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 The Feral Path

Rashed drove the wagon down a dark road lined with even darker trees. The undead could only travel at night, and along this journey, he’d consulted his maps carefully, making certain he would roll into a small town or village well before dawn, ensuring that shelter was available before sunrise.
He had three others in the wagon with him, Teesha, Parko, and Ratboy—companions he needed to protect. Teesha sat on the bench beside him, while Parko and Ratboy rode atop four canvas-covered coffins, stacked two by two, in the back.
Allowing his night vision to expand, even through the darkness, Rashed could see smoke from chimneys rising above the trees ahead. After pulling up the team of horses, he climbed down from the wagon and strapped on his sword. They still had hours to dawn, so it was too early to wake up an innkeeper, but this was the only village for leagues, and he thought it best to stop now.
Though he always kept his expression impassive, the magnitude of what he’d recently done and currently attempted weighed heavily upon him. Not long ago, he’d beheaded his own maker, his master, Lord Corische, and fled from his home of Gäestev Keep in Stravina.
His instincts had screamed against this act, but in the end, he’d known it was necessary to free himself and the three traveling with him.
Teesha remained up on the wagon’s bench, half turning on her wooden seat.
“Rashed, how far is it to the sea?” she asked. “I’m so tired. Will we find our own home soon?”
He looked back at her.
Few would call her strikingly beautiful, but she possessed a brightness in her doll-like face that caused men who met her to think of marriage one breath later. Rashed knew her exterior was a sweet garment covering the truth, their shared truth. Still, her appearance was as pleasing to him as it was to anyone—perhaps more so—as was her company.
Moonlight reflected off her wavy chocolate-brown hair, and she wore a simple red dress covered by a black shawl. This journey to the sea had been her idea, but her dream had become his dream.
He climbed back up onto the wagon and sat beside her.
“We have a long way to travel yet,” he said, “but we have the maps I took from the keep. Before we sleep in the morning, I’ll show you where we are and where the sea is.”
At the last of those words, a raging howl rose from the wagon’s bed, jerking him around.
Parko—his brother—crouched there on the top of a coffin.
His emaciated white face looked as if it were carved from bone. Strands of filthy black hair hung down his back beneath a tied kerchief that had once been green. His body was thin, and his movements were quick like a predator. Darting to the wagon’s rear, he sprung off, catching himself on the ground and using both hands to propel himself around. White flesh appeared stretched over his thin face.
“Home! Sea!” he shouted, angrily, as if the words stuck in his throat, and his black eyes turned toward Teesha. “You! No home… Hunt!”
Rashed’s own face must have betrayed the pain he felt, because Parko fixed on him briefly before turning away to run into the trees.
“Do you think he’s troubled?” a sarcastic voice asked. “He seemed troubled to me.”
Rashed turned his eyes on the final member of their undead quartet, Ratboy.
He appeared to be about seventeen years old, though small for his age. Everything but his skin appeared brown, and even that had a slight tan cast from possibly years of old filth. Plain brown hair stuck to his narrow, pinched head above plain brown eyes. He played the part of a street urchin so well the persona had become part of him. Perhaps that was one of Ratboy’s strengths; no one ever remembered him as an individual, just as another grubby, homeless adolescent.
In appearance, Rashed was a sharp contrast… tall, muscular, and pale, with light blue, nearly clear eyes and short-cropped black hair. He tended to dress in boots, dark breeches, and quilted tunics. Everyone noticed him, but he too could use that to his advantage.
Unable to bring himself to go after Parko, Rashed asked Ratboy, “Will you go after him? Make sure he doesn’t do anything to endanger the rest of us?”
Ratboy blinked, perhaps surprised at a request instead of an order. Without answering, he jumped off the wagon’s back and jogged off into the woods.
“Are you certain that’s wise?” Teesha asked gently.
“Is what wise?”
“Sending Ratboy. Lately, he seems… torn between paths. I fear he’s succumbing to Parko’s influence.”
Rashed didn’t respond. He didn’t need to.
In their living days, Parko had been a gentle creature who needed the protection of his older brother. However, after being turned, after becoming undead, Parko was different: savage, often incoherent, and more and more difficult to control.
Once they’d left Gäestev Keep, Rashed’s thin hold on his brother grew even weaker.
A few nights before, Parko had broken away and slaughtered an innkeeper and his wife in their bed in a village where Rashed had planned to stop. As a result, Rashed had known strangers would not be welcome there. They’d all ended up in an abandoned shrine along the road to hide from daylight when they fell dormant. Anyone could have walked in on them while they were helpless and unaware. The thought of Teesha having slept in such unsafe conditions still filled Rashed with dread.
Parko was becoming a danger to them all, though Rashed wasn’t sure what to do about this.
The air beside him shimmered, and a translucent form took shape—Edwan, the ghost.
Edwan rarely appeared in Rashed’s presence, preferring to show himself to only Teesha, but since they’d left the keep, Teesha was never alone.
In life, Edwan had been Teesha’s husband.
He wore green breeches and a loose white shirt, their colors vivid in the light of a candle lantern sitting on the wagon’s bench. His partially severed head rested on one shoulder, connected by a remaining strip of what had once been flesh. Long, dark-yellow hair hung down his blood-spattered shoulder and arm with the illusion of heaviness. His appearance was exactly the same as the moment he’d died.
Edwan glared at Rashed with thinly veiled hostility from the strange angle of his lopsided head.
“Teesha is right,” he said. “There’s trouble brewing… so you’d better go.”
Rashed wondered if the ghost was attempting a ruse to get him away from the wagon.
But Teesha leaned forward anxiously. “Perhaps you should go, Rashed. I worry so… that Ratboy will give in to Parko’s darker nature.”
Ratboy’s nature was already as dark as Parko’s—he just hid it better—but Rashed wouldn’t refuse a request from Teesha.
Nodding to her, he dropped from the wagon’s bench and headed off on his brother’s trail.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Rashed smelled the blood and heard macabre laughter before he saw anything.
Stepping through the trees, and into the village, he spotted the side of a large stable. Then his gaze moved down, and his mouth fell open slightly.
Four boys and two men lay dead on the ground, some with their throats jaggedly torn while others had died from crushed or broken necks. A smattering of shabby shacks and dwellings stretched out on the north side of the barn—all silent with their doors closed. At least some of the other villagers must be aware what was happening and were now huddled away in hiding.
