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Chapter One

 



The girl reached down into her large basket of wash and pulled out a wet sheet, then flung it haphazardly over a clothesline, and as she did she saw him. That man in the distance, standing under a tree in the meadow. He was tall and painfully thin, an aspect even more exaggerated by the top hat that he wore and the long, black hair that touched the grass where he stood. He was staring at her.


She was somewhat unnerved by his presence. She lived alone, on the outskirts of Terrence, with no one around for miles. She supported herself as a washerwoman and by the little money that her sister sent her from Shandow. 



It was growing dark. The girl had one more item left in her basket to hang, and then she would walk inside, bolt the door, and hide away from whomever this was.


She lifted a heavy blanket out, and just as she looked up he was standing directly before her. The girl startled and dropped the freshly washed item onto the dirt.


He gazed into her eyes and then tipped his hat. "Hello, Ivy."

 “Hello,” her lips mouthed, making scarcely a sound. Her long, dark hair fell in waves over her shoulders as she stood there. The sky was violet.


There was something menacing about him, but she didn't run. She was curious instead, mesmerized by the darkness within him. "How do you know my name?"


He smiled at her, "I read your mind."


Ivy couldn't help but smile in return, "Sure you did, and I'm the Queen of Lockenwood."


"As far as I'm concerned, you are."


"What?" She blushed. "Who are you?"


"A friend." He looked over at the shack she lived in. "Take this," he put a gold coin into her tiny hand.


Her green eyes widened, then she shook her head. "No, I can't...."


But he was gone.


She clasped the gift tightly to her chest, uncertain what had just transpired. 


 



Years later ...


Cameo awoke on the cold floor of a tomb. There was a layer of frost under her cheek, and as she moved to one side, she saw that it stretched along the floor to the wall. She removed her gloves and felt her face for the scars of Edel's bite. 



"There's a mark." 



She turned over slowly and met Jules' eyes, which were white, corpse-like—just like hers. He once had had green eyes, but that had been when he was human. He sat in the corner beside a sarcophagus, consciously looking away from her.


"What did he do to you?"


"Nothing I didn't deserve." She touched her throat as she sat up. The bites the vampire Edel had left her with had healed completely, but she now had some disgusting new scars. "How bad are they?"


Jules glanced at her for a moment, then lowered his eyes to the gray stone floor. "It looks like he bit your face."


She swore. It had finally happened: she had acquired scars all over her body, but nothing but a small scar on her cheek up to this point, and now she had the imprint of Edel's mouth wrapped around hers for eternity. This was all her Master's fault. Haffef had insisted that she be the bait to distract Edel while he snuck in to steal back her sister's bones and catch Edel while he was still asleep in his coffin. If he hadn't sent her in to be some sort of offering .... Cameo pulled on her gloves and stood up, having a little discussion in her head about how much she hated her Master, and as she did she saw Jules look over at her quizzically. 



He was still wearing one of the capes from the Association, the company of assassins that they both used to work for, she noted, and then she realized that so was she. "We need new clothes."


"We do?" There was an edge to his voice.


"They are hunting down all of the assassins who used to work for Wick. A woman told me while I was in town. Surely you must be aware?"


Jules had been chased around the town of Lockenwood and the Port of Villoise right there in Shandow by those who wanted to see him hanged. "Yes," his voice was hard, and somewhat sarcastic. "I know."


"Well, I'm going to change my clothes."


He followed her out of the mausoleum and into a cemetery, which was near the Azez. She was moving quickly and had entered a second mausoleum while he stood mesmerized by the sea that was now one solid piece of ice. 



When Cameo reemerged, she had on a long cloak more suited to the weather in Shandow, with a short sword strapped to a scabbard at one side.


Jules tilted his head to look at her new ensemble. "Nice pistol."


She glanced down at the pistol butt sticking out of one boot. "Concerned?"


"Are you planning on shooting me?"


"Undecided."


"Well," he opened his hands, "here I am."


"The pistol is frozen. Take this," she tossed a cloak at him, which he snatched out of the air with unnatural speed.


He looked over at the mausoleum she was in front of. "Is this some sort of cache?"


She pulled out her flask, ignoring him, and drank down a morning breakfast of whiskey.


Jules slipped off the cape he was wearing and tried on the cloak she had just given to him. "Better. Thank you."


Cameo brushed her hair to one side self-consciously, attempting to cover a small bald area she had acquired in a fight with the Master months ago. She was tired of him now. She'd gone for years seeing him only a handful of times, and now within the past three or four months he was there every time she turned around. She was starting to reminisce about her life as a blood-thirsty assassin, a life that she had loathed and wanted to get out of for a long time, but for all of its horrors, she had had more freedom then than she had experienced lately. Perhaps that was over now though. Haffef had what he wanted: the recovered remains of her sister's long-dead body. There was nothing left of them now, just bones. Maybe this meant that he would just ignore her for a while.


"Well, goodbye." She turned and walked away from Jules.


He was in the process of tucking his old cape into the mausoleum when she departed. 



She needed to get back to Opal. Haffef had forced her to leave him in order to trap Edel, and that had been two days ago now. Poor wretch, Opal; she hadn't even been able to tell him where she was going. Cameo thought of him lying there alone in an empty whorehouse room, with his hands broken by King Avamore's jailers, leaving him unable to help himself, unable to eat or drink without someone to help him—and Haffef had forced her to leave him in that condition. Her pace hastened. 



The sunlight on the snow was blinding. She was on the east end of the palace grounds, and she had left him at Hattie's, a place far to the west. She was in the wilderness, slogging through two feet of snow. Last night she had had to crawl out of Edel's apartment, weak from blood loss while Edel was being murdered inside, his limbs ripped from his body one by one. She had never witnessed a murder so gruesome, and it made even her, an undead with many kills under her belt, pause. Haffef seemed to know how to upset her. Poor Edel, she said to herself. Her mind was racing; she had to get to Opal to make certain that he was all right, make certain Haffef hadn't slaughtered him while she had been with Edel—he was only mortal, after all. He couldn't protect himself from a vampire like her Master.


Cameo stopped in mid-step and spun around.


Jules was a dark figure in the snow, just ten feet behind her.


She pulled her sword. "What are you doing?"


He held up his hands. "I have no weapon."


"Why are you following me?"


"I'm going with you."


She laughed a short, bitter laugh. "Go away, Jules."


He met her eyes.


"We don't even like each other. Why would you go with me? Go your own way."


"We don't? That really hurts me," he hissed.


She took a step away from him, and he took a step toward her. "And I thought you had changed at Edel's. Apparently not. I see this is going to be just another fight to the death then?" She reached for her pistol as well.


"I'm unarmed."


"Arm yourself then. I'll shoot you regardless."


"Your pistol is frozen."


"Fine, come over here, and I'll beat you to death with it instead."


He smirked, but then she came toward him—fast. Jules took several steps back.


Cameo charged him with a sword in her right hand and a useless black powder pistol in her left.


Jules raced back across the field, following his own footsteps. He was amazed at how fast he could run now. Only a few weeks ago he had still been human; now he was a monster like Cameo. He had the same awful vampire Master that she did. The love of his life had been murdered, and he was only starting to come to terms with the idea that she had been deceiving him for years. He started to see the tiny dots of the cemetery they had just left in the distance. The former assassin glanced over his shoulder, but Cameo was nowhere in sight. 



He stopped and caught his breath, and then, sighing, he turned himself back around and followed her footsteps in the snow.

 



* * * * *


Cameo entered the brothel quickly, with a determined expression on her face and a sword at her side. She swept in, bringing the snow with her and upsetting the clientele who were lounging in the downstairs of the tavern, playing cards and drinking.


She heard the word assassin clearly as she passed through a kitchen area and up the backstairs. The women working there moved out of her way as she marched up the steps and toward Opal's room. And then she hesitated as she stood at his door—there was high-pitched laughter and cheery chit-chat issuing from the room she presumed was Black Opal's. For a moment she wondered if they had thrown him out or given him over to the authorities, and she was about to burst into the room of some gentleman enjoying an evening at Hattie's.


Cameo quietly cracked open the door. She peered in and discovered Opal lying flat on his back, playing cards with two of the women employed there. One was in bed with him, holding his hand of cards up for him, and the other was sitting on a stool beside the bed.


His eyes widened when he saw her slip into his room. "Darling," he sounded breathless. 



"Hello, love." Her voice was deep, flat, and pitiless. 



"Oh." One of the women jumped up when she got a good look at the haunting apparition sauntering in. 



"That's Cameo," the other whispered as she climbed off of the bed, cowed by the reputation.


Cameo glanced down at the empty bottles of wine littering the floor, then back up at Opal. "Comfortable now?"


The dandy considered the other two thoughtfully as they departed. 



"Goodbye, Mister Black," one said.


"Goodbye," the other whispered, hurrying out the door.


"You need a new pseudonym," Cameo said as she picked up the bottles and piled them into a heap beside the door.


"Yes," he sighed. "Probably."


"Have you eaten?" 



"A bit. They put it on your tab, I'm afraid."


She smiled at him tenderly. "That's fine. I can afford to buy you dinner."


"Where ... did you go?"


"Haffef was here. He forced me to go back to Edel; he threatened your life. He made me distract Edel so that he could get into his apartment and catch him unaware." She leaned in to readjust his sheets.


Now she was close enough that he could see her clearly. "He bit you?" 



"It's all right—"


"He bit you!"


Cameo covered her mouth with one hand. She turned away, and as she did he saw a second fresh set of marks on her neck.


"Your throat...."


She watched him attempt to sit up and get out of bed on a pair of broken hands.


"Opal!" She caught him as he fell, his jaw clenched in pain, and helped him back into bed. 



His brow furrowed in helpless frustration. "They could have killed you while I was lying here ... useless."


She offered him her flask which he drank from eagerly.


"You knew what you were getting yourself into when you realized what I was, didn't you?" She slipped off her heavy cloak and sat down on the stool.


Opal looked up at her, weakened by the sudden jolt of pain and amused by the question. Things appeared to be so bleak at the moment that they were actually quite funny. "Are you trying to make me feel better by telling me that I was useless before I had this recent, tragic turn of events?" He asked referring to his hands.


"As far as the vampires are concerned, well ... and zombies."


He took note of the faraway look in her eyes. "You're referring to yourself?"


She shook her head.


"What zombie?"


"Do you remember that assassin we left tied to a tree somewhere in the Lockenwood forest?"


"The one I stabbed?"


"Yes, him."


"Go on."


"Haffef turned him into a zombie too. Sent him to find me, and then Edel captured him, and he was living in the apartment as well."


Opal seemed stunned. "Is he free?"


"Yes."


"Another person who will want to extract his revenge on me, and me with no recourse at all," he muttered.


"He's not going to hurt you." She reassured.


He regarded her dubiously. 



"He and Haffef found Ivy's remains. Haffef finally has them." She took a swig from her flask, sighing, as if the idea pained her. "He has what's left of my sister. Now perhaps he'll leave me alone."


He smiled a somewhat defeated smile that he'd been trying on for the last few days. "Perhaps."


"I was worried about you, though. Left alone, without my help...." She glanced over at the empty wine bottles. "But it seems you've made some friends while I was away."


Opal turned toward her. "Nothing you wouldn't approve of my dear. Honestly, a round of cards and some alcohol, nothing ... untoward. I assure you."


"Certainly not in a whorehouse."


He smiled at her. "Look at me, love. I have one blind eye, two useless hands, and I'm covered with smallpox scars—"


"I know what you look like, and who you are."


"You flatter me." He half laughed and then sobered, and then the question of what he was looking like these days crossed his mind. "Do you have a mirror?"


She did not want to give him one. Instead of replying immediately, she found herself examining the state of the floorboards, which were worn down right around the bed and dusty in the corners. "No, I don't."


Opal rolled over onto his back. "Why did he bite your mouth?"


Cameo met his eyes. "We should leave here soon."


He felt himself pale. "You let him?" he asked, incredulous.


"I had to create a distraction."


"And I actually felt badly for having a few drinks with Peg and Helena, while you were going around actively kissing vampires—"


"I was attempting to distract him with blood. I knew that if I drew blood he would be somewhat disoriented and there would be a slim possibility that he couldn't read my mind. I don't think it worked." She fought to keep her emotions in check. She didn't want any regrets creeping into her expression, but she was fighting a losing battle. 



"It must have worked. You're still alive."


"That's true, but I think he knew his life was soon to be ended. He gave me a parting gift."


"What?"


"Oh, something about ... he was giving me a piece of himself when he bit me. Passing on some trait that was specific to him, I guess." She shrugged. "I've seen no change in myself though, so I really have no idea what he was talking about."


"He's dead then? I mean, really dead this time?"


"Yes." She pulled out the pistol she had stashed in a mausoleum seven years ago and examined it. 



"Yes? Just yes, hmm?"


"Yes." 



Opal looked down at his hands, two busted appendages that curled inward at the wrist, which resembled the hands of an elderly man. They were still foreign to him. These two hands that had been so coordinated before his capture.... His mind drifted off to the night that he had arrived to save Cameo from Edel's clutches. How dashing he had looked. He smiled at the thought of himself riding the white steed.


Cameo took aim at a pitcher that was sitting in a wash basin. 



"What are you thinking?"


"What are you thinking?" she replied without hesitation. 



"I was thinking of the time we spent together at Edel's apartment." He smiled thoughtfully at her, hoping she would also remember the time they spent together, entwined in her sheets, or at least that she might remember that she had admitted to being in love with him, perhaps spark an interest in changing the tone of this meeting. "What are you thinking?"


"I was thinking of killing Avamore," she said coldly.


"Ah.... Well, he deserves it." He tried to tuck his hands under the blanket.


She focused her attention on him, "We need to get you out of Shandow as soon as possible."


"So you can return and assassinate the King?"


"Aren't you the architect of the revolution? I would think you would be thrilled that someone wanted to take him out."


"I'm probably just tired."


"I want to do it for you."


"Yes, that's very romantic, my dear." He turned away from her. This probably meant she would move him to some other place in Lockenwood, return to Shandow, kill the king, and then come back after a time. All in all, he'd be left on his own for heaven knows how long again, waiting for her. He was starting to regret how he had spent the majority of his life leaving this girl or that girl, telling each one he would be back as soon as he had the chance, never to return, and without any intention of ever doing so. That was what he had become, a girl in a town. A sad girl in a town. Now he needed looking after, he needed a servant or a wife. And if this was how he was to spend the remainder of his life, as an invalid, he would have to change his ways. He certainly couldn't fight his way out of problems now, so he'd have to go about his life differently, not as a highwayman at all anymore.


"So, you were for the revolution then?" Opal asked in a small voice that nearly seemed to come from some other place in the room; it was timid and seemingly aloof.


Her eyes lingered on his weakened form—the triangular shape of his back, which was currently pointed in her direction—and set the pistol down. "Yes. I was for it."


He released a low sigh of relief. "For some reason I thought...."


"That I might be related to royalty?"


"Yes." He turned over to face her.


She met his eyes, one hazel the other white, blinded by a childhood bout of smallpox. "No," she lied.


He nodded.


"I was fascinated by Francois Mond, the young revolutionary." 



"Very young." His voice was wistful.


Her lip curled up slightly into a bit of a crooked smile. "Yes. Very intriguing."


"Is that what you thought?"


"It's what all the girls thought."


He laughed, shaking his head. 



"No? I think you're being modest."


Opal smiled at her, "I just can't imagine you were thinking the same things as everyone else."


"Oh, no? I think you might be disappointed to discover how mundane my thoughts can be."


"Doubtful."


She smiled, focusing more on the floor than on Opal's face. "I was rather disappointed when Kyrian handed me that paperwork he believed was one of your speeches, and it turned out to be Bellamy's. I wanted to read it." She digressed, "I have read some of your speeches, but of course that was before I realized you and he were the same man. Now it's imperative that I read one. I was once intrigued, but now I'm completely absorbed with curiosity."


"Oh, really?" his expression was infinitely more inviting.


"Definitely." She touched his arm lightly. "Perhaps you can recite something?"


He stifled a laugh. "Not very romantic."


"Liberty is a romantic notion to me." 



"Well," he sighed, "it's been a long time ... and I've tried to forget them."


"You had a wanted poster for Francois Mond in your shoulder-pack," she countered.


He seemed pained as he considered that. "There aren't many images of me around anymore. I just wanted to have a picture of my youth."


She raised an eyebrow. She guessed it was more likely that he was sentimental about the whole affair. "Yes, whatever happened to all of the pictures they painted of you years ago?"


"Burned, most likely, as soon as the distant relatives of the Belfours returned to power."


"You don't remember any of your speeches at all?"


He thought for a moment, "No."


"Your essays? Poetry?"


"It's been such a long time...." Opal seemed to drift off into memory, and then he turned to looked at her more intensely, "You do know a lot about me."


"Oh, do I?" She moved toward the package of clothing she'd left for him two days before.


He smiled, somewhat pleased with himself now, and he was diligently trying to remember something from one of his more popular speeches. 



"You haven't had a look at the clothes I purchased for you."


"Uhh, no. I presume you know me well enough to know what my taste is."


She smiled gently at him, her lips marred by the scar of someone else's mouth over her own. "Ostentatious."


"Fashionable," he corrected.


"Well, that's not what I procured for you." She unwrapped the brown paper and revealed a set of rather plain clothes, jacket and pants in deep blue. "I didn't want you to stand out, and we do need to hide you until we're able to get out of Shandow anyhow."


Opal was unimpressed.


"This," she emphasized as she touched the fabric, "should be fairly inconspicuous."


"For a sea captain."


She frowned at him. 



He sighed, "I suppose I'll live. Once I'm able to shave and put on some cosmetics I'll feel like my old self again."


"No make-up."


He was indignant, "What do you mean?"


"No shaving either."


Opal laughed. "You're teasing."


"No. You need to look as little like yourself as you can."


He sunk deeply into the mattress, groaning in defeat. 



Cameo walked back over toward him and stroked his chin, "That is quite a beard you have going there. You'll make a fine sea captain."


"I must look awful."


"Not at all."


He couldn't repress a smile. "You clearly have some sort of girlish crush on Francois Mond."


She smiled thoughtfully, "That can't hurt you any."


"No," he sighed and reached up to touch her at the same time. Then he caught sight of the foreign thing moving toward her face and realized it was one of his broken hands. He hastily lowered it, ashamed of his appearance.


She sat down on the side of the bed fluidly, supernatural in her grace. "How is the pain?"


"More whiskey couldn't hurt." 



She brought the flask to his lips once more. "I'll call a bath for you. That should brighten your spirits."


"All right," he replied, staring down his hands.


Cameo followed his gaze. "How did it happen?" She asked knowing the answer. She had seen him being tortured through her thralls, which were shades, or as she referred to them shadow-men. She could attach them to other people, so she could make certain her friends were all right or keep tabs on her enemies, and she could send them ahead to find things for her.


"With a hammer," he whispered.


"I'm certain I killed the men who hurt you." 



Opal didn't move. He could hear the chill in her voice. He muttered thank you, but somehow it still didn't change anything that had occurred. It didn't change the state he was in now. 



"Well, I'll go see one of your friends about getting a tub up here, if that's possible." 



His head jerked up suddenly awakened by this new concept. "And you will be bathing me?"


Her mouth curved upward into a somewhat charmed smile. "Yes. Unless you would prefer someone else?"


"No.... No one else comes to mind." 



"Alright then. I'll be right back." And with that she was gone.

 



* * * * *


After a bath, she had dressed Opal in his cream-colored silk shirt and a pair of purple breeches, both of which were once the property of Derbec, a young royal related to the Belfour family. They ate dinner quietly together in his room. She combed through his long, blonde hair and plied him with wine and gin until it grew dark, and then she lay down next to him as he drifted off to sleep. 



She curled up against his body. He smelled faintly of soap, which mostly masked the lingering scent of the prison within the palace tower that he’d spent time in. A week of solitude and torture. Her eyes traced the injures on his face, a split lip and a dark contusion on the side of his face, wondering what he had been through. 



She watched him sleeping. He breathed deeply in a slumber induced by a hot bath and alcohol. Cameo nuzzled against his chest. Sleep was eluding her, even though she had spent the previous night on the floor of a cold mausoleum, weakened by blood loss. Somehow she couldn't wrap her mind around the concept that they were finally together, and safe now.


Opal's shirt was without buttons, and it puckered open, revealing his pale chest as he breathed ... slowly .... She watched the rise and fall of his chest, then lingered for a little while on the curve of his neck and his chin pointed aristocratically at the ceiling. She traced the shape of his lips in her mind; they were turned up at the ends into a permanently peaceful expression. 



Cameo sucked in a breath and slowly slid her fingers under the pucker of his silk shirt, caressing his skin, tenderly running the tips of her fingers over the pox scars. The room was cold and his skin was cool to the touch.


Opal's breath caught in his throat. His eyes fluttered open.


"Yes," he uttered breathlessly.


She raised herself up on her elbows, her mouth brushed against his broken lip, tasting the dried blood. It had an odd flavor, maybe even more thrilling than pressing her mouth against his. The taste was almost intoxicating. 



"I love you," he breathed as he scrambled to wrap his arms around her and pull her close. 



"Mmm ..." she purred against his ear, still reeling from the taste of his blood. Was this that little gift Edel had given her? She had some sort of longing to drink blood? She was becoming more and more like the embodiment of the monster that children sang songs about and less and less like a human. 



The moon cast a sliver of light across the floor, giving the room a hazy glow, illuminating Opal's cream shirt and making it appear nearly luminescent. 



She focused on the infamous revolutionary she had under her. Opal’s soft, golden hair spread out around him beautifully. The man who had written all of those rousing sentiments about freedom and liberty. That man was actually the one-time highwayman who professed to being in love with her. Her eyes lingered on his broken bottom lip. The reddened hint of blood that would've gone unnoticed by human eyes was so clearly visible, and enthralling to her now.


He muttered something endearing, and then, physically out-weighing her, he was somehow able to roll her onto her side. His loose hair swept against her face. She breathed in the scent of it.


Her lips grazed over his rough beard as she sought his mouth, desiring his kiss, and longing for the taste of his blood again.

 


 





Chapter Two

 



Black Opal awoke in disarray. The sun was shining directly into his one good eye, which he instinctively shut. His head was pounding, and then as he brought the palm of his hand up to his forehead, he felt the sudden, sharp, pinpoint of pain directly on the palm of his right hand, emanating from that spot outward over every nerve in his hand, shooting up into his fingers and down with a throbbing thud into his wrist. 



He released a harsh yelp. Opal tried to cup his right hand with his left, which resulted in a similar sensation surging over his left hand and ending at his elbow in a dull pain. This time his cry of pain came out in a stream of obscenities. 



All the while, he was wrapped up tight in a confusing tangle of bed sheets that had wound their way around him as they slept. Now that it was morning, he was hung-over, parched, nauseous, and moaning in utter despair at his foolish attempt to rub his aching head. 



Cameo sighed softly against her pillow. 



He startled and turned to find her still lying in bed with him. He had nearly called out for her help, and there she was, their bodies touching. Opal laid back down on his back; he was incredibly dizzy and now certain that he was going to vomit, probably on the floor. 



"Are you all right?" she whispered, turning onto her side to face him.


"Why ... why gin?" he rasped, then rolled over and emptied the contents of his stomach.


"I thought you enjoyed gin," she mused, slipping off the bed. "Like licking a pine tree. Weren't those your thoughts?"


Opal rolled onto his back, weak and sweating. "I'm certain I was drunk when I said that."


She poured him a cup of water from the pitcher at the wash basin, held his head up, and helped him to drink.


He moved to take the cup in his hand, but it just batted against Cameo's arm pointlessly. "This is ridiculous."


She could hear the frustration in his voice. "Just drink the water." 



Opal drained the cup and wanted more. "I can't even hold a cup," he whispered, "This is ... pitiful."


Cameo held another cupful to his lips. "I'm going to venture out today. I'll see if there's a doctor nearby."


"What of Kyrian?"


"There's no way he's in this area anymore. He said he was leaving Shandow and headed south of Lockenwood."


"He might be here, if the Azez is still frozen."


"Maybe," she smiled, giving him the benefit of the doubt, and then she stood up and crossed the room. "Right now you at least need a doctor."


Opal attempted to straighten his sheet, which was threatening to cut off the circulation in his leg. "What could I possibly gain from a doctor visit?"


Cameo turned around hunting for her clothes. "A tincture for one thing. You seem to be in a lot of pain."


"I wish to remain clear-headed." Admiring her naked form, he said, "Have your scars faded?"


She released a harsh laugh. Opal had poor eyesight at best. He was completely blind in one eye, and the other was worn out from picking up all the slack for years. She shook her head and glanced down at the horrendous scars Clovis Gail DePell had left her with decades ago. A trail of hideous designs that started at her collarbone and ended at the tips of her toes, including his signature. She frowned as she remembered the torture she'd endured obtaining those scars. As she examined the signature, she realized that it was flat against her body, smoother than it had been, and no longer discolored. 



"It is faded ... but how could that be?" 



"The bite you had on your mouth, that's faded too."


"It has?" She reached for her shoulder-pack and produced a hand mirror. The imprint of Edel's teeth had faded away. 



Opal raised an eyebrow. "I thought you didn't have a mirror."


"I was mistaken."


"Apparently."


Cameo began to dress, wondering why scars that had been a part of her flesh for the last ... few decades … were now healing. 



The dandy sighed. He would receive the mirror, and his opportunity for clothing only after Cameo slipped into her leather armor. He pressed his head into the pillow and stared into the cracked ceiling in frustration. 


 



* * * * *


After she had dressed, Cameo left Opal upstairs in the clothing he'd dubbed the sea captain ensemble, leaving him to his own devices for a few hours. She now knew better than to assume he was helpless without her. As she exited the ancient wooden entryway of Hattie's establishment, she was nearly certain he had already obtained new guests.


The ice cracked under the sole of her boots as she stepped down onto the stoop. The wintry wind caught her hair and her cloak and spun them both up and around her, biting briskly at her face, but not being completely human, she was spared the sting of it. Perhaps Edel was right and she should rejoice about her position in life, not quite human but better than human. She looked out at the darkened town before her; trees were bent down to the ground, each limb encased in ice. Cameo took a swig from her flask. It warmed her throat.


"Edel ...." she scoffed, and that nagging thought propelled her forward. Only Edel could think this was better than being human. She frowned. But Edel would probably have preferred to be closer to humanity, too, if truth be told. He probably envied my humanity. "Envy .... Well, who wouldn't envy this?" she asked bitterly.


A man avoided her as she passed him on the road. 



Cameo sighed and replaced her flask. There was a sign bearing the markings of a mortar and pestle up ahead, and she proceeded toward it, knocking on the door to what seemed to be someone's home, and then opening the door and letting herself in.


It was small and dark inside, with bunches of wildflowers and the like hanging in bundles from the ceiling, and large jars of powdery substances sitting on the shelves. She closed her eyes and inhaled the fragrance of the place, enjoying the spicy, flowery smell intermingling with the smell of icy cold. 



"Can I help you?" A young woman's voice roused Cameo.


The assassin opened her eyes slowly, almost unwillingly, and met the woman's gaze.


The young woman's jovial expression dropped. A monster had just walked into her store.


"You're an apothecary?"


"Yes," she whispered.


"Do you have some paper and a pen?"


The apothecary motioned to a small work area where she had a bit of paper.


"I need to have a doctor sent to this address," Cameo said, handing the note to the woman.


"Yes, we do have one doctor in residence here in town. I'll send someone to fetch him. Is it urgent?" 



Cameo shook her head. "But he is in pain. He needs a tincture."


The woman relaxed a bit, Cameo's tone seemed amicable enough, for something clearly not natural. 



Her skirts swished against the floor as she walked toward a cabinet, pulled out a bottle of brownish liquid that she poured into a ceramic flask, replaced the cover, and handed it to Cameo.


"Thank you." The assassin attempted to pay the other woman, but she waved it away as if her money might sully the energy in her shop. Cameo lowered her head in compliance, saying "As you wish," and then the assassin swept out the door and into the town.


As she moved away from the shop, the tincture in hand, she was astounded to see the dark figure standing on the path before her. Jules. He had followed her into Dinghbrook, probably still hoping to avenge Wick's death. She pulled a dagger, uncertain as to his motives but knowing he'd been pretty annoyed for a while by her murdering his ex-girlfriend, and so that was the most likely reason for his visit. 



He glanced at the flask. "Can that be painkiller? A tincture perhaps?" 



She raised an eyebrow.


Jules moved toward her slowly. "Does it work? Alcohol never seems to work for me anymore."


She met his eyes defiantly. "I thought I'd seen the last of you."


A pained look crossed his face for a moment. "No."


"What do you want then? More winter clothes?"


He smirked, "No."


Cameo tightened her grasp on the dagger's hilt. "Then let me pass without incident, and stop following me."


Jules watched her as she brushed past him. "I can't."


She turned around to face him again with supernatural speed.


"I know where you're staying. I know you have Opal with you."


"Leave Opal alone." The dagger was now visible to him.


"I am unarmed."


"And I appreciate that, Jules."


He took an uneasy step back. "I can't stop following you." 



"Why?"


"I am compelled to follow you now. The Master wills it."


Cameo lowered the weapon. "What? How long has this been going on?"


"Since he arrived in Edel's apartment. He wants to know what you're doing all the time. So whether you want to take me along with you or not, I will be there, always."


She nearly sighed, but then realized what he had actually said. "Take you along? What? With me and Opal?"


He lowered his eyes to the icy path. "Yes."


"You must be joking."


Jules didn't reply.


"Opal wounded you, if I remember correctly. It's not likely that I'm going to allow you anywhere near him now, in his condition—"


"Oh? What condition?" he inquired, suddenly interested. 



"Nothing. I have to go." She turned and walked rapidly away from him.

 



* * * * *


She bustled into Hattie's, knocking down one of the patrons that was exiting as she was entering, and then, feeling rather rude, she hefted the portly gentleman back to his feet, righting him again. "Terribly sorry." She chided herself for allowing too many people to witness her speed ... and strength. 



And then she burst into Opal's room. Inside, Opal was sitting in one of the straight-back chairs, and one of the ladies there was giving him a shave. 



"What the?!" Cameo rushed toward her.


"I'm sorry." The woman dropped the straight razor. "I'm so sorry."


Cameo appraised the woman: her hair was dyed red with henna, her lips dark red, and her fingers sliced by the edge of the razor when it fell. "You're bleeding."


"What?" Her voice had a nervous, airy quality, as if she thought Cameo had just threatened her.


Cameo handed the redhead a towel. "Take it and get out."


"Oh," she said as she finally looked down at her hand.


"Wait!" Opal called out. "I owe her for the shave."


The assassin closed the door behind the other woman. "Then you'll have to pay her, won't you?"


He turned to face her. "With what? I gave all my money to Kyrian right before the soldiers arrested me."


She tossed her cloak over a chair. "Perhaps you'll barter?"


Opal rolled his eyes. "I have nothing of value to barter these days, I'm afraid."


"Why did you shave your beard? Now you're much more recognizable." 



He tilted his head to one side and smiled at her, "Prettier too, I trust?"


She grabbed a towel from his lap and wiped the remainder of lather from his face. "Yes, you look more like yourself."


He lifted his eyes to look at her, towering above him, annoyed. "It's an awful beard. All those smallpox scars, you know? It just looks patchy."


She pulled a ceramic flask from her boot. "The next thing I expect, after returning from an errand, is to see is a bag of cosmetics or perhaps a servant to apply them for you."


"Could we afford that?"


She ignored his query. "I got you a little something while I was out shopping."


"How thoughtful. Is it cologne?"


"Hmm ... no. It's a tincture."


He watched her unlatch the flask. There was a reddish-brown liquid within. The sight of it didn't exactly make the idea of consuming it very appetizing.


"And I ran into Jules while I was out."


"What?" This news woke him. 



"Sip it. It will help ease the pain." She held the flask before him. 



He hesitated. "I've seen men become slaves to this."


"I know," she said, resigned to this knowledge. "What else do you have right now? You need relief."


"All right." He swallowed down a gulp, smaller than a shot, but she poured more into his mouth. "Enough," he managed, pulling away from her.


"A doctor should be by soon."


He nodded. "How is the Azez?"


"Still frozen." 



"And Jules?" 



She lowered her eyes and spied the bloody razor lying on the dusty floor. "What? Oh, him?" Cameo knelt down and lifted the razor to her thigh, then walked behind Opal shielding it from him. "He said Haffef had ordered him to follow me."


"Here?"


She examined the smear on the shining blade for a moment—it was beautifully red, a mixture of blood and suds— and then she licked off the blood, lather, dust, and all. Her mouth felt suddenly energized. A buzzing sensation overtook her, and she saw the shadow-man she'd left with Opal, but as she looked at him, she could make out the features of a face. A dull, expressionless face. 



Cameo covered her mouth with one hand, frightened, and slammed the straight razor back onto the table. "Everywhere ...." she hissed. 



Opal craned his neck around, "Did you hurt yourself?"


"Uhh ... no." She could not pull her attention from the newly discovered face of the shade. She felt the energy subsiding, and the face slid until the shadow was once more just an opaque shadow. No more human face. 



Cameo hastily wiped her mouth with the palm of her hand and turned toward the dandy sitting in the chair before her.


Opal had slumped down a bit in the chair and was in a more restful position. "What does that mean?" he said slowly, yawning. "Everywhere?"


"Well, I believe it means that I'm never going anywhere again without Jules spying on me. Haffef will always know where I am, what I'm doing, and who I'm doing it with."


He sighed, "I really wish I hadn't stabbed him."


She glanced down at him, doped up on a tincture, helpless, in a whorehouse chair. "Yeah, me too."


There was a quick rap at their door.


Opal righted himself.


Cameo's expression shifted to one that was serious. She pulled her dagger and moved toward the door. "Who is it?"


