed only a moment to her, and when she was aware again he was gone. It was night again. Kyrian stood at the window, basking in the cool moonlight.
Cameo clenched and unclenched her hands as the sensation began to return to them.
The moon’s light shifted in the sky, and the lad was asleep under the windowsill.
She touched her mouth and felt to see if she still had all of her front teeth. Her tongue confronted the missing and broken back teeth on the left side of her face.
Early the next morning, Kyrian returned with a basin of water and a sponge, which he used to dab away some of the blood on her face.
“I’ll do that.” Opal slid off his gloves and took the sponge from Kyrian.
Cameo’s eyes stared up at the ceiling, milky and corpse-like. Her skin was pallid, with dried blood caked over her face. He dabbed her cheek with the sponge and the blood ran off her jaw-line, revealing a thin scar where her jawbone had broken through it only a day ago. He paused, feeling hopeful and yet horrified.
Opal sat back and took a deep, uneasy, breath.
“If you have everything here, I’ll get out of your way,” Kyrian said walking out the door.
“Uhh...yes, that’s fine, lad.”
Cameo’s eyelids fluttered.
Opal wasn’t certain if he had really seen what he thought he had seen. He set the sponge back into the basin.
“Cameo?”
Her eyes looked at him suddenly.
He nearly knocked over the basin and had to recapture it as it was sliding off the bed.
“I’m sorry....” Her voice was raspy, and barely audible.
“Oh no, no, no. I’m the one who is sorry.” He moved closer to her face. “I should never have picked a fight with your ... friend.”
She exhaled a breath of laughter, which was all she could muster. “He’s not...my friend.”
Opal smiled, “Yes, that was a joke.”
Cameo touched the left side of her head. It felt clumpy still, and Opal pulled her fingers free.
“It’s still healing,” he said softly.
She lifted her eyes to look over at the wall. “I must be in bad shape this time.”
He gave her a thoughtful look. “Your friend—that man—threw you into this wall. And by that I mean he literally threw you into the wall.”
She looked over at the wall, there was a large hole, large enough for a human body where the plaster was missing now, and the wall was down to bare boards, covered in blood. Cameo realized that was what Opal meant, that was why she was lying there on the moldy mattress now. She’d been thrown with such a force against the wall, by Haffef that her body had spent a full day repairing itself... at least a day... She wasn’t certain of the time now. She sighed, “Remember when you asked me about abandoning the job that my Master wanted me to do?”
“Yes?”
“Well, here you go,” she said. “I guess he was upset.”
He glanced down, remembering what that conversation actually consisted of. “I’ve been a terrible cad lately.”
She closed her eyes. “You smell good.”
“Well, that’s good, I suppose.”
“I have no idea why you’re still here.” She looked up at him.
“Oh, did you want me to go—”
“No. I mean, you saw what my Master was,” she said.
“A vampire.”
“Yes.”
“And Kyrian told us the rest,” Opal said.
“Did he?” Her eyes widened in alarm.
“But none of that matters—”
“It matters,” she rasped.
“None of it matters to me.”
“My negligence brought my Master here. I put you all in mortal danger.”
“Fine. I forgive you then,” he said.
“Opal,” her voice was hoarse. “I’m a vampire’s thrall....”
He kissed the scar on her cheek. “I don’t care.”
Cameo’s breath quickened.
“I thought he killed you,” he whispered desperately into her ear.
She set one of her hands on his back weakly, unsure if that was right thing to do. “Cyrus promised not to tell you what I was if I escorted Kyrian to his temple.”
He perked up.
“I didn’t want you to know.”
“Why?”
“I’m...grotesque. Anyhow, I can’t take him there now. I have to do what Haffef is telling me to do. The minute I can stand, I will be leaving. I won’t have a choice.”
“He’s a monster. And you are not grotesque,” he said.
She tried to touch her head again, but he stopped her.
“You don’t want to do that.”
“You’re sparing my feelings?” Cameo said, bewildered.
He smiled. “I’ll take Kyrian to the Temple of the Sun for you.”
Her eyes widened in disbelief, “You will?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure? I thought you hated him.”
“I do. I’m not doing it for him.”
Cameo melted into the mattress, exhausted, and watched him intently. He was wearing all of his dandy regalia, the black brocade jacket, his pistol, and rouge on his lips. His hair was so close, it mingled with her own.
“Thank you,” Cameo said almost imperceptibly.
He stared into her eyes, intensely, sucking his bottom lip into his mouth. “It’s my pleasure.”
“I brought you something to eat—” Kyrian was suddenly in the room again.
“Well, then,” Opal said as he got to his feet in a flourish of ruffles and the jingle of his rapier. “I’ll talk to Bel.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
Opal brushed past him without a second thought.
“Kyrian,” Cameo whispered and motioned for him to come over to her. “Do you have a mirror?”
“Uhh, yes. In my bag. I can go get it.”
She nodded and he sped to the steps, then turned around and gave her the food he was originally planning to give Opal, then ran off again.
* * * * *
“Are you insane?! I don’t want to go anywhere with her. She’s an undead for heaven’s sake!”
“Oh, come on now Bel. I can’t go. I have to take Kyrian to his temple. Certainly this is the sensible thing to do.”
Bel looked grimly at Opal. “Sensible? Your name and the word sensible don’t even know each other. They’ve never met!”
Opal rolled his eye.
“Aren’t even acquainted....” Bel rambled.
“Did I hear you say you were taking me to the Temple of the Sun now?” Kyrian said, walking down the flight of stairs.
“Yes, that’s right, and Bellamy will be going on ahead with Cameo—”
“No, I won’t.”
The dandy smiled serenely at Kyrian. “He’s just getting used to the idea.”
“I’ll be right back,” Kyrian said as he ran off.
“You haven’t talked to me in hours,” Bel said in a slightly more reasonable tone. “You know I still need a new set of clothes and a bath, badly I might add.”
“Well, I’m a bit repellent myself, but in another few hours on the road we will have a better opportunity to freshen up.”
“Hmm.... You seem very cheery. What did Cameo say to you?”
Opal opened his mouth a bit but wasn’t sure what he was going to say.
“You’re at a loss for words?” Bel said incredulously. “Now I am worried. You know she is a—”
The highwayman held up his hand. “I know.”
“You realize that if I go with her, I could encounter that vampire again. I’d rather not be the one who goes through the wall next time.”
“I’m just going to drop the lad off, and then I’ll catch up with you. How long could that take, a few hours or so?”
Bel sat down on one of the rickety stools and took a deep breath. “Well, what is this task her vampire friend wants her to do anyhow?”
“She has to steal something for him.”
“Steal something? That seems like a petty task. Why doesn’t this fellow just do it himself?”
Opal shrugged and sat down opposite Bel. “Perhaps he’s above for that sort of work?”
* * * * *
“I’m afraid it’s just a little hand mirror.”
Cameo took the item from Kyrian tentatively. There was dried blood on her bottom lip and a thin scar along her jaw where Opal had kissed her earlier. She tried to get a better look at her head, but the mirror really wasn’t large enough.
Her eyes met his unhappily. “How bad is it?”
“You’re missing some of your hair.”
“What?” Never had hair mattered so much in her life as it did now. She tried to see with the hand mirror again.
“It’s not that bad though, it’s only hair,” Kyrian said reassuringly.
Her eyes were dark.
“If he truly loves you, a little bit of missing hair won’t matter,” Kyrian said.
“Who said anything about that?”
“No one. I just thought ….”
She sighed and gave him back the mirror. “That libertine is probably the least of my worries at the moment.”
He stood and pulled his pack over one shoulder. “Well, I guess this is goodbye. Opal said he would take me to the temple.”
She nodded and watched him walk away
It was an hour or more that she remained lying in the moldy bed and then, while she lay dozing, there was an internal crack and she felt her spine tug in a slightly different direction. It was a weird, although not painful, feeling. Then she began to feel her legs again.
Cameo hastened to part her hair on the right in hopes of covering the exposed scalp on the left side of her face. She knew in a moment or two her body would propel her up and out of that bed and on her way back to Lockenwood. She wasn’t certain why exactly she bothered. She still looked like an undead. Everyone in the group knew she was undead.
She licked the drop of blood from her lip. Suddenly her legs straightened and she stood up. Her body wasn’t reacting as gracefully as she had been used to....
“Cameo?” Bel called weakly as she descended the stairs.
The sound on the steps was slow, loud, thumps...sort of a staggered gait. She came down the stairs stooped. She moved at an agonizingly slow but determined pace.
He met her eyes—the corpse-like eyes—and took several nervous steps back. She truly looked undead.
“Bel,” she rasped.
Now he could really see her for the zombie that she was. Broken, rasping, stumbling forward.... He wished he hadn’t promised Opal anything.
“I have to go.” She grabbed for her shoulder pack as she staggered out.
He looked about the empty building and followed her out into the street.


Chapter Six
 
OPAL TWIRLED HIS RAPIER at his side, as if it were a cane, and hummed a cheery little tune, much to the annoyance of the lad walking beside him.
“Can’t be too much farther,” Kyrian said.
“Why do you young men always say that?”
“I wonder.”
“Why not enjoy the stroll? It’s a lovely day,” Opal smiled.
Kyrian appraised the scenery for a few minutes, “Maybe you have more to be happy about than I do.”
Opal glanced over at him, smirking, then pointed at Kyrian’s well-worn boots with his rapier, “Well, you must be far more comfortable for this walk than I.”
The lad glanced down at his old, brown boots, then at the dazzlingly heeled boots that the dandy had on. “Wow,” he said, marveling at all the buckles and studs on the black leather. “You must be rich.”
“Ah, yes. Well, well, that looks like the temple over there, doesn’t it?”
Kyrian quickened his pace, coming up on the temple from around the back—away from the little town of Kings Basin. There was a trail of smoke in the sky that seemed to end at the roof of the sanctuary.
Opal followed Kyrian as he sped up.
“It’s gone!”
“What do you mean?” Opal said.
Kyrian dropped his backpack and stood silently looking at the frame of the Temple of the Sun. It’s beams were still smoking from a fire that had engulfed it hours ago.
The highwayman stared at the building. “That can’t be a coincidence. Someone must know you’ve been traveling with us.”
Kyrian looked at Opal with the same distaste that Opal generally reserved for him and blundered forward toward the smoking husk that was supposed to be his final school of training.
Black Opal sighed exasperatedly as he watched the idiot stomp away from him. He wondered why he was currently not with Cameo, and instead was with this...boy.
Kyrian stepped over some of the fallen lumber, burned down to blackened beams, and through what might’ve been the threshold.
Opal put his hand on Kyrian’s shoulder, pulling him back. “We need to go.”
He shrugged off Opal’s hand. “I’ll be fine.”
For one moment he thought about leaving Kyrian there, then something occurred to him. “This building must’ve been burning for a while.”
“Yeah, I was thinking that. The whole thing is cinders.”
“You don’t think....”
Kyrian met Opal’s hazel eye, waiting for him to finish.
“That vampire....”
The lad’s eyes widened. “He waved at me when he disappeared—”
“And Cameo said he could read minds.” Opal cocked his head to one side, “And...why did he leave when you showed up anyhow?”
“I’m working my way up to priesthood?”
Opal glanced down at the charm dangling from Kyrian’s neck. “The sun.”
“Well, I worship the sun, the soil of Faetta, the moon, and the sky, just like everyone else.”
The dandy chuckled, “Well, yes, yes, like all the rest of us. Perhaps we’re not quite as devout as you are?”
Kyrian turned away, “Maybe when I get as old as you I won’t have any hope anymore either.”
Opal stuck his nose in the air.
“I think he probably just did it because he didn’t like me being an acolyte,” Kyrian said.
“Perhaps he just didn’t like you.”
The lad spun around. “Hey, he didn’t attack me.”
“Of course not, you weren’t even in that fight .... Just why is that?” Opal said.
“Because when I tried to get into the fight he ran away. What can I say? Maybe he was afraid of me because I’m an acolyte!”
“He was probably afraid you would start preaching at him—”
“Hey, at least I have some hope.”
Opal walked away from him muttering, “I’m far more optimistic than you are any day. I have hopes—”
“Hopes to get into bed with an undead.”
Opal turned around fast and knocked Kyrian to the floor. “Shut up.” He spun on his heel, wincing as he regretted his decision about purchasing these particular boots. “Come along, Kyrian. We have no other recourse but to catch up with Cameo and Bel.”
The lad watched the swish of his black duster as he stormed out. “Fool.”
* * * * *
Cameo turned around and looked back down the hill. Bel was about a half mile away from her, walking fast on the path to Plunyport. She checked her shoulder pack for any sign of food, but found none. Standing there motionless, a silhouette on top of a hill on a cold sunny day, Cameo couldn’t escape the feeling of gloom that was sinking in as they drew nearer to the place she was being forced to go.
“You walk very fast,” Bel managed between gasps as he crouched down to catch his breath.
He was windblown. She probably looked the same.
Cameo felt to see if her hair was still parted on the side. Beside the missing hair and the scar on her face, she had completely regenerated. “I’m sorry about that. My Master is compelling me to go to the place of my task. But I’ve brought that on myself.”
“I have almost no food left,” he said.
“I don’t have any.”
“Can you keep going without food? I mean, I know you are a zombie.”
She fixed him with a dark look.
“Well, you are.”
“No, I can’t.” She took a few steps down the path heading northeast, moving along the Avon toward Plunyport, then Llandyport, then back across the Avon canal and on to Lockenwood.
“Maybe we could acquire some horses in Plunyport. It would make this journey go a bit faster.”
“It wouldn’t help us. I can’t get on a horse; unfortunately, they’re scared of me.”
Bel was still behind her, but she hadn’t outpaced him too badly, yet. “Scared, why? Because you’re a zombie?”
She turned around to face him. “Please stop saying that.”
“Sorry.”
“I think I even prefer thrall, or fetch, to that unpleasant term, and those aren’t all that flattering. Those are the ones Haffef tends to use when he’s trying to convince me how loathsome I am, as if being a blood-drinking corpse is any more lovely.”
Bel chuckled a bit.
She waited for him to catch up to her and slowed her pace to match his. “You know, it’s not as if I ever wanted to become an undead. It was forced on me.”
He watched her face intently. “I didn’t think about that.”
“Yes, well, how many young women really make that part of their life plan?”
“Good point,” he said.
Cameo looked down the path that seemed to wind and twist for miles. “We’re going to have to stop in Plunyport, even though I’d rather not.”
“Isn’t your vampire going to be mad?”
She smirked. “Worried about being roughed up?”
“Yes.”
“Well, I have to eat, and he knows that. And anyhow, didn’t you want to replace your clothes?”
“You have no idea.”
“I’m walking around with bullet hole in my leather armor,” she said, touching it.
He looked over at the hole in her shirt, then glanced down at the ground. “How did you become undead?”
For a moment, she had thought of the ripped armor as annoying and commonplace, but it was also a visible reminder that she had those incredible healing powers, and that she had just reminded Bel that she was a zombie.
She glanced out over the black waters of the canal. “How well do you swim?”
“What?”
Cameo took several steps down the bank toward the water. “Can you swim?”
He hesitated to follow. “Canals can be tricky to swim.”
She smiled at him. “I’ll help you.”
“Well...my theatrical piece,” he touched his shoulder pack. “I don’t want to ruin it.”
She bounded up the bank and was suddenly beside him. “Give it to me.”
Bel cradled the pack in his arms for a moment before handing it to her, and only then because he was somewhat intimidated. “It’s taken months—”
She threw it across the water and onto the opposite side, where it landed in the overgrowth.
He handed her his pistol, resigned. “Might as well keep that dry, too.”
Cameo hurled it into the brush approximately where she had thrown his pack, then waved him forward, “After you.”
“Right.” He walked down into the canal, the cold water surged over the tops of his boots, threatening to suck them down to the bottom. “Oh, gods! This is cold.”
She grimaced as the water enveloped her painfully. Haffef’s anxious call pulled her onward, so she doubted even the undercurrent could drag her down. “I’ll get you something dry and fashionable when we get to the other side.”
“You’re merciful.”
She grabbed the scruff of his collar as he began to sink.
“I’m not a very good swimmer, actually,” he sputtered.
She towed his flailing body to the other side, teeth chattering.
Bel lay at the base of the bank, exhausted and freezing. “Didn’t you help me carry Opal back from that fight with Gail? I don’t remember you being quite so strong then. I remember carrying most of his weight myself.”
“I was lying.”
“Ah, well, that explains a lot.”
She glanced down at him shivering, his breath encircling his head, and his clothes clinging to his body. “I suppose I really should’ve offered to toss your clothes to this side too.”
He looked up at her defeated.
* * * * *
Opal tossed his rather garish hat onto a hat rack in the corner of the smoke-filled tavern.
Kyrian trooped in behind him.
“Hello, ladies,” the rogue purred at several women behind the bar and found an empty table.
“It smells in here,” Kyrian complained.
Opal ignored him.
“I thought you said we were following—”
“It’s good to be discreet, don’t you think, lad?”
For a moment, he didn’t know if Opal was joking or not. “Okay...sure. Aren’t we supposed to catch up to—”
“Yes, yes. Say, do you have any cash on you lad? I seem to be a little short.”
“Well, a little.”
“Oh good, good. Ladies!” Opal flashed a smile at the women behind the bar.