Ratboy laughed euphorically as Parko danced with the limp corpse of a fifth dead boy. Parko barely seemed to notice Rashed’s presence, but Ratboy fell silent as fear passed across his brown eyes and he looked down at the mangled bodies.
Rashed searched for words. “What have you done?”
Parko dropped the dead boy, hissing like an animal.
The cold truth became clear. This creature before Rashed was no longer his brother and only a risk to the group and Teesha’s safety.
One of the boys’ bodies twitched.
Rashed closed the distance to Parko and swung hard with his fist. At the cracking sound, he heard Ratboy gasp from somewhere behind. Rashed had never struck Parko before. Parko crumpled and dropped but tried to rise. Rashed struck again so hard that his brother flew back and smashed through the stable’s outer railing.
Parko lay still and silent in the straw strewn mud.
Without letting himself think, Rashed strode over and grabbed his brother’s limp body by the leg, jerking him out onto the road. Lifting Parko, he slung the unconscious form over his shoulder and glared at Ratboy.
“You come now.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
“We never get to speak alone anymore,” Edwan said, sounding petulant.
“Mmm?” Teesha responded, only half listening from where she now stood beside the wagon, looking off into the trees. “I’m sorry, but it can’t be helped on the road. Things will be different once we’ve found a home by the sea.”
Normally, she didn’t mind Edwan’s company, but this journey was proving both exhausting and trying. She sensed a necessary crisis was about to erupt, so her attention was not on Edwan. She’d known before they’d left the keep that Parko would have no place in their future. But she’d had to be careful about planting that realization in Rashed’s mind.
Parko had been growing steadily worse, and perhaps tonight, he would finish the job for her.
Hearing movement from behind, she looked back to see Rashed walking openly up the road toward the wagon with Parko over one shoulder. Rashed’s expression looked like it was cut from ice. She watched him come, taking in the sight of him.
His physical height always caused him to look downward on others. Close-cropped hair the color of blackened corn silk looked even darker around his pale features. His otherwise blue irises were nearly colorless in the moonlight. A frightened-looking Ratboy came scuttling behind him, and hope began to grow within Teesha’s chest.
When she glanced aside, Edwan had already vanished.
The instant Rashed reached the wagon’s back, he dropped Parko onto the ground. After climbing up into the wagon’s bed, he jerked up a corner of the canvas cover. Then he cut Parko’s coffin loose from atop one of the others and shoved it out the back. It thumped and skidded to the ground as Parko began to stir.
Ratboy looked wildly to Teesha, his frantic expression begging for her help to once more smooth over difficulties between her companions.
But Teesha remained silent, letting the moment take its course.
Rashed threw a pouch of coins at his brother’s feet. “I am finished with you. You will not travel with us further. Go down the feral path if that is what you want. Perhaps the mob that village forms will hunt you instead of us.”
He climbed across the three remaining coffins and settled on the wagon’s bench, picking up the horses’ reins.
“Teesha, get in the wagon,” he said before looking down at Ratboy. “You have a choice. The careless abandon of this night was not your doing, but you gave in to him. You either come with us or stay with him. Choose now.”
Parko began hissing where he sat upon the ground, and Ratboy stared up at Rashed.
Climbing to the bench, Teesha wished she could say something to get Ratboy into the wagon. Without Parko’s influence, Ratboy could be a part of their little family, and she wanted this, but getting rid of Parko was more important. She feared saying anything that might change Rashed’s mind.
Ratboy appeared torn as he looked from one brother to the other.
Teesha knew he longed for the safety and comfort that Rashed could provide… but he also hungered for the wanton bloodlust of the feral path that Parko followed.
Thankfully, he made the correct choice. After glancing once more at Parko’s hissing, writhing form, Ratboy clamored up onto the wagon’s bed, atop the coffins.
As they pulled away, Rashed didn’t look back once. For two more nights, he didn’t speak at all.
Teesha was sorry for this, but it couldn’t be helped.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
At first, they traveled southwest down through Stravina, but after crossing into Belaski, Rashed turned the wagon straight west. One night, the road they followed met up with the coastal one running north and south. He’d barely stopped the wagon when Teesha scrambled out like a girl.
She ran to a sandy slope and stood gazing out over a seemingly endless ocean under the stars in a clear night sky.
“Oh,” she said, watching the waves crash into the shore. “You did it, Rashed. You brought us to the sea.”
He didn’t answer, but her words filled him with an emotion he couldn’t name. He’d not failed her—at least not yet.
“Now what?” Ratboy asked, standing in the back of wagon’s bed as he looked out as well.
Rashed consulted a map. The king’s city of Bela lay a ways to the north. From what he understood, it was huge and heavily populated and would not suit his taste or Teesha’s. They needed a settlement larger than a village, with a partially transient population for feeding purposes—possibly sailors, merchants, and other travelers. But Rashed had no desire to live among a crush of humanity either.
There were several villages and a few towns along the coastal road marked on the map.
“We go south,” he said.
Teesha climbed back into the wagon, smiling. “We’re almost home… I can feel it.”
The remainder of that night proved fruitless. They passed through two coastal villages, but neither were large enough. He could feel Teesha’s disappointment growing as they left each one behind. Near dawn, they stopped at a third village and found an inn where they could sleep out the day.
Rashed and Ratboy had been told by their master, Lord Corische, that they must sleep with the dirt of their homeland. Unloading and reloading the coffins at village inns was out of the question, so Rashed had filled small muslin bags with dirt from each one. As often as he could, he arranged for basement or cellar sleeping quarters, as these made it easier to block out any sunlight, and then they slept in beds or on bedrolls, clinging to their bags of soil.
He always gave innkeepers the same story. They’d been traveling all night, in hope of reaching a certain destination, but had grown too weary and decided to stop to rest. No one questioned this.
Now, in another shabby, unfamiliar room for countless pre-dawns in a row, Teesha sank down on a bed’s edge.
“Tonight,” he said, trying to comfort her. “We’ll find our home tonight.”
“Making promises you can’t keep?” Ratboy asked dryly. “How unlike you.” He’d not spoken much since Parko’s banishment, and when he did, it was usually to offer some cutting jibe.
