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Sword and Shadow
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Dedication

To my wife, the one and only Shaiha.



Sword and Shadow

Chapter One

His name was Raven.

He stood in the deserted square at midnight, a large black hat pulled
down to shadow his eyes, his long black coat whispering around his tall
frame as the cool ocean wind tugged at its edges and fog rolled around
his feet. A storm is coming, he thought, with a glance to the west. And it’s
going to be a bad one.

In the distance, he caught the sound of boots rattling against
cobblestone and he knew the men of the watch approached at last. The
shadows broke and five figures jogged into view, the dull clinking of their
chain mail echoing in his ears like the ringing of a thousand tiny bells.

Sergeant Goban halted right before Raven, looking him over in a
brief, unconscious gesture. He knew Raven—knew Raven’s hard-earned
reputation as the city’s chief thief-taker, but an aura swam around
Raven that made even the toughest man wary.

And Goban was one of the hardest. Ten years spent as a caravan
guard, then five running what some laughingly called the most elite
squad in the watch had honed him to a razor’s edge. The jagged,
puckered scar marring the left side of his face from the corner of his eye
to the edge of his mouth definitely gave him a sinister, rakish air.

Despite his unfortunate appearance, Goban was known for being as
solid as the day was long, a rare find in a city as corrupt as this one, and
in a profession as dirty as his was known to be.

Rather than being drummed him out of the service because he didn’t
participate in the graft prevalent throughout the rest of the constabulary,
Sergeant Goban had been assigned to the most impoverished district,
where no one had the money to engage in the game in the first place.
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And there was so much crime in the poor quarter that Goban, alone of all
the watch sergeants working Quinal, welcomed the occasional help from
a thief-taker like Raven.

It was a fragile thing on which to build a bridge of trust, but it was all
they had.

Raven let his gaze pass across the assembled watchmen, not needing
any particular empathic ability to sense them shrinking away slightly.
One man paled and whispered to his companion with a shudder. “T’aint
natural, I tell you.”

And he, of course, is quite correct. Not that I'm going to tell him that.

“l assume you called us down here for a reason, thief-taker?” Goban
was brusque, as always.

“I did indeed. I think I've found the source of Dark Dream.”

This got their attention. How could it not? They’d been looking for
whoever was making or bringing in that drug for almost ten years now to
no avail, suggesting to Raven, if to no one else, that it was most likely an
out-world operation. The purpose behind it, however, remained as much
a mystery to him as to the likes of Goban.

“Where?” Goban asked. “I have some favors I can call in—get us an
extra fifteen men for the raid.”

Raven shook his head. “I'm not sure that’s a good idea. Anything
overt would be dangerous as hell, and most likely get too many men
killed. I believe one of the ringleaders is a warlock.”

The men made warding signs and muttered amongst themselves.
Raven suppressed a sigh. He hated using the term warlock, but that was
this world’s title for a rogue mage. Considering that any not okayed by
the Church was declared as such the first time he or she cast a spell,
there were far more unlicensed ‘warlocks’ here than accepted magi.

Goban snorted. “The one thing I ain’t doing is going to the Church for
help. I'm not owed any favors from that quarter.”

Raven nodded. The Church of the Three-Fold God was as political an
organization as existed here. The Church did very little for anyone that
didn’t benefit it directly and expand the scope of its own power and
authority. Keeping the city’s poor from dying in droves from the side-
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effects of a particularly nasty drug apparently didn’t fall under that
category.

The one thing he wasn’t telling them—the one thing he couldn’t tell
them—was that magic wasn’t their biggest concern should they decide to
raid the place. Raven had recognized the weapons some of the guards
carried—weapons that, by all rights, shouldn’t have even existed here.
Someone was supplying this bunch with items they shouldn’t have, and
that sent up the biggest red flag of all.

Raven had to call in to base. He didn’t want to, but he knew the
rules. Hated the rules, but that was another issue entirely. He’d signed
the goddam contract before he’d stopped to consider the ramifications
and so here he was, playing this damnable game in a context he honestly
wanted no part of. Back home, he’d been one kind of enforcer, until
circumstances had made retirement an option, but now he found himself
back in the thick of things as yet another. Or a spy at the very least.

Hardly what he had expected of eternity.

Now the discovery of advanced weaponry meant they’d send a TAU
agent in to deal with that end of things. He much preferred to work
alone, or, at the very least, be the one in charge of the operation. He’d
been previously spoiled as head of the brigade in charge of chasing
monsters and either conscripting them or destroying them utterly. The
idea of being forced to share authority here because of these damn
weapons seriously grated on his nerves. He found himself half-tempted to
charge in and mop the floor with the lot of them and let the chips fall
where they might.

But he hadn’t survived this long by letting his irritation get the better
of him. Patience was a virtue of his kind—one of the few that came
naturally, to be honest. He could be patient. But someone would
eventually pay for this aggravation. That was a promise he made to
himself.

“So what do you want us to do about it?” Goban growled irritably. “Or
did you just call us out here into this soup to tell us there’s nothing we
can do?”
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“Not quite,” Raven sighed. “I wanted you to be aware of what was
going on, and let you know that I'm working on a solution right now.”

“And what can you do about it?” Goban asked. “You’re just a goddam
thief-catcher, after all.’

Raven’s face crept into a slow smile that revealed a portion of the
predator hidden not so far beneath the surface. Even the sturdy ex-
mercenary quailed before Raven’s expression. “That is as it may be,”
Raven told them, “but I have a few resources you can’t begin to imagine.
And this is exactly why—to handle things that you people aren’t
equipped to deal with.

“Keep that in mind,” he added coldly, “and I'll keep you informed.”
Folding the night around himself, he vanished before their eyes.

Goban grunted, rubbing at his scar with the tip of a forefinger as his
watchmen made the sign of the Triple God. The thief-catcher was a whole
barrel of secrets just waiting to explode all over the place. But the one
thing Goban knew was that he had the peoples’ best interests at heart.
Whatever else he was, Raven was one of the good guys. Scary strange,
perhaps, but he could live with that.

Didn’t mean he had to like it.

R

Raven waited until half an hour before dawn to put the call into base.
It was an act of petty rebellion, but he just couldn’t resist the temptation.
He’d been heading into slumber by the time the sun rose, so if they sent
the TAU agent in during the daylight hours, he or she would be left
cooling there until the sun set. He found the thought vaguely amusing.

It wasn’t much, but it was one way to advertise his distaste for the
new rules and the status quo. He had been much happier when TAU was
doing its whole time-policing thing, before they abandoned that effort and
went into technological enforcement instead. Now they were meddling in
long-standing arrangements like his own and the whole situation had
stuck in his craw like an errant drill bit at the dentist’s office.
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He descended into his basement, pressed the nearly invisible
buttons, pulled the craftily hidden levers in specific sequence, and
stepped into his combination crypt/communications center as the huge
stone door slid back into place behind him.

He sent the message in a few short bursts, as agency protocol
dictated. They definitely didn’t want to take the chance of anyone
intercepting the signal and tracing him back to his lair. He waited for
confirmation and then went to bed. Any further details could wait until
nightfall.

As the sun rose above the horizon, his consciousness drifted into a
dreamless sleep.

REO

Valerie Winn stood on the threshold of the worldgate, staring at her
control agent through narrowed eyes as she irritably adjusted her skirts.
“What kind of backwards-ass world is this, anyway?” she asked the elf
through the slightly foggy duraplaz barrier separating the gate from its
command module.

The elf, Kyubine, flashed her a brilliant smile and shrugged
expressively. “When in Rome...”

“Spare me,” she sighed. “This is just so confining.”

He nodded. “I can understand that. The robes many of my people
wear strike me the same way. Not suitable for a warrior, that’s for sure.
Just remember how much of a backwater world this one is and try to
stay in character as much as you can. You’re unlikely to be in any real
danger, and, if you are, your clothes are designed to tear off down to an
armored single-suit so you can fight effectively.”

He beamed his elfin grin at her again. “Just try not to scandalize the
locals too much.”

She stepped through the gate with a non-committal grunt. Of all
places, she materialized at the top of what appeared to be some sort of
clock tower overlooking a large and dingy medieval city. She wavered for
a second, her mild fear of heights kicking in, but took herself in a firm
grip and went to look for a way down.
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She found a trapdoor to one side of the bell-tower, slid her fingers
under the handle, and lifted it gingerly. The hinges squealed, eliciting a
wince as she slowly eased it open. A moment later she was scurrying
down the ladder into the chamber below. Reaching the bottom, she
smoothed her skirts and glanced around the small, cluttered room.

A sound from above jerked her head up and she swore silently as she
saw the trapdoor being lifted above her head. Someone must have come
through the worldgate right behind her. She glanced around, eyes
stabbing into the gloom and dust, looking for a place to hide.

She darted into an alcove, wincing and biting back an involuntary
shriek as she felt heavy cobwebs stir her hair and settle around her
shoulders. She sank her teeth into her lower lip, hoping there weren’t
any spiders lurking there.

She hated spiders.

She could still see the ladder, and watched in silence as a pair of
booted feet emerged from the trapdoor, followed by a pair of billowy blue
trousers framing a tight, rounded butt, a slim waist, a belt with a
sheathed rapier attached, and a dark gray, equally billowy shirt.

The figure turned and she stifled a gasp. A woman? She smiled to
herself and resolved to spend a few moments thumping her control about
the head and shoulders for sending her here in this getup. If that
creature can get away with wearing normal clothing, why the hell am I
crouching here in a goddamn dress?

The woman stepped into the middle of the room, brushing midnight
hair from around her heart-shaped face with a casual sweep of her
glittering hand. Jeez, lady, have enough rings? Val thought.

Another figure descended the ladder—turning at the bottom to reveal
a roughly handsome face and a wave of long dark hair cascading over
wide shoulders. His eyes seemed to glow with a strange orange light as
his gaze shot through the gloom and impaled her where she stood.

Oh, shit, Val thought.

“Well, what have we here?” the man asked in a drawling voice
straight out of the heart of Texas. “It seems we've caught ourselves a
pretty little bird. What do you think we should do with it?”
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Chapter Two

Val didn’t know who they were, or what they were doing there, but
she was willing to bet they weren’t authorized agency personnel. She
didn’t recognize them, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Over
the past few years, the population of Starhaven had grown exponentially,
and only the shopkeepers and agency heads had any idea how many
people there were under contract between all of the agencies.

She knew they weren’t TAU and seriously doubted they were Sash.
They didn’t have the style. One thing you could say about Sash agents—
they could accessorize a black and crimson tiger-striped sash with nearly
any outfit...even though most of them settled on basic black.

She’d tucked her own agency symbol, the ankh, into her bodice, and
thanked the fates she’d done so. Whoever they were, she was willing to
bet the symbol wouldn’t carry much weight with them. In fact, if they
were who and what she actually suspected they were, the damned thing
could well have gotten her killed.

She’d be best off leaving them to think she was a local whod
wandered in here by accident. They looked arrogant enough to swallow
it. That’s me, kiddies. Just a local bimbo looking for a place for an
assignation with an illicit lover. She backed away, showing fear that was
not entirely feigned.

)

“My apologies, milord, milady.” she said, hoping that her translator
implant had supplied the correct accent. “I dinna expect to find anyone
here.”

“And what are you doing here?” the man asked gruffly, even as his

female partner laid what Val took as a restraining hand on his shoulder.
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“My beau was supposed to meet me,” Val said. “We thought it would
be a good place to have a tumble.”

He gave her an odd, lopsided grin. “Well, we’ll have to ask him when
he arrives—as long as you two don’t mind an audience.”

The man and woman exchanged message-laden glances. Val decided
instantly that whatever had passed between the two in this moment of
silent communication was something she really didn’t want to know.
“He’s not supposed to be here for a while,” she told them. “I was just in
having a look around beforehand.”

The woman smiled sweetly and took a long, gliding step closer. “How
unfortunate,” she murmured. “We make a much better audience than we
do participants. But...” She paused, dragging a heavy gaze up Val’s body
as if she could see straight through her clothing.

Val blinked as her stomach squirmed. She felt like she was suddenly
swimming through a pool filled with pig manure. She hadn’t opened her
telepathic faculties to these two yet, and was quite glad she hadn’t.
Whatever their game, she could be reasonably certain she wanted no
part of it.

The woman, surprisingly enough, was the aggressor. She flowed
toward Val, chattering about nothing in particular as she sliced half the
distance between them. Cursing the dress the idiot had made her wear,
Val darted past her for the door on the opposite side of the room.

Laughing, the woman lunged out and caught her by the sleeve. “Oh,
it’s far too late for you to run, my—“

She staggered back, blood rushing from a split lip as Val withdrew
her fist and smiled sweetly. “If youre going to touch me again, bitch,
you’d better have your thug sitting on me at the time.”

The woman whirled back at her, lifting her own right hand, not into a
fist, but as if she snatched something out of the air. As a burst of
adrenaline rushed through her, Val swept forward and smashed the heel
of her hand into the woman’s nose, twisting her wrist and dragging her
fingers across her eyes even as she stepped back and fired a low kick to
the back of her knee.
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The woman toppled and, even as the male lurched forward, Val
snatched the rapier from the woman’s belt and spun on him. “One more
step and you’re eating steel.”

“Who are you?” he growled, watching in perfect stillness as she laid
the edge of the blade against the woman’s neck.

“l think you've got this backwards,” Val said with wry amusement.
“I've got your companion under the sword—I get to ask the questions
now.” She spun the rapier, nicking the woman’s neck. “And if you even
look as though you’re going to cast a spell, witch, I'll cut your throat and
let you bleed to death in front of me. Keep your hands on the floor.”

Question is, she thought with a dry internal laugh, how long can this
stand-off hold?

R

Raven’s eyes snapped open and it took him a moment to orient
himself. It always did. He stirred slightly, then willed himself to rise. His
feet were silent against the stone floor as he tread to the communications
center. A quick check revealed that his message had been received, and a
confirmation sent. A TAU agent was on the way.

Wonderful. He looked at the time and frowned, then switched over to
the active monitoring system he had set up for the rest of the house. He
assumed that the agent had been given directions, so by all rights he
expected to find a stranger waiting in the living area or the kitchen.

The house was empty and, for all he could tell, had been so since
he’d gone to bed at dawn. That struck a sour note and he walked to the
door with a frown. He keyed it open and stepped into the hallway beyond,
senses tuned for any sign of trespass.

He’d have smelled if anyone had entered; the only human scent he
picked up was that of the maid, who came by once a week, and even
those traces were faint. He did expect the agent to be human, though it
was at least vaguely possible they’d send an elf with predominately
human features. He considered it unlikely, but, in an infinite universe,
even the most unlikely event was entirely possible.
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Something indefinable told him that he should be concerned.
Groaning in irritation, he fired up his contraband water heater and took
a quick shower in the small stall secreted in his hidden room. Being in a
technologically disadvantaged world didn’t mean he had to live like a
savage, regardless how TAU might perceive it. He’d paid good money to
have the water heater brought here and anyone who might suggest he
get rid of it would have a serious fight on their hands.

He quickly dressed, threw on his hat and jacket, and strolled out into
the night after securing his safe room from accidental discovery. The
chances of that were slim indeed, but he made it a habit regardless. He’d
decided long ago that it was better to do certain things without fail than
take the chance of forgetting the one time when it would make all the
difference.

He smiled at the memory this thought conjured—a recollection of his
mother explaining why she used her turn signals even in a grocery store
parking lot. The body remembers even if the mind does not, she’d told
him.

He hadn’t thought about his mother in years and felt vaguely guilty
at the realization. He didn’t even know if she was still alive. Some
wonderful son I am, he thought. It wasn’t a good sign, really. The one
thing his kind could not afford to lose was any connection to their former
humanity. The fact that he’d not thought of her for so long didn’t bode
well in the long run, though he could attribute at least some of that to
the fact that this job could be so damned demanding.

But, in all fairness, he hadn’t been there for but a fraction of the time
that had passed since he’d last spoken with his mother.