A somewhat unsavory looking barmaid ambled over to their table and stood between the two of them.
“Hello, gentlemen. What can I get for you?”
“Wine, I think,” Black Opal said cheerily. “Something red.”
“Sure, we have—”
“What kind do you like?” He lifted his eye from a gaudy ring on her hand, touching her hand gently, and looked into her eyes. “I’m certain you have exquisite taste.”
Her lips parted slowly, and she traced the line from his eye to his mouth, then back up again, and she smiled. “You might not think so, I like dry wine.”
He smirked, “My dear, I’m confident your company will make it that much sweeter.”
She laughed and moved back over to the bar.
Kyrian was staring at Opal with his mouth open.
The highwayman stuck his chin in the air, “What?”
“I thought you liked Cameo,” he said in a harsh whisper. “What’s all this about? You’re flirting with some cheap bar wench?”
“It’s not wise to say her name here,” Opal hissed. “Or ours for that matter.”
“Yeah? And it’s not wise for us to be here either. We should’ve left Kings Basin an hour ago.”
“Well, I’m hungry—”
“Oh, yeah. When I’m famished I usually reach for the wine bottle,” Kyrian said.
“When you’re famished, you probably grab for a hair-shirt just for good measure.”
Kyrian felt a soft hand on his shoulder suddenly. It was that barmaid again. She moved in close to talk to him. “I’m so sorry, I don’t think I got your order before.”
“Uhh...I’ll have ....”
“I think I got too caught up talking to this gentleman here.” She looked adoringly at Opal.
He smiled at her, then at Kyrian.
“I’ll have lunch.”
“All right, sir,” she said, moving back over to the bar.
Kyrian looked at Opal darkly, “So Ca— our female friend was right about you.”
“Who? Her?” Opal gestured at the barmaid.
“No, Cameo,” the lad whispered harshly.
“Oh.... Whatever do you mean?”
“She said you were a libertine, and she was right!”
“She said that?” Opal asked, indignant.
“Yes.”
Opal sat back in his chair and ran a hand through his hair. “Well, you probably misunderstood her. How could she really think that? I mean, I offered to take you to your silly temple, and that wasn’t the easiest decision I’ve ever made. Gods know you aren’t the most delightful boy.” He pulled out his little mirror to check his makeup and watch the barmaid behind him.
“Maybe she can read minds like her vampire friend.”
Opal smiled, “Definitely not.”
“Oh, and what makes you so sure?”
The barmaid returned with Kyrian’s meal and the bottle of wine, “Ester’s best stuff. The innkeeper makes it himself.”
“Sounds divine,” Opal said silkily.
Kyrian looked over at him disapprovingly.
“Why don’t you pull up a chair and join us, dear lady?” Opal said.
She grinned.
The lad cringed.
She poured both herself and Opal a glass, “Did you want some, young man?”
Kyrian shot her an equally displeased look. “Certainly, I am paying after all.”
She looked blankly at Kyrian.
“What was it you said your name was?” The dandy said trying to sound suave after a gulp of terrible wine.
“Evangeline.”
“That suits you,” he said, touching her bare shoulder lightly. “A lovely name for a lovely young woman.”
She beamed, then guzzled the glass she had just poured for herself.
Opal offered to pour her another.
Kyrian choked his down, then focused on finishing his lunch so he could leave that foul-smelling tavern.
“You know what would be really nice, lad? If we could get a bath and a change of clothes, don’t you agree?”
The younger man glanced down at his clothes. “I don’t need new clothes.”
Opal laughed, and Evangeline followed suit.
“Do be serious, lad. You’re boots are covered with some sort of red mud, which you’ve managed to track right into this establishment.”
He glanced over his shoulder; sure enough, there was a little trail that led to his boots, which of course he had to examine. “I didn’t realize that.”
“This explains a lot.” Opal whispered into the girl’s ear.
Kyrian looked up in time to see the two of them heads together giggling. “Hmm,” he sawed his pork a little more ruthlessly than before. “I wonder how your girlfriend will feel about this entire trip when she finds out.”
“Girlfriend?” Evangeline turned to look at the lad in mid-laughter. “What do you mean?”
“Ask him.”
She sat her glass down with a little more force than she had expected. “Do you have a sweetheart then?”
Black Opal lifted the wine, now about half empty and filled her glass again.
“I have a friend.” He looked directly into Kyrian’s blue eyes, somewhat annoyed. “That is what she has reminded me of on several occasions.”
“Oh, just a friend,” she hit Opal in the chest with the back of her hand. “That’s nothing!”
His hazel eye lingered on her, a bit of a sloppy drunk, then at Kyrian. His tone was somewhat less optimistic than it had been when they sauntered in. “We should catch up with our companions before it gets dark.”
“What?” Kyrian set down his silverware.
Opal stood up to go. “Well, pay the man.”
* * * * *
Bel was draped in a blanket, huddled before the crackling fireplace, when Cameo came in. He spun around as she entered, snow falling from her hair and shoulders. “Oh, it’s you.”
Her whitish eyes seemed as if they were dissecting him.
Bel tried to hide the fact his lower legs and feet were bare. He certainly wasn’t looking quite so dashing at the moment, wearing a dirty blanket provided by the only inn in Terrence and still shivering from his swim in the canal hours earlier.
“This is what I was able to acquire.” Snow fell onto the floor from a bundle of clothing. It had started snowing almost as soon as they had finished their swim in the canal, and hadn’t let up since. “It’s a bit drier than the ones you were wearing.” Her eyes went to a pile of soaking wet clothes in the corner.
He pulled his blanket more tightly to him and took the garments. “Thanks. Where did you get them? I didn’t see any shops in this town that screamed high fashion.”
She smiled, “I paid one of the tavern barmaids to give me a gentleman’s clothes once they were alone and he had fallen asleep.” She sat down on one of the beds, “I didn’t just kill someone and take their stuff. I assume that’s where this line of questioning was going.”
He smiled at her.
“Why don’t you try it on?” She suggested, taking a swig from her flask.
He glanced from the rather nice jacket back at her. “Why don’t you get out first?”
“Oh, all right. I have to buy some supplies from the general store anyhow.” She swaggered to the door.
“You might want to consider using that line on Black Opal.”
She thought of how hastily Opal had tried to put his shirt back on the day he had actually invited her to bandage him up. “He wouldn’t like that.”
“Are you joking? He’s completely enamored by you.”
She turned around to face him once more. “He likes women, that much is certain.”
“Well, yes.” He glanced down.
“Was there something...between you two?”
“What? That’s an awfully tawdry question.”
“Forgive me. I suppose that was the alcohol talking.”
He looked at her somberly. “No, he likes you. I can tell from the way he carries on. He can be terribly jealous.”
She realized her mouth was slightly open and she closed it, feeling foolish. “I need to get those supplies. Better get dressed if you’re shy. I can move quite fast.”
* * * * *
Bel was lounging on one of the hard straw mattresses when Cameo returned. He had a small leather-bound book and several pieces of parchment strewn about him, but he was rereading that wanted poster the man at the Mermaid Inn had given him.
“Appraising your woodcut on that poster?”
“Just wondering who really killed Prince Leon, I guess,” he said, and then as if he had just realized something added, “you changed your clothes.”
She glanced down at the parchment lying there and nodded, acknowledging the new black leather she was wearing.
“Did you want me to read the wanted poster to you?”
She smirked, “I suspect you mean that in the most sincere way, but I think I can handle it myself.”
“Well, most people can’t read.”
“But you can,” she said, swinging two shovels off her shoulder and setting them on the floor beside her bed.
“Yes, my father wanted me to be a lawyer when I grew up. So I got an education.”
“Did you become a lawyer?” she said.
“Work for a lawyer and study for two years? Not a very appealing idea. I make more robbing coaches,” Bel said.
“So you went from upholding the law to working against it?”
“Well,” he smiled. “No. First I tried my hand at writing plays, and when that didn’t pay the rent, I started robbing coaches.”
“Is that what you have there? Plays?”
He folded up the mess and stuffed it all into his small leather-bound book. “Not this. This is all poetry. No one wants to read this.” Bel looked up at her, “I think my father should have paid for someone else’s education. It went to waste on me.”
She met his dark eyes. It was probably the first time she had actually looked at him. “I’m sure it wasn’t a waste.”
There was no reply.
He watched as she bent to rummage through her shoulder pack. “Do you think Opal will consider searching for us here? Was Terrence the place you two planned to meet back up?”
“I don’t know. I really have no idea how he will find us,” Cameo said.
“Oh .... I thought you two worked that out.”
She shook her head.
“Where are we headed?”
Cameo sighed, “That shrine in Lockenwood.”
“Shrine?” His eyes were suddenly drawn to the clunking sound of two shovels at the assassin’s feet.
Then their eyes met. Hers somber; his startled.
“What would we be using shovels for at the shrine?” He asked.
Her expression was serious, “What do you think?”
“Are we grave robbing?”
She hedged, looking past him at the book of poetry, “Is that your name there? Bellamy Roucherquimp? Roucherquimp?”
He rolled his eyes, “Yes. Don’t suppose you’ve heard of me?”
She smirked and took a swig of whiskey. “I don’t know; you’ll have to read me something so I can be sure.”
He rubbed the raised letters of his name, weighing the idea. “Perhaps another time,” and he slipped it into his pack.
“It would’ve helped to pass the time.”
“Uh huh, and it would’ve given you and Opal something to laugh about at a later date, of that I’m quite certain,” he said.
She lay back on her mattress, “If we ever run into Opal again....”
“My mattress isn’t very comfortable. How is yours?” asked Bel, changing the subject.
“Better than most places I usually sleep when I’m hiding out.”
“Oh? “I take it you’ve done a fair amount of hiding out in your life?” he said.
“Yes.”
Sleet hit the window.
“Yes? That’s it? No explanation?”
“I’m Cameo. What kind of an explanation did you want?”
“I don’t know. More than that,” he said.
She smiled, “And you would definitely give me full disclosure if I asked you questions pertaining to your thievery.”
“Certainly I would. I have nothing to hide from you.”
She stretched out. “I would think that the answer would be obvious to you, Bel. I’m a killer. People sometimes want to take a shot at me for one reason or another.”
“Where do you hide out?”
“Graveyards mostly.”
“So all those songs are true!”
“Yes. All of them.” She unlaced her boots.
He turned onto his side, facing her bed, her eyes glittered in the darkness. “Are you sure your vampire isn’t going to be angry?”
“Didn’t we go over this on the walk here?” Cameo was used to dealing with the vampire, and other elements of the supernatural, so she hadn’t realized quite how frightened he probably was of Haffef. Her tone softened, “I think it will be safe. If you don’t want to travel with me further, I will understand, Bel. I suspect Opal put you up to this anyhow.”
“Uh, yes, he did,” he said after a moment. “Almost seems like that happened a long time ago, doesn’t it?”
“I don’t know. Does it?”
“Yes.”
It was impossible to make out anything other than a glowing lump of white covers in the other bed. She wasn’t even certain where his face was in the darkness. There was the form of a shadow in the corner of the room near the door, though. Cameo sighed and closed her eyes, not wanting to see yet another reminder of her undead life as the thrall of a vampire. The power over the shades had been gained when she crossed halfway over the threshold of death, when Haffef had infected her blood with nothing but a drop of his own, enough to give her some superhuman abilities, but not the power or immortality of a vampire.
“Are you asleep?”
“Not yet,” she whispered.
“I’ll stay.”


Chapter Seven
 
BLACK OPAL AWOKE AND PULLED himself to his feet, holding his back and picking straw from his hair. “Oh great heavens, this is disgusting!”
Kyrian buried his face further into his coat, trying for another moment of rest.
“I can’t believe I slept in a barn,” Opal scoffed.
The young man stretched out like a cat deep in the hay. “You weren’t complaining when we were finally out of the rain last night.”
“Yes I was.”
“Oh right. I guess a night of sleep has given me a more favorable impression of you.”
The dandy ran his tongue over his teeth, which had not been brushed in quite a while.
Kyrian rubbed his face briskly and pulled on his boots. “We must be close to Cameo now.”
Opal could see the lad over his shoulder with his hand mirror. The boy had just woken up after sleeping in a barn for heaven’s sake, and he looked great. Black Opal assessed the light beard he was sporting now under his makeup. He looked ridiculous. The thought of dry-shaving while standing in horse manure didn’t exactly make for a lovely morning. “I highly doubt it. We’re in the middle of nowhere.”
“Well, that’s true, but we aren’t that far from Plunyport.”
Opal brushed out his ash-blonde locks with his back to Kyrian. “She didn’t stop there; her master was forcing her to go to Lockenwood. They must’ve gotten to at least Llandyport.”
“Well, Bel needed to eat, even if she didn’t.”
“Are you getting ready to leave, because I’m leaving as soon as I have my makeup on,” Opal said.
“Uh....” Kyrian glanced down at himself as he reclined in the hay on the floor. “I am ready.”
The dandy turned around to look at the lad wearing what he had slept in. “That’s it? Just get up and walk out the door? Have you considered combing that mop of hair?”
He touched his auburn head. “It’s fine.”
“Certainly not. And just what do you think girls will think of a boy who takes no care of himself?”
“I dunno.”
“That’s fairly obvious. You need another set of clothes.” He glanced over at the horses stabled there. “Can you ride?”
Kyrian jumped up, “Yes, my family had an old draft horse that my father used for plowing when I was a kid.”
“Good, saddle up a couple horses.”
“Steal them?”
Opal rolled his eye and pulled his pistol on the boy, “I said saddle up two horses.”
“What?” Kyrian took a step back nervously.
“That’s right, I’m stealing two horses and forcing you to go along with me. Now does that ease your conscious?”
The younger man looked directly into the barrel pointed at his chest. “Oh yes, I feel so much calmer.”
“Good.” Opal set the pistol down and rummaged through his pack for a straight razor.
Kyrian stormed over to the horse stalls, “Cutpurse.”
* * * * *
Cameo’s eyes lingered on Bel, still asleep. The shape of his body was a mass of confusion, beginning at the curl of his long, dark hair and ending in the twisted blankets and shadows clinging to his bedding. She glanced out a weatherworn window beside his bed. There was a rather tall tree scratching at the windowpane just outside, and it was dark and wet; upon closer inspection, the ground outside was damp, and all that fluffy snow that they had walked through to get Bel to an inn and into dry clothes was now gone.
“Bel.” Her voice was low and flat.
He didn’t move.
“Bellamy,” she shook him firmly, perhaps a little too firmly.
He grabbed his pistol.
Her eyes glittered in the darkness of the room.
“Who is it?”
“It’s morning, and it’s rained.”
He slid back into the bed for a moment, cuddling up with his gun and savoring the warmth of his temporary bed. “It’s too dark.”
“We have to go.”
* * * * *
It was midday and over an hour since Kyrian and Opal had arrived on horseback in Plunyport. The lad wandered up the dark, cobblestone street near the stable where they had sold the horses they’d stolen from Kings Basin. Just as he did, Black Opal happened to be sauntering down that same alley, with a bottle of red wine in one hand.
“Where have you been?” Kyrian demanded.
“Ah, hello lad.” Opal faked a smile.
“I’ve been looking all over for you.”
“Oh, have you? Well, now you’ve found me.”
Kyrian examined his wardrobe. “You’ve bought new clothes?!”
“Yes. Surely that can’t come as such a shock to you, can it? I’ve even had a bath.”
The lad fumed, “I’ve been waiting here at the stables for you to get back!”
“Quite obvious you hadn’t had a bath or gotten yourself a new set of clothes,” Opal said.
“You said to wait for you here!”
“Calm down, lad. You’ll make a spectacle of yourself.” He attempted to push Kyrian into the shadows near the town stables.
The acolyte looked over Opal’s newest ensemble and scoffed. “I’m making a spectacle?!”
“You really do smell like a horse.”
“I wonder why,” Kyrian said.
“The bathhouses are still open.”
“Fine. Where’s the money from the sale of those horses?”
“Hmm...money, yes, well. Don’t you have some money?” Opal said.
“I spent all of my money buying you and Evangeline that bottle of wine, and my last meal. Where’s my cut of that robbery money?”
“Oh, Kyrian,” Opal rolled his eye as he lowered his voice. “Don’t be a hypocrite. I know full well that the gods don’t take kindly to thievery.”
The lad grabbed him roughly by the lapels of his jacket and shook him. “You spent all that money on yourself! On this stupid outfit?!”
Black Opal looked down at the boy whose hands were still clutching the jacket.
Kyrian looked up at the pock-marked face, his anger subsiding to a wary realization that he had just attacked a wanted villain.
“Did you really expect more than that out of me?”
“Um ....”
Opal’s face softened a bit as he brushed Kyrian’s hands from his jacket. “This material is crushed so easily. It’s because it’s so delicate, so yielding.”
“It’s very nice...very, shiny.”
“Now,” he looked over at the local coach station across the road, “we need to get going. They will be boarding soon.”
“Boarding? Are we taking the coach?”
“Yes. Why not? We’ll travel on to Llandyport in style.” He glanced back over his shoulder at Kyrian as he headed toward the station, “Some of us will anyhow.”
The lad brushed dust from the sleeves of his coat heatedly. “So you did spend some money on me?”
“Of course, lad. Do you think me so heartless as to leave you behind in Plunyport?”
“Yes.”