“You’d do better in trying to be helpful,” Rashed shot back at him.
Ratboy glowered in silence and laid down on a bedroll on the floor.
That night, they awoke just after dusk and quickly returned to the coastal road, passing two smaller villages before Rashed reined in the horses and laid the map out before Teesha.
“The next place is an actual port town,” he said, pointing down, “called Miiska.”
“Miiska,” she repeated.
Rashed urged the horses onward.
It was after midnight when they rolled into a large port town with shops, taverns, countless dwellings, an open space with the remnants of a day’s market, and at least two warehouses. They rolled along, turning between varied side streets in their search, and Teesha’s head swiveled back and forth.
The place was large enough, would be populated enough… but was not some sprawling, crushing city.
“This is perfect,” she said and then suddenly pointed, “Oh, look, a proper inn.”
Rashed halted the horses before a fine two-story building with a sign over its front door that read THE VELVET ROSE. The recently re-planked porch and freshly painted white shutters gleamed in the scant moonlight.
“Wait here,” Rashed said, after driving the wagon to one side of the street and setting the brake. “I’ll see what I can arrange.”
Making arrangements here would be different. They might have stay at this inn for some time while deciding on a more permanent dwelling. At present, money was not an issue, for Rashed had taken every bit of coin that Lord Corische had built up, most of which was now stowed inside of saddlebags, hidden in his own coffin.
Opening the front inn’s front door, he paused, noting the plush carpets and long red drapes hanging from the ceiling to the floor. A polished mahogany desk awaited him, sporting two glowing oil lamps. This place had the feel of a home as well as a business, and Corische had told him that he could not enter the home of a mortal without permission.
“Hello?” he called, his voice echoing off the walls.
A door opened behind the desk, and a slender man stepped out of what appeared to be an office.
“Please come in,” he said. “May I be of service?”
By lamplight, Rashed stared at the proprietor in surprise. The man’s long, light brown hair was tied at the nape of his neck, pulled back behind two elongated ears. His tan face was nearly triangular with over-sized, slanted eyes a shade of amber-brown.
Since arriving on this continent, Rashed had not encountered what others here called “elves.” This one was well dressed in breeches, a white shirt, and dark vest, like a prosperous human.
“Yes,” Rashed finally answered, entering and stepping to the desk. “I have two companions, but we’d like one large room to share, and we may be staying for some time, ”
“Of course.” The elf’s voice was smooth and polite. “My name is Loni, and I can show you several suitable rooms.”
“We’d prefer… the lowest level possible. Do you have any cellar rooms?”
At that, the elven proprietor hesitated for perhaps half a breath. “I have one. It’s rarely in use, but the furnishings are on par with the upper floors.”
“Is there a rear entrance?” Rashed asked, and then regretted it, as he’d already made several unusual requests. “We have some large trunks to bring in, and I was hoping to avoid carrying them through the front and downstairs.”
The elf didn’t blink this time. “Of course. There is a rear access to the cellar. May I help you with your luggage?”
Rashed briefly crossed his muscular arms over his chest, to illustrate that he required no assistance. “No, thank you. I can manage.”
Loni simply nodded as if he engaged in such conversations every night.
Then the elf led him downstairs and showed him both the room and the back entrance.
“Thank you,” Rashed said. “My companions and I wish to be undisturbed during the day. Can you please make a note for your staff? We will not require any meals or maid service.”
At this, the elf’s expression flickered in a longer pause.
Rashed held out a palm-full of coins and added, “This should suffice for at least a moon, if we stay that long.”
It was late winter in a port town, when sea travel was more limited, and business here would probably be slow. He didn’t think the innkeeper would hesitate over a few eccentric requests in the face of certain profit.
“Very good, sir,” Loni said, accepting the coins and handing him the room key.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The following evening, Teesha found herself well pleased by both the town of Miiska and their current accommodations. Their large cellar room was a far cry from the shabby places they’d stayed along the way, and she was beyond relief at being able to sleep in her coffin again. Rashed had unloaded and carried the coffins in quickly through a back entrance the previous night.
The act seemed effortless for him. He was the physically strongest man she’d ever met. That was one reason she’d chosen him to be her champion.
Even Ratboy had softened a little when he saw the unusually plush room with its polished tables, chairs, and thick rugs, and he realized he’d be sleeping in his own coffin for the foreseeable future.
Upon awaking tonight, Teesha had wanted to see more of the town, so Rashed was now taking her for a walk along the beach. She was barefoot, feeling the sand between her toes.
She’d never seen the sea until the night before last, and she loved to watch the waves crash against the shore.
“This is perfect,” she said to him again, “Just as I imagined.”
She could tell he was pleased by her reaction, for he always wanted to make her happy.
“Are you hungry?” he asked. “You haven’t fed for many nights.”
“I am. Do you want to watch?”
Sometimes, he liked to stand in the shadows and watch her feed. They all had a different method for luring prey, and hers fascinated him. But they all lived by the same rule.
Do not kill in order to feed.
If they drained their victims dry and left a string of bodies, they would not only depopulate an area too quickly, they would soon call attention to themselves. That was why Rashed had no choice but to banish Parko.
They had to maintain safety and secrecy in their chosen territory. Ratboy was fully capable of following this rule—so long as he was not subjected to a feral influence like Parko.
“Let’s go back down by the fisheries,” she said.
Without a word, Rashed followed.
As they walked, Teesha looked inland. A few people were still cleaning up after a long day’s work before going home for supper. Some scrubbed blood and fish guts from long wooden tables while others were putting crab cages and tools away into little sheds. A few old wooden poles the size of tree trunks, probably remnants from long decayed piers, stuck up from the sand along the way. She stepped in behind one, and Rashed slipped in behind another.
It was only a short while before a young man left his work behind and hopped down off the waterfront to the beach, heading their direction.
Teesha waited for him to come nearer. When he did, she slowly stepped away from the pole. He stopped, staring at her pretty face, her wild brown hair, and even down to her bare toes. All the while in the long moment, Rashed remained out of sight in the shadow of the remnants of the other pier post.
“Are you lost?” Teesha asked the young fisherman in a soothing tone. “You must be. Where is your home?”
Of the three companions, Teesha possessed the strongest mental ability by far.
