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THE SAPPHIRE



Ratboy opened his eyes to see the faded ceiling of his room at a shabby inn, and for the second night in a row, it took him a moment to realize where he was and how he’d gotten there.
He was alone in the king’s city of Bela, after having fled the port town of Miiska, which had been his home. He’d left behind his only two companions in the world to face their deaths at the hands of a vampire hunter.
Reality washed over him as he remembered.
It wasn’t as if he’d wanted to leave Rashed and Teesha behind, well, at least not Teesha. But they’d refused to come with him, and the hunter had been closing in. Ratboy’s sense of self-preservation had over-ridden all other drives or loyalties… and he’d run.
Deciding not to risk seeking passage on a ship, he’d made his way north up the coastal road, killing two travelers along the way, robbing both and feeding on one. He’d arrived on the outskirts of Bela with enough money for a room and then vanished into hiding as he tried to figure out what to do next. He couldn’t remember ever having been alone in the world —completely alone—and he knew no one in this city. But moments after waking on this second evening, an unexpected sensation washed through him.
At first, he didn’t recognize or understand it: a sense of freedom.
For all the protection Rashed had offered, he was judgmental, overbearing, and so tall and impressive that Ratboy had hated even standing next to him. Of course Ratboy missed Teesha. She’d been pretty, kind, and skilled at turning almost any space into a home. But perhaps the loss of her was worth freedom from Rashed.
Ratboy climbed off the bed and stood up, coming to a decision. He couldn’t just lie about moping and worrying for the rest of his nights—and he was certain the hunter had no idea where he was.
He was going to go out and explore his new city.
Outside the inn, he paused in the dark street and briefly closed his eyes, sensing the life pulsing all around him. This area of the city had developed in a kind sprawl, with aging stables, flop houses, small shops, and hovels spreading out all around. But thousands of people lived here, and without Rashed, Ratboy had no rules and no restrictions.
As he’d taken a room in the first inn he’d found, he was currently in the outer ring of the city.
Bela was laid out in a pattern of three ringed walls, with the king’s castle at its center, which rested high up on the domed ridge along the peninsula. From there, the city spread in all directions and down to the western bay and its vast port. In the scant time he’d been here, Ratboy had already ascertained that the outer ring was where the dregs of society tended to live, and that the inner ring housed the wealthy.
Tonight, he didn’t feel like remaining in the outer ring, so he slipped quickly through the streets, keeping to the shadows, and passing through the second wall into the merchant’s ring. As with all large cities, change in quality of dress and quality of shops or dwellings was gradual. He tried to remain out of sight for the most part, keeping to the alleys when possible, but he soon found himself looking out the mouth of an alley into a street lined with polished shops and freshly painted signage… and just across the way, was a tailor’s shop.
Something about it pulled at him.
Glancing both ways, he darted across the street to stand before the shop, looking at a fine suit of clothes displayed in a window, and then he looked into a large, oval mirror that was also standing in the window.
What he saw in the mirror depressed him.
He looked about seventeen years old, though small for his age, and everything about him appeared faded brown but for his skin. Even that had a slight tan cast, not from the sun but from years of old filth. Plain brown hair stuck to his narrow, pinched head above plain brown eyes. His clothes, tattered and tan in color, were beyond dirty.
His entire appearance had been fostered for survival. He played the part of a street urchin so well that the persona had become part of him, stained into his very skin. But he’d also stubbornly held onto the guise because even scrubbed, combed, and dressed in a wool cloak, he’d always looked ridiculous standing beside Rashed, like a boy playing dress-up.
No, it had been better to go on playing the street urchin, for at least that persona had been his own. But what about now that he was no longer in Rashed’s shadow?
He could be anything without fear of looking absurd in comparison.
And somewhere in the shop, a lamp glowed.
The tailor must still be inside, perhaps folding cloth or picking up after the day’s business. Any moment he might close up for the night and leave.
Ratboy’s first instinct was to enter, kill the tailor, and take some of those fine clothes, but he rejected that idea quickly. Most tailors had subtle trademarks in their designs, and the clothes themselves might be linked to a murder or disappearance.
Besides, Ratboy wanted to be properly fitted.
Leaving the shop behind, he headed deeper into the city. It was nearly suppertime for most mortals. In the upper class districts, people were out on their evening affairs, though fewer street hawkers and peddlers wandered about. Most shops here served the whims and fancies of the privileged. Next to a clothier selling coats and wraps of rare furs stood a wine house built of dark timbers and white plastered walls.
He finally stopped outside a lavish looking inn, with a sign that read THE ROWANWOOD.
This place looked perfect for his needs, and he dashed from the shadows of the buildings into a nearby alley to wait. He knew what to look for, and as he waited, his hunting persona washed over and through him: Ratboy the street urchin, who was never remembered as more than that and would simply disappear.
Although he had begun to despise that part of himself, the strength of it came to him effortlessly. He messed up his hair and slouched his shoulders, looking poverty-stricken and harmless. He let a number of patrons coming or going around the inn pass by him, and none gave him more than a quick glance.
Then, a richly dressed merchant, all in dark blue velvet, wobbled and weaved slightly as he came out of the inn’s front doors. A fat pouch dangled from his belt.
Ratboy tensed and then backed into an alley between two closed shops as he willed the man to walk in his direction.
The man did.
As the drunken merchant passed by, Ratboy stepped out and dropped the small pouch of coins he carried. He’d used this trick countless times—because it always worked. But the wobbling, weaving merchant didn’t turn at the chink of the pouch upon the cobblestones.
“Sir,” Ratboy called, bending his knees to make himself look even smaller. “You dropped your purse.”
The man halted and turned at once, as if alarmed by a voice calling from behind him. Perhaps he wasn’t as drunk as he’d looked, but at the sight of a thin, dusty-brown beggar boy, he relaxed.
Ratboy picked up the fallen pouch and held it out. “I think you dropped this.”
The man looked down, and at finding his own purse still on his belt, he answered, “Not me, lad, I have mine.”
“Are you sure?  I saw it fall as you passed.”
Curiosity crossed the man’s features, and Ratboy could almost read his thoughts. Had he dropped a purse?  As he came closer, Ratboy took a step back, as if cautious of the approach, causing the man to move directly in front the alley’s mouth.
Looking down at the pouch, the man said, “It’s kind of you to stop me, but that isn’t—
Ratboy sprang at him, clamping one hand over the man’s mouth and wrapping an arm around his throat. Before the merchant could even struggle, Ratboy wrenched him sideways into the alley and dragged him further into the darkness.
The unfortunate merchant would never come out.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
As quickly as possible, Ratboy hurried back though the night to the tailor’s shop, hoping the owner had not closed up for the evening. The fat pouch in his hand had proven better than he’d hoped—filled mainly with silver but also two gold marks of the realm. Arriving at the shop’s door, he pressed the latch and stepped in without hesitation to find the tailor pulling on a long coat. He was a tall, boney man with a fussy moustache that curled up on both ends.