Pushing the guilt aside for the time being, he glanced around,
assured himself that no one was watching, then vaulted to a nearby
rooftop. He scanned the darkened streets from three stories up, then
turned and made his way toward the clock tower where they’d originally
located the worldgate. If the agent had arrived as expected, that would be
the first place to check.
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Val was ready to drop. She ached from head to toe. Her arm had
begun to shake nearly two hours ago, leaving tiny cuts on the woman’s
neck. The man had obviously grown tired of standing, and had lowered
himself to the floor. He’d stretched out, staring at the ceiling and
pretended she didn’t even exist. Weird bastard.

By the fates, she was exhausted.

She’d asked these two who they were a number of times, only to get
icy glares from the woman and snorts of derision from the man. Note to
self—we need handcuffs, or a reasonable facsimile thereof. This is freakin’
ridiculous. We need some sort of restraining device.

She glanced at the tiny, opaque window in the far corner of the tower,
noting that it had finally gotten dark. This has to be one of those times it’s
just easier to be a killer, she thought grimly.

She let out an involuntary gasp as the shadows in the corner
coalesced into a human figure in a dark coat and what looked to be a
cowboy hat of all things. Inexplicably, his boots made no sound as he
approached.

The hat tilted back and she found herself staring into the queer
emerald eyes of a man who looked not much older than the middle teens,
youthful features revealing the potential for stunning looks caught half-
formed and frozen there.

He took in the scene with an amused expression and shook his head.
“That can’t be comfortable,” he said, nodding toward her. “You can take
the weapon away from her neck now. She’s not going anywhere.”

“l don’t know who the hell you are,” she snapped back. “For all I
know you’re with them.”

“Hardly,” he sighed. “I've never seen them before, but I'd hazard a
guess they’re not from around here. Neither are you, judging by the way
you know one end of that rapier from the other. There are very few
women in these parts with any weapon skill at all.”

The dark haired woman shifted her gaze, her lethal glare bouncing off
the hard shell of his disinterest.

“Put it away,” he told her. “I don’t give a rat’s ass if you hate me.”

Val snorted. “And you would be...?”
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“Raven,” he answered. “You TAU?”

She nodded. “You’re Sash?”

He returned her nod. “Don’t let my lack of that damn swatch of fabric
fool you.” He rolled his eyes. “I have no need for the thing, and it would
just draw unwanted attention.” He turned his radiant gaze on her two
captives. “So what’s with these guys?”

“They came through the gate behind me. I don’t know who they are,
but what they are is a couple of pretty twisted characters.”

“Huh. Well, if they came through the gate, I assume they fall under
our jurisdiction. Do you want to run the interrogation, or should I?”

He smiled, revealing long, gleaming canines. She stifled a gasp and
her eyes grew wide.

She’d never met a vampire in person, though she’d always been
curious about them. She sent a tendril of mind creeping outward, only to
have it rebuffed violently before it ever reached him. He had the strongest
shields of anyone she’d ever encountered.

That fact in itself she found terribly intriguing.

A strange cracking sound came from the vicinity of the floor and she
glanced down at the supine man to see him writhing there, his face oddly
distended and shifting around like something else was trying to break
free of his flesh.

Raven let out a particularly vitriolic curse as his hands dove inside
his trench coat, emerging an eye-blink later with two chrome-plated
contraband weapons. The one in his left hand spat fire at the figure
writhing on the floor while the other simultaneously shifted to cover the
woman. The roar of the pistol filled the tiny room like a bolt from heaven
and Val backed away, wincing.

She felt outrage welling up and did her best to stop it from spewing
forth but wasn’t entirely successful despite her resolve to keep her mouth
shut. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” she spat out at him.

Raven turned a cold gaze on her as he leveled both pistols at the
captive woman.

“Dealing with a lycanthrope the best way you can,” he replied in a
chilly tone. “You have a problem with that?”
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“Actually, I do!” she snarled at him. “Those are banned weapons!”

This provoked a bored look as he slid one of the pistols home under
his jacket. “Uh-huh. They’re also the most efficient way to dispatch a
lycanthrope. What did you want me to do, wrestle him into submission?”

Val blinked at him in something akin to shock. Then she began to
put the pieces together in her head. When he’d identified himself as
‘Raven,” she’d felt a glimmer of recognition, but the fact that he was a
vampire, added together with the twin pistols he’d used with such
ruthless effectiveness, told her exactly who he most likely was. That they
hadn’t bothered to warn her who and what she’d be dealing with went a
long way toward alleviating the awe she might have otherwise felt. She
was too pissed to give a damn whether or not this renegade Sash agent
happened to be the legendary Raven from Earth Prime. “Actually,” she
said, flashing him a too-sweet smile, “I would assume that you’d have no
problems doing precisely that, considering who you are.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “And who do you think I am?”

“Name’s Raven, you’re a vampire, and you’re carrying twin automatic
pistols. A dead giveaway, when you get down to it.”

“No pun intended.”

“Hah-hah. Funny man.”

“As amusing as this is,” the woman cut in, “I'd like to—“

“Shut up!” they snapped in unison.
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Chapter Three

Raven rolled his shoulders and let out a heavy sigh. “As with most
legends,” he said. “My prowess is somewhat exaggerated.”

“Yeah. So you say,” Val said. “You’re the Raven who headed Earth’s
Paranormal Action Response Division, who commanded troops against
the Cen during the Siege of Earth, who reportedly single-handedly took
out a whole créche world to bring the war to a grinding halt. Am I
wrong?”

He shrugged, quite aware that the dark-haired woman was staring at
him with an odd expression on her face. “No, youre right...as far as it
goes. I'm also the man who lost his commanding officer and one of his
best friends to an act of unnecessary sacrifice, who watched as
thousands of his own troops threw themselves against the bitter blades
of the enemy and fall, and who sacrificed untold innocents by ‘taking out’
that créche world to bring the war to a halt.”

“Let me tell you, legendary status is overrated. And if that hand
comes any farther off the ground,” he warned the captive woman in a
mild tone, “I'm going to give you a lethal dose of lead poisoning.” She
sneered at him in response, but put weight back on the hand. Sometimes
having a reputation as a killer is a good thing, he mused.

She was beautiful, he decided, but the lines of avarice and cruelty
marring her otherwise perfect features told a deeper tale than her
obvious beauty could have told. Though already annoying him, he found
the TAU agent’s prettiness far more enticing than their black-haired
captive’s. The blonde reminded him somehow of a cheerleader or a
debutante, but he knew enough about TAU to know that her appearance
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could be nothing but deceiving. Beneath that fresh exterior lay a
foundation as hard as a granite slab.

Too bad she was being so damned irritating, standing there with her
hands on her hips, giving him the evil eye. Figuratively speaking, of
course. Even he was not immune to a real evil eye, though his status as
one of the undead gave him some level of protection. It was a fey ability,
and usually only showed up in those elves with particularly strong
bloodlines, but he’d met a few vampires who could knock someone for a
loop with nothing more than a gaze.

He, unfortunately, was not one of them. He had to do this the old-
fashioned way. By scaring the crap out of their captive.

A good sniff told him that his initial fear that she, too, was a ’thrope
had turned out to be false. She was a human mage, which was bad
enough, but at least she wasn’t going to go fuzzy and try to chew their
faces off. He slid the second pistol home and turned back to the blonde.
“It’s not as though anyone else is going to get their hands on my
weapons,” he told her. “And I know that’s the primary reason you folks
don’t like advanced weapons on these primitive worlds.”

“The other being that we don’t like how easily they could be abused,”
she shot back with a telling glance toward the body currently leaking
blood and less savory liquids through the hole in the base of its skull.

“Are you suggesting I shouldn’t have shot him—that it was somehow
an abuse of the weapon to kill him like that?” It sounded ludicrous to
him, but it was hard to say exactly what someone like her would find
reasonable.

“Now you’re just being obtuse. It’s a moot point anyway, if you get
right down to it. You’re already so much more powerful than the average
native that the firearms don’t throw the balance off much. It’s still in
violation of the contract between your agency and mine, but I'm willing to
overlook it in this particular case.”

“That’s convenient,” he muttered. Especially since he didn’t have any
intention of giving up his pistols no matter what she had to say about it.
Her agency’s reason for existing didn’t have a damn thing to do with him,
as far as he was concerned, and he liked it that way. Contract or no
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contract. No one asked him if he was willing to set aside his pistols while
in the field.

Not that he would. They were just too damned useful, particularly if
he ended up facing a lycanthrope or another vampire. He had other ways
to kill them, but none as simple as a bullet to the brain. Magic tended to
be unreliable with regards to both paranormal types, and it wasn’t
something he wanted to overuse here anyway. The last thing he needed
was to attract the Church’s interest. A running battle with a bunch of
mage-priests wouldn’t do anyone any good, and would screw up his
mission faster than anything else.

Even than the unwelcome intrusion of a pesky—albeit lovely—TAU
operative. Definitely fits the definition of an ‘attractive nuisance,’ he
thought with an inward chuckle.

He turned his attention to the captive brunette, who, despite the
straits in which she found herself, hadn’t set aside her arrogant
demeanor. By looking at her, one might think their positions were
reversed—that she were the one holding them captive.

Which suggested to Raven that she might simply be insane.

Val took a deep breath. She wasn’t sure what to think at this point.
She couldn’t believe Raven. Legend or not, the man was just rude. Her
agency’s whole mission was to prevent technological contamination and
he had the unmitigated gall to draw a pistol and fire it right in front of
her. She was furious.

And, as she said, there wasn’t really anything she could do about it
other than include it in her end-of-mission report once all this was over.

What really got under her skin, even more than his apparent
disregard for her position and whole reason for being here, was that she
had to fight to keep her eyes off of him. She’d already jerked her gaze
away more than once, and her deepest fear at this point was that he’d
been able to read her mind or emotions and sense how absolutely
fascinating she found him.

His apparent youth—and, yes, he did look remarkably young—was
offset by the absolute faith he seemed to have in himself and his
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decisions. Even if those decisions were totally screwed up from her point
of view.

“So,” said their prisoner, with annoying aplomb. “Are you going to do
something with me, or am [ going to have to stand here all night
watching you two undress one another with your eyes?”

The look Raven gave her could have stilled magma. “Watch your
mouth.”

“What are we doing with her?” Val asked him, with a pointed glance
at the dark-haired woman.

“You have a gate module on you? I left mine at home.”

“That’s smart.”

“I don’t carry the damn thing every where I go,” he said. “We’ll dial up
Starhaven, send a quick burst through telling them what’s going on, and
toss her through after it.”

She nodded and threw the rapier in a corner, turning her attention to
the silver bracelet dangling from her wrist. “You going to haul her up the
ladder?”

He shook his head. “Not necessary.” He did something with his hand,
grabbed the woman with one hand and Val with the other. An instant
later, they were standing next to where the gate had opened. Val
suppressed a shiver even as she reoriented herself. Magic always made
her a little queasy—probably because she had no mage talent at all and
it all seemed so damned mysterious to her.

“Do it,” he told her.

A flick of her finger activated the worldgate, which unfolded in a great
burst, materializing into a door-shaped cascade of silver light like a
radiant waterfall. She lifted the bracelet to her mouth and murmured a
quick message, then tapped the tiny protrusion that sent the message
home in an encrypted capsule. “It’s ready. Send her through.”

As Raven went to grab the woman, she ducked away, faster than he
wouldve expected. Even as he moved to intercept, he dialed up his
magesight, cursing silently as he saw a glowing sigil expanding from one
of the rings on her right hand.
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He snatched a generic counter-spell from the spell web orbiting his
body and hurled it into the midst of her expanding spell, the spells
meeting and exploding into a mass of wrestling silver strands as he
lunged to stop her from activating her next little surprise.

Again, she was a little quicker than he was; a single strand of force
shot out from her fingertips, stabbing straight through the center of his
chest and hurling him with immense force into the bells lining the center
of the tower. A great ringing peal ripped through the city as Raven fell to
his knees, gasping from the pain.

A second spear of power lanced from her fingers and caught the TAU
agent unawares, effortlessly swatting her to the floor. The woman gave
Raven a mocking salute and threw up another mana strand, this one
expanding into a transit tube like the one he’d used to transport them
from the floor below. “It’s been fun,” she said, yelling over the clang of the
pitching bells. “We’ll have to do it again sometime.”

She stepped through and vanished.

“Son of a bitch!” Raven struggled to his feet, wincing. He glanced
down at his chest and saw the wound from her blow knitting itself
together, but his shirt had been darkened by a copious amount of blood,
probably ruining the black silk garment entirely. Figures.

He walked over to where the blonde agent lay and knelt down beside
her. He could hear her pulse, and sense her breathing, so he knew she
was in no immediate danger. He gently lifted her, glanced at the gate,
and shrugged. It would collapse on its own within five minutes, long
before any local authorities could arrive, but it still bothered him to leave
the area with a worldgate in active mode. No telling what could find its
way here even in that short span of time.

He didn’t know how to work her gate module. He’d never even seen
anything that sophisticated. Technology had jumped ahead again even in
the ten years he’d been here.

His own was nowhere near as subtle in appearance, which was why
he didn’t tend to carry it with him. If it should fall out of his pockets, it
would really raise questions among the natives, the sort he didn’t even
want to consider the possibility of them asking.
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His initial response would have been to create a transit tube of his
own and get them the hell out of there, but there was still the issue of
the active worldgate he wasn’t willing to abandon. How do I get into these
messes?

And, of course, his rebellious brain supplied him with the obvious
answer. By underestimating the resourcefulness of a mere mortal, it told
him.

Oh, shut up.

He waited, listening to the sounds from the streets below, until the
gate finally collapsed. Breathing a sigh of relief, he ‘tubed them out to his
secret chamber.

The church mages would have fits when they saw how much
unlicensed magic had been thrown around the place. They’d tear the city
apart trying to find out who was responsible. He had no intention of
being in their line of sight anytime soon. And, with any luck, he’d be able
to keep them off his trail in perpetuity.

He was, after all, a much more experienced mage than any of them. If
I can’t dodge their dumb asses, it’s time for me to hang up my hat and
retire.

Assuming his boss would let him. And that was quite an assumption
in itself. And the question remained, what the hell would he do if he
retired anyway? It wasn’t as though he wouldn’t be around forever unless
some unforeseen calamity happened to claim him. All he’d really have to
look forward to would be an eternity of boredom.
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Chapter Four

Raven watched as Val threw herself into one of the over-stuffed
chairs in the ‘sitting’ room back at his house. “That’s ridiculous,” she
snorted, referring to his offhand revelation regarding the Church’s
attitude toward magic.

He shrugged. “That’s the way they look at it. I didn’t invent it.”

Val tilted her head and read the line of his lips. “You’re serious.
That’s crazy.”

“I've always thought so.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not just screwing with me.”

“Absolutely not. You can’t practice magic without a license. It could
get you killed. Right now the clock-tower would be a very unhealthy place
to be, considering that it’s crawling with constables and Deacons.”

“And a Deacon is?”

“That’s the magic branch of the Church. They follow the Defender
aspect of the Three-Fold God. God’s Hounds. They defend the church
from evil magic, which they define as any magic that’s not theirs. They’re
very good at hunting warlocks.”

“Not very good at hunting you,” she observed.

“True. But theyre not practiced at hunting vampire warlocks.” He
flashed a quick grin. “Especially one who’s immune to any kind of
location or detection magic.”

“That’s not all,” she said with a grimace. “You seem to be impervious
to psionics, too.”

“You noticed, did you? Tried to read me or something? You’re TAU
and you’re not a mage—it’s a good bet you’re a psi. How powerful?”
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“That’s right,” she sighed. “You were an investigator, weren’t you?”
She turned away, shaking her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Raven knew guilt when he saw it. “There’s a guest bedroom upstairs
you can use. I'm afraid the larder’s bare, but you can visit the market in
the morning. In the meantime, I'd suggest you stay here. I'm going to go
look in on the watchtower crowd.”

He knew she wanted to object, but guilt kept her silent. She simply
nodded.

He turned, snatching a thread, and snapping it out into a transit
tube. The Deacons ignorance of that particular trick made his life
infinitely easier, he thought wryly, as he traveled nearly a mile with a
single step.