Rashed simply tended to create a blank space in his victims’ memories after he fed. But Teesha had learned to create dreams and manipulate more complex memories. She let her suggestion wind around and into the young fisherman’s thoughts.
For an instant he frowned in confusion. She could see her words playing over and over in his mind. A haze crossed his eyes.
“Lost?” he whispered. “Where… where is my home?”
“Here,” she said in that same voice that tangled memories into waking dreams. “Your home is here.” And she traced her delicate fingertips down the side of the old, rotted pier post.
“Look, here is your supper table,” she added barely above whisper. “Oh… and there… the glow of the hearth, already lit to warm you. Come and see.”
Holding out her hand, she waited until he took it. With a soft grip, she urged him, never pulling with force, to follow her as she stepped back behind the old post and sank to the sand. He followed her easily, dropping beside her.
“Here it is,” she whispered with a smile. “Here we are… home at last.”
He was indeed young, barely a man, and he stank of fish, but that didn’t matter. His eyes were locked on her face as she ran her fingers through his hair, and then she kissed him lightly on his mouth. She was hungry, but feeding had never been difficult for her once she’d learned her own way to hunt.
He reached out and grasped her arms to kiss her again.
“Not yet,” she cooed, pulling his head against her shoulder and exposing the side of his throat, wasting no more time.
Sometimes she fed from their wrists or the vein inside the joint of an elbow. Here, she punctured one side of the fisherman’s throat, holding his head to support his weight and keep him from jerking away. His body bucked once, but he quickly relaxed, lost in his waking dream yet again.
She drank, tasting the salty blood as it passed over her tongue and down her throat, but she took no more than she needed and withdrew her fangs without tearing his flesh. Then she let him fall unconscious upon the sand.
Rashed stepped out of the shadows with his irises now colorless and glittering.
She smiled at him. “Hand me your dagger.”
Taking the blade, she connected the punctures on the young fisherman’s neck with a shallow and slightly ragged cut. She then took a small purse of coins tucked inside his shirt, so that when he awoke, while he wouldn’t recall what had happened, he’d simply think that he’d been robbed.
Teesha rose, fully sated, and brushed the sand from her skirt. “What about you?”
“No, I’m fine,” Rashed replied, though his eyes were still colorless in the night.
They continued down the shore as if nothing had happened.
Beyond a smallish warehouse along the way, they came upon a large empty area near the port’s center. It was completely cleared but for wooden planks laid out in a vast square, as if to mark where a new building would be constructed.
Curious, Teesha urged Rashed to lift her up, and as he climbed up after her onto the waterfront, she spotted a dockworker leaving the small warehouse.
“Pardon,” she called.
The man stopped, but once he saw her, his gaze shifted instantly to Rashed standing a few paces behind her.
“Yes,” the man asked cautiously.
Teesha smiled and pointed to the large cleared area. “We are new in town and wondered what will be built here?”
The dockworker relaxed a little, as if the question was welcome. “Ah, the land was purchased by one of Miiska’s warehousemen, Master Volos. He’s going to build the largest warehouse this town has ever seen. It should draw merchants, foresters, and farmers of the region, and cargo vessels from near and far.”
She looked up at the small warehouse, its planking faded and in need of repair. “Does he currently own this one?”
“Yes, him and his partner, Master Poyesk.”
She smiled again. “It’s always good to learn of new places. Thank you.”
Turning away, she headed in through town toward their inn with Rashed walking beside her.
“What a fine thing that would be,” she said, “to own and operate a business of such size in a town like this.”
Rashed said nothing, but she did note that he glanced back once, as if thinking. She knew he’d been struggling with how to provide a home for them here, establish a long-term income, and blend in with the community.
“Such a place could be a home and haven,” she remarked.
Again, he didn’t respond, but she knew his thoughts were working upon her words.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Ratboy reveled in the glorious freedom of being alone as he crept through the alleys between the buildings of Miiska.
Even back at Gäestev Keep in Stravina, when his purpose in life had been to serve his master, Lord Corische, he’d still managed to find copious amounts of time to himself. But spending weeks trapped either in a wagon or a room with Rashed and Teesha had nearly driven him to the edge. He was fond of Teesha, but Rashed’s harsh judgment and cold watchful ways were smothering to him.
Finally, he was alone in the dark.
Well… not alone exactly. He could feel the life bustling in this town. He could almost smell the blood pumping just below the skin of hundreds of people in the buildings all around him.
This was no shabby village nearby to a petty warlord’s decaying keep. Rashed had found them a thriving port town.
Again, this fact only broadened Ratboy’s dilemma between hating Rashed and needing him. Back on the road, on that night when Parko was banished, Ratboy had come so close to staying behind, to simply melting into the forest and losing himself to the ecstasy of the feral path.
Only Parko had understood such joy—not cold, calculating Rashed
Yet, here Ratboy was, grateful for the plush inn, for the safety of four walls, for the security of Rashed’s money, and the comfort Teesha always managed to create.
Had he made the right choice?
A voice in the back of his mind said, Yes. But right now, the hunger was upon him—for more than just to feed.
It had been Lord Corische, not Rashed, who’d first instilled in Ratboy the absolute need to follow one rule: Do not kill in order to feed.
Once that was explained, Ratboy understood its reason and had learned how to follow it.
He was not gifted like Teesha. Rather, he had to blend in. No one noticed or remembered the sight of him with any detail. He did not hunt with finesse or by creating dreams. He fed by his mere presence for what he was, common and of little worth in notice, which intensified his innate ability to be forgotten.
That was all, and it worked.
But tonight, in remembering the deep, freeing satisfaction of his last hunt with Parko, Ratboy almost couldn’t face the prospect of luring a victim into an alley, feeding from a wrist, hazing out the memory of his presence, and then returning to the inn… fed but not truly sated.
The wild abandon of ripping open a throat and gulping blood with no thought or concern pulled at him. He wanted to feel that euphoria again.
Hearing the voices of a man and a woman, he slipped between two buildings, flattening against the side of one, and he peered out. Across the street, a slender woman in a thin dress was coming out the door of a dwelling. A man, with his shirt open, stood in the doorway and handed her a few coins.
“Next week, then?” he asked quietly.
“I’ll be here,” she answered, barely above a whisper, quickly taking the coins.
She glanced both ways before hurrying up the street as the man closed the door.