“Forgive me,” the man said, half turning upon hearing the bell ring, “I was just about to…”
At the sight of Ratboy standing there, he trailed off in mid sentence, and his mouth fell open. Ratboy ignored the tailor’s stunned expression… as he was already well aware that being polite wasn’t going to serve him here.
“I wouldn’t close up shop just yet,” he said, pouring coins into his hand. “I need to order clothes, a lot of clothes, and if you don’t help me tonight, I’ll go someplace else.”
The man stood there, caught in indecision. He probably feared Ratboy would get his tape measure dirty, not to mention the scandal if one of his regular customers walked in and saw him fitting some filthy urchin, but his eyes were on the money.
There was a good deal of money in Ratboy’s palm.
“Please come in… sir,” the man said. “I am Master Hart. How can I help you?”  His voice was effeminate, and he enunciated each word carefully.
Ratboy didn’t like him, but that didn’t matter.
“I need proper clothing,” he said, “breeches, tunics, stockings, and a cloak. I want to have some made for me, but if you have a ready-made set that might fit, I’d like to take one tonight.”
Master Hart looked Ratboy over with frowning scrutiny and finished at his scuffed, old boots.
“I have an associate who is a cobbler,” he said. “Would you like me to arrange for footwear as well?”
 That part hadn’t even occurred to Ratboy. “Yes, a pair of boots,” he agreed. “Like those worn by gentleman.”
Looking mildly uncomfortable, Master Hart took his coat off and suggested, “Perhaps with a bit of extra heel?”
Ratboy blinked and then understood. A higher heel would make him appear taller, and he warmed a tad toward Master Hart.
“Yes, good.”
And so it began.
Having accepted the task, Master Hart became surprisingly helpful and attentive, taking careful measurements and making more suggestions.
“I think dark colors would suit you best for tunics, but not brown or black. Forest green or burgundy or perhaps a dark shade of ruby. For breeches, black and brown, as suited to other attire.”
Master Hart stayed well past suppertime, and in the end, Ratboy had ordered three new sets of clothing and a pair of new boots. The tailor quickly hemmed a pair of ready-made breeches and found a midnight blue tunic that fit well enough, along with a charcoal gray cloak. He also packaged up a comb and a vial of musky scent.
Ratboy paid without haggling. Again, he experienced an emotion he couldn’t quite name, though he thought it might be gratitude. He was grateful. No matter how much money he’d stolen, he couldn’t have done this on his own. As yet, he hadn’t donned his new clothes and held them in his arms like a treasure, all wrapped up in fine millet paper.
“I need a bath,” he said bluntly. “Can you recommend a place?”
“Yes,” Master Hart answered, wrinkling his nose, and at first, Ratboy thought he might be simply agreeing with the need for a bath, and then, “Two blocks up the street, you’ll see an inn called the White Whistle. For a price, the proprietor there will set a tub in a private room and have it filled. Tell him I sent you.”
“Thanks,” Ratboy said with a nod, and then he paused. “I mean it. Thank you.”
He didn’t know why he’d added the last part, and he hurried out with his new clothing. Sure enough, two blocks up the street he saw a sign that read THE WHITE WHISTLE. The building appeared fairly new, was two stories in height—and had been painted bright white.
But when he stepped through the front door, a stocky man with thinning hair looked up from the front desk and his jowly face filled with alarm.
“No beggars,” the man barked. “Get out.”
Bristling, Ratboy shifted his wrapped package of clothing and held out a silver coin. “Master Hart sent me. He told me you could set up a hot bath in a private room.”
The proprietor fixed on the silver coin. “Master Hart?”
“I need a room and a bath.”
The man still hesitated, taking in Ratboy’s smudged face and tattered clothes, but he eyed the silver coin most of all. Finally, he came around the desk with a jangling ring of keys in hand.
“This way.”
Not long after, Ratboy was alternately soaking and scrubbing himself in a tall bathtub filled with bucket after bucket of hot water. He’d never experienced anything quite like this. He washed his hair three times and remained in the tub until the water went cold. Only then did he climb out.
After drying himself with a thick towel, he donned his new breeches, shirt, and tunic, and then combed all of his hair back away from his face. Finally, he pulled on the cloak and looked at himself in the mirror that hung on the room’s rear wall.
He barely recognized himself, and he stared for so long that his hair was already drying. It was a lighter shade of brown than he realized. Master Hart had been right that the dark tunic made his face appear naturally pale as opposed to washed out. He might not look like Rashed, but no inn proprietor or tailor in Bela would turn their nose up at him now. He could hardly wait for the new boots.
And then maybe a sword—didn’t all gentlemen wear swords?
Though he had no idea what to do next, a strange, almost excited feeling came over him. He’d only taken the first step in his new transformation.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Eight nights later, at the height of the moon, Ratboy strolled again into the merchant district. He no longer kept to the shadows or bothered to hide at all. He’d been back to see Master Hart twice and now wore a burgundy tunic and his new boots—with extra heel. Shopkeepers and tavern proprietors all nodded politely to him now—and he enjoyed this.
He’d arranged for a larger room at the White Whistle on an indefinite basis, but tonight he was restless, possibly lonely, and at a loss for what to do with himself. Back in Miiska, Teesha had always found something to occupy him on a restless night, but she was gone. He kept walking until he heard feminine laughter ahead, and without thinking, he followed the sound.
Up ahead, he saw a colorful building—painted purple, cream, and yellow—with a full front porch. Two young women stood on the porch dressed in satin, low-cut gowns. A sign above the door read, THE SIREN’S SONG.
A brothel. He always knew one when he saw it.
His interest piqued, he walked closer, though he decided to keep to the shadows of an adjoining building so he wouldn’t be seen. One woman had blond curls in ringlets and a yellow dress while the other had dark hair piled on top her head and wore lavender. A man stood between them, seemingly enjoying their politely tense exchange.
“Oh, that’s all right, Lilac,” the blond woman said, her voice straining to keep a high pitch. “You’ve already done enough work tonight. Probably more than any of us could manage. I’ll take the viscount inside.”
The dark-haired one smiled sweetly. “I wouldn’t think of it, Vera. You’ve hardly done any work all week. I’m sure Madam Gilford would prefer that I see to his comfort.”
“Ladies,” the viscount interrupted with a soft smile. “I would be honored to escort you both inside.”
The blond tilted her head, and her high voice lowered with more than a hint of a gutter accent seeping in. “And pay for both us?”
Ratboy preferred the sound of her natural voice. Something about it made him comfortable, though the viscount flinched slightly at the change.