He dropped silently on the peaked roof of the clock-tower and
crouched there for several minutes, listening to the murmurs of the men
roaming inside. He focused his vampiric senses and listened in on a few
of the conversations.

They were clueless, as he expected, but one of them did mention
something he found slightly alarming. Apparently the Church had
stumbled across some of the smuggled weapons, and had put enough of
everything together to find some connection between them and whatever
had happened at the tower. They were still speculating wildly regarding
what that may have been.

Good. So far they’re operating on complete guesswork.

They probably weren’t able to get anything off the dead
lycanthrope...at least not yet. They’d have to ship the body to Migar and
the Church’s alchemical laboratory there, before they’d be able to
discover anything about him. It would be a week in transit, three days in
autopsy, and at least a day for the information to return to the locals—
assuming they discovered anything of value in the first place. Their
knowledge of chemistry surprised him, but they were still swimming in
dark waters when it came to anything like genetics.

Well, it seemed the first thing he and the blonde—I really need to get
around to asking her name, he mused—needed to do from here was to
track down the church’s cache. They’d be transporting it to Migar as

www.samhainpublishing.com 25




Saje Williams

well, if he didn’t miss his bet, quite possibly with the lycanthrope’s body.
Their wisest course would be to destroy the body and steal the weapons,
leaving them with nothing.

He liked that thought. He really didn’t like the Deacons much.
Frustrating them would be a definite bonus to the whole thing. And it
would give his new partner something to send back home to make her
bosses happy.

Which, as far as he was concerned, would go a long way to alleviate
her anger at him for shooting the damn ’thrope in the first place. Even if
it had been the right thing to do. And why is it so important she thinks
well of you, Raven?

That voice was back, asking questions he didn’t want to answer, even
in the privacy of his own head.

R

Val woke suddenly, clawing her way out of the chair and facing the
shadow standing across the room.

Raven doffed his coat and hat and turned his eyes to her. Something
fluttered in the pit of her stomach. Just hunger, she told herself, not
really sure if she was being completely honest or not. The guy irritated
the hell out of her. There was no reason for her to be having this sort of
reaction to him.

Then he shocked her by stripping out of his black shirt and tossing it
across the back of another chair. His slim, muscular torso gleamed like
polished ivory in the dim light from the gas lantern in the corner. His
chest was hairless, and completely unscarred, she noted. He drifted from
the room without a word. A moment later the shirt vanished from the
chair. She stared at the spot it had vacated.

What the hell was that? she wondered. Why wouldn’t he change his
shirt in privacy? Why peel it off right in front of her?

Unless, of course, he hadn’t even noticed she was there. Maybe he
was that distracted.
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He walked back through the doorway about ten minutes later, chest
sheathed in a tight blue linen shirt. His hair looked wet. “That was a
quick bath,” she observed.

He ran fingers through his hair and shrugged. “Guess so.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me. Where’s your tub? How do you get
hot water to it? You don’t have a staff here, do you? Do you use magic?
Isn’t that risky, considering the Deacons might spot you working mana?”

He just stared at her for a long moment. “I have a shower. With a
water heater.”

Her jaw dropped. “Hidden, I suppose.”

“Buried about a hundred feet below the house. I plumbed this place
myself—believe me, magic makes the job a lot easier. But I'm sure you’d
rather use a water closet than a chamber pot. Am I wrong?”

“Water closet?”

“Old Earth term. Means a toilet.”

“We’re trained to handle—*

“—handle has a different definition than appreciate. Sure you’re
trained to handle primitive conditions. Doesn’t mean you have to do it
when an alternative is available.”

She frowned. “Okay, sure. So why would you include toilets in your
plumbing plan if you don’t need to use one?”

“Sheer perversity. Seriously? Because this is a dimensional station—
and if I get company from anyone not a TAU fanatic, they’d appreciate
being able to use decent facilities.”

“And what makes you think I won’t?”

“You getting your panties in a bunch about my shooting that ’thrope,
for one thing. I gotta say, TAU’s brainwashing techniques are pretty
damn impressive. Nearly every TAU agent I've run across is a damn freak
for technological purity. I'm not sure why. The worst thing that might
happen is that some fifty years in the future, after I've been reassigned
and the house has fallen into disrepair, someone might come along and
accidentally unearth the water heater. The wizards will debate its
purpose for a few weeks and forget all about it. It won’t contaminate
shit.”
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She opened her mouth to object and snapped it shut again. “You
have a point.”

“Glad you think so—“

“What the hell is that?” She pointed past him at a huge shape taking
up most of the doorway behind him. “Is there a pony in the house?”

“Nope,” Raven answered. “That’s actually my dog, Cerberus.”

Cerberus grinned at her. He was a huge beast, easily two hundred
pounds, with short black hair and a wide, wedge-shaped head.
Unsettling intelligence stared out of his black eyes. He lifted his head to
stare up at Raven, uttering a murmuring grunt.

“Cerberus, this is—umm...” Raven looked at her. “What the heck’s
your name?”

“Valerie Winn. Everybody calls me Val.”

“Cerberus, this is Val. You don’t have to eat her, okay?”

She could have sworn the dog nodded and said “okay.”

What if it had? It wasn’t as though it was impossible. Not in this day
and age. But it sure made her curious. “Hi, Cerberus. Are you a good
dog?”

The dog uttered a grunting moan that sounded suspiciously like a
question aimed at Raven.

A shocked expression flitted briefly across the vampire’s face before it
smoothed itself back into undead passivity. “No,” he said emphatically.

The dog chuffed.

Val snickered. “Now that’s low.”

“What?”

“Lying to a dog is about as low as you can get.”

“What makes you think I was lying to him?”

“He sure thinks so,” she answered. “Look at him.”

Raven glared down at Cerberus, who remained unruffled. It was hard
to intimidate a two-hundred pound intelligent canine, even despite its
inherent tendencies to follow pack order. The big lug had a sense of
humor, and liked very much to give the boss a hard time when the
situation called for it, regardless of the fact Raven was the pack alpha.
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He groaned inwardly. There was no way in hell he was going to
translate the dog’s comments for Val. He wasn’t sure how to take them—
he definitely didn’t want to find out what her reaction would be.

“You’re a weird guy, Raven.”

A weird guy. When I was a teenager that would have been insulting.
Now it’s a compliment. Funny how these things change.

A lot changes over the course of a couple hundred years.

“Ill show you to the shower, if you like.”

“I'd like.”

Raven set her up with a shower and wandered back to the sitting
room, sinking into a stuffed chair with muted groan. The arms and
corpse were likely being shipped out, either tonight or with the tide in the
morning. The morning seemed most likely. They’d be put on a galley
headed for Migar, which would take about a week to get there.

It would most likely follow the coastline closely, and drop anchor at
night, so he’d have no problem slipping aboard and liberating the items.
His only real concern was what to do with Val while he was working that
end of things.

That goddamn gown had to go, he decided. It was decidedly absurd to
expect a female agent, particularly a TAU agent skilled in armed and
unarmed combat, to wear those damn constricting things just to blend
in. That was one reason he really didn’t approve of sending female agents
in to places like this in the first place.

Nothing sexist about it...women expected to conform to local styles
and mores were at a distinct disadvantage when it came to being able to
protect themselves, or to perform half the physical tasks the typical
mission might entail. He thought the whole thing demeaning and
dangerous, and lobbied against it every time he had the opportunity.

He leaned forward, rubbing his chin. There was a way he could
circumvent all of this, but the chances of her going for it were pretty
damn slim. He’d been experimenting lately with transformational magic—
probably one of the most complex of all the disciplines—and he thought
it quite likely he could alter her appearance far enough to allow her to
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pass as a male. He could do a complete transfiguration, of course, but he
seriously doubted she’d go for that.

Then they could hire a couple of horses and ride up the coast. Might
run into a few bandits, but he considered bandits to be nothing more
than a chance for a little exercise.

His head snapped up as he heard someone coming down the long
walkway in front of the house. It took him less than half a second to
reach the door, gazing through the self-installed peephole to see who it
was.

Cerberus barked from somewhere out in the yard.

Sergeant Goban and his sole companion froze mid-step as the big
dog’s warning reverberated through the chill night air. Raven grinned.
Yes, Cerberus could have that effect on people. Stand down, he thought
to the dog, and the barking stopped.

He opened the door with a innocuous glance toward the eastern
horizon. The way he figured it, he had a couple hours left until dawn. He
needed to talk Val into the transformation and affect the spell; he really
didn’t want to chit-chat with Goban. “Do you know what time it is?”

“About two hours before the cock’s crow,” Goban grunted. “I need
your help.”

“Really? You have no idea how busy I am right now. This is a very
bad time.”

“Not my idea,

»

the watch sergeant grunted. “This comes straight
down from the Provincial Governor.”

Oh, really? That piqued Raven’s interest. “Come in.”

Goban responded with a quick nod and turned to his companion, a
young freckle-faced constable. “Stay here. I'll be out in a moment.”

The man saluted and turned to stand in the middle of the walkway,
fisting the pommel of the sword at his waist and sweeping the front of the
property with his gaze.

Once inside, Goban waited for Raven to shut the door. “You have
anything to drink?”

The vampire thought about it. “Yes, actually. I don’t usually keep
alcohol in the house, but I happen to have a bottle of excellent wine left
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by a visitor some time back. Have a seat and I'll retrieve it and a glass for
you.”

“Would rather have whiskey,” the constable grumbled, but he made
his way into the sitting room. Raven ignored his comment and went to

find the wine.

Val could almost feel the steam pouring from her ears. She’d emerged
from her bath to find that her gown was missing, and that it had been
replaced by a pair of linen trousers and a white silk shirt. Obviously both
garments were Raven’s and it surprised her that he’d even have noticed
they’d be about the same size.

But her surprise didn’t outweigh her pique. She was supposed to be
dressed in local clothing—which meant those damned confining dresses
and gowns. Yes, she hated them, but she had the distinct impression
she’d hate being labeled a witch and killed even more.

She ran straight into Raven in the hall as he emerged from the room
mockingly referred to as a kitchen. He held a bottle in one hand and a
single glass in the other. “Let me guess,” she said. “That’s not wine.”

He looked taken aback at her tone. She deflated a little, plucking at
her shirt as she stared at him. We look directly eye-to-eye, she realized,
startled that she hadn’t noticed that before this moment. Admittedly, she
was tall for a woman, and he had never had the opportunity to reach his
full height, but it still surprised her. No wonder his clothes fit her.
“What’s with the outfit?” she asked him. “I can’t go out dressed like this.”

“l have an idea, but I'll explain after my guest leaves.”

“You have a guest? Who is it?” She leaned past him to look into the
sitting room. A very rough-looking individual in some sort of uniform

)

stared back at her curiously. “Ah, crap,” she murmured. “He’s going to
assume I'm a witch, isn’t he?”

“Warlock,” Raven corrected. “And, no, not necessarily. I don’t think
he’s particularly superstitious.”

“Good.”

www.samhainpublishing.com 31




Saje Williams

Chapter Five

Raven glowered at Goban over his shoulder as Val brushed past him
and entered the sitting room. The constable rose to his feet in an almost
involuntary reaction as he gaped at the shapely blonde woman dressed
in a man’s clothing. For the first time since Raven had known him, the
ex-caravan guard looked completely stunned.

Val walked straight up to him and stuck out her arm. “Hi. I'm Val.”

Goban glanced at her hand, then back up at her face, seemingly at a
loss for words.

Caught between amusement and a twinge of jealousy, Raven decided
to come to his rescue. “She’s a rather unique friend of mine, Goban;
recently arrived in the city. Val, this is Goban, an associate among the
local constabulary.”

“Associate, eh?” The sergeant looked a little dubious about that. He
bowed with very little grace. It was obviously not something he did very
often. “Pleased to meet you, Lady Val. And may I say, that’s quite a
fetching outfit you have on.”

Well, it seemed the man had found his tongue. And Raven didn’t like
what he was doing with it. “Can we possibly get down to business?” he
asked curtly, telling himself that he was just annoyed because this was
taking up valuable time better spent on other things.

And nothing to do with the fact that Goban is putting more effort into
charming her than you even bothered to consider.

That damned voice in the back of his head had a nasty habit of being
right.

Val lowered her hand. She should've known better. Men here simply
did not shake hands with women. That required an ability to view them
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as equals, and that just wasn’t going to happen. Not here. The man,
Goban, seemed far from scandalized by her clothing, however. He
stopped short of leering at her, but not by much. “I would offer you a
snack, Sergeant,” she said. “But it appears my old friend dines out far
more often than he eats here, so his kitchen is embarrassingly bare.”

Goban shrugged. “I'm not hungry. Thank you, though.” He glanced at
Raven. “So you want to talk business, do you? Fine. There’s a ship
heading for Migar with the morning tide—the Capricious—and the
Governor wants a piece of its cargo retrieved.”

“Oh? So what’s that have to do with me?”

“Don’t try to bullshit me, Raven. You hate the Church as much as I
do. The whispers you've heard of contention between the Governors and
the Church are true—they want to lead a revolt against Church
authority. Well, weapons they acquired for that purpose have fallen into
Church hands. We can’t let them take them to the Defenders hall and
figure out how they work. We have to get them back. You’re the only one
I know who has any chance of getting it done.”

“I'm flattered you have this much faith in me, but that’s a tall order.”

“l know you’re a warlock, Raven. I've had my eye on you for a while
now. But I think you’re trustworthy, and you’d be a damned good man to
have at your back in a fight. | need you—your province needs you. Are
you willing to stand with us?”

Raven opened his mouth and said nothing for a long second. Talk
about a rock and a hard place. Now he knew who’d purchased the
weapons, and why. Good intelligence to have, but there was no way he
could scratch their backs in this instance, as much as he wanted to.
That would put him at odds with TAU, who required the weapons either
be destroyed or transported to Starhaven.

He didn’t like either choice. He wanted the Provinces to be able to rise
up against the Church with some hope of actually defeating it, not
ground under its heavy, magical boot. He didn’t think their prospects
would be too good if he confiscated the guns. Dammit.

His jaw snapped shut and he uttered an inarticulate growl.
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Val turned to look at him, eyes widening, and he stared her down.
Fucking meddling bastards. He wanted to yell it out loud, but didn’t think
that would go too well with Goban, who seemed to be sizing Val up for
pedestal placement somewhere. “I...can’t.” He shifted his gaze back to the
watch sergeant. “It’s not as though I don’t want to,” he added, “but I just
can’t.”

Val looked stricken, he noted with some satisfaction. She’d caught
the nuances as well, and at least had some idea what her agency’s
policies were creating here. Without the guns any attempt to rebel
against Church authority was most likely doomed to fail, and the
aftermath would be terrible to behold.

Goban glanced at the bottle of wine in Raven’s hand and sneered.
“On second thought, I don’t think I'll take that glass of wine after all. I
really must be going.” He nodded cordially to Val and strode past Raven
without a glance. “I'll show myself out.”

He managed to refrain from slamming the door as he left.

“Well, that sucks,” Val muttered. “I had no idea.”

“I had a suspicion,” Raven growled. He glanced down at the bottle of
wine in his hand and lifted it for a long pull. He doubted it would have
any effect, but he could always hope. He wiped his mouth with his
sleeve. “This is worse than you can imagine. I've put a lot of time into
gaining Goban’s trust, and this could well have destroyed all that work. I
can’t carry out my duties if I'm forced to abide by your rules.”

“They exist for a reason,” she told him, jaw tightening around the
words.

“Like most rules, they exist to screw the weak,” he snarled back. He
drained the bottle and stormed out, tossing it aside as he stepped
through the door. He vanished it before it hit the floor.

Val stared after him, resisting the urge to follow. She understood why
he was angry, but wasn’t sure what she could do about it. All she had to
do was imagine if both sides got a hold of the weapons. It would be a
bloodbath. From what Raven said, he suspected these were semi-
automatic assault rifles. Muskets would be one thing...AK-47’s were a
horse of a different gender entirely.
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She wished there was something she could do.

Then again, maybe there is.

She poked around the place for several minutes, coming up with a
voluminous cloak, sword belt and scabbard to use for the weapon she’d
liberated from the black-haired bitch. She also located an old pair of
boots that fit reasonably well. Thus clad, she stepped out into the night.