Ratboy slipped from the alley, following her. He had no illusions about what he’d just witnessed. Prostitution in a small town was not often visible. There were no brothels or desperate women hawking themselves outside tavern doors. But such a profession was found almost everywhere. It was just more discreet in some places than others.
The woman looked to be in her late twenties with dark blond hair in need of washing.
Ratboy moved closer behind her and then stepped into the mouth of another alley.
“Miss,” he called.
She whirled, perhaps still nervous that she’d been seen. At the sight of him peeking out between the buildings, her expression shifted from nervousness to caution.
“Yes?”
“Is there somewhere one such as myself could sleep for the night? I can’t pay, but some towns have a place for weary travelers.”
With his posture, expression, and the tone of his voice, he projected his absolute unimportance. He was harmless, forgettable, and little more than a flea in the dark. He watched her caution start to fade.
“For free?” She shook her head. “Not around here. Sorry.”
“But my feet are blistered,” he said, “and I can’t go on. Will I need to sleep in this alley?”
Looking down at his feet, she came closer. “Are they… bleeding?” she asked in brief concern.
When she was within reach, he grabbed her arm.
Clamping his other hand over her mouth, he jerked her in between the buildings. Usually by this point, his presence, his inner nature, increased his aura of being harmless and forgettable. His victims were like clay in his hands.
But he didn’t want that tonight. He wanted to feel her fear. He wanted to taste it.
She struggled against him, and as her eyes widened, he slammed her against the wall and bit into her throat. This was the way it should always be, as in his hunts with Parko. No concerns—no rules to follow—and only the salty warmth of blood and the joy of a prey’s fear flooding through him.
He gave himself up, gulping in mouthfuls as the woman’s struggles and chokes in trying to breathe grew weaker—until both finally stopped. Dropping the body, he looked down at her dead, open eyes. The coins the man had given her were still clenched in her hand.
Ratboy’s euphoria began to fade as anxiety crept in. What if the body was found? What if Rashed heard rumors? Suddenly, he regretted giving into the temptation of Parko.
Looking out the alley’s mouth, he spotted a sewer grate down the street, nearer to the sea.
Could he get the body out there and drop it without being seen? Glancing both ways, he saw the street was empty, so he grabbed the woman’s arm, dragging her in a rush for the grate. He pulled on the iron bars, trying to be quiet, though the grate’s frame made a grinding sound as he lifted it. But at last, he dragged the woman’s body over the edge of the opening, threading her headfirst to drop her through. After sliding the grate back into place, he scurried off into the shadows between two buildings a little farther up the street.
Then his panic left him embarrassed. Why should he fear being discovered? He was smart enough to hide a body. Of course he couldn’t feed like this all the time—or too many disappearances would attract attention. But he could let go sometimes, often enough to not feel caged in. What was to stop him?
Thinking back on the sensation of the woman struggling in his grip, he almost couldn’t wait to do it again.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The following night, shortly past dusk, Rashed left the Velvet Rose. Since the previous night, he’d not stopped considering Teesha’s idea of a warehouse in a port town like this.
Such a place could be a home and haven.
He had enough coin to keep them for years, but it wouldn’t last forever. Were they to continue living in the cellar of an inn? And how would they spend their nights? Back when he’d served Lord Corische, they’d overseen a fiefdom together, and Rashed had nearly always been occupied.
He needed an occupation.
Teesha’s suggestion had set his thoughts in motion. Operating a large import/export warehouse—that could also serve as a home—in this town was the answer to everything. He’d decided. Again, her dream had become his dream, and he would make it happen for her.
Miiska only boasted two warehouses, and the one owned by this Master Volos and his partner was the smaller of the two. Rashed made his way there and stood outside for a moment. Judging by the decaying state of the exterior, he wondered how Volos was planning to fund his grand new construction.
The warehouse’s bay doors were opened wide. This was no home, just a place of business, and he freely stepped inside. Dust floated on the evening air around crates of wool, casks of ale, and other packaged goods stacked in open rows and along walls. The interior looked as shabby as the outside with loose boards and a crack in one window. He spotted a short, weasel-faced man writing on a torn bit of parchment. In the same instant, the man spotted him, taking in his height, bearing, sword, and quilted tunic all at once.
“May I be of service?” he asked in an oily voice.
“Are you Master Volos?”
“No,” the man said, coming closer, “I am Master Poyesk. I can attend to whatever business you require.”
“I need to speak with Master Volos.”
“I’m Volos,” another voice said.
Rashed turned to see a man coming out of a side door from a room with a desk. He was broad-shouldered with thick dark hair, wearing a short canvas jacket. He had a wide face with a flat nose. Measuring him up quickly, Rashed decided on a direct approach.
“I’ve come to make you an offer,” he said.
Volos raised an eyebrow. “An offer?”
“I’ll pay you the equivalent of six gold sovereigns for the lot up the shore, where you’re preparing to build.”
He watched the reactions from both men. He’d offered more than twice what he estimated that lot was worth, even for prime shore land in a port town. Volos blinked, taken aback, but Master Poyesk’s face lit up with a mix of greed and relief.
Rashed especially took note of the relief.
Once he’d recovered, Master Volos shook his head. “A generous offer, sir, but the land isn’t for sale. We’re building the largest warehouse Miiska has ever seen.”
The man’s eyes gleamed as he said this, and Rashed knew that haggling would gain him nothing. Master Volos had a dream too and would not be shaken from it.
“You’re refusing him?” Master Poyesk sputtered, staring at his partner. “How can you possibly—”
“Enough!” Volos barked and turned back to Rashed. “Thank you for the offer, but the lot isn’t for sale.”
With a polite nod, Rashed turned and left.
He didn’t go far.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Ratboy again crept alone through the streets of Miiska. He’d fed last night, and he certainly didn’t need to feed so soon, but he hadn’t been able to stop himself from slipping away from the Velvet Rose. He slunk through the town’s night shadows, smelling and feeling the life all around him.
Fear and worry tugged against his yearning.
What would happen if Rashed discovered what he’d done last night, what he longed to do again? The hunger was upon him—not for blood or life but for the feel, the smell, and the taste of a prey’s fear.
He knew he should go back to their room at the inn.
Instead, he slipped along the buildings, from under the awnings and through the front landings and porch shadows, peering about.