The viscount eyed her closely and then extended his elbow to the dark-haired woman. “Well, perhaps just Miss Lilac this evening.”
They both vanished inside, and the blond, Vera, hissed the moment the door closed. She whirled to grab the porch’s front rail with both hands.
Staring through the darkness, Ratboy wondered about luring her into an alley and feeding on her. But then she leaned harder on the railing, exposing herself more to the dim light of a street lantern up the way.
Ratboy went still, drinking in the sight of her as he thought on the throaty quality of her voice. By the street lantern’s glimmer, her low-cut satin gown was not just yellow but a startling shade of bright yellow. Blond curls, sculpted into sausage ringlets, framed her round and pouting face. Red stained lips stood out between her smooth, pale cheeks, while fake ruby earrings dangled from her earlobes.
But her most alluring feature was her bright blue eyes, like sapphires.
She was the most perfect thing he’d ever seen. Something about her that he couldn’t explain pulled at him. He no longer wanted to feed on her.
Rather, he longed to speak to her.
But he was frozen in place, just staring, and couldn’t budge. He wasn’t ready to approach such a beauty—such a goddess—yet. He needed to build his courage, to make a proper plan.
Drawing back, deeper into the shadows, he slipped away.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Vera gripped the rail of the front porch.
She’d just lost another nobleman to Lilac, that snooty whore who thought far too much of herself. It wasn’t fair. By now, Vera had expected to be much further along with her plans, but after an initial bit of luck and a rapid change of circumstance, she seemed to be at a dead standstill.
It hadn’t been long since she’d been a near slave to her father, who rolled a traveling “apothecary’s” cart through the streets of the outer ring, selling potions and powders and ointments to the desperate. His real occupation was thievery, and he’d used her as a distraction. She’d worn cotton gowns that were much too tight, and she’d wriggled and flirted to distract potential customers while her father cut their purses.
Sometimes, if a customer had a horse or his own wagon, her father made her lure the men away behind a building and then she was to do anything necessary to keep them occupied, including letting them touch her—or worse—while he searched through their saddlebags or their wagons or carts.
She did all the hard—filthy—work, and her father never shared one coin with her.
Then barely a moon ago, she managed to cut a purse herself, not a fat purse, but one with enough money to let her slip away in the night and make a run for the second ring of the city—into the merchant district. She bought a yellow satin gown and had her hair properly washed and curled. Via these few improvements, her stolen money was used up quickly, but she’d gone to see Madam Gilford at the Siren’s Song and asked for a job.
If Vera was going to let men paw at her and do whatever they pleased, she might as well get paid.
Madam Gilford was a stocky woman past her working years wearing a fine gown of dark purple velvet with her black hair piled high on her head.
Vera was well aware of her charms, and now that she had a decent dress, she was sure any madam would see her worth. She was more than surprised when Madam Gilford hesitated.
“We are not among the more respected houses of pleasure in Bela,” Madam Gilford had said, “not like the Blue Dove or the few other domvolyné in the inner ring. We make no pretense about that, but the men who come here expect a certain illusion that our girls are a cut above a street corner whore. Can you maintain that illusion?”
Vera was so insulted she almost spit in the madam’s face, but she quickly changed her mind. She’d done some asking around, and this was the best brothel inside the second ring for meeting wealthy men. Plus, her father would never think to look here for her. So she gritted her teeth and fashioned a smile.
“Yes, ma’am,” she answered. “I can be anything you like.”
Madam Gilford frowned but nodded. “We’ll give you a try. I’ll grant that you do have a certain… appeal.”
Vera’s smile widened. Of course she had no intention of working here for long. She dreamed of fine gowns and jewels and servants of her own. She’d only begged employment here so she could land herself a rich husband—or at least a wealthy man seeking a mistress.
That should be no problem for a girl as pretty as her, especially now that she had a decent gown and properly dressed hair.
But as the weeks passed, she’d begun to grow more and more frustrated.
She was soon dimly aware that any nobleman or rich merchant who came to the Siren’s Song viewed themselves as “slumming.”  As Madam Gilford had pointed out, there were far more upscale establishments in the inner ring, true domvolyné or “houses of leisure,” such as the Blue Dove. But even here at the Siren’s Song, the men who came to indulge their appetites often spoke to her only for a moment or two before raising their heads as if smelling something bad.
Snooty prigs. She knew she was just as pretty—prettier—than most of the girls who worked here. But she wondered what was wrong.
Finally, she figured it out. She only had this one dress, and in truth, it wasn’t as elegant as what many of the other girls wore. Plus, she was stuck wearing it every night.
So, now, she was becoming desperate to earn enough money to buy a new gown. That would fix everything. Tonight, that witch, Lilac, had scooped up a viscount from under Vera’s nose. It must be this yellow gown. Nothing else made sense.
Standing on the porch, gripping the rail, Vera thought she saw something moving in the shadows to her left, but then it was gone.
Realizing she probably looked desperate standing out here, she turned and went back inside, trying to smile, trying to keep her voice pitched just right, hoping to earn herself some money.
She needed a new gown.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Back in his plush room at the White Whistle, Ratboy lay on a downy quilted bed, staring at the ceiling and dreaming of the girl he’d seen tonight. She was so perfect, and only after he’d walked away did he realize one of his reasons for fearing to speak to her.
He could not introduce himself as “Ratboy.”  That insulting label had been branded on him by his undead maker.
He was creating a new self… and he needed a new name.
Once, long ago, he’d been called Toret, a name given by a mother during his living days. That was at least better than a label only suited to a street urchin.
He’d alter himself even further for the girl with the sapphire eyes. He would become Toret, not the Toret of his youth, but a new one, worthy of her. And she would be his Sapphire. She would be to him what Teesha had been to Rashed.
A part of him couldn’t wait to make this happen, but another part warned him to hold off, not to turn her right away.
He wanted her to want him, to love him, first.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The next night, Vera began to feel truly desperate. Not long after the Siren’s Song opened for the evening, the place was nearly overrun with patrons. The mix of a lute and a flute filled the house while some “ladies” entertained men on the lower floor with conversation, games of cards and dice, and ample cheap drinks dressed-up in fancy glasses. Others had already taken men upstairs. But as yet, Vera hadn’t been able to engage a single man.
Finally a sea captain—a regular customer—and what she guessed was his first mate stopped and both gave her the eye.
“Those are quite the ringlets,” the captain said. “I wonder how long they’d be if I pulled one down and stretched it all the way out.”
  Vera was aware that Madam Gilford was watching from across the room, as always. If she didn’t start earning coin for the house, she wouldn’t have a house at all. Tilting her head to one side, she smiled coyly at the captain.
“If you come upstairs, you can play with my curls all you like.”
Appearing surprised by her response, he winced slightly when she’d spoken.
“Please excuse me,” he said.