"My name is Gunther Kingaby. I'm a doctor.... Winnie, the apothecary, sent me."


Cameo opened the door a crack. A young man was standing at the door, and behind him was one of the girls who had been playing cards with Opal. "You," she motioned to the woman, "leave."


"I was just helping him find his way to Mister Black's room."


Cameo stared at her. She couldn't be too careful; the woman was standing directly behind the doctor, and she might have a weapon in her hand. 



Perturbed, the woman scurried away.


The assassin opened up the door for Gunther. "Come in." 



Mister Kingaby glanced at Cameo anxiously as he moved past her, a pack slung over one shoulder. 



"Well, hello Doctor," Opal greeted him brightly. 



Gunther took in the form of this new individual: a rangy middle-aged man, broken and scarred, sitting in a chair before him. "This must be the patient."


"That's right," Cameo uttered, closing the door.


"Do you think you can fix this ... predicament I seem to be in?" Although he had come to the conclusion that he would be living out the rest of his life as an invalid, Opal's tone was tinged with hope. He could, after all, have overlooked some possibility for medical healing that he, only a revolutionary, may not have known about.


The doctor pulled out something that looked like a splint from his shoulder-pack.


Opal sighed. No, no hope at all for some miracle, medical cure.




Then he pulled forth a phial of reddish-brown liquid.


"A tincture," the dandy said. "Ah, yes. I believe we have that."


Cameo took it from the man's fingers. "That's fine. We may run out." And then she met Gunther's dark eyes, "He doesn't want to take it."


He did his best impression of complete understanding, but in actuality he wanted to leave as soon as possible. Peg, the wench who had walked him upstairs, had mentioned that she believed the woman in black was actually Cameo, an assassin who had been with the Association for years. Now that he had seen her, he had to agree that she resembled the wanted posters, and the whitish orbs she had for eyes coincided with the ghost stories he'd been told when he was a lad—a little too well, actually, for him, a man of enlightened thinking. 



"Well," he said to Opal, "your hands are broken."


"Really?" 



"Yes," he said, ignoring the sarcasm in the rather rangy man's tone. "And I believe putting them in splints is really the only solution. You may want to take the painkiller before I begin."


"How bad is it going to be?"


"You need the tincture."


He motioned for Cameo to give him more.


"Will this heal his broken bones?"


He took a deep breath, "Yes, but I can tell you right now that with the severity of the breaks in his hands and fingers, they will never work the same again." He turned to speak directly to Opal, "What happened to you?"


"No questions." Cameo said, replacing the flask.


"All right," he said, lifting Opal's arm and pushing back his sleeve to fit a splint on the underside of his arm. "You will probably regain some motion in your hands once they get the opportunity to heal."


The dandy gritted his teeth. Simply having his fingers manipulated was agony, somewhat deadened now with the painkiller, but nonetheless an unpleasant experience.

 



* * * * *


"Read me some of Bel's poetry."


She turned to look in Opal's direction. He hadn't said a thing in hours, and Cameo had assumed he was asleep, so she hadn't bothered to light any candles, and now his upper body was in shadow. 



"What was that?" She set down the deck of cards she'd been toying with. "I didn't think you regarded Bel's poetry with much esteem."


He chuckled a bit. "No, I don't ... but I was thinking about him."


She remembered the night Bel had been killed by Haffef. The odd, sickening sound that his back made as the vampire snapped it, a deep sound. "All right," she stood, "but first I think I'll need another bottle of wine."


"You need a bottle of wine to get through it?"


She smiled as she exited the room, "Just to soothe my parched throat. I'll be right back."


As she wound her way down the narrow hallway, she crossed the path of the redhead, who was standing in her doorway and retreated into shadow the moment that she saw Cameo pass by. Thinking nothing of it, Cameo bounded down the steps and up to the bar, which was bustling with activity.


"Bottle of wine," she muttered to the barkeep, who was quick to get to her. As she waited, she glanced down the length of the bar at the people gathered there, an eclectic group of gentlemen and sailors ... and then the one nearest her, clad in black: Jules.


He lifted his face to acknowledge her standing there. He seemed tired, and unimpressed, and world-weary.


"Lady," the barkeep set the bottle down in front of her.


"Hmm?" was all she said, then she saw the wine and dropped some coin on the notched surface and walked away, mounting the stairs to the room she shared with Opal.


Jules watched her go.


"That's Cameo," someone behind him said. "She's wanted for murder."


"Part of the Association."


He rested his head on his fist, covering the scar burned into his cheek.

 



* * * * *


"Jules is downstairs," she announced as she reentered the room.


"What?" Opal was groggy.


Cameo worked at the cork for a moment before it popped out of the bottle. "He's here, at Hattie's, sitting at the bar."


The dandy didn't respond, or move; for a moment she thought he'd dozed off again, so she sat back down at the edge of the bed and took a sip directly from the bottle.


"Maybe he's just here to keep an eye on you."


"Maybe." She knelt down to rummage through the papers in a pile on the floor until she found Bellamy's poems. 



"You think he's here to kill me?" he asked quietly. 



"He's probably here to keep an eye on me and to kill you if possible."


"Probably."


"You don't seem to distressed about it, regardless."


"No."


She set the paperwork on the bed and moved to light the candles in the room. As the flame came to life, she got a better look at his expression, which was extremely calm, perhaps melancholy. That would explain the longing to hear Bel's voice again. "All of this sitting in the dark is enough to put anyone in a sour mood," she uttered. "I used to do it all the time in Edel's" her voice broke a little, "apartment." 



His eye rediscovered the curve of her lips in the flickering light. She really was once so striking, but now her face was so marred with the scars Edel had left her with, and her eyes were dead eyes. It seemed to him that she was detached from life.


"Well," she lifted the book. "Here's one:


'Round and 'round


the maypole


delusions of my past


shades


and mirrored memories


silhouettes and shadows


cast


'Round and 'round


the maypole


the journey never ends


twist and turn


a fable


another face 'round another bend."


 


Opal laughed out loud. "It's so bad."


She held a hand to her mouth. "Ah, good old Bel. No wonder he never wanted to share any of it with me."


"Consider yourself blessed. I was subjected to that every night when, uh, we first met."


"Hmm ..." she said, turning the page.


"Yes, he wanted critiques. It was late, and I wanted to go to sleep. What he really wanted was me to tell him how fantastic every word was," he chuckled. "Ah ... those were good times."


"Do you want something to drink?"


Opal glanced down at the large splints that ran from his forearms up to the tips of his fingers and sort of caged his hands in a box, to keep them safe and unmoving. "Yes, please."


She poured it into a ceramic cup that one of the girl's had left in the room. She wanted him to feel normal. Opal would have his own cup and she would drink from the bottle, as if he were able to hold the vessel himself. And then, she tipped the cup up to his lips for him to drink. 



He smiled at her. "Our whole lives are ahead of us now. Where are we going to go?"


She smirked, "Now that your whole life is ahead of us, I think we should consider finding Kyrian, and then ... I don't know. I've never had the opportunity to make my own decisions. I'm not sure where I should go."


He tilted his head to one side in a gesture she'd grown very fond of over the past few months. "Isn't there somewhere you would like to see?"


"Isn't there somewhere you'd like to see?" she shot back coldly.


"Hmm," he mused. "A free Shandow?"


"What? No, Opal. Don't start thinking about that again."


"Why not? I'm an invalid now; I've nothing but time. I can still write, by proxy of course."


"Because the soldiers will find you again." She offered him more wine.


"Yes, thank you."


"You're not an invalid."


Opal lifted his arms fixing her with a tired expression. "I can't believe I'm coming to terms with this, but you aren't."


She was about to speak when a shade walked through an interior wall and into the room. It approached her, and as it did she saw the image of soldiers, in their red uniforms, swords at the waist and pistol butts sticking out of their belts. Cameo drew her sword. 



"What—" was all that Opal got out before the sudden sound of many people rushing up the stairs froze them both in place. 



There was a soft knock at the door.


Cameo and Opal remained silently waiting as several moments passed.


"Mister Black, it's Peg. Helena wanted me to give you a message. Can I come in?"


The assassin glanced over at Opal, then she set her sword down at the edge of the bed silently. She opened the door with incredible speed, grabbed Peg by the collar and threw her into the room, shutting the door behind her on several armed soldiers.


Peg landed hard against the table, knocking the pitcher on the floor and shattering it, and then, as she righted herself, she felt a dagger's point enter her chest just enough to draw blood. Cameo had her again. "What did you tell them?"


The redhead cried out in pain. 



"Cameo, formerly of the Association? We have a warrant for your arrest," came the voice of one of the soldiers behind the door.


She looked over at Opal, her facial expressions running the gambit of surprise, relief, and eventually sarcasm. So they weren't here for Francois Mond at all. They had come for the bounty placed on the heads of all the former Association members. "Me? Really?"


Black Opal glanced at Peg darkly.


Cameo knocked her to the floor. "You turned me in?"


The woman turned over, her lip was bloodied, "No. No, it wasn't me."


"Oh?" She slammed Peg's head against the floor. "Who did?"


Blood trickled from her victim's ear, ebbing in one long, exquisite ribbon onto into her hair. For a moment Cameo hesitated, transfixed ... and then, when she realized the woman was unconscious and broken, just the same as she was when Haffef had smashed in her skull, she was repelled by her own actions.


One of the soldiers kicked the door open, and Cameo swung around. Immediately she seized the pistol from his hand and buried her dagger into his side.


"C'mon," she cajoled her next opponent to enter. This was no time for bravado, but still this was becoming old, and she was growing tired of killing people. She was getting too good at killing humans.


The next man raised his pistol, and Cameo snatched it from his hand as it discharged into the ceiling and rammed her blood-smeared dagger through his neck with her free hand. Plaster clattered to the floor. The room filled with black powder smoke, and he collapsed at her feet.


Several soldiers pushed their way into the room, and one took aim at Black Opal, who was still sitting in the straight-backed chair, looking on placidly. 



"Get down, Opal!" Cameo yelled at him.


He spun to the ground in a sudden flurry of motion. The bullet blasted a hole through the chair's wooden back.


Now he was up. Opal raced through the smoke-filled room and knocked the man, who had just shot at him, to the floor.

 



* * * * *


A third shot rang out.


The first had agitated him, but he wasn't certain how to respond. By the second gunshot, and the sounds of a scuffle upstairs, the barkeep took off his apron, let himself out of the bar, and strolled out the door. And by the third Jules jumped up. 



He stood in the center of the tavern as patrons began to hurry outside. Just beyond the main door he saw the red uniforms of Shandow's royal guard rushing toward Hattie's. An entire second unit. 



As the last woman darted out the door, he slammed it shut and barred it with a heavy table procured from the center of the room.

 



* * * * *


A soldier grabbed one of Opal's splints and threw him backward. He stumbled, emitting a scream of pain, unable to quell it. The pain radiated up his arm. For a moment he cradled his right hand in the crook of his left arm, much to the amusement of the soldier. He came toward Opal and slammed the butt of his smoking pistol against the dandy's free hand.


The highwayman shrieked as he turned away from his assailant, looking for somewhere to hide, but it was a very small room with a bed and one window. He scrambled across the bed and slammed into the glass with his shoulder.


Cameo was pinned down by four soldiers who lifted her off her feet and were hefting her out of the room.


"She's strong!" one complained as she shoved him into the doorframe.


"She's not human."


"We should kill her now."


Suddenly, the man who had been holding her arm tightly had a bloody sword sticking from his chest, and then it was gone. Confused, he collapsed, and she grabbed the sword hilt of a man clutching one leg, and then the man holding her other arm perished silently. With no one now holding up her shoulders, she fell back, and there, directly in front of her face, were a pair of black boots.


The other soldiers dropped her lower half to the ground, and she felt her body meet the wooden floor with a shocking thud, but she pulled herself to her feet just as rapidly, with supernatural speed.


A tall, imposing figure dressed in black looked back at her from within the room. Cameo had single-handedly taken out eleven of Shandow's royal guard. He stood amidst the corpses. 



Their eyes met. 



She had blood spattered across her face.


"You sounded like you needed help," Jules glanced away and down at the littered floor.


"Haffef wanted you to keep me safe?" she scoffed, moving into the room. Opal had crumbled onto the bed and was sitting with his back to them now, and she walked protectively to his side.


"No," he said softly.


She met Jules' eyes again. He was standing motionless in the center of the room.


"There's another brigade outside the front door."


Cameo turned and kicked out the window.


Opal silently cursed himself for bothering to batter the opaque glass with his shoulder, which was now injured and bleeding. 



"We're only on the second floor," she said, addressing Jules as she gathered up her shoulder-pack, and then moved back over to assist Opal. "The climb isn't bad at all."


"Is that an invitation?" he hissed.


She climbed out the window, carrying Opal. "Do I have a choice in the matter?"


Jules was now in motion. He crossed the room with supernatural grace. "No, I guess not."

 



* * * * *


Opal awoke with a start. He'd been dreaming of some long-forgotten lady, and then, as the dream progressed, he noticed his hands were beginning to ache, and he said as much to the young lady in his dream, and then the dream faded, and he opened his eyes. Pain shot up his fingers and seemed to be ebbing up his arms, throbbing. He tipped his head back—chin pointing to the ceiling—which was black. He had no idea where he was. He tried to remember how he had gotten wherever it was he was, and whom he was with.


He sat up. The point of a sword poked him in the chest. He followed the sword's point up the blade until he found the man holding it.


It was Jules. He was sitting in a dark corner, with the slender light from a tiny, barred window lighting his face and a sliver of his body. He seemed displeased.


"I could kill you right now."


Opal held his breath for a moment, wondering if he would. "Yes, I suppose you could," he said raggedly. "Not very sporting of you, though."


Jules tilted his head to one side, a sardonic smile spreading across his face. "Like I care."


The dandy waited for a moment. If Jules did kill him, then perhaps the pain of living would be over, so there was that to look forward to. But then nothing happened. He felt the point twirling around against his skin. "Look, if you're not going to murder me—"


"What? What is it Opal? What can I do for you?" Jules snapped, tossing the sword off to one side. It clattered against another wall that was much closer than Opal imagined it to be.


"Do you have any pain killer on you?"


Jules emitted a huff of amusement. "No. I don't."


"Alcohol?"


The assassin sighed and leaned back into the dirty wall behind him. "No."


Opal bit his lip. "All right ... that's all right...." 



"Who are you reassuring?" 



The dandy looked down at the splints on his arms. The one on the right hand was broken, and then he began to remember the fight with the soldiers. "Where's Cameo?"


Jules pointed just behind Opal.


She was asleep on the cold floor. He knew she had alcohol, and probably the pain killer, too.


He turned back to Jules. 



The assassin was staring at the ceiling.


"Jules?"


Jules looked at Opal contemptuously. "So you're Francois Mond."


"Uh ...." Opal wished Cameo was awake. He was in too much pain to deal with this idiot. "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"


"Enjoying what?" Jules perked up. "Your agony?"


"Yes."


"Of course not. That would be wrong...."


"Ah, yes. Well, dear boy, perhaps you could take the flask out of the top of Cameo's boot and give it to me?"


Jules smirked. "And why would I do that?"


"Perhaps you were for the revolution?" 



"I wasn't very aware of it. I was three."


"Right. I should've guessed that." He glanced down at his shoulder and noticed the dried blood on his sleeve. He didn't even feel the pain of it until he became aware that he'd been cut. 



Jules turned away. "Besides, she'd wake up."


Opal struggled over to where she lay. "Cameo."


Annoyed, Jules rearranged his cloak about himself.


"Hmm?" 



"Wake up," Opal whispered against her hair.


"Opal?" 



"I need a swallow of the tincture."


She sat up, rubbed her face briskly with the palm of her hand, and then rummaged in her shoulder-pack until she found the ceramic flask.


Jules watched in disgust as she fed it to Opal.


"Where are we?" the dandy asked as he leaned back against a coffin. The drug was already beginning to lessen the pain. He felt sleepy.


"In a cemetery," Jules said cuttingly.


Cameo turned toward him. "I see you two haven't killed each other yet. That's reassuring."


Opal smiled, a faint little smile, eyes closed. "Oh yes, very."


Jules' eyes flicked from Opal and then back at Cameo. "I didn't save your life so that I could kill you later."


"I'm not Black Opal."


Jules studied Opal, who was now falling into a drug-induced stupor. "It wouldn't be very sporting of me."


Cameo raised an eyebrow. 



"I had an opportunity, and I didn't kill him, all right?"


"Let's keep it that way, Jules."


"Or what?"


"Or I'll kill you."


Jules lowered his eyes to the dirty floor. "You don't have to threaten me. I'm not going to hurt you, or ... him. You spared my life. I'm not going to take yours now."


"Opal didn't spare your life."


"No," he hissed. "I'm just being nice about that."


Cameo took a drink from her flask. "Yeah, you're a real good guy, Jules."


He folded his arms.


"Why don't you try to get some sleep?"


"It smells like death in here."


"Does it?" She sniffed one of the coffins, and then her own hair. "I didn't notice."


He met her corpse-like eyes, knowing full well what she was thinking as she was looking into his. That they, very possibly, were the reason for the stench of death in the mausoleum, rather than the long-dead occupants ... if there even was anything left of these two in the stone coffins.


The idea saddened Jules a little. He tried to put it out of his mind. "How can you be so glib about it?"


"Years of practice." She offered her flask to him.


He stretched forward to take it from her. The mausoleum was cramped and he was tall. "I'm tired of cemeteries."


She caught Opal as he slumped forward, now sound asleep, and eased him back to the floor tenderly. "The Azez still hasn't melted. We could chance it and travel over the ice tonight."


"Back to Lockenwood? I've so many good memories about that place."


Cameo smiled and took the flask back. "Well, it's that or stay here and deal with the over-zealous royal guard, and we're all wanted here."


"We're all wanted there."


She glanced down at Opal's face, which was softer in the moonlight. "People don't know he's Francois Mond there."


"Oh, yes. I'd forgotten we were protecting the most notorious revolutionary that Faetta has ever known. Forgive my stupidity."


"Aren't you the man who murdered an old man, a priest, if I remember correctly, by burning him to death in a religious sanctuary?"


"Yes," he acknowledged quietly. 



"And Opal is so much more terrible than that?"


He laughed, "How can you even make a comparison? He's the man who wanted to be a dictator—a bloody dictator—and killed everyone in his path to get his way. No, I don't compare. He's more bloodthirsty than the two of us combined."


"You sound like Edel."


Jules fixed her with a cold stare. 



Cameo glanced down at the dandy without ever really seeing him. She was growing tired of hearing everyone come down so hard on Opal. After all, Francois Mond was a great man. He was trying to help the little people of the world. She wasn't quite certain why everyone was missing this point. Of course, she'd snapped. Jules probably didn't deserve it, though. Edel had treated him horribly, and now she was comparing him to the vampire who had smashed in his skull and nearly killed him. "I'm sorry," she said at last, her voice barely audible. 



"The ice could break under our feet."


When she looked up at him, he seemed to be memorizing every detail carved on one of the stone coffins. The flowers carved into its surface. The eternal weeping willow.


"Yes."


"Why do they decorate coffins like that? They just push them in here and never see them again."


"The family probably visits."


He was dubious. "Sure they do."


"I don't know."


"Seems a shame to just create something so beautiful and then tuck it away for no one to ever see it again."


"Yeah. Well, I'm certain my grave will end up being a ditch somewhere, so no one will waste his time with all that art," she said as she rolled her eyes.


He didn't reply.


Cameo flipped open her pack and searched through it. If they were going to take a trip tonight, she might as well know what she had on hand, and that was pretty much nothing. Some tincture, a few bits of food items, a bottle of wine, Bel's two books. She sighed and looked up at Jules. His long, dark hair fell against his face and down his chest, hiding him.


"How are your wrists?"


His expression was suddenly hard. "If you're planning on leaving while it's still dark, we should go."


She hadn't meant to offend him but somehow that was exactly what she'd managed to do. Oh, well. She slung the pack over her shoulder and lifted Opal to his feet, dragging him outside.


He half stumbled. 



"Wake up darling," she whispered, holding him against her.


"What's going on?"


"We're going to walk to Lockenwood."


"It's freezing out here..."


Cameo removed her cloak and wrapped him up in it.


The sky was clear and black, a few stars were twinkling, and the moon was waxing so there was enough light to see by. There was an uncomfortable foot of snow to slog through on their way to the edge of the sea, however. 



"What time is it?"


"It must be midnight."


The three of them trudged down a steep hill, sliding part of the way, until they were at the shore of the Azez. 



Jules took one step out onto the frozen sea. It was a thick, uneven layer of ice covered with snow that had seeped into it, making it crumbly and uncertain. A dusting of snow was dancing around them as Cameo and Opal stepped out onto the ice.


"This seems a bad idea," Opal concluded. He gazed out over the Azez and couldn't see land on the other side, just white without definition. "Won't your Master be waiting for you over there?"


Cameo searched his eyes, "It will be safer for you."


He took a tentative step forward, the frozen snow crunched beneath his weight but the ice held. "I hope you're right behind me."


She smiled. "It would be faster if I carried you."

 


 





Chapter Three

 



Kyrian saw a figure in the distance. She was standing in the center of town, beside the community well. He ran his hand through his hair, but it was nothing more than strands of ice from warming up in taverns and then going back out into the cold. He shook his hair, but it did no good; he just got pelted in the face with the little whips his hair had become.


As he moved closer, he made out a sign just up ahead ... Hangingford. The town of Hangingford. The girl and the well were lit up in the golden glow of a torch, still burning in a lamp overhead. The town seemed very cheery for having such a dreadful name. 



"Hello," he offered, grinning.


The girl was close to his age, but small, with large, brown eyes and long, brown hair that she wore in braids; they swished when she walked, touching the hem of her gown. "Are you alone?" she asked.


He looked around, "Yes."


"Oh. We thought that you had more friends."


"I did. I tried to persuade her to come with me, but ... she has her own path."


She nodded sadly and began to walk up the street, motioning him to walk beside her. "I'm Sage."


"Kyrian."


"I like that name."


"Thank you. I've heard it means shrine in the old Lockenwood language."


"Why in the world did they ever change it?" She smiled thoughtfully at him. "It's so much prettier."


He blushed.


"Were you far from here when you received the cry for help?"


"In Shandow."


She stopped and looked at him. "Truly? You were able to receive the message I sent from that distance? It was quite a long way."


Kyrian readjusted his shoulder-pack self-consciously. "My grandfather's spirit tells me things sometimes, too. Sometimes, if the message is too far away ...."


"Oh. Yes, that might explain it. Well, come on. Let’s go inside. No point in discussing all of this out in the cold, is there?" Sage patted her mittens together, knocking off some of the snow, and led him up a path to a gray building. 



By the looks of the building, Kyrian determined that it was another temple. The spires reaching toward the sky suggested it was a Temple of the Sun, larger than any he had seen before.


She opened the door and stomped her boots just before she entered. "Come along. Several others have joined the cause in the past couple days."


He removed his fur-lined gloves and stuffed them into the pockets of his coat. There was a fire burning in the hearth up ahead, and candles in sconces on either side of the room lit up the beautifully detailed frescoes. 



Kyrian sucked in a quick intake of air as he beheld the splendor of the place. There was the faint smell of incense that permeated the pews, the podium, and the hanging tapestries. The place made him realize that he had forgotten how much he missed living in a sparse room in a temple, working with his grandfather, being an acolyte. 



Sage unwrapped the long scarf she was wearing and removed her overcoat. She watched him as he marveled at the murals dedicated to the God of the Sun. "You're an acolyte, aren't you?"


Kyrian broke from his reverie and turned toward her. "Um ... I was. I was—"


"Oh, hello!" came a new voice from behind them. A young man in dark robes extended his hand to Kyrian. "I thought I heard someone talking out here." 



"This is Caith," Sage said, pointing to the young man of about Kyrian's age who had just joined them. "And Caith, this is—"


"Kyrin ... isn't it?" the lad asked, grabbing an apple that had been left as a gift for the gods.


"Kyrian."


"Ah, Kyrian, so close!"


"Very close. How did you know?"


He tapped his temple with one finger. "A dream. I dreamed you would come."


"Oh." He was warm now. The room was hot. A single drop of water trailed down his face, much to his chagrin. 



"Why don't you remove your coat?" Sage suggested. 



"Hmm, yes," he said, absently running a hand over his wet hair, rumpling it. 



"You've had a rough walk. I can see that now," she said, taking his hand in hers. "Why don't we get you something to eat?"


"Thank you."


"It's late. Should we make up a bed in Carrington's room?"


The girl rolled her eyes, "I doubt Gibson would appreciate that very much. Why not your room? You've plenty of space."


"Oh, all right." 



"I think you'll live, Caith!" she called to him as he moved away from them.


He smiled, "It's fine. Poor lad, he looks worn out."


Kyrian followed Sage into a dining room, and she commanded him to sit as she moved into the pantry to get a few food items.


The lad sat down heavily. He had spent the last few days doing nothing but walking, trying to reach the people who had been mentally calling out for help. Nearly from the very day that he, Cameo, and Opal had set foot in Villoise, Cyrus had been bothering him to go back, go south. He ignored his spirit-guide's advice. He knew that he had to save Cameo, that it was the test of his faith—the test that Cyrus, when he was a living, breathing, man, had entrusted him with. Cyrus felt that Cameo had the spark, like Kyrian did—the call to help others, the spark of healing—although now, after all that she'd been put through, she would never be able to use that gift. But that's what she'd been meant for, and he wanted to save her from the evil of Haffef. To save her from herself. In the end, it seemed too much. She chose to rescue Opal, to kill more men, and after a while he had to say goodbye to his dream of saving her soul and of proving himself for the priesthood. His task would never be fulfilled. Still, though, he could help others.


A plate of food was sitting in front of him. A few pieces of red meat, pickles, and beans.


"Most of it is leftovers from dinner, I'm afraid. Just some smoked meat and, well, they do a lot of canning here, so we have plenty of canned beans and pickles."


"It looks delicious," he murmured. 



"You really are famished."


"Yes, I am."


"You'll be tired of canned food soon enough." She set a mug of tea before him as well.


Kyrian took a bite. "Are you going to join me?"


"I'm not hungry." The young woman sat down at the end of the table and watched him eat. She was remarkably beautiful, with fine features, and a slight frame. He was feeling a little self-conscious about gobbling down the food. "Now then," she smiled, "what temple were you an acolyte in?"


"Um, Temple of the Moon in Yetta. Just outside the graveyard there."


"The moon? Forgive me, but you're wearing an amulet of the sun."


"Oh, yes. I was going to study at the Temple of the Sun in Kings Basin ... but it burned to the ground."


"Didn't the Temple of the Moon burn to the ground as well?"


Kyrian wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then regretted being quite so common in front of her. What was it Opal had said about manners? "Yes. An assassin with the Association known as Jules Maethelmaf burned them both. Murdered my grandfather ...."


"I'm so sorry."


He waved the notion away, "Thank you, but it's all right. You know, death is not the end; Cyrus is still with me."


"I know," she patted his hand, not seeming to care that he had just wiped his mouth on it. "It's still hard to endure such violence."


Kyrian sighed. It was the first time he had thought about it since it occurred. Being on the run with Cameo and Opal, he hadn't had much time to feel sorry for himself; there was always someone new trying to kill them, and someplace new to run to. 



"The Temple of the Moon," she began again in a serene tone. "You must have performed a lot of funerals."


"Yes, too many. That's part of the allure of joining a priesthood that focused on the sun."


"Well," she looked down at his empty plate and then up into his blue eyes, "you haven't joined the Temple of the Sun, then?"


"No. No .... I don't think I'm going to. They have some requirements that I might not have."


"I find that a little hard to believe. I can see your aura. It's beautiful, golden. You're still pure; you could still join us."


He lifted his eyes. "Are you an acolyte here?"


"Yes. I was the person who called you. Well, once Caith and Carrington joined me here, we all sent out messages. Very few have found us."


"You're all in the priesthood?"


"Yes, that's right. Caith and I are healers … like you. Am I right?"


Kyrian nodded. 



"But you have friends somewhere else, don't you?" she said suddenly, and he wondered if she could read minds. "Why didn't you bring them along?"


"Oh ... um, they wouldn't be much help."


"But when I connected with you in the dreams, you spoke of them. You said they were coming. Aren't they joining you?"


"Are you all of the Temple of the Sun?" he countered, applying one of Cameo's tactics in order to turn this conversation in another direction. 



"No. No ...." She seemed thrown. "Carrington is of the Sky and Caith of Faetta. Well, you'll meet everyone else in the morning." Sage stood, adding, "It is late now, and I'm sure Caith has gotten a cot made up for you. Come with me."


Kyrian stood and followed her down a darkened hallway just off the dining room. It was cool and peaceful as they walked together. He enjoyed listening to the light clip, clip that her feet made against the stone floor, and the gentle swish of her garments as she moved ahead of him, until she finally pointed out a door.


"Caith?" She knocked.


The young man opened the door. His hair askew, he had clearly fallen asleep waiting for Kyrian. "Come in," he whispered roughly, brushing his short, dark hair from his eyes.


"Goodnight," Kyrian whispered to her before walking in. "Um, thank you," he blurted as the door closed on her, locking her outside.


"All right then," Caith pushed on a pair of spectacles. "Here you see I have made up a lovely cot for you, using only the finest in temple bedding. Only the best temples in Faetta carry some of these linens, let me tell you."


Kyrian glanced at the simple mattress stuffed full of straw and a wool blanket rolled up at the bottom.


"It's great."


"Luckily we do have a small hearth in here to stave off the cold," he smiled.


Kyrian sat down on the mattress. In his current state of exhaustion, it felt like the most comfortable piece of furniture he'd ever rested on. Then he set his shoulder-pack on the ground. The room was a typical cell that generally housed one acolyte, similar to the one he had used at the Temple of the Moon in Yetta, but unfortunately they had to squeeze two people into this one. It was dark, except for the uneven glow of firelight, and it was a bit drafty. He was considering wearing his overcoat to bed.


"What's that?" 



Caith followed his gaze to the small cage on the ground beside his mattress. "Oh him?" He tapped the side of it. "It's Boris."


A tiny white mouse peeked out of the small wood box he was hiding in. He seemed somewhat irritated that he was being roused.


"He's a mouse." Caith smiled, "They're supposed to be nocturnal, but he never seems to do anything but sleep."


Kyrian watched as the young man fed the mouse a large seed.


"You travel with him?"


"Well, yes. This is my first trip in a couple of years, actually, so this is really Boris's first trip ever."


"I've known people to have dogs, or a horse ...."


"Never a mouse, hmm? Well, he makes a good traveling companion, except he smells awful! Worse than a horse! But he is easier to smuggle in than a pet horse would be."


Kyrian smiled. "You're a Temple of Faetta acolyte, right?"


He laughed, "Yes. That obvious?"


"A little."


"And you're Temple of the Moon?"


Kyrian closed his mouth, surprised that Caith knew.


"Just a feeling. You're a little more dark than the rest of us."


"I am?"


"Peaceful, too. It's not all bad."


"Well, I should get some rest." He climbed into bed, clothes still on. "I'm pretty tired."


"Goodnight, Kyrian."


"You were one of the clerics calling for help, weren't you?"


"Yes," Caith murmured, now trying to sleep himself.


"Why do you need help?"


"To destroy the vampire of the Ponth Forest."


"What?" Kyrian turned over.


"Yes. It will be hard work. We need many clerics to expel him. He's a powerful one."


"Oh, gods ...." Kyrian whispered.


"And we will need them all." Caith brightened. "He's terrorizing the whole area here. A monster."


"Do you know his name?"


"No, but I've heard he's very tall with long black hair that drags on the ground. It will be a real test of faith to take on that demon."


"Yes." Kyrian fell back into a prone position on the mattress. A sudden realization dawning on him. The vampire they were about to take on was Haffef. "You have no idea."

 



* * * * *


Cameo climbed up the steps at the harbor and set Opal on his feet. 



Jules clambered up behind her, breathing heavily. "Where are we?"


"Lockenwood," she said, appraising the boats frozen in the harbor. 



"Is that the palace?" Jules asked, trying to get his bearings. 



"Yes. We're behind it."


It was morning now. The sun was shining down on the back of the icy palace walls and the ice that was clinging to tree branches, bending them to the point of nearly breaking. 



People were bundled up, head to foot, and they stared at the three of them fearfully. 



"Probably wondering why we're milling around the harbor," Jules offered as the small group passed by.


Cameo's smile drooped. "Yes." And then she wondered if any of them had seen the two of them racing at supernatural speed across the Azez. Her thoughts turned to Kyrian for a moment, and she wondered if he had actually left Shandow at all, if he ever could have made it alone crossing that sea. Then she glanced over at the little group of people who were shuffling away from them at a bit of a harried pace.


She caught the look on Jules' face. A deadly look that mirrored her own thoughts; they were both considering killing the people who had seen them.


"Perhaps we could find a tavern?" Opal suggested.


"Of course." Cameo turned toward him, and a wind ripped through her stringy hair and tossed the cloak that he was wearing. "Are you holding up all right?" 



He hesitated, weakened by the cold. "First rate." 



"Good. We can't stay in Lockenwood. It's just not safe here for the three of us. Let's head south toward Yetta."


"We need supplies," Jules muttered.


She looked over at Opal, who was shivering, and then she moved up the hill and looked down Throop Street. It was a rather unsavory part of town they were coming up on, and that was probably for the best. The three of them were wanted for various crimes in Lockenwood, ranging from robbery to regicide. If caught, they could all be executed in varied ways. Jules, wanted for being an Association member and for supposedly killing locals, might just end up at the end of a rope, whereas she and Opal could be drawn and quartered. The idea of lingering in Lockenwood did not please her, but Jules did have a point. There was food, clothes, armor, weapons, and booze in this place. Walk a little further down the road toward Yetta, and one would find woods, wolves, graveyards, and an occasional cottage. If they were going to obtain supplies, they needed to do so here. The seedier the area, the better.