A door across the street opened, and a slightly plump girl in a lavender dress came out carrying a basket. She was humming off key, and he didn’t recognize the song.
She looked so ripe to him that he was nearly overcome by the impulse to rush across the street, grab her, and drag her into the darkness. Could he hide two killings in a row?
Still torn, he watched as she strolled off along the street, and he silently began to follow her. But he’d only taken two steps when a soft voice sounded behind him.
“Ratboy?”
Whirling, he saw Teesha standing there in a black velvet dress with a matching ribbon tied around her throat. In her arms, she carried the bulky bundle of what looked like three new quilts. All he could do was stare at her and the slight frown her pretty face.
He realized his own face must be awash with guilt, and that it would be foolish to deny what he’d been up to. She came closer, her frown vanishing as her eyes softened.
“I know what pulls at you,” she said quietly. “I know how hard it is to resist—but you must. If we are to have a home here, we cannot be the cause of death and fear.” Reaching out, she touched his arm. “You don’t want to live in the forest like an animal, do you?”
He didn’t. “No.”
“Come back to the inn with me. Do you remember at the keep, when I started to teach you to read and write? We should continue with your lessons.”
He badly wanted to improve himself, and learning to read was important to him. With only a few words, Teesha reminded him of all that he had to lose, and she’d come looking for him. Even in his living days, no one had ever cared enough to do that.
She turned, and he fell into step beside her. He would not give in to his feral instincts again.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Rashed waited outside the small warehouse until he saw Master Poyesk come out and head around the side of the building, walking inland, further into town. Rashed followed him.
At the far end of town, Poyesk entered a two-story building with a sign above the door that read DUNCTION’S. From the muffled sound of many voices within, it was likely a tavern or common house. Rashed glanced up at the top floor. There was no light leaking through the upper shutters. Still, the top floor suggested this place might also be the owner’s home—that someone lived up there when the tavern was closed. So, he approached and, out of caution, he opened the door and looked inside.
A small, aging woman was serving bowls of soup to a nearby table. She spotted him, and he nodded to her.
“Is there a welcome here for a stranger?” he asked.
She smiled at him. “Of course, sir. Please come in.”
He forgot her immediately as his gaze swept the room. Master Poyesk was sitting alone at a table near the front wall. Though the place was packed, apparently the warehouse master had no friends here.
Rashed’s gaze stopped for a long moment on one other table. Four men sat around it, eating bread and drinking mugs of ale. Three of them wore swords and leather hauberks, and the fourth was a behemoth. Fat as opposed to large, he was dressed in a purple brocade tunic with a sash of forest green and a matching purple cap topped with a white feather. Although the material of his clothing looked expensive, the sash only accentuated the size of his protruding belly. He had an air of self-importance about him, and Rashed pegged him as the town constable.
Storing that piece of information away, he headed for Master Poyesk’s table.
“May I join you?”
The weasel-faced man saw him coming, and his dour expression turned to surprise.
“I suppose,” he replied, gesturing to an empty chair.
The small, aging woman came over. “What can I get you, gentlemen? Your usual, Master Poyesk?”
Poyesk nodded.
“Red wine,” Rashed added.
She hurried away to the long bar, behind which a middle-aged man with a moustache was already preparing some tankards of ale. The demeanor of nearby patrons at the bar suggested he owned the place.
Rashed returned his attention to Master Poyesk. “I was disappointed by your partner’s answer tonight.”
Poyesk leaned back, slumping in his chair. “So was I.”
That had been clear, but it was too early to push him. A goblet of red wine and a pint of ale arrived, and Rashed quickly paid for both.
“I am from the north,” he said, “and I’ve recently come into an inheritance. Others might squander such good fortune, but I’ve no intention of letting my coins trickle away until they’re gone. I’ve been looking for a port town in which to build a warehouse and try my hand at such a business.”
Master Poyesk raised his mug and drained half its ale. Rashed gestured to the elderly woman to bring another. Poyesk took another gulp and slumped further in his chair.
“Well, I thought it was our lucky night when you walked in the door,” he said.
Good, Rashed thought. Poyesk was relaxing, and his tongue was loosening.
“You’d have taken the offer?” Rashed asked.
“I’d have danced all the way home.”
“Can you not convince your partner? I have taken a liking to this town, and you are in possession of a prime piece of land for such a venture.”
Poyesk finished his ale and then shook his head, grumbling bitterly, “I hold no sway over him, never have. Volos put in more money in the beginning of our partnership, and so he owns the greater share of our warehouse. But he’s… ambitious. Now it seems he’s spent all our profits on that lot. He’s planning to borrow money from a bank in Bela for the construction of the new building, a place all to himself. But what money will he then use to stock the place, let alone tend to one I’m still invested in? He’s a fool, and he’ll the ruin us both in his bid to take up on his own.” He shook his head. “A fool, but I can’t stop him.”
The old woman set a fresh mug of ale on the table and hurried off. Poyesk downed half the mug, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
So, he had no influence over his partner. That only left one option.
Rashed sipped his red wine. He thought himself a good judge of character, and he believed the man sitting across from him, drowning his frustration in ale, was weak and greedy, and there was probably no line he wouldn’t cross to ensure his own comfort and safety. Rashed decided to take a risk.
“Should something unforeseen happen to Volos, would you take full ownership of your current warehouse?”
Poyesk started slightly, squinting. “I suppose.”
“Along with the property upon which he’s planning to build?”
Poyesk stared at him in sudden alarm, but then the ramifications of his words began to sink in. “Yes, since the shares he spent came out of our business.”
“And in that event, you would find it a wiser to sell the empty lot and put the money you gained back into your current business.”
Poyesk raised his mug to his mouth. Though it covered the lower part of his face, he didn’t drink. “To me, that would seem wise, should such a terrible event occur.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
When Teesha and Ratboy returned to the inn, she spent some time making their room feel more like a home—occasionally asking Ratboy for assistance, or even advice, so that he felt included. First, she took the three purchased quilts and spread one over each coffin, decorating the tops with candleholders, vases, and books that they’d brought with them from Stravina. The effect made the coffins appear to be large trunks now serving as low tables. Then, she and Ratboy pushed the two beds up against one wall and used pillows to dress them up as makeshift couches.
This helped open up the room and make it feel larger.