Vera smiled coyly with a cock of her head as the captain led his companion away. But she swallowed the urge to scream, not daring to look around for fear of meeting Madam Gilford’s steady gaze.
What more could she do?  She’d done her level best to catch one of them—at least for a quick trip upstairs and a bit of coin changing hands. She blamed her gown. Why, oh why had she chosen yellow?  It was probably not a good color on her.
Her eyes scanned the room, looking about for anyone she might engage so that Madam Gilford didn’t see her just standing there.
Then the front door opened yet again.
Vera turned quickly, eager to catch the newcomer before one of her competitors could do so. She was too late, as she spotted a young, smallish man asking a quiet question of the girl already gripping the open door’s handle.
The girl nodded. “Of course, sir, you are most welcome.”
The newcomer stepped inside. He was thin and not much taller than Vera, with a narrow face and light brown hair. Although he was well dressed in fine boots, breeches, and a burgundy tunic, something about the clothes looked wrong—as if they belonged to someone else. But the charcoal wool cloak over his shoulders was expensive.
He looked around the room, and when he spotted her, he came directly toward her.
Vera was surprised. No man had ever walked in that door and come straight to her.
“Hello,” he said, appearing almost nervous.
Customers didn’t normally begin by saying hello either. She wasn’t quite sure how to respond, but she wasn’t letting this one get away.
“My name’s Toret… Toret min’Sharrêf,” he continued. “I was wondering if you’d like to come with me to the Rowanwood for dinner?  I’ll hire us a carriage.”
 She blinked. He was asking her to dinner?
“Of course I would pay for your time,” he added.
She flashed him a smile.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Not long after, Vera sat in a plush dining room eating lobster tails and steamed oysters on the half shell, drinking white wine and thinking her luck had changed.
Of course this skinny young man, this Toret, was hardly what she had in mind for a rich patron, but at least he appreciated her beauty and didn’t look down his nose at her. She was enjoying herself and decided she could practice her skills on him. Using the high voice she’d learned to mimic from Lilac, she played at being a lady out for an evening of fine dining.
“And hasn’t our weather been lovely this season?” she said.
“Don’t do that,” he said, taking a sip of wine. “Just talk like yourself.”
“Like myself?”
“You don’t have to pretend. I like you the way you are.”
The adoration in his eyes made her almost uncomfortable, but it was a relief to drop down to her normal voice. “Are we getting dessert?” she asked. “Maybe something chocolate?”
 He smiled. “Anything you want.”  His smile faded. “How did you end up working in that place?”
At first, she hesitated. Customers didn’t ask questions like that, nor did they want to hear the answer. But he sat quietly, just waiting, and then the words began pouring out of her. She told him about her father—and she’d never told anyone about her father.
He listened, sometimes asking a question, and the time passed quickly. He was plain speaking himself. He didn’t even try to put on airs or pretend he was some nobleman’s son. In fact, he didn’t say much about himself at all.
Well after the mid of night, when she’d had too much wine and too much rich food, he rose and held out his hand to her.
“I should get you back.”
Although she certainly didn’t dislike him, it was now time for her to meet her end of the night’s bargain. The thought of going back to the brothel and sharing a bed with this little man was hardly attractive, but he’d certainly earned something for the lavish dinner, and he’d promised to pay her for her time.
She intended to make sure he did.
Suppressing a sigh, she smiled and stood, taking his hand. “Of course.”
They headed out into the night streets, and he hailed a small cab with a frisky-looking horse in the harness. Soon, the clatter of carriage wheels on cobble carried her away from the Rowanwood. However, once they reached the Siren’s Song, and they’d sent off the cab, Toret didn’t go inside.
She took the first two steps up to the porch, but he didn’t follow her. When she turned, to her surprise, he took her hand and pressed a small stack of coins inside her palm. Looking down, she nearly gasped.
She knew of a place that sold decent second-hand gowns. Even after giving Madam Gilford her share, she’d have enough left to buy a dress from this one night’s earnings. And what had she actually done for it?  
Vera stalled again, and then decided Toret truly deserved a reward. She tossed her head toward the door.
“Come upstairs, and I’ll give you a smile.”
He didn’t move. “Don’t go back in there. If you come with me… be mine alone, I’ll put you up in your own rooms at the White Whistle. I’ll give you anything you want.”
She stared at him.
Isn’t this what she had dreamed—schemed—for a rich man to take care of her? But two things held her back.
First, she didn’t know anything about him—like where his money came from. He could just be throwing around coins he’d won in a card game.
Second, after tonight, certainly her luck had changed, so why couldn’t she do better than him?  What would the others of the Siren’s Song say if she settled for a pint-sized pretender with thin arms and a pinched face, who looked like he was wearing clothes cut for a boy?  What would that witch, Lilac, say?
That Vera couldn’t do any better.
She couldn’t bear that, couldn’t bear their sneering whispers if this proposed arrangement turned out to be less than she dreamed.
Only a few nights ago, a middle-aged wine merchant had been eyeing her. Once she had a better dress, she might have better luck with him.
Of course she wouldn’t tell that to Toret; there was no sense in limiting her options.
“This is too… sudden,” she whispered, soft-eyed, with a perfectly overwhelmed expression. “But I’ll think about what you’ve said.”
He opened his mouth to argue, then closed it and nodded. “All right. I’ll be back.”
Turning, he walked away.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The following evening, Toret returned to the Siren’s Song. He’d intentionally not fed in order to begin starving himself—and for a good reason.
But he couldn’t wait to see his Sapphire again.
The previous night had been the best in his memory, before or after rising from his death. Watching her eat and drink to her heart’s content, listening to her talk about her past, studying her perfect face… had all filled him with an excitement he’d never felt before.
He had to see her again.
Stepping through the brothel door, he searched the room for her yellow dress but didn’t see it. Running his gaze over the parlor a second time, he looked for her blond curls. Finally he spotted her standing near a small mosaic tiled table—and he froze before he could take a step.
Tonight she wore a red velvet gown, tight at the waist, with a square, low-cut neckline to expose the tops of her pale breasts. She’d tied a red velvet ribbon around her throat—like Teesha used to do.
He was so overwhelmed by the sight of her that he couldn’t seem to move, to approach her. Soon enough she would be his alone. She would be what Teesha had been to Rashed.
She smiled coyly—but not at him. She hadn’t even looked his way or noticed his arrival. She was speaking to someone else.
Toret’s gaze shifted to a middle-aged man dressed finely in a dark green hat and matching cloak, with a bulging pouch hanging carelessly from his belt. His fingers were stained with ink as if he spent much time over ledgers and accounts—a well-to-do merchant, perhaps.
A flash of anger rose in Toret, but he calmed himself. What man wouldn’t kill or die for Sapphire’s coy smile?  And she was just doing her job. Once he managed to get her away from this place, she’d begin to trust him. After the childhood she’d endured, who could blame her for being overly cautious about accepting his offer?