Raven lifted his head and sniffed. Someone had opened the front
door. Frowning, he emerged from his private room and tread silently
through the house, coming to the entryway after a moment of looking
around for Val. It seemed pretty obvious she’d gone out—not something
he would've recommended until he’d had the opportunity to talk to her
about the transfiguration. She was dressed as a man and who knew
what sort of chaos would ensue if any of the locals spotted her.

Not that it was that big a danger at the moment. In the hour before
dawn, usually even the ruffians were abed. Damn her eyes! What is she
playing at?

He followed her into the pre-dawn morning, using the scent of her
tracks to lead him along her trail. At one point he lost her, so he called in
Cerberus to help. The big dog came loping from the direction of the
house and quickly sniffed out her path.

It took another fifteen minutes before he realized she was heading for
the district watch-house. Looking for Goban? He was curious how she’d
taken off directly toward it; there was no way she could have learned the
route since she’d been here.

Nothing weirder than a psi, he decided.

Coming from a vampire and a mage, that’s rich.

Now his little voice was trying to pick a fight. Oh, shut up.

Val knew they were there long before they made their move. She
sensed two pinpoints of anticipation off the street ahead and smiled to
herself. A couple of footpads, looking for a last score for the night.

She felt like kicking a little ass. She almost felt sorry for them.
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She walked down the center of the street until she was about thirty
feet away, then dodged toward the wall on their side. Panicked by this
sudden maneuver, they rushed out of the mouth of the alley, skittered
around the corner, and rushed her.

A thought scream—like a sonic bolt spearing from her mind
outward—dropped the first one like he’d been struck in the face with a
wrecking ball. The second dodged past his falling comrade, and
brandished a long dirk.

She drew her rapier. And smiled.

His eyes grew wide as he realized he was facing a woman. Val made a
few flourishes with the sword, then a come-hither motion with her other
hand. And she smiled some more.

He turned and fled, leaving his unconscious companion behind
without a thought.

“Well, that wasn’t very much fun,” she informed the abandoned thief
at her feet. “You guys are truly pathetic.”

“They are Argos and August Conn,” Raven’s voice cut in from behind
her. “That’s August there. Dumb as a soggy pretzel. His brother’s the one
with the brains, but only in comparison to August.”

“I'm surprised they’re still alive.”

“Frankly, so am I.”

She nudged the sprawled-out Conn brother with her toe and glanced
over her shoulder.

Raven stood some forty feet away beneath a gas light, arms folded
across his chest. He peered at her with hot eyes from beneath the brim of
his cowboy hat.

“So why are they still on the streets?” she asked.

“They haven’t done anything bad enough yet for the watch to take an
interest. There are hundreds of little alley-rats like them lurking
around—as long as they don’t rob the wrong person, or kill anyone in the
process, they are free to scurry around to their hearts’ content.”

“And Goban is a part of that?”

“He tries—which is more than I can say for some of the bastards in
the upscale districts. You don’t get away with murder down here. Goban
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won’t tolerate that. In other parts of the city you can pay your way out of
a murder rap before the blood’s dry.”

“Nice place.”

“Not much different from Earth throughout much of its history,”
Raven said with a shrug. “The worst thing we agents can do is lie to
ourselves about the worlds we visit. Ones this far out on the chain are
the weirdest, since not even the place names or even the tribes of man
are quite the same. Celts in the Americas, Native Americans in Africa,
Blacks in Southeast Asia, and the Germanic peoples practically non-
existent. It’s an unrecognizable Earth, but all the landmasses are the
same. And so are the people. Humans just like us.”

“You still consider yourself a human?” she asked.

He snorted. “What else should I consider myself? A God? A hero?
Hardly. All of this is about real heroism—about the guy who gets up
every day and labors at the docks, or grinds himself away in a mill
somewhere. About the woman who raises ten children, keeps a house,
gardens, and takes in laundry on the side. I'm outside of all of that. The
best thing I can do is protect humanity from dangers it’s not even aware
of.”

He took a step forward and, for all she saw of it, materialized less
than five feet away from her. She suppressed a shiver. That wasn’t
magic. That was vampire. “You know what pisses me off about this whole
gun thing, Valerie? What pisses me off is that those weapons can give an
ordinary person a fighting chance against someone like a Deacon—
someone whose innate power makes them equal to five or ten men—or
against a lycanthrope, or even a vampire. Nothing else would but magic,
and we don’t have the means to teach that to them.

“Christ, Val, the people in this province—hell, all the provinces—are
exploited by both the Church and their leaders, and there’s not a damn
thing they can do about it. Does that seem right to you? If the Deacons
were out-world mages doing this, Sash could step in. If they were using
banned technology, TAU could step in. But who helps people when
they’re being ruled over by a bunch of corrupt pigs they have no way to
fight back against?”
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He was almost in tears. Val stared at him. She didn’t know how to
respond to this. He was absolutely right, but everything she’d been
taught told her that he was dead wrong. And the two thoughts could not
reconcile themselves inside her head.

“That this governor is willing to risk himself by purchasing these
weapons in the first place says that the people have caught a break,”
said Raven. “The Church props up the civil structure as long as the civil
structure props up the Church. It’s astounding to see someone
challenging that. And we have to go and fuck that up.”

Raven shook his head and turned away. She didn’t need to see him
cry. Besides the fact it was just undignified, it was also a bit...creepy.
Most mortals seem to find blood tears to be unsettling. He had no reason
to believe she wouldn’t be the same. “You shouldn’t be out here right
now. We'll find Goban tomorrow. I don’t know what I'll say to him, but I
figure it out. Maybe I can lend myself to their cause in some other
capacity.”

She reached out and put her hand on his shoulder from behind. “If I
have to, I'll help, too. We have to make this right.”

He glanced up toward the east. “Better do it tonight. Right now I need
to get home before the sun comes up and blasts me into my component
atoms.”
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Chapter Six

The night unfolded above him and his eyes snapped open. Raven lay
in his bed for a long moment, staring up at the ceiling, listening to the
sound of his house humming with a hundred new footsteps and voices
he did not immediately recognize.

He pulled himself out of bed and went to take a shower. Once he was
finished, he quickly toweled off and dressed, listening at the hidden door
for any sign of unseen watchers. When he was certain it was safe, he
opened the door and slipped out.

He made his way to the sitting room, where he found Val, Goban, and
a young man he didn’t recognize sitting around sipping wine and
chatting amiably. He wiped the scowl from his face and walked in.
“Didn’t know we were planning a party,” he observed dryly.

“Sometimes parties just happen,” Val answered sweetly. “They’ve got
another offer for us—this one I think youll like.”

“Really? Do tell.” He smiled, wanting desperately to grit his teeth.
How dare she bring people into his house while he was sleeping? Didn’t
she realize how dangerous that could be?

And where was Cerberus?

Curled up in the corner in front of the fireplace, basking in the heat
from the flames. Raven shook his head in disgust. Some guard dog you
turned out to be.

The dog flopped over on his back, lolled his head off the hearth, and
peeled open one eye. The mouth slowly parted into a grin and he kicked
one back leg idly.

Ah, yes. Canine for ‘fuck you.’
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“Who are you?” he asked the young goateed man, determined to
ignore the dog’s response entirely.

“Bryon Beard,” he replied, in the clipped tones of Muraz—the great
southern city, said to be the birthplace of the Provincial Alliance itself.
The mightiest of the city-states at one time, Muraz’s navy was still
legendary.

“Should I know the name?” Raven asked, aware that he was being
rude and not really giving a damn. The man shouldn’t have been in his
house without his permission.

This earned him a hesitant smile. “I'm the seventh son of Jamus
Beard, Governor of Muraz.”

Raven glanced at Goban. “Another Governor? This is beginning to
look like a conspiracy.”

This actually caused Goban to glance around suspiciously. Raven
stifled a laugh. The power of suggestion was an amazing thing. “This is
big, Raven,” Goban murmured. “Bryon here has come bearing the tale of
a powerful artifact, buried in the frozen land at the bottom of the world.”

“And this is important because...?”

“We want to retrieve it,” Bryon answered smoothly.

“What’s this artifact supposed to do?”

Raven glanced at Val. That was a good question. The notion of
traipsing around the Arctic really didn’t make him want to cheer, but
locating a powerful artifact could be the only way they could tip the
balance without betraying TAU in the bargain.

He’d have to reach that ship and destroy the weapons before he went
anywhere else, though. That was a given. If the rebels couldn’t have
them, there was no way on this or any Earth he’d leave them to the
Church.

Bryon’s lip twitched slightly. Raven was probably the only one who
caught it. But whatever he was about to say was only part of the truth.
“It’s referred to in texts as the Fist of the Redeemer, the unknown face of
the Three-Fold-God—the one who has yet to come. The one who will
reconcile humanity with the other faces of God and usher in an age of
wonder.”
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Great. Kid sounds like a religious fanatic. But Raven had to admit
what he was hearing was a damn sight better than anything the Deacons
had to say. He’d never bothered to delve too far into this religion of
theirs. Religion had long struck him as a dangerous business and one
hell of an efficient way to screw your head sideways. Thinking that you
know things you don’t really know is a recipe for disaster stew.

“But that’s not all, is it?” Val leaned forward, her gaze suddenly
predatory. “There are other artifacts you believe you'll find there, aren’t
there?”

The young man shrank back in his chair, eyes widening so far Raven
was afraid he was going to injure himself. “How...how did you know
that?”

Raven coughed just loud enough to catch Bryon’s attention. “Valerie
is a woman of singular talents,” he told him. “Now how about you tell us
about these other artifacts too? Pretty please?”

“Okay.” Bryon took a deep breath. “I've been studying the text for the
past five years, and I think I've been able to piece together how the stuff
got there and what it might be. I'm sure you know the legend of Black
Crag.”

“Sure,” said Goban.

Raven and Val exchanged glances. “We’re not from around here,”
they said in unison.

“Oh. Well...Black Crag was a warrior—one of the Avenger’s Holy
Knights. He led the battle against the frost giants and reportedly chased
them all the way back to their home. He died in battle, even as he thrust
his sword through the ribs of the very last giant. They fell together in the
midst of a storm of fire and when it abated, the other Knights could find
no trace of him or his gear. They surmised that he’d been dropped
through the ice into a crevice, one so deep they couldn’t hope to retrieve
him. They performed their service there and returned home in
mourning.”

“So what kind of artifacts was he carrying...reportedly?” It was easy
to tell this guy had spent most of his life living in books. He didn’t know
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the value of a short descriptive phrase. Raven stared down at him and he
fidgeted in response.

“The Fist of the Redeemer, which we assume is some sort of mystical
mace, plus something called a ‘soul gem.’ It allowed Black Crag to steal
some of the powers of those he faced, weakening them and strengthening
him.”

“Anything else?”

“Maybe,” the young man squeaked. “We’re not sure. There’s
something about a Horn of Worlds but we don’t know anything about
that one.”

“Uh-huh.” Raven clapped his hand down on Bryon’s shoulder.
“Thanks for leveling with us, kid.”

“Kid? I'm older than you are,” Bryon objected.

“Don’t bet on it,” Raven replied. “Fine. We’'ll go find these artifacts of
yours. Maybe we’ll stumble across this Redeemer of yours too.”

“Maybe you will.”

“We’ll need to be outfitted. I can handle the cold, but she can’t. We’'ll
need the best cold-weather gear available.”

“l have a hundred gold Seals for just that purpose,” Bryon said. “Do
you know where we can get the equipment you need?”

“Absolutely. If you’ll give us a few...” He gestured to Val, indicating
that he’d like to talk to her. She nodded and followed him down the
hallway.

He spun on her. “Don’t bring people into my house when I'm asleep.”

“What, you don’t trust them? Or don’t you trust me?”

He leaned in within inches of her nose. “I don’t trust anybody.”

“That must be very lonely for you.”

That stopped him mid-rant. “What?”

Val tilted her head and gave him a penetrating stare. “It must be
lonely to be the only person you feel you can trust. Like being locked
inside a box with knives sticking through it.”

He shook his head rapidly as if it had suddenly become shrouded in
cobwebs. “I'm not lonely.”
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“Yeah, right. Raven, the big, bad vampire...the killer of monsters. So
bad-ass he doesn’t want or need anybody. Well, youre wrong, Raven.
You've been hurt, sure. But we’ve all been hurt. Nothing unusual about
that.”

“You can’t read my mind.”

“No. I can’t. But I know people. I don’t rely exclusively on my gifts to
figure people out. For one, it’s not necessary, and, for two, it’s rude to
read other agents. I know I tried to read you once and it was wrong. You
just had me so confused I didn’t know what to do.”

“You always leave me that way,” he told her. Then, without warning,
he leaned forward and pressed his mouth against hers.

Val felt her knees buckle slightly and thought for a moment that she
was trying to melt into him. Something electrical pulsed between them
and her heart began to skip to a whole new rhythm.

She pushed herself back and out of the kiss. She’d actually been
trying to push him away, but found in that moment what the word
‘impossible’ meant. Or the term ‘immovable object.” “What did you do that
for?”

“l wanted to. Now—shall we lead these two to the outfitter’s shop?”
He turned and walked away, grabbing his jacket from the coat-rack by
the door.

The whole way down the hall Val found her gaze glued to his butt.
Could an ass actually be perfect?

She wouldn’t have thought so before meeting Raven. Now she was
certain of it. Why had he kissed her? Why did she like it so much? They
were always at odds. Maybe that was part of the chemistry between
them.

Forget about that, she thought, annoyed with herself. We’ve got more
important things to concentrate on, dammit. Like a trip to the North Pole.

She still couldn’t believe he’d kissed her.

R
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The trip to the outfitters didn’t go badly, but Val could tell Raven
wasn’t happy with the revelation that both Bryon and Goban were
coming along on the expedition. His distaste for the scholarly Governor’s
son was palpable. If not for the fact the young man seemed so socially
inept, Val was certain he would’ve picked it up himself.

Goban certainly had. He exchanged more than one amused glance
with the vampire as they explained the use of this or that item in the
outfitter’s shop.

The proprietor, a spindly, long-limbed man with the habit of craning
his neck so he looked a bit like a vulture sitting on a gnarled old tree
waiting for something to die, watched with something approaching
complete disinterest, despite the fact that they obviously intended to
spend money on his wares.

Raven seemed to take this in stride, which suggested he was used to
this fellow’s demeanor. Val wanted to grab him by his buzzard neck and
shake him, but thought that would be a little extreme. Apparently he was
the only complete outfitter in the city, or the only one Raven trusted for
whatever reason.

The whole operation took less than half an hour. The proprietor
called into the back of the shop and a couple of sizable lackeys loaded
their purchases aboard the wagon as the party looked on. Catching a few
moments apart from the others, Raven ghosted up to Val. “I'm going to
need you to distract them somewhere up the coastline, give me a chance
to find the ship without them catching on.”

She nodded. “How are you going to deal with the you-don’t-work-in-
the-daytime factor?”

“They don’t have vampires here,” he reminded her. “No suspicions to
raise—they don’t make connections between night and evil, thankfully.
We can pretend it’s some strange curse.”

“You’re pretty used to this, aren’t you?”

He shrugged. “This isn’t the first world I've been undercover on—just
the first one where being what I am doesn’t equal an automatic death
sentence if they figure it out.”
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“Assuming they can pull it off,” she remarked absently. “How are we
going to transport you?”

“Didn’t you notice? I ordered a six foot, airtight crate. An unusual
request, you’d think, but apparently the Church Deacons have a
standing order for one just like it once a month.”

“Once a month? What the hell for?”

“That’s a question I'd dearly love to ask them,

”»

he replied. “I've
included it on my list.”

“You've got a list of questions you want to ask them? That’s rather
sad, don’t you think? It’s not as if they’ll ever be answered.”

He gave her a dirty look and shook his head, taking a step away as
the others approached.

“What’s the crate for?” Goban asked curiously.

“You'll find out,” Raven replied off-handedly. “So are we ready to go?”