Opal and Jules followed. 



The buildings in this part of Lockenwood were dark and packed tightly together. Once, the area had been a prosperous, bustling place, but that was years ago, and all of the once-beautiful homes had fallen into disrepair. It had been inherited by the poorest of the poor, the whores, the thieves, the lost souls drunk on gin lying in the gutters. 



As they walked down the empty street, their footfalls echoed on the cobblestone. It didn't look like too many locals were interested in venturing outside. It was, after all, the middle of winter, and most people stayed cooped up indoors during the winter months.


"There." Cameo pointed to a small crudely painted sign, coated with snow. She brushed it off. Coffin Nails. She glanced back at the other two. "Coffin Nails Inn. Well, this should be interesting."


Just outside the door, they could hear the sound of intoxicated conversation, a game taking place, and laughter. As they entered the shack of a building, what had been boisterous conversation stopped.


It was rather crowded inside and hot. There was a roaring fire in the hearth, and the people inside were drunk and sweaty. 



Cameo met the barkeep's eyes, and he was positively horrified as she did so. "We'll have what you're serving today and whatever you have to drink."


"Uh ... yes. Of course, of course."


Several other patrons who had been enjoying a table game scrambled out of their seats and left the table in the center of the room to the three of them.


"Well," Opal said as he slid into one of the empty chairs, "wasn't that amicable?"


"Very." 



Jules had one hand on the hilt of the sword, procured from a royal guardsman, beneath his cloak.


Cameo ended up in the chair with her back to the rest of the room. "I don't care for this table."


"And here we are." The barkeep set down three plates and a lump of meat for them. It was bloody. Before anyone could complain, he left to fetch them some ale.


"It's raw," Jules hissed.


But Cameo cut herself a slab from the bloody carcass and moved it to her plate.


A moment later the barman returned with a second roast. "Oh, I must have grabbed the wrong thing from the back," the barman said, picking up the bloody meat. "It's so dark back there.... Uh, lady, did you want me to take that?"


Cameo held the plate on the table, watching him with her foggy, white eyes. "Leave it."


The man moved away hastily.


She stared down at the slab of freshly killed animal. Given the size, she suspected it was a goat, or maybe a dead dog. It lay there in one raw lump under the palm of her hand. The blood was more than just a smear on a razor's edge this time; it drained out onto the plate in a little pool ... a red that was nearly black against the dirty white plate. 



Opal was seated opposite Cameo and surveyed the crowd of onlookers who had taken refuge in the furthest recesses of the tavern. The lot of them stood around the fireplace at the back. Some were staring, some attempting to forget about the little group that had just walked in. 



"It is rather oppressive in here. My dear, would you remove this cloak?" When he glanced back at her, he saw the slab of meat was abandoned onto the tabletop, and Cameo holding the plate between her hands, assessing it. 



He and Jules watched her with a sort of macabre fascination as she drank the blood from the plate. As she did so, the scar on her face faded until her skin was clean. Her irises turned blue for a moment and then returned to the cloudy corpse white.


She lifted her eyes with an odd expression, a mixture of intrigue and terror, her mouth and chin dripping blood. 



Opal swallowed, "I've lost my appetite."


Jules had one chunk of roasted meat on a knife, poised on his plate, as he stared at her.


Looking up, she saw the shadows in the room. They were hanging over the people in there ... the shadow-men ... only they weren't shadows now; they were ghostly images. They had hollows for eyes and mouths, and they were looking at her intensely now. Eager to get closer. 



Cameo stood up suddenly, waving at the ghosts with one arm as if she could make them disappear by fanning them. 



The shades were so close now, one had his face in her face.


"Stop it! Leave me!"


And a moment later, they were gone.


Cameo turned her attention to the door, half expecting to see the shadow-men walking out, but instead she saw the clientele slinking out the door. She took a step back, stumbling over her chair. 



The room was emptying out. The barkeep was missing.


"What did you see?"


She refocused on the table in front of her. Her companions were watching her, mouths open, waiting to see what odd thing she was going to do next. She saw Jules pull something from under his cloak.


"Nothing." Her voice was hoarse. She grabbed the end of the cloak Opal was wearing and wiped the blood from her mouth.


He watched her, a little worry line forming on his forehead. "Are you all right, my love?"


"Yes." She met his eyes and sat down slowly. "Put away your weapon, Jules."


He sort of smiled in acknowledgement but didn't do as she asked.


Her mouth was still bloodstained, but the scar that had been there was gone now. She seemed ... more fresh, her skin more human than she had before.


"This is because of Edel." 



She met Jules' eyes, acknowledging the truth before she could stop herself.


"What did he do to you?" Opal asked with a note of wrath in his voice.


"Yes," Jules chimed in. "What exactly are we dealing with here? Should we don amulets of the sun as well?"


Cameo picked up the fork and knife on Opal's plate and cut his food for him. "As I understand it, one needs true faith to make that sort of thing turn a vampire, so I think you're pretty much screwed, Jules."


"Cameo—" Opal received a mouthful of food before he could finish what he was saying. He was hungry, so he chewed the roast in frustration, hoping to have the opportunity to speak, and then she forced another piece in.


"We have to get out of here." 



"Are you safe to travel with?" Jules inquired, readjusting whatever weapon he had under his cloak.


She rolled her eyes. "If you don't want to travel with me, then leave."


He shifted in the chair and looked away.


"Are you ready to go, Opal?"


"Ale," he managed.


She proffered him a greasy mug.


Jules toyed with his sword now. "What do you think he did to you?" 



She met him with a cold stare.


"You just drank a plate of blood. Are you a vampire?"


Cameo sat back in her chair uneasily and gazed at that lone slab of bleeding dog meat that remained lying there in front of her. "I don't know," she said quietly.

 



* * * * *


The assassin stared out at the gray sky, rubbing her hands together briskly.


"Why don't you go inside and find yourself a coat?" Jules was on the step of the tailor shop, where she'd made herself at home.


"Did you get some provisions?"


"Yes. Did you want to inspect them?"


"No, thank you." She looked around him, and as he noticed her lack of interest in him, he moved to one side. "I remember how well equipped you've been in the past."


He remembered it too. The last time he'd been in Lockenwood with a fully equipped pack, he had been planning on capturing her and returning her to Wick, but that hadn't turned out quite so well for him. 



She lifted her flask to her mouth and took a swallow from it. It was extremely cold, and then, as if it wasn't something she'd planned on doing, she offered it, reluctantly, to Jules.


Surprised, he took the offering from her eagerly.


"We'll head out after Opal gets done in there."


He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Going south?"


"Yetta ... I think."


He chuckled, "No more specific than that, hmm? Are you afraid I'll tell Haffef about your plans?"


She looked at him. Her expression reflected something wiser than the twenty-some years she appeared. "I know you'll tell him."


His smile vanished, and he looked down. "I can't help it."


"I know."


The wind sent a dusting of snow over the stoop.


He handed her back her flask. "Seems almost no point to drinking it anymore. I never get drunk. Do you?"


"Nope." She tucked it into her boot. "It tastes bad."


"Well, it's alcohol."


"I know what whiskey tastes like. I thought maybe it went bad, but you weren't disgusted by it—"


"Oh, you gave it to me because it you thought it has gone bad? Thanks."


She smirked and stared out at the sky again.


"Perhaps you prefer the taste of blood now, over the taste of alcohol?" he hissed, annoyed with her.


"If I do, Jules, I promise you'll be the first to know."


He sat down next to her and flipped his dark hair over one shoulder. "There are times when I think you're going to say something actually worthwhile. It just never seems to happen."


Cameo laughed quietly to herself. "How can one respond to that? Except perhaps in verse?"


"No!"


"Ah, yes, let's see if I remember it now. One of Bellamy Roucherquimp's best—"


"Don't."


'Round and 'round


the maypole


delusions of my past


shades


and mirrored memories


silhouettes and shadows


cast-


"It rhymes!" He jogged down the steps and then turned on her. "I warn you, I am armed."


"Yes, as am I ... with poetry ... and a dagger."


"And a sword."


"And a pistol. Oh, and another. Avamore's guards certainly were very generous with their loot."


Jules laughed and then sighed. "Is that fop ever coming out of there?"


"Well, I'm not leaving until he does."


He cursed Haffef silently. 


 



* * * * *


"Who's the good doggy? What a good doggy." 



Kyrian watched as Caith was knocked into a snow bank by a large black and tan dog. 



"You really want this treat, hmm?"


"He's still playing with that mutt?" asked another young man of about Kyrian's age, sitting down beside him. He had long, kinky black hair, dark skin that contrasted with his white woolen coat, and a blue sash. Blue on white; these, Kyrian knew, were the colors of the Temple of the Sky.


"I think he might be smitten."


The man in the white coat laughed. "I could believe that. Those Temple of Faetta guys are so into animals ... and plants. I caught him healing a tree the other day. Or maybe it's just Caith. He seems a little crazy."


Kyrian turned to look at him. "You must be Carrington."


"Yeah, that's right," he said as he clasped the lad's hand in greeting. "And you're Kyrin?"


"Kyrian."


Carrington looked him over. "You don't seem like a funeral guy."


"Oh, no ... well, I had an apprenticeship at the Temple of the Moon, but I was planning on becoming a priest of the Sun. It was never really my intention to be a priest of the night.... It was just, my grandfather was, so I, I went to live with him and ended up studying there."


"Grandfather, hmm? Your grandfather was a priest? I didn't think they allowed that sort of thing." 



"Yes, they do. He was a widower and joined later in life. Of course he couldn't heal, but he could perform funerals and that sort of thing."


"And your grandfather supported your plan to join the Temple of the Sun?"


"Yes," he smiled. "We talked of it quite often."


Carrington looked back out at Caith and the dog. "Are you still in touch with him?"


Kyrian thought of Cyrus, and instantly the spirit of his grandfather was beside him, one hand on his shoulder. "Yes."


"My mother is with me, as well," Carrington stated calmly. "She drives me crazy. Always worried I'm going to be injured in battle."


"You aren't a healer? I assumed everyone here was."


"No." He grinned. "I don't want to take those kind of vows. I'm a warrior; I destroy the undead, send them out of this world and to the dead realm they should be inhabiting. That is my purpose in life."


Kyrian was beginning to wish his grandfather had helped him with more of his studies. "I hadn't begun my studies at the Temple of the Sun—"


"No, Sage mentioned that to me. She said you weren't planning on becoming a priest now. I hope it's not since you saw our rag-tag little group here."


"No, it's not that."


"A lady?" He raised an eyebrow. "That's my downfall. Too many lovely ladies to tie myself to a vow of purity."


"Well.... Sort of."


"I knew it!" he laughed. 



Kyrian lowered his eyes. He was actually thinking of Cameo, and he didn't want to. If he thought too hard, he knew he'd be able to pull her closer to him, and he didn't want her to join them. "So we're going to take on a vampire?"


Carrington stopped laughing. "Uh, yeah, yeah .... That's the plan."


"He lives in Ponth?"


"That's what the word is." He pointed down the road, "Just south of here. Lives in the woods they say."


"They?"


"The rural people. They are having the most trouble with him. He's settled in there recently, I gather, and now families are being callously slaughtered one at a time. There will be a funeral and the next night someone else is found dead, drained of his blood. That's how we heard of it, well, Sage heard. She could feel the sorrow coming out of that area, and then she investigated herself, and now she's called all of us to her."


Kyrian sat with his chin in the palm of his hand, resting his elbow on one knee. "How are we going to destroy him?"


"Turn him—"


"Well, yes, but then what? How can we destroy something that vanishes the moment we're near?"


"Don't you know? You turned a vampire not long ago."


The lad pulled back uneasily, slowly folding his arms in front of him as if cold. "The situation was different. I didn't destroy him."


"Hmm ...." Carrington pulled on a blue mitten and batted his hands together to get warm. "Gibson and I'll have to kill it then."


"Who's Gibson?"


"He's a military man out of Lockenwood. He's investigating the deaths because it's been getting out of hand, and the local sheriff brought it to the attention of the crown, so they sent Lieutenant Gibson Reynard. He's on his way to Ponth to have a look around, and we'll be going with him."


"When?"


"A day or two, I think."


"Why did he stop here?"


Carrington shrugged, "Hospitable place to stay. Safe. Warm. Rumors of a an attractive, young acolyte named Sage? Probably any of the above. He's ... a man of war. He's not like us; he's killed people. Once you take a life, you just aren't the same anymore, your energy changes, your aura feels different.... You know what I mean?"


"Yes." Kyrian's voice was small. "But you're a warrior?"


He smiled, "Not in the same way. I'm trained to face down undead, but I've never taken a person's life."


"This sounds like a lovely conversation to interrupt."


They looked up at Caith, who wore a long, dark cloak coated in snow. The dog who had been playing with him was now on his heels.


"So," Carrington looked down at the snow, and then back up at Caith, slyly smiling, "you're going to feel free to jump right in and interrupt it?" 



"Ha, ha, ha, good one. I did, as a matter of fact. Has anyone seen Sage?"


Carrington elbowed Kyrian in the side, "Mmm hmm. She's inside making candles."


"Oh, is she?" Kyrian spoke before Caith could reply to the insinuation. "Does she need help?"


"Oh, there we go. Looks like the new guy is going to beat you to her, Caith."


Kyrian and Caith surveyed each other warily.


"Uh, no, no .... It's not like that," Caith said. 



"Right." Carrington stood up and headed for the temple door.


"Where are you going?"


"To see Sage."


"What? No!" Kyrian and Caith ran after him.

 



* * * * *


It was night. The wind was bitingly cold, and the snow blew up and around Cameo, Opal, and Jules as they made their own path through Lockenwood forest. 



The view ahead was difficult, but as Opal turned to the right, he was able to make out the glittering eyes of his companions. They seemed to be able to see where they were going when he had no idea. 



"We need to find some shelter!" someone said. Opal believed it was Cameo, but really had no idea because the wind was so strong, and the snow was pelting his face so hard that it stung. 



"Where?!" was all he said, yelling to be heard about the din.


"The first place you see!" Cameo replied.


Suddenly Jules plowed ahead of them through the snow at a supernatural pace.


"Jules!" Cameo called. 



Then Jules veered off to the right, vanishing completely into the whiteout.


"Where's he going?!"


"Maybe to find a shelter?!" 



"For himself?!"


Cameo ignored the comment, unsure where he was going. "Jules!"

 


 





Chapter Four

 



"Hello, Ivy." It was the strange, tall man who had visited her once before. 



She was alone in her home. As the girl glanced nervously around her rather meager surroundings, she wondered where she'd left her cooking knives, just in case her caller turned out to be untrustworthy. For one moment, she wrinkled up her nose when appraising the cleanliness as well. 



"Oh, hello again." She smiled a fake, uncertain smile in his general direction.


He was standing directly outside the door. "You must invite me in."


Ivy suddenly met his eyes: the irises were so black, a stark contrast against his pale skin. She felt an urge to be polite. A few browned leaves tossed by on the crisp night wind. "Come in." Ivy stepped aside and allowed him to pass inside. "You must be so chilled. I can stoke the fire if you'd like."


He waved away the notion. "May I sit?"


"Yes, certainly." She shut the door to the little hovel.


Haffef took his ease in the one wooden chair that still had its back attached and rested his hands on the top of his black cane. 



She sat on a broken chair that was now more of a stool and watched him as he inspected the ceiling, and at long last he settled back on her face. She had been trying to sleep when he knocked, so she could only guess how terrible she probably looked. 



"You are lovely, as always," he said softly, and on cue, as if he knew what she'd been thinking, but she didn't believe that.


He chuckled to himself, completely relaxed. "You're Sir Terrence Penmbrander's daughter, aren't you?"


"Oh, now, what ... what would make you think that?" 



"You are. Don't be ashamed; he was a heroic man in his time. He fell from grace, it's true, but when he was a knight, one of the elite of Shandow, he was a great conqueror. He helped expand Belfour's lands deep into the south, into Ponth. I have great respect for military. So talented in the art of warfare, so practiced in how to kill a man. It's really quite an art form."


"How do you know those things?"


"I remember him."


"He wasn't my father."


"You have a sister, as well: Gwendolyn. And up until recently your mother lived here with you, but sadly she passed away a year ago."


"Yes, that's true. Do you live in town? In Terrence? I don't think I've ever run into you before … well, the other day."


His eyes lingered on her gentle features, and then he favored her with a simple smile. "Ivy, I know who you are. You are Lady Ivy Penmbrander, a lady of the court in Shandow. Your father was Terrence Penmbrander—the town is named after him—and now," he turned to look at the sparse table before him, "you've been reduced to this life. Living in a hovel, working as a washerwoman, and your sister working in the kitchens of the palace in Shandow.


"You don't deserve this life. You're too good for it. You were born in a Keep in Shandow, born into a noble family. The gods willed it."


She leapt to her feet with tears in her eyes, angry. "Our relatives left us here! When Father died, they shunned us, they left us in poverty. If you're here to test my allegiance to the crown, you're going to be disappointed and might as well clap me in irons right now, because I don't have any love for the King or any of the unholy royal court either." 



Haffef sneered. "I'm not necessarily a supporter of the Belfours, though I bear them no ill will. I'm simply an admirer of Lady Ivy."


Her eyes flicked up to meet his now. She was still in her bedclothes, a worn-out off-white shift that she hoped he couldn't see through. "Do you always find out this much information about a lady before you call on her in the middle of the night?" 



"Only when I'm serious."


"About ... what?" She almost hated to ask, because she was a little concerned where this line of thought might be going.


"Oh, Ivy," he said at last, weary. "I'm not a threat to you. I could never be."


She had put the stool between herself and Haffef subconsciously, but as he looked down at the stool, she realized it was there. "Sorry."


He admired her young face thoughtfully. "When I'm serious about marriage."


"Marriage?" she whispered. The concept of marrying a strange man she had only clapped eyes on once before was uncomfortable, and yet very flattering. She had to hide a smile. He was clearly a man of means, and the idea of living in a house where she didn't have to beg for scraps of food from the local temple was an enticing one. Still, though, she had no concept of who he was, really .... 



"Of course, I wouldn't know whom to ask for your hand. Your parents are, sadly, dead and your relatives are cut off."


"I guess I would be that person."


"The one I'd have to ask," he said in his velvety voice. "Yes, well ... would you consider me?"


"Um..." She looked away. Her face was full and pink and so fresh ... so full of life as she looked away. Her long, dark hair fell against her shoulder in a bit of a tangle, caught in the firelight.

 



* * * * *


Haffef stared down at the brownish bones laid out on his dining room table and felt the unwanted presence of an intruding thrall.


Jules stood before him, uneasy in Haffef's home. A seemingly deserted farmhouse, surrounded by acres of plowed fields, in the middle of nowhere.


He glanced over at the bones laying on the table to his left. They were laid out on a very fine linen tablecloth, and the rest of the room was in complete disrepair, the paint peeling off the walls, the floors creaking as if they would give way with one wrong step.


"Where is Cameo?"


"She's in Lockenwood forest. On her way to Yetta."


"Why isn't she here?!"


"I don't know."


"I called you both. Did she disregard my wishes?" Haffef looked down at Jules, who was doing his best not to make eye contact with his Master.


"We didn't speak. I came to you as soon as I felt the call."


The vampire stood in silence for a moment, thinking, seemingly calm, and then he lashed out. He was an inch from Jules in a second and knocked him to the floor an instant later. "I have little use for you; it was Gwen I wanted!"


Jules felt as if he'd been hit by a building. He wasn't quite certain what had happened at first, but then, before he could scramble to his feet, Haffef pulled him up by his hair and threw him out the half-opened door.


"Get out!" the vampire shrieked. "Get out!" He leapt onto Jules' back and punched him in the back of the head.


Jules moaned but attempted to stand again as the vampire helped to lift him to his feet and then kicked him in the back so hard that the assassin felt something break. 



"I want Gwen. If you ever come back here, I'll kill you." He flipped Jules onto his back and assessed his handiwork. 



Jules' hands shook as he tried to protect his face. An instant later the vampire was gone.


The assassin had been thrown fifteen feet from the house and lay in the dirt. As he looked up, he could see a zombie not far from him, working the land, and then he refocused his eyes and saw figures milling about in the distance. Zombies. Hundreds of zombies, similar to Chester, still wearing the tattered remnants of clothes, all with farm tools working the Master's land ... acres of undead.


"Oh, gods," he sighed. "My soul is lost. My life has become this horror." He attempted to pull himself to his feet, but something was wrong; his body wasn't working. It was as if his legs weren't there. He tumbled back onto his belly. Jules looked about himself, at the cursed farmhouse behind him, the empty fields in every direction, and the undead working hard at tilling the already well-tilled soil in the night. 



It was like something out of a nightmare, and he began to crawl through the dirt and snow, anxiously avoiding the mindless creatures wielding sharp implements above him.

 



* * * * *


"This isn't exactly the Lakestar," Opal grumbled as he sat down against the drafty wall of an abandoned barn.


Cameo set down her pack and shook out her wool cloak. "No."


"Well, at least you're here with me." 



She smirked. "Flattery, Opal? Are you feeling better?"


He faked a smile and then lied, "Oh yes, yes."


"Your hands must be frozen."


Opal didn't reply or bother to look down at the useless things. He just watched her as she moved closer and dusted the melting snow from his collar. 



"Whiskey? It will warm you."


He shook his head. 



Her long hair was wet and stringy, and it rested against his chest as she fixed his hair and retied the large, black bow that held it in place.


"You look lovely," he whispered against her cheek. 



She pulled back to look at him. She had indulged him with new clothes and new cosmetics, partly because she knew the complaining could only get worse and partly because she missed seeing him in full-blown dandy attire.


He leaned forward and kissed her.


She smiled. "I should try to start a fire."


Opal paid no attention to what she'd said and instead wrapped his splinted arms around her and pulled her close.


The door flung open, suddenly slamming against the barn, and then the wind and snow blew inside in one big gust. Within that swirling spiral of snow was Jules. He shambled inside and closed the door behind him, pressing his back against the door. 



Cameo leapt to her feet. "Where did you go?"


He rested the top of his head back against the rickety door now, breathing heavily. "Haffef called us."


"Us?" She moved toward him. "I didn't hear him."


Jules looked down at her; his face was bloodied. 



"What happened?" she asked, knowing the answer: Haffef had beaten him.


He pulled away from her. "Nice rouge, by the way," he said bitterly as he stumbled into the barn.


Cameo wiped her mouth. "I take it that he was upset that I didn't come when he called."


"Good guess." 



Opal folded his arms over his chest as Jules set the provisions down beside him.


"I was at his house, and you should've seen his house.... Oh, right. You probably have."


"No. I've never seen it."


He turned to look at her. "It's a ramshackle farmhouse, and everywhere you look there are zombies—"


"Zombies? Like us?"


"No. More like Chester was.... They're working the farm, but there's nothing to be done, it's the dead of winter. And your sister was there. Her bones were lying out on the dining table." He met her eyes for one moment, and then he looked away, "It was ... I don't know.... I don't even know how to describe it."


"Where?"


"Beyond the town of Ponth. Southwest. There's a large forest, and then there it is, in the middle of nowhere."


"You've been to Ponth and back in three hours?" Opal raised an eyebrow. "That's over fifty miles."


Jules didn't acknowledge him; he simply thought to himself how he had crawled a good portion of it until something in his back made a loud cracking sound, and he regained the feeling in his legs, stood up, and limped for a while. Opal wouldn't understand, and Jules didn't really care if he did. Cameo was the only one who would have any idea of what this felt like, so he looked back over at her.


"Haffef said he wanted you to come."


"And he punished you because I didn't?"


He ignored the question. "He asked for someone named Gwen, too. He wanted Gwen. Do you know who that is?"


She met him with a tired expression. "I'm Gwen."


Opal perked up at this new information, given to Jules, and not to him.


Cameo gathered up some old straw and moved further into the barn, searching for old broken boards or items that could be destroyed to make a fire.


Jules sat down on the hard, frozen ground. The wind was less inside, but it felt colder than it had outside, and he supposed it was worse for Opal, who was the only human there. 



The dandy tilted his head to one side, examining the assassin's face. "Really rearranged it, didn't he? Hmm.... Do you think it will heal like that?"


Jules met him with a cold stare.


Opal pursed his lips and listened to the wind howling outside. "Well then, such a pity."


"What is?" he demanded, staring at Opal with an uncompromising expression of bitter hatred on his face. "You sit there with your arms in full splints, with your face a mask of scars that you hide with woman's powder! And you pity me?"


For one moment Opal, currently defended only by his wit, thought Jules was going to hit him. He opened his mouth slightly, uncertain what he was going to say to diffuse the situation. He really didn't want to; Jules was an annoying boy. Luckily for Opal, he didn't have to because Jules didn't stop there.


"Well, don't. As a matter of fact, I pity you. You coxcomb! People laugh at you behind your back!" He leapt to his feet, or tried to. Jules was still suffering from the beating he'd taken at Haffef's hands, and his legs weren't quite working as well as was normal for him. He stumbled a step or two back as he steadied himself. "What Cameo sees in you, I have no idea."


With that, Opal watched him walk off angrily.


Cameo set a load of broken boards down near the dandy. She watched as the door swung open and slammed shut, and a flurry of snow fell to the ground.


Opal turned to look at Cameo questioningly, but she had already made her way outside.

 



* * * * *


"What are you doing out here?" 



Jules stood with his back to the barn, for a moment, staring off into the distance, looking at nothing for there was nothing really to see, just white. There was a blizzard in Yetta, and nothing at all fifty miles south of there in Ponth. He lowered his eyes to the ground as he spoke, "Nothing. Just milling about...."


"Typical zombie."


One end of his mouth curved into a slight smile. "Yes, exactly."


"What was that all about?"


"Nothing."


Cameo pulled her cloak about her, although she wasn't very cold; it was simply a human habit she'd never fully rid herself of. "Perhaps you should've stayed in Ponth."


He met her eyes.


"That's where we're headed."


"Don't give me any information. I can't be trusted."


"We'll be there soon. Do you think Haffef will call you again before we arrive?"


"I don't know what he wants," he said darkly. "I'm nothing to him."


She took a step toward him. "Haffef takes pleasure in my pain. I have no idea what I did to make him hate me so much, but he's spent my entire undeath punishing me." He took a deep breath. "That's wonderful news."


"Well ..." she seemed to be considering something, and then she looked up into his eyes. "Next time, when the Master calls, make sure you tell me, and I'll go with you."


"Why?" He met her gaze with a bitter expression, "Why would you do that?"


For a moment their eyes were locked on one another's. The connection was so intense that Cameo nearly pulled away, but instead she continued speaking, not really experiencing what she was saying. "If I'm there, at least there will be two of us, and perhaps he won't hurt you."


"And you care because …."


"Because you're the other thrall." 



Jules' face softened. "Oh." 



He looked deeply into her eyes but said nothing. 



The wind caught the barn door, which battered open unexpectedly. Without a second thought, Cameo looked away from him, moved toward the door, and closed it. She turned toward him again, but the connection they'd had an instant ago had been severed. "Was there anything else?"


"No, that was it." 



"All right then." Cameo slammed the door as she came back into the barn. Opal watched her, intent to find out what had happened on the other side of the door, hoping that Jules had decided to leave them ... for good.


"Welcome back, my dearest."


She grunted a greeting back at him and gathered up a handful of wood and straw that she'd found lying around the barn. 



He chewed his lip, scraping off red rouge with his top teeth. "So ... did he leave peacefully?"


Cameo raised an eyebrow. "Who? Jules?"


"Yes, him."


"You know he's not going anywhere, Opal. The Master ordered him to follow me. We're stuck with him."


He frowned, trying to think of some way to get rid of that young man/zombie. If only he had use of his hands.... No one talked to him that way when he was whole. "Did you defend me at least?"


She lit a match and started the kindling on fire. "Yes, there's a duel at dawn. Whoever maims the other first wins."


"I would do as much for you," he said quietly.


Cameo sighed. That was true. "I know you would."


"I didn't even know that your name was Gwen. This was the first I'd ever heard of it. You shared it with him," he nodded toward the wall that Jules was on the other side of, "rather than me."


"Haffef has called me by my given name while you were present. You must have known."


"Yes, I remember. But you have never told me. As a matter of fact, I know nothing about you."


She built a little triangular roof with old lumber over the kindling. "What does that matter?"


"You know that I'm Francois Mond," he pressed. 



"Did you actually used to live in the palace?"


"Yes." His voice was stiff, annoyed by the subject change. "I lived there with my parents when I was a boy. In an apartment, much like Edel's."


"Hmm," she smiled. "Very nice."


A surge of pain rippled up Opal's right arm. "How much longer until we get to Kyrian now?"


Sensing his pain, Cameo was beside him in an instant, tincture in hand, "Take this."


He didn't want to. He wanted to continue with the conversation. He wanted to know who she was. Where she'd come from. Instead, with the drug being offered, he took it. It was bitter, and he asked for the wine to wash it down.


She retrieved the wine and let him drink from the bottle. 



"I don't think we're far from Kyrian now. He's close to Ponth."


"How do you know?"


She wiped wine from his chin. "I sent a shade to look for him."


"A shade?"


"Yes. A ghost. I once told you I had thralls, too, Opal. Mine are ghosts. They used to look like shadows, but now, ever since Edel's bite, they look different. Ghostly." She met his gaze. 



"I don't remember you telling me."


"It was at the inn in Shandow, the Lakestar. It was the day we first got there...." She looked away, "I told you then—it's not important."


"Apparently I wasn't listening."


Cameo smiled hesitantly, "No, I don't think you were. You were much more interested in other possibilities."


"Forgive me, but when one finds himself beside such an enchanting lady, sharing a room at an inn.... Well, my dear, what can I say? My mind was elsewhere."


"Yes, well. It's probably best that way."


"Wait, what? You're not going to use this as a reason not to tell me about your past, are you?" he asked, fighting the drug that was fast making him groggy. 



She turned toward him. "You need rest."


"What? No." He closed his eyes and then realized he wasn't going to last much longer. "Damn ... this tincture...."


"I'll be here when you wake."


He sort of smiled, laughing to himself about how screwed he'd be if she weren’t there in the morning, and then toppled over. His head met her collarbone with a thud.

 



* * * * *


Kyrian stood in the sanctuary of the Temple of the Sun. It was early morning. The sun was shining down on the stained glass ceiling, causing it to radiate a golden hue.


Sage sat a few pews in front of him, praying. The light bathed her in a warm glow. He wished he could be as devout as she. He wished to be allowed into the priesthood, but he knew that without helping Cameo convert from her evil ways, he'd never be allowed in.


"Oh, hello, Kyrian," she smiled sweetly as she stood. "I didn't realize you were here."


He smiled. "Saying the morning prayer."


"Yes." Her voice was passionate; she was still enraptured by the holy experience of the mediation and prayers."Well, I'm hoping someone else cooked something for breakfast for a change."


Kyrian watched as she began to walk away, but then he remembered that he'd wanted to talk to her. "Wait!" 



She turned back seemingly pleased. "Yes?"


"Sage, there's something I have to tell you—confess really." 



"What?"


He sighed. "I should've told you earlier, I guess, but, I know the vampire you're looking for."


"What do you mean?"


"His name's Haffef."


"You know his name?"


He waved away her question. "Yes. I've run into him a couple times now. He's a terrible creature; you don't want to face him."


She sat down beside him now, intrigued. "Tell me the whole story."


The lad wasn't really sure he wanted to tell the whole story. Would he come out sounding like a good person? He had been traveling with a zombie and Francois Mond, architect of the Shandow Rebellion, who was otherwise known as Black Opal. How exactly was this going to reflect upon him?


"I'm not sure how to explain."


She smoothed the pleats of her gown absently as if trying to clear her own head. "Just start at the beginning."


Her eyes were a light brown color, bathed in that golden light again. She seemed angelic. How could he deny her the truth? "I've sort of fallen in with a bad lot of people. One evening, while I was working with my grandfather Cyrus, preparing for a vigil, I was lighting candles in the vestibule and there was a knock on the temple door. When I opened the door, there was a man carrying a woman who was wounded, and the man asked for assistance. It turned out to be Black Opal and the woman named Cameo—"


"The assassin?" Her tone was calmer than he'd expected to would be.


"Yes. But there's more to her than that. My grandfather discovered that he didn't need my assistance to heal her wounds at all. As she slept, the wounds mended, miraculously! But my grandfather knew that she was a supernatural creature—a zombie, he suspected. He told me that he wanted me to accompany them, and that Cameo would protect me, and that I was to appeal to her good nature, which he believed that she had. He believed that she was once meant to be called to the priesthood herself, as a healer, but that a bad circumstance had occurred and changed the course of her life. He wanted me to help her turn away from the darkness that was taking over her life, that's what he charged me with. But I couldn't. I never was able to help her." He lowered his eyes, "That's why I can never enter the priesthood."


"To change the heart of a monster is a nearly impossible task, Kyrian. I think you should appeal to the high priests in Lockenwood for another chance."


He nodded and gave her what looked like a fake smile, "Yeah, you're probably right."


"So you traveled with a zombie and Black Opal. I've heard of him. But how do you know the vampire? Was he there too?"


"We ran into him. He's Cameo's Master."


"What?"


"Yes. She is compelled to do his bidding. I tried to wake her ... tried to get her to see that he had no hold over her, but it was like talking to a wall. She just doesn't seem to understand."


The young acolyte stared out at the pulpit. 



Kyrian followed the gaze that seemed to last a moment too long. "Sage?"


"Oh," she turned back to him. "Oh, I'm sorry. I was just focused on what you said.... Um, Kyrian, is it possible that Cameo's headed this way?"


His heart dropped. "Yes, it is. I told her I was heading south."


"Because my guide said that she was trying to find you."