Tapping the merchant playfully on his chest with one hand, she leaned forward and whispered something in his ear, motioning with her head toward the stairs.
Toret stiffened in alarm. His first instinct was to lure the merchant outside into an alley and kill him. He had to do something, but she wouldn’t thank him for causing any trouble. How could he draw the man out without appearing obvious?  No, he had to be more subtle.
Glancing around, he spotted a slender red-haired girl who didn’t seem to be engaged with any one man. She was simply moving about the room, chatting and flirting at random, almost like a living decoration.
Slipping over beside her, he motioned toward the merchant and whispered, “Can you distract that man over there?  Get him away from her?”
She turned to look at Toret. “Oh, I saw you last night. You took Vera out for lobster and wine.”  She smiled. “Why don’t you leave her to him and take me out to the Rowanwood?”
He held out a silver coin. “Can you draw him away from her?”
“From Vera?” She raised one eyebrow. “Who couldn’t?”
He didn’t like the way she spoke of his Sapphire, but he handed her the coin.
The girl wore a powder blue gown that accentuated her slim hips. She glided over to the merchant, stood on her tiptoes, and murmured something in his ear.
 “Madam Gilford?” he asked in some surprise. “She wants to talk to me?”
The red-haired girl smiled and said loudly enough for Toret to hear, “Yes, she said she has a special surprise for you, but you’ll need to come right away.”
Sapphire’s expression went from blank shock to rage as the other girl deftly took the merchant’s arm and steered him toward the back of the room.
“Emmy!  What are you…?” she cried.
“I’ll bring him back,” the red-haired girl called over one shoulder. “Eventually.”
Sapphire started after them with a clenched jaw and an equally clenched fist.
Toret rushed over, cutting her off. “Hello.”
Her cheeks were still flushed, and she seemed about to dodge around him. But then she glanced at his face and stopped. “Oh… it’s you.”
“Forget them,” he said. “Come out with me again. I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”
Her lower lip was locked in a pout as she glared again after the rapidly disappearing merchant. After a few hard quick breaths, she turned those brilliant eyes back on him and tilted her head, as if considering his words. Then she touched her right earlobe.
“I only have one decent pair of earrings. I could use another.”
He wanted to sigh in relief. “Of course. We’ll go to a jeweler’s shop.”
The pout vanished, and she smiled.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The next five nights were a struggle and a trial, as Toret continued starving himself while simultaneously attending to Sapphire’s every whim… and attempting to keep her away from other men.
The problem was that she—understandably—could only spend time with him if she was paid. She spent every coin he gave her on new clothes, perfume, or jewelry. She even hired a girl to come in and elaborately style her hair, gathering her freshly curled ringlets up at the crown of her head.
As a result, more and more of the men who frequented the Siren’s Song began taking an interest in her.
She seemed to view this as a path to earn even more money. Toret began having to arrive at the Siren’s Song earlier and earlier each night in order to whisk her away before someone else took her from him. Worse, her confidence increased, though she continued telling him that she still thought about his offer.
Of course all her flirtations—which she only engaged in to earn extra coin—would end the moment he turned her and she became his. Everything would then become as he’d dreamed. But for some reason, he didn’t want to “take” her. She had to come to him. This made little sense, as he’d had to take everything he’d ever wanted for his entire existence. But this was different, even when his patience began wearing thin.
He wasn’t sure how much longer he could put up with attempting to woo her. By now, he’d expected her to leave the brothel and let him set her up with her own rooms at the White Whistle.
Tonight, he’d had to stop by Master Hart’s to pick up a new tunic, and so he didn’t arrive at the Siren’s Song as early as planned.
Upon walking through the front door, he scanned the front parlor but didn’t see Sapphire. Maybe he wasn’t as late as he feared, and she hadn’t come down yet; it was still early by the standards of this place.
Only six women of the house and a handful of men milled about the parlor, talking or playing cards. The red-haired one, Emmy, who’d helped him five nights ago, flashed him a smile.
“That offer to take me to the Rowanwood still holds,” she said. “Any time you like.”
He didn’t flirt back—not that he’d ever been skilled at that. But he was starving, and his body felt empty. All his attention was focused on the pulsing vein at the base of her throat. He longed to drag her outside and drain every drop of blood in her body.
“Where’s Sapphire?” he asked.
Emmy frowned, “Who?”
Since he always thought of his love by that name, he often forgot that others called her something else.
“Vera… where is she?  Hasn’t she come down yet?”
“Oh, she’s come down all right,” Emmy answered, “and gone back up.”
He tensed. “What do you mean?”
To his surprise, she cast him a look of pity. Reality hit him, and he whirled for the stairs, taking three at a time.
Behind him, Emmy called out in alarm. “Wait!  You can’t just go up there!”
He ignored her.
Upon reaching the top of the stairs, his head swiveled left and right, seeing only a line of closed doors—all painted a different color. Where was she?  Which room?  
The sound of a familiar laugh floated out from behind a turquoise blue door. He bolted, kicking the door open, only to realize it wasn’t locked when it gave easily beneath his boot.
 “Toret!” an angry voice gasped.
He looked into a somewhat shabby room, in need of a fresh coat of paint, with only a faded wardrobe and a bed for furnishings. But he barely noticed the room. Sapphire was standing near the window with the right shoulder of her gown pushed halfway down her arm, exposing her pale skin and the top half of one breast. A tall man with a weathered face and a seaman’s cap had his hands on her arm and back.
She glared at the doorway. “Get out. Can’t you see I’m working?”
Yes, he could, but she didn’t need to do this. He could take care of her—much better care of her—as Rashed had always done for Teesha.
The tall man jutted his chin toward the door. “Go on, boy. I won’t be long. She’ll be down for you soon.”
Boy.
Toret’s anger turned icy at the man’s dismissive tone—the same that Rashed had always used. He crossed the room before the man could even move. Both of his hands slammed the seaman’s chest as the hunger inside of him surged.
The tall man’s feet left the floor as he flew into the room’s rear wall, hitting it hard, shattering old plaster.
But Toret wasn’t done. The tall seaman had barely slumped to the floor when Toret rushed in and slashed with one hand of hooked fingers.
His fingernails ripped the man’s throat open.
From behind, Sapphire gasped.
The man’s eyes popped wide as he gagged, no longer able to breathe, and Toret whirled around. He’d just killed someone right in front of his beloved. Would she fear him now?
But as she glanced down at the dead man, whose blood was spreading outward in a pool on the floor, her expression betrayed only anger.
“What did you do that for?  Do you know how much he was going to pay me?”  Then she sighed. “I suppose I could just take his purse.”  
Toret stared at her, uncertain what to make of her words. A hint of concern crossed her features.