The watchman glanced toward the moon and calculated. “Uh-huh.
Bryon has hired us a ship to take us to the northernmost port, where
we’ll hire several sledges and dog teams to take us farther north. All we
have to do is load up and we can sail with the morning tide. Sometime
about dawn, I would think.”

At this news, Raven smiled. That would put them, at the most, one
day behind the ship they were pursuing, Val noted mentally. At least he’d
come fully on board with the idea that the weapons needed to be
destroyed, and she knew he’d find some way to get it done.

At least she could trust him that far. In other respects she still hadn’t
figured out exactly how far she could trust him. Hopefully this venture,
odd as it was, would give her the answers to that particular question.
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Chapter Seven

“Where’s Raven?” Bryon asked, sidling a little too close for comfort as
Val stood with him on the Rakehell’s poop deck. He seemed a decent
enough guy, but he’d grown entirely too friendly since she’d emerged
from her cabin a few hours earlier. Allowing her to accompany them on
this mission with few questions asked had given her a rather prejudicial
view of how progressive they actually were, but the truth remained that a
woman who dressed in men’s clothing and engaged in predominately
male pursuits was enough of an anomaly that certain things were clearly
taken for granted.

Maybe the assumption was that a woman who voluntarily took a
man’s role was of loose morals or character and would be easy pickings
for the likes of Bryon, or maybe he just found her that attractive. Or
maybe he was just that friendly.

She could find out for sure, of course, but she was hesitant to read
him. It was one thing to use one’s talents in pursuit of the mission, but
quite another to mind-probe someone who was ostensibly an ally for
personal reasons.

The day had dawned thick with fog, but by mid-day they found
themselves sailing under a bright and sunny sky. The crew swarmed the
rigging, trying to catch every breeze to their best advantage. Val knew
almost nothing of nautical things but had some wild imagining that she
would learn something of value on this journey.

The sailors, being a superstitious lot, as she had been told sailors
often were, avoided her as if she were a plague carrier. She’d been afraid
that they’d make assumptions about her due to her manner of dress,
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but, so far, they’d done everything possible to even avoid even
acknowledging her existence.

If only I was so fortunate with Bryon, she thought. Though, she had
to admit, that was rather unfair. He hadn’t done anything overt, and it
would be easy to assume that he had nefarious designs on her body.

What does it say about me that I detect lecherous intentions where
they might not exist? she wondered, even as she inched carefully away
from him. She nearly laughed aloud at herself. It said that she had a
well-reasoned suspicion of male motivations, even though it felt like a
knee-jerk reaction. It might not be true that all men think with their little
heads, but the damn things have entirely too much influence in general.

She once read a theory that penis size, and the lack thereof, had a
startling effect on diplomacy as a public policy. She wasn’t entirely
certain how accurate it was, but she found it amusing to contemplate
regardless.

Gunboat diplomacy as an exercise in penile projection. Why doesn’t
that surprise me?

“So where are you from?” Bryon asked her. She winced inwardly.
That was one of the worst questions for an agent to receive unless he or
she had already developed a plausible cover story. She hadn’t had the
opportunity yet—she knew far too little about this world to come up with
something believable. “I’'d really rather not talk about it,” she answered.

Unfortunately this didn’t appear to be an acceptable answer. “Your
accent says you’re from one of the Southern provinces—Talmar or
Jesepha, maybe? I've never been to either, but I'm curious. Is the
weather really pleasant all year long?”

She had a sudden sense that this wasn’t as innocent a line of
questioning as it first appeared. He was fishing for something—looking
for some misstep on her part? Just because she couldn’t simply dive into
his mind and extract the information she wanted didn’t mean she
couldn’t take advantage of the emotional context he was broadcasting as
they spoke.

She thought back to the map she’d seen briefly before going through
the worldgate. One of the two provinces mentioned wasn’t in the
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southern regions at all—it was in the north-eastern region which would
have corresponded to the Balkan states on Earth. The other one was on
what would be the Mediterranean Sea—Greece, Italy, and part of what
might be considered the Middle East. Or, as one of her instructors had
called it—the ‘Muddle East.’

She gave him a dubious look. “I can only assume you misspoke.
Talmar is a northern province. I was born in Jesepha...though the
circumstances of my birth and upbringing aren’t something I want to
discuss. The weather is pleasant, though.”

She’d been fortunate enough to travel to Earth itself as part of her
training, so she’d actually visited the climes they were discussing. She’d
spent a month working in the olive orchards while there, learning about
the region and its history at the same time.

They tried to do that with every graduating class, but at times the
political atmosphere on Earth Prime grew too contentious and the
agencies refrained from including such field trips in their regimen.

The aftermath of the Cen War had changed Earth’s political
landscape in some respects, but some regional conflicts still cropped up
from time to time. The Mediterranean region had been the focus of a
great number of religious conflicts over the past several centuries and old
hatreds died hard. The Adjuster’s Office troops did their best to contain
these conflagrations but occasionally they flared out of control anyway.

Much of the agency’s teachings were vehemently anti-religious and
they used such things as the ongoing brushfire conflicts on Earth Prime
to provide an example of why religious sentiment was a dangerous trend
in human affairs and why all revealed religions should be regarded with
suspicion. There were other examples on various other Earths, of course,
but Earth Prime provided some of the best examples. The agencies had
arisen, after all, from Earth Prime and its explosive history, and the
agents were steeped in Earth Prime culture from an early age. In fact,
most—but not all—of the agents were originally from Earth Prime in the
first place, so, in fact, many were the direct inheritors of the religious
and regional prejudices that provoked these conflicts in the first place.
The agencies—both TAU and the Crimson Sash—did their level best to
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train their agents away from any consideration of their origins with
respect to their dealings with one another. Val herself hailed from North
America, from the western side of the former nation of Canada, so had
never been introduced to any of the more extreme ways of thinking that
prevailed in some of the other regions.

And all of this, she thought, is completely beside the point at the
moment. She was trying to get inside Bryon’s head, not take a lengthy
journey through the maze of her own mind.

He showed a level of religious fanaticism she found truly disturbing,
and wanted nothing more than to find some way to disrupt it—to shock
him out of what she saw as his superstitious assumptions.

Bryon now laughed sheepishly, though she definitely had the
impression that it was an affected response. He wanted her to believe it
had been a mistake, but her feelings told her something totally different.
He’d been trying to trip her up, which made her wonder what his
intentions were. Why would he assume she could be tripped up in the
first place—unless he had some suspicion that his world had been
infiltrated by operatives from somewhere else entirely.

Possible, she admitted to herself. He worked for his father, who’d
helped finance the purchase of out-world weapons, so it was actually
likely that they’d put two-and-two together to determine that the
circumstances on their world were being influenced by at least one
outside agency. If one, why not more?

This was not a line of reasoning she had any interest in fostering,
though she had no idea how to nip it in the bud. If she continued to try
to evade his questions, he’d simply grow increasingly suspicious, which
was also something they wanted to avoid. If the locals started suspecting
their motives it could only spell trouble for their mission in general.

At first she’d been fooled by his vapid, rather foppish exterior, but
looking in his gray eyes now she determined that the exterior masked a
rather insightful, devious mind. His attempts to get the truth from her
had been clumsy, but she had no reason to suspect that they weren’t
deliberately clumsy. After all, what could it possibly hurt to let her know
specifically that they suspected her of being some sort of out-world

www.samhainpublishing.com 49




Saje Williams

operative? Every bit of pressure they brought to bear on her would make
it that much more likely she’d slip up and reveal something she was
trying to keep hidden.

It would be easy to assume these people were unsophisticated
savages, but nothing could be farther from the truth. People in these
cultures often learned the ways of intrigue early, especially if they
themselves had political connections. In some ways they might well be
more advanced in these areas than the typical agent, considering that
they had to contend with merchant houses, foreign governments, and
spies within their own ranks.

They lived within wheels within wheels, dealing with influence
peddlers, self-promoting sycophants, and deceitful courtiers from almost
the moment they left their mothers’ teats.

She herself was probably extremely naive in this respect when
compared to him. She didn’t care for that realization in the least. Of
course, that’s why there’s a big difference between trained agents and
experienced ones. All the training in the world can only prepare us to gain
the experience we need—it can’t replace it. “I'm not feeling so good,” she
said, standing abruptly. “I think I'm going to go lie down for a while.”

He looked as though he was about to object, but seemed to shrug
inwardly. “As you wish.”

She could feel his penetrating stare following her as she descended
the ladder from the upper deck and disappeared from view. Something
told her that this was going to be a trial in more ways than one.
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Chapter Eight

Upon awakening, Raven found himself instantly reminded why he
hated sea travel. He no longer had the capacity to get seasick, but the
rocking motion left him unsettled nonetheless. The ship was at anchor,
he noted, which explained the rhythmic undulating motion he found
disturbing. He pushed open the casket lid and climbed out onto the
hold’s deck.

The smell of fresh water mingled with the salty brine of the sea and,
after a moment, he heard the drops of rain hitting the decking above
him. It was raining; probably one of the reasons they’d pulled up and
dropped anchor for the night. It was a common practice regardless, but
they’d paid for an express service, which should have precluded nightly
stops. The Captain most likely wanted to avoid any chance of running
into one of the nasty squalls that occasionally struck during inclement
weather such as this, uncommon as they were. Raven couldn’t blame
him for that. Some of those storms were fierce, and could damage a ship
even as seaworthy as this one. They weren’t paying him enough to risk
his livelihood.

While he understood why, it didn’t make him any happier with the
situation. He needed to catch up with that other ship, and that wasn’t
going to happen if they stopped every goddamn night because of the
weather.

He could always use a little mojo to make the weather more
compliant to his needs, but he’d learned to be very hesitant to engage in
weather manipulation. He might fix it here to suit his needs, but the
chain reaction from it might devastate some other region and kill
hundreds in the process. He didn’t find that chance acceptable.
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And it wasn’t as though he didn’t have other options anyway. They’d
just require a little more planning and a lot more work. He could live with
that a damn sight better than he could live with the thought of killing
untold numbers of innocents. Laziness made a poor excuse for callous
indifference.

The upper deck seemed empty when he climbed out of the hold, but
he could both hear the heartbeats of the sailors and smell the rich scent
of blood rushing through their veins. This served as a reminder that he’d
gone a little long since last feeding and that he’d best find a source of
fresh blood before the Thirst did it for him.

They probably appreciated the downtime, come to think of it.
Running twenty-four hours a day had to put a strain on the men.
Chances were the bunch of them were holed up somewhere tipping back
a few quarts of grog and cursing the crazy passengers who wanted to
work them to death and blessing whichever facet of the Threefold God
who’d sent the storm.

All the better. Raven reached out and snuffed one of the lanterns and
drew the shadows around himself, cloaking himself in darkness. Again,
he became aware of the spell web around him, the flowing matrix of
energy in which he’d hung all his prepared spells. It was, of course,
invisible to anyone who was not a mage. He wasn’t, however, after one of
his prepared spells this time. He would be working with the raw material
of probability, the strands of mana that wormed through time and space,
leftover energy from the creation of new universes.

He began pulling threads to put together a new spell. He grasped one
strand and flattened it out, forming it into a convex lens and setting it
aside to float placidly in the air beside him.

He grasped another thread and fixed the lens to one end, then hurled
that end skyward, hooking it downward at the last minute. He opened
one end and peered through, grinning inwardly as it became clear that
this little innovation was going to work exactly as he’d expected.

He used this new ‘far-seeing’ spell to scan the territory ahead,
seeking any sign of another ship anchored somewhere roughly a day
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ahead of their position. He raked the spy device across the sky, looking
for any sign along the coast for a ship that might be bound for Muraz.

It took several minutes, but he found it finally in a small cove tucked
deep into the continental landmass; a secluded little spot he imagined
few captains even knew about. It figured that the one entrusted by the
Church with the transport of their new acquisitions would be worthy of
the task.

It wasn’t Raven’s fault that he was trying to protect the cargo from
someone far more capable than most. Before dawn he’d whistle up some
windsprites and nyads, elemental spirits of water, to increase their speed
once they got going. They were a week out from Muraz, and, if they could
run through the night tomorrow with ’sprites and nyads going the whole
time, they’d catch up by the time it was preparing to raise anchor the
next morning.

If the weather cooperated, anyway.

“Raven.”

He took a deep breath, irritated that he’d been so preoccupied he
hadn’t heard her approach, then turned slowly to look at her. “Valerie.”

“I'm not sure I like being the only one up and around during the day,”
she blurted, then looked surprised at herself.

“Why? The sailors giving you trouble?”

“Not them. Bryon. He’s...been a little over-friendly. I'm not sure how
to handle it. Ordinarily I’d just bust him in the chops and throw him in
the drink, but I don’t think that’ll go over very well here.”

“You think right,” he murmured with a tiny nod. “You want me to
have a chat with him?”

She appeared to hesitate, then nodded. “Don’t do anything
irreversible.”

He gave her a dark look. “Go teach your grandmother,” he snorted.
“Make yourself scarce and I'll go have a talk with him about messing with
my girl.” He dialed his best smile and watched her face flush scarlet.
“That should get the point across without having to resort to actual
violence.”

She gave a quick nod. “Okay.”
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He winked at her, drawing another blush. He nearly laughed aloud.
How can she possibly be this easy to embarrass? She turned around and
ducked into her cabin as he cloaked himself in darkness and made a
silent leap to the forecastle—where he’d heard Bryon’s voice even in the
midst of his conversation with Val.

He deliberately materialized on the edge of the twenty foot long deck,
gliding in utter silence across the planking as the mayor’s son lifted his
gaze from something in his hands. “How—? Where—? That’s...” His face
flushed nearly as pale as Raven’s as the vampire pulled up barely a foot
away from him. “How did you do that?”

“It’s a gift,” Raven replied. “I need to talk to you.”

“Where have you been?”

»

“Sleeping,” Raven answered. “I'm not what you’d call a morning
person.”

He reached out and grasped a length of deck rail with the tips of his
fingers, curling his palm against the smooth wood. He squeezed, the
weathered wood creaking in protest as his fingers began to inexorably
indent the surface. “Stay away from Val unless you've got business to
discuss. She’s mine.”

“Yours?” Bryon gave him a skeptical look.

Raven’s lips curled into a feral smile and he felt the wood give,
shredding away from the rail as he pulled his hand free. He handed the
crumbled wood to Bryon, who stared at it uncomprehendingly for a
moment before looking back into the vampire’s cold gaze. “If you bother
her again, Ill rip your face straight off your skull. That tends to
discourage female interest, if you get my drift.”

A light dawned in Bryon’s eyes and he looked back at the wood in his
hand, then at the rail, which looked as though a large dog had been
chewing on it. The strength it would have taken to rip that chunk free
was nothing short of astounding and he knew it. He reached out and
clasped the rail himself, squeezing with all his own considerable strength
and accomplishing exactly nothing. The look on his face told Raven he’d
indeed ‘caught his drift.’

“I don’t want to hear anything more about it, understand?”
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“Yes, sir,” Bryon breathed, heart clearly sitting somewhere in the
vicinity of his throat.

He positively stank of fear. Raven turned away, almost feeling guilty.
He’d intimidated other vampires for years—doing it to a poor mortal gave
him no real satisfaction. But it had served its purpose. He wouldn’t be
bothering Val again anytime soon. And, again, the threat of force is more
effective than the application would be. Amazing how that works.

He knew it had wounded Val’s pride to be forced to come to him, but
the social niceties of this world made it a necessity, if not a comfortable
one. She could only stretch the boundaries of the sexual norms so much
without making their jobs infinitely more difficult, and they both knew it.

He stopped and knocked on her cabin door. After a moment, she
answered. “I've taken care of it,” he told her without preamble.

She nodded, then glanced over Raven’s shoulder, where Bryon was
descending the ladder from the forecastle. “Maybe you’d better come in,”
she said, giving him the most dazzling smile he’d ever seen on her.

He shrugged imperceptibly and followed her into the cabin, shutting
the door behind him.

“And why—?” He took two steps forward and froze as the door behind
them kicked back open in response to what he could only assume was
her telekinetic prompting.