She sent Ratboy out to pick a few Evergreen sprigs while she hung a fine painting of the sea they’d brought, which had been their—her—inspiration for this journey. When Ratboy returned, she put the sprigs inside the vases and stood back to examine her handiwork.
No matter what happened, they were going to be residing in this room for a while, and one of Rashed’s weak spots was his need for a home, for her to make a place into a home. This was how she’d first seduced him back in Stravina, at the keep. By turning that cold, dank place into a home, she’d begun to transfer his loyalty from Corische to her.
She could not forget that.
Once the room was finished, she and Ratboy settled on one of the beds and began his reading lesson. She knew he’d only do so while Rashed was away. Ratboy couldn’t bear to show any kind of deficiency in Rashed’s presence.
But that was the setting when Rashed came through the door without warning.
He looked around the room at the changes, and then he looked at her, in her black velvet gown, teaching Ratboy to read, trying to civilize him, trying to keep him from the feral path. Something flickered across Rashed’s face, and she knew she had moved him. She always knew how to move him.
“Have you made arrangements to purchase the property?” she asked.
“Not yet, but I will.”
She smiled warmly. “Of course you will.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The following night, Rashed again waited outside the small warehouse. As with the night before, Master Poyesk came out first, heading off toward Dunction’s. Rashed ignored him and waited. Finally, Master Volos emerged as well, heading the other way.
Rashed followed silently, a dagger couched in his right hand with its blade flat against his forearm. He’d hidden enough bodies in his time that if he wished it, Volos would never be found. But such a skill wouldn’t serve him tonight. He wanted the body found as soon as possible. Any investigation into a missing member of the community would only complicate matters. He wanted that fat constable to declare Volos officially dead by the following morning.
Volos walked on the far left side of the street with others passing him, likely on their own way home for the night. So Rashed waited until the warehouse master turned down an empty side street and approached the mouth of an alley halfway down.
Rashed closed the distance before Volos could even turn at the sound of rushing footfalls. He shoved the man down the alley, following in blur of movement, and clutched Volos’s hair from behind to pull his head back and expose his throat. Rashed expected that the advantage of surprise would result in little or no resistance.
But Volos bucked and tried turning in his grip, striking backward with an elbow that caught Rashed in the chest. The fierce impact almost dislodged his grip, but he held on and shoved the man into a sidewall, head first. Volos’s body recoiled, and as he was momentarily stunned, Rashed jerked his head back again and cut his throat from ear to ear, dropping the body immediately.
Rashed stood there, watching Volos bleed out on the dark alley floor. Then he searched the corpse’s pockets for anything of value and took a coin pouch.
All that was left when he turned away was the victim of a robbery gone wrong.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Rashed waited two nights to be certain the town was abuzz with the news of Volos’s death. The town constable officially declared it a murder, likely by someone passing through who had probably fled. Still, the townsfolk were advised not to walk alone at night, in case the culprit hadn’t yet moved on.
As Rashed stepped into Dunction’s on the third night, the elderly woman serving food and drink looked at him with concern.
“There’s no moon tonight, sir. You should not be walking alone.”
“I can attend myself,” he answered.
“That’s likely what Master Volos would have said.”
True, Volos was a large man with strong reflexes. Rashed nodded to her politely, but did not allow himself to be sidetracked for long. Master Poyesk was sitting at his table by the wall, and Rashed joined him, not bothering to ask if he could sit this time.
“My condolences on the loss of your partner,” he said.
The weasel-faced man stared at him warily. “Thank you.”
“This may seem soon, but business must go on. I wanted to repeat my offer.”
“Six gold sovereigns for the lot?”
Rashed nodded. “I have an equivalent sum in Stravinan coin.”
Poyesk sighed dramatically and took a large swallow of ale. “It is a great tragedy, but as you said, business must go on.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Winter passed into spring, and that spring was the busiest of Teesha’s life. As soon as the weather turned, Rashed wasted no time in getting started with plans for building—not that she’d expected him to waste any time. But the first thing he did was order an underground tunnel to be dug at the back of the building site, which would lead to a small underground cavern—which also had to be excavated and finished with wooden supports. This was where he planned to keep their coffins. She thought the workmen assumed it would be a hiding place for goods and money, but still, she wondered if the men doing the actual work would survive for long after it was finished. Then she put such thoughts out of her mind. That was Rashed’s decision, not hers.
However, just as the tunnel was completed and work on the small cavern had begun, an unfortunate event occurred that involved her directly.
She was alone at the Velvet Rose, as Rashed had left in the early evening to oversee the work. Ratboy was off hunting, but he’d been careful to follow the rules since she’d spoken to him.
Teesha was mending a small tear in her favorite red dress when the air shimmered in front of her. Edwan materialized, though he’d been quiet lately, rarely appearing.
“My dear,” she said.
The sight of his bloody, severed head didn’t bother her. She had once loved him very much.
“He’s digging only one cavern!” Edwan said angrily.
She blinked, uncertain what this was about and not knowing how to respond.
“For the three of you… to sleep,” Edwan went on in his hollow voice. “I thought you were using him to get away from Corische, but now he’s building you a home. Do you plan to settle down with him?”
Teesha wished she still possessed the ability to sigh. Edwan was miserable, and she knew it, but there was nothing she could do for him… and nothing he could do for her.
“My dear,” she said, “we need Rashed if I am to have a home and safety. Surely you can see this?”
Floating just off the ground, he spun a full circle in agitation, but he didn’t argue further. He must know she was right.
“Then grant me one thing,” he said. “Have him dig out a separate little sleeping cavern just for you, so that you are not eternally sleeping beside him… and I might have a few moments alone with you before you fall dormant and when you awaken.”
A nearly overwhelming impulse to refuse him filled Teesha. She was taken aback by how much she did not want to agree to his request. But he was hurt, and she understood.
Keeping her expression serene, she answered, “Of course.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Rashed crawled up out of the tunnel, pleased by the speed at which it had progressed. He hoped the cavern would go as smoothly. Lumber was already being delivered, and he wanted to start laying in a foundation for the warehouse itself as soon as possible.
Brushing sand and dirt from his breeches, he saw Teesha approaching from the shore side. She wore the black velvet gown he liked so much—with its matching ribbon tied around her throat. Her hair was loose, blowing in the sea wind, and her feet were bare.