“Oh, what’s Madam Gilford going to say?  She doesn’t like having to get rid of bodies.”
Brothels seldom reported deaths on the premises—of either the women who worked there or the men who visited. Gaining such a reputation was bad for business. That Sapphire could be so coldly practical was somehow both shocking and a relief.
But he didn’t care what Madam Gilford thought or said. He was done waiting, and Sapphire was done with this place.
Striding to the window, he threw it open with one hand. Then he grabbed Sapphire around the waist and tossed her up over his shoulder.
“What are doing?” she cried with a grunt. “Put me down!”
After pulling her through the window, he hopped down onto the sloping roof of the front porch, and from there, he hopped to the street. She gasped as her stomach bounced against his shoulder, and he flew into motion before she could try to cry out again, running into the nearest alley, through the cross street, and into the alley on the other side.
She struggled and tried to fight him. “You bastard!”
Glancing around the darkness, he saw that no one had followed, and they were completely alone. Only then did he lean over and set her on her feet.
“Don’t run,” he said.
 She stared at him. “Are you crazy?  What am I supposed to say when I go back?”
“You’re not going back.”  
He stepped closer, hunger expanding his senses, until he could see her throat in the dark, hear the pounding of her heart, feel the heat of blood in her flesh.
“I’m going to give you a gift… the most perfect gift,” he said quietly.
 “A gift?” She tilted her head.
“You’ll never get any older,” he said. “You’ll look just like you do now forever. And I’ll take care of you forever.”
Her expression flickered. “What… do you have some kind of potion?”  Then her mouth pursed. “If this is some kind of trick, I’ll know. My father sells fake concoctions throughout the dregs of Hovel Row.”
But even when he drew close enough to feel her breath on his face, she didn’t turn to run.
“No concoction, no trick,” he replied. “But if I could do as I say… would you want me to?”
With her eyes narrowed in wariness, she watched him with irises as brilliant as gems. Those eyelids widened a little.
“You’re not lying, are you?” she whispered.
He moved closer, until his chest was nearly touching hers. “It’s not a potion. But if I could do something so that you’d never age another day, would you want me to?”
Still watching him warily, she nodded. “Yes, if you can really do it.”
That was all he needed.
He struck.
His actions were all based on clues he’d learned from his old master and maker, Lord Corische. He’d never actually seen Corische raise an undead, but he’d heard enough over the years to piece the process together.
Grabbing the back of her head, he bit into her throat and drank without caution, feeling life and strength pour into his body in an overwhelming wave. He’d starved himself on purpose in order to take in more life than usual—much faster than usual. This was the gluttonous gorging of the starved, with no pleasure in it as his body soon seemed to tear inside under the pressure of so much filling him up all at once.
She tried to scream and briefly fought him in shock, and then she began to weaken. He was draining her as rapidly as he could, and as he did so, he pulled her down to the floor of the alley so that she lay on her back.
But he slowed the pace of his drinking upon hearing her heartbeat falter. She had to die so fast and hard that it pushed her beyond the point of death before it actually occurred.
Again, he based his next action purely on what Corische had told him.
Pulling his teeth from Sapphire’s throat, Toret slashed open his own wrist with his nails, and forced the dripping wound into her mouth. Trying to keep from choking her last breath, she was forced to swallow down Toret’s dark fluids.
Her heart stopped beating.
Toret fell, writhing in pain.
The alley darkened before his eyes, and the sounds of his own body convulsing on the alley floor faded in his ears. He suffered her death as if it were his own. In this moment, he and his new creation were connected as one.
It was horrifying—much worse than he’d expected. He felt himself pulled to the edge of darkness and death, so close it was difficult to find his way back.
His own flesh felt like it would split and rupture from the inside. Pulling his wrist from her mouth, he forced his senses to widen, open, and then slammed his fist against the alley floor. Pain shot up his arm, but he didn’t dismiss it as any undead could. He let it stab him. He struck the alley’s floor again, and again. Finally he flopped down on his back.
The hard cobble ground into his back, but he welcomed any sensation to help him stay aware and to pull him away from death.
His vision began to return, and he struggled up to his knees, looking down at his beloved as she lie there, her gown askew, her throat torn open, black fluid dripping from the corner of her mouth.
She was dead. From what he understood, her body would flush all its waste, and perhaps by the end of the night, she would rise. She’d need his care and to rest for a short while, but by tomorrow evening, she would be ready to hunt. She’d long to hunt, and he would show her a new world. She’d be grateful.
Carefully, he lifted her up, carrying her in his arms, and he slipped down the alley, staying in the darkness of the shadows, where he—they—belonged.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Vera opened her eyes and looked up at silk canopy above her. She found herself lying on a wide bed atop a thick, squishy comforter of down. Then she heard something like a skittering upon paper, and when she turned her head toward the sound, her eyes locked on a tiny black beetle crawling slowly across the papered far wall.
“Sapphire?”
She turned her head the other way, and there was Toret sitting on the bed’s edge beside her. At first, she wondered what he was doing there, and at the sight of his face, everything he’d done in the alley came rushing back.
He’d hurt her, bitten her throat… drank her blood. He’d shoved his wrist into her mouth and something awful and oily had filled her mouth, choking her. She wanted to scream at him… and then realized she wasn’t breathing.
She gasped, finally taking a breath, but found drawing air took effort.
“It’s all right,” he rushed to say, sounding relieved. “I thought you’d wake up last night, but you didn’t. Then you were dormant with me all day, and I was worried when you didn’t wake at dusk. But now, everything’s all right.”
She had no idea what he was talking about. Sitting up, about to shout at him to get away from her, she got a better look at the room. It was the nicest room she’d ever seen.
The floor was covered in thick rugs. There was a hearth with a wood mantle. To one side of the bed stood a polished dressing table of reddish wood, and the pillowcases on the bed were a fine eyelet lace.
“Where are we?” she asked, her own voice sounding strange, as if someone else were speaking.
“Home,” he answered. “This is where I’m staying. I brought you back here.”
This was the White Whistle?  He could afford this place?
She touched her throat, finding the wounds of his teeth, though it felt as if those had almost closed.
“What did you do to me?”
“I told you last night. I gave you a gift. I made it so you’d never get any older.”
He looked so serious she thought he might be completely deranged. Then she realized she wasn’t breathing again, and she forced herself to take a breath. It changed nothing.
“You’re undead,” he went on. “You—we—can only live at night. You can’t ever go out in the sun again. You have to hunt and drink blood to take life, but you’ll never get any older.”  He paused. “I did this for you, so I’m your maker… your master, but I won’t act like one. I’ll take care of you, give you anything you want… and you’ll take care of me.”
He was so wistful, so sincere. Maybe she should have agreed to his offer sooner. Maybe he wasn’t just flashing his money around for show. Maybe he could keep her in all the finery she’d dreamed to have.