He wished that he hadn't told her. He wanted to deny it, but he knew it was the truth. "Forgive me. This wasn't what I planned. It might be safer if I just leave—"


"No," she grabbed his hand as he rose. "Don't go."


"I don't want to put you in any danger ... any of you," he amended.


The young woman smiled. She was so lithe, so delicate, as she stood up as well. "Oh, Kyrian. You have a good heart. You must've had quite an effect on this zombie if she is still seeking you out. Have you considered that?"


"Or the vampire has sent her directly to us! Have you considered that?" 



The two of them turned to find an older man striding across the room toward them, with Carrington at his heels.


"Cameo, the One Who Shatters," he swore. "Cameo! Of all people to take up with. Boy, have you taken leave of your senses?"


"This was a private conversation, Lieutenant."


"Yes, yes." He turned away from Sage. "You, young man, are either in on this with Cameo, or you are the most scatterbrained of lads. I'll admit I'm leaning toward the latter after getting a good look at you."


Kyrian took in the older man's appearance, the uniform of Shandow's royal guard ... just like the uniforms of the men who had taken Opal in for questioning on the last day he had ever seen the dandy. He had a superior, harsh expression on his face, and long, gray hair that fell to the collar of his crisp red uniform. "Why do you call her the one who shatters?"


"Yes, that's quite a mouthful," Carrington chimed in.


"It's what they used to call her, boy, over twenty years ago, in Furnaceville. That's where I was assigned at the time."


Kyrian's expression widened, "That's where I'm from."


"Is it? Well, she used to go there often when she was younger and with the Association. She would kill for Wick, and then she'd kill for pleasure. If someone was in her way, man or woman or child, she'd kill them, too. And the people started to call her that, The Shatterer, because she shattered people's lives." 



Kyrian's smile drooped.


The older man shook his head. "And this is the woman you think deserves to be saved, hmm? You're young. You're foolish. Once a killer, always a killer."


"Maybe I am foolish, but I don't believe that's true."


"Maybe it's not. But if she comes here, I'll arrest her for all of her former crimes, lad. Don't you think I won't."


Carrington turned to the lieutenant, "If she's in league with the vampire, how are you going to do that?"


"Well, Carrington, I assume that you at least will help me. I don't know about some of the others around here. I wouldn't think to ask a lady to put herself in harm's way, I don't know if Caith has the heart for this sort of thing, and this lad ... well, he's probably already led Cameo right into our midst."


"Begging your pardon, sir, but I don't think Kyrian is the sort of person who would willingly lead a force against us. He's a good person. His aura is pure."


Gibson rolled his eyes. 



Kyrian sought out Sage's face. "If you wish for me to leave, I'll go. I don't want to put anyone in harm's way."


She looked over at Carrington, shifting the decision to his shoulders.


Carrington ignored Gibson entirely, who was still complaining about this new situation, and ran his hand through his hair, holding on to his neck, uncertain. 



"Kyrian's not in on anything with anyone," Caith said as he walked in, polishing an apple. "And I don't feel any malice coming from your undead friend Cameo either." He glanced at the lieutenant, "At least no malice directed at any of us. I think she's actually much more angry with her vampire master."


"I believe that's true," Kyrian stated. "He's been very callous with her."


Gibson cursed Avamore under his breath for sending him on this impossible task. "Even if that proves to be the case, she's not welcome to be in my company," he said as he turned, and the others watched him march away.


"Gibson!" Carrington called after him. "When will we leave to confront the vampire? Perhaps Kyrian can give us better details about him. A better idea of where to find him. We could use this information."


The older man continued down the hallway, keeping up a relentless pace with the young warrior at his heels. "Gibson!"


Caith took a bite of the apple and smiled at the others. "So, Kyrian, you're part of the infamous Cameo Gang? You just keep getting more and more interesting. Say, when do you think Cameo will arrive here? You will introduce us, won't you?"


Kyrian faked a smile, nodding, wishing he hadn't revealed quite so much to people he didn't really know very well.

 



* * * * *


"Where do you think we are?" 



Cameo drank down the remainder of her flask, meeting Jules' eyes with a sour expression as she swallowed the whiskey. She shivered. 



"Still tastes bad?"


She nodded. "Awful."


He turned to face south, the direction she had been staring when he approached her. "South still?"


"Yes." There was a shade lingering just behind the barn, and she silently beckoned to it, motioning for it to stay with Jules. As it neared her, the form looked much more like a middle-aged man—a dead middle-aged man, in the ragged clothing of a vagabond. It came to stand beside him. 



Jules turned suddenly and looked at her as if he suspected she was up to something. "What was that?"


"What?" she countered. 



He pulled his cloak about him. "Nothing, I thought I ... nothing."


"Is Opal awake?"


Jules looked away, his long, dark hair shaking as he turned. "We should stop at an inn."


"I suppose. I could use more alcohol."


"Yeah, that makes sense."


She stared at his back for a minute. He was quite a bit taller than her, and as he stood in the cold breeze, she could smell the unnatural scent that clung to him, an odd smell of leather and fresh death. "What should I drink?"


"I don't know," his voice was soft.


"Perhaps I should give in to it?"


The morning had been a calm one. The storm of the previous night had passed, and they stood in a foot of snow in the middle of the woods. It was quiet, except for an occasional breeze and the cawing of a bird overhead. 



He sighed and then turned back to look over his shoulder at her, "Perhaps." His face was ashen, and like her he was fully clothed in black leather that fastened with buttons up to his chin, nearly. It was the only visible part of him where she could make out an artery. One single inch of the bluish tinge, and she felt it, pulsing with lifeblood. The sudden skip of his heart.... 



Jules put one hand on the hilt of his dagger. "Are you all right?"


Cameo took one step back, stunned. She had just been completely in tune with the rhythm of his body. His breath, his heart, and the flow of his blood. "Fine."


"Really? For one moment I thought—"


"Keep it to yourself," she stormed away.


"All right." 



She clasped a hand over her lips. The dog's blood must've left her system or worn off or something. No wonder she was craving blood again, Jules' blood. At least it wasn't Opal's blood that she wanted to drink. Cameo glanced up at Jules as she stood at the barn door. He was just staring at her. Two white eyes staring back at her. It was one thing to crave the blood of a dead animal pooling on a plate, but it was quite another to long to taste the blood of a human—or in Jules' case, of a fellow zombie. At least he was just a zombie, she supposed. She closed the rickety door shut behind her. Am I descending into vampirism of my own accord? Is that possible? Is this how vampires are made, simply by craving human blood? Is this what Edel went through? But no, Edel had spoken of stages of descent. Stages involving being bitten several times. She had been bitten twice. Was that enough? What had he done to her? 



"Aha, there you are, my dear," Opal beamed at her. 



She focused on his face, one hand still gripping her mouth closed too tightly. "Good morning."

 


 





Chapter Five

 



They were moving south on Gallop Road. Despite the name, Gallop Road was actually more of a path that the locals had cut through the Forest of Yetta. There was one set of footprints in the snow in front of their own, presumably from a hunter or perhaps someone who lived in a cottage deep in the wood. Cameo, Opal, and Jules had been traveling for about eight miles when they came upon what looked like a two-room house just off the path. It was quiet. Smoke curled from the chimney, and a small group of horses was tied to trees outside. Luck upon luck, they had just stumbled onto a tavern in the middle of nowhere. Well, maybe there was a settlement of some sort nearby, but there was very little activity from what they could see in the snow.


The horses spooked as Cameo and Jules passed them, alerting some of the people inside that someone was coming, someone that the horses didn't like.


Cameo swung the front door open; she and Jules were the first inside. Within was a small front room with a fireplace and two heavy tables and a ladder at the far end that led to a second floor—this was someone's home converted into a tavern. The place was pretty empty, with only four men inside, all dressed in heavy clothing with muskets lying on the floor beside them. Probably hunters. They were red in the face, flushed with the drink and possibly laughter. But their smiles drooped as they beheld the three who had just walked in. Cameo and Jules met their stares with defiant expressions, expecting trouble.


To the left was a second, much smaller room with a bar. Cameo sauntered into that room, followed by Opal and then finally Jules.


An old woman was standing behind the small, dark wood bar, and off to one side was a young man of about twenty-five, with long, red hair and a rather garish ensemble that rivaled Opal's. He was standing in a corner, off by himself, and peering at them over a tankard of something.


"What can I get ya?" the old woman asked, placing her hands on the bar and leaning toward them, giving the impression that she was intent on hearing them clearly and that she might be a bit scrappy.


"What are you serving for lunch?"


"Venison."


Cameo's face softened, and she nearly smiled, so relieved to have actually found something decent to eat. "We'll have that, and some wrapped up for travel as well."


The woman nodded. "All right. I'll go and get that out of the smokehouse."


Opal caught her on the way out, "Can I get an ale, love?"


She grinned at him, clutching a clay pipe between missing teeth. "All outta ale. My husband made a trip down to Hangingford just today to get some more. We have cider and perry."


Cameo cursed silently. She was not in the mood for distilled pears.


Black Opal smiled at the woman thoughtfully. "Cider will be fine, my dear. Whenever you get the chance."


"Oh, I like you," she cackled as she threw on a cloak and swept out the door.


The dandy watched her go with a look of fondness, and as he did so he met with the eyes of one of the robust hunters in the main room who was glancing after the older woman protectively. Probably a relative.


Opal turned his back to the man and stood up straight, lips pursed skyward arrogantly. He was thankful to be somewhere warm, even if it was in a place where the clientele seemed inbred. 



"Not from around here," said the young man in the corner, grinning at them.


Jules met him with a cold stare.


Opal narrowed his eye, focusing on the gold trim on the man's rather attractive waistcoat, which glittered in the very limited window light. "And where are you from? Clearly not out hunting in this weather with these other gentlemen, I presume."


He emitted a short, quick laugh. "No, no.... Do they wear clothes this grand to hunt bear where you come from, old boy?"


The highwayman flushed with anger. "I really have no idea; I don't associate with hunters."


Jules kicked him in the heel.


Opal glanced to the right. Apparently the men in the next room were listening to every word he said, and two of them were getting up to leave. The dandy ignored Jules' warning entirely and turned back to face the redhead. 



"Oh, is that how it is, is it?" the young man chuckled. "No love among thieves, I suppose."


Cameo, who had been rifling around behind the bar, looked up at the subtle accusation from the young dandy. “I have coin.”

 “Yes,” replied the lad, “but were you planning on sharing it with Granny Anya when she gets back with your venison?”


"Of course," she answered tersely.


"Wouldn't you?" Opal pressed.


"Oh, of course I would. Stealing is wrong."


"Who are you again? Do we know you?" the highwayman asked, seeming intrigued. He took a couple steps toward the young man.


"Jody Fitzrory," he beamed and made to shake Opal's hand, but Opal didn't offer it, and after a moment Jody's eyes followed the length of his arm down to the odd-looking cage-like splint that encased Opal's hand. He seemed at a sudden loss for what to say, and then with a twinkle in his eyes, he smiled back up at Opal and said, "Jody Crimson Fitzrory is what most folks call me, of course. Crimson to the ladies." He winked.


"Kill me," Jules hissed.


Opal's mouth opened. For a moment he was completely demoralized. Is that what he sounded like? "Uh, perhaps, my dear," he said to Cameo while still staring at Jody in disbelief, "we should sit down."


"Well, maybe I'll join you in a little while. This place certainly lacks cultured folks. Hey, what was it you said your name was?"


"Frederick, Frederick Black." Opal's tone was now grave. He was anxious to leave this person and move into another room.


"That's a fine name. I'll be pleased to have my lunch with you soon, Freddy." He smiled and then looked past them at a young fop who had just entered the tavern and was brushing snow off his shoulders. 



Without another word Jody moved past them, one hand on the hilt of his rapier, and met the fop.


"So you came."


"Of course I did," the young man replied, annoyed. "Is this really necessary? A duel? I didn't know it was your horse, all right? Can't we just—"


"It's my honor at stake, Bernard."


He sighed, "It's just a horse."


"That's no way to treat an animal."


"Can't go a day without a fight, can you Fitzrory?"


He smiled. "No."


Cameo watched them quarreling, and then the old woman who ran the tavern, Anya, pressed past them, carrying what seemed to be a heavy package. Jody and the other young man parted to allow her to pass and then, never taking their eyes off each other, strode out the door.


Anya hefted the package onto the bar and then tossed a pair of wet mittens down and clapped her hands together, "Well, I tell you it's cold out there!"


Opal's smile returned as he heard her voice. 



"Why don't you lot have a sit-down out there in the dining room, and I'll bring your food right out to ya."


"Right," Cameo said, never taking her eyes from the door. 



"At least he's gone," Jules hissed, following Cameo's gaze.


"My love?" Opal moved to the empty table. 



Cameo stood still, her body rigid, facing the door. Only her eyes flitted in his direction.


"Could you .... Would you be so kind?" he motioned toward his duster, wet from the snowfall.


She was suddenly behind him, helping him out of the coat. She moved quickly, a little too quickly. 



Jules glanced up at her in alarm. Someone else must have noticed, perhaps the two men at the other table, or the innkeeper's wife, but as he inspected the room, no one else seemed to be paying them any attention.


The door opened and Jody Fitzrory came back in, breathing heavily and grinning. He looked right at the three and then ran back toward the bar, as if he'd forgotten something, and then headed back toward their table carrying his tankard.


Anya was right behind him, carrying two plates, the first of which she set down in front of Cameo, and then Jules. "Now don't you worry, fine sir," she tapped Opal on the shoulder. "I haven't forgotten your meal."


"Oh, look, a new conquest," Jules sneered.


"Looks like I arrived just in time to enjoy lunch with you after all," Jody beamed and sat down on the other side of Black Opal.


"And where is your handsome young friend?" Opal inquired.


This seemed to amuse Jody. "Who? That lad that was just in here? Ha, ha. Handsome, hmm? No offense, of course. I just assumed you were with—" he gestured toward Cameo.


"Here's your venison and your cider," Anya said, setting them down in front of Opal. "Did you two also want cider?"


"That's fine," Cameo uttered, and Jules nodded.


Opal glanced over at her now; he would need her to actually feed him, in front of this buffoon. Things couldn't get too much more humiliating.


Jules looked up suddenly, focusing his white eyes on Jody. "I think I must've been ignoring you or something, but didn't you just leave?"


The dandy paled at first, but then recovering quickly he chuckled, "Those sure are some crazy eyes you've got there." 



Jules was motionless, staring into Jody's eyes. He said nothing.


Jody turned around. "Hey, Granny. I could sure go for some venison my-darn-self."


"Fine. Comin' right up!"


Jules and Opal appeared to be contemplating murder.


"And you, lady," Jody called to Cameo. "Ain't you going to eat that? I haven't seen you touch a bite—"


A moment later she had walked out the door.


"Well, well, now. Call of nature I suspect."

 



* * * * *


Cameo walked a few steps out into the snow. There were footsteps going in every direction from the front door, people moving to their horses, others straight back to the road, footsteps that led to the smokehouse or a tree. And then she noticed to her left a drop of blood on the snow, and she began to walk to the left, around the side of the tavern, in shadow. There she followed footprints around the side of the structure and turned around the building, where there was a woodpile. For a moment she stopped and gazed out beyond the tavern into an open yard, likely used for a small garden in summer. She wasn't certain where she expected to find the other fop. There was nothing but forest all around this place, and Jody could've dumped the body anywhere, but then an odd sound caught her attention: a painful intake of air, a low, muted gasp for breath.


She strode purposefully over to the woodpile and knocked most of the timber out of her way, successfully toppling the entire pile.


The young man lay at the bottom of the wood. He was alive. 



"You found me!" he smiled, his voice was exuberant, though little more than a whisper. 



Cameo glanced down at the blood-stained shirt. He had taken a strike through the ribs, but it didn't appear fatal. She met his eyes.


"Damn that Jody Fitzrory," he breathed. "All this over a horse!"


As she stood there staring down at the young man, she realized that she longed to taste his blood. 



"How ever did you find me, dear lady?"


She could smell the blood oozing from the wound, and for a moment she caught the familiar sensation of Edel's presence. Though she couldn't explain it, she felt him there. The scent of his moldy jacket lingered in the air—decaying flowers and old death. It was as if he were standing right there with her, but she couldn't see him. For one moment Cameo spun 'round, quickly, at her zombie speed, too fast for this wounded lad to understand, though he said nothing. 



Edel was not there—at least that's what her eyes were telling her. She couldn't see him. She hesitated, glancing down at the young man lying in the snow before her once more. He was pitiful, helpless, and his blood was dying the snow scarlet. As she gazed at the young man, an unfathomable idea formed in her. Am I a vampire? Is this what Edel's bite has done to me? The young man was just staring at her. Two blue eyes staring back at her. 



She looked sadly at him. "I expected that you had died, young man."


"I would have frozen to death out here if not for you—"


She pulled her dagger from its sheath with unnatural speed and slit his throat before he was able to finish, and there he was laid out before her, dead. 



He was a young man, Kyrian’s age, lying there before her, his throat now gaping, and blood gushing from the wound, staining the white lace. 



Cameo licked his blood from her blade, and she then felt the humming sensation begin, the buzzing in her temples, and a light flutter in her stomach.


She saw a pair of black feet on the ground directly in front of her. She glanced up to find the cloudy form of a man—a ghost—watching her with an evil longing on his face. And then she felt Edel again. There was the clearest sensation of a hand on her arm, and in the wintry air she caught the feeling of him again. His calm. She could not see him, but she could feel him there. He hadn't died. Nor had he gone away. He was with her still. 



She dared not speak his name. Dared not believe. She shook off the idea of Edel, and ignoring the pair of ghostly feet in the snow, she turned back to the dead young man, ripped open his shirt and pressed her mouth to drink from his wound. 


 



* * * * *


"My dear?!"


"Don't shout."


Cameo rounded the corner of the tavern, her cloak spinning as she neared her companions. There seemed to be a spring in her step.


"We've been looking for you, my love—"


Their eyes widened.


Opal took a step toward her. "Why, you look ... younger. Is that possible?"


"Your eyes ...."


"They're blue!"


"We should go," she said, leading them toward the path they had been following to Ponth.


"I'm not so certain about that Jody fellow. I was getting an uneasy feeling about him, so we decided to look for you," Opal began. "Jules has the venison in case you're hungry."


Cameo faked a smile, "Sounds good." The idea of eating a smoky deer carcass made her mouth dry. "I'm fine for now, though."


"You gave in to it," Jules whispered into her ear as he caught up with her.


She met him with a hard look. He smelled good. "Yes." And then she strode away from him, walking in step beside Black Opal instead.

 



* * * * *


It was night. The three of them crouched down under a small clump of pine trees off the path. There was a patch of ground there, a small bed of pine needles to sit on. 



Jules hunted around in his shoulder-pack for the smoked venison that the innkeeper's wife had packed for them. 



"How much farther do you think, Cameo?" Opal asked, too exhausted to open his eyes. He leaned up against a tree trunk, shivering.


She saw two ghosts wandering around the tree beside him, both of them wearing the clothing donned by the patriots during the Shandow Rebellion, the red sash, the berets. Her eyes moved to watch his pained expression, and she wondered if he felt any guilt at all about his part in the rebellion. So many people put to their deaths, and yet Opal remained, seemingly, unapologetic about the entire thing. 



"Not far now." Her tone was without emotion.


Opal opened his eye; it was red with exhaustion. "Is something wrong?"


She laughed a little. She had just killed a man to drink his blood, she was seeing ghosts, and she was certain that Edel had been there when she murdered that man, certain that she had felt him touch her arm. It was so solid, so ... real, and now she was beginning to suspect that Edel was following her. No, nothing was wrong. He'd never believe her if she told him. He'd never really understand what she had seen or felt. "No."


"Cameo ...."


"Hmm?" she muttered, turning toward Jules.


He lifted his eyes. "I didn't say anything."


She furrowed her brows. "You sure?"


"Yes," he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.


She locked eyes with him. There was a bitter, amused smile playing on his lips, daring the cold facade she wore to a battle of wits, or other she supposed. Cameo could only guess what she looked like at the moment, probably confused ... at worst, unstable. She felt irrational. Taking that man's life to drink his blood ... what a waste. He wasn't like others she had slain; he wasn't a mark for the Association, her old employer. He wasn't even in her way. He was weak and bleeding and an easy target for her bloodlust, and that was all. 



"I hate to be a bother," Opal began, "but do you have something to drink? Alcohol, perchance?"


This brought her around. Cameo realized that she and Jules were still staring at each other. He seemed to be attempting to read her expression when she looked away and pulled the flask from her boot. "It's just water, I'm afraid."


He tipped his head back, biting his lip, and released a sort of unhappy moan.


"I still have some of the tincture."


"All right .... I suppose so."


"You're going to put him to sleep?" Jules was clearly annoyed. "We still have a long way to walk." 



"Do you have any alcohol on you?"


"No."


She fished the ceramic flask from her pack and pressed it to Opal's lips. He pulled away unhappily, teeth gritted. 



"Cameo ...."


"What?" She glanced to her left, from where she was certain the voice had come, but there was nothing. No one. This time she had heard the voice as a whisper in her ear, a male voice, clearly, and yet there was no one to her left, just empty snow-covered ground and black forest.


Jules looked up from his dinner again, searching for whatever it was that was bothering Cameo, his amusement at her expense turning to concern. 



As she focused on the darkened woods, she saw a ghostly figure moving toward her. It was at first a silhouette, and then a woman, a frightful woman with a grin on her face.


She staggered backward, "Go away!"


The ghost vanished, and as it did Cameo saw a sudden vision of Jody Fitzrory and the hunters from the tavern, with muskets in hand.


Cameo leapt up and spun around suddenly.


Jules dropped the venison and stood quickly, pulling a pistol from his belt.


A gunshot rang out, echoing across the stark wilderness.


The pistol dangled from Jules' fingers as he fell back against the clump of pines.


Opal had fallen asleep at the base of the tree. Cameo grabbed him by his lapels and dragged him behind the trees.


Another shot hit above them. The musket ball pinged off of something behind them,
knocking down needles and small branches. 



"Jules?"


"I'm hit," he winced. 



Two more shots were fired, and Jules crumpled. 



Cameo peered out into the empty span before them; she had no intention of going out there, where someone, possibly Jody Fitzrory, apparently could see them but they couldn't see him. At least they were hidden now in the darkness of the woods while he was out there somewhere in the snow. He should be easy to spot. She licked her lips and tasted blood. Zombie blood. It was not exactly like human blood; actually, it was better. She felt her mouth vibrating now with the taste of Jules' blood. 



"Come on out, Black Opal! It's you we want!" It was Jody. "Of course, I'd be happy to bring in your friends too. Especially Cameo!"


Cameo glanced over at Jules who was doubled over, tangled in the saplings, the scent of his blood filling the air with such sweetness; she craved it. She crawled toward him, abandoning Opal's unconscious form. She could hear a death rattle emanating from his lungs. If he had been human, he would've died, but now his body was healing. Some of the shallow musket balls were working their way to the surface already. Cameo turned toward Jody's voice; she had to move fast.


"Opal?!"


She remained silent. All that time at the inn he had been sizing them up, planning to follow, apparently looking for the bounty money. They shot Jules first; they must've decided he was the biggest threat. 



"C'mon boys." 



As she watched, Jody and the four hunters from the tavern stepped out from behind various trees and brush on the other side of the path, only ten feet away. They were closer than she'd first assumed and closing as she lay down on her back and pulled two pistols from her shoulder-pack, loading them with supernatural speed, then she stood and shot Jody first.


He was lifted off his feet by the shot, which hit him in the stomach and slammed him into the snow. 



Next, she shot down one of the large hunters. He collapsed beside Jody and remained there unmoving.


The other three unloaded their muskets in her general direction, sending a flurry of pine needles over them. Jules was hit again; there was the dull thud of leather and flesh tearing, and the bullet lodged in his stomach. He yelped in protest, suddenly awake again. She pulled the pistol from his fingers and burst from the darkness of their hiding spot. 



Cameo was a dark blur as she sped across the snow. She ran right up to one of the men and unloaded the pistol into his neck before he realized she was there. Before he had fallen, she pulled a dagger from her belt and slammed it into the man next to him. He spun around to face her, about to hit her with his musket, but she easily tore the gun from his hands and plunged her dagger into him repeatedly as he grabbed her arms and pulled her down. He fell to his death, pinning her to the ground with his full dead weight.


The fourth hunter was in the distance now. She saw him running back down the path, north, away from this scene of carnage.


She pushed the heavy corpse from her, angry with him, and grimacing she saw Jody squirming in the snow. He'd taken a bullet to the stomach and so was still alive, but miserable. He grasped for his pistol, which had been lost in the snow, inches from him, but now, that was an eternity of pain.


Cameo walked over to him and stepped on his shoulder, pinning him to the ground.


He looked up at her, shocked at her strength.


She took his pistol from the snow then turned and aimed it at the man who was fleeing—he was nothing more than a tiny figure in the distance now—and shot him as well. The final blast rang out over the forest. 



"Jody," she hissed as she knelt down to look at him, "you are so obnoxious, although admittedly quite handsome."


"Am I?" he asked hopefully, covered in blood and snow.


"Indeed." She toyed with the dagger in her hand now. "Yes. I'm going to enjoy drinking your blood, after I kill you."


"No, wait!"


She stabbed him in the chest until he stopped moving, and then there was an eerie silence. Just the sound of Cameo's footfalls in the snow.


She dropped the spent pistol and found Jules lying in the snow, twisted up in the saplings. His eyes opened a crack as she knelt down beside him. 



"I'm dying," he said as he mustered a shaky smile.


She ripped open the front of his leather armor easily, as if it were made of muslin. He'd taken four bullets, and his torso was torn to pieces.


Jules glanced down at the mess and groaned a little.


"You're healing." She met his eyes. "A bullet isn't going to kill you."


His head fell back. 



She removed the saplings and lowered him to a more comfortable position on the ground, and then she inhaled the bloody perfume before her. Cameo had worked so quickly to kill all of those men so that she could have this moment now. To drink Jules’ blood. One moment she was dazzled by the scent and color of the flowing wounds, the next she had pressed her lips to his slender chest, sucking the blood directly from a bullet hole.


This roused him. His head lolled to one side, and then he realized she was still there, tormenting him. Her mouth against his chest.


"What are you doing? Don't touch me!" He tapped the top of her head with a shaky hand, a hand that was batted away with very little effort on her part.


"Drinking my blood," he breathed, confused. 



He was healing too fast. The wound she had been drinking from was closing; the musket ball popped to the surface and fell to the snow. She ran her tongue against the bloodstain that remained there. 



He moaned.


This was more delicious than that human blood, and that animal blood she had tried in Lockenwood did not even compare to this ... delicacy. Was all zombie blood like this? If so, how had Haffef held himself in check all these years? 



This was like nothing she'd ever tasted. It oozed from the wounds slowly, torturing her, and she moved lower toward that nasty shot that he'd taken to the stomach in hopes of finding a stronger surge of blood flow. She heard his pulse, stronger now, and she cursed inwardly; he was healing. Cameo latched onto the wound, lost in her need for his blood, caught up in the sensation of the constant prickling across the surface of her skin, the flutter in her stomach, and the sound of her name repeated over and over.... 



There was a certainty in her that ghosts had collected around them, but all that mattered was that throbbing heartbeat, the dreadfully slow pulsing of his blood, and the taste— 



"Stop ..." Jules’ voice caught in his throat, and she broke from him, blood dripping out and over her bottom teeth. Jules' eyes crossed as he passed out. He lay there, helpless, a perfect mirror of all that she had been prior to this blood-drinking monster she'd become, and for one moment she was little sorry for him. 



Cameo wiped the blood from her chin and shivered at the taste. All around her were ghosts. "Leave me," she growled, and as soon as she'd said it, they walked away. She pulled Jules' winter cloak around him, and licking the blood from her gloves, she remembered that Jody was lying behind her, bleeding into the snow.


She crawled over to his form, still handsome in death, and tore open his waistcoat.

 


 





Chapter Six

 



It was dark, except for a small campfire that Cameo had built. She dug out a spot on the ground for Opal near the fire, removing all the snow, and laid him down in the pine needles on top of her cloak so that the ground wouldn't steal all of his body heat. 



She was perched on the edge of a boulder nearby, sharpening her dagger. The fire played against her face, bathing it in a weird golden-red light and losing her again to shadow.


Jules sat up suddenly, completely straight, as if there were a string attached to his spine, and then he rose, stiff and corpse-like. For a moment he remained eerily still, staring out at the dead bodies he saw in front of him, his body a tall, black silhouette against the snow, and then he turned to look at her, his face angry.


Cameo clutched her dagger tightly.


He raced toward her, knocking her hand away from him as he approached.


She moved backward at a supernatural pace, and he moved toward her until her back met with a large pine tree trunk.


"What was that?!" he demanded.


She held the blade at one side, pointed at him, and with her other hand she searched for the loaded pistol that she'd slid into her belt.


"As you said, I gave in to it," she said silkily, which angered him even more.


He tore at his own hair. "I never said you could drink my blood!"


"I know you thought we were friends—"


"I hate you! I hate that fop! I'm here only because I'm compelled to be." He slammed his fist against the tree that she was backed up against, embedding his hand in the trunk for a moment, and as he glanced down he saw the pistol behind her. "You're going to shoot me now?! Fine! Fine, shoot me!"


Her mouth tightened into a firm line.


He pulled his fist back but remained standing close. "What difference does it make?"


She studied his face. He seemed exasperated, and his cooling anger appeared to be turning to depression.


Cameo felt much the same way as she had when Edel had slammed Jules into a wall: empathy and now guilt. "I'm sorry."


His eyes were suddenly riveted to hers.


She shook her head, "This ... craving ...."


"Is that the problem?" he asked scornfully.


Cameo glanced down at the pistol in her left hand, contemplating her next words. "Of course. I crave blood. You were bleeding." She looked up into his eyes; he towered over her. "I understand how you must feel. You probably want to kill me."


"No, I don't." His expression softened.


He smelled of leather and death ... and blood, and she couldn't stop staring into his eyes, tracing the slight hint of the green iris that had faded there and been lost to the corpse-like haze. 



A flash of revelation crossed over her face. She didn't hate him. 



The snow crunched under his boot as he took a step toward her. 



Cameo didn't move.


He was so close now that she could smell his hair as it touched her cheek lightly; she inhaled his scent and felt his lips press softly against hers. 



She understood now. Every single opportunity she'd had to hate him, to take his life, she'd passed them over. For one moment she was lost in that kiss, the warmth of it, the tenderness of it, the sadness flooding from his body and into her own—and then it was over. Abruptly. 



Jules turned and walked away from her, glancing back once, his eyes lingering on hers, searching for some meaning in her face, and then he simply moved away from her into the darkness.

 



* * * * *


Black Opal opened his eyes. He was staring at a smoldering fire. He was cold but also blissfully numb. After a moment of lying there, he realized that his hair was wet, and he attempted to sit up and shake it out. The first mistake was trying to shake it out, as his hair was not only wet but also frozen, and he managed to whip his own face with threads of icy hair, and then there was that more problematic misstep he made when he attempted to steady himself with his broken left hand.


He shouted out a string of obscenities as he collapsed back into the snow. 



"Good morning, Opal."


The fop turned toward the bored sound of Cameo's voice instantly. His hair lashed his face as he did so. "Dammit."


She was sitting on the ground behind him, cutting up a few pieces of smoked meat. "Here, let me help you." She set everything down into the snow as she lifted him up into a sitting position.


"Thank you, my dear." His voice sounded somewhat ashamed. "Have you gotten stronger?"


"Stronger?" Her face was innocent. "No, I don't think so."


"Really? Because that took no effort at all on your part."


"No, it did."


His brows knitted together as though he didn't really believe her, or perhaps he was trying to figure it out. 



"Here, I have this ready for you," she said, placing a small piece of venison against his lips. 



Opal hated this part. "When will we reach Kyrian?" he asked between bites.


"Soon. It's not much farther now, and I've decided to carry you."


"No!"


She stuffed another piece into his mouth. "Afraid someone will see us?"


The dandy chewed vigorously, hoping to get a word in between mouthfuls. "Cameo—"


"Have something to drink," she said, splashing water into his mouth before he could refuse.


"Where's Jules?"


"Hmm?" She glanced at the blood-soaked snow where Jules had bled-out the night before, and then regenerated.


Opal followed her eyes to the spot. "He's not ... dead?" 



That sounded a bit too optimistic for her liking. She met him with a dark expression usually reserved for those whom she planned to murder. "I have no idea where he is."


"He's left? Well, well. This is practically a holiday," he beamed, attempting to ignore the look in her eyes. "Isn't it?"


"Practically." She placed a last piece of venison on his tongue and stood. "Anyhow, I'm all packed up. We need to get moving. Kyrian isn't getting any closer to us. Matter of fact, he's moving away...."


Black Opal stood. "Let's get going."


She stared at him. "Are you sure you don't want me style your hair, fix your makeup?"


"You don't seem to be in the mood for it."


She smiled at him thoughtfully now, “Of course I am. I’m not going to let Francois Mond go parading around the countryside looking a wreck, am I? Couldn’t really call myself much of a patriot then, could I?” Cameo closed the space between them, retrieving her cloak from him, then unbuttoning his duster, straightening it and buttoning it back up again.


He stood there, with his perfect posture, allowing himself to be fretted over. He could've been at a local tailor; he looked in every way the model.


"My eye-patch, if you don't mind, my love. It's gone a bit askew."


She rearranged the patch. "Are you warm enough? You can have my cloak back if you'd like."


"No, thank you. Though, a swallow of whiskey couldn't hurt."


She smirked. "Too bad I have none at the moment."


"I hate to admit it, but I miss the Lakestar. They had such wonderful service, and the most comfortable furnishings. Of course, your friend Edel had a lovely place himself. The bed in that apartment...."