Several patrons were waiting on the other side of the street, dressed in their traveling clothes. Two young ladies stood talking with a young man, all of them dressed in fine clothes. Opal watched them in interest as he passed. He could almost feel Kyrian at his heels.
One of the young women, tired of listening to the gentleman, turned to look at him.
As Kyrian rushed across the road, all three of them looked at him. He blushed and blundered on, nearly running into Opal.
The dandy rolled his eye, “Lad, do be more careful.”
The girls giggled.
Kyrian glanced over at them nervously.
“Is he your servant?”
Black Opal turned to face the young woman, smiling. “Yes, that’s right. He’s a bit of a clumsy boy, too.”
The other man laughed at Kyrian, but the girls smiled at him.
“He’s cute.”
“Yes, so bashful.”
“And filthy,” the gentleman sneered.
“Don’t be cruel, Derbec, I think he’s positively charming.” She turned around and smiled at Kyrian, “I’m Lorelei Vanvinck, and this is my sister Claire.”
“Pleased to meet you. I’m Kyrian MacRoom.”
“Kyrian is such a pretty name,” Claire said, cocking her head to one side.
“This is Derbec Belfour. He’s related to the royal family.”
The dark-haired young man pretended that he didn’t know he was being talked about.
“Are you?” Opal said, perusing the wanted posters on the sign behind them. “Out walking the streets of Plunyport without an entourage or guard?”
“Perhaps I don’t need a guard to protect myself.”
Opal smiled at his lofty tone. “Perhaps not.”
“Yes, well....” Derbec turned his attention back to Claire, “Where is that blasted coach?”
“They’re never on time around here,” she muttered.
“Are you a prince?” Kyrian asked.
The dark-haired man glanced up, annoyed, “No, I’m not a prince.”
Lorelei hid her smile behind a fan. “It’s a bit more distant than that,” she whispered.
“Oh...no wonder I’ve never heard of him.”
Derbec bristled.
A well-dressed older couple walked over to join the crowd, and as they did, the coach finally arrived.
“Oh, this is my mother and dad,” Lorelei informed Kyrian.
Opal glanced over at the lad in his dirty clothes, then smoothed the lapels of his beautiful new jacket.
Kyrian met Opal’s good eye, glanced at Lorelei, then at his own sullied outfit, and raised an eyebrow.
The dandy stuck his nose in the air. The poster next to him was actually a wanted poster for Black Opal, and no one seemed to take the slightest interest in it.
“All aboard!” One of the coachmen jumped down to gather up the suitcases, then turned toward Opal, “Get your luggage for you sir?”
“No need,” Opal smiled and boarded the coach. Kyrian followed.
Opal ended up with a window seat, Kyrian was stuck with the dreaded middle seat, and Mr. Vanvinck had the seat beside the door. On the opposing side, Lorelei, Claire, Mrs. Vanvinck, and Derbec were positively crammed in.
“Doesn’t exactly seat seven comfortably,” Mr. Vanvinck commented.
“Certainly not,” Opal agreed.
The coach jerked forward suddenly, and Kyrian nearly fell out of his seat. He grabbed onto Opal’s arm for support.
“First trip in a coach, lad?” Opal said rolling his eye.
“Yes.”
“Oh, really?” Lorelei perked up, “What sort of work do you do?”
“I’m an acolyte.”
“Really?” Mr. Vanvinck seemed fascinated. “A noble profession for the lower class.”
“Oh, so you mean you’re going to be a priest someday?” Lorelei’s tone sounded somewhat less interested than it had.
“Yes, that’s right.”
“He’s a very devout boy,” the dandy said helpfully.
Kyrian shot him a look of pure hatred.
“Well, you are.”
“Um, what do you do for a living, Mr. Vanvinck?” Kyrian asked.
Lorelei giggled, “He’s a gentleman.”
Kyrian seemed baffled.
“He’s of no profession, you buffoon,” Derbec sneered.
Opal looked out the window at the town disappearing into the distance.
“Oh.”
“Well, I think the lad’s just too busy studying for priesthood to be involving himself in business and money,” Mrs. Vanvinck said reassuringly.
Kyrian gave her a thankful look.
“Positively fascinated with the countryside aren’t you, sir?”
Opal turned to find Lorelei addressing him now. She was a young woman, maybe a little older than Kyrian. She looked soft and playful. “It’s lovely country, don’t you think?”
“Yes, I suppose.”
“Boring when you travel all the time, as I do,” Derbec interjected.
“Hmm.... I daresay you are more acquainted with Plunyport than I,” Opal said.
“Certainly not. I merely meant that I travel a great deal.”
“Oh, is that what you meant? I guess I didn’t understand your meaning.” He glanced at Lorelei as he said it, smiling sarcastically.
She glanced at the floor, then back up into his hazel eye.
“What was your name again, sir? I don’t think I heard it mentioned,” Mr. Vanvinck said.
The dandy looked around Kyrian at Mr. Vanvinck. “I’m Francois Black.”
“Mr. Black, pleased to make your acquaintance.”
“As am I yours,” Opal said.
“And this lad is your son?”
“Oh, no, certainly not. He’s my ward.”
Kyrian nearly protested.
“Yes, my ward,” Opal said flashing Kyrian a look of warning. “His mother asked me to take him in for a little while, as she’s fallen on hard times.”
“Oh, that’s so sad,” Claire said, catching his eyes.
“That’s so noble of you, Mr. Black.”
Derbec grimaced.
“How long does it usually take to get to Llandyport?” Kyrian inquired.
“Not long, lad,” Mr. Vanvinck said helpfully. “An hour, maybe a little more.”
“Only an hour,” Claire whined.
“Just when did you become such a fan of long coach rides?” Derbec scoffed.
She smiled serenely at Kyrian.
“Well, we don’t usually have such amicable company,” Lorelei said.
* * * * *
“Can you slow down a little?” Bel gasped as he raced to get within earshot of the assassin.
She glanced around and realized that they had just passed the Mermaid Inn. It was looking dark and wet, like everything else on the wooded road.
“Sorry. Want something to eat?”
He glanced at the inn, shocked that she would suggest going in there after killing the owner.
Cameo raised an eyebrow and handed him a bag of produce. “I did buy more than just shovels yesterday, as lovely as these particular shovels are, of course.”
He took the goods from her and was happy to discover a brown bread and fresh cheese.
“Oh, my dear, at this moment I love you.”
She took the second shovel from him. “Hungry, hmm?”
“Starved. Aren’t you?”
“I would like some—”
“Brains?”
“Coffee.”
“Ah yes, coffee is what I meant to say.”
She ran her fingers through her hair to see if her bald spot was sufficiently covered. The dampness was pulling all of her hair straight and tight to her head. Hiding that one scar was going to prove difficult today. “It would be good to get to the shrine when it’s still a bit light.”
Bel looked around at the gloom surrounding them.
“Relative light anyhow.”
He shook out his newly acquired jacket. “It’s about as muddy as the old one was.”
“Same roads.”
He glanced to his right at the same road that the group had followed from the Temple of the Moon until they got to the Mermaid Inn. “That’s quite depressing, actually.”
“Hmm....”
“What is it that you have to do for your master anyhow?”
With that she picked up the shovels, turned around and started walking in the direction of Lockenwood once again. “Rob a grave.”
“You aren’t serious?” He was only a step behind her.
“Do I sound like I am?”
“No, not really. Whose grave?”
“He wants me to dig up my sister,” she said.
Lockenwood forest spread out before them, and they hiked into it. For a moment all he could hear was the sound of two shovels scraping the ground as she dragged them through the wood and over occasional rocks. The very sound, of the spade against rock, was a chilling foreshadowing of just what they would be doing later.
The world all around them got quite a bit darker as soon as they entered the forest, and much harder to traverse.
Bellamy put away the food and took back one of the shovels. “Why?”
“I don’t know,” her voice was heavier, perhaps burdened by the idea.
“Is this why he showed up in Kings Basin? This is the task you didn’t do for him before?” Bel asked.
“Yes. But now I know there is no avoiding the things I don’t want to do. If I want to live....”
“And you want us to live?”
“Yes, that’s right Bel. I believe your lives are all forfeit anyway. Unfortunately, you three became my friends, and as I know very well, my Master doesn’t like that.”
“What do you mean?”
She turned to look at him, “He wants me to be unhappy. I was a bit selfish when you and Opal stumbled into my life, you see. I knew I was putting you two in peril.” Cameo turned back around and walked on, “Don’t bother going back to Terrence. You are my associate now, Bel, as far as Haffef is concerned. Distance can’t save you three, I’m afraid.”
“That sounds a bit like a death sentence.”
“Perhaps you should have considered a life as a lawyer. Instead you strayed down this rather dark path, and now look where it’s got you. You’re the friend of an assassin and, not only that, an undead. But look at it this way, Bel, the pay is far better for robbing coaches than that tedious studying that you would have had to do for two years with some tacky gentleman who practiced the law.”
“Could you rub it in a bit more?”
* * * * *
Opal reached out the window and knocked on the side of the carriage. “Afraid this is our stop.”
“What? Here in the middle of nowhere?” Kyrian said.
“Yes, lad,” Opal grinned and pulled out his pistol.
Kyrian went pale.
“Now, ladies and gentlemen, we’ll be relieving you of your coin and any pretty baubles you have on,” Opal smiled.
“I’m not a party to this!”
“Oh no, Kyrian isn’t in on this robbery with me. As you all know he’s an honest lad working his way up into the priesthood.” He turned the pistol on Kyrian, “Now, get their jewelry.”
“You’re a bastard,” the lad said as he collected what Lorelei held in her hands.
“The youth of this country are simply spinning out of control,” Opal said.
“Indeed,” agreed Mr. Vanvinck. “Such language.”
Opal turned to Derbec with a somber look on his rather fanciful visage, “Get out.”
The dark-haired Belfour glanced protectively at Claire and Lorelei, then angrily opened the door and stepped out.
“You, as well,” he waved the pistol at Mr. Vanvinck, and then at the remaining ladies.
“What now?” Kyrian asked.
The two of them looked at a fistful of baubles, once they were alone in the coach.
“That name earlier...did you honestly give them your real name?” Opal said.
“Yes, MacRoom is my last name.”
“So stupid ....”
“Well, but—I didn’t think we were going to rob these people!”
“Get down, you little fool!” He pushed Kyrian to the floor as the door swung open and one of the drivers pushed the barrel of a musket inside.
The highwayman grabbed the barrel, pulled the man off balance into the carriage, and ran him through with his rapier in one fluid motion.
The group outside released a cry of shock and horror as the driver fell back, bloodied.
Now Opal had a musket to add to his growing collection.
“Who is that inside?”
“If I were a betting man,” said the voice of the second driver, “I’d say that’s that man who killed the Prince.”
“No,” Mr. Vanvinck said in disbelief, ignoring the dead body nearby. “That’s so disappointing, seemed such an agreeable chap.”
“Agreeable?!” Derbec fumed.
“Black Opal,” Claire whispered into her sister’s ear. “Held up by that highwayman.”
“Oh yes?” Lorelei brightened, “Such a scoundrel.”
“He just killed a man!” Derbec growled. “Give me a pistol.”
“Don’t, Lord Belfour, you’ll get yourself killed.”
“A voice of reason,” Opal said as he stepped out of the carriage, pistol in one hand, rapier in the other. “Kyrian, take the reins.”
“Me?”
“You can drive this vehicle, I take it from your days on the farm?”
Kyrian’s face flushed in anger. “Yes.”
“Do it, then. Your mother is waiting.”
“You’re just going to leave us all behind, here...in the mud?” Lorelei shook her ruined clothes to emphasize the muddiness.
Opal smiled at her. “You my dear, I would never leave you behind—”
“You cad!” Derbec said.
The dandy trained his pistol on the younger man but spoke to Lorelei. “You and your sister are welcome to come along.”
Claire blushed as she met Lorelei’s expression.
“How dare you?” Derbec took a step forward.
Opal turned to him, “I don’t want to kill you.”
“You killed my kin- the prince!”
“Well, no I didn’t, but what does that matter to you anyhow? How indirectly related could you really be, dear boy?”
“Not as indirectly as you think.”
“Don’t do it, sir, Black Opal isn’t anyone to trifle with,” the driver said from the back of the group.
“You should’ve protected us like your friend did,” Derbec said, never taking his eyes off Opal.
“What, and died like a dog on the road? No thank you, sir.”
“Wretched servant,” Derbec spat.
Opal flinched at the words he used. He took several steps back toward the coach. “Ladies,” he said as he opened the carriage door.
Claire and Lorelei hurried over with their mother right behind them.
“Forgive me, Lady, but there’s only room for the three of us,” Opal said to their mother, shutting the door before she could join them.
“Four!” Kyrian yelled from the driver’s bench.
“Ah, yes,” Opal said as he jumped into the coach. “Drive on, Kyrian. I’m ready to go.”
Opal sat back in the dark cushion and watched as his fellow travelers disappeared in the distance, lost in the darkened woods between Plunyport and Llandyport. He cursed himself for not setting up a meeting place with Cameo, and now he wondered whether he would see her again.
Lorelei’s eyes fell to the pistol across Opal’s ruffled shirt.
“You aren’t going to brood for this whole trip, are you Black Opal?” Claire blushed as she used his real name.
Opal looked over at the young women with his head still perched in his hand, and smiled crookedly. “Certainly not.”
* * * * *
Cameo stood beside Ivy’s grave. It seemed small in the darkness behind the shrine. Her face seemed to be made even more pale in the glowing light of a lantern. Its eerie light bounced about, seeming to give the entire backdrop ethereal movement.
The headstone was slim, tall, and white, with half of a sun on it, giving it the appearance that the sun was either coming up or going down.
“Isn’t that the symbol Kyrian wears?” Bel asked. He glanced up at the assassin as she stood reverently over the grave.
Cameo had the appearance of someone defeated. Grave robbing that was just about as low as she could have sunk in the world of thieves.
“What happened to her?” Bel said.
“Men killed her.”
“I’m sorry.”
She lifted her grayish eyes to look at him for a moment, then let her gaze drop back to the sodden ground beneath her. “We were both molested and killed by these men...these men of noble blood. Only I didn’t die, and she did.
“I think that’s why Haffef is so upset.” She met Bel’s rather stupefied expression. “He wanted her. But she died before he had the opportunity to make her his own. So he ended up with me. I was still breathing, barely.”
She sunk her shovel deep into the Faettan soil and sent the first shovel of dirt out of her sister’s grave.
Bel followed suit, depositing his shovel into the grave and tossing the dirt to one side. “They left you to die?”
“Yes.”
“Over the years, you must have been able to eliminate the men who did that to you?”
“No. Someone else did,” she said.
Bel piled up another shovel of dirt onto the side of the grave. They were nearly three feet down. “Why wasn’t she buried in the Yetta Graveyard?”
Cameo forced her shovel through a tree root violently. “Someone apparently felt we were religious.”
“I could see that about you.”
“Yeah.” She looked around at the other headstones, approximately ten others. “I can see that it’s not all that popular to be buried here these days.”
He wiped the sweat from his brow and replaced it with cemetery dirt. “These days? So does that mean we’re digging for a casket or loose bones?”
“I don’t know, how long does it take for a casket to deteriorate?” she asked.
“With this shrine so close...is that why your vampire friend didn’t dig her up himself?”
She gestured to the headstone with the religious symbol; the engraving of the sun coming up. “I think that’s why.”
“I’m going to kill Opal when I see him again. No offense to you, but this isn’t exactly how I foresaw things going. I was thinking—oh, I don’t know—we would be robbing a bank or something slightly more glamorous, less tiresome, and a bit less dirty.” His shovel hit something hard.
Cameo shined the lantern down into the grave.
A smattering of several bones were visible in the light.
Bel gazed somewhat horrified from the human bones to Cameo’s saddened face.
She leapt five feet out of the grave and rummaged through her pack for a large canvas sack.
“Is that what you’re planning to carry your sister’s body out of here in?”
She climbed back down and sighed, “ I can’t believe I’m doing this.” She grabbed onto a bone and pulled it out. The bones came out of the ground like vegetables waiting to be plucked.
Bel climbed from the hole staggering and holding his forehead. “Ghastly,” the highwayman hissed.
“Like your poetry, Bellamy?”
Bel startled.
A young man with long, black hair was standing at the other side of the open grave. His face was pale and thin, with the scar of a F burned into his cheek.
Bel went for his pistol, but the young man held his out in front of him. “I wouldn’t do that.”
“You’re the man who burned the Tavern Pipe Inn.”
“The very one,” he grinned.
“Why are you chasing me? I’m just a poet.”
The young man laughed and cocked his head to one side. “You’re a highwayman. More importantly, the king has a large bounty on your head.” He looked down at Cameo, who was standing up at the bottom of the grave, a ghostly pale visage, staring into his eyes. “I got two of you. How nice.”
“Have you been tracking us?”
“Of course, Bellamy.”
“How flattering.”
“More flattering to me. You didn’t even notice!”
Cameo frowned, noticing the Association badge on his cape.
He met her eyes, grinning, “I can’t believe I caught up with you in a graveyard. You are so predictable. Just like a song my mother sang to me when I was a little boy.”
She smiled at the rather obvious note of wonder and awe in his voice.
“Jules, isn’t it?”
He was taken aback. “How do you—”
Cameo leapt from the grave suddenly and knocked the pistol from his hand.