She whirled and pressed him into the doorframe, her face mere
inches from his own. “If you’re going to tell him I belong to you, we’d best
give him some reason to believe it,” she said, as she reached out,
wrapped strong fingers around the back of his head, and dragged his
mouth to hers.

“What are you doing?” he murmured against her lips.

“Do you or don’t you know when to shut up?” she replied, drawing
her face back just a little. “We have to make this look good, or else he’ll
never buy it.”

Personally Raven didn’t give a damn if he ‘bought it’ or not. He’d
made his threat and, the way he saw it, it would take a damn sight
braver person than that little mite to ignore the threat.
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Of course, he thought, seeing a spark of what had to be irritation
rising in Val’s eyes, there was something to be said for playing a role to
the hilt. He returned the kiss as if he meant to swallow her whole.

RO

The exact instant before Val wouldve been forced to break the kiss
herself for lack of oxygen, she felt herself being pulled away to arm’s
length by Raven’s firm but gentle grip on her upper arms. She found
herself panting slightly, the edge of her vision tickled with tiny motes of
light as she tried to fill her lungs with air. Damn. Kissing a vampire is a
whole new experience.

She saw a hard edge in his gaze as she met his eyes and she felt her
heart pounding in her chest. She didn’t know exactly why she’d kissed
him, but hadn’t regretted it at all until she saw the deep pool of dark fire
behind his stare. “Before we start anything like this,” he murmured,
almost angrily, as he kicked the door shut behind him yet again, “you’d
better be damn certain where you want it to go.”

Taken aback by the vehemence in his tone, she opened her mouth to
say something—anything—but was interrupted by a loud explosion and a
sudden sideways lurch of the deck beneath their feet. “What the hell was
that?” she cried out, her originally intended words snatched away by
shock and fear.

“Cannon fire,”
attack.”

“By who?” she asked, instantly realizing how stupid the question

he replied through a clenched jaw. “We’re under

was. If she didn’t know, the chances of him knowing weren’t one hell of a
lot better.

He ignored the question, spun and ran for the ladder leading to the
deck, little more than a blur as he burst through the door and vanished
from sight. Cursing, she grabbed up her rapier and dashed out behind
him.

Who on this world has cannons? was the crazy thought that careened
through her head as she ascended the ladder. And who gave them to
them? One way or another, it was her job to find out.
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Emerging on deck, Raven must have looked like a good target. A
bandy-legged little man wearing a bandanna and a leather cuirass
charged at him with a naked rapier. Moving like light made flesh, Raven
danced forward and plucked the blade from his hand, dealing him a
back-hand blow that lifted him bodily from the deck and hurled him over
the rail into the sea.

Raven glanced around, instantly measuring the distance between
their ship and the pirate ship off the starboard side. He caught a flash
out of the corner of his eye and something nipped at the collar of his
jacket, humming like an angry bumblebee as it passed. His vastly
superior night vision spotted a lone figure in the rigging of the pirate
vessel, fiddling with something in its hands.

Raven turned and vaulted the thirty or so feet between the two ships,
landing lightly and scurrying up the rigging with uncanny dexterity. He
snatched the shooter up with one hand, shaking him violently until the
weapon fell from his grasp to thud heavily on the deck beneath them.
Allowing himself a wry grin, he threw the pirate up toward the mainmast
before leaping back down to where the gun had fallen.

His feet struck the deck without a sound and he bent down to scoop
up it up. He turned it over in his hands, frowning. It was some sort of
muzzle-loaded pistol, its design one he didn’t recognize. Certainly
nothing smuggled in from Earth.

Someone yelled close by and he whirled, ducking a wild slash and
smashing his fist straight into his assailant’s face. Bones crunched and
blood flew. He stuffed the weapon into his jacket pocket and lifted the
pirate, raising his gaze high above them.

A moment later they stood in the crow’s nest, the squat, muscular
pirate blubbering in terror as Raven held him casually out over the deck
with one hand. “Sorry,” he said, not sure if he meant it or not, a mere
second before plunging his fangs into the man’s corded neck.

He barely gave himself a taste before dropping his victim at his feet.
The man curled into a fetal position inside the tiny cup of the ’nest,
sobbing aloud. He winced. I hate it when they do that.
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He wanted more, of course, but knew he couldn’t take another
draught without the risk of infecting him. He could always simply snap
his neck when he was finished, but Raven wasn’t a fan of cold-blooded
murder, no matter how much some might think men like this pirate
deserved such a fate. Once they were incapacitated, he simply couldn’t
justify killing them any more than he could justify making them what he
was.

Some sixty feet below he could see more pirates scurrying about,
firing their strange weapons, and screaming to one another as their
intended victims began to fight back. The air filled with arrows and a
couple of the pirates were smashed down where they stood.

He spotted Val leaping between the ships, a prodigious jump for a
mortal, and trading blows with a pirate for a brief second before she cut
him down. She was damn good with that sword, he noted, but that only
made sense. There was no such thing as an unskilled TAU operative. Psi
powers were all well and good, but sometimes their job came down to
sheer brute force, blade against blade. As far as he knew no TAU agent
had ever been bested by a single native warrior on any of the client
worlds.

Then he saw her beset by two pirates at once and nearly jumped to
her defense, only to discover in short order that she didn’t really need his
help at all. She circled to the left of the one in the lead, forcing him to
step into his comrade’s way, and handily skewered him the moment his
attention wavered.

The second pirate offered even less of a challenge than the first. In
less than an eye-blink she was stepping over their bodies to engage
another. She skipped to the side, evading the man’s initial lunge, then
whipped her trailing foot up into his face. His head bounced from the
deck as she strode forward and, with a casual sweep of an invisible
hand, used telekinesis to toss another pirate over the side from fifteen
feet away.

He hesitated longer, admiring, but could hesitate no longer as he saw
a pair of men stealthily moving up on her. He vaulted the side of the
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crow’s nest and willed himself toward them. This short flight was not
beyond him, and he alighted without a sound on the deck behind them.

He surged into the space between them, arms shooting out and
fingers like steel spikes embedding themselves in their clothing and flesh.
He gave a sudden yank and smashed them into one another with bone-
crushing force. They bounced away from him and each other, shattered
and bleeding, as he made it to Val’s side in a single, ground-eating leap.

The men would live, but not comfortably. That notion didn’t trouble
his conscience in the least.

She turned and thrust reflexively, but he leaned away from the point
and slapped the rapier down. “Watch where you’re sticking that thing,”
he said with a grin, then swept the deck with his gaze. “Looks like that
pretty much took care of them.”

“Maybe,” she murmured, frowning at the carnage around them. “I
sure the hell hope so.”
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Chapter Nine

Despite the fact that a concerted sweep revealed no living pirates, Val
couldn’t shake the feeling that they were missing something. All they
could find were bodies. At least all the pirates were either dead or
disabled, yet, thankfully, most of their own crew was alive and mostly
uninjured. By all reports, their friend Goban had given a good accounting
of himself aboard their ship—and even Bryon had turned out to be more
effective a fighter than anyone had expected. The pirates asked no
quarter and gave none. Val was just glad the butcher’s bill wasn’t higher
on their end.

The purpose behind their attack, and how they were able to creep up
so close without being detected, remained a mystery. Raven murmured
something about a theory, but refused to elaborate when she pressed
him for details. “I’'d just as soon have some sort of verification before I
say anything more.”

He ignored her icy glare and continued poking around the corsair
vessel. “I smell a warlock,” he muttered, glancing around what they’d
assumed to be the Captain’s cabin. Expensive rugs littered the floor, and
inside they found the only real bed aboard the ship.

Goban stood in the cabin doorway, shaking his head. “I didn’t see
one.”

“You weren’t supposed to. I do ask—where’s the Captain? I'd be
willing to guarantee that the Captain and the warlock I'm sensing are one
and the same.”

“A warlock pirate? There’s a scary thought.” The watchman fingered
the hilt of his sword. “Makes too much sense though,” he added,
scratching his three-day-old beard growth. “So where is he?”
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“Not he. Recognize that scent?” Raven asked Val, who sniffed
experimentally.

She nodded. “Very familiar. Spicy, but not too heavy. What is it?”

“The perfume of choice of the woman who greeted you on your way
into town.”

Val took another deep sniff. “I didn’t smell it then.”

“You didn’t smell it now until I pointed it out. You don’t have my
senses. To me it’s as though she bathed in the stuff.”

“That would be an interesting coincidence, wouldn’t it?” she asked
him and received only a shrug in response. He was being rather closed-
mouthed, to the point it was starting to piss her off. “Do you think she
was after us in particular?”

He nodded curtly. “Quite likely.” He began to cast about the room
with his gaze, then reached up and plucked something she couldn’t see
from the air. He repeated this a few more times, and then appeared to
weave something invisible between his outstretched hands.

Magic. She shivered. There was something deadly enticing about the
magical arts—though her own gifts were unique and powerful in their
own right. But magic—she’d always been curious, but never had the
opportunity to learn anything about it. TAU recruited her straight out of
college on Earth, just a backwoods bayou gal from Louisiana with a
strain of the meta-bug that turned on the switches in her brain.

She wasn’t even particularly powerful as a metapsi. Her strongest
talent was her telekinesis—known commonly as TK or ‘Teek™—but she
had a smattering of telepathic, empathic, and precognitive talents as
well. They were occasionally useful, but involved a lot more ethical
considerations than simply smashing someone in the face with a
telekinetic fist.

She was a powerful Teek, but it was an exhausting discipline.
Physically lifting and throwing an average-sized man had left her pulse
pounding and tiny lights going off in the corner of her eyes. She’d damn
near overdid it on that one. One or the other, Val—maintaining a inertial
shield or throwing pirates around. You can’t do both at the same time.
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She came back to the present to realize Raven was staring at her, and
he’d said something. “Sorry. What was that?”

“This is no time to be woolgathering,” Raven told Val with narrow
eyes. “Be ready and observe.”

“Huh?”

He tossed the spell out, watching through magesight as the first arm
of the spell reached out and swept the room. Another strand reached out
of thin air and tried to brush it aside. Then his spell reached out with its
second arm, spearing directly for the point from which the opposing
thread had originated.

A column of white light shot from the floor to the ceiling—a blinding
flash he alone out of his whole party could see—and, swathed in a swirl
of what looked like white smoke, a human figure appeared in their midst.

That, everyone could see. Before the figure—the woman—could move,
Val had her rapier resting comfortably on her shoulder, the point just
barely pricking the side of her neck. “Wouldn’t try anything, witch.”

“Warlock,” Raven growled. “They call them warlocks.”

“Males and females?”

“The word our translators turn into ‘warlock’ is a word that simply
means ‘traitor’ in Church Low Tongue.”

She shrugged. “Not that I care.”

He nearly sighed. He found languages pretty fascinating—he no
longer relied on the translator implant to communicate with the natives
here...he’d learned another important thing about being a vampire.
Vampires learned fast. After over a hundred years roaming his own
Earth, and nearly another hundred leaping from universe to universe, he
now knew seventy Earth languages and sixteen the natives of his Earth
would never recognize at all. “Being an agent is more than just roughing
up the bad guys,” he said, leaning close and whispering in her ear.

Her eyes shot sparks at him. “I know that,” she whispered back. “And
I resent—*
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“I see you two are still getting along famously,” the mysterious out-
world woman remarked with remarkable aplomb for someone literally
millimeters away from death.

“Do you want to die?” Val asked her incredulously, more fascinated
by the woman’s attitude than angry at her for it.

That provoked a grin. “Not particularly. But you’re not going to kill
me.”

“And why not?” Val asked her, twisting the blade slightly, feeling the
blade bite barely into the woman’s neck.

“Because I know things you don’t.” Her smile bordered on mocking,
but fell just short of it. Not that it bothered Val. She’d developed thick
skin working with her training agent, one of the most abrasive human
beings she’d ever had the pleasure to meet.

Raven laughed aloud. “You’re a bold creature, aren’t you?” Then,
moving so fast he was barely a blur, he bypassed Val and stopped mere
centimeters away from the woman. “I usually find that intriguing in a
woman, but, in your case, it’s tedious. What’s your name?”

The woman stiffened. Val’s gaze flicked between them, unable to
shake the feeling that there was another conversation entirely going on
beneath the surface of their exchange. And she found she didn’t like it. It
wasn’t overtly sexual, but there was a certain quality that lent itself that
sort of mystique. The woman’s breasts heaved and her eyes fell upon
Raven like two neutron stars—gravity wells that drew his gaze inexorably
into her own.

They were both magi, so they shared something Val herself could
never understand.

And, at that moment, she hated the woman with pure white passion.

She was jealous, she realized, and that realization nearly made her
laugh. Why should she be jealous? She and Raven had shared nothing
but a kiss, and even that he’d taken as an excuse to berate her—or
question her motives, at least. This woman had tried to kill him, but
maybe he was one of those who found that sort of thing...enticing. She
knew that many men did, for some inexplicable reason. The few days
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they’d spent together had really told her nothing about the man who
lived within that ageless teenage exterior.

His spirit was often as cold as the vampire flesh that housed it, yet
she had felt some sort of heat and passion rising from him as well. He
remained an enigma, for all intents and purposes, and yet, without even
seeming to make the attempt, he had somehow seduced her into an
attraction she hadn’t even recognized before it had come upon her.

She needed this aggravation like she needed a sledgehammer upside
her head.

“Your name, woman,” Raven hissed through clenched teeth. He’d
nearly run out of patience with this one—she found the act of defying
him entirely too amusing for his comfort. She was right, in one respect—
he had no real intention of killing her. But he wanted to know what she
did, and she wasn’t about to give up that information freely.

Not for the first time he wished he had some of the mental powers of
his progenitor, or even a fraction thereof. But the psychic gifts granted to
Renee Fontaine were not his. Val had a measure of them, of course, but a
glance in her direction spoke volumes—if he allowed her a few moments
alone with their prisoner, he’d be lucky if she wasn’t returned in this
world’s equivalent of a body bag. The blonde TAU agent’s eyes were
focused on the other woman’s face like twin laser cannons armed and
ready to fire. The hand holding the sword at the woman’s throat
whitened with the strength of her grip.

The cabin fairly stank of animosity and sheer unadulterated jealousy.
What the hell?

He despaired of ever understanding the ‘gentler’ sex. Had he been an
ordinary man, the look Val was giving their prisoner might have frozen
the blood in his veins. If she didn’t want her dead, he knew nothing of
women at all.

“Illl have your name, and the name of whom you work for,” he
insisted, reaching out and wrapping ice-cold fingers around the woman’s
pale throat. Nails that glittered like mother-of-pearl dug into her smooth
skin as he dragged her away from the edge of Val’s blade.
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This earned him a dark look from Val, which he ignored. Just as he
ignored the painstakingly crafted look of boredom on their captive’s
beautiful face. He could read the tint of fear hiding behind the jade
lenses of her eyes.

She attempted a smile and he squeezed his fingers together just
slightly, cutting off most of the air flowing to her lungs. “Maybe you’re
right,” he said. “Maybe I don’t want to kill you. But there’s nothing
stopping me from making you wish I was going to.”

Despite all the legends surrounding Raven, it wasn’t until this exact
moment that Val saw even a glimmer of the deadly predator hidden
beneath the innocuous exterior. This was the creature that had so cowed
the early vampires of Earth—the one who struck terror into anyone even
considering an existence as a rogue outside the rules he himself had
designed.

The cold-blooded killer. The monster who hunted monsters. He
turned his suddenly burning gaze on her and she flinched back. “What
the fuck use is a psi,” he asked, “if you can’t ream what we want out of
her mind?”

“I'm not that powerful a telepath,” she replied in much the same tone.
“And she’s adept at shielding—more than any non-psi has any business
being.”

“Excuses,” he snarled, lifting the woman from the deck and
suspending her at arm’s length. “I'm getting really sick of this woman.
I'm sick of her interference, I'm sick of her attitude, and, frankly, I'm sick
of her face.”

“So just kill her,” Goban murmured from the doorway, his weathered
face a mask of studied disinterest. “If she’s out of our hair, what does it
matter if we don’t know where she came from?”