But what was that about being her master?  And what had he said about…
“I need to drink blood?” she asked.
That thought should have made her nose wrinkle in disgust. But it didn’t. The memory of him biting her throat should have made her run for the door. But it didn’t.
She studied his face.
Maybe he wasn’t so undersized and unattractive after all.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Toret gave into a request—against his better judgment—before taking Sapphire on her first hunt. He climbed up onto the roof of the Siren’s Song and crawled through the window of her bedroom to fetch her gowns and jewelry. He’d hesitated to do this until she’d threatened to walk in the front door and get them herself. He preferred that she not have to answer any questions about the man he’d killed.
In the end, it had all gone easily, and then he helped her change clothes in a nearby alley, removing her stained and soiled gown and lacing her into the red velvet one she’d bought with the first money he’d ever given her. Then he tied a wide ribbon around her throat to hide the healing wound—which would be gone completely as soon as she fed tonight. Her hair had held its ringlets for the most part, although they’d need to be re-curled soon. But she was lovely.
Holding her arms out, she turned all the way around once and asked, “Good enough for the Rowanwood?”
“Good enough for the king’s castle,” he answered, “my Sapphire.”
She stopped turning and looked at him. “Why do you call me that?”
“It’s your name. It suits you. A new name for a new life.”
“Did you pick a new name?”
He faltered at telling her, for what would she think of what he’d once been called?  Then he straightened. She was his love, and he could tell her anything.
“My master called me Ratboy, but I went back to my given name, from my living days, Toret.”
“Ratboy?” she smirked as if amused. “Ratboy?”
He tensed and spoke carefully, biting off each word. “But now you’re Sapphire, and I am Toret.”
Maybe she caught the tight tone in his voice, because her smirk faded immediately. “Yes, Sapphire and Toret.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Sapphire insisted that Toret take her inside the Rowanwood for white wine before they started any of this “hunting” he kept mentioning. She was so hungry that after only a few sips from her crystal glass, she said, “Order some oysters.”  The wine tasted wrong on her tongue.
He shook his head and leaned closer, speaking softly. “You can’t eat. You can drink tea and wine if you like, but your body won’t digest… pass… food.”
She didn’t like the sound of that. No more chocolate?  What had he done to her?
“Don’t worry, in a little while, you won’t be sorry,” he went on, and then he looked around the large room. “Follow your instincts. Look and see who appeals to you the most. Or better yet, who you’d most like to hurt.”
She scanned the room, passing over one person after the next, finally stopping on two women, one young and one middle-aged, at the front door donning their cloaks. Both cloaks were trimmed with white fox fur. The younger woman saw Sapphire looking, and on impulse, Sapphire smiled. The woman glanced away, raising her nose as if she smelled something sour.
“That one,” Sapphire said immediately. Women with fur-trimmed cloaks had been lifting their noses at her since was six years old.
Toret smiled slightly and nodded. “Good enough.”
He got up, and they both slipped into the darkness outside, following after the pair of women for four blocks until passersby grew sparse. Toret stepped into the mouth of an alley between two tall closed shops and pulled off his tunic and dress shirt, revealing a shabbier shirt beneath. Then he messed up his hair.
She had no idea what he was doing.
“When I pretend to grab your purse, you cry out,” he whispered. “When I pretend to strike you, you fall.”
He managed all this so quickly that the women had taken only a five leisurely steps, but when Toret flashed back out of the alley, he grabbed Sapphire’s purse with his left hand. She’d not grown up with a confidence trickster for nothing.
“Help! My purse!” she cried out.
The women turned as Toret swung with his right hand, missing her jaw by the length of an eyelash—and she fell limply with a weak shriek as if hit and lay there with her eyes closed. Toret kept her purse and disappeared into the alley’s mouth.
“Oh,” said the middle-aged woman, hurrying back toward Sapphire, “Someone help!”
Either no one heard or no one cared, as the woman leaned down over Sapphire and touched her forehead.
“Eliza, hurry!” she called. “She may be injured.”
Sapphire opened her eyes.
“Are you all right, my dear?” the woman asked.
The younger woman approached slowly, and her mouth tightened upon seeing Sapphire.
“She’s fine, Mother, and this is none of our affair. Please stand up. You’re making a spectacle of yourself.”
As there was no one around to see, Sapphire hardly thought anyone could be making a spectacle. Then Toret appeared in a sudden blur out of the alley’s mouth. He grabbed the middle-aged woman and vanished back into the darkness.
“Mother!” the younger woman cried in shock.
No one had to tell Sapphire what to do. She rose faster than even she could believe, astonished at how easily and fluidly her body moved. Then she grabbed the haughty young woman called Eliza and wrenched her into the alley’s darkness beyond Toret.
Upon hearing a crack, she turned to see that he’d broken the older woman’s neck and dropped her body.
“I’m not hungry,” he said. “This is for you. Do whatever you like.”
Eliza was panting and struggling and staring in horror at her dead mother. Sapphire shoved her further down the alley and whispered, “Run.”
With eyes wide, Eliza hesitated for only a second. Then she turned and fled down the alley. Sapphire bolted after her, again, amazed at her own speed. She caught Eliza effortlessly and slammed her up against the wall.
Again, no one had to tell her what to do.
On instinct, she drove her teeth into Eliza’s neck and tasted the sweetest fluid of her entire life. The blood was rich and salty, and it filled her with strength and euphoria. She didn’t want the experience to end.
But it did, when she could take no more.
Upon dropping the body, she found Toret standing beside her, holding the older woman’s purse.
“What did I tell you?” he said, wiping the blood from her mouth with his hand. “You’ll never miss oysters again, will you?”
She shook her head. “No.”
“Tonight was special,” he said. “We can’t always kill. Most of the time, we have to take only what we need and then use tricks to make them think something else happened to them.”
“Tricks?”
“I’ll show you how. If we killed them all the time, we’d become hunted ourselves—by the city constabulary. We have to keep our existence a secret. My master taught me that.”
But as Sapphire looked down at the dead face of the haughty Eliza, the taste of blood still in her mouth, she couldn’t wait to feed on someone like this again.
“Take her purse,” Toret said. “We always take anything of value or worth.”
And she realized how he had managed to afford such fine clothes and his rooms at the White Whistle. Leaning down, she took Eliza’s purse.
“I don’t want anymore ready-made gowns,” she said. “I want my own dressmaker.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
In another moon’s passing, Toret found himself both happier and more miserable than he’d ever been. The satisfaction of teaching Sapphire to hunt, of pleasing her in a hundred little ways, of her lying dormant beside him in their bed, of finally having someone who belonged utterly to him… these things brought him joy he could barely contain.
But not everything worked out quite as he’d imagined in his dreams.