She snuffed the fire with snow. "You must be soaked though."


Opal shrugged. “A bit.”


As they rounded the cluster of pines, Opal noticed several bodies lying in the snow. "What happened?"


"Oh, yes, that," Cameo sighed, as if thinking about the whole thing annoyed her. "It's that Jody Fitzrory and the other men from that tavern we visited yesterday. They wanted the bounty on your—Black Opal's—head mostly."


"And I ... I slept through that?" 



"Yes."


"The tincture …."


"Yes."


They continued on in silence, until a thought struck him. "Did he have any money or alcohol on him?"


"Heh." Cameo chuckled to herself. That was all he was interested in? Well, of course he was. He was hoping she would give him more money. Was there any other reason for him being with her? She provided him with stuff, and he gladly held out a hand (or at this point, a paw) to take it. "Yes, he had a little money."


"I'm surprised none of that lot had any alcohol."


"The tavern didn't have any, so it doesn't really surprise me all that much."


"I suppose so."


They hadn't walked more than half a mile before they came across a black figure sitting in the snow off to one side of the footpath. At first Cameo reached for her pistol, but then the figure turned its face toward them, and she realized it was Jules. 



"Oh, and I thought you had gone," Opal stated, an air of displeasure in his tone.


Jules got to his feet. "I'm compelled to follow."


"Of course you are," the dandy grumbled to himself. 



Jules pulled his pack over his shoulder, and the front of his shirt flapped open, exposing his chest to the cold.


"What happened?"


Jules glanced down at the scars as if he hadn't fully gotten used to them being there yet. "That fop shot me."

 “You should get your armor repaired,” Opal sniffed. 



He grinned, looking down at the leather that Cameo had ripped open last night. “Does make me look more like a zombie, though.”


"You should stitch that back up," Cameo said.


"You have a needle and thread?"


"No."


Jules pulled his cloak around himself.


They began walking again, south toward Ponth. Black Opal fell into step behind Cameo and Jules. He had gone silent.

 



* * * * *


"Dog!" Carrington spun around. That black-and-brown dog was following him. "Get away from me."


Caith chuckled.


"This is your fault, Caith. You encouraged that mutt, and now he's following us."


Kyrian glanced back at the canine in question. "Maybe he likes you, Carrington."


"I'll bet that's it," Caith grinned at Kyrian. "You've found a friend, Carrington."


The young man pressed to the front of the group, trying to lose the dog in the crowd. "I have plenty of friends. I don't want that stupid dog following me around. Besides, he could get hurt where we're going. Doesn't he have an owner?"


Caith reached down and rumpled the dog's fur. "If he did, he's decided to travel with us now."


Carrington shook his head and moved toward the front where Gibson Reynard was leading them forward, toward Ponth. Carrington, however, inclined his head in Sage's direction, apparently preferring her conversation to the lieutenant's.


Kyrian readjusted his shoulder-pack. It was now weighed down with ample provisions with what they believed they would be needing: food, holy water, and symbols. He had packed himself some bedding, but he doubted Caith or Sage had. They were under the impression that destroying a vampire would take a day of work, but he was not so optimistic. He'd seen Haffef on a couple occasions. Haffef was a powerful vampire, probably ancient. Kyrian had been able to turn Edel fairly easily—just a few hours of meditation was needed to work that feat—but Haffef? He had once seen Haffef disappear through a floor, like a ghost. He was more resourceful, possibly magical. 



Kyrian had already voiced these concerns to Sage, but they were dismissed by the rest of the party, so he had grown silent and decided to follow along obediently. It was the right thing to do—the only thing he could do to support them— and ridding the world of Haffef would certainly be for the greater good. Then, perhaps, the priesthood would still be within reach. 



He felt a sudden pull leading off the trail and to the right, but before he could say anything, Sage and Caith were voicing that very same impression.


"The vampire is definitely that way," Sage said. "Through the forest right there."


"You're certain?"


Caith ignored Gibson and began to wander off the path and down a small embankment.


Kyrian followed him.


"It's this way, Lieutenant." Sage beckoned for him to follow as everyone else trudged through the snow away from him.


"Wait! I will walk ahead of you!" he called, but to himself muttered something, irritated about having to protect the acolytes.


The dog remained on the path and did not pursue them further.

 



* * * * *


"Hangingford," Cameo read aloud as the three of them looked around the sleepy, snow-covered town. 



There were only a few shops: on the left, a doctor, a tavern, a general store, and further down a stable; on the right, a large shrine. The stained glass in the second story gleamed in the sunlight. 



Cameo ran toward the shrine, but as she neared it, she felt herself weaken. The place had a horrible feeling about it. She stopped in her tracks, only a few feet from the front door, unable to mount the steps and knock on the door or walk inside. The assassin stood there at the end of the path that led to the door.


"A shrine. Do you think Kyrian's in there?" Black Opal mused. "Well, come on, love. Let's go see."


For a moment she wanted to warn him of what she felt, but Opal didn’t seem at all affected by the feeling of dread, and then it dawned on her, as she lifted her now-blue eyes to look at him, that he was human and therefore safe. Somehow, at some point, she had crossed the line that she'd been bordering for years, the one Edel had talked about when he had come into contact with Kyrian's amulet. He couldn't stand to look at it, but it hadn't bothered her in the least ... then.


"You go ahead."


"But how will I knock on the door?"


"I ... don't know." 



He caught Jules' eyes for a moment. "Are you coming inside?"


"No, thanks."


Annoyed, but ever the optimist, Opal turned around, squared his shoulders, and walked to the door, choosing to kick it a couple times.


Cameo glanced down at the snow. There were very few footprints in the snow, just one set of tracks coming into town from somewhere else headed to the doctor and one well-worn trail on the other side of the street. However, directly in front of the shrine was a large set of prints that seemed to exit the shrine as a group and lead south out of town.


Jules glanced up from the tracks and into her eyes. 



She nodded. "He's gone."


Just then the door opened and an older man with a dishrag in his hands stood in the doorway. "Yes? Hello, did you wish to come inside? No need to knock, the shrine is always open."


"Oh, yes, yes. I'd forgotten. It's been a while since I .... Well, I'm looking for my friend Kyrian MacRoom. Do you know him?"


"You're a friend of Kyrian? Yes, I know him. Lovely young man."


"Is he here?"


"Why don't you come inside? Get out of the cold ...." He noticed Cameo and Jules standing at the end of the walk. "Your friends are welcome, too."


Opal glanced over his shoulder. "Yes. Well, I've tried to tell them that, but apparently they'd rather not.


"Anyhow," the dandy faced the man once more, "is Kyrian here?"


"Uh, no. No, the whole group up and left last night."


"Left?"


"That's right, on their way to Ponth to do something ... important, I guess."


"Really? Kyrian's going to do something important? How uncharacteristic."


"I'm not a holy person myself, just looking after the place while they're gone," he smiled, "but I got the impression that it was something mystical."


"Oh, yes. Why didn't I see that one coming?" He flashed a rather charming smile, hiding his sarcasm as best he could. "Well then, thanks very much for your help, sir."


"You're welcome. Sure you don't want to come in, just to warm up?"


"No, thank you."


"All right then, good day." 



Opal turned away as the man shut the door. "Lovely."


"He's not here!" Cameo called to him as he walked unsteadily back down the icy steps. 



"He and some friends are traveling to Ponth to do something important." 



"He's gone, with friends? That's interesting," Cameo remarked.


"Yes," Opal shivered, hugging himself with his arms. "Oh look, there's a tavern," he said, ignoring the two of them and walking toward it.


"Hangman's Noose," Jules read the sign above the door. "I feel safe here."


Cameo smirked as they followed Opal inside.


It was a proper inn. It actually reminded Cameo of the Tavern Pipe Inn, quite unlike the last one they'd visited. There was a large front room with a fire blazing in the hearth, tables, a bar toward the back, and a second floor, presumably with an extra room for rent. The whole place was olive green. Perhaps a color they were able to come by for cheap.


The tavern was nearly empty as they walked in.


"Hello, can I get you something to drink?" The innkeeper broke from a conversation he was having with a patron, the only other person in the place, to address them.


"Whiskey."


"And you two?"


"Same," Jules said, sitting down beside Cameo.


"Whiskey sounds wonderful, and a good bottle of wine."


"I've got that." He knelt down and pulled up a bottle of something red. "Charlotte, get this," he pointed to the bottle.


A pregnant barmaid set a dusty bottle down on the table before them, with three glasses. "Hello, Opal."


He startled.


"Oh my, what's happened?" she said, reaching for his hands.


He saw the red hair swept back from her face. "Charlotte?"


She smiled. "Where's Bellamy?"


"Uhh ... I don't know," he lied. "Probably moved to Shandow. I think that was his plan."


"Oh, I thought he might still be with you."


The dandy glanced down at her bulging belly, sadly. "No."


"I'll get that whiskey for you." She took a step away.


"Is Lorraine here?"


"She died in the fire. Didn't you know? When that lunatic torched the Tavern Pipe Inn. Mister Fipps and his wife, too."


"Who?"


"The innkeeper."


"Oh." He shot an accusing look at Jules who was avidly studying the tabletop. "I'm sorry to hear it."


"When they didn't rebuild ... well, I came to Hangingford. This place is pretty nice."


"You look good. That's the important thing."


She smiled at him. "Same old Opal."


"Yes. Well then, what are you going to name the baby? I'll bet you've a name for the baby whether it's a girl or boy, hmm? Bel or Belle," he flashed a smile.


"Opal, if it's a girl. "


"I beg your pardon."


"Bellamy isn't the father, and no offense, but I feel Opal is a girl’s name. It wouldn’t do for a boy.”


Cameo met his gaze quizzically.


"What? What do you mean? That's not possible."


She rolled her eyes. "It happened that time Bel was visiting at his sister's house for a wedding, and then he came down sick and was stuck in Lockenwood for a couple weeks."


Opal paled.


"See, yeah, look at him. He remembers," she smiled.


A grin spread across Jules' face.


"How about Frederick, or Francois?" Cameo offered.


"I dunno about that Francois name. Someone might think me in league with that Mond fellow."


Jules stifled a laugh.


Opal kicked him under the table.


"Can I get you anything, Opal? You're looking thin—"


"I'm not hungry."


"All right, then. I'll be here if you change your mind." With that, Charlotte walked away.


"What a good friend," said Cameo, her voice harsh.


Opal didn't look at her. "He wasn't in love with her."


"I expect not."


He met her eyes. 



She was staring at him coldly. 



"I didn't even know you at the time."


She plucked a clay pipe from a canister in the center of the table and set it before her, all the while watching him. "You're going to have a baby."


"No, I'm not. Charlotte is."


"Ideal father material," Jules hissed.


"Shut it!" Opal shouted at him.


Jules chuckled to himself.


"Shh," Cameo glanced over at Charlotte, whose attention was now on the three of them. "I'd rather the locals didn't get riled up on the account of our arrival."


Opal sat darkly.


"She knows who you are. Probably recognized me as well."


He glanced back at her—she was pouring the whiskey—and then shook his head. "It's Charlotte. She's known me for years. Why would she turn me in now?"


Cameo folded her arms. "I don't know. I can't think of any reason why she might need bounty money right about now, can you?"


"Here you are gents, and lady," Charlotte smiled as she set the drinks down. "Did you want lunch with that?"


"Yes, we'll have lunch."


For the first time, Charlotte actually looked at Cameo, something she had seemed to be avoiding up to this point. "Good ... good. I'll go and get it."


"She wouldn't do it," Opal stated as soon as the barmaid was out of earshot.


"Wanted for regicide around here, aren't you, Opal?" Jules sneered. 



The dandy frowned, "I didn't kill Bainbridge."


"Is there anywhere you haven't killed a king?" 



"Right now I'm just regretting that I didn't finish you off when I had the chance."


"I'll bet. Most people are easier to kill when they're tied up," Jules said bitterly.


"You were going to kill a girl."


Jules waved his hand, "Is that what you're so upset about? She came at me with her knife."


Cameo rested her head in her hands.


"You deserve to die."


"Oh, do I?" Jules' mocked. "Well, here I am. Kill me."


Opal chewed his lip angrily, lifting his hands as if he wanted to strangle Jules and then setting them back down on the table. 



"Well, c'mon. Aren't you going to beat me to death with those useless—"


Charlotte set down three bowls of stew. "It's piping hot."


Cameo dropped some coin into her hand. 



"Opal, it's been good to see you again. Are you going to be in town long? It would be nice talk more."


"Uh, yes ... well—"


"Of course we will," Cameo said, cutting across him. 



"Oh, good. Good. Well, stop back in."


He nodded, uncertain of why he was doing so, then he looked directly at Cameo. "Why?"


"I just thought it might buy us a little more time. Perhaps she won't be so anxious to call the authorities or ... whatever she has in mind."


"Perhaps if you offered to give her some money for her baby ...."


"We need to eat and get out of here. Save your bickering for the walk to Ponth," Cameo snarled.


Black Opal stared down into the steaming bowl, the glass full of whiskey. "I need some of the tincture."


She slid over onto his side of the table and pressed the glass of whiskey to his lips, "When we leave."


He frowned, "I'm ready to go."


She set the glass down and offered him a spoonful of stew, all the while he stared at her, unhappy. 



Jules finished, swallowing down the last swig of whiskey hastily, and left the table. "See you later."

 “So, about Charlotte ....” 


 “I’m sorry.”

 “It happened before you knew me, as you said earlier. The question is what are you going to do about it now?”

 “Marry her?” he chuckled.


She tilted her head to one side, “I was wondering about that, yes.”

 “What? No. Why would I? I’d never leave you—”

 “You’re a human,” she said flatly. “I’m immortal ... nearly so.”

 “Are you?”

 “Yes, Opal. If you want to live a human life, now would not be a bad time to start. A newborn ... a family. I can never offer you that. Honestly, I don’t know what I can offer at all that is really any good for a human.”

 “Don’t say that. I love you. Love is the only thing of importance.”

 “Is it?” she mused. “How much more of loving me can you really take, my dear? Bounty hunters, vampires, death, and running. That’s all I have to give you.”


A pained expression crossed his face.


She dug into her pack and retrieved the flask of tincture. “Not much left, but I’ll carry you the rest of the way. It will be safest.”

 “And most humiliating.”

 “Your humiliation will soon be over. Once we find our old friend, you won’t depend on me to spoon you your meals anymore.”


He gifted her one wistful smile and swallowed down the drug.


Cameo went to the bar to get her flask refilled, leaving him alone to reflect on everything that had just transpired. When she returned, she stuffed the bottle of wine into her pack.

 “Ready? Let’s get going.”


She swung the pack over her shoulder, abandoning the stew that had been set in front of her.


He followed her out the door. "You didn't eat anything?"

 “Uhh, no. It disgusted me.” She looked around for a moment, then turned south and began walking at a quicker pace.

 “You fed it to me ....”

 



* * * * *


It was mid-afternoon when Carrington had hacked through the undergrowth and had his first look at the house in the distance. A weathered white farmhouse stood alone in the center of a perfectly flat open field.


The rest of the party stepped out of the dense forest that they'd traveled for the last two hours. It was wonderful to see the sunlight again. 



Kyrian's eyes readjusted to the light.


"That's odd," Caith whispered. "My animal spirits just left."


"Animal spirits?"


"His guides are animals," Carrington muttered, drawing his sword.


Caith shrugged. "I just didn't expect it."


Kyrian looked out onto the acres of cleared land before him in the center of the forest. "This must be where he is."


"Could just be a farmer," Gibson scoffed and set down his backpack.


"Something feels strange." Carrington moved in front of the others protectively. 



"He's awake!" Sage cried out suddenly. 



"Where?" The lieutenant put a half-hearted hand on his sword hilt.


"He spoke to me!"


"Spoke to you?"


"We came to kill a vampire, and we shall," Carrington said.


"He wasn't supposed to wake up." Caith touched Sage's arm comfortingly.


"What did he say?" Kyrian's voice was grave.


She trembled. "He invited us to come in."


"He's plucky, isn't he?" Carrington laughed.


Kyrian opened his coat, revealing the amulet of the sun. Sage and Caith followed his lead.


Gibson pulled his sword finally and walked out onto the open space. Glancing down, he realized that the soil had been recently tilled. "What's this?" he called back to the youngsters. "The field has just been plowed, yet it's the middle of winter—"


"Gibson!" Sage shrieked, pointing at him frantically. 



"Look behind you!" Caith yelled.


Kyrian and Carrington raced out onto the open field.


Something grabbed the soldier. He spun around to face his opponent. A ghastly skull with one eye dangling from its socket head-butted him. 



Kyrian tackled it.


"Look out!" Carrington jumped onto the monster that now was biting down hard on Kyrian's arm and hacked off its head with a gleaming blade.


Gibson staggered to his feet, and as he looked up at the blackened forest in the distance, he watched as skeletal arms and moldy heads burst from beneath the newly tilled soil.


"Get out of here!" he cried.


As Kyrian pried a zombie's mouth from his forearm, he felt a sharp, sudden jolt. Another creature, one resembling Chester, was standing over him, it's hoe buried in his side. The lad fell to the ground wordlessly.


Carrington was set upon by a mob of zombies who were still wearing their peasant clothing. "Gods, it's the farmers that the vampire killed! They're all zombies!"


Hundreds of zombies were sprouting out of the ground. 



Sage and Caith waded into the fray of undead, each with one hand on their amulets.


Caith could feel his pet mouse Boris scurrying fretfully around in his pocket.


One zombie hit Sage over the head with a shovel and knocked her out.


"Sage!" Caith ran toward her. With his amulet before him, he addressed the undead, "I command you to disperse!"


The crowd of zombies limped forward, silently, grabbing at his cloak, his hair, scratching his face.


He struck one of them. A cheekbone fell off. 



The throng pressed in on Sage, unconscious on the ground. In the distance, the once-empty, snow-covered ground was now black with the multitudes of staggering zombies, all lurching toward them on unsteady legs. 



"Carrington! Where are you?!"


"Come to me."




Kyrian heard a voice in his mind. 



"Come to me."


And then malicious laughter .... 


 


 





Chapter Seven

 



Cameo raced south with Black Opal asleep in her arms. She had been following one set of tracks for five miles when it stopped abruptly and turned off the path to the right. She slowed down and walked back to the spot where a group of people had left the path. 



Holding tight to Opal's unconscious form, she slid down the sharp embankment and examined the entry point to the dark forest.


There was an odd light in the wood; a golden blob hanging there. She stared at it for a moment, unsure just what she was looking at, and then something broke away from it and moved toward her. 



It was so painfully bright that she attempted to curl Opal up in her arms protectively and cover her eyes with one hand. 



"Cameo."


It knew her name! She looked at it. She couldn't help herself.


It was Cyrus, Kyrian's dead grandfather.


She set Opal down in the snow and stood slowly.


The golden light was now opening up, and, looking at it—though it made her head pound to do so—she saw people and ... animals. It was not just a blob at all. These were ghosts—no, guides.


"Kyrian!" Her body was suddenly in motion. She tore through the spirits in her way and wove deeper into the forest, leaping over boulders and tearing branches off anything that was in her way. 



And then there was a stream of light ahead of her, and in that light there was a fighter in white and blue hacking the head from something that reminded her of Chester. There was a deafening sound, and she wasn't quite certain what to make of it, although the sound reminded her of a steady moaning ... mewing. 



She tore the head from the thing that the soldier was fighting as she ran past him, threw it into the trees, and found herself at the edge of a forest; before her was a writhing mass of undead. This was what Jules had described. This was where her master slept ... his home ... his zombies. For one moment, she was afraid. The Master would know that she had been there.


"Carrington!" came a voice. 



She turned. There was a flash of color, white and blue; not a soldier's uniform, but a paladin's. A warrior came out from behind her, a paladin of the Sky God Silvius, and as he did so, several zombies attacked him. 



Cameo threw herself into the throng of monsters, slashing and cutting, leaving the small group lying in parts on the ground, and then she turned and pushed the young man back, away from the field of zombies, attempting to save his life. "Get out of here!"


Carrington ignored her and moved toward Caith's voice. 



The assassin was suddenly in front of him. "I'm not saving your life again." A moment later she had hacked her way through a crowd of zombies who had apparently been stabbing two young people with pitchforks. 



And the smell .... Blood.


The two of them were brilliant white, like stars in the heavens. Someone grabbed the young man's arm and forced him to his feet while he gawped at her.


Cameo turned around; it was that annoying paladin again. She spun back around with supernatural speed, expecting to catch a zombie’s hand grasping at her throat or swinging at her with a scythe, but instead she found the zombies milling in front of her, just moving in place, as if they'd reached the edge of their world and couldn't go further toward them.


"Where is Kyrian?!"


The young man who had been stabbed with a pitchfork pointed with one shaking hand out into the crowd. About twenty feet away, she saw what appeared to be a sword slashing the air.


Cameo began to push forward, and then for some reason, she glanced back to check on that warrior once more, only to see him being attacked by the zombies again. Swearing at him aloud, already engulfed by zombies herself, she raced back over to the three of them. "Kyrian will be dead by the time I'm able to get to him!" she snarled. Cameo threw a dozen undead out of her way on her path back to them, as if they were dolls. 



Carrington lifted the young woman in his arms, now that they were free of the zombies for the moment.


Cameo shook her head at the soldier, wrenched the woman he was carrying out of his arms, and threw both young people over her shoulders, ignoring a rather odd sensation that their bodies were burning against hers. Hardly slowed by the two, she sprinted deep into the forest with them and laid them on the ground.


She rushed back through the forest, threading her way through the trees, and burst out onto the field. 



The young soldier was fighting with five zombies now, apparently trying to press forward toward Kyrian. 



"Fool," she muttered, and brandishing her blade, she sliced into the crunchy husks of undead once more. There was a wall of moldy, aggravated monsters pushing toward her. 



"Get out of my way!" Cameo demanded.


Every single head turned toward her, and then, in unison, the mob parted to allow her to pass.


Without a second thought, she plunged headlong into the horde, finally halting when she found the bloodied sword still in motion, above the crowd, swinging through the air. As she approached it, the zombies in front of her moved out of her way.


Kyrian and one of the king's soldiers were standing in front of her, covered in blood and muck. 



"Cameo." A glowing being collapsed against her. His skin burning painfully against hers. His blood spilled out against her leather armor. She faltered. It was such an odd sensation, the intense longing for his blood accompanying the urge to just push him away from her, and then she realized that it was Kyrian.


It was Gibson who responded first. "Cameo?" The older soldier's eyes narrowed. "The One Who Shatters."


That was an old epithet. She studied his face for a moment, wondering if she knew him, and then without warning she simply took away his sword, fast, before he had the opportunity to object. "Go."


He stumbled out in front of her, back through the pathway that the zombies had opened to let her in.


She lifted Kyrian into her arms and walked past the hundreds and hundreds of stinking, rotten corpses. Eyes dangling, mouths hanging ... they swayed in place. 



Haffef must be responsible for this. He must have let me in, she thought, fear gathering in the pit of her stomach. Why did I ever agree to accompany Jules to see the Master? He'll kill me now for certain.


"Into the forest," she commanded the man ahead of her, "and let's get moving."


He shot her an irritated look over his shoulder as he sped up.


Minutes later they had entered the forest. Somehow they had managed to leave the monsters behind them. The rest of Kyrian's friends were lying around on the ground, bleeding or staunching wounds.


"What in the name of the gods were you people doing?!" She grabbed Carrington by the shoulder and spun him around, holding Kyrian over her shoulder with the other hand.


"Who are you, lady?" he asked angrily. Her eyes glittered in the dark of the forest. "What are you?"


"I'm the person who just saved your life."


"Yeah, you helped us, I'll give you that, but you aren't a person. You're something unholy. Similar to those things we just fought—"


"I am one of them," she said darkly.


He shook his head. "No, you aren't. You're no zombie."


Taken aback by the lack of knowledge in his comment—given his age, his immaturity—she felt the rage draining out of her. A smile played on her lips. "All right, young man, believe what you'd like."


"I'm not a fool. I've been trained. I don't know what you are, yet." He pointed back at where they had just come from, "But you aren't one of those, either."


"Yeah, thanks for the insight." 



"Where are you going with Kyrian?" he called after her as she moved back toward Cyrus at an unnatural pace.


Opal was sitting up now. Snow in his hair. Dazed from the drug.


Cameo lowered Kyrian onto the snow beside him.


Cyrus' golden form moved beside him, concerned.


She watched the spirit as he drew near, wondering why he had ever left Kyrian alone to face an undead army, but Cyrus disappeared from her view, which was just fine as far as she was concerned. Just looking at him was mind-numbingly painful. Just being near Kyrian was a trial. His aura was awful. She felt sort of ill around him.


"Kyrian?" Opal whispered, directed cloudily at Cameo and not actually to Kyrian at all. 



She glanced back down the hill into the woods, and at the blob of golden spirits still lingering there. All the rest of the people from the shrine were down there, wounded. Cameo would be forced to dive through the blob of unpleasant-feeling spirits to get back down there again, but they were some stupid, innocent kids. She sighed, resigning herself to bring them all back up to the path, and then that was it. She would've done her good deed for the ... well, for a while anyhow.


"Don't go anywhere," she admonished Opal and dove headlong back into the dreary forest.

 



* * * * *


It was dusk. Cameo had convinced the healers to move on to Ponth, which wasn't very far down the road now, perhaps only one mile, to rest up there in the shrine and recuperate. She hoped that the shrine would also keep them safe from Haffef's wrath, and that he wasn't planning on waking early and taking his revenge on them, but she knew in all likelihood that was exactly what he would have in mind. 



So the group of them—healers, revolutionaries, soldiers, and zombies—trooped on as darkness descended upon them, toward the small town of Ponth. She couldn't remember being in such odd company before, but then she remembered her other past living arrangements: herself, a vampire, and two zombies; herself a witch, and many assassins; herself, two dandies, an assassin, and Kyrian. Nothing really had made any sense at all unless she went back to that point before she had been turned into the creature that she now was. Normalcy really wasn't something she should expect anymore, although she supposed that it was very human to hope for that. She couldn't imagine what the rest of the people in the crowd were feeling right about now. It almost embarrassed her to view herself the way that they must be viewing her ... something dark and supernatural. Something that haunted graveyards at night. Something melodramatic at best, and at worst—a bloodthirsty, soulless abomination.


"Well, well, well ...."


Cameo turned to the sound of a voice directly beside her.


There was a pair of eyes glittering in the darkness. 



"Jules," she whispered.


Now she could see the whites of his teeth as he smiled, apparently amused by this group that she was walking with.


"What's this all about?"


"You don't know?" Cameo felt herself relax a little. 



"No. What do you mean?"


"You haven't heard from the Master?" she asked quietly. 



His response wasn't immediate; perhaps he was studying the people marching south beside her, but she couldn't be certain. "Why?" His voice sounded strained. "Have you done something?"


She met his eyes in acknowledgement. She half expected him to run away, but where could he go?


"What happened?"


"If he hasn't commanded you, then perhaps it will pass."


"That's likely."


"Yes, he's always been a forgiving soul."


"Who is this?!" Gibson shined a lamp in Jules' face.


Jules moved a few feet out of the lamplight before anyone saw him. It seemed to the soldier that Jules has simply disappeared.


"You know perfectly well that I am here," Cameo grimaced in the light.


"No, no. I saw someone else as well. I heard a man's voice."


She brushed the hand holding the lamp away from her. "There's no one here."


"Unlike these priests, I don't care for your input."


Cameo smashed the lamp. "Then let's be done with pleasantries."


He drew his pistol.


"You want me to kill you right here?"


"You're a monster, and you're wanted for the murder of King Belfour." He turned toward Opal, or at least the direction that he'd last seen him. It was too dark now to make out faces. "Both of you."


"Gibson." Carrington was forcing the gun down.


"Hate to burst your bubble, Reynard, but you're not going to kill me with that."


His anger re-ignited, "Well, let's just find out!"


"Please stop it," Kyrian muttered wearily. He, Caith, and Sage had all been lightly healed but needed hours of sleep to regain their strength. 



"Who was that man?! Was it that vampire?"


"What ... man?" Black Opal's voice alone let the others know that he was present. 



"Haffef?" she asked. "No. And if he were here, he wouldn't be talking to me; he'd just be killing everyone."


"Except for you." Gibson scoffed. "He put you here. He let you get into the field to pull us out, didn't he? There must be some reason, some, ulterior motive...."


Cameo was silent for a moment. This had actually been her same thought, but she had no idea why.


"How much farther is it?" Opal interrupted, apparently not realizing this was an intense moment between Cameo and the lieutenant. "My feet are killing me."


"Shut up!" 



"We're nearly there," Cameo said, taking hold of the dandy's upper arm and pulling him forward. "I'd like to get there so most of us can get into the safety of that shrine."


Everyone began to press forward again, in utter darkness now.


Gibson held fast to his pistol as he grudgingly followed behind the healers. He had no idea that Jules was directly behind him, even though he glanced back fearfully every now and again. 



As they continued on for a few more minutes, they began to see a flame in the distance, and then more flames. The complete outline of a small town came into view. 



"You go on, Opal," Cameo hissed. 



"What do you mean?"


She turned back toward the tiny hamlet of a town. There were guards standing in the road with torches in their hands.


"They're looking for a vampire right now, what with all the farmers who have been killed in this area lately. They'll be scrutinizing the face of everyone walking into Ponth. I will be stopped for certain."


"They'll recognize me."


"You'll be all right for now. You might be some scoundrel, but you aren't undead."


"Please don't go."


"Just slide back in with Kyrian. I'll come back in the morning." 



He sighed. The guards had seen them approaching and had drawn their swords. When he looked back, she was gone.


"Hold up! Who is it? Do we know you?"


Gibson pushed his way to the front instantly. "Lieutenant Gibson Reynard. I'm here with some of the healers from the shrine in Hangingford, and two prisoners, Cameo and Black Opal."


Opal startled. He nearly bolted, but Kyrian held him in place gently. 



"We'll work this out," the lad's voice was soothing.


"I'm sorry to be a burden," Opal breathed.


"You aren't a burden."


The guards stared over at Black Opal, curious to look upon the face of one who had killed a king. 



"Cameo?" Gibson searched for her. "Where is she?!" He grabbed Opal roughly by one lapel, "Where is she?"


"If I knew, you would be the last person I'd tell."


Gibson smacked him in the mouth, splitting his lip.


Kyrian put himself between them. "I've seen enough violence for one day. Haven't you?"


"Stupid boy," he muttered and then turned back to the guard who looked to be nothing more than a farmer himself. "Clap this man in irons and throw him in a cell."


The guard scratched behind one ear. "We don't have a jail here, my lord."


"Well then, the nearest building, and a guard to watch him, man."


"All right then. The shrine is open, and with you here I expect that he'll have a close eye on him."


"The shrine?!"


"Thank you," Caith said, moving forward. "That's exactly where we were headed."


"What have you young people been up to?"


"Getting beaten up by zombies," Carrington grumbled as he moved toward the smallish shrine just up ahead.

 



* * * * *


Cameo was watching the scene enfolding in Ponth. Not much of a town, really; nothing more than a shrine, a stable, a public well, and some other, larger building, possibly a coach stop. The rest of the group would be bedding down for the night in a warm shrine, while she'd be ... sleeping outside somewhere, like an old cat. She looked around. She stood at the edge of the forest. In the snow, in a dark forest where Haffef could find her easily. But she just couldn't bring herself to go nearer to that shrine. It was uncomfortable just to look at it. She couldn't imagine what it would be like to enter.


"Hello, Cameo," came a voice from the darkness. 



Cameo spun around, sword in hand, but she stopped short when she saw Jules standing unarmed before her. "So this is where you've gone to."


"Yes," he grinned. 



"What are you doing out here?"


"Contemplating Gibson's murder."


She slid the sword back into its hilt. "I was thinking the same thing."


He tossed his hair out of his eyes. "Well, look what I can do."


She watched as he leapt up onto the back of the larger building and scaled it easily, then looked down at her, smiling, and motioned for her to follow him up.


Although somewhat doubtful as to his motives, she didn't expect to find Haffef up there, so she followed him. Faster than he was, she was on top of the slightly pitched roof within two leaps. 



Jules was standing on top with a sardonic smile playing on his lips.


"Is this something you were planning to write home to Haffef about?" 



"Haffef? No." He ran across the roof and back down the other side of the building. 



She watched him sprint away, and then come back again. He was racing back and forth, darting around the tree line just behind the large coach stop.


Cameo leapt from the top of the building and landed without injury in the snow below. That was new. Almost every time that she had dropped from a great height before, she'd had to walk off a broken bone or a sprain. Now, nothing. She was whole. 



"We really shouldn't attract the attention of the people guarding the shrine," she said aloud, but to no one really; Jules was most likely out of earshot.


"They'll never see us." His voice was ragged, and suddenly he was there again, right beside her. He seemed amused, enjoying his new strength, testing his new abilities. 



She turned to look at him, and he took her hand.


"C'mon, let's go see what's around here."


"We know what's around here. Haffef and his zombie hoard. Are you thinking of running away?"


His expression darkened, "No. I know I can't get away from him."


"I can't leave Opal and Kyrian in harm's way."


"They're in a shrine, in case you hadn't noticed. We are in far more danger from the Master. You especially."


She waved away the idea and began to walk toward the forest, absently.


"Let's not talk about him."


"Hard not to, isn't it? He's the reason you're here."


"And Opal is the reason you're here." Jules was in front of her. "Did you want to talk about him?"


"Not particularly."


This comment brought a smile to his face once more. 



"Do I amuse you, Jules?"


He continued to smile. 



He smelled good, like fresh death and pine trees. She found that scent rather intoxicating, and she remembered the taste of his blood ....


"I want to drink your blood," she stated.


His smile drooped. "I'm not bleeding."


"I know that."