“You've got a point,” the vampire said slowly, uttering the words ever
so slowly around his vicious and feral grin. “I'm beginning to see it that
way myself. If she won’t talk, she’s useless to us.”

For her part, Val believed this threat to be a real one. His anger was
so real it had literally dropped the temperature in the cabin by at least a
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few degrees. He radiated cold like an angry mortal might radiate heat,
the product of an icy fury so deep that it might've been drawn from the
northern ice-flows themselves.

“All right, damn you!” the woman gasped finally, after a few seconds
of tearing at his wrist with both her hands to no avail. His grasp was far
too strong to be broken by the likes of her.

He tossed her aside like a rag doll to lay panting and wheezing
against the nearby bulkhead. “So talk,” he said coolly. “Before I decide
you’re better off as fodder than as a living prisoner.”

Val found herself wondering how long it had been since the vampire
had fed. Long enough, obviously, that whatever reticence he’d felt about
revealing his nature to the others had began to fade. Some of his
apparent anger might well have been the by-product of vampiric hunger
and, all things being equal, she much preferred the notion of him dining
on the dark-haired bitch than anyone else in their party.

“I'd do what he says,” she said warningly. Her mouth twisted into an
evil smile. “He’s looking a little thirsty.”
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Chapter Ten

The woman gasped for a steady breath, finally, and groaned as she
sat up, pressing her back against the bulkhead. “I'm after the weapons.”

“What weapons?” Goban asked, frowning for a moment before
revelation struck. “We don’t have them.”

Raven threw him a look full of dark fire. “She didn’t need to know
that.”

Goban winced, looking abashed. “Yeah, you’re right. Maybe you
should question her.”

“Maybe so,” the vampire grunted. He strode over, crouched in front of
her. “What did you want with the weapons?”

“To return them to those who’d purchased them,” she said, shifting
slightly. “I think you broke something.”

“Too bad. What does it matter to you who has them?”

“We made a deal. We honor our obligations.”

“Who’s we?”

“I'm not going to tell you that,” she replied, shaking her head. “Even if
you beat me to death.”

Raven’s smile was thin enough to shave ice. “Not necessary.” He
reached up, grabbed a specific spell in his 'web, and hurled it into her as
she sat unsuspecting. At the last second her eyes snapped wide and she
cried out, but by then it was too late. “That should keep you from getting
any ideas.”

“What did you do to her?” Val asked, moving up next to him and
staring down at the suddenly stricken woman with an oddly concerned
look in her eye.
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“l warlocked her,” he replied, turning away. “Put her in the hold,
Goban. Let her stew there a while, see if she feels more cooperative once
she’s had a chance to think things over.”

The watchman nodded, looking a little puzzled. His use of the word
‘warlock” in that context had thrown the man. “What did you do?”

“l blocked her magic,” the vampire replied. “I think she has a
fractured rib or two as well, which should keep her from doing anything
too energetic.” He glanced over his shoulder at Val. “Coming?” Without
waiting for a reply, he strode from the cabin, not bothering to see if she
followed. If she did, they’d continue the conversation the attack had
interrupted. If she didn’t, well, there would be another opportunity soon
enough.

He wasn’t sure he really gave a damn right now. His mind was
churning with other things—Ilike who or what the woman represented.
He found himself wishing he could ask questions of the leaders of the
rebellion. How had they contacted these people, and what deal had they
made?

The question burned inside him as fiercely as lust had burned within
him when Val had pressed her lips against his.

He shoved away the comparison angrily and strode across the gently
shifting deck, stepping out onto the bow and staring down at the dark
water pooling below.

Val stared after him, mouth hanging open for a moment, then met
the woman’s eyes as Goban helped her to her feet. “You never told us
your name.”

Her full lips stretched into the first real smile Val had seen out of her.
“It’s Cassie—short for Cassiopeia.” She allowed the watchman to assist
her to the door and halted, turning to gaze back at Val for a short
moment before speaking. Her face was a mask of pain. “If you think you
can awaken love within him, think again. He’s a dead thing—his heart a
shriveled mass. He’s walked in the shadows too long to allow that light to
shine on him.”

Goban half-carried her out onto the deck, snarling something into
her ear Val couldn’t catch. What does she know? Val thought to herself,
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stepping out onto the deck once they’d gone, her gaze scanning the deck
until she spotted the single dark shape on the bow, coat flapping against
his legs like the wings of a dying bat.

She approached Raven slowly—she might not have been able to sense
his mood empathically, but he fairly radiated tension simply by the way
he stood, like he was carved out of wood and placed there by the
shipwrights who’d built this vessel.

Has his heart withered? She remembered the feel of his hands on her
arms as he’d pushed her away after she’d kissed him. There had been
passion there; he’d felt something when she’d kissed him, whether he
wanted to admit it to himself or not.

He didn’t turn to look at her as she walked up on him. “When I was
first turned, I was afraid of becoming a monster. The one who turned me
seemed callous, uncaring, though honorable in his own way. The
vampire he made me to fight was a madwoman, a dark queen in truth.
But before I'd been a year dead I made a deal with a devil, and made
vampires at his whim.

“I became a monster’s monster. I secretly hunted those I created at
his command, and destroyed them. I took their lives and then killed
them. I'm not even sure I regretted a bit of it. I was Raven, the hunter of
the night, death to the undead. I was the vampire bogeyman. I was the
thing that the fearsome feared.”

He uttered a bitter laugh, his voice wafting over the deck of the ship
as if abandoning any concern for keeping his secret. “I don’t even know
how many I destroyed. I lost count. One thing an uneducated vampire
does is propagate...making more vampires comes as naturally to us as
breathing does to the living. We feed and spread the virus.

“l was only fifteen when I was turned. I was a kid. I played a game
that featured vampires as the protagonists—I thought I knew what it
would be like. But I didn’t. Not really. I didn’t know what it would be like
to watch the years roll on, to see the world changing as I remained the
same.
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“These hands...” He raised them as if in illustration, so pale they
seemed to be glowing as he held them aloft. “...should be stained scarlet.
But they’re not.

“I thought I was in love once. Briefly. She was a lycanthrope, the
child of a powerful mob family who’d repudiated everything her family
stood for. She saw me for what I was, finally, and walked away without
looking back. She knew a damned thing when she saw one.”

Even as fitful as her sensitive psi talents were, she could still sense
him there like a black hole in her awareness, radiating pain she could
not feel. She could hear it in his voice and it left bleeding wounds in her
psyche nonetheless. “If you were truly damned, it wouldn’t tear you up
like this.” She spoke softly, knowing he’d hear her.

“The woman told you her name,” he said out of the blue. “I heard
her.” He whirled, leaping the distance between them and landing silently
in front of her. “I wish she was right,” he said. “I wish my heart was a
withered thing, unable to feel. But it’s not. She’s wrong. But she’s right
about one thing—I've walked in the shadows a long time. Maybe too
long.”

“There’s no such thing as too long,” Val whispered, reaching out,
grabbing him by the back of his head and pulling his face to hers. Their
lips met, tentatively at first, but with growing heat as she felt a tingle run
through her. Her legs threatened to buckle, but his arm, strong as stone,
wrapped across her back and held her to him.

She fell back a moment later, gasping for air. “Whew. No one ever
warned me what kissing a vampire would be like.”

He gave her a thin smile, eyes dancing with something approaching
humor. “When you don’t need to breathe, it makes a difference.”

“No kidding.” She sighed heavily, leaning against the iron strength of
his embrace. “But that’s not all, is it? When you’re kissing me, that’s all
you’re doing. Every bit of what you are goes into it.”

He gave her an odd look, then shrugged. “I suppose that’s true. What
of it?”

“Do you realize how rare that is?”

“No, I didn’t. Why—how rare is it?”
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She had to laugh. She couldn’t help herself. “One of my senseis had a
theory about something he called ‘the hundred percent rule.” We mere
mortals have to expend some of our energy on things like breathing, and
keeping our hearts beating. Subconsciously, perhaps, but it still
subtracts something from the whole. No matter what we do, we can only
put so much into it because of all the other things we must expend
energy on. When I'm kissing you, I have to think about breathing, and
keeping my legs from collapsing under me, and, at some level, how we’re
going to succeed at this mission. But not you. When you’re kissing me,
everything you are is about kissing me. That’s just amazing.”

He shrugged. “I’'m still not sure this is wise.”

“Wisdom be damned.” She met his eyes squarely. “Sometimes being
human is about thinking with your heart, not your head. And, since your
heart isn’t really a withered up thing in your chest, try to listen to it from
time to time.”

“Hmm. I'll consider it. In the meantime, maybe we’d best get back to
thinking about the mission. I need to get rid of those weapons. Do you
know how to sail, by any chance?”

“Not part of my training,” she replied. “Why?”

He nodded toward the vessel sitting some yards off the starboard
side. “If you did, we could take that ship and have a little privacy.”

“Probably not a good idea. Admittedly, I don’t know a lot about it, but
I'd guess we’re going to be heading into some heavy weather soon.”

He nodded. “Could be. I can handle that...at least at night. We’re still
a few weeks from the North Sea, but we’re also coming up on the time of
year when the storms start getting worse.”

“l have a really weird question.”

“Only one? Shoot.”

“Where the hell are we? I mean in relation to the places I know on
Earth Prime. Everything’s different here.”

“No kidding? I hadn’t noticed.”

She punched him lightly in the chest. It was a bit like hitting a
marble statue. “Ow.”

“Don’t do that.” He lifted a brow sardonically.
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“I'm serious.”

“Right now we’re off the coast of China.”

“No. You're kidding.”

He shook his head. “I know it’s weird. But the tribes of man didn’t
migrate the same way on this world... We’re hitting the North Pole via the
coast of what would be Russia.”

“How are we going to get this thing through the ice once we get up
there?”

He smiled enigmatically. “Leave that to me.”

“Like I have a choice?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Raven!” The voice jerked his head around and his eyes narrowed as
Bryon came strolling up the deck toward them, radiating something Val
couldn’t quite place. It felt a little like fear, but also carried with it an
undercurrent of—was it hope?

She wasn’t certain.

He was nearly vibrating with it, she noted. Raven met her eyes for a
quick second before releasing her waist and moving to intercept. “What
can I do for you, Bryon?”

“You can answer some questions.” The words came out in a rush. “I
need to know.”

“Need to know what?”

“Are you the Redeemer?”

“What? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You bear the signs. ‘And he shall shun the light of day, and his
power shall fall upon the night like a web of life.”

“Coincidence,” the vampire grunted. “I don’t believe in prophesy.”

Val wanted to interject something here, but thought it better to keep
her mouth shut. She had no choice but to believe in prophesy—she’d met
her share of precogs, and knew all too well how accurate some of their
visions could be. The fact that Bryon had suddenly connected Raven to
the third aspect of their Three-Fold God gave her pause, but she was
fairly certain she didn’t want to get involved in this particular discussion.
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“He shall come from another world, and have been called both hero
and monster by his own people.”

Now this is just getting creepy, she thought, as a chill ran down her
spine. What if Raven was the Redeemer of prophesy? What did that
mean, exactly? She set a mental note to herself to discuss the whole
thing with Bryon at a later date. She needed to know more about all this
before coming to any conclusions about it.
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Chapter Eleven

Two nights later Raven stepped out of a transit tube onto the
unfamiliar deck of the Church’s warship, cloaking himself in shadow as
he did. He could sense living beings moving about the ship, one nearly
close enough to touch. He drifted closer, recognizing the man as a Knight
of the Church, one of the magically enhanced warriors that served as
part of a Deacon’s honor guard.

The man strode past him, completely unaware of his presence. Raven
breathed a silent sigh of relief, only then realizing how concerned he’d
been that their enhancements would allow them to detect him. He
shouldn’t have worried. His vampiric nature had granted him partial
immunity to magical attack, and his own particular gift had given him
the ability to pass undetected even amongst his own kind.

He heard the rapid approach of footsteps as another knight burst
through a hatch and emerged on deck, naked steel gleaming in his hand.
“Deacon Shalz has detected an intruder!” he cried out.

Then again... Raven slipped past them as they criss-crossed the deck,
looking into every shadowed alcove. He must have warded the ship and
sensed my arrival via transit tube, Raven realized, feeling slightly foolish.
He should have jumped in above the ship and dropped to the deck rather
than arrogantly assuming he could simply stroll into their midst
unnoticed.

Either way he thought it unlikely he’d have to fight his way out. Once
he’d found the weapons, he could take care of them and vanish without
the Churchmen ever knowing who or what walked among them.

His first step, of course, was locating the weapons. Ordinarily he’d
just send out a couple of spells programmed to seek them out, but he
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knew now that activating any sort of magic on this ship would be a
mistake, so he was reduced to doing it the hard way.

The hatch leading into the hold was obvious enough, but the catch
was finding a way to open it and slip inside without alerting the knights.
That, he thought with a wry grin, requires a distraction.

He made his way to the bow and drew one of his pistols. He removed
the magazine and popped free a single bullet, which he then pried open
with his thumbnail. He poured the powder into his cupped hand and
looked around. The trick at this point was in leading them away from
where he was trying to go—the cargo hatch lay in the middle forward
section of the main deck. A fire on the bow would lead them past his
access point, but would also risk drawing the attention of those currently
ensconced in the rear cabins.

Clenching his fist around the gunpowder, he raced to the stern,
blowing by the two knights as they stumbled around trying to find
something they had no chance of locating in the first place. He vaulted to
the poop deck and, from there, hurled himself upward into the rigging
where he scampered like a monkey to the furled mizzen sail. Then he
poured out the powder in a long line along the furl.

Shaking off the last vestiges of the powder, he reached down to his
belt and extracted a thin silver tube about the circumference of a pencil
and as long as his pinkie. He thumbed one end, activating a five-
centimeter laser beam from the other that he then used to touch off the
powder.

He scrambled along the rigging as the flames spread behind him,
dropping back down to the deck as near to the cargo hatch as he could
get. He waited for the inevitable cry, which didn’t take long. There were
few things more deadly at sea than a fire.

The knights, seeing the blaze flaring along the furled sail, took up the
warning. In seconds, the deck was swarming with panicked sailors.

He took advantage of the distraction to roll open the booby hatch and
drop into the hold. The darkness within didn’t faze him in the least; his
vampiric senses allowed him to see in the gloom as well as a mortal
might under an overcast sky.
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He saw a number of chests strewn about the cabin and it took him a
few minutes to locate the right one. Once he had, it was a simple matter
to draw upon a nearby mana strand and seal the chest away. He
gathered up the newly created dimension pocket, tied it to him with
another thread, and grabbed a third to facilitate an escape.

He cast one end out, aiming it toward his own vessel, and willed the
near end to open just as he heard someone drop through the hatch
behind him. He didn’t even bother to look. He knew that as soon as he
started casting they’d be on him, and he didn’t really have any interest in
sticking around to play.

He leaped through the transit tube, landing hard on the pitching
deck of his target vessel, whirling in place to grab the end from which
he’d just emerged before anyone could follow. He sealed and tossed it
away, watching it evaporate into mist as its energy dissipated into the
night sky.

Only then did he breathe a sigh of relief. That had been a lot closer
than he’d wanted. Had it been a Deacon who’d dropped into the hold, he
might’ve had a real fight on his hands before he could make it out. Being
highly resistant to magic didn’t make one immune to it. He’d tensed up
at the last second, expecting to feel a bolt of lightning or fire raking his
back as he’d leaped away.

He’d emerged onto the Rakehell’s main deck to find it empty except
for a certain furry hulk who’d been making himself scarce for the past
several days. Cerberus really didn’t like ocean travel, and spent most of
his time in the hold guarding Raven’s crate. Most the crew had never
even caught a glimpse of him—his powerful psychic gifts enabling him to
cloud their minds whenever he chose. A good part of the time he slipped
by so craftily Raven himself forgot he was aboard the ship at all.

They’d been fortunate enough to find a sheltered alcove in which to
anchor within a couple miles of the Church vessel, well within Raven’s
striking range. The others didn’t have any idea how close they’d come to
the other ship and that was just the way Raven and Val had wanted it.
Now all she had to do was come up with a way to prevent them from
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setting sail too early the next morning and, hopefully, the church ship
would be well on its way before the Rakehell lifted anchor.