Jules fell back, trying to pull another weapon from under his cape, but she pushed him, and he toppled to the ground. He hit his head on a gravestone and landed on the cold ground, unconscious.
“Sorry, Jules.”
Bel wandered over to get a better look. “This is the man who has been chasing me all this time?”
Cameo inspected the trickle of blood on his forehead. “Works for the Association.”
“He’s so young.”
“Determined though,” she said.
“Do you know him?”
“Just his name.” She rummaged through his backpack, finding a few typical items: food, weapons, matches, wanted posters for the group of them. “What’s this?”
Bel knelt down. “Another cape?”
“With a bullet hole.... This is my cape. But I thought I left it at the Temple of the Moon.”
“If he stopped there—”
She met his eyes, “I wonder what happened to Cyrus.”
“Kyrian’s grandfather?”
She took the rope from his things.
Bel watched her as she bound his hands. “Aren’t you going to kill him?”
She looked over her shoulder at him, “I don’t kill everyone, Bel. That’s just part of the fairy tale about me.”
“He’s just going to come after us if we leave him tied up here!”
“No, that wasn’t my plan,” she said.
“We’re going to carry a bag of human bones and an assassin with us?” Bel asked, dubious.
“You never know. He might come in handy.”
It started to rain.
“Uh oh....”
Cameo slid back into the open grave, “I have to finish up here. Keep your eyes on him.”
“Yeah,” Bel muttered, pulling his pistol on the unconscious assassin.
Then the sky opened up and the rain pounded down on them.


Chapter Eight
 
“WHAT IS THAT ON YOUR cheek anyhow? An F? I’ve heard that some towns brand people for things like theft, but I’ve never seen that one before,” Bel asked as he dragged Jules along by his bonds.
“Wick is going to kill you utterly when she discovers you have me,” Jules grumbled.
Bel smiled, “So you must be one of her little favorites if I’m to be killed utterly.”
The assassin pulled back on his leash, causing the highwayman to fall back a bit.
“Don’t trip,” Jules sneered.
Cameo glanced back at the two of them. She had a large bag of bones on her back and looked completely like an undead, an observation that hadn’t gone unnoticed by Bel.
“I have more rope for your mouth, Jules.”
“Oh, really? From my backpack? No kidding.”
“Yes. Thank you for being so diligent with your survival gear,” Cameo said.
Jules shot her a bitter look.
“F, F...hmm, really leaves out gambling, pimping, theft...could it be fighting?”
“You ask a lot of stupid questions.”
Bel laughed.
Cameo was readjusting the bag on her shoulder when she saw a shade standing on the path in front of her. It was a slender silhouette of a man just standing in the forest. She nearly missed it in the darkness of the wood. Bel and Jules came close to running right into her.
“What?”
Suddenly she saw Opal in her mind.
Then the shade walked away.
“Cameo?” Bel said.
She lowered her sister’s bones to the wet ground. “Your friend is nearby.”
“How do you know?”
“I can feel it,” she said.
She took the leash that Jules was on and tied it around the trunk of a slender tree.
“That’s it? We’re just leaving him here?” Bel took a step forward, ready to follow her.
“No; you both have to stay here for a minute.”
“What?” Bel protested.
“Look, I can’t flag down Opal with this ...bag here. You have to guard it and our prisoner.”
The highwayman looked around at the all-encompassing darkness of Lockenwood forest, then turned to her in dread.
She leaned in, “You’ll be all right. I’m not going to leave you here.”
He nodded unhappily.
* * * * *
“And then what did he do?”
“He threatened to kill me,” Opal smiled, toying with his pistol.
“Good heavens!” Claire said.
“Indeed. Luckily I had this very pistol with me at the time. It was loaded and ready, just as it is today.”
Lorelei met his eye with an impish smile playing on her lips, “Weren’t you drunk?”
“Certainly not.”
“But...didn’t you just say you had been drinking in that tavern for hours?”
“Ah, that .... Well, I may have been a little tipsy, but if anything, it only made the fight a fair one. Walter was a bit older than I was at that point, and he needed some advantage,” Opal said.
“That’s so sweet,” Claire touched his arm gently.
“Not half as sweet as you are, my dear, I’m sure.”
She looked up at him coyly.
“When do you think we’ll be in Llandyport?” Lorelei said.
Opal turned to looked at Lorelei, who was in turn looking out the window. “Are you so anxious to depart, my dear?”
“No ...” she hissed, “but...it does seem like it’s taken a long time to get there doesn’t it?”
“Perhaps Kyrian is a bit lost.”
“Doesn’t that worry you?” Claire grasped his shoulder as she leaned in toward him, her breath hot against his cheek.
Opal searched her dainty face as he turned toward her, “Terrifies me.”
“You must be terrified yourself, Claire,” Lorelei said. “Whatever will Derbec say when he finds out you threw yourself at such a scoundrel?”
Opal put his nose in the air. “Scoundrel? That’s rather harsh.”
“And you’re going to tell him, Lorelei?” Claire sneered. “You’re one to talk.”
“I’ve been positively an angel, Claire, and you have a boyfriend, so shove off!”
“He’s not my boyfriend!” Claire said.
“I suppose all that talk of marriage meant nothing to you?”
“Ladies, ladies, please. It’s just a carriage ride to Llandyport. Claire is still free to marry whomever she wishes—”
“I’m not engaged to Derbec!”
Opal rolled his eye and checked himself in the reflective surface of the handle of Claire’s fan. He looked rather well, actually, for all he had been through. That bath had done loads of good. Soothed his spirit as well as his mind. He smiled to himself and then began to wonder where Kyrian had taken them.
“And after all, Opal is free to see whomever he chooses.”
Black Opal felt suddenly thrust back into some idiotic conversation. “I beg your pardon?”
“Claire was just informing me that you can do as you please,” Lorelei surmised.
Opal smiled at the two of them. “Well, I never really did say that, did I?”
Lorelei tilted her head to one side, intrigued. “Oh, that hadn’t occurred to me. I suppose someone of your age could easily be married and have about twelve children.”
“Yes, that’s true.” Opal pressed his lips together, trying to reapply rouge to his mouth, as he stared at the ceiling, feeling a bit insulted.
“Lorelei can be very rude.”
“I speak my mind! I’m not afraid to say what I feel passionate about.”
Claire rolled her eyes, then looked over at the highwayman compassionately. “I bet you have a lady love, someone elegant, who pines for your return?”
Opal nearly laughed. “Something like that.”
“She’s probably pining away for you right now, you know? I would be.” Claire slid back into the bench seat next to Opal.
“Hmm...oh, would you?”
Her eyes lingered on him, “You have no idea how I’d pine—”
There was a loud blast, which sounded to Opal like a pistol, and the carriage halted suddenly. The three of them were thrown from one side of the compartment to the other as the coach overturned. They finally came to rest against a tree, dangling in a cockeyed position off the road..
“Is it Derbec?” Claire squealed in delight.
A second gunshot caught the girl in the face as she peered out the window. She tumbled backward, like a shattered doll.
“Claire!”
Opal threw himself in front of Lorelei instinctively. “Take my pistol.”
The door was ripped open violently by two figures in dark clothing. “It’s Opal! Don’t let him get his sword!”
Opal forced the door they were braced against open and ordered Lorelei out into a wooden area.
“And where do you think you’re going?” A woman in black clothing hissed at her as she fell out.
Lorelei pointed the newly acquired pistol at her, but the woman only laughed.
Two of the others were kicking Kyrian, who was flailing on the ground in the blood of one of the horses that had been shot. It had collapsed in its harness, and the downed horse threatened to drag down the gelding attached to it.
From inside the carriage, Opal kicked one of his assailants in the head with the tall heels that had made him so uncomfortable for so long.
“Bastard! Grab him!”
Opal pulled the blunderbuss from under him and shot the angry man in the stomach. A spray of blood and gore exploded outside of the carriage and he slid out onto the ground lifeless.
The second man punched Opal in the face and came at him with a shining stiletto.
Opal deflected the blade with one hand and stabbed the man in the side with a dagger he pulled from under his coat.
The attacker curled up, and Opal threw the man off of him. Drawing his rapier, Opal leapt out the door of the carriage with a flourish, his bloodied dagger in his other hand.
“He’s still alive!” The woman yelled to the other three.
One slender assassin with a top knot sent two daggers at Opal.
The highwayman fell to his knees as one hit him in the leg.
“Shoot her!” he called to Lorelei.
The girl looked at the woman in front of her, frightened.
The woman casually drew her pistol on Lorelei. “Drop your weapon, Lady. I’m not afraid to actually use mine.”
The man with the top knot walked over to Opal, a blunderbuss in his hands. “What are you going to do?”
Opal staggered.
“Shoot him, Tomley!” One of the others called.
Tomley ignored his friend and pointed his gun at Kyrian instead, saying to Opal. “No, he’s not dead yet.” He looked over at the infamous highwayman as though studying him. “Drop your weapons and I won’t kill him.”
Now Black Opal recognized the Association clothing, the red badge. They were from the assassins guild out of Lockenwood that Cameo used to work for. There was no question that they wouldn’t hesitate to kill Kyrian or Lorelei, or him for that matter.
There was a sound of the horse’s harness falling to the ground, and one of the assassins was holding the gelding now that it had been freed from its harness.
Opal set his rapier and the dagger on the ground.
“Toss them gently over here.”
Opal glanced over at Lorelei, in her current predicament, with an assassin pointing a pistol at her, then up at Tomley, and did as he was asked.
“Any other weapons?”
He pulled a second dagger from his coat and tossed it to the grass near Tomley.
“Good, very good. My dagger as well, if you please.” He motioned to the handle sticking out of Opal’s thigh.
“Where is your partner?” the female assassin demanded.
“What partner?” Opal winced as he tugged the blade out and tried to staunch the blood with his hand.
“Cameo.”
He sat back a bit dazed. “Cameo? I thought she worked with you.”
“You work with Cameo?” The words came out of Lorelei’s mouth as a whisper.
“Ah, the things you find out about men like him, hmm, Lady?” The assassin sneered, “Can’t trust a man in a ruffled shirt.”
Lorelei’s dark eyes found him, horrified, “Is that the lady love?”
“Lady love?” Tomley laughed. “Well, you certainly have odd taste. I prefer my wenches a bit less reclusive and weird, but whatever.” He turned to look at Lorelei. “Honestly, Opal, that lass there’s very fetching. As a matter of fact, she is much more my taste.” He handed off his gun to one of the other assassins and sauntered over to the girl.
“I’m the one you want,” Opal called out.
Tomley laughed again. “You aren’t really my type.”
“Shoot him!” he yelled at Lorelei.
The girl turned her pistol on the man who was moving in on her fast.
“I’ll shoot you if you don’t shut up!” The woman growled at Opal.
A pistol blast filled the air with white gunpowder, and the female assassin collapsed.
At first, Tomley thought that Lorelei had pulled the trigger, but no, she was still standing there foolishly, with blood in her hair.
A second blast knocked down the man who was holding a pistol on Opal. He screamed as he tried to collect the dangling part of his arm.
A dark figure emerged from the woods.
“It’s Cameo! It’s really her!” Lorelei exclaimed as she fell to the ground, curling up into a ball.
Tomley raced over to Black Opal.
Cameo flung a dagger at one of the assassins.
The blade hit him in the shoulder, knocking him back, but tore it out and sent it back at her.
Cameo knocked it out of the air coming toward them at a supernatural speed.
Tomley grabbed Opal, “On the horse.” He demanded, holding a dagger to Opal’s throat.
“Ah, it’s a bit difficult when one can’t stand....”
“Stop stalling or I will slash your throat.”
The horse tore free of Tomley’s grasp as Cameo came nearer, and raced off into the woods.
Cameo walked over, took the pistol out of Lorelei’s shaking hands, and shot at the assassin she had just hit with a dagger, shooting him in the body.
Lorelei was frozen in place on the ground.
“I will kill him if you try anything, Cameo!” Tomley held a dagger to Opal’s throat.
She could see the panic in his face as she purposely lifted the rapier from the grass, then she rammed it through the back of one of the dying assassins. She took in the scene: Kyrian lying in a pool of horse blood, beaten half to death, and some tasty young woman whom Opal had apparently picked up sitting in the grass, terrified. Her eyes moved from the woman back to Black Opal, a look of displeasure on her face.
He positively brightened as their eyes met. “Hello, darling.”
“Shut up. This isn’t about you; this is about me killing you.” Tomley tightened his grasp on the dagger.
Cameo tilted her head to one side, as if estimating the distance between them.
Tomley’s eyes widened. “You’ll end up killing your little friend here, and won’t you feel stupid.”
She smiled thoughtfully.
“Maybe we could make a deal?” he said, extending one hand as if to stop her with it. “I know Wick’s plans—”
Opal grabbed the hand that held the stiletto and pushed it from his throat. Tomley grappled for the dagger, leaving his entire back exposed as they struggled.
The assassin walked over and drove her blade into his back twice before he swung at her weakly. She watched him slide to the ground, trying to use Opal’s body for support.
The highwayman took a step toward her, “You aren’t interested in Wick’s plans?”
But she was looking into Tomley’s eyes. His life was ebbing away, and she was watching it happen. Once they had been friends...now he was her victim.
“I doubt she told any of these assassins anything about her plans. But we do have a hostage, so we’ll see, I guess.”
She moved toward Kyrian, but Opal was at her heels.
“You were marvelous.”
Cameo stopped and turned around, astounded that he would find the killing of several people that marvelous.
He was a bit dirty and beat up from the fight. “I missed you,” he breathed.
She touched her wet hair for a moment. “I thought you were going to take Kyrian to his shrine.”
“I did. It was burned to the ground. So I was thinking we could take him to that that shrine in Lockenwood instead. Certainly the religious people there will take him in. They all like each other, those religious types.”
Cameo raised an eyebrow and went to Kyrian’s aid.
Lorelei staggered over to Black Opal. She was quite wretched now. “They killed my sister,” she cried, reaching for his neck, then tumbling to ground.
He caught her as she fell.
“Now, now, my dear. Everything is going to be all right.” He glanced over at Cameo, who was now attending to Kyrian.
“Are you well?” Lorelei asked.
“Just feeling a little faint,” he lied.
“Oh, you poor thing.”
“If you could just,” he moved her hand to the wound on his thigh, “try it keep it from bleeding?”
“Of course I could, Black Opal.”
“Thank you, my dear.” He laid down on the ground, staring venomously at Cameo who was at Kyrian’s side.
“Kyrian?” Cameo knelt over the boy who was covered in blood, some his own, and some that of the horse. She hesitated to touch the face of a lad who was about to enter the priesthood and much more pure than she would ever hope to be. It seemed to her, a monster, that her hands would only sully him.
She had assumed that Opal would’ve taken him to his shrine and left him there with the priests. Had she known that he was still with the scoundrel, she would never have brought Jules along with her as a hostage. He had her cape. The one she had left behind at the Temple of the Moon. How had he found that? And what had occurred when he met Kyrian’s grandfather, Cyrus? She didn’t want to know, and she certainly didn’t want Kyrian to know.
She glanced over at Black Opal maliciously. He was enjoying the attention of the young woman. He didn’t take Kyrian to the shrine. Instead, he hooked up with some tart. Now she would be stuck keeping Jules away from Kyrian.
Kyrian chuckled.
“Kyrian?”
His eyes fluttered open.
“Cameo,” he said in a relieved tone, almost cheery. “How did you find us?”
“Luck.”
He struggled to sit up.
“Maybe you should let me help you up.” She took him by the arm and lifted him to his feet.
“Do I look that bad?”
She nodded.
Kyrian glanced down at his body, covered in blood. He faltered, nearly falling.
“I think most of that is horse blood.”
He nodded weakly.
“You are lucky to be alive.”
“I’m fine,” he said through clenched teeth.
“Can you heal yourself?”
“No,” he lowered himself to the ground again. “I don’t have the strength.”
“All right, Kyrian. I have some food in my pack.” She stood and turned to Opal, “And no doubt Opal has something you can wear.”
“No way.”
“You should get out of those clothes.”
“I’m not wearing those girly get ups!” Kyrian said.
“Tsk, tsk, tsk. There is no accounting for taste,” Opal said, brushing mud from his expensive jacket.
“Fine. I’ll go get Bel.” Cameo ambled away from the gruesome scene and retraced her steps though Lockenwood forest.
* * * * *
As she approached, she expected to hear the sound of Bel’s voice chiding the miserable assassin they had captured, but she heard nothing. Cameo peered through the rain and made out the silhouette of Jules’ body dangling from the tree he’d been tied to.
“Bel?”
There was no reply.
She neared Jules and found him unconscious and limp. Panic welled up in her. She didn’t see the bag that she had left with them anywhere. “Bel?” She drew her dagger.
There was a soft sound as she tripped over his body and landed on the ground beside him in a heap.
He moaned.
“Bel?” She slapped his cheek, not so gently.
“What? Stop that.”
“Bellamy, wake up,” she demanded, grabbing him by the collar and shaking him.
Jules muttered something nonsensical in his sleep.
“Where are the bones?!”
“Bones? Bones? What bones?” Bel rubbed his face vigorously.
She glanced around nervously, deciding it was safe enough to put away her dagger. “What was the last thing you remember?”
“Um, eyes. A pair of silver eyes. I don’t know...I am so tired.”
“Was it Haffef?”