He glanced down at his torn leather shirt, a pained expression creeping its way across his face. "Will you be able to stop?"


"I don't know." She took a step away from him. "It's a bad idea."


"It wouldn't matter much anyhow," he shrugged and cut into his forearm without hesitation, gasping at the sudden pain of it.


She spun around; the scent of his blood woke her completely and drew her closer toward him. She pulled her dagger. 



He backed up until he was against a tree, holding out his arm for her to drink from, "It's my blood you want."


Cameo pushed up against his body, running her hands over his chest. "Not entirely."


His breath came fast. She could hear his heart pounding.


Then she cut him. One quick puncture into the side of his throat.


Jules cried out, but she forced her mouth against his.


He tumbled to the ground, grabbing for his throat, trying to staunch the wound. "You're ... you're going to kill me?" He wasn't exactly angry, mostly confused ... and almost hopeful.


She kissed the wound tenderly and then she latched on with her still-human teeth, roughly drinking in his blood, oblivious to the pain she may be inflicting upon him, or to his body squirming beneath hers ....


A few moments of pure bliss ... and then the wound began to heal. She reached for her dagger once more, but Jules had it now.


"Can I drink your blood now?" he hissed, holding the dagger away from her. 



"You're weak," she mocked, wiping his blood from her mouth.


"Don't tempt me."


She smiled. "You're going to stab me now?"


"Fair is fair."


"You want to drink my blood?"


He looked intensely into her eyes, tossed the dagger away, and with leather creaking forced her to the snow beneath him.


Cameo fell back, her head hitting the ground as he moved over her. "Oh, I see." 



"Do you?"


"I suspect you still think you're strong enough to throw me around. You, with your recent loss of blood—"


"And you with your new blood-drinking habit?" he supplied.


She looked up at him. "With Edel's bite, I'm stronger than you are now."


He wrestled her wrists down into the snow. "Is that so?"


Cameo smirked. "Yes."


Jules' face was inches from her own, his long, dark hair draped over her shoulders. He grinned at her. "Prove it."


With a bored expression on her face, she made to break free of his grasp, but he held her down, with some effort on his part. 



There was that annoying amused expression on his face. 



Frustrated, she kicked out and rolled him over, but he clung to her arms and, outweighing her physically, flipped her over onto her back again.


Jules chuckled. "I thought you were stronger now."


"I am stronger," she said angrily, trying to simply free herself from his grip on her wrists now.


His smile faded, and he released her. 



"I'm stronger."


"No, you aren't." Jules' voice was sober, almost sad. 



"You thought I'd be a match for Haffef?"


His eyes met hers in acknowledgement. 



"It will be all right. There are two of us," she lied. Actually, she did not really think everything would be all right. Besides this fact, ever since she had gotten so close to Haffef's house, she had begun to reconsider the promise she'd made to Jules, to go along with him to meet with Haffef, when he called on Jules next. 



"Right." The tone of his voice seemed to express her exact thoughts.


He hadn't moved, though. He was still lying on top of her, weighing her down. His eyes were locked on hers, and for some reason she hadn't crawled away either.


"Why don't you let me up?"


"Heh," he smirked, his lips brushing against hers. "No, I don't think so."


There was a sound of snow crunching nearby. The two of them looked up suddenly, Cameo watching from an inverted angle. 



It was the form of a man just a few feet away, standing at the edge of the forest.


"Gibson," they whispered delightedly in unison as they got to their feet.

 



* * * * *


Haffef stood over the tiny white coffin that he had prepared for Ivy's bones. She was so small, so young ... only fourteen when the lords of Shandow had come to visit with friends in nearby Lockenwood. They'd brought that stupid Gwendolyn to wait on them during their hunting party, and she had invited Ivy to come with them, work with them. He had no idea why she had accepted. They were to be married, and she didn't need the money—he gave her plenty of money—it had to be because of Gwen. 



"Gwen ..." he said aloud and then began to gather up the tools he'd need.


Because of her, Ivy had died. She never should've been there in the first place. She did it because her sister couldn't manage to serve lunch to a few royals on her own.


"Stupid, pointless wretch," he muttered, rummaging through a shelf, pulling down several beakers and a pair of rusty pruning shears. "Lucky I bothered to keep her alive all these years."


He stopped and looked out a broken window at the field, where some of his zombies lay shattered on the ground. "She has run out of time."

 


 





Chapter Eight

 



"Opal?"


The dandy lay asleep in a small room in the shrine, one of the cells that the priests usually slept in, but last night he'd been shoved in there by Gibson Reynard. 



The sound of a key turning in the lock woke him.


"Opal, are you awake?"


He held up one broken hand to block the sunlight from his eye. "Kyrian?"


The lad looked well. 



"You're healed?" the dandy asked, looking a complete wreck. "Do you happen to have any tincture, dear boy?"


"Tincture? No." He crept into the room. "You don't need that anyhow."


"You're wrong." 



Kyrian quietly pulled the door shut behind him. "Gibson's been gone all night, but I don't want to take any chances."


Black Opal threw his legs over the side of the cot, righting himself without the use of his hands. "Gone?"


"Yes. He went out to relieve himself at some point and never came back in."


"Ah ... I see." Opal suppressed a smile. "Then there's no need for me to stay cooped up in here."


"No. I don't expect there is." The lad touched one of Opal’s splints. "Saw a doctor, did you?"


"Cameo insisted."


"Well, you won't be needing these contraptions anymore."


Opal's face seemed to widen with a surge of hope. "You're going to heal me?"


"Of course." Kyrian gently unlaced the splints. "Is this what they did to you when the King had you imprisoned?"


"Yes."


Kyrian was silent, expecting further explanation from his usually bombastic friend, but Opal said nothing more on the subject. "Should I call you Francois from now on or—"


"Opal is fine." The dandy winced as Kyrian removed one hand from its wooden prison. 



"All right, Opal," he smiled and set the back of Opal's hand into the palm of his left hand, then covered it gently with his right hand. Kyrian whispered a soft prayer to Solvay, god of the sun, and as he did so a soft, blue glow emitted from between his two hands, traveling over each of Opals fingers, deep into his hand, and up his arm. As it did, the highwayman felt an exquisite sensation of mending taking place. 



As he looked up from his hand to the lad, he saw Kyrian's face alight with a blue aura, beautiful ... at peace. Opal felt suddenly peaceful, too. 



Kyrian set Opal's right hand down on the cot and removed the other broken hand from its splint.


Astounded, Black Opal lifted his scarred right hand to look at it. It was whole again. 



After a moment, Kyrian set Opal’s left hand down as well, seeming exhausted. He touched his forehead, which was still glowing bluish. "There. I have healed you as best I can."


Opal tested the left hand, flexing it in utter amazement and fighting back tears. "You've done it!"


Kyrian smiled weakly. "I'm glad."


"Glad?!" Opal leapt to his feet, "I'd kiss you if I thought you'd be up for that sort of thing."


"Ah ha ... well, then." Kyrian stood. "I'd better rejoin the others; they'll wonder what I've been up to."


"I'm coming, too." Opal beamed.


"All ... all right. No kissing though."


The dandy smirked. "I suspect that that offer would be taken more seriously if I had a bath and a proper shave."


"By me, no." Kyrian slipped out the door.


"Right," Opal muttered to himself. Going straight for his shoulder-pack and procuring a mirror, he exclaimed, "Oh, heavens! Oh, awful. Lad! What was that building next door? Is that some sort of coach stop for travelers?"

 



* * * * *


Opal exited the large building, reeking of strong cologne. He pulled casually at the ruffled sleeves, exposing them for all to see beneath the woolen frockcoat that Cameo had purchased for him in Lockenwood. Then he happened to catch sight of himself in one of the windows. There he smoothed back his freshly washed blonde hair and grinned at himself admiringly. 



"Simply resplendent," Opal gushed.


"Yes, just sumptuous." 



The dandy turned. 



Jules was leaning against the wall, playing with a box of matches.


"Oh, it's you." 



"Disappointed?"


"In a word, yes."


Jules cracked a smile. 



"Have you seen Cameo?"


"Not since last night."


This answer knocked the wind out of Opal for a moment. He was about to ask for some further explanation about that comment, but then thought the better of it. Jules would only take more pleasure in his moment of insecurity. "Have you seen Gibson? He's missing as well."


"Yes, I've seen Gibson," he hissed. "Bloodied and thrown in a trash heap somewhere." He saw Opal momentarily bewildered and laughed.


"Ah ... yes. Well, good then. Good. Tell Cameo that I'm looking for her if you see her." He sauntered across the street, his nose in the air, trying to put all memory of Jules and their irritating conversation out of his mind. He had his hands back, after all. He was looking splendid, the sun was out, and there was that lovely little priestess or whatever she was back at the shrine. A person he simply would have to charm with his wit and finesse, something none of those silly young men seemed to possess.


Kyrian passed Opal on the way out of the shrine. He went over to the well with a large wooden bucket.


A roughly dressed man with a blunderbuss who was walking up Gallop Road stopped at the door to the stable. 



Jules caught sight of Kyrian and put away the matches that he'd been playing with. He pushed off of the wall and took one step toward the stoop as Kyrian abandoned the bucket and ran over to the stable.


As the door to the stable opened, there was the sound of a horse in pain.


Inside, the man who owned the stable stood behind the roughly dressed man with the gun. He was standing over the mare.


"Are you sure you want to do this?"


"I've got no other choice. She's lame ... just lying there dying. That one coach driver just pushed her too hard. It's a shame, really. Too young to be put down ... but what else can I do?"


The other man nodded.


"Don't do that." Kyrian had let himself inside. He put one hand on the blunderbuss.


"Who are you?"


"One of the healers staying at the shrine?"


"Yes," he said, kneeling beside the mare. "There's no reason to end her life. I can help her."


"Well ... it can't do no harm, I suppose." 



Jules peered through the crack in the door as Kyrian recited a prayer, the same one he'd heard the lad recite not so long ago, when Jules was tied to a tree in Lockenwood forest and Kyrian had healed Opal's wound. He watched the blue fire extend from the palms of Kyrian's hands and travel over the horse's leg, mending it.


Jules lowered his eyes. From outside, he could hear the sound of the horse getting to her feet again; the men, happy and amazed, were slapping Kyrian's back and telling him what a blessing he was.


Kyrian staggered out, now fully exhausted.


He passed Jules, who was skulking in the corner.


"Kyrian."


The lad stopped walking and turned around hesitantly.


Jules was standing there, just behind him. Jules ... the man who had murdered his grandfather. Jules, now a zombie.


"I ..." he started. "I've been wanting to apologize to you."


Kyrian's face was cold.


"Can you .... Do you think you ever could ... forgive me?" 



The lad seemed to be considering what the man was saying, and he drew in a deep breath. "I want to. I've been trying to forgive you ever since I knew...."


Jules nodded and looked away, off to one side. "I understand."


"If you want to get something off your chest, Caith and Sage are both acolytes, working their way into the priesthood. They can listen to the wrongs you've done. They can give you a blessing that I cannot."


He looked back at Kyrian. "I wronged you. It's your forgiveness I crave, not theirs."


"I can't. I'm sorry."


"I see." 



Kyrian could feel Jules' eyes on his back as he walked back to the town pump and set the bucket right once more, but when he turned, the man was gone. 


 



* * * * *


A lone candle flickered in the darkness in the shrine where the group of healers had gathered. Caith padded toward it, his robes swishing as he walked.


"You're blocking my reading light, young man," Alerkat, the resident priest, grumbled. He was a middle-aged man, large and bald, and somewhat annoyed that this group had taken up residence in what was, for all intents and purposes, his home. "Why don't you be of some use and throw that dirty dishwater outside?"


"Me?" Caith touched one hand to his chest. 



"Undead lurking around out there," Carrington muttered gruffly. 



Kyrian lifted his head. The warrior didn't mean Haffef; he meant Cameo and Jules. "I'll do it."


"Why doesn't this man do it?" Carrington turned to look at Opal who was holding blackish yarn apart in his hands while Sage knitted, speaking softly to her as far away from the rest of them as he could manage.


"Shall I?" Opal smiled pleasantly at Carrington, and then he turned and gazed back into Sage's eyes and said to her, as though completely enamored, "Shall I?"


"You shall." Carrington said, rolling his eyes. "Wanted for murder, wanted for highway robbery .... Taking out the dirty dishwater is what you're good for—"


"Carrington!" Sage admonished. "That's not what we believe at the Temple of the Sun."


He just shook his head. "It's safer for him to do it anyhow; he came here with these monsters, so they won't hurt him." And if they do, who cares? he added to himself.
"Safer to send him than one of us."


Kyrian stood, but Caith rushed to get beside him, "No, I'll go."


"It's just dishwater," Kyrian said, lifting it.


"Then I will empty out the garbage." 



The older priest sighed suddenly and loudly.


Kyrian cracked open the door, glancing around to see if Haffef might be anywhere nearby.


Caith pushed the door wide open and dumped the bucket of carrot tops and leftovers against the white front wall of the shrine.


"What are you doing?" 



"Just being helpful."


"Helpful? You didn't grow up poor, did you?"


"Well, no. Why? Was that wrong?" There was a bit of a twinkle in his eyes.


Kyrian moved to one side of the building and dumped the bucket of dirty water onto the ground.


"It's not safe for you out here," came a voice from the dark.


The lad strained to see in the night, and then he made out a distinct pair of eyes, glittering in the darkness.


"Cameo?"


"How are you, Kyrian?"


Kyrian felt Caith moving up to one side of him. As he looked on, Cameo was approaching them slowly, her pale face growing clearer as she neared a hint of light thrown by the torches in town. 



In the warmth of the light, he saw her now. Mist was rising off of her long, slender form as she moved from the dark of the forest. Her eyes that had been glittering in the night were now fine, and blue. They seemed human. 



"Your eyes ..." he breathed, a question forming on his lips.


She closed them as he said it and moved back a few steps until only her face was visible to him again.


"Something has happened to you."


"Yes," she whispered. "But you are in no danger from me."


Caith moved back uneasily.


She smirked. "You're both safe. I can't even stand to be near this shrine, let alone the two of you."


"Us?" 



"Yes, Kyrian." Her voice was thoughtful. "You are so bright, so painfully bright. It's hard to look at you now."


The lad clutched the rope of the bucket tightly.


She glanced down at his white knuckles, and then back up at the innocent face that she'd traveled with not so long ago. "I'm watching out for Haffef, but you are safer in the shrine."


"We have to face him again," he said, regaining his voice. "Carrington thinks that your master sent you here to watch us."


"No." 



"No?"


"No. I haven't spoken with him since Shandow. He didn't send me here. I came because of Opal."


Kyrian thought of Opal, sitting inside, flirting with Sage while Cameo was out here in the dark, unable to go inside. "I healed him."


"I was hoping."


"Are you going to help us kill Haffef, then?" 



"Kill ... him? I don't know that he can die," she faltered.


"Of course he can," Kyrian stated. "Vampires are not all-powerful."


"Well …" she squared her shoulders, as if the concept didn't sit well with her. "That's what you fools were doing in that field of zombies? Trying to kill Haffef? You're lucky I happened along—"


"You're right. Now, are you going to help us kill him or not?"


"I'm his thrall, Kyrian. Do you know what that means? I'm his slave. He tells me what to do, and I do it. I can't help myself, and I have little control over my own life ... my destiny. It's all up to him. I'm stunned that Opal is still alive, to be honest with you."


"Opal was born blessed," Kyrian mumbled. 



"Yes ...."


"Does that mean you'll go back with us, in the sunlight or not?"


She reached for her flask and toyed with it in one hand. "You are all marked by him now. You must know that."


Caith touched his pocket where his pet mouse was gnawing at the wool in an attempt to flee Cameo's presence.


"I know," Kyrian turned to go, "but I'm not afraid of him."


Cameo watched the two young men retreat back into the shrine.


"He just doesn't know Haffef well enough," Jules whispered. He had been just to the side of Cameo for the entire conversation, his back to the lads, leading up against a tree.


"They're going to charge back in there .... We should've left Gibson alive," she said, a note of remorse in her tone.


"He had it coming."


"Maybe." She opened the flask that she'd just had refilled at the coach stop a few hours ago. She looked at the whiskey with a longing that quickly turned to loathing, then she recapped it. "He remembered me from a long time ago."


"Oh? Do you remember him?"


She thought about it for a minute. "He was like so many other soldiers that I was running from at that time. No ... I don't think so."


Jules went stiff, as if he'd had a sudden jolt, and then he turned and began to walk into the forest.


Cameo caught up with him easily. "Where are you going?"


"The Master calls."


"I thought we had agreed that if you were called, then I'd accompany you."


He stopped abruptly, staring off into the darkness in front of him. "I won't hold you to that."


Cameo moved around in front of him, examining the expression on his face. "What? No, I told you I'd come. I'm not going to back out on you now."


"That was before you went into Haffef's yard and saved Kyrian and those other holy people that he was attempting to kill. It's doubtful that he's going to greet you with open arms."


She nodded. "I know."


"But you still want to go with me?" his eyes met hers, full of hope.


His leather armor was glossy in the waxing moonlight. She could smell rosewater in his hair from a bath earlier that day, intermingled with the scent of his death ... and she heard the sound of his heartbeat.


"Don't you think it's safer?" she asked coolly.


"For me, yes."


She moved forward and felt him fall into step behind her.


"However, if you can't hear him call, then why go at all? Doesn't this mean that you have free will now? That you aren't his slave any longer?"


Cameo paused, thinking about what Jules had said. 



"You could go to Shandow, like... Edel," he spat out the name. "At least you would be free there, even if there's a bounty on your head."


He had a point, although there was a bounty on her head in every town that she had ever stayed in for longer than just passing through. 



"If I want a longer life— or whatever it is, existence, I suppose—then I would have to go somewhere I've never been. Another country perhaps."


"Why don't you do that?"


She turned around to look up at him, standing there, arms folded in front of him. A vision of darkness in black leather. 



"Heh," she chuckled. "Well, I'm not exactly free, am I? You are my stalker."


Jules glanced down, apparently fascinated by the snow or a buried tree limb for several minutes. "If you had stayed in Shandow, it would have been safer for both of us."


"But not Opal."


"You care so much for him?"


She looked away. "He risked his life to go to Shandow with me. He knew how dangerous it would be for him to go back there, and he never said a word to me; he just followed."


"How noble," he sneered.


"What does it matter to you, Jules?"


He stiffened. "It doesn't matter." 



"Mmm hmm ...." 



He strode forward, brushing past her. "He awaits."


The forest floor was covered in snow, but it was slightly warmer, causing a light fog to gather. It slithered down the path in front of them. The moon made the snow glitter here and there, wherever it was able to gain access to the forest floor.


Cameo followed the swish of Jules' cloak, with his ungainly stride, made oddly graceful now that he was a zombie like she. Supernatural grace,
Edel had called it. Edel. Now there was someone she hadn't thought of in a little while. She hadn't heard him call her name, if it that had been him calling it, in days. Ever since she asked for it to stop, it had. Either it was him, or perhaps the blood drinking was starting to drive her insane. She assumed that could be possible; Edel had been. Haffef certainly didn't seem altogether in the realm of sanity either, if she really thought about it. Cameo hadn't really spent much time considering the possibility that Haffef was mad, mainly because he had seemed too frightening, but now, just walking quietly along, she wondered.... How in the world had he come to be as he was now? Was it all the years of living outside of what was considered normal? Having no guidelines for a life? Being more powerful than everyone else? Was he actually insane? Was she headed in that direction? Was that what drinking human blood could do to a person? An undead?


Or perhaps, was it because she was technically dead, so her brain was decaying? Is that why she saw dead people walking around? Perhaps she wasn't seeing ghosts after all; perhaps they were just figments of her dying mind? And the voice she heard, too. Something her guilty mind had pulled up itself.


She refocused on Jules' back as they continued on. 



As he swept his long, dark hair back over his shoulder, she thought about the taste of his mouth. He was nearly immortal, like she. An undead. 



Jules glanced back at her.

 


 





Chapter Nine

 



The fog began to thicken and twist around their feet as they continued on. They were miles into the forest now. Cameo had no idea at all where they were. Not near that broken-down farmhouse where Haffef apparently lived, or at least kept his coffin. 



A cold wind blew past her, winding around their bodies to a small clearing a few feet in front of them. Snow whipped around in a small cyclone until a form stood before them. Haffef.


Cameo and Jules froze in place.


"Your eyes," Haffef said, looking at Cameo. "You've been drinking human blood."


She said nothing.


The Master regarded them coldly for a moment, but then nodded at Jules, and his mouth cracked open into half a smile, "Good boy. Did as I asked and brought me what I wanted."


Cameo met Jules' eyes questioningly.


Jules looked at the ground.


Haffef pulled out a pair of old pruning shears and a large glass vessel. "Come to me, Gwen."


Cameo's eyes widened. She took a step back.


His brow furrowed, "I said come to me!"


His words had no meaning to her. She stood there stupidly, not really knowing what he was talking about.


"Hold her," Haffef said to Jules.


"No."


Cameo turned and ran.


"No? Did you just tell me no?" Haffef knocked Jules to the ground and then pulled him up by the scruff of the neck, staring into his eyes. "I said ... hold her."


Jules felt his free will slip away. "Yes, Master." He stood in one fluid motion, paying no attention to the broken cheekbone that he'd just acquired at his Master's hands. He turned, facing the blur of Cameo's hair in the distance and felt his body lunge forward.


Cameo retraced their steps back in the direction of Ponth but knew that she could not lead that monster back to Kyrian and Opal, so she changed direction ... back north, back toward Hangingford, toward Shandow. Perhaps if she could make her way back to Shandow, she could hide there. She leapt from a pile of boulders, throwing herself as far into the air as she could and crashing down into the snow, sending a wave of snow everywhere. She was faster than Jules; that had been discovered while fighting him in Shandow, but she couldn't let him get hold of her. He was too strong. 



So ... Haffef really did mean to kill her this time... I have to run! I have to run all the way back to Shandow! If I can just get a little farther. She passed through the town of Hangingford. Just a little farther…. Yetta is next; maybe I can lose them in the cemetery—


She ran into a wall.


It was Haffef standing in the center of the road. 



Before it fully registered that her nose was broken and her front teeth were so loose that they were barely hanging in place, his hands locked on hers like irons. His face was contorted with anger as he shoved her back into the arms of his waiting thrall. 



"This way." He began walking back into the forest.


Cameo looked over her shoulder at Jules who was dragging her down off of the road, into the forest. "Don't do this."


She felt Jules' grip on her wrists tighten.


Led on by Haffef, Jules dragged her deep into the dark forest, in a southwesterly direction. She expected that they were going to Haffef's home, but they never got there. They raced at superhuman speed through a dense forest. It was very dark. Then suddenly, when it felt as if they'd run on for miles with Cameo fighting Jules the entire journey, they stopped in the middle of a small clearing. She had lost her bearings completely. This reminded her of the dark wood that they'd walked into near Ponth, but she didn't know the area. They hadn't passed by here when Jules was taking her to Haffef to begin with.


In the light of the waxing moon, Haffef laid out several metal instruments and that large glass vessel that she'd seen him carrying just a few minutes ago. 



"What are you going to do to me?" For some reason her voice sounded … dull ... not frightened. She felt a surge of strength rise through her. 



This seemed to displease Haffef. "A zombie that doesn't come when she's called. A zombie who's going to sacrifice her own pitiful life for her sister."


"What? What are you talking about? Ivy's long dead." 



Jules forced her to the ground.


"Why do you think you've been around all of these years, Gwen? Did you think I chose you?" He laughed at the absurdity of the idea. "That you were going to be a vampire one lucky day?" His face went cold, "No." 



She watched as he uncorked the vessel with one shaking hand. "That night so long ago. The night I found Ivy dead at the hands of those lords." He looked into her eyes. "But you .... Not as lovely, nor as charming as your sister, you were alive. Barely. So I gave you the half-life you have now. Brought you back from near death, so that you could bring Ivy back to life as well, in a night's time—"


"Bring her back?!"


"I brought her to my home and stashed her body. When I awoke the next night, the body was gone!" His eyes widened. "Edel had sent a thief to steal her body while I slept. Edel had betrayed me! And," he sneered, "to think that he believed I would spare him in the end! He died in agony."


Cameo's mouth opened slightly.


A miserable smile played at the end of Haffef's mouth. "Afraid, Gwen? Afraid that I'm going to kill you now? That I'll do it the way I did to Edel?"


She sobered. He was enjoying this a little too much. "No."


He laughed again, a short, brittle sound erupting from his throat. 



"But ... you sent me to find Ivy's bones only a few weeks ago. Why didn't you send me to find them right after they'd been stolen? Why didn't you get them? Wait—you couldn't get them because they were in a holy cemetery. That's why I had to dig them up. I get that, but why, why didn't you go get her bones right away?"


Haffef ignored her and set to work sharpening the shears.


Then it dawned on her. "You didn't know where she was ... for fifty years?!"


He continued to labor over the tool, snapping it open and closed so rapidly that she could barely see what he was doing.


"For fifty years I've been wandering the world as your thrall only because you misplaced my sister's dead body?"


"Now you're catching up. You are nothing but a sacrifice that has been awaiting slaughter all of this time. Once I found her body, I sent you to it. You, Cameo, are nothing more than a bag of blood."


"What do you mean?"


Haffef brought the large pruning shears up in front of her, then lowered them slowly, caressing her helpless forearm, and pausing to see what sort of emotion was etched upon her face now.


"Jules! Jules, help me!" She struggled, looking into his vacant eyes.


Haffef cut away at her sleeve slowly.


"Jules!"


And then it was over; so fast, that she didn't feel the pain at first, but she saw the blood.


Haffef had snipped her artery.


Blood spurted all over the vampire, but he ignored it and caught the blood in the large glass vessel that resembled an urn.


She screamed and fought to get Jules off of her, with the sudden jolt of realization that Haffef was probably going to kill her, and she didn't want him to.


"I can't exactly bring Ivy back to life without the blood of a close relative," he smiled. "That should have been obvious, but not to a dolt like you, hmm? You and your pack of stupid friends. None of you could figure it out. Edel knew, but he never mentioned it? Probably keeping that little bit of knowledge to himself to lord over you later on. Fool that he was.... He ran the minute my back was turned. The minute he stole Ivy's body. Killed those lords, and ran away."


Cameo cried out, but it was more of a pitiful moaning now, as she began to wither. The blood was spurting out of her arm in a torrent. She stared at her arm, sick to her stomach, but too weak to vomit. 



"You horror. You cruel monster," she spat.


"I'm cruel?!" he roared and nearly stood, threatening to upturn the vessel her blood was filling. "I'm cruel?" He cooled. "You're the one who took Ivy from me. You deserve this fate and so much worse! You talked her into working with you, as a servant for those royals. A servant! She is nobility! You led her to her demise! They ruined her. They murdered her. And it's all your fault!"


"Who were you to her anyhow? Why do you care?" The world was going black. Cameo felt herself cold and heavy, too tired to move or think. "Ivy wanted to go," she uttered. "She was running away from ... a man ... some .... one ... a fiancé...." 



Haffef didn't move for a moment, then he dropped her limp arm to the ground, capped the vessel with a cork and let her continue to bleed out, heavily, into the snow. There was very little blood left in her body now.


"Awaken."


Jules blinked, uncertain where he was. Cameo's hands were crushed beneath his own. 



Haffef licked blood from the corner of his mouth. "You were wonderful, Jules. Such a good helper."


Jules lowered his eyes, feeling a weight against his legs. Cameo's body.


"Cameo?" 



"You seem to have a knack for this sort of thing," the vampire said, grinning. "A knack for luring people to their demise."


"She's not—she can't be dead."


Haffef released a harsh laugh. "Oh Jules, Jules .... You ridiculous boy. What in the world have my thralls been up to?"


Jules stared up at the vampire, terrified. 



"You like her."


"No. I don't. I don't."


"Yes," Haffef said silkily. "You do. And my, my, my. Oh Jules. She murdered your lover, that old conjurer. Now isn't that a mess? Fallen for Wick's killer. Tsk, tsk, tsk."


Jules hovered over Cameo's body, uncertain what kind of condition she was in, longing to look but too afraid to turn his attention from the vampire.


"What a pity all of this had to happen," he spread his hands, emphasizing the bloody scene before him. "She'll never forgive you."


Jules snatched a look at her limp body, lying in the snow, then turned his attention to the vampire.


No one was there. 



He searched the area, frightened that Haffef would pop up somewhere else nearby to taunt him, or worse. 



"Cameo?" 



She didn't stir.


"Oh, gods." He stood and grabbed his head with both hands, tearing his hair. "I didn't mean it. I didn't mean to do it."


He began to pace, wondering how he would explain this to her when she awoke. How would he explain it to her then? He never should have told her that the Master had called him. He deceived her ... brought her right into Haffef's hands, just as he'd been asked to do. 



She'll never forgive me. He stood silent for a moment. 



The sky was growing light.


"There's no chance she could understand...." 


 



* * * * *


Jules raced through the forest, panicked, unsure where to go. He had cut all ties with everyone in his life who had ever meant anything to him, so he had no one to run to, nowhere to go. Cameo had been his one last refuge. The one creature like him. She had been the only one who had, for some reason, understood him and been a friend. And what had he given her in return? Treachery. Betrayal. 



He pressed his face against an icy tree trunk, breathing heavily. Where was he now? Everything looked the same. The same saplings blackened against the snow, same fallen limbs lying around to trip over, same animal tracks. 



For a moment, a brief moment, that kiss played out in his mind ... the few conversations that had transpired between them after they had become ... friends.


"I ruined everything." His breath seemed to come too fast, "Ruined it...."


Jules slid down to the bottom of the tree and sat in the wet snow. He drew his dagger and ran his hand along the blade. His forearms were already scarred with attempts on his own life. It was impossible to kill oneself when one was a zombie, he'd discovered, though it hadn't stopped him from trying a second time prior to confronting Cameo in Dinghbrook. 



He lifted his flask to his lips, tasting the pointless alcohol, and then lowered it, swallowing only a sip. He stood back up, tucked the flask back into his boot and fished around for the large box of matches he was certain were in a pocket somewhere. He couldn't resist taking them with him. He liked to fondle the tin they were packaged in and light one, just to watch it ignite. Sure enough, he did have them, in a thigh pocket. 



Jules pulled the tin out with a shaking hand and slid open the lid, revealing half a box of viable matches within. He closed his eyes, all at once relieved and horrified at the prospect.


"It could work," he whispered. The image of her laughing with him tormented him. He clutched the matches in his fist and tore out of that dreaded place in the forest. The place he'd made his final decision.

 



* * * * *


Opal woke with a start. It was late; he'd slept in too long, and now he felt awful. 



"Oh, hello, Opal," Sage smiled at him cheerfully as he passed her on the way out of the small room where he'd slept. 



He mumbled something as he laced up his shirt and continued to walk out and onto Gallop Road. 



Kyrian and Carrington were standing at the water pump, talking. They stared at him as he neared them. 



"Opal?" Kyrian addressed him with a dubious expression. "Are you all right?" He waved a gloved hand at the dandy.


Black Opal pulled on his frock coat and ran a hand through his tangled locks. "Where is she? Have you seen her today?"


"Drunk," Carrington muttered, hefting two pails of water toward the shrine.


Opal put one hand over his left eye. He'd gotten out of his bed with the clothes on his back and had somehow even forgotten his eye-patch. He hadn't been drinking; actually, it had been a very boring night, and he had turned in early. He wasn't quite certain why he had slept in so late.


"What time is it?"


"Eleven." Kyrian set down a bucket. "You don't have a coat, no make-up, and you didn't comb your hair. That's not like you."


"I guess I was tired...."


"I guess."


He looked around at the coach stop and the stable, and then back at the lad. The town seemed quiet. "Where is she?"


"Cameo? I saw her last night for a minute. She warned me to go back inside."


"You haven't seen her today at all?"


"No."


Opal pulled his coat lapels together, finally feeling the cold. He stood for one moment, trying just to think, and then a question started to form. "How about Jules? Have you seen him?"


Kyrian shook his head, "Not since yesterday."


"Uh huh."


"Why, Opal?"


The dandy began to walk back toward the shrine, now shivering.


"Wait! Why, Opal? Do you think she's in danger?"


He found Kyrian between himself and the door. "No, that's not what I was thinking at all."


"Really? Because I'm certain her vampire master is bound to try to hurt her after she saved me and my friends from him."


"Right. I hadn't really thought about that."


"Well, what in the world were you thinking?"


The highwayman stood there, one hand on his useless eye and one hand holding his jacket shut, looking a complete wreck. He met Kyrian's gaze with a frown.


"What? That Cameo and Jules?" The lad laughed. "You're joking me, right? Jules?! The man murdered my grandfather...."


Opal stared at him with the same unhappy expression on his face.


"No, no way. Cameo would never .... She wouldn't. Jules is an ass."


"I should get cleaned up."


"Honestly, Opal, I think you should be more worried about her safety than fixating on that sort of possibility."


"What possibility, lad?"


"That, that she ran off with Jules. That is what you were thinking, isn't it?"


Opal moved around Kyrian and pulled open the door. "Something like that."


Kyrian followed him inside, much to his chagrin. "If she told you she'd be back, she will be."


"Yeah. Honorable killer."


"Well, she always has before."


Opal turned around. "She left me alone and suffering in Dinghbrook—that's a Podunk town in Shandow, in case you aren't aware of its existence—for days while she did whatever it was that she was doing for Haffef, and
this was right after she'd given me her word she'd never leave me alone again. Oh yes, I trust her completely."


"I doubt she's just abandoned you, Opal, but even if she has, you're here with us." Kyrian motioned toward the various holy people within the shrine. "You're safe here."


Opal glanced around resentfully. "And that's another thing: at least the last time I was deserted, it was in a whore house. It's as if she's dissatisfied with me now."


"Um, what?"