Unless they decide to try and track down the cause of this night’s
misfortune, a niggling little voice whispered in his head. He winced. That
would be bad, especially during the day when he had no means to help
defend the ship.

Some of his fears must have shown on his face as he climbed up onto
the poop deck and sat down, coiling his legs beneath him—Cerberus
vaulted up beside him and nuzzled his hand until he scratched the beast
behind the ears. “I know you’ll help protect the ship, buddy. But these
guys are pretty tough. I'm not sure there’s any way they could be fought
off without magic.”

A sudden creak drew his eyes to the ladder as Bryon pulled himself
up into view. “Some people say talking to animals is a sign of madness.”

“And if they answer back?” Raven asked, almost afraid to hear the
answer.

“That’s a sign of something else entirely.”

Raven sighed and shook his head. “I'm not the person you’re looking
for, Bryon. Don’t you think I'd know it if [ were?”

“Not according to our Scripture. The Book of the Redeemer was
banned by the Church over a century ago—the idea that its power would
be supplanted by another concept of the Deity didn’t sit well with the
hierarchy. I've spent my whole life studying the prophesies, and I'm not
deluding myself—or you—when I say that you seem to fit the role.”

“I'm not sure how that’s even possible. Doesn’t the whole concept of a
three-fold deity suggest a single god with three different faces?”

“That’s the reading the Church would prefer, but that’s not the way
the Book of the Redeemer reads. You—excuse me, the Redeemer—is
supposed to vanquish the two other Gods in epic battle. That’s rather
difficult to do if youre all part of the same deity, wouldn’t you say?”
Bryon leaned closer, whispering in an almost conspiratorial tone. “Some
of the passages actually suggest that the first two books were fakes—not
prophesy at all, but, instead, dictated by two beings who wanted us to
believe they were gods.”
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Leaving that intriguing bit of information hanging in the air, Bryon
turned and climbed back onto the ladder. “Something to think about,” he
said. “Goodnight, Raven.”

Raven leaned back and stared up at the stars, considering. He was
beginning to see in this whole thing a familiar theme manifesting itself.
The immortals on his own Earth had also once pretended to be gods. It
wasn’t inconceivable that two of them had found a home here and set
themselves up a nice little racket by manipulating the locals.

Of course, that begged the question—what was his role in all of this?
And despite his statements to the contrary, he knew full well that some
mortals possessed precognitive abilities. One thing was certain—this
wasn’t something he could chew on himself and expect to figure out. Nor
was talking to the dog going to do him any good. He needed to break
down and discuss his suspicions with Val.

He gave Cerberus a final scritch and sought her out in her cabin.

R

She looked particularly alluring in her thin nightgown, he decided, as
she opened the door to her cabin and let him in, rubbing sleep from her
eyes. Her blonde hair was a muddled mass spilling over her shoulders,
and her pale face pink on one side from where it had been pressed
against her pillow.

Even so, her sharp prettiness was like a hammer blow to his
sensibilities. “It is done,” he told her.

She nodded sleepily, then, as she came more to her senses, turned a
questioning gaze on him. “What did you do with them?”

“I've put them somewhere safe,” he replied. “We can figure out what
to do with them later.”

She didn’t look particularly pleased with this answer—she’d
obviously expected him to destroy them outright, since sending them
back to Starhaven wasn’t currently feasible. He watched as she crossed
the small cabin to the trunk in one corner, lifting the lid and popping
something into her mouth. He smiled, realizing what it had been.
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Since modern oral care methods were impractical on some of the
worlds their agents visited, the agencies had developed small, easily
hidden lozenges that cleaned the mouth and freshened the breath. The
fact that she’d sacrificed her dwindling supplies led him to believe she
expected this visit to involve more than shop talk.

Not that he was opposed to the idea of kissing her again, but he was
not yet ready for anything more daring. Being dead, and over two
hundred years old, he was no longer driven by hormones—though he
could feel attraction, and even lust, he had no sex drive per se. His
feelings for her were growing, but he’d learned the hard way that, for
many, sex didn’t necessarily equal love. He had no interest in lust for its
own sake, and had reason to be wary of love. He wanted nothing more
than to take his time, to learn what it was, exactly, that was developing
between them.

He’d had his heart figuratively torn out of his chest once before—he
had no interest in repeating the experience.

As they cuddled on the low divan against one bulkhead, he went over
his plans for the next day. He immersed himself in the act of kissing her,
and feeling her warm flesh flowing like water over his icy skin, but, the
moment things grew too heated, he found a way to throw a distraction
into the mix. No sex. Not yet.

Though, he admitted to himself, at least, his resolve was weakening
with every day he spent with her.

RO

As it turned out, Val didn’t have to stall to postpone their leave-
taking. One of the crewmen, spotting a small herd of deer in the woods
off the small cove, had talked the Captain into allowing them a few hours
to acquire some game—their on-board stores were still fully stocked, but
once they reached the Arctic Sea, they’d no longer be able to hunt for
supplemental provisions.

Six men disappeared over the side into the small rowboat they’d
already lowered, and rowed smartly to shore.
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Val knew little about hunting, but surmised that the venture would
take at least four to six hours. Now that Raven had caught up to the
Church ship, they were in no particular hurry. As long as they managed
to avoid the nasty winter storms that would be coming along within the
next few weeks.

Raven didn’t seem too troubled about them, but Val took note of the
Captain’s concern. He’d weighed the men’s request for fresh meat against
the calendar and had apparently decided that they could afford a short
delay.

Which was fine with Val. Raven hadn’t offered any particularly viable
excuse for her to give to the Captain to delay their departure time.

Sometimes fate intervened, however, and she was quite happy that
this turned out to be one of those times.
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Chapter Twelve

The rest of their journey northward turned out to be mostly
uneventful, except for the brief excitement of the sighting of a pod of
orcas off the port side as they were skirting the string of islands that, on
her home Earth, would have been Japan.

Here, apparently, the islands were avoided as if they housed the very
gates of hell. Or whatever similar underworld legend these people
possessed. The sailors swore that they were home to a race of giant one-
eyed cannibals and that no ordinary man who ever set foot there had
been seen again.

Val kept her thoughts on the matter to herself, other than to veto the
notion some of the crew had about setting rowing their prisoner ashore
and leaving her there. The way she saw it, the bitch would keep until
they were finished with their mission and had the time to deal with
whatever secrets she held.

The ship had also been fortunate enough to dodge rough weather so
far, for which Val remained quite thankful. She heard and gave thought
to the crew’s whispers as to how odd it was not to have ran across a
heavy storm in this late season, but could not explain it herself.

As they began to encounter icebergs and long, wide ice flows, the
Captain and crew’s trepidation grew more apparent. One good strike by
one of the icebergs would shatter the vessel into so many toothpicks.

Raven, when apprised of this one evening, simply smiled and shook
his head. “I've protected the ship against such things,” he said
enigmatically, gaining himself a dark look from the Captain, who didn’t
entirely trust him. That came as no surprise.
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“How?” asked Goban, who trusted him, at least to a certain point, but
obviously wanted to know more.

“You wouldn’t understand it even if I explained it to you,” Raven
answered back with a knowing smile. The ex-mercenary threw up his
hands and stalked away.

“I trust you,” Bryon told him, quite unnecessarily. His attitude hadn’t
fallen into worship, but it hadn’t missed it by much. The Governor’s son
clearly couldn’t believe that the culmination of the prophesy his people
had awaited would ever leave them vulnerable to such a mundane threat
as an iceberg.

As the sea thickened and the ice flows grew more numerous, Val
caught Raven doing something on the bow of the ship late one night,
actually scrawling some elaborate pattern of interconnecting lines on the
deck itself.

She watched in silence as he stood, raised his hands to the sky, and
began to do something she could only describe as a dance, his hands
weaving in the air as he moved.

The purpose of this mysterious ritual became clear the next morning
when they emerged onto the deck at the cry of one of the sailors to find
the ship encased in a brilliant sheath of red, suffusing the very air
around them with warmth, but also rolling outward from it and burning
away the surrounding ice with far more intense heat.

They sailed through the waters like this for nearly five days. On the
sixth morning they woke to find the ship nestled against the ice, the
bubble of invisible fire apparently drawn back to the ship itself. They
were as warm as ever, but the reaching effect that melted the ice away
had disappeared.

But their eyes were drawn past the bow of the ship, to the mountain
of red-tinged ice some miles away, reaching boldly into the sky. The thing
was all sharp planes and vaulted spires, clawing their way toward the
heavens.

She still recognized it instantly for what it was, and fear warred with
fascination within her breast. It was a starship, at least as large as
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Earth’s great mage ships. They all stood in the utter stillness, shocked
into silence by the awesome sight.

“What is it?” murmured Goban by her side, in the quietest of tones,
as if he was afraid that to question its existence would awaken it and
seal his doom.

She faltered as she tried to come up with an explanation that would
somehow fit into his worldview. “It’s a kind of ship,” she finally answered.
“But a kind that sails between stars rather than the seas.”

He stared at her, shocked beyond words. “What’s it doing here?”

“Now that is the question, isn’t it?”

“The legends say nothing about this,” Bryon said.

She smiled at that. “Legend’ is often just another word for a load of
bullshit.” You know what we have to do, don’t you?” she asked the two of
them. “We have to make the trek across the ice to that thing, and try to
find out what it is and what it’s doing here.”

Bryon nodded slowly, eyes suddenly filling with naked fear. With
good reason, she decided. She was afraid as well, maybe as afraid as
she’d ever been. “Shouldn’t we wait for Raven to awaken?” he asked.

Val shook her head. “He’ll catch up.” She had the sudden feeling that
they were running out of time, that they needed to reach it as soon as
they could. She wasn’t worried that the vampire wouldn’t be able to
make the journey alone.

The crew lowered them over the side, outfitted with the gear Raven
had gathered before they’d left. The great beast Cerberus joined them,
leaping without hesitation from the deck to the ice far below and waiting
for them to descend with an obvious air of impatience.

He stood patiently as they fumbled their way through attaching the
sled to him, his muzzle stretched into what she could only perceive as a
patient doggy smile as they buckled the harnesses to his massive frame
and loaded the sled with their equipment.

They’d only gone a mile or less before the daylight faded into twilight,
then into nightfall. Goban and Bryon stopped in their tracks, staring at
the sky with matching looks of terror spreading across their faces. She
laughed gently and did her best to explain that they’d reached the top of
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the world, where the winter sun only rose slightly above the horizon
before sinking back into obscurity.

She was the only one not surprised when, out of the blowing ice mist,
came a solitary figure, long coat swirling around his calves, black hat
firmly in place. He wrapped an arm around Val and stared with her at
the great mountain of icy alloy stretching into the sky. “You know what
this means, don’t you?” he asked, clearly amused by something.

“No. What?”

“It means that if there are weapons aboard that craft, they rightfully
belong to Goban and Bryon.”

“How so?”

“Right of salvage,” he answered casually.

She pulled herself out of his embrace and stared at him. “You
expected this, didn’t you?”

“This? No. But something like it, sure. Most of the time legends are
based on something, and the fact that these legends of this place
specifically mention weapons...well, you get the point.”

She couldn’t argue with his logic. The agencies were not responsible
for artifacts that preceded their very existence, which, she could only
assume, this one did. Maybe she and Raven had made this journey
possible, but whatever they found inside most definitely belonged to the
natives. “You do realize that we can’t teach them how to use what we
find.”

His answering glance told her very clearly how he felt about that
dictum. He had no intention of following it, no matter what she had to
say on the subject.

She sighed. “Fine. Do what you’re going to do anyway.”

“Thank you. I will.”

Even bundled against the cold as they were, the bitter winds began to
slash through their clothing and drain their strength. Only Cerberus
seemed unaffected.

Being immune to the cold himself—clearly quite comfortable in his
normal garb—Raven performed some minor bit of magic that not only
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shielded them from the cold, but also returned some of the energy they’d
lost.

For his part, Bryon seemed to see this as just one more piece of
evidence that the vampire was the savior he’d been awaiting. Goban
thanked him gruffly, and Val herself rendered him a grateful smile as
they trudged onward.

After several hours Raven called a halt and sent them to bed. When
they arose, with the first peeking of a semblance of dawn, he was
nowhere to be found, but as soon as darkness returned, so did he.

They pushed on.

R

It took them three days to make the trek, but, finally, they came to a
halt at the base of the monolithic construct. They halted some hundred
yards away, gazes caught by the sheer immensity of it. She’d been wrong
to compare its size to that of a mage ship, for it dwarfed even those
formidable constructs. It stood as tall as one of Earth’s great
skyscrapers—the Transworld Tower, for example—but massed as much
as ten of them all jumbled together into a great edifice of crimson alloy.

“So where’s the door?” she asked in hushed tones. Speaking too
loudly seemed unwise for some reason, though she thought herself a bit
silly for buying into it. Raven was the only one of the four of them who
didn’t seem awed to whispers by the damned thing.

“We’re going to have to get through the ice to figure that out,” he
replied, quirking one feathered brow at her and mocking her gently for
her fear. As near as she could tell, the vampire wasn’t afraid of anything.

Except maybe love.

“Can’t you just throw one of your transit things in and let us go in
that way?”

He gave her a curious look. “Yes, but I'm not sure that would be the
wisest course. An actual entrance of some kind would give us access to
whatever security system there is inside. I am fairly certain that to enter
without first disabling something like that might be would be a grave
mistake.”
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Vampires shouldn’t use terms like ‘grave mistake,” she decided. It just
didn’t sound right. The argument, however, was sound. “Fine. Then I
guess the ball’s in your court.”

He gave her another look, this one tinged with surprise. His face, she
realized, was prone to more expression than she’d been led to believe
vampires usually displayed. In many respects, he was among the most
human of his breed. Whether this was deliberate, or simply an aspect of
his personality, she couldn’t begin to guess.

He motioned for them to step back and began to do his thing. In
moments, water ran from the construct in growing rivulets, the thick
layer of ice melting away at the touch of his magic. Some other effect
forced the water to flow away from them, forming something of a moat as
it ran in deep rivers around the sides and vanishing behind the massive
vessel.

She hadn’t ever wanted to feel awed by his power, but it was at times
like these that she found she couldn’t help it. She wasn’t really
frightened of him, but it was occasionally closer than she would have
liked.

“There is a chance that the main door is buried beneath this sheet,”
he said, once he’d cleared away the ice. “But I have a feeling that there
are multiple egress points.”

On something that large there would almost have to be, Val thought.
Perhaps a hangar bay door for shuttles or something similar, and
multiple entrances for docking with space platforms and other vessels.
Her only question was whether they’d be able to identify them. The ship’s
alien origins seemed obvious—it would be a mistake to consider it from a
wholly human perspective.

“There.” Raven pointed to a darkened indent some fifty feet above
them. “That looks like a hatch to me.”

She nodded. It did to her, as well. “I assume you can get us up
there?”

“l can,” he replied with a frown. “But I'm going to investigate it by
myself before I do.”
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That made sense. If it reacted violently, he had a much better chance
of avoiding or surviving the attack than any of them. It still chilled her to
think of him putting himself in danger. He was fast, tough, and oh-so-
dangerous, but he was not invulnerable.

“I'm afraid I can’t let you do that,” came a booming voice from
somewhere behind them. Cerberus, whom they’d already released from
the harnesses connecting him to the sled, growled menacingly. “Call off
your dog if you do not wish it killed.”

They all turned to see a pair of particularly large human figures
standing some fifty feet away. Both had flowing blond locks and the
thick, sturdy frames of warriors. They were also dressed in such a way to
indicate they had no reason to be particularly concerned with the cold, in
rough-cut tanned leathers and matching fur coats hanging around their
knees.

One wore a black eye-patch and a long salt-and-pepper beard. One
bare fist held the haft of a wicked-looking spear, its butt resting on the
ice, its broad, leaf-shaped blade pointing at the sky.

The other was clean-shaven, with a piercing, hawk-like gaze. Loosely
in his right hand he held a sword that glittered oddly in the dim light. His
other arm, bent across his chest, ended in 