Bel cupped his head in his hands, starting to drift back off to sleep.
She leapt to her feet now. Why would someone steal those bones?
“He was very supernatural,” Bel said.
“But you’re alive? I don’t get it.” She stomped around in circles, looking for the bag. “Gods, I’m screwed! Haffef is going to kill me!” She snapped a small tree in half. “Why did I leave this for a human to guard?!”
Bel could hear her screaming in the distance.
“I’m such an idiot!”
He crawled over to Jules’ body for comfort.
Jules moaned.
“Trust me, you don’t want to wake.” He held his head in his hands, still feeling a bit drowsy.
* * * * *
“How long are we going to stay in this horrid place?” Lorelei asked.
“Well, it isn’t up to me,” Black Opal said.
“I have to get back to my parents.”
“Do you hear something?”
Lorelei glanced over her shoulder, brushing tears from her eyes. “It’s that scary woman and two men.”
“One extremely attractive?”
She spied Bellamy, in black satin and ruffles. “Why, yes, yes. One of them is.”
Cameo dragged Jules over to a tree and tied him to it.
Lorelei looked quizzically back at Opal, “If it’s not up to you, who is it up to? I took you to be the head scoundrel around here.”
“Opal,” Cameo was suddenly on the ground in front of him. “I need a word with you.”
“Let’s see if my friend here has been kind enough to bring back some wine.” Opal smiled at the young woman thoughtfully as he removed her hand from his thigh.
Lorelei got to her feet uneasily, and moved away from the entire group of ruffians, sitting down on the muddy ground.
The assassin noticed the heavy flow of blood that gushed out as the girl removed her hand from Opal’s leg and he clamped down on the wound with his hand.
“Ruining those lovely gloves,” she said gently.
“Oh, these old things? I needed an excuse to buy a new pair anyhow.”
She handed him her flask. “Drink this.”
Opal took the flask and drank it down greedily.
“Careful, that’s not wine.”
Bel wandered over. “Hello, Opal. Get in a bit of a scrap?”
Black Opal wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, something Cameo had never seen him do. “It’s nothing,” he grinned.
“Bel, would you check on Kyrian? He’s a bit roughed up. He could stand some food and your old set of clothes.”
“Sure, Cameo,” Bel said as he backed away from her.
“And Bel?”
“Yeah?”
“Would you see if that girl is all right when you’re done with him?” She motioned toward Lorelei.
The more attractive highwayman looked up and noticed the woman sitting forlornly in the mud, and smiled. “Oh, of course I will.”
She turned her attention back to Opal, “New jacket?”
“Yes. Do you like it?”
“You’re really lying in the mud in new clothes?” she said.
He started to say something, but then just half-smiled and put the flask to his lips again.
She ripped the shirt off one of the dead assassins and made an attempt at dressing his wound. “We’re in trouble.”
“I’d say so. We just killed a few of your old friends.” He squirmed as she pulled the bandage much tighter than he thought prudent.
She followed his pained expression to the knot she was working on. There was blood coursing through his fingers. She swore and grabbed for more of the dead man’s shirt.
Opal sat up enough to sneak a quick look at her handiwork, then took another swig of the whiskey as he fell back.
“Don’t look at it.”
“Oh, it’s not as bad as it appears at all. I remember what it looked like when the dagger went in. It was clean,” Opal said.
“That’s a relief because it’s quite a mess at the moment,” she said, motioning for Bel to come over.
“Did you need something?” Bel smirked at the two of them.
Cameo thrust a wad of off-white material at him. “Would you dress that wound?”
“Oh dear. Looks rather bad.”
“It’s not bad,” Opal said dismissively.
Cameo took a step back allowing giving Bel more room to work. “Look...Haffef is coming back.”
“Why?” Opal asked.
She lowered her voice, “We lost the item I was sent to find. Someone took it.”
He capped the flask. Her voice had fallen to a whisper as she said that last sentence “Well, my dear, we’ll just simply have to help you find whatever he wants. What was it then? Some pretty bauble? Something a thief would like apparently.”
Bel muffled his laughter.
“Not exactly.”
“A bag of bones!” Bellamy blurted out.
Cameo turned toward him, her expression dark.
“All right, all right, it’s not funny,” but he smiled at Opal the moment she looked away.
Opal noted the pained expression on her face and ignored Bel. “Are you suggesting we move on?”
Her eyes glittered faintly in the dark. “No point. There’s no saving you,” she stood up, “if I can’t find the bones.... I’m so sorry, Black Opal.”
“Wait. What? Why are you so convinced that he’ll come after me? There’s nothing so special about me. I’m just a highwayman like all the others.”
She shook the flask that was still dangling from Opal’s hand. There was a tinkling sound at the bottom. “Why don’t you finish that?”
He tossed the flask to the side and grasped her hand as she started to walk away. “Cameo wait....”
She stopped.
He staggered to his feet, grasping her hand.
Cameo appraised his broken body and felt horrible because she was about to walk away and leave him so that she could find her sister’s remains.
“Why is he going to target me?”
She noticed Bel, Lorelei, and even that bastard Jules watching to see her reaction. “I was probably wrong about that,” she turned away, pulling her hand free of his. “I won’t be long.”
Lacking her support, Opal hit the ground helplessly, and then obviously pained he smiled a sweet little smile. His eye on her as she walked away.
* * * * *
“Are you all right?” Bel crawled over to his side.
“She likes me.”
“Yes,” Bel hoisted a bottle of wine to his lips. “Yes, and now you’re going to die because of it.”
He sighed, “It’s for a good cause.”
“Oh, brother,” Bel sighed.
“Gag.” Jules chimed in.
Lorelei scampered back over to Opal’s body. “That woman is gone. Can we leave now?”
“Yes, just untie me!” the assassin called as he examined the knot she had left his leash tied in.
“Shut up, you delinquent!” Bel tossed the empty flask at him.
“Make me, Roucherquimp!”
Bel turned his attention to the lovely, but disheveled, young woman. “I’m Bellamy, by the way. I don’t think we’ve been introduced.”
“Oh, hello,” the girl said.
“Writer of the most god-awful poetry ever!” Jules supplied.
“Oh, you write poetry?”
“Ah, yes, yes I do,” he said sweetly, then walked over to their prisoner and kicked him hard in the side.
Jules crumpled. “You just wait, Bel, the Association isn’t going to rest until I’m found!”
Opal laughed weakly. “This is our prisoner?”
Jules looked over at him. “And you must be Black Opal? Looks like you weren’t such a match for my friends. I thought you were some notorious thug or something?”
Bel punched him in the back of the head.
The assassin turned around, angrily pulling at his bonds.
“Are you trying to kill him?” Lorelei whimpered.
“No, just knock him out.”
“Try a pistol butt,” Opal offered.
Bel smiled, “Oh yes, good idea.”
“Of course, you might kill him if you hit him just right.”
Jules’ eyes widened. “I didn’t think Cameo wanted me dead.”
“Hmm...that’s true,” Bel said as he scoured the scene of the fight for a pistol. “But I’m sure she would understand.”
“Don’t do it, Bel,” Kyrian rasped.
“This guy has been following me for miles. He killed people at the Tavern Pipe Inn. He set the place on fire. He deserves it.”
Jules had his back to the tree, trying to protect the back of his head.
“Just like that shrine in Kings Basin.” Opal muttered trying to keep his eye open, “Burned to the ground.”
Furious, Bel approached the assassin, muddy pistol in hand. Then his anger dissipated as he noticed that brand on the man’s face again. “An F...,” he chuckled and let the gun droop. “For firestarter. You’re an arsonist. It was you at that shrine, wasn’t it?”
Jules grabbed for the pistol and got a hold on it.
Bel pulled the trigger, but it was empty.
Kyrian and Opal looked on helplessly from their positions on the ground. Lorelei didn’t move.
“What now, Bellamy?” Jules hissed bitterly, his hands still on the pistol.
“It’s empty. What are you going to do with it?” Bel growled, trying to force it from his grasp.
“Keep it from you, amateur.”
“How about I let you take this pistol, then head back over to your backpack to that box of matches, hmm? Start a little Jules fire!”
“Not very likely. I’m completely soaked; this tree is wet. Those matches are probably the only dry thing around here.”
“I’m sorry I got you into this, my dear,” Opal whispered to Lorelei.
She looked over at the shattered carriage that they had ridden in. There was blood on the side of it. Somewhere within was her dead sister’s body.
Lorelei stood up and walked away.
“Lorelei?” Kyrian called to her weakly.
Bel glanced over at Opal and noticed that she was gone, then he turned and gave Jules the pistol as he ran after her.
“Great,” Jules uttered as he fell back against the tree. The pistol was of little use to him without Bel right there to receive a killing blow.
“Lorelei!” He called as he caught up to her.
She didn’t stop.
“You don’t have to go,” Bel said.
The young woman caught a sideways glance at him. “Why would I want to stay?”
“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that.”
“I suspect you think you should be reason enough?” she asked skeptically.
He smiled. “I dare not flatter myself—”
“Well, it’s a good thing, because you just bashed that helpless prisoner! What kind of a man does that?”
“Helpless?” He looked over his shoulder at Jules. “He’s an assassin with the Association.”
She stopped. “Association?”
“Yes, like those people there who attacked you.” He motioned toward the bodies of the assassins Cameo had killed lying on the ground around the wrecked carriage.
“Then I guess I owe you.”
“Well, I don’t know about that—”
Lorelei kissed him on the cheek, then threw herself into his arms. “They killed my poor, dear sister. Her body is still in the carriage.”
Bel’s expression was now one of curiosity. “You mean Black Opal had both of you with him?”
“Yes. After he robbed my parents.”
“What?” His face cracked into a grin, but Lorelei couldn’t see it; her own was buried in his chest. “That villain.”
“Yes, but not so bad as the men who killed my sister. All the members of the Association deserve to die,” she said.
“Hmm...well, you certainly have a point, dear Lady.”
She eyed Jules suspiciously from a distance. “They should all die.”
* * * * *
Cameo was miles from the scene of the bloody fight in a matter of an hour. She was wandering around the town of Lockenwood at dawn. The tower where Wick lived was so close to her that she could’ve walked in.
She sat down for a moment at the coach station and stared at the wanted posters, of Opal, Bel, and herself. There were a few others of Gail, and the infamous revolutionary Francois Mond, as well as a few other inconsequential people she had never heard of. She threw her head back against the wall of posters and tipped her chin to the sky as she eased back into the bench, exasperated. That was the moment that she realized she wasn’t alone.
There was a figure standing to one side: a man, like a shadow looking down at her.
Cameo leapt to her feet, pistol in one hand and a dagger in the other.
He was gone.
She turned with supernatural speed.
There was no one behind her. Leaves were blowing down Haberdasher Street, caught on a wintry breeze.
She spun around again.
There were silver eyes an inch from her own.
The assassin lifted her pistol, but whoever this was took it from her in one quick motion. Without missing a beat, she stabbed at him, but he was gone again.
She turned around again, and he was there. Cameo took off running down the street, away from Wick’s tower, and ran into a rock-hard chest. The suddenness of it knocked her backward.
Clutching her jaw, which felt a bit misplaced, she staggered to her feet. For a moment she thought that she was alone again. The town was silent and smelled of winter cold.
She tottered unsteadily as she circled the same place on the street for a solid minute. Then as if he had been standing there on the street all along, the figure was back.
He stepped from the shadows and into the moonlight at a human pace. His eyes looked like quicksilver, his skin was very pale, and he had an athletic build.
“Hello, Cameo.” And a sensual voice.
He touched his face, as if blushing, although she doubted he could.
“No,” he looked up at her. “I’m afraid blushing is quite beyond me at this point, and I’ve never really thought of my voice as sensual, but I am flattered.”
“You look more like you’re embarrassed.” Her fingers tightened around her dagger. She knew what she was looking at: a vampire. A vampire she didn’t know. That was probably very, very bad.
He smiled at her and tilted his head to one side. His eyes searched her face as if interested in her supernatural quality as well. “I’ve been following you for some time.”
“Oh really? And why is that?”
“No need to be so defensive,” he said, motioning to her dagger. “I don’t mean you any harm.”
She touched her jaw, “Right.”
“Well, you did that to yourself. You did run in to me.”
“Because you placed yourself in my getaway path.”
He smirked, “True enough.”
She studied his face. He really was very handsome. If someone had decided to trail her for a while she could have done quite a bit worse.
He glanced at the ground as if uncomfortable.
“Why were you following me?” she asked.
“The bones, I’m afraid.”
“You!”
“Yes, I’m the one who took those,” he confirmed.
“You have to give them back. Please? My Master is going to kill me, or one of my friends if you don’t—”
“Cameo—”
“I know I can’t win a fight with you. You’re obviously a vampire, but—”
“Cameo, please.” His voice was sober, “I can’t stand to hear you plead. This isn’t who you are.”
She could feel the heat rising to her face, “What are you talking about? You’ve been trailing me for a day or two, and you know me so well?”
He was unimpressed.
“I need those bones back.”
“How long have you been a thrall to Haffef?” he said.
A look of surprise crossed her face.
“How many years?”
She looked away, pained by the question. “I don’t know.”
“He’s my Master too.”
“You?” Cameo said, astounded.
“Of course. How many vampires do you really think are running around Lockenwood?”
“I never really gave it much thought.”
“Just your own problems, hmm?” he said.
“I have a few.”
He motioned over his shoulder at the tower behind him. “Her? Really? I think you’re making her more of a problem then you need to.”
“She is a witch.”
He sneered. “That is not what I would term her. No, charlatan is more like it.”
Cameo sheathed her dagger. “Then maybe you could help me get rid of her.”
“Can’t. I really can’t stay here in Lockenwood too long.”
“Or?”
“Or the Master might stop by and then I would be in trouble. Besides, you don’t need me,” he said.
Cameo retrieved a flask from her boot and drank down a shot of whiskey, then another. When she looked back in the vampire’s direction, he was still there, unfortunately.
“Sorry to disappoint.”
At least he was painfully handsome. That did take the edge off slightly.
“It’s been good to make your acquaintance, Cameo. I rarely ever have anyone to talk to anymore.”
She remembered her life prior to the group of dandies and misfits that she had somehow fallen in with and how lonely it had been, and so she could sympathize with him somewhat. Life had been easier before, though.
“Just give your Master my regards. Tell him Edel says hello.” He bowed with a flourish that Opal would’ve envied and was gone.
Cameo fell to the ground in a lump of self-loathing. She could see the sun coming up, and now she knew she would never be able to get Ivy’s bones back to Haffef. She never should’ve befriended that lot at all. Now, they were all going to die, one by one.
Then, as she was sitting in the middle of Haberdasher Street, not a stone’s throw from Wick’s tower, the shrine bells began to ring.
She got to her feet, uncertain of what was going on. Did someone in town recognize her?
A few people came out of their homes, rubbing sleep out of their eyes.
Cameo crept off of the road and into the safety of the forest.
A sudden flurry of soldiers came riding up the street and followed the road up to the palace. Soon the locals crowded the street, headed in the direction that the soldiers had taken.
She wanted to get a closer look but was certain someone would spot her, and then she would have a fight on her hands with some crowd that she wouldn’t be able to win.
Cameo determined to look around a bit more for Ivy’s bones on her way back to her group. Bel certainly had things in hand there, so she wasn’t terribly worried about the state of Kyrian or Opal’s well-being.


Chapter Nine
 
“DONE AS YOU ASKED, Lady.” The assassin set a key down in front of Wick.
“Quick and easy, Chadvick.” She grinned at him. Her teeth were grossly uneven and stained with pipe smoke.
He wondered what exactly some of the other assassins saw in her that could possibly be so appealing.
“You may have a promising career ahead of you.” She set a small pouch in his hand.
He weighed it gingerly, then opened it up to have a look at his booty. “Are you trying to tell me that you have another job lined up?”
She lit her pipe with her shaking hand and scorched some of her own hair accidentally, although she didn’t seem to notice. “I always have work for someone with real talent.”
“This doesn’t have anything to do with Cameo and Gail, does it?”
“What if it does, my boy?” she asked.
Pindray watched in amused interest as he set down a folder in front of Wick. “Can I get you another drink, Lady?”
“Anything for my friend?” She motioned to the assassin.
“Uhh...no, I’d better not.”
“Never know what Pindray might stir into that drink, ay Chad?” She chuckled.
He laughed it off.
Wick motioned for Pindray to leave and opened up the folder before her. “You’ll be staying with us for a few days before I send you out, so you might as well make yourself at home. I have a room set up for you, and of course you’ll have access to the tower where Cameo used to reside. Have a look around up there so you can get a clearer picture of who she is,” she attempted to relight her pipe now that it had gone out suddenly. “At least that’s my advice to you. Take from it what you will ... just an old woman’s ramblings.”
“As I understand it, you’re a bit more than that.”
She coughed up some phlegm, then swallowed hard. “Oh, you must’ve heard something I haven’t.”
He took a step back, a bit disgusted by her.
She motioned toward his face. “Doesn’t that scarf ever come off?”
He touched it absently. “No.”
“Why not?”
“It’s just not so pretty to look at.”
“Well then, I wouldn’t be so disgusted by an old lady like me,” she said.
“I see.”
“I take it you heard those rumors that the woman who ran the Association was a witch?”
“Yes, that’s right.” He tucked the purse into his shirt.