Carrington chuckled, "Oh no, left behind by his undead woman."


"She's a zombie," Kyrian amended.


"No, she's not. She's an undead, but not like any undead that I've ever seen. She's not a zombie, or else she would've just been part of that mob we fought on that freaky farm. She would have been shuffling around, mindless, body parts falling off, stinking of rot, and hoping to tear us limb from limb."


"She said she was," Kyrian said.


"She's lying."


Opal's expression darkened.


"Or maybe she's just confused," Carrington shrugged. 



"What do you think she is?" 



"What does it matter." Opal turned and walked back to his room, shutting the door behind him.


Kyrian moved toward Carrington. "What do you think she is?"


The warrior took a deep breath. "I don't know—"


"A vampire?"


"No, no definitely not. Her aura isn't right."


"Oh, you can see her aura?"


"Yeah, I take it that you can't?"


Kyrian shook his head, "No. Why?"


"Well, it's dark like a vampire's aura, but it's weird. It's sort of like she has a train of ghosts following her around. All black silhouettes. I'm not sure if I've ever seen an undead like that. But then again, I haven't been doing this sort of thing very long."


"And what about Jules?"


"Who?"


"Didn't you see him?"


"No. Who is that? Another one of your undead friends?"


"Not a friend." Kyrian folded his arms. "But he was turned into a zombie just like Cameo."


"Hmm .... Well, if he is just like Cameo, then he's whatever she is, most likely."


"Not a zombie."


"That's right." Carrington glanced back down at the book he had been reading.


"When are you planning on heading back to Haffef's ... farm?"


Alerkat passed by them, seemingly interested in this part.


"Not yet. We need to have a meeting about it. We need to put together a strategy of some sort. You're in, right?"


"Yes." 



"Good. I knew you would be." He smiled gratefully at Kyrian.

 



* * * * *


Jules drank down the last of the whiskey in his flask and tossed it into some long-dead weeds that had grown up around the hunter's blind, an old shack that he'd come across deep in the forest. He'd run for nearly a day and had no idea where he was. Just somewhere under the silhouettes of tall, bare trees. Insulated from any humans. Lost somewhere in the forest. 



He lit a match and watched as the small building caught fire. The flames licked higher and higher. The whiskey had helped the blaze get going, that and the old wood. After several minutes, the entire thing was engulfed.


Jules marveled at the beauty of the flames, transfixed. Smoke billowed into the morning sky above, catching on a slight breeze and blowing away.


A shadow of a man stood directly in front of him. 



He shuddered and took one step around it, toward the fire.


Two more peered out from behind tree trunks.


Jules strode forward, pulling out his loaded pistol. He opened the rickety door and let himself inside the burning building.


The shadow turned toward the blaze.


A gunshot rang out, loud, like a cannon blast.


 


 




Chapter Ten

 



Her eyes opened and stared vacantly through the blackened tree limbs that stretched up to the sky and the heavens above. The clouds darkened the skies, and it began to snow. This lasted for several hours until nightfall, and by then a wind had picked up and the clouds blew away, revealing a night sky that was crystalline clear. The bright, waxing moon shone down on her body, now buried in snow. Stars changed position in the night sky, a pin-prick of sunlight lit the day as snow clouds masked the day. It began to snow again, large gentle flakes.


Cameo's body moved with a sudden jolt, and then she jerked upward into a sitting position, as if she were a puppet willed back into motion by a master. 



A gray squirrel made a mad dash up a nearby tree.


And then she rose, stiffly, and stood up straight, unnaturally so. Cameo blinked the ice from her eyes and examined the area. For a moment she wasn't sure where she was, or why she was there. 



She circled the area and looked back at the ground she had risen from. She was wet; she'd been covered in a foot of snow. Then she saw a something glass sticking out of the snow—it turned out to be a tall phial—and then she glanced down at her arm. The leather was ripped open, and then she remembered Haffef with a pair of pruning shears.


He had drained her of all of her blood, or nearly so. 



What time is it? She looked up, but the sun was hidden behind winter clouds. It was day. Her Master had attacked her at night. Perhaps she'd slept only a few hours, but that didn't seem typical for her recovery time, and she had been buried in snow.


How long have I been here? She spun around; Jules had been with her, enchanted by Haffef, but he had been there. She didn't see him now, though.


"Jules?"


A silhouette of a man stood before her.


"Jules!"


The silhouette began to take on human features as she stared at it. Not something she particularly wanted to see, but it was that vagabond ghost, the one that she had attached to Jules. 



"Where is he?" But before the words fully formed on her lips, it had begun to show her a burning shack. "No!" 



The ghost began to get smaller and smaller as it pulled back toward Jules' location, and in a panic, Cameo raced off after it.


"Jules!"

 



* * * * *


"You should eat something."


Black Opal glanced up at Kyrian, who was holding a dinner plate for him, and then looked away, settling back into his place beside the window.


Kyrian sat down beside him and began to eat.


"You brought me dinner that you're going to eat in front of me?" 



The tone of Opal's voice made Kyrian smirk. "I wasn't going to, but it does look good. Mmm, Sage really can cook. These beans are just scrumptious."


Opal shot him an annoyed expression.


"C'mon, Opal. Why don't you join us in the kitchen?"


"The pit of vipers you mean? Your friends don't seem to care for me, lad."


"Sage likes you."


"And I'll thank you not to toy with my heart."


Kyrian laughed. "Well, as much as a acolyte can, I suppose."


The highwayman turned to face Kyrian. "And how much is that?"


"Uhhh," the lad set down the plate. "Well, she's taken a vow of chastity, of course."


Opal raised an eyebrow, somewhat interested now, as if it were a challenge that he'd like to address. "Really?"


"Yes, of course."


"Wait a minute," he said as he touched Kyrian's chest lightly. "Does this, by any chance, mean that you …."


"Yes. All the healers are chaste. We discussed this once, Opal, if you don't remember."


"Did we?"


"Yes, you made some comment about my grandfather becoming a priest."


"Oh." Opal attempted to smile apologetically. "Well, then ... I guess I forgot."


Kyrian lifted a piece of bread to his mouth.


"So then, there's nothing going on between you and Sage?"


The lad nearly dropped the bread. "Of course not! Why would you say that?"


"Because there seems like there's something going on between you two."


"Oh no, nope."


Opal watched Kyrian's rather pitiful display at denying what was obviously true. "That's such a shame. Wasting your life alone."


Kyrian glanced down at the plate before him, not quite as hungry as he had been a minute earlier. 



The dandy readjusted the lace at his cuffs absently. "Did I tell you I'm going to be a father?"


"What?"


"Yes, apparently. An old friend is—Charlotte, is her name—and I'm the father."


"Is that why you're sitting out here, alone? I thought that this was about Cameo."


He smiled a fake smile, which fell from his lips as quickly as it had appeared. "I have a lot on my mind."


"Where is she? Here, in Ponth?"


"No, Hangingford. We ... ran into her at a tavern there."


"What are you going to do?"


"Run far away as fast as I can." 



"Be serious."


"What makes you think that I'm not?"


"I know your heart. You do have one, I've noticed."


"Pish posh," Opal waved away that notion and glanced back out the window.


Kyrian stood, taking the plate with him. "If you want anything to eat, there's more in the other room."


Opal sat in silence. For one moment he thought that he saw Cameo in the distance, but it turned out to be one of the travelers staying the night at the coach stop, walking outside to talk to a night guard. When he realized that it wasn't her, he turned back to say something to Kyrian, but the lad had already departed.


He remained alone at the window, wondering where she might be.

 



* * * * *


Cameo felt that she had almost no strength left in her legs by the time the ghost was in full view again. Her face had been battered against tree branches, and she had slogged through snow and over hidden boulders for hours. Just looking at patterns of trees repeatedly while threading her way through the forest was nearly enough to make her begin to go mad, and as it was she had made the marathon run with only sore muscles and a headache.


The forest was scorched, though apparently the fire had been suffocated by more than a foot of snow.


There was a pile of smoldering lumber, nothing more than a few long pieces of what seemed to have been a lean-to, now lying on the ground. It was almost nothing but ash now. The forest was thick with a sickening smell.


Cameo felt her knees weaken as she drew near, as if they were about to buckle and send her crashing into the snow.


"Jules?" she asked again, hoping against hope that he was just wandering around within the area.


The spirit pointed to the ashes before her, and she mindlessly pulled up the pieces of wood that remained and tossed them over onto their backs. As she did so, a long strip of black leather tore away from whatever it had been attached to in the heap of ash and fell onto the ground on top of the lumber that she'd just moved. 



Cameo released a short cry of unease, and then took a step toward the blackened mess before her. Long strands of scorched hair danced on the snow, freed when she had pulled up the lumber and blown away on a breeze. 



She groaned, afraid of what she was about to see next.


The barrel of a pistol was sitting atop the ash, and then the thing that she had been dreading: a shriveled body, bits of blackened rib bones, and a face burned so badly that she didn't even recognize it. The skull severed from the spine.


Her stomach felt as if it had fallen out of her body. Her feet rooted to the spot. And now, for some reason, her life felt pointless. The one creature that was like her was gone forever.


She sat back on her heels. Her mind was spinning with so many thoughts, returning to them again and again: turning each moment they had together into a memorial, blaming Haffef for knowing exactly how to hurt her yet again, and hating him more than she thought possible. Thinking of how she and Jules were going to outlive her friends and figure a way to escape the Master, and then realizing that that was not going to happen—ever. And then she settled back on that one moment in time, the kiss ... and wondered why he had kissed her, and what that meant, and why she'd never asked, and how she was going to ask, but then a pain struck her, and she realized that she could never ask. That she was going to ponder all of this forever, for the rest of her undeath. 



For one moment she thought that maybe she could put him back together. Maybe ... maybe if Edel were there to explain it all to her ... but he was dead. 



She reached into the ashes and pulled out one broken piece of rib and held it close to her. 


 



* * * * *


Haffef held one bone close to his heart, and then set it into Ivy's skeleton. He stepped back and surveyed the bones perfectly arranged on his kitchen table. They were so small and covered with dirt. 



He turned and went to the large, black book on the counter; it was battered, its pages yellow and dog-eared. After consulting the literature within, Haffef lifted the large glass container, full of blood, Cameo's blood. By now it had become coagulated, but it didn't matter; there would be enough to coat Ivy's bones with it. Cameo was much taller than her long-dead little sister.


He began to pour the blood out into the girl's skull as he remembered what Cameo had said before she went unconscious. Something about Ivy running away from her fiancé.


"I don't believe that." Haffef said with a hint of tenderness in his voice. "I know you.... You could never have changed your mind. Never." And then he thought that Cameo had lied only to bring him more pain, and that thought enraged him. He realized that he had let her go too easily. Long, slow torture ... that was what she deserved. A long life of misery—exactly what she had forced upon him—that's what she should endure. 



He took a deep breath—his hands were covered in her blood—and he painted Cameo's life-force onto her sister's bones. He smiled a little when he thought of Jules, that stupid thrall. He was dead, and Haffef knew that had some effect on Cameo. He knew that those two had been quite attached to one another, whether they had figured it out themselves. He chuckled when he thought of how easily it had been to push Jules over the edge. The thrall had wanted to die for such a long time, and all it took was one simple suggestion on his part. Jules had been too fragile.


"Fool," Haffef muttered, and then he looked down into Ivy's skeletal face. "Oh no, not you, my love. I was just talking of someone else ... a fool that you'll never have to meet. So no need to worry about it at all. No, I'll take care of everything. All of the annoyances of this world. I'll fix it all for you, Ivy."

 



* * * * *


The former assassin wandered out of the forest and through someone's back pasture in the moonlight.


Cows that had been milling in the frozen field lifted their heads as she approached. Their eyes were wide and frightened, and then suddenly they bolted, racing from their spot atop a hill and running as fast as they could to escape her.


Cameo crept in closer to the farmer's house, upsetting the chickens that had been asleep. 



"Cameo?"


She waved away the disembodied voice at her ear and stumbled haphazardly through a family graveyard.


"Cameo ...."


"Stop talking to me!"


The ground rumbled beneath her feet. She stumbled over a small fence that someone had erected around the graves and walked out of the cemetery.


A ghost materialized in front of her.


"Edel ...."


This was not the ghost she had wanted to see, but there he was, all in one piece. Not the way she'd seen him last, with one arm lying on the floor across the room from her, and the other, presumably severed once she had left his apartment. 



"What do you want?" 



He said nothing, just smiled at her for a minute, standing directly before her and seeming to be solid, completely alive again.


"I don't want to see you," Cameo said, feeling somewhat guilty for her part in his demise. 



His smile drooped, and he pointed at something behind her before he faded away.


Once she was convinced that he was gone and not coming back, she turned around—


There was a corpse standing behind her.


Cameo took a faltering step backward, noticing how dirty it was, and then saw the empty grave, the one that she had just walked over. 



"What the?" She drew her sword. "Get away from me!"


A child's swing creaked in the farmer's front yard.


The zombie staggered backward several paces.


"That's right," Cameo commanded, the fear evident in her voice now. "Get ... get back in your grave!"


As the words left her lips, the corpse tumbled backward into the soil that it had crawled out of.


Panicked, she leapt over a stone fence and dashed through a field, sword still in hand. She ran to the next farmhouse, and the next, until she found a grove of trees, and stopped there briefly, pressing her face against a tree. 



Cameo wiped sweat from her brow and hazarded a frightened glance over her shoulder, then slowly slid to the snowy ground. She felt nauseous and bathed her face in the heavy snow. 



What was that? Another of Haffef's zombies?


She closed her eyes and forced herself to calm down, to breathe normally. 



"You know it's not," a man's voice stated, somewhat sarcastically.


Cameo leapt to her feet and sliced her blade through a man that she did not recognize who was leaning against a pine beside her.


Her blade passed right through him.


He smiled.


Another ghost. 



"You can talk?" 



He rolled his eyes, and she realized he was not a kind ghost. His face was dark, and malicious. 



"Why are you here? To warn me?"


"Just drawn to you."


"What? Why?"


"Drawn to your energy. Your dark aura. It's like mine, and I like it. I like to drink it in."


"What are you talking about?" Her tone hardened.


He grinned at her.


"I've never seen you before. Where did you come from?"


"Oh, I've been around. For years. Every time you do something ... negative, I feed on that energy. I like it. It makes me strong. And since I've been following you, I've been getting stronger and stronger."


"I've never seen you. You're lying."


"You've seen me. You have sent me ahead of you many times, Cameo."


The way he said her name startled her. It was so eerie ... so dark ... and then she thought about it. He was enjoying her fear a little too much. She straightened. "So I've commanded you in the past."


"That's right."


"Fine then. Go away and never come back."


He looked shocked for a moment and then seemed pulled away on the wind.


"You going to send us all away?" came a voice from behind her.


Cameo spun around.


There was a spirit behind every tree. People she did not recognize at all.


She ran one hand over her face, weary. "All of you shut up. I don't want to hear a word out of any of you."


The grove was silent, all but the sound of tree limbs rubbing together as the trees swayed in the breeze.


"And," she said, standing up straighter, "I don't want to see any of you."


The spirits all vanished.


She heaved a sigh of relief, reaching for her flask and downing a gulp of whiskey out of habit. It was terrible. Cameo shoved the flask back into her boot. It really wasn't whiskey she wanted.


Sometimes farmhands slept in the barns.

 



* * * * *


Kyrian joined Carrington, Caith, and Sage at the kitchen table for a secret nighttime meeting while Black Opal and Alerkat slept. 



Carrington had a tattered, bluish tome before him with a prayer card as a bookmark.


"What's that?" Kyrian asked. He was apparently late, although it was midnight, and that was when they had said the meeting was to be held.


The three turned toward him, knowingly. Apparently the meeting had started earlier, and he was simply not privy to the information that they'd been discussing. 



"So," he began again, amicably, "is there a new plan? When are we going to take on the vampire again?"


"Two nights from now." Carrington spoke for them. "That's what we've decided on. We'll go at dawn."


"Dawn? But Haffef will be awake, not to mention those zombies."


"That's where your friend comes in."


"Opal? I doubt he'd really be much help. He doesn't believe in any of this—"


The young warrior waved away that notion. "No, I mean Cameo. She could be a strong ally."


"Oh, well. I have asked her," he glanced at Caith, hoping the other acolyte would back up his story.


Caith nodded, "He did. She refused. But I've already told Carrington all of this."


"Yes, but now we know. She is essential for the plan to work. So, Kyrian, you have to convince her. If you don't, we'll be going into a hornet's nest, and we're all going to die needlessly fighting the undead. And I want you to tell her that."


Kyrian looked at their staring, naive faces, and then he laughed a little because they had to be kidding. "She doesn't have the power to kill her master. He nearly killed her one time because she disobeyed his orders. I know; I saw what was left of her with my own eyes. Her skull was crushed."


"But she's still alive ... undead, I mean," Sage insisted.


"He didn't want to kill her. It was just a warning." He lowered his voice as if he'd said too much, perhaps betrayed Cameo's trust. "Her body healed itself, and that's why she's still alive—undead, whatever."


The three of them exchanged surprised looks, as if agreeing on something.


"Yes," Carrington said knowingly. "I suspected as much. Have you ever seen a zombie heal itself?"


Kyrian's limited knowledge of zombies was really just Cameo. His grandfather had told him that he believed her to be a zombie, although she seemed nothing like the monsters that roamed the farmland at Haffef's home. 



"The only zombies I can really compare her to are the ones we ran into at that farm, and one that lived with a vampire in Shandow. They were all monsters."


"And did they heal themselves?"


"I don't know."


"Are they similar to Cameo at all?" Carrington pressed.


He scratched his chin. "I don't know. They're both undead."


"Yes, but she looks young. She's not young, though, as I understand it?"


"No, I don't think so."


"And her body heals itself?"


"Yes."


"Those zombies we ran into were skeletal, rotting corpses. Clearly they had no ability to heal."


"Okay, you're right. I agree with you. So she's a little different."


"Yes," he said. "She's an undead who can heal—"


"What are you saying? She's a vampire?"


"I never said that."


"Well, is that where you're leading to, because she doesn't drink blood, or have to stay out of the sun—"


"But she can't look at us," Caith volunteered. "Remember, she said that when we saw her near the shrine."


"That's true," Kyrian said, "and that's new. She never had a problem before she went to Shandow, where she was captured by another vampire. Maybe he bit her. Maybe she is a vampire."


"Or a half-vampire," Caith suggested.


"Perhaps," Carrington nodded. "But let's consider, shall we, this possibility." He laid open the book in front of Kyrian.


There was a faded sketch of a skeletal creature seeming to cast a spell, and then Kyrian was bewildered, staring down at the odd symbols on the ancient pages. "I'm sorry, but I can't read this."


"So much for a grand reveal," Caith muttered in amusement.


Carrington pulled the book back to him. "She's a lich, Kyrian."


The lad's face crinkled up in disbelief as he spat out, "A lich?! No way."


"Do you know what a lich is?" Sage asked softly.


"Well, I know it's a magical creature that controls undead."


"That's right," affirmed Carrington.


Kyrian just shook his head slowly. "A vampire is more likely."


"She controlled the zombies at that nightmarish farm."


Kyrian was about to disagree, but then found himself unable to. "She's never done that before."


"Hasn't she? How about ghosts?"


"Um, yes, she sees spirits, I guess. She can see Cyrus."


"And? Can she control them? Talk to them?"


"I dunno. I really don't. I don't think so."


"And then I told you I saw her aura. It's black like a vampire's, but it's not like a vampire’s. She has a string of ghosts following her. That got me started searching through my tomes on creatures, until I found this." He waved the book for a moment. "It's in there, Kyrian. It's all in there. She's an undead with a magical ability who controls other undead. I'll bet she can raise them right out of their graves if she wants."


"She practically lived in the Graveyard of Yetta. Heck, she was at the Temple of the Moon, and that's where I met her; that's right beyond the Yetta Graveyard, and she didn't raise any dead bodies while she was there."


"Well, perhaps she's just coming into her abilities."


"Is that how it works?" Kyrian asked sarcastically. "Because it sounds like you're just hoping this is the case."


"I am hoping, because if she is a lich, and your friend, then she can help us defeat that vampire," Carrington said, exhausted, rubbing his temple. "If she's not, we're going to be killed. On the other hand, this does fit, and you did say she had recently been captured by a different vampire, right? Maybe he did something to her? Told her what she was? Taught her about her powers?"


"You're not really going to risk Sage's life depending on Cameo, are you?"


"What about my life?" Caith asked.


"Sage knows what's she's getting herself into."


Kyrian stood, "Right. Okay. Well, I'm tired, and I'm going to turn in for the night."


"Look at the facts, Kyrian. She controlled those monsters, her aura matches the description in this ancient tome of undead—"


"Yes, but you're forgetting one thing."


"What?"


"Cameo has no magical ability. A lich must possess magical abilities, it says so, according to you, right there," Kyrian pointed at the battered book.


Carrington smiled. "Oh, but she does. You told Sage that your grandfather believed she could be saved, brought back to the light, because she was supposed to be a healer. Healers have magical abilities."


Kyrian couldn't move. He felt himself visibly pale. Carrington was right. Besides his grandfather suggesting this possibility that Cameo was supposed to be a healer, he himself had received visions from Cameo when she was captured by Edel, and somehow she had been able to track him until she had eventually found him just beyond Hangingford, being attacked by zombies. She had then brought the entire field of monsters to a standstill and saved their lives....


"Gods," he breathed as the puzzle pieces fell into place. 



"That's right." Carrington sat back, exhausted by the hour and the frustrating conversation. "And you have to convince her to come with us."


Kyrian nodded, falling back into the chair that he had just deserted.


 


 




Chapter Eleven

 



Opal washed up, dressed, brushed his shoulder-length blonde hair and tied it with a large black bow, dusted his face with powdered cosmetic to cover his smallpox scars, and painted his eyes and mouth with a generous amount of rouge. Once done, he admired his reflection in the looking glass.


"Now then. That's better." He checked his profile, as best he could on the right side of his face. That side looked better anyway. He had just that one thin scar on his cheek. "Let's see what that little priestess is up to today."


He burst forth from his room at the shrine, formerly a cell that he'd been incarcerated in, in his usual fashion, sucking all of the air out of the room as he exploded onto the scene.


"Good morning," he grinned at Alerkat, the priest.


Alerkat grumbled a greeting to him. 



"Probably too early to be so cheerful," Opal agreed, and he sauntered over to the window for one quick look outside.


Cameo was sitting on a bench on one side of the large, brick coach stop building.


"What? She's back?! She's back!" He stood up and touched his jacket. "Not fine enough." With that he spun on heel and dashed back into his loaned room, tore into his things, and found his newest frock and his duster.


Opal raced back out, nearly knocking Caith over in the process. "She's back," he beamed at the acolyte, who didn't really seem to understand what in Faetta he was talking about, but Opal swept out the door and into the snow without explaining further.


"Darling," he cooed as he reached her.


Cameo closed her hand around an object that she'd been toying with. "Hello, Opal."


He stepped over the other side of the circular bench and sat down beside her, taking her hand in his. "You've been gone for three days. Are you all right?"


She grasped his hand in hers tightly, turning it over. "You have your hands back."


"Yes," he offered a delighted smile. "That lad Kyrian. He's quite a magician." 



"Ah, yes. Magician." 



"What is it, love? Has something happened?" He sidled up closer to her.


Cameo cast a sidelong glance at him and smiled thoughtfully, as if trying to break some news to him gently. "Haffef caught up with me, drained most of my blood, and left me lying in the forest somewhere. It took me a day or so to recover.... I'm a little confused about the time that was lost."


Opal reached for her other hand but she moved it out of his reach long enough to deposit Jules' bone into a pocket, something that happened too quickly for the dandy to actually take notice of, and then she set her hand back into her lap nonchalantly. 



"How did he find you? I didn't think you could hear Haffef now. Isn't that what you told Jules back in the barn?"


"Yes."


Opal put one hand on his rapier. "Did he attack you when you weren't expecting him?"


"I agreed to go with Jules the next time the Master called him."


"What? Why in heaven's name would you agree to something like that?" He shook his head, "Tsk, tsk, tsk. How could that boy be so bold with your welfare? When I see him again I'll—"


"He's dead," she said suddenly. The finality of it unsettled her, but she kept her face smooth, detached.


"I take it you mean more dead than he was the last time I spoke to him?"


Cameo smiled weakly, "Yes."


"Well ...." He pulled his duster closed. "The important thing is that you're still alive."


She met his eye. Opal's charm never seemed to leave her less than fascinated. "Haffef told me he's planning to revive my sister."


"What? How?"


"I'm not certain, but that's why he wanted my blood. He said he'd been keeping me around all of this time because he planned to use me to bring Ivy back to life, and apparently only the blood of a close relative would bring her back." She sighed. "He also blamed me for my sister's death. Which is very ... odd. I think he knew her."


"Oh?" 



"Yes." She paused to gather her wits. "I think she was mixed up with him somehow. This is going to sound completely strange, but she originally wasn't going to take the job, but—"


"What job?"


"Uh, right. Well, when I was alive, I worked for the Belfour family ... in the kitchens." She stopped for a moment allowing that last bit of information to sink in. It wasn't glamorous, nor exciting, and actually she had been nothing more than a wench, someone Opal would've used and cast aside in a instant. She wasn't quite certain how he was going to take this new piece of knowledge. 



"This explains why you aren't upset to be holding the hand of Francois Mond," he smiled.


"Quite. You're my hero. The hero to all of the lower class."


He waved that idea away. "If that had been the case, someone besides the royal guard would have released me from the pillory in Villoise."


She mused, "No, I think you're still very popular there."


"With Avamore, perhaps." 



"Anyhow, some of the noble lords set out on a hunting party in Terrence, and I was to go along, as kitchen staff, to prepare meals for them. It was pretty good coin, so I wrote and asked if my sister might like to go with us. She lived in Terrence at the time. Well, that's where I was from myself—" 



"You're from Terrence? Bit of a slum these days, but it was rumored to be quite nice years ago. Didn't know Terrence Penmbrander by any chance, did you?" Opal chuckled, "I understand he was the self-righteous knight who founded that place."


Her smile faded. "Yes, I knew him."


"Well, really? I mean, he founded that place about seventy years ago, didn't he?"


"Something like that."


"You're seventy?"


"Of course not." Not quite, anyhow. "He was my father."


He moved to pull his hands out of hers, but she held his tight, smiling. "I thought you said you were kitchen help."


"By then I was."


"You're Terrence Penmbrander's daughter?"


"Eldest daughter."


"He was related to the Belfours."


"I know."


Opal's face paled. 



"Yes. Your revolution took out most of my family." Her tone was matter-of-fact. "A family that turned its back on my mother, sister, and me the moment my father was disgraced. We were forced out of the keep that we lived in and reduced to poverty. Never once did they offer to lend a hand to help us, and the nobles that were on that hunt that day, so long ago, probably recognized us. Probably thought it funny to ... murder us," she said, leaving out some of the pieces of the story that she felt might sully her image for Opal. She wasn't about to tell him of the violent sexual attack she had endured. That might make her seem weak, dirty.... This seemed ridiculous to her even as it crossed her mind. After all, she was undead; did it really get any worse than that? But somehow, it still mattered after fifty years.


His mouth opened; it seemed that she had just told him everything ... and then it continued.


"And then Haffef came along in the night. Ivy was dead, but he restored my life. I thought he was just being kind. For years, I thought he was being kind, in his way, until he ordered me to dig up Ivy's remains. Then he became so cruel.... I was confused. I thought that he had murdered those noble lords because I had wanted to murder them, but they were already dead. Someone else had managed to get to them before I could. I thought he was doing me a kindness, in his dark way, but no. Then I met Edel, and he admitted that he had murdered them for Haffef, and that Haffef had been watching Ivy for a while. 



"I had believed that Haffef had saved me from Gail. Clovis Gail DePell, the man we killed when I first met you. Do you remember?"


Opal nodded, forcing himself to shut his mouth. 



"Gail had kept me prisoner for days when I had first become an undead ..." she trailed off, reminding herself to trim off some of the less savory parts of the Gail story. "And then Haffef saved me from Gail and flew me to the Association." She looked over at Opal, "Except I was wrong about that part. Edel had saved me from Gail, and then how did I repay him? By allowing Haffef to kill him." She took a deep breath and heard Opal about to speak, but she spoke instead, "And all of this time Haffef was really keeping me alive just to bring Ivy back to life. Apparently, he planned to do so right away, except that Edel had managed to steal my dead sister's body from Haffef and had it buried in a holy cemetery." She met Opal's eyes as if to pound home the information she was about to divulge. "It took Haffef fifty years to find her, and that was the night he insisted I go dig up those bones."


"But why does he want to bring her back, and how?"


"How? I don't know. Why? Again, hard to imagine, but I think he was in love with her."


"Love?" Opal's tone was dubious. "Does that creature even know what love is?"


"Maybe obsession is a more appropriate term," she said, weary. 



"Perhaps."


"Anyhow. I'm done with him now." She stood up. "I'm free," she declared. "He can't call on me now. I can't hear him; we're no longer connected. Edel bit me, and as you've probably noticed, my supernatural condition has been changing. I am no longer in Haffef’s power, and so ... we are no longer connected. He can't find me. I'm free. He has Ivy now, thanks to my blood sacrifice, and I am leaving."


"You, you are?" He stood.


"Yes. I'm getting out of here. Going further south ... just leaving. I'm free for the first time in many years," she announced, stepping over the bench and walking out into the road.


"Wait! What of ... us?"


Cameo flashed him a smile. "Why do you think I came back here, Francois? Certainly not to hang out with a group of clerics."


"Right, of course. You are certain that you have nothing against the revolution or the ... revolutionaries?" he added awkwardly. 



"Why? Are you afraid I'm going to kill you all of a sudden?"


He bit his lip. "Ha, yes. Silly of me."


She raised an eyebrow.


"I'm going to get my things. Don't leave." He hurried over to the shrine and stopped halfway. "Um, you don't have any more of the tincture on you, do you?"


"No, Opal. Although I was wondering what you had done with my cameo."


"Uhh ... I'll have to think about that. Hold on! Don't leave." He dashed into the shrine, pushing past the clerics who were apparently watching the entire conversation through the tiny window. "What are you all doing? Spying on me?"


"Oh, no ... no."


"Just about to set out the prayer books."


"Kyrian," Carrington shoved the lad toward Opal as he was disappearing into the cell he used.


"Uh, Opal. What's going on?"


"We're leaving," he beamed at Kyrian, then turned and packed up his things. 



"Who? You and Cameo?"


"Of course, silly. Why? Did you want to join us?"


Kyrian leaned against the doorframe. "It's not as if she can really go anywhere with Haffef still around—"


"No, you're wrong. She's free. She told me." Opal checked his face in a mirror.


"How is that possible?"


The dandy stopped working for one moment and turned to face Kyrian. "Apparently Haffef got what he wanted from Cameo, and now she's free to leave. Something like that. Oh, and Edel bit her, and she isn't connected to Haffef anymore, so he's really no longer her master. We're leaving!"


Kyrian glanced over his shoulder at Carrington uncertainly. "Well, what did Haffef want from her?"


Opal threw his pack over his shoulder. "All of her blood. To bring her sister back to life, apparently."


"What?" 



"I know, nightmarish, isn't it?" The dandy waltzed out the door, grinning. "Well, I'm off. Goodbye all!" 



Carrington cracked the dandy over the back of the head with a pot as he crossed the floor.


Opal staggered and then crashed against a stack of prayer books and onto the floor.


"Opal!" 



Carrington grabbed Kyrian by one shoulder, "Don't use your healing powers."


"You didn't have to hit him so hard!"


"He'll thank me for it later. Now, go talk to Cameo."


Alerkat, apparently hearing all the racket, came padding over. "What is going on?" Spying Opal sprawled out on the floor, he paled. "Who's done this?"


"It's all right," Carrington said softly.


"All right? This is a Temple of the Sun, young man! This is a place of sanctuary." He knelt over Opal, checking his head.


"This is the business of the high priests."


Alerkat shook his head disapprovingly. "We'll see about that. I will be writing a letter to them about this incident, lad. You can be certain of that." 



"Do as you must." 



"Younger generation," he muttered, dragging Opal back to the cot he'd been using.


Kyrian hesitated at the doorway.


"Go on." Carrington shoved the tattered book into Kyrian’s hands.


"What's this for?"


"In case she needs convincing." Carrington opened the door, patting Kyrian on the back and ushering him out.


The lad looked sheepishly up at Cameo, who was standing outside in the snow on the other side of the street. Far away from the glare of the shrine.


"I heard you were leaving," he said tentatively as he reached her.


"That's right." Cameo half turned, shielding her eyes from him. He was too painful to be around anymore. "I'm afraid I can't ask you to join us now, but I think you're probably happier with the company you're keeping now." She smiled at him thoughtfully, lowering her eyes as she did so.


"Um ... well, I guess so."


"They're priests and do-gooders, right? That should make you pretty pleased."


Kyrian traced another footprint in the snow with the toe of his boot. "I'd feel better if you were with us." He looked up at her. "We're going to defeat Haffef tonight, and we need you with us."


"I'm leaving with Opal, if he ever gets out here."


"He's not going."


"What?"


"He has ... changed his mind. Decided not to go."


Cameo looked at him, and then regretted doing so; his face was as bright as the sun. She staggered backward.


"I'm sorry—"


"No, don't come near me."


Kyrian stopped in his tracks. "Look, we need your help—"


"You'll never defeat Haffef."


"Why not? You hate him so, and yet you defend him!" Kyrian handed her the blue book. "He's not a god!"


The book itself had an aura, and Cameo's hands trembled as she held it. It was glowing with a light similar to that of Kyrian, his friends, and that shrine, although much less bright. It was uncomfortable to hold onto the book.


"You take it." She pushed it toward him.