“I can’t take you down yet,” he said, “not until the ceiling has better supports.”
“No… that’s all right.” She paused, looking almost troubled. “I was wondering if you might be able to have the workers prepare a small cavern just for me, just for my coffin.”
The request stunned him. He didn’t know why.
But he felt like he’d been kicked in the chest. Turning away, he answered, “Yes. Whatever you wish. I’ll give the order.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Spring melted into summer, which cooled into autumn, and Teesha was deeply content. By mid-autumn, the warehouse was finished, and she and Rashed had jointly hired an overseer and dockworkers to handle the daily business. They’d found importing wine, ale, and wool to be the most profitable—with lumber and tobacco following close behind.
They’d also made deals with outlying farmers and local fisherman for dried fish, ground wheat, and root vegetables, which could be sold directly to the crews of seafaring vessels for a small profit.
They paid their workers a fair wage for a fair day’s work, and Rashed even counseled the men to set up a fund into which they would each donate five percent of their wages, so that if any of them was injured or fell ill, he could be paid a portion of the fund to ensure his family did not starve while he recovered. The men all liked this idea and asked Rashed to oversee the fund himself. They feared his icy stare and cold demeanor—and avoided being alone with him—but they trusted him with their money.
He and Teesha had no trouble hiring enough help. The two of them worked as close partners, making all decisions together, and Teesha couldn’t remember ever having been so happy. Best of all were the living quarters and the sitting room at the back of the warehouse. He’d told her to spare no expense in decorating, and she’d taken him at his word, ordering furniture from the king’s city of Bela.
The sitting room sported curved couches upholstered in green velvet, braided rugs, and a variety of silver ornaments sitting on polished tables. One of the walls was graced with their fine painting of the northern seacoast, and she kept her sewing basket in this room because Rashed always enjoyed walking in and seeing her engaged in intricate needlework. He marveled at how she could make vivid scenes come to life through mere embroidery.
But their living quarters were well protected by solid locks and doors and were absolutely off limits to anyone in the warehouse, including the overseer. Rashed had built a trap door in the floor of the sitting room, and before sunrise, the three of them slipped below ground, into the darkness, to sleep out the day in their coffins.
Rashed was pleased by all he had built and the life he’d created for them here. Edwan seemed to have at least accepted the situation, and Teesha helped with this by making an effort to spend some time alone with him upon waking and just before falling dormant.
For the most part, all was well.
Only one thing troubled her.
Ratboy had shown no interest in their new business. Teesha was well aware that Rashed didn’t encourage him and indeed tended to treat him as if his presence among them was tolerated as opposed to wanted. For her part, Teesha preferred having a larger family, and she believed in safety in numbers. She wished Rashed would treat Ratboy a little better and make him feel more included.
But this seemed beyond Rashed’s scope.
As a result, Ratboy vanished more and more, off on his own, and Teesha had begun to worry about how he spent all that time. A few days ago, she had been dealing with some local wool merchants when she’d heard of two young women gone missing sometime in the last ten nights.
Two so close together was alarming.
Her first impulse was to inform Rashed, but she changed her mind, vowing to keep a closer eye on Ratboy herself. She’d brought him back from the edge once; she could do so again.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Ratboy was in the mood for a fight.
Normally, when he hungered for more than just feeding, he preferred young women in threadbare dresses with long hair. But as he stalked the streets of Miiska tonight, he wanted something that could fight back.
He didn’t know why… or why he felt so dissatisfied.
Rashed had built them a haven of safety beyond compare, and Teesha had worked her usual magic in turning it into a home. Ratboy enjoyed the evenings when she spent time teaching him to read and write. But as the business grew, she’d grown busy with it, always dealing with this merchant or that sea captain.
She had little time for him anymore. He knew nothing about business, nor, if truth be told, did he want to. He wanted no possible comparisons between himself and Rashed.
It appeared that Rashed was a born merchant—strange for someone who’d been a soldier before and after rising as one of the undead. Ratboy would only look like an incompetent shadow next to Rashed should he try to pitch in and help at the warehouse.
So he’d slipped off by himself more and more, thinking again on the nights when he’d hunted with Parko.
Ten nights ago, he’d gone too far and killed a girl while feeding. The experience had left him glowing in the aftermath, feeling more alive, more in control than he had since the previous winter when they’d first arrived here. He’d only been able to hold back for a few nights before he’d dragged another girl into an alley and fed with glorious abandon.
But what would Teesha say if she found out?
Tonight, he was angry with himself, angry with his existence, and angry with his inability to stop. He longed to attack something that might strike back at him.
Hiding behind a small shop, he watched down the way toward a place called DUNCTION’S. The front door opened and a sailor stepped out, unsteady on his feet. The man turned and shouted back inside, “You’re all cheats and liars! Stealing a man’s coin. Cheats you are!”
The sailor stumbled away from the tavern, and Ratboy guessed that he’d been unlucky in a card game. His luck was about to get worse.
“Did they fleece you in there?” Ratboy called, moving closer. “Same thing happened to me last week. Lost all my pay and nearly broke my mother’s heart.”
Men who lost at cards quickly fixed on any comrade of ill fortune.
“Cheats and liars,” the sailor repeated, stumbling toward Ratboy. “What game were you playing?”
“Faro.”
The sailor grunted and then squinted. “Me too. Have you been paid again? Could you spare the price of a drink? We could go someplace else.”
“I’d never refuse someone who’d been cheated in there.” Ratboy turned in between two buildings, down an alley, leaning idly in the shadows. “But I know a better place a little further inland.”
It was almost too easy as the sailor grinned and followed him, stepping closer, moving into the darkness.
Ratboy grabbed him by his throat. The sailor nearly toppled in his ale-addled state, and Ratboy took a swing, catching him across the jaw—hard but not too hard.
“What the…” the sailor stuttered, then let out a guttural roar and swung back.
Ratboy easily danced away, letting the drunken, clumsy man come after him. The sailor swung and missed again. Ratboy’s glee rose as he enjoyed his own superiority. Then suddenly, he wanted to feed, to kill.
He darted in, slamming the man against the sidewall and driving both fangs into his throat. The sailor choked and bucked, but Ratboy held on, draining him in savage gulps until his struggles weakened and finally stopped.
A loud gasp sounded from the