She sat back in the velvet cushions of the chair. “That I could sway my assassins to do my will?” She looked up at him with a foggy old woman’s eyes. “That they would do my bidding for free if I asked?”
Her eyes were blue, and her face was tan and young. She gazed at him, smiling a cunning little smile, inhaling pipe smoke. Her long auburn hair cascaded down around her breasts...somehow that formless smock she had been wearing was gone, replaced by the sheerest white silk.
“You really don’t need that booty I paid you. You have room and board here, and you have me. I can guarantee to fulfill all of your wishes, Chad.”
He reached into the folds of his shirt and retrieved the purse vacantly.
She took it from him, running her graceful fingers over one of his black gloves. “Wait, before you go, why don’t you show me your face?”
Without hesitation, the assassin unfurled his scarf so that she could see the damage there, which was so shocking that she released the spell she had on him.
Her beautiful visage melted away, revealing the hag she had always been, and Chadvick gasped as he realized that he had nearly fallen for her wily charms.
She threw his loot back at him hard. “Take this! I don’t want it. You’ll work for money, like a few of the others do.”
“What?” he said, still reeling from the charm that had been cast on him.
She motioned for him to put his scarf back on and get out.
* * * * *
Bellamy climbed into the empty carapace of the carriage that Black Opal, Lorelei, and Kyrian had been on when they were ambushed by assassins from the Association. The carriage was leaning against a group of trees, and one door was hanging open. Within lay the corpse of Lorelei’s sister, her face and half of her head were blown off.
He put a hand to his face. The stench was overpowering. There was blood and pieces of Claire’s brains and face clinging to the interior walls and once-lovely velvet cushions.
Bel spied Black Opal’s shoulder pack and snatched it from the vehicle; he expected to find some food and the make-up that Opal was whining about inside, but once he opened it up, he found a cache of treasure at the bottom; the valuables that he stole from Lorelei and Claire.
The highwayman glanced around and pocketed the loot himself, then wandered back over to Opal.
“Here’s your pack,” he said, dropping it down next to the fop. “I thought you might want that.”
“Thank you, dear boy,” Opal said quietly. He had been looking up through the tree boughs at the sunlight, after having fallen asleep on the ground exactly where he had collapsed the night before. “How’s Kyrian doing?”
Bel glanced over at the lad, who was still lying the mud. “Oh yes, I should check on him.”
Opal sat up wearily, irritated at Bel for spending the night apparently talking to Lorelei instead of helping him and Kyrian. He rummaged through his pack for some bread and a bottle of wine. The bottle had apparently taken it hard when the carriage was jostled around: It was in pieces. His pack was terribly stained and smelled foul. Probably best that he hadn’t imbibed of that particular vintage, he thought to himself.
He bit down on the stale bread, ravenous as he pulled out his small, cracked mirror.
“Damn,” Opal touched his face. He could feel the stubble on his chin and he looked at the makeup smeared across his face. “That’s terrible,” he muttered to himself.
There was a sudden strangled cry from Jules’ direction.
Bel raced over to the prisoner before Opal could actually see what was happening.
“Let go of her,” Bel demanded.
Jules, with his leash still tied to a tree, and his hands bound in front of him, had his hands around Lorelei’s tiny throat.
“I don’t think so,” Jules hissed, clamping down on her neck.
Lorelei cried out in pain.
Bel took a step back.
“Don’t go anywhere or I’ll kill your little friend here.”
The highwayman mentally searched his body for weapons.
“Help me, Bel,” she whimpered.
“Yes, why don’t you start by untying me?” Jules’ voice was hard. “Untie me or she dies.”
Bel looked into Lorelei’s eyes, “What were you doing over here?” He glanced down and saw a dagger lying on the ground.
“I wouldn’t touch that if I were you, Bellamy,” Jules warned.
Their eyes met.
“Yes, that’s right. She didn’t just accidentally wander into my path. She was trying to kill me.”
“I, I can’t breathe....”
“Sorry,” Jules smiled. “Unintentional, I assure you.”
Bel glanced down at the hands strangling Lorelei, and the bonds that Cameo had tied at his wrists.
“That’s it, Bellamy.”
He looked up at Jules, annoyed, but started to pull the knot from his bindings.
“Release the lady, you lout,” Opal said sternly; he was on his feet now, drawing his rapier on Jules. The point was an inch from the assassin.
Bel turned to find Opal standing beside him, rapier in hand. He looked a bit weak, but he could still deliver his lines rather well.
Lorelei looked at him hopefully.
“Or what? You’ll pass out on me?” Jules sneered.
Opal swayed but drove the rapier into Jules’ chest fast, then removed it with a brutality that came from desperation and then he cried out as he fell to the ground.
Jules was also screaming and trying to staunch the blood, which was nearly impossible because his hands were tied so tightly to the tree; he had to release Lorelei and kneel down in order to reach the wound.
“You bastard!” he shouted at Opal.
Bel kicked Jules in the stomach a couple times while he was down.
Black Opal crawled on his belly on the floor of the forest, clutching his wound, his teeth gritted in pain.
“You’re the bastard!” Lorelei yelled at Jules, holding her neck tenderly.
“Why did you try to kill him?!” Bel rounded on her.
“You gave me the idea!”
“Me? I don’t know what you’re talking about. Don’t you realize you could’ve gotten us all killed?”
“Well, why didn’t you do something?” she said.
“What could I have done? I had no weapons on me.”
Lorelei stormed off, and Bel followed her.
Jules pressed his forehead against the tree trunk, curled up in fetal position, laying right on top of that dagger.
Opal rested his cheek against a fallen tree and lost consciousness.
* * * * *
It was early evening when Cameo strolled back into camp. She looked down at Kyrian who was still lying in the mud, in the same clothes that he had been in yesterday. She knelt down by his side; he was unconscious and had a fever. She stood and surveyed the area. Opal’s things were lying around the spot where she had left him, but he was gone. Jules was slumped against a tree, hanging from his bonds.
“Jules?” Her voice was austere.
He didn’t move.
She lifted his head by his hair; he was out cold as well, and a bit paler than usual. Then she noticed the blood oozing down his chest from a wound near his collar.
In the distance she could hear a heated debate. Standing up, she could see Bel and Lorelei.
A moment later, she was standing in front of Bellamy.
He seemed shocked by her sudden arrival. Lorelei was visibly terrified. She moved behind Bel.
The assassin searched him with those half-dead eyes. “Where’s Opal?”
“Opal? Oh, um...I think he’s around here somewhere.”
“Why is Kyrian still in those wet clothes? Why didn’t you change him into your old clothes and get him out of the mud? How is he supposed to heal other people when he’s sick? And now he has a fever.”
“Uhh...I …. Well, I don’t know why you think I’m to blame—”
She pushed him hard. He fell down.
“Where’s Opal?”
“He was over near Jules.”
She noticed the bruises on Lorelei’s throat, but there were so many other pressing matters that she simply left the two of them to whatever they were doing and moved back over to Jules.
Opal’s rapier was lying on the ground a few yards from the assassin. She took it and slid down a small embankment coated with dead leaves. At the bottom, Opal was lying there, against a fallen tree. He looked like a bony, broken thing. His once-lovely cream-colored jacket was sort of dingy and covered over by brown leaves here and there.
She dropped the sword when she saw him, turned over his body, and put her ear to his chest.
A self-satisfied smile crept across his face, albeit weakly.
Content that his heart was still beating, she lifted her face, but Opal closed his eye before she noticed.
“Opal?” She shook his chin gently. “Opal wake up.”
He didn’t move.
Cameo checked his neck for bruising, then his arms, working her way down his chest looking for puncture marks anywhere.
Through a half-closed eye, the dandy watched what she was doing, biting his lip to keep from making a sound. He slowly moved to touch her hair with his hand.
She set her hand down on his wound, and his body arched, grimacing at the sudden pain.
“I’m sorry.” Cameo was quickly staring down into his eye. “What a horrible awakening.”
“You didn’t wake me,” he gasped and smiled at her.
A look of realization inched across her face. “Oh, I see.”
“I trust you’ll forgive me, my dear. I couldn’t help myself,” he said.
“Well, it looks as if you got your comeuppance, doesn’t it?”
“In spades.”
The assassin focused on the wound again. “I think it’s infected.”
“Can’t be. I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.”
“Uh huh. How did you get over here anyhow?” She unwrapped the bandage Bel had put on the day before.
Opal flinched as she worked on it. “Some walking, and some crawling.”
She glanced up at the embankment. “And some falling?”
“A bit.”
She examined the wound, though she didn’t know exactly what she was looking for, then began to wrap it back up with one of her shirts.
He licked his lips nervously, “Not too tight this time.”
“So what were you doing over here?”
“Stabbing your prisoner,” he said matter-of-factly.
“Oh, that explains why he’s half-dead.”
“Can’t be; I hit him in an unimportant spot.”
“Like the leg?” She raised an eyebrow, knowing full well that his own leg wound was getting dangerously worse as the days passed, and if he wasn’t healed soon, the wound he’d taken would likely kill him.
“Anyhow, he was killing Lorelei. What’s a dandy to do?”
She smiled at him. It was going to be incredibly boring once Haffef killed him, which she expected would be coming as soon as he realized Ivy’s bones had been stolen from her, in a moment of complete stupidity.
He studied her face for a moment. “Did you find the thing your master wanted?”
“No,” her tone sobered. “I found the person who took it, but he’s a vampire, too.”
His smile drooped.
“I never met this vampire before, but he said that Haffef was his master as well.”
“Who knew there were so many vampires running around,” he said.
“You need that black duster. It’s too cold to be lying on the ground dressed like this. Is that back in your bag?”
He nodded.
“All right then.”
He attempted to stand, but she stopped him. “What was it you said? Something like, forgive me, my dear?” Then she hoisted him up into her arms.
Opal squirmed. “You aren’t taking me back out there like this.”
Before he had the opportunity to hear her reply, he was already back with the rest of the group.
“How humiliating,” Bel called to him.
Cameo shook out his duster. It was covered in glass, but the wine that had spilled was now dry. “You can buy a new one later.”
“Is there going to be a later?” he asked as she helped him out of his paisley jacket and into the black duster.
“You need something to eat. I have a little food, but you and Kyrian will have to share.” She saw him looking up at her, trying to catch her eye, but she turned her attention to Kyrian.
The lad was in desperate need of relocating from the wet mud to dry ground, and dry clothes. Taking note that Bel was currently involved with Lorelei, and both had separated themselves from the group, Cameo lifted Kyrian, moving him over next to Opal. Obviously she wasn’t going to get any help from Bel or the new girl.
She located Bel’s shoulder pack, and as she rummaged through it for his old clothes, a ring and a necklace fell out of the crease in the pants. Curious, she dug down to the bottom of his bag and found a stash of jewels and money.
“And to think that I paid to get Bel in that new outfit,” she scoffed. “And here he has all this loot.”
Opal looked over at the ring that had fallen out. “That’s Lorelei’s, I think.”
“What?”
“It’s one of the baubles I took from Lorelei’s family before we were ambushed by assassins. Bel got my pack for me; perhaps it fell out of my things.”
Cameo met his eye suspiciously.
“Good heavens, Cameo. What could you be thinking?” Opal rolled onto his back and toyed with a brush in the canister of green paint.
“Kyrian?” She tried to rouse him, then hoping he wasn’t playing the same game Opal had, she slid off his shirt, replaced it with a dry, somewhat foppish one, and did the same with his pants.
The dandy glanced over at what she was doing. “Disgusting. Warn me when you plan on doing that.”
“Why don’t you eat something? I have some food in my pack.”
“How on Faetta do you expect me to eat when this is the picture painted in front of me?” Opal asked.
“You need to regain your strength.”
“Might as well be watching an operation,” he muttered.
“Oh, I don’t know,” she wrapped her wool cape under the lad’s body and over his shoulders. “He’s not that terrible naked.”
Opal went through her bag. “You’re just saying that to upset me.”
She sauntered over to where Jules was dangling from the tree.
“You,” he hissed as he saw Cameo approaching him.
“You woke up; that’s a good sign.”
He watched her ripping Tomley’s shirt open and making some sort of bandage with it. “That thing has had a corpse in it for at least a day. You would be putting more bacteria on me then if you did nothing.”
“I didn’t think of that.” She glanced over at the carriage and noticed the suitcases piled on top of it. A moment later she was on the carriage and throwing the suitcases off of it. She hauled two of them back over in Jules’ direction.
Lorelei ran over. “Wait, that’s Claire’s!”
Cameo was rifling through a woman’s gowns and undergarments.
“Those are my sister’s things.”
She looked up at the girl and handed the luggage to her.
“Those are my sister’s things,” Jules mocked.
Cameo stormed back over to her prisoner, and slammed her boot heel into his wound. “Shut up, Jules.”
He whimpered.
Cameo gave Jules a little push with her foot as she moved away from him, then she nonchalantly opened the second suitcase. Definitely a man’s this time. Very lovely lace shirt. She held it up, sizing it against herself, then went back for a third case. She met Bel near the carriage.
He had two suitcases in his own hands.
“Hello, Bel.” Her voice was stern.
“Ah, Cameo, just getting a few things for Lorelei.”
She took one of the cases from him, opened it, determined it wasn’t Lorelei’s and walked back over to Jules. “Now then,” she ripped apart a large woman’s gown. “I trust this has just enough bacteria for your wound?”
Jules nodded.
She tied the bandage over his shirt. “That too tight?”
“This is what you’ve become? I thought you were the coldest assassin Wick had in her employ. People in my village used to whisper your name as if you might appear out of the mist and take their lives in the night. And now you’re nursing people back to health?”
“Apparently,” she said, offering him a drink from her flask.
He accepted without hesitation. “Wick told me everything about you.”
She met his eyes. “Really? Well, then why don’t you tell me a little something, hmm? When was the last time you saw Wick?”
“Why does that matter? A month now?”
“And what did she look like?”
“What?”
She slammed her heel into his newly bandaged wound for a second time.
“Bitch!” he screamed at her.
“Tell me.”
He gasped. “She looked beautiful, like she always does. Long, red hair, blue eyes. I don’t know what else you want to know.”
“You’re a fool.” She stood up.
He looked up at her, clearly worn out.
“She has you under her spell. Like most everyone else in her employ. You know so much,” she spat. “You know all about me, and you don’t even know the first thing about Wick.”
“What are you talking about?”
“She’s a haggard old woman Jules, you silly, silly boy.”
“That’s not true!”
She turned around and walked away.
“She’ll be here soon to kill you!” He pulled on the rope that he was bound by.
“Utterly?” Bel quipped.
“Yes, utterly, you bastard! Come over here and face me!”
Opal met her with a quizzical expression as she sat down next to him. “What was that all about?”
She took a swig of the wine. “Just looking for information. I wondered what sort of powers Wick had. All these years I couldn’t figure it out, but everyone always said that she was a witch. She has Jules believing she’s some enchanting young thing.”
“She’s not?”
“Have you ever seen her?” she asked.
“Can’t say that I have.”
“She’s an old woman. Granted, maybe she was enchanting sixty years ago, but she’s somewhat unpleasant to look at now. Her manners are nothing to recommend her by either.”
“That’s why you took a prisoner? To find out about Wick?”
Cameo handed him back the bottle, “Oh, partly. I don’t kill everyone I come into contact with, you know.”
“I know,” he smiled. “Your group of friends is getting larger and larger.”
She moaned. “I noticed that.”
“Most people would be delighted.”
“Most people...” she sighed. “Most people don’t have a vampire in their life who makes them miserable. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been so quick to kill Tomley. Perhaps he had really did have some idea what Wick’s plans were.”
“Do you really believe that?”
She exhaled a miserable sort of laugh, “no, not really.”
“Well,” Opal patted her wrist, “you could always torture Jules until he tells you the answers you want to hear.”
“You mean the truth?”
“No.”
She glanced over at Jules, tied to the tree and miserable, and she smiled because at the moment things couldn’t get much worse and the idea of taking Jules apart piece by piece amused her greatly. She turned back to Opal seriously, “No, he doesn’t know anything. There’s no point.”
“Does that matter?”
She ignored him, and searched Opal’s paints and various cosmetics that he had lying on the ground beside him, and began to toy with them.
“Sorry to intrude,” Bel said walking over toward them.
“Oh, hello, dear boy,” Black Opal said, clearly irked to see him.
“Just came to get my things.”
“And my things,” Opal hissed.
“Whatever do you mean, old friend?”
“Or should I say Lorelei’s things?” Opal’s face darkened. “I know you took that plunder from me.”
“Certainly not.” Bel looked off in the distance, arms folded.
“You are planning on giving that back to her? Poor girl witnessed her sister’s gruesome demise for heaven’s sake.”
“And...you, of course, were planning on returning her money?” Bel said skeptically.
“I think it appropriate now, don’t you?”
“Now? Now that you have Cameo lured in you mean?”
Cameo toyed with the brush, swirling it around in the canister of rouge.
“What?”
“You mean to play the part of someone kind in front of her. You forget, I know you very well. I know how you move in and gain access to a person’s heart and then simply toss it away. You are not kind, and if Cameo were not sitting at your side, you would never even mention giving back that money.”
“Bel,” Opal’s voice softened.
“Save it.”
Jules chuckled in the distance.
Bel snatched his shoulder pack defensively. Glaring at both of them, he turned and walked back over to Lorelei.