For one, he found himself being forced to rob people so often that he’d learned a number methods to do this without ever being seen by the victim—such as coming out an alley to club someone over the back of the head. Before, he’d only stolen purses when he had to feed, and then he’d either killed the person or used the methods Corische had taught him to erase moments of their memory.
But Sapphire’s need for luxury was insatiable.
First, she demanded her own set of rooms. He had no objection to this, as he understood that a lady required a private space to herself. He’d intended to do this for her anyway. All he asked was that she slept with him, in his bed, during the day. She’d agreed. If he wished, he could’ve commanded her to do anything, as her maker, and she couldn’t have refused him. But he couldn’t imagine himself ever ordering her around.
Once she’d found herself a dressmaker, the number of boxes being delivered to the White Whistle increased every few nights. Gowns, stockings, shoes, hats, gloves, fur-trimmed cloaks, and stylish boots kept coming. In addition, bottles of expensive perfume and jewelry soon covered the dressing table in her room. And she always had the bills sent to Toret.
One sapphire stone necklace alone took him three robberies to pay for.
She also hungered to hunt at upscale places, drinking white wine from fluted crystal glasses and walking among her prey before finally choosing one. These evenings cost a good deal as well, yet he understood her needs.
She’d had so little in her youth; she was making up for having once been deprived. He knew that feeling only too well, but he began to worry that so many thefts might stir the city guard on top of the witless district constabularies.
He wanted her to be happy and to love him. At moments, he did contemplate ordering her to do both these things, though he always rejected these impulses. Happiness and love were not things that could be commanded.
Then… about a moon after he’d turned her, one night she left their bed almost the instant she awoke at dusk, and she went to her own rooms. He had a feeling something was wrong, and he followed. Stepping into her rooms, he glanced about to find gowns and shoes strewn everywhere. She’d long since filled the wardrobe, and there was no place left to hang a gown.
She sat at her dressing table, pouting as she sifted through a pile of necklaces and earrings.
“Why don’t we have servants?” she asked abruptly, and from her tone, he could feel a thunderstorm in the air about to burst. “Just look at this mess.”
“Would you like a servant?” he responded carefully. “I can arrange for one.”
That would be one more expense, but he could see she might need one.
Turning in her chair, she glared at him. “And where exactly would she put all these clothes? Mmmmmmm?”
Toret shook his head, confused about what she was asking for now.
“I want a house!” she cried. “A real house, in a good neighborhood, with our own servants, like people of quality.”
For the first time, he felt the stirrings of anger. He liked their rooms here, and she’d been more than pleased at first. “I’d say your rooms here are a good step above living in a brothel,” he blurted out before thinking.
Her mouth fell open, and he wanted to kick himself. Then her sapphire blue eyes went dark. The fact that he’d plucked her from a brothel was the last thing she wanted to be reminded of.
 “You don’t love me!” she accused. “You took me away from my life and made me into something else, and you said you’d always take care of me!  But you won’t even get us a proper home… just this cramped inn.”
Was she right?  Were these rooms too cramped for her?  But how was he ever to afford a house?  As things stood, he was out every night haunting the streets just pay their bills.
He took a step forward. “Sapphire— he began.
She grabbed a porcelain vase off the dressing table and threw it at him. “Don’t come near me!”  The vase missed him and smashed against the wall. “Don’t talk to me until you love me again.”  She burst into sobs, but no tears flowed from her eyes. The undead didn’t weep like mortals.
He backed away, uncertain what to say or do.
Feeling like a coward, he turned and fled the room. Then he fled the inn, walking the streets with tangled thoughts. There was no way he could afford a house and servants in his current circumstances. What would that mean for her? Would she remain unhappy, feeling unloved?
He didn’t know what to do.
Teesha had once asked Rashed to make them a home, and Rashed had created not only the perfect home but a thriving business as well… in one fell stroke. Toret should at least be able to give Sapphire a house.
Finding himself out front of the Rowanwood, he went inside, looking about at the familiar setting. To the right was a large gaming room where people gambled with cards or dice.
Could he earn money at games of chance?  That seemed risky, as he could just as easily lose.
Walking into the gaming room, he noticed a tall, young man with reddish-brown hair throwing dice down a table. The young man was well dressed, in a russet tunic and black breeches with a sword on his hip. People who cheered when he won and offered sympathy when he lost surrounded him, and he appeared to accept both as his due—but with a distinct lack of interest.
Something about his arrogant manner reminded Toret of Rashed.
“We should all have such luck,” someone said, and Toret turned to find a man standing him. The man must have noticed him staring at the dice table.
“Pardon?” Toret asked.
The man tossed his head toward the handsome dice thrower. “Him. His name’s Chane Andraso. His father’s still alive, but he got most of his inheritance upon coming of age anyway. Left his family’s estate and came here to live. I’d give my back teeth for the crumbs of what he’s got to spend.”
Toret went stiff.
For the crumbs of what he’s got to spend.
Toret had no idea how to steal someone’s inheritance… but maybe there was another way. This Chane Andraso could be the answer to all his troubles.
Glancing around, he saw a boy cleaning glasses off tables, and he moved over quickly, pressing a coin into the boy’s hand.
Motioning toward Chane, he said quietly. “Find out if that man is staying here, and if not, where he is staying, and there’ll be another coin for you.”
The boy looked down at the coin, and his eyes widened. He nodded.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Although Toret hadn’t gone hunting in nearly a week, and he was hungry, he didn’t feed that night. After leaving the Rowanwood, he went home, walking back to the White Whistle.
Stepping into Sapphire’s room, he found she wasn’t alone, but was sitting at her dressing table having her hair curled by a slender girl.
At the sight of him in the mirror, Sapphire seemed to waver, and he knew her well enough to see that she was deciding whether to ask his forgiveness or throw another vase.
She opted for caution. “Well?” she asked, ignoring the girl with the hot iron.
He moved over and sat down on the bed, looking at her lovely neck. Of course she should have a house.
“I think I’ve found a way.”
She smiled.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Three nights later, Toret was starving as he waited in an alley across the street from a small but well tended inn with a sign that read THE MAGPIE.
He’d learned this was where Chane Andraso had taken rooms, and by now he knew that Chane left at the same time almost every night to go gambling at the Rowanwood or some other gaming room, almost as if he resented his inheritance and couldn’t wait to spend it quickly enough.
Toret had other ideas, and the thought of enslaving someone who reminded him of Rashed was beyond appealing.
Once Chane was turned, Toret would be his master, and he would not be able to refuse any order—including signing over his inheritance.
Toret waited patiently. He had all night.
But right on time, Chane came out of the Magpie inn, his shoulders filling out his fine wool cloak, and he began walking alone down the dark street.
After a few moments, Toret slipped out to follow.
Sapphire would soon have her house and servants and anything else she desired.
She was his love.
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