"No, I want you to read it. It's book-marked. We think, we feel that you aren't a zombie."


"We?"


"Yes. Carrington, Sage, Caith, and myself. You're a lich. You could defeat Haffef. Well, you could at least control those zombies, and we would be able to kill the vampire."


"A what?"


"A lich."


She opened up the book and saw the picture of the skeletal creature casting a spell.


"I'm not skeletal."


"I know. You were held prisoner by Edel for a while. Did anything happen while you were there? Anything that could've altered your state? Made you a half-vampire? Did he bite you?"


"No. No, of course not."


Kyrian folded his arms across his chest. "Opal just told me he did."


She ignored him. "I can't cast spells."


"But you're magical, and that's all you need to be. You can see spirits."


"What? No."


"You can see Cyrus." He pressed. "And you found me being attacked by zombies. How did you do that?"


"I don't know," she admitted. "I felt drawn to your location."


"That's magic."


"Well, Jules was the same type of zombie that I am. Are you going to tell me that he was he a lich too?" 



"Was?"


"He's gone. Took his own life."


Kyrian felt himself falter. Jules had asked for forgiveness, but Kyrian had given him none, and now.... "He did?"


"Yes. Burned himself to death."


"Fitting end," Kyrian heard himself say.


"Yes." She slammed the book shut, tossing it back at the lad and striding away.


"Cameo!" 



"What do you want?" Her voice was cold as she stood in the middle of the street. Walking away should have been easier than Kyrian was making it.


"If Jules was like you, then the only answer is that, yes, he was a lich, too."


"Then why couldn't he control the undead?" she rounded on him. 



"So, it's true then? You can control spirits? You controlled those zombies? I thought maybe ... that it was the vampire."


"Answer the question."


"I don't know. Perhaps it was something dormant in him? Maybe you developed your abilities faster because ... of Edel? Because you are braver? I don't know. But I do know that you aren't a zombie, and you aren't a vampire, but you do control undead. 



"Take the book with you and think about it." He gave the book back to her. "We'll be at Haffef's farm near dawn. If you come, you'll end Haffef. You'll stop the killing, put an end to his cruelty forever. If not, well ...."


"You idiots will die."


"Something like that."


She took the book from him, shaking her head at his stupidity, then turned and walked away.


Kyrian took a couple steps backward toward the shrine.


"How did it go?" Caith asked, suddenly directly beside him. He was petting the mouse who was usually hidden in his pocket. 



"I don't know. I don't think she's coming back."


"She has to."


"Yeah ..."


"Hey you!" 



The two of them turned to find a man riding toward them. Kyrian recognized both the man and the horse. It was the horse that he had healed not long ago. It was probably the most pleasant sight he'd seen all day. 



"He's looking good," Kyrian smiled as the horse came to a halt right beside them. He patted the horse's side.


"Good? Heck yeah. He's perfect. Better than he's been in years, thanks to you, Priest."


Kyrian was about to protest—he was not a priest—but the man continued before he could correct him.


"Look, my neighbor's daughter is real sick. I told 'em you healed my horse, that you was a young healer from the shrine, and they wanted me to bring you back to them. To see if you could save Alba. She's a little girl, only eight years old. Too young to die like this from plague ... probably consumption by the looks of it."


"I'll go with you."


"You will?"


"Yes. I'll go right now."


The man pulled Kyrian up onto the back of his horse."


"Kyrian, where are you going? We need you."


"I'll be back tonight."


"But, but will you have the strength?"


Kyrian shook his head at his friend. "This is what it's all about Caith. This is what a healer should be doing."


"But, they have Alerkat."


"He's like my grandfather. He's not pure; he can't heal. These people need help."


"All right. Fine, then. Go," Caith said, as if he were the one actually holding the horse quiet with his ability over animals, and as soon as he'd said it, the horse took off, running back the way it had come from.

 



* * * * *


Cameo rested against a tree, its rough bark digging into her back as she slid down it until she was sitting down on the ground. 



The priests’ blue tome lay open in the snow. She'd read the entire section on the lich, and as she did, every single thing that she had ever seen or done that had seemed completely normal to her, yet unfathomable to humans, had begun to make sense. Perhaps she actually was a lich. She could see ghosts, hear ghosts, speak to them, command them even, and she had brought a corpse to life simply by walking over its grave not long ago. She commanded the zombies that Haffef had raised, and she had commanded Chester, Edel's zombie servant, to open the door to his secret hidden room, something neither of them understood ... until now. Now, it made perfect sense, if she were to go out on a limb and accept that this unfathomable possibility was indeed true. 



She downed the flask of whiskey. She'd been running around for hours, ever since she had had her last conversation with Kyrian. It had left her weak, uncertain. And somehow, wandering around in the wilderness had only led her back to the place where Jules died. She needed the whiskey, even if the only affect it had on her anymore was as a placebo. 



She had downed it. Drained the whole thing. And flung it toward the structure he had burned to death in.


"Well, what am I supposed to do now?" she asked aloud. "I thought I was leaving this area with Opal, but now he's elected to stay in Ponth, and that silly boy is going to throw himself in front of a monster." Cameo ran her fingers through her hair. "I just don't know what to do. I could run away," she faltered. The unfinished thought hung in the air.


She began anew. "I could run as Edel did. I could live a life away from Haffef." And then she recalled just what had happened to Edel in the end. What had happened once Haffef had found him. He'd taken Edel apart piece by piece. "I could at least have a life for a while." 



She stood abruptly. "And what in the world am I doing? Talking to you? You're not much help to anyone now."


The bone she'd taken from his grave began to vibrate against her chest, and spinning on her heel, she saw Jules' bones pulling back together. All the pieces of him that had not been burned to ash rolled back together. His hair, the badly burned and decomposed face ....


"No! No! I don't want this! Stop it."


The body fell still.


"Rest. Do not reawaken. Do not speak. Sleep now."


The corpse fell back into the ash. The life ebbed from it once more.


She sighed at the nightmarish moment she'd just experienced. Things weren't going to get better. They were going to get more and more horrifying, and then an even darker thought occurred to her. This time though, she perked up. Assessing the time by the height of the sun, it was early evening; she realized that she had little time to spare. 



In a moment the only evidence that she had been there at all was the empty flask and her shoulder-pack, lying in the snow.

 



* * * * *


"Let me out of here!"


Carrington ignored the voice.


"Kyrian! Kyrian, are you out there?! Let me out of here right now! What time is it?! I swear, lad, if you've made me miss Cameo, I'll ring your pious neck!"


"Doesn't he know we're trying to pray out here so we can face a vampire in its lair?" Caith whispered to Kyrian. "By the way, I'm impressed you got back so fast. How was the little girl?"


"She'll live," Kyrian smiled, weary from the healing he'd done earlier.


"You need rest, man."


"I'll be all right."


Black Opal pounded on his locked door again. 



"Shut it!" Caith yelled, throwing a crinkled-up pamphlet at the door. "Doing important holy stuff out here!"


There was quiet, and then an odd sort of jingling sound began to come from the lock.


Carrington glanced over at the cell. "He's picking the lock!"


"What was it you said he did for a living again, Kyrian?" 



Kyrian shot Caith a look of annoyance and walked over to the door, pressing his body against it. "Opal," he whispered.


The sound stopped.


"Finally." The dandy sounded a little less manic, a little more like his old charming self. "Well, these fools have me locked away in here. Can you just find the key and get me out of here?"


"I'll look for it," Kyrian lied. 



"Wonderful! Wonderful, lad. I'm surprised they left you unharmed. Some brute cracked me over the head with something heavy."


"Oh really? How awful."


"Yes, yes. I suspect it's only a matter of time, though. These things have a way of coming back on the person who did them."


"Really, Opal? You usually don't believe in things like that."


He chuckled from within his room. "I promise you, when I get out of here, I'll be certain that little prediction comes to fruition! Now, get me out of here!"


"All right, Opal, all right." Kyrian watched as Carrington and Caith, now talking animatedly to each other, moved into the kitchen, leaving him and Alerkat alone in the tiny sitting area. "Opal," he said, more insistently now. 



"What?! Have you found the key yet?"


"No. Listen to me. We're leaving soon, going back to face Haffef at that horrible farm."


"What? No, lad don't do it—"


"Shh, listen. I have little time before they come back. Cameo is supposed to be there tonight."


"She'd never go back—"


"I asked her to do it for my sake."


"How could you?!"


Kyrian pressed his forehead up against the door, feeling acutely guilty for this … for never being able to forgive Jules before he'd killed himself. For a moment, he was lost in his own grief. 



"He'll kill her. Kyrian, do you hear me?! He'll kill her!"


"Quiet down, or they'll hear you." 



"Are you insane? Let me out of here at once."


Carrington swept back into the room. "You coming?"


"I'll be right there."


Opal pressed his whole body against the door. "What's going on?"


"We're leaving now."


"No! No! Don't leave without me! Kyrian! Kyrian!" He banged against the door.


Kyrian met Alerkat's eyes in acknowledgement and walked out of the shrine.


"Gods be with you," the old priest said as he went.


"Kyrian!"

 



* * * * *


It was sundown. Cameo stood at the center of the great necropolis in Yetta. The ground under her black leather boots stirred. It was more than that first slight rumble she had felt when she walked across that single family plot while wandering in the wilderness. It was the hundreds of corpses in the cemetery of Yetta, all awakening at once as she deliberately walked into the place. 



At one point in her undeath, she'd spent the nights in the mausoleums here. Hidden herself away from those who wanted to kill her, stashed money, weapons. And all of that time she had no idea that she was so close to reanimating the dead. One word breathed out just right, one command and she might have brought this chaos to herself years ago. 



Remembering how late it was getting, and that Kyrian's life was on the line, as he would be foolishly blundering into Haffef's territory once more, she reached for her flask, but it was gone. She could have used that liquid courage, or at least the crutch that feeling the flask itself in her hands gave to her, but she would have to make do with the real thing inside, it seemed. Drawing on the idea of Kyrian in peril, she squared her shoulders.


"Awaken!"


The command sent forceful thundering throughout the graveyard. The Faettan soil burst open everywhere, for miles, and the air was filled with a putrid, rotting stench of decay.


Anything that could still hold itself together came crawling forth from those graves. Bodies barely decomposed, skeletons, and pieces all dragged themselves from the ground.


There was a startled scream in the distance. Someone visiting a relative had just gotten an unhealthy scare.


Cameo examined the newly risen dead around her. Every single head and empty-socketed skull regarded her as its master. They stared at her, awaiting a command.


Now this would make a hair-raising army. Too bad they walk much too slowly to get from Yetta to Ponth in time to save the idiot priests.


"Do not move," she ordered, and then going to one of the more-intact bodies, she lifted it and a sturdy-looking skeleton into her arms. Holding her breath against the smell, she ran through the graveyard and out of Yetta and through Hangingford at her supernatural pace and deposited them in the forest beside a creek. "Stay here, and do not move until I tell you to." Then she sped back the way she'd come, back through Hangingford, north into Yetta and the graveyard, where she piled another two bodies into her arms and swept them away again, back down into the forest and left them with the other zombies that she now controlled, beside the creek.


"Stay here. Do not move until I tell you to."


It was still only sundown. She dashed back to Yetta and hefted two more undead bodies into her arms.

 


 





Chapter Twelve

 



"Shovels?" Kyrian found the rest of his friends in the stable, gathering up some equipment that the locals had donated for the healers’ vampire-exterminating quest. "What are these for?"


"Just in case we win this fight," Caith laughed, handing Kyrian one of the shovels.


"What? We're going to rebury three hundred zombies?"


The other young man shook his head, "No, silly. We'll have to do something with that vampire. Can't leave those parts lying around, you know."


Kyrian was bewildered, "Why not?"


"Oh come on, Kyrian. Haven't you read up on vampires?"


The lad folded his arms, irritated. "Nope. I haven't read anything. Is that how you destroy a vampire? Bury him? Seems counterproductive, really."


"No, no. You have to cut off his head and bury it separate from his body, so they can't reattach themselves and reanimate. The best place to leave a body is at a crossroads."


"And why is that?"


"That way it won't be sure what direction to go."


"Ah." Somehow this seemed more lore than fact. 



Carrington swung into the stable. "They found Gibson. Well, what was left of him anyhow."


"Where is he?"


Carrington turned toward Kyrian. "The man who owns the coach stop found him lying out behind his place, not too far back, in an overgrown area. He was throwing out his trash, and there was Gibson."


"We should say a few words."


Carrington looked at them seriously. "You don't want to see him. He's been beaten to death, and something drank his blood but didn't drain him."


"Still," Sage said, "he needs a proper burial."


"Yeah." Carrington met Kyrian's eyes. "But right now we need to face off with ... what was his name again? Haffef?"


The lad nodded.


"Let's get going."


"Did everyone pack holy water?" Caith checked his bag.


"I did."


Kyrian was the last one out. He knew what Carrington was getting at. He believed that Cameo had attacked Gibson and drunk his blood. He believed her to be a half-vampire ... and unfortunately, it was beginning to make sense. Her newer, more youthful appearance, her clear eyes. And, of course, it was no secret that she hated Gibson. 



The rural community was lost in the distance behind them. Kyrian liked Ponth. If he lived through this, he'd decided to go back and make it his home, if the people there wanted him. 



The only light now was the light from the torches that Carrington and Sage were carrying, and their light blinded him to everything beyond the straight road they were on.


The walk was a relatively short one, and he believed that Haffef would be aware of their presence, if he were at home, but they were hoping he wasn't at home, and that was why they had decided to wait until nearly dawn: so they could catch him on the way home. Of course, Carrington had no idea how fast Haffef could travel, or that he seemed to have an ability to turn into mist, something Kyrian had witnessed the very first time that he'd ever encountered the monster, the night that Haffef had nearly killed Cameo and had escaped by slipping through the floor of the building, like a ghost.


The little group snuffed out their torches as they arrived at the approximate area they'd originally gone into the woods and scrambled back down that wooded hill toward the zombie farm.


Kyrian felt his heart pounding in his chest and looked to Cyrus for encouragement.


"Now remember," Carrington stopped them, "Caith and Sage, I want you inside the house. Kyrian, you block the door from the outside, and I'll stand guard out front."


"What if we can't get to the house?" Kyrian whispered. "What if all of the zombies attack us like they did last time?"


"Fight your way through, and get to the house."


"Fight our way through?"


"That's right," he grinned. "We're going to sprint to the door."


"Sprint?" Kyrian asked, bewildered. "That's your plan?"


The young warrior smiled, pulling his sword from its sheath, "Don't fear, Kyrian. You and Cameo have a strong bond. She'll be here."


The lad paled. "I hope your entire plan doesn't hinge on what Cameo's plans are, because she's not always so trustworthy. She sort of does what she wants to do."


Carrington slapped Kyrian on the shoulder. "Have some faith. The gods are with us."


As if on cue, Caith kissed the amulet he wore around his neck and knelt down to say a prayer. Sage, Carrington, and then finally Kyrian followed suit.

 



* * * * *


Cameo stood on the edge of the wood, facing the front of the house. She stood motionless, waiting for any sign of Kyrian. She glanced down the line of undead that she'd managed to bring along with her. Unending trips back and forth to the graveyard of Yetta since the last evening had given her a sizable army, mostly of ghouls that still had meat on their bones ... rotting meat. 



Her back hurt, and she could really use some rest.


The sky was turning blue. She hoped that Kyrian hadn't given her some sort of false information, although she had no idea what that would have accomplished.


"Spirits," she commanded, "show yourselves, speak."


Before she had gotten the words fully formed on her lips, she felt them crushing in on her, ghosts everywhere, and a cacophony of chatter! Cameo chanced a glance behind her and discovered a crowd of spirits, arguing, seemingly annoyed with the situation and Cameo. She must've picked up extras at the cemetery.


She touched the bone that she'd hidden in her shirt absentmindedly, for reassurance.


"Hello, Cameo," came the familiar and sarcastic voice that she'd been longing to hear. It was just a whisper, just barely audible over all the other racket.


"Jules?"


And he was beside her again. A grin plastered across his face.


"All spirits except for Jules, leave me for now."


There was a sudden quiet. A sensation of relief. 



"Are you here because of Haffef?"


He shook his head.


"Because I have your rib bone?"


Jules laughed, but shook his head no.


She smiled to herself. 


 



* * * * *


"Old priest!"


Alerkat got up from his place beside the fire and went to Opal's door. "I thought you had fallen asleep. You haven't made a sound in hours."


Opal rubbed his eyes, guilty that he had indeed fallen asleep after he had discovered that he had no idea how to pick a lock. "Just get me out of here."


The priest unlocked the door.


"What time is it?" the highwayman asked as he raced to the door.


"Dawn."


"No!" Opal flung open the door. 



The sky confirmed that Alerkat was right. The local guard were putting out their torches and going back to their homes.


Opal walked casually across the street to the stables, trying not to attract unwanted attention from them. Once inside, however, he set to work fitting a bridle and saddle to one of the faster-looking steeds. 



"Hey, who's in the stable?" 



Opal leapt onto the gelding's back and burst out of the stable as fast as the horse would move. North, back up Gallop Road where those silly priests had faced off with zombies days ago. He touched the rapier that was bouncing against his leg, just to reassure himself that it was still there.


"You! Brigand! Come back here with that horse!"


"Thief!"


He heard their cries in the distance.

 



* * * * *


The farmhouse before them had been white at one time, but it was now down to bare boards, grayish with age, with only peeling paint here and there. The house was dilapidated and falling apart; the surrounding fields dotted by zombie slaves working the hard winter ground. 



The four of them—Kyrian, Caith, Sage, and Carrington—sprinted across the field with a surge of holy fervor. Carrington had his sword in one hand.


Caith and Sage got to the door and entered the house, and Kyrian fell against it, panting as he turned around to face the monsters who had just realized there were humans nearby. 



"Burn it!" Carrington called out to the healers who had made their way inside.


Inside, the two of them found a ramshackle building, with a few pieces of broken furniture. The kitchen area had a counter full of phials and jars. 



"Ingredients?" Caith said, lifting a jar of something that looked like sand.


Sage's eyes went to the rows and rows of ancient books that were stacked on the floor in the other, larger sitting area ... and then to the blood that covered the table in front of her. She released a short cry before she could stop herself.


Caith spun around, pulling her against him, clamping one hand over her mouth.


Outside, Kyrian realized that he'd forgotten about something Opal had said and pulled open the door. "Opal told me the vampire had drained Cameo of all of her blood so that he could bring her sister back to life!"


Caith's eyes widened. "What?!"


"I forgot to tell you!"


"There are two vampires?!" Sage, now sounding as though she was losing her composure, called out.


"Maybe." He hastily shut the door.


Sage and Caith looked at each other and started to empty their backpacks on the floor. 



"Where's that oil?"


"Matches ... I think I forgot matches!"


"Who are you?"


The two of them looked up at a lovely girl who was only about fourteen. She stood in the archway between the sitting room and the kitchen now. Her long, dark hair was loose and tangled, her posture seemed to be that of exhaustion. She was having a hard time looking at them.


Sage screamed.


Caith smashed the bottle of oil that he'd brought along and dropped a match. 



Everything exploded in flame. Including his robes.


The girl shrieked.


Flame licked out under the door.


"Sage!" Kyrian threw open the door, and something burst out, knocking him to the ground.


The healers tumbled out, their clothes on fire.


The zombies had finally staggered over to the house, and Carrington sliced through the first one that had gotten too close to him.


Kyrian knocked Sage to the ground and patted out the fire and then put out Caith's robes.


"Fools."


Time seemed to stop. Haffef stood directly before them. 



Carrington turned from his fight to stare, in horror, at the vampire before him. Never had he been near a creature so old. Haffef's body emitted a filthy, malicious aura that Carrington never imagined possible.


A zombie slammed Carrington in the head as he stared helplessly at the vampire, knocking him out.


Kyrian, apparently the only one who could still think straight, rushed to the door of the house. He couldn't let the vampire get back into his home.


Haffef covered his eyes with one hand. "She escaped. I don't need to get back in there, Kyrian."


Caith stood up, grasping a second bottle of oil in one hand, and flung it at Haffef. It smashed against the vampire's chest, coating him.


Haffef turned in Caith's direction, blinded by the lad's holy aura. "Take him!" He growled, and the field of zombies turned toward the healer.


"Kill them all!"


The ground quaked and came alive with zombies; hundreds of them pouring forth from shallow graves. They came tottering toward the three, who were backed up against the burning farmhouse as Haffef laughed. 



Carrington awoke and threw himself, once more, toward the zombie horde, back into the fray, hacking the unclean bodies, cutting off limbs, silencing the droning voices of the lumbering undead.


The vampire glanced up at the sky. It was growing lighter. His laughter filled the air.


"You've accomplished nothing," he hissed, "and now you're all going to die."


"And you'll be the first!" Cameo was beside him. "Master." She struck him with her sword, but he knocked it from her hands as if it were a child's toy.


Haffef's zombies stopped moving. Every head turned to acknowledge her presence.


"You're still alive, hmm? So is your sister, and what a tale she has to tell. Nothing like the lies you told me," he hissed. "But no matter, you're going to die now. Along with your priests. Die, like the ugly, stupid girl you are. Like the dog no one ever wanted," he grinned wickedly. "Like Edel."


"Come to me!" she commanded, ignoring Haffef's petty insults.


The forest was alive with movement. An army of one hundred of Cameo's zombies lurched out onto the field.


Haffef punched her in the head, crushing her forehead and leaving an imprint of his fist with his superior strength. She tumbled backward, landing on her fallen sword.


Carrington raced up to the vampire, only to be flung into the air by one arm and deposited at the foot of the steps to the burning house.


Cameo was on her feet again; she took another swing at Haffef.


With a smirk on his face, he grabbed the hilt of the sword, holding her hand tightly and mocked, "Just like Edel." He tore her right arm from her body.


Her agonized cry filled the air. Blood sprayed from her artery, bathing Haffef and the ground around her.


Haffef’s deranged laughter nearly drowned out her cries.


"Protect me!" she commanded the undead, as Haffef lifted her once more. 



A gory hand found one of his arms and latched onto it.


The vampire glanced down in annoyance. "What's this? What's going on?"


Another pair of discolored hands had a leg. The farmer undead, who had long been farming his land, had turned away from the priests and were now attacking him.


"Attack the healers!" he commanded, holding Cameo up with one hand and tearing the fingers from one of the undead who was clawing at his leg.


The zombies seemed oblivious to his demands. They ignored him.


"Get off of me! Attack the healers!"


"You made a big mistake when you created me," Cameo said darkly. 



He turned with a serious look on his face that cued her to hasten her attack. "Rip Haffef apart! Tear him limb from limb!"


"Silence!" he growled, grasping her face.


"Die, you bastard!" she spat.


The zombies came toward him in droves, clawing at his hair, his limbs, and ripping his clothes.


Haffef pulled her headfirst under one arm; he held her head so tightly that she felt the bones in her face break and fought to pull her head from his strong grasp.


"Tear him apart!" she shrieked.


The zombies gripped the arm that he had around her head, and she felt his hold on her loosen for one moment, but with his ancient strength, he pulled his right hand free of the zombies and took hold of her jaw. With several vicious tugs, snapping and popping of bones and tearing of muscles, he tore her mouth open and ripped her jaw off her head completely.


Cameo emitted a wounded sound, unable to vocalize anything more than a moan. Blood washed down her body. Her lower jaw and tongue lay in the dirt. Cameo collapsed.


"Cameo!" Kyrian cried out.


Caith fought the urge to vomit.


Many undead hands grasped Haffef's throat, annoying Haffef as he batted them away, wrenching the arms from the bodies. 



As he turned, though, a wave of undead had him, his arms and legs. A mob of hundreds of reanimated dead washed over him. Pinning him to the ground, tearing his head, his legs. 



Haffef screamed.


The sound of his pain rejuvenated Cameo. Barely alive, she reached for the sword lying on the ground beside her.


The healers, pulling Carrington toward them, huddled together near the burning building, listening to the moans and mews of the undead before them and of the vampire's agonized cries.


Cameo hefted herself to her feet once more, looking much more the undead that she was. She was tottering, bleeding, without a voice now. With only one arm, she forced herself into the pile of growling undead, swinging wildly into the pile, knocking some of the zombies from Haffef, looking for any sign of him.


All at once, she saw his face. He was staring up at her from the dirt, his face covered in blood, contorted with pain.


She struck him in the face with her blade and caught him in the eye. It didn't cut through. So she struck at him again. Over and over, until she had lobbed off the head of the monster who had made her. The thing that had tormented her for over fifty years. The thing that had murdered Edel and threatened the lives of her friends. 



The zombies were still tearing his body. She stumbled backward, dragging her sword behind her. There was a foot on one side of her, and a large piece of his scalp and hair blowing across the field.


She fell to her knees. Unable to support herself any longer, she dropped the weapon and crawled toward her arm, which is where she finally fell, face down on the ground.


As Cameo fell, the zombies all ceased to live. They all fell. 



There was one tall heap of dead bodies on top of Haffef, and a ring of zombies all about him, unmoving. The suddenness of it was shocking. There was a complete silence. 



The sun lit the sky, with its first golden rays, and Haffef's body burst into flame.


Kyrian ran through the field, littered with dead, to find Cameo's body.


"Don't heal her!"


"I can't heal her, Carrington!" the lad yelled through gritted teeth, as tears flooded his face. "That's not the way it works."

 



* * * * *


Opal leapt from his borrowed steed and scrambled down the steep hill that descended into the forest where Cameo and the clerics had confronted the zombies while he slept off the pain killer days ago. 



He hacked away at the saplings in his way with his rapier. 



In the distance, he could hear the high-pitched scream of a woman. He knew it was her. Opal raced down in the dark of the woods until he reached the bottom, falling against several saplings, and stared out onto the open field. 



There she lay, covered in blood. There was a fire under a pile of zombies a few feet away from her, and Kyrian standing over her broken form.


He jumped up, about to run out to see her, but then he hesitated. The group of clerics was still there, and they had just left him locked in his room for hours. Clearly they weren't going to work with him. 



One of her arms was lying on the ground two feet away from her body.


"Oh gods," he cursed himself for falling asleep. 



He watched from the thicket as they talked among themselves over whether or not to heal her.


He bit his lip in frustrated horror as some of them hefted shovels and came together in a semi-circle around her pitiful corpse. He decided that if they attempted to molest her body further, he would attack; otherwise he'd wait in the forest and listen to see what their plans were.

 



* * * * *


The others had moved over to Cameo's battered form. 



Caith turned away in disgust.


"Pull it together, Caith."


"She doesn't have half of her face."


"She came back, Kyrian," Sage said quietly. "She was loyal to you."


Kyrian wiped his face, unsure if he should really be crying for someone he knew was a killer ... a lich, probably a half-vampire. "Yeah, she did."


Carrington pushed a shovel into his hand. "Now we have to bury her." 



"Bury?" Kyrian paled. "She's probably not dead."


The young warrior's voice was gentle. "She's been dead for years, Kyrian. It's time we laid her to rest. The priests want it."


"The priests?"


"Of course. The moment they found out that she was undead, and that you knew her."


"So you tricked me into asking her to help us so that we could kill her when she was done?"


"It's hard to kill someone who is dead."


"You know what I mean, Carrington. We used her to kill her master when we couldn't figure out how to do it."


"Well," he wiped the sweat from his brow, "she wanted to kill him."


Kyrian shook his head. "Those aren't pure motives. I'll help you with this, but this is the last thing I'll ever do for the priests."


Carrington just nodded and began to lift her lifeless body. The group of them picked up her various body parts and their shovels and carried her back into the forest and up the hill, onto Gallop Road.


"Where will you go after this, Kyrian?" Sage asked as they hauled her body to the nearest crossroad.


"Ponth."


"You sure you're not going to pursue the priesthood?" Caith asked.


"Positive. I just want to help people."


"You know how the priests feel about doing healings without their blessing," Carrington reminded him.


Kyrian ignored him. "What about you, Caith?"


"Going to become a priest. My parents would kill me if I didn't finish up. They've spent too much money on me now as it is. You know how parents are," he chuckled all the while carrying Cameo's arm. "I'll look you up sometime after I've become a full-fledged member of the clergy."


"All right."


"Going to tend to animals and farmers, Kyrian?" Sage fell back to talk to him.


"Going to be a farmer, I expect. Maybe a tenant farmer for someone else. I don't know much about it. All my childhood I worked in an iron-ore mine, but I'm not going back to Furnaceville to get that job back."


"But you're not really going to heal people then, right? You wouldn't go against the wishes of the formal clergy?"


Kyrian smiled at her thoughtfully, "Certainly not."

 


 





Chapter Thirteen

 



It was nightfall. Cameo's jaw and right arm had been buried in an unmarked grave, off the side of the road in a field between Ponth and Hangingford, but Black Opal knew where they had buried her parts. He knew because he had followed them, and then he broke into someone's barn and found a shovel and a lantern, and then he waited until nightfall and returned to dig up that arm and that decidedly filthy jaw.


Those he placed gently in a sack, which he carried over one shoulder, like the grave robber he'd become, and walked to Hangingford. 



There, on Gallop Road, at the sign for Hangingford, was where Kyrian and his religious friends had laid Cameo to rest. There was an unmarked footpath nearby that ran east to west, two footpaths intersecting; it was technically a crossroad.


It was midnight or a little later. He set down his bag on the newly turned soil, and he glanced over his shoulder to see if anyone was watching him. He removed his duster and his jacket and a lovely brocade vest, then set to work digging up Cameo's body. It didn't take very long, about forty minutes before he saw the spikes on the back of her glove glittering in the moonlight. Another hour or so more and he had managed to uncover her mutilated remains.


Opal took the lantern down into the hole with him and brushed the dirt from her body.

 



* * * * *


Kyrian drank down a cup of coffee and spooned himself a large portion of porridge. It was the first time in a long time that he felt at ease.


"Your friend left these behind," said Alerkat as he came out of the back room where Opal had been sleeping. "Looks like some writings and cosmetics." He handed the bag to Kyrian.


The young man opened up Opal's shoulder-pack and found the same things that he had given to Cameo when he met her in Shandow. Something he'd believed then to be a speech, but it was actually one of Bellamy's plays, and the wanted posters for Black Opal and Francois Mond. He smiled when he saw them, then repacked the bag.


"It's a play," he said, setting it down. "Unfortunately I can't read."


Alerkat looked at the lad thoughtfully. "You're planning on making your life here in Ponth?"


Kyrian nodded.


"Well, I think I can find the time to teach you."


He brightened. "You would?"


"Of course. You'll be helping out this community a lot if you're planning to do work as a healer—"


"Oh, you know ... I can't do that. The clergy would be against it."


"Yes, I know that is their official stance," the bald priest chuckled. 



Someone knocked on the door, and Alerkat went to open it.


"Mr. Roberts, come right in. The young man is this way."


Kyrian stood up when he saw that it was the man with the horse that he'd healed. 



"Mister ..." Mr. Roberts held out his hand to Kyrian.


"MacRoom, but call me Kyrian."


"Kyrian. The priest says you need work."


"Yes. I'm looking to—"


"Farm?" He grinned. "Right. Well, how does stable work sound to you? We could train you up, get you working with horses? I know we owe you more than that. Alerkat said you could stay here in the shrine with him."


Kyrian smiled thoughtfully. Out the corner of his eye he saw Cyrus standing beside him.


"Sounds exactly like what I'm looking for."

 



* * * * * 



Cameo opened her eyes. She was lying in a bed somewhere. The walls were rough hewn, just wooden planks without any paint or wallpaper. There was a large wardrobe and a dressing table with a mirror, a washbasin, and pitcher. And as she looked across to the end of the room, there was Black Opal lounging on a patterned settee, reading a book. His long legs stretched out over the arm of the sofa, and he was eating a small cake. He seemed very engrossed in whatever it was he was reading. 



"Where am I?"


Opal was instantly at her side, beaming down at her. "In a tavern. Something out of the way. You're quite safe now."


"Safe?" There was a grittiness as her teeth rubbed together. "Do you have any—"


"Whiskey?" He pulled the cork off a bottle and helped her into a sitting position.


"Yes, thank you." She swallowed it down and then shivered. "Ugh, yuck ...." 



Opal took the bottle as she shoved it back in his direction.


"How long have I been asleep?"


"Days."


"Oh," she nodded, thinking about her situation. She was in bed somewhere, in a tavern with Opal. "I destroyed Haffef."


"Yes." He smiled as he sat down at the edge of her bed.


Then she touched her face. Something horrible had happened to her in that fight. He had torn her face in half.


"It's healed, rather nicely if you ask me."


Cameo ran her hand over her mouth; the skin had knitted back together. How many days had she been there? "Where is Kyrian?"


"Oh, him. I did hear him say that he was going back to Ponth, but I wouldn't go looking for him if I were you. He still believes you're where he left you, I'm afraid, buried at the crossroads. Where all undead belong."


"What?"


"Sorry, my dear. I'm afraid I was forced to remedy you from that situation. It was a little gloomy, but—"


"I was in a grave?" She ran her tongue over her teeth; now that explained the grittiness. Her mouth was still full of dirt.


"Yes," he answered softly. "I couldn't live without you as it turns out."


An exciting revelation came to her now. She smiled at him. "Haffef is dead, and I am free."


"Where shall we go, my dear?" Opal asked, tilting his head to one side in interest. 



"South?"


"South? That's your plan?"


She tugged his jacket off of his shoulders. "Do you have a problem with that?"


He grinned, "You know I'd follow you anywhere. Although, I do think a free Shandow should go straight to the top of our to-do list."


"Uh huh," she pulled him closer. "Or we could do as we please for the rest of your life."


"Well, now, that sounds like a plan I could follow ... with ease." Opal leaned in to kiss her.


She flipped him onto his back easily and pushed him down into the pillows beneath her, smiling mischievously.

 


 



THE END
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