“Gods, I predict a newer, yet even more awful play in the works!” Jules mocked.
Cameo stood and walked over to Kyrian, who was unconscious on the ground beside Opal. She put a hand on his forehead, and he moaned as she touched him.
“Kyrian?” She nudged him. “Wake up, Kyrian.”
Opal took the broken mirror in his hand again and appraised the paint on his face. “It’s pointless, Cameo. He’s not going to get well...and neither am I.”
Cameo stared at him for a moment as he picked up the red brush and applied it to his mouth.
“You look nice.”
He tossed the mirror desperately. “I hope so; you’ll be burying me in this death mask.”
She smirked.
“Cameo?” Kyrian whispered.
She lifted his head and pressed a flask to his mouth.
He managed to swallow a mouthful before he refused the rest. “Water ....”
Opal passed over the wine.
“I’m afraid we don’t have water at the moment, unless you want to suck some out of your wet clothes,” she said, holding up his shirt.
The lad propped himself up on one elbow and looked down at his body. He was wearing Bel’s clothes.
“Ruffled shirt,” he said as he grasped the front.
“Wine?” Cameo offered him the bottle.
“But, how did I get in Bel’s clothes?”
Opal turned to look at him, annoyed. “Well, it certainly wasn’t me. Horrifying display,” he added distastefully.
The lad turned from him and looked up at Cameo, a bit bewildered.
“Your clothes were soaked.”
He blushed.
Cameo moved to get her bag.
Kyrian noticed the cape around him for the first time as it slid from his shoulders. He recognized the red badge as the symbol of the Association, then he saw the bullet hole and realized it was Cameo’s. “Isn’t this yours?”
She took a quick look over at him, then back into her pack. “Yes.”
“Well, you didn’t have it when you left the Temple of the Moon, did you? I remember Black Opal offering you his coat.” He sat up.
“Here’s some bread; afraid it’s about the only thing left.”
Kyrian nodded.
“Are you doing all right?”
He took a swig of the wine. “Did you go back to the Temple?”
This was the question Cameo had dreaded, so she decided to lie, “Uhh...yes, yes I did. That’s how I got my cape back.”
Opal raised an eyebrow.
“Oh, really? Because I thought that place had been burned to the ground,” Kyrian said.
“What?”
The lad took a bite of the stale bread. “It’s been burned to the ground, just like that shrine in Kings Basin.”
The assassin hesitated to meet Opal’s eye now.
“You mean the one in Kings Basin where there was nothing left but smoldering timber, Kyrian?” Opal provided sarcastically.
“Yes.”
“Fine, Opal, I believe you.” She flashed an irritated expression in Opal’s direction, then turned back to Kyrian. “Yes, I saw your grandfather and he returned the cape to me.”
The lad paused, “I think you’re mistaken.”
“No, no, I don’t think so.”
Kyrian smiled at her. “You don’t have to protect me Cameo. I know Cyrus is dead.”
“What? How do you know—”
“He’s been with me for a few days now.” He gestured to the spot beside him, “He’s with me right now. So...I think you are...trying to protect me from something?” The lad searched the area until his eyes fell upon Jules.
Cameo pulled a dagger from her belt. “I’ll finish him.”
Kyrian put his hand on hers. “No.”
She hated the sorrow in his eyes as he stared at Jules, surveying him from the distance. “I should never have brought him with us.”
“He is the man who killed my grandfather; he burned the Temple and left him inside to die,” the lad said.
She attempted to stand, but Kyrian was still holding onto the hand that grasped the dagger.
“Please, don’t.”
Opal sighed, “He’ll die soon enough. That wound can only get infected and he’ll have a painful, lingering death.”
She slid the dagger back into its sheath. “I could never be that forgiving.”
“I don’t forgive him. I hate him.” Kyrian’s face flushed. “But Cyrus said it was his time...so you can’t kill that man. It was supposed to happen.”
“I can’t imagine it was supposed to happen like that,” Cameo said as she helped him lay back.
“Maybe not, but I can’t stand to see you kill him.”
She checked his forehead. “I hate to break it to you, my friend, but I’ve killed lots of people.”
“I know, but that’s why Cyrus wanted me to go with you.”
“I think you’ve been mislead, Kyrian; your grandfather wanted me to take you safely to that shrine, that’s all.”
He laughed quietly, “That was just to get me close to you.”
She raised an eyebrow. “What?”
“Ah ha, perhaps now you’ll convert to the lad’s religion,” Opal laughed.
Cameo smiled at the boy thoughtfully, “Kyrian, I’m not about to become a member of any religion.”
“No, what would that mean?” he said as he was losing consciousness, “You might...might start caring for people....”
She was certain that she heard him chuckle to himself as he fell asleep.
Opal shrugged as their eyes met. “Well, at least he confirmed that I did indeed take him to that stupid shrine in Kings Basin. Can’t believe I needed his word to prove I was telling the truth. You would think by now that I really am sincere where you’re concerned.”
“Uh, yes... Opal. That’s true.” She wondered what Cyrus had in mind when he sent Kyrian with them. Perhaps he knew of his own impending death and sent the lad on with them to simply spare his life. Besides that, if Kyrian really had no shrine to go to, then what was she going to do with him?


Chapter Ten
 
CAMEO AWOKE IN THE dark. She had apparently burrowed in between Kyrian and Opal at some point, and they were all cuddled up against each other for warmth. There was a cold breeze now that was causing her fretful sleep, and she decided she might as well get up and have a drink.
As she opened her eyes, she found Haffef standing at her feet. His body was tall and angular, a black silhouette set against the full moon.
“Master.” She stood, as if she had been pulled to her feet by a string.
He gestured for her to come to him, and she did.
Haffef appraised the group of followers she had with her, seeming somewhat intrigued.
She flinched under his scrutiny.
“Where is Ivy?” He was cold and impassive as always.
Cameo could feel the scar on her neck begin to burn. She hated being this close to him. She was certain he knew it, too.
The expression of superiority on his smug face answered any question she may have had about him reading her mind. He was. Edel looked a bit like that—
“Edel?” he said, taken off guard.
“Yes ....”
Haffef took a step toward her, his gaunt frame resting on his cane. “What of him?”
“He took Ivy’s bones.” As she said it, her arms flew up to protect Opal and Kyrian.
Haffef met her eyes, then glanced down at the two wounded people behind her.
“I looked for the bones everywhere—”
“Stop referring to Ivy that way.”
She blinked.
“Where did you see Edel?” His body was stiff, and white, nearly like a statue, but his black irises moved to search her face, and that was all.
“Lockenwood. On Haberdasher Street.”
She held her breath, hoping he would forgive her and move on. She certainly had no power to stop another vampire.
“You should have defended her with your life,” he said quietly. “Now you owe me one.”
This woke her. “I can find her again.”
“I know,” he said as he pushed her aside with his cane.
“What are you thinking?”
He gazed down at Kyrian, then as if irritated by his presence, turned away and focused on the dandy lying there. Suddenly he was on one knee beside Opal.
“No!” She cried out before he could stop her.
With excruciating calm, Haffef turned to her, “Sit.”
And she did.
Opal opened his eyes, stunned to discover the vampire at his side. The long black hair tickling his face.
“Oh, gods.”
Haffef cracked a smile. “Oh, you don’t believe in that, Black Opal.”
Opal reached for his rapier, but the vampire had it before he realized it was missing.
“Toying with him....” Cameo said, pained.
Haffef laughed, “Should I make it quick?”
“No!”
Bel stirred in the distance.
Opal rolled away from Haffef and tried to pull himself to his feet.
The vampire watched, seeming amused at his pathetic efforts. “You’re no match for me without an injury. Do you really expect to crawl away?”
The highwayman staggered to his feet.
Haffef rose fluidly.
“Please don’t.” Cameo’s voice sounded like the child she once was. She remembered saying that same exact line so long ago, before she had been stabbed and left for dead. She cringed as she said it. It was pitiful, but she had little else to work with at the moment.
Opal turned to look back at her, and in that instant Haffef lifted him off his feet.
He grinned at Black Opal, whose neck was now completely exposed for the vampire’s bite.
“What’s going on over here?” Bel traipsed over with Lorelei on his heels.
Haffef turned around to face them, with the highwayman in his arms still trying to fight him off.
Lorelei looked at the apparition before her and collapsed.
“You—” Bel stepped back and tripped over Lorelei’s body.
The vampire searched Bel’s face, then turned to Opal and smiled. He dropped the dandy to the ground.
Bellamy crawled backward as Haffef approached him.
“Please, just end me! End me!” Cameo cried out. “They’ve done nothing to you!”
Haffef turned to look at her one last time, glanced down at Opal, and met her eyes with an extremely pleased expression.
Bel turned and ran back in the direction he had come from, but Haffef caught him instantaneously. He pulled him off the ground, sunk his fangs into Bel’s neck, and broke his back.
“Bel!” Opal reached for him.
Haffef tossed Bel to the ground when he was done with him and then he looked over at Jules, who was very near.
The assassin’s eyes widened; they were pale green. He struggled frantically against the tether that held him to the tree.
Haffef tilted his head in interest. “Afraid?”
Jules’ mouth opened but no words came out. Haffef vanished, leaving only Bel’s bloodless corpse on the ground.
Cameo, who had been struggling to stand, suddenly leapt to her feet when Haffef disappeared. “Opal?”
He pulled away from her as she touched his arm. Opal got to his feet once more and stumbled to where Bellamy’s body was lying. “Oh dear boy....”
“We have to get out of here.”
Opal ignored her.
“Did you hear me, Opal?”
“Leave me alone!” He spun around to face her. “You’re the reason he’s dead! You brought that monster here—”
“I’m sorry—”
“We could’ve left days ago. Why didn’t we leave?”
She could feel herself dying inside a little bit. “It wouldn’t have mattered. You are all tainted by being in my presence. My Master likes to hurt me. I made the mistake of being your friend, and he used that against me.”
“He took Bel....” Opal’s face was a mask of fury and pain. “Because of some problem between you and that monster?”
She stood quietly, longing to say the right thing, but there was no right thing that she could say.
“He didn’t even like you,” Opal said angrily.
“He liked you, though.”
Opal slid to the ground beside Bel, his head in his hand. “The last thing I said to him was something harsh,” he sobbed.
She crept a little nearer.
“He’s right; I was a bastard to him. He didn’t deserve that. He didn’t deserve to die like this....”
She dried his tears with her hand. This seemed to be the catalyst for more tears. Cameo pulled him close to her, secretly savoring the feel of his body in her arms. She was elated that Haffef had chosen to end Bel’s life instead of Opal’s, even if it meant Opal blamed her for his death. Clearly that had all been in her Master’s mind when he decided to kill Bel and spare Opal for some other time. Her eyes lingered on the dead body of the poet lying in the newly fallen snow. It wasn’t so long ago that Bel had confessed that he was afraid of being Haffef’s victim next time around. She closed her eyes tightly and tried to push those guilty thoughts from her head. “He knew you loved him.”
He buried his face in her arms, as she pulled him to her in an embrace that lasted a few moments only.
“This is just,” he dried his face, “this is just intolerable. A gentleman shouldn’t be behaving so badly.” He pulled away.
She was reluctant to let him slip out of her arms.
He wiped away tears that were threatening to fall, glanced over at Bel again, and tried to stand up.
Cameo caught him easily as he started to fall and steadied him on his feet.
“Please tell me we’re leaving here soon.”
“Where do you want to go?”
“I have no idea,” he said pitifully as she helped him back onto the patch of lichen where he had been sleeping.
She handed him a suitcase, then took a sip of wine. There was very little left. Dropping the bottle softly back onto the ground, she picked up a shovel and went over to Bel’s corpse and began to dig. Her superhuman strength made it quite easy for her to break through the frozen soil.
Opal cracked open the lid of the suitcase. At the very top of the clothes was a beautiful dark purple frock coat, and just beneath that a mound of silk shirts. He set his hand down on the coat gently.
* * * * *
The sound of Bel’s back breaking was taking its toll on Cameo’s nerves. Somehow she couldn’t seem to get that out of her mind, though by now she had witnessed and been a party to many deaths. There was a horrible feeling of anticipating the worst, hoping it wouldn’t really transpire, and then the dreadfulness of watching it happen. She, perhaps more than Opal, had an ability to move on quicker, because she had endured so many more things in life than he probably could’ve imagined, she assumed...given her age in comparison to his thirty years. Bel had been even younger. She tried to think of him as taken care of now, buried and quiet rather than running the same scenario over in her mind. Haffef had nearly killed Opal. Part of her was calmer because that did not occur.
Opal had pawed through Bel’s things until he found the collection of his writing, something he planned to take with him. He had fallen asleep reading it.
Lorelei stirred and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The sun was piercing; it was that early morning sun, one single, white ray that comes down and splits one’s brain in half. Cameo felt somewhat sorry for her.
“Good morning, Lady.”
Lorelei shot up into a sitting position.
Cameo noticed she was now wearing the jewelry that Opal had taken from her. Bel, it turned out, had returned it to its rightful owner.
“Bel is dead.”
“What?” She staggered to her feet and scanned the area for him.
“I buried him, just over there. The vampire who was here earlier killed him.”
“No, no.... I can’t believe that.”
“You were unconscious all night. He died very soon after you...passed out,” she said, wishing that she had perhaps run that line over in her head before it actually tumbled out of her mouth so callously. “Well, it was quick. I’m sorry.”
Lorelei stared at the grave and then she sank to the ground.
Cameo pinned her brooch on her collar once more.
“Cyrus....” Kyrian woke.
“How are you feeling?” The assassin moved beside him.
“Fine,” he yawned. “How are you?”
She took off a glove and touched his face, “No more fever. That’s pretty amazing considering you’ve been out here in this bitter weather.”
He smiled at her.
“Mmm hmm. You know something I don’t, right?”
“Of course not, Cameo. I’m fifteen, and an acolyte. What could I know that an old hand like you doesn’t?”
“Well,” she glanced over at Opal lying in a dusting of snow.
Kyrian stretched out like a cat in the sun for a moment. “Right to work? All right.” He sat up and removed the bandage around Opal’s leg. “That’s disgusting.”
“You know Haffef was here last night.”
“Who?”
“My Master, the vampire?” Cameo said. “How is it you could have slept through his visit?”
He had his back to her.
Cameo moved to his other side. “Why is it that he could barely look at you lying there fast asleep?”
“I will need some room to do this,” he smiled at her.
She stood up, folding her arms, and stepped back, “Certainly.”
Kyrian held a hand a few inches over the wound, said only a soft prayer to one of his gods, she assumed, and his fingers began to glow in a pale blue.
Lorelei seemed to wake from her gloom when she saw what he was doing.
The aura grew until it touched the wound and seemed to pull up the infection and disperse it into the air.
Cameo watched as the pale blue glow slowly traveled up Kyrian’s arm and through his body and lit his face in a magical aura. When she saw this healing taking place, she felt so at peace...more so than she had in years.
Black Opal opened his eyes slowly, then when he beheld Kyrian over him, he fully awakened.
The lad took a deep breath, then as he exhaled it the aura seemed to evaporate into the air.
“What’s going on?” Opal sat up, and looked down at his thigh. The wound had completely sealed, with a slender scar as a reminder of where it had just been.
Kyrian sat back on his heels. “There now, all better,” he said, exhausted.
“How did you do that?” Lorelei said.
“Thank you, lad,” Opal gave a half-hearted smile. “Truly, it was amazing.”
Cameo took a step away from Kyrian.
He turned, as if he felt her go and gave her a knowing look. “Weren’t there some pressing questions?”
“No. There’s nothing.” She looked over at Jules, who was dangling from his leash.
Before Kyrian could reply, she had moved away. She walked over and stood beside the assassin. He was everything she knew, another killer like herself, and that was at least comfortable. He hung from his rope desperately, in pain, and completely miserable.
“What do you want?”
She pulled out her flask and drank from it. There was still dirt on her gloves from the burial. She brushed her hand on her leg.
“When are we leaving?”
Cameo looked at him. She suspected that he would’ve killed all of them if he had the opportunity. “Wick told you everything about me, didn’t she? I’ll bet she never told you about him. That vampire, I mean.”
He met her eyes defiantly.
“So that’s not something I would really want to get around.”
“They know!” He attempted to motion in the direction of the rest of the little group.
“Yeah.” She took another swig and replaced her flask.
“So we could leave now.”
She searched his face for a moment, then turned and walked away from him.
“Cameo! Cameo! Don’t leave me here!”
* * * * *
Opal finished brushing through his hair and pulled it back into a neat ponytail, affixing a large, black bow perfectly. He checked his appearance in a cracked hand mirror and sauntered from a wooded place back out into public view.
Lorelei’s eyes widened as he reappeared. He gave her a bit of a smile as he replaced his rapier in its scabbard.
Kyrian had changed back into that old, stinky set of clothing he started with. He was attempting to smooth the wrinkles when Opal graced his path. The lad almost laughed at him.
The dandy stuck his nose in the air.
Cameo was busy packing up her things when she caught a glimpse of the little group out the corner of her eye. “Here, Lorelei,” she handed her a suitcase. “I thought you wanted to bring this along.”
Opal caught her eyes for a moment; he was wearing Derbec’s clothing.
She walked back over to her things, Opal on her heels.
“Well?”
She turned around, and Opal was right behind her...posing.
“Um, very dapper.”
“Dapper? You wound me. Are you certain you don’t mean devastating?”
She smiled, trying not to let him see her studying his body in all that finery. “Dapper is good.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Truly Cameo, I suspect you are trying to hide your enthusiasm.”
“Oh, really?”
He searched her face. “Are you?”
She could feel his breath against her skin; it was quite intoxicating. “You smell good, too.”
“Yes?” He leaned in.
She took a sip from her flask. “I was thinking of that shrine in Lockenwood, unless you have a better idea as to where to take Kyrian and Lorelei.”
“A better idea?” He warmed. “You want my opinion? Why, I never thought I would become a partner in this arrangement.”
“Partner?”
He smiled affectionately at her. “Well, I think that shrine could be a little dicey since you were just there. I suspect they have posted a guard in that little graveyard to prevent further grave robbing.”
“Probably true.”
His eye lingered on her long blonde hair and her profile. She had her gaze completely averted, studying the ground where they had been resting.
“You were so kind to bring me Lord Derbec’s clothes,” he grinned. “Such a good fit too. Those royals have the best tailors.”
“I owed you. I got Bel murdered.”
Opal’s smile slipped. “Yes, well....”
She looked up at him, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned that.”
“I, I think I’d better pack.” He walked away from her suddenly.
She turned and watched as he strolled away. Cameo secretly cursed herself for saying something so stupid.
“Hey, hey Cameo!” Jules called out. “You can’t leave me behind. You need me for information about Wick. You need me!”
Cameo pulled her pistol on him. “Silence.”
Jules closed his mouth obediently, then glanced down at the knot she had tied. He had been standing on the dagger Lorelei had dropped for quite a while.
She turned and found Opal, Kyrian, and Lorelei watching her, wondering if she was going to kill Jules. Cameo lowered her pistol, then motioned to them with it, “We should go.”
Up ahead there were corpses of the dead assassins that Cameo had killed, decaying in the meadow; their bodies dusted with snow.
Cameo brushed past her with Opal and the others trailing behind her.


Chapter Eleven
 
THERE WAS A DARK FIGURE gazing down at the black waters of the Avon. At that height, it looked like a curving black ribbon, he thought as he took a step back from the tower window. Chadvick surveyed the room that Cameo had lived in at Wick’s tower for...years; he wasn’t certain quite how many exactly. He was a man in his mid-twenties himself, and he remembered his parents telling him to stay away from the tower even when he was a child. So perhaps even twenty years. He had seen her on occasion wandering through Lockenwood.
He opened up her dresser, which had a few items in it, and proceeded to tear it apart, looking for any stashed weapons or information, but there was nothing within. Chad had seen her often enough to question whether she was really human. It wasn’t just her pale eyes that made him wonder; it was the way she moved, almost too fast, too silently. She wasn’t just a powerful assassin; there was something odd going on. And he certainly had the time to ponder who she was, being that his parents had died when he was young and left him nothing but a life on the street, and the ability to watch her from the rooftops. Another gift of being penniless and hungry: great agility, which allowed him to get away with a great deal of theft. He really had the bird’s-eye view of everything going on in Lockenwood.
Chad sat down on her bed for a moment; it had been left in disarray, and he noted that there was gunpowder spilled on one of the blankets. He took it upon himself to rip the mattress apart in a quest to discover what was inside. Any clue to Cameo’s origin and the hope of possibly finding some sort of cash diminished in a rain of feathers.
He did know that Cameo liked to drink, and she had her flask refilled at the tavern at least once every day. She also spent a lot of time taking the coach out of town. Sometimes she returned by coach; sometimes she would just reappear. He assumed she took the ferry back, but now as an adult, he wasn’t so certain.
Taking a lantern with him, Chadvick poked his head into the fireplace, but it was pretty bare as well.
He fingered through the books in her bookcase, but like most everyone else in Lockenwood, he couldn’t read, so he tossed each one onto the ground after he thumbed through it, looking at the bold woodcuts.
He really envied Cameo that tower room; sleeping in a barrack with thirty bloodthirsty rogues made rest quite elusive for him. That was why he had decided to leave that night and embark on the job at hand, which was killing or capturing Cameo and bringing her, or her severed head, back to Wick. Easy enough.
* * * * *
Cameo stood just outside Toppers, a tavern at the end of Haberdasher Street in Lockenwood. From there a person could get quite a nice view of the palace, up on its hill-fort to the right, and straight down the road was the assassin’s tower sitting on the canal. She took a deep breath as she stared at Wick’s tower, now a little over a mile away, and exhaled her steamy breath into the cold air. Now that her flask had been refilled only a few minutes ago, she gulped it down without hesitation, studying the posters plastered all over the front of the inn.
The rickety door swung open.
“Whatever are you doing out here, my dear? Standing in the rain?”
“Yeah.” Her voice was deep; she seemed captivated by the wanted posters.
“Why don’t you come inside, into the ... relative warmth?” Opal said as he assessed the shanty that passed for a tavern. The large, green sign outside with the name of the place on it certainly proclaimed that Topper was at least quite proud of this endeavor into entrepreneurship.
She tilted her head to the side, then looked over at him, “Have you read these?”
“No,” he said, rain dripping from the ends of his hair. “Is there something I haven’t seen before? A fair rendering of my face, perchance?”
“No,” she smiled, “but we have been implicated in the assassination of the king.”
“What?” Opal hastened to get to the posters now. “When did this happen?”
“Something strange did happen when I was in Lockenwood talking to that other vampire. Maybe it happened that night.”
“You were actually here?!” he hissed.
There was no reply.
“That’s regicide. Do you know what they do to people who kill kings? We could be drawn and quartered.”
“Well,” she said, never taking her gaze from the tower, “that Francois Mond character seems to have gotten away with murder, murders really, without ever being caught.”
Opal paled.
“And he incited that whole revolution. If anyone deserves to be drawn and quartered, I suppose it’s him, and he’s pretty much gotten away with it all.” She took a sip of whiskey and added, “He’s probably sitting around the table right now with his family having a lovely dinner.”
He looked down at his newly acquired gloves. “He was a boy when that transpired; he has to be an old man by now.”
“Old?” She smiled, “Not that old. I remember when it happened—”
“Oh, you do?”
“Uhh ...,” she glanced over at him getting rained on in all of his dandy finery. “Well, certainly...I mean, I would’ve been a little girl, of course.”
“Very little.”
She grinned at him, “Yes, in the scheme of things.”
“That’s very cryptic of you.”
She caught his eye, “I would think you remembered the revolution yourself. You must’ve been...what? A teenager, right?”
“Uh, yes...yes, nearly. I think you’re aging me a bit, though. I’m going back inside for some brandy. Are you coming?”
She watched the rain running down his hair and into his face. There was a fog rising off the icy ground, capturing them there in some strangely beautiful moment. “I guess.”
Inside was a dimly lit single room. The walls were unpainted and coated in a slick black stain from pipe smoking. Cameo ordered a bottle for the table from Topper, the rather decrepit owner.
“When are we going?” Lorelei said in a hushed voice to Kyrian.
The lad looked around the little room at a few locals. “Won’t be too long.”
Her body was turned in his direction.
Opal sat down beside her with a shot glass. “The lad bothering you?”
“No,” she grumbled at him.
Kyrian looked over at Opal with a smile on his face.
“I’ll see where our dinner is.” Kyrian walked over to the makeshift bar.
Opal checked his appearance in the back of a spoon.
“Did you want some of this, Lorelei?” Cameo offered the bottle of wine, but the girl refused it. “We could leave her here. It’s fairly safe.”
“Here?!” Lorelei whispered harshly.
Cameo poured herself a drink. “We aren’t planning on dropping you off at your house.”
“Fine, leave me here.”
“We could leave Kyrian with you,” Cameo suggested.
“Great,” Lorelei said sullenly.
The assassin pulled a clay pipe from a canister at the center of the crude table. “When I was your age, my sister was murdered too—”
“Save it.”
Opal held his breath for a moment.
Cameo’s face darkened. “Sometimes it’s so hard to be a good person.”
“I don’t care. Kill me. Who cares at this point! My whole life is ruined,” she trembled.
Kyrian took a step toward the girl.
“Say away from me, you buffoon!”
Opal reached for her hand, “Please calm down, my dear—”
“And you,” she jumped back from the table. “You are all the things Bel said! Some sickly libertine—you disgust me more than that zombie!”
“Sickly libertine? Bel said that?”
“Shut up, little one,” Cameo warned.
“I hate you all!”
The crowd took their drinks and moved further from the group.
“Please, no fighting in Topper’s,” Topper pleaded.
“Yes, let’s all leave this place in one piece,” Kyrian said cheerfully to Lorelei, trying to lift her mood a bit.
“One piece?” said Topper. “I should hope so.”
“Ah, I didn’t mean it like that.”
“If you hate us so much, feel free to leave us,” Cameo opened the door for her and as she did so someone hit her in the back of the head.
Opal leapt to his feet, pistol in one hand and a rapier in the other.
There were two Association members standing over Cameo. One had his pistol aimed at Opal, and the other had his pistol resting on the side of her face.
“Come along quietly,” one said.
The dandy looked over his shoulder at Kyrian, then back at the two men. Sighing, he set the weapons on the table.
* * * * *
“Yeah, yeah, the money’s yours if you can catch up with Chadvick.”
“How much did you say was in it for us?”
“Well now, is that really important, Rance? You and Veth just kill him and you’ll be adequately rewarded.”
The back of Cameo’s head felt like it was going to explode for a moment, then she opened her eyes. She was indoors. The room around her was dark, there were animal heads hanging from the walls, and there was a great, thick smoke clinging to the antlers of these poor dead animals.
“Well, would you look at that. She really has white eyes,” one of the assassins commented.
She realized she was lounging on one of the extremely gauche couches in Wick’s office. She was in Wick’s office? She felt herself panicking, trying to sit up, then she fell back down again.
“Well, well, well, Cameo,” Wick readjusted her weight on the opposing couch. “I have to admit I never thought I’d find such an imposing person as yourself brought low by a mere blackjack.”
She turned and found Black Opal and Kyrian with pistols pressed against their backs. The expression on Opal’s face seemed almost numb. Perhaps he was expecting that their days in the sun had run their course.
“You left the girl behind,” Cameo said flatly. The pain at the base of her skull was beginning to subside, but she wondered how long it might’ve lasted if she had been merely human. She thought briefly on the knock to the back of the head that Opal had taken when he fought Gail. Obviously he was a bit more stoic than she had given him credit for.
“Girl?” Wick muttered, intent in getting the tobacco from its pouch into her pipe. “Little Lady Vanvinck? She was here. When I discovered her identity, we made certain the Duke’s, I mean King Avamore’s guard took her straight home.”
Cameo hadn’t realized just how connected to the king Lorelei had been. She wondered if Opal knew...then she wondered why he hadn’t told her if he did know.
“Tsk, tsk, can’t have the nobility involved in things like this,” the witch said as she lit her pipe. “Can we?”
“The King of Shandow is now the King of all Sieunes?” Opal spoke out of turn.
Wick signaled for one of the assassins to remind him who was in charge. Veth happily obliged by kneeing him in the kidney. This sent Opal to the floor, then he was scraped back up and forced to stand just as he had been a moment earlier.
Cameo flinched, and Wick saw it.
“Yes. Avamore is the new king,” Wick said nonchalantly. “Much easier on the eyes than his brother was, at any rate.”
“What do you want from me?” Cameo said.
“Politics too boring for you, assassin?” Wick chuckled. “Well, leave it to Black Opal to find interest in the King of Shandow.”
He met her eyes, defeated.
She smiled at him. “Yes, Black Opal always was interested in politics.”
He opened his mouth as if to speak but Wick stopped him with the wave of her hand.
“Don’t tire me. I’ve heard you speak before, Opal...many times,” she said cryptically. “I’m too old to listen to you pull out your soapbox now. Open your mouth one more time, and I’ll have you beaten half to death, then I’ll hand you over to Avamore myself for the bounty.”
Cameo looked at Opal, wondering what the old woman was going on about.
Black Opal lifted his chin. He pursed his mouth indignantly.
“Black Opal,” she mocked. “Where did you come up with that one?”
Cameo raised an eyebrow after witnessing the little exchange.
Pindray, Wick’s secretary, appeared with a decanter and several glasses and set them down on her antique desk with much care.
The old woman motioned toward Cameo.
“A glass, Cameo?” Pindray offered.
She took the brandy glass and drank it down. “Another.”
Pindray sneered as he watched her pour the drink down her gullet and ask for seconds. “Certainly, have as much as you would like.”
Cameo polished off the second one neatly. It was a very good brandy.
Wick also seemed delighted that she had chosen to imbibe.
There was definitely some sort of poison in it, but she shook it off as she felt the liquid burn her throat. “Why did you bring me here? Are you collecting bounty?”
The witch and her secretary watched Cameo from behind the desk silently until Wick nudged Pindray.
“More?” He offered her another glass. “We also have cake.”
“Why don’t you just hand me the bottle of poison?” Cameo hissed.
A cup of liquid hit her in the face suddenly, and she rose, angrily wiping her clothes.
The cup itself rolled over toward the prisoners and came to rest at Kyrian’s feet. On one side of the container was the symbol of the rising sun.
“Holy water?” Kyrian murmured.
“Edel was right,” Cameo said to herself. All those years she thought that Wick really knew something about witchcraft, about her being a zombie...she had no idea who Cameo was. She didn’t know as much as Cameo did about the supernatural. She had given her too much credit, given her too much power for far too long.
One of the assassins hit Kyrian in the head, and for a split second she saw a trickle of blood before she moved Kyrian out of the way and turned the pistol on that assassin.
There was a pistol shot; it seemed to bellow ten-fold in the small space, and Rance slumped against the door.
Veth, who was caught off guard by her supernatural speed, aimed his pistol at her as soon as he realized she was standing next to him.
She grabbed the barrel of the gun and pushed it from her as he pulled the trigger.
On the other side of the room, the ball caught Pindray in the chest and he collapsed, spraying the wall behind him in blood and gore.
Opal hit Veth in the back with a dagger.
Cameo jerked the dagger free before Veth was able to touch it.
Wick hefted her girth over Pindray’s wrecked form and made a dash for the back door that led to her bedroom.
Cameo was suddenly standing in front of her.
Wick staggered backward and looked down at the Cameo’s bloody fist pressed against her stomach. The dagger had entered with such astonishing speed that she didn’t feel it until she was looking at the hilt.
The expression on the assassin’s face was stern.
“Free of you,” Cameo uttered bitterly as she jerked the blade free and let the woman fall.
Wick’s body hit the floor with a dull thud, then Cameo turned to Opal, “Politics?” she began, intrigued.
Black Opal removed a rapier from one young assassin and tested it’s balance. “You came to his defense and not mine?”
Kyrian staggered into her, dazed.
“Kyrian? Are you all right?”
He put a hand to a gash on his forehead that was bleeding into his eye.
“It doesn’t look too bad.” Opal handed her a rapier and Kyrian a handkerchief, “It’s just going to bleed a lot.”
“I’m fine,” he sulked. He glanced over at the corner of the room toward the men, now lying bloodied and dead.
Cameo swung the rapier a couple times. It wasn’t her favorite weapon, but it would do. Opal was busily going through Pindray’s pockets.
“Politics?” she said, leaning in.
He met her eyes. “I think she most likely had me confused with someone else.”
“Oh, I see.”
He fixed his jacket. “And just why didn’t you come to my defense anyhow? Why, why his?”
She looked over at Kyrian who was wiping blood out of his eye. “That’s a rather sarcastic tone. Has it been such a hardship traveling with Kyrian?”
He raised an eyebrow. “You are terrible at avoiding questions.”
“You have blood on your face.”
“So do you.”
“Well, I...” She glanced down at Wick’s dead body. The floor was littered with the slain bodies of her enemies, their blood pooled here and there. It was a gruesome sight. Cameo looked over at Opal again, his interest was still piqued. He was still waiting attentively on her reply, looking incredibly handsome and jealous. She wiped a drop of blood from the corner of his mouth, and then without warning she leaned in and kissed him. A light, gentle kiss.
Opal pulled her closer into a deeper kiss.
“Uh... what was I saying?” She pulled away.
“Somewhat exhilarating in here,” he said.
“You like my dark little world?”
He smiled mischievously. “You know that I think you’re wonderful.”
Kyrian grumbled in disapproval as he leaned up against a wall. The bodies of the two dead assassins were right in front of him, their eyes staring out of dead sockets, and the pair of them just lying there pale and lifeless.
Cameo glanced over at Kyrian with a sudden realization that he was in the room, then turned back to Opal, smiling. “You smell good.”
“Thank you,” he breathed as they parted.
She grinned at him.
There was a shade standing in the doorway, and as she stepped over the bodies, it moved down the corridor with the same stride as a human.
She wandered down the black hallway behind it. Cameo assumed the passage would be full of assassins curious about the pistol shot in Wick’s office, but it was empty.
The shade was soon at the front doorway, insisting that she exit there.
Cameo glanced back at Opal and Kyrian cautiously, then flung the large door open and found Haffef standing there.
“Master?”
He rested on his cane, his long raven tresses fell over his shoulders and touched the wet ground just outside the tower. There were several dead assassins lying at his feet.
His cold, black eyes met hers. “There is something I want you to do....”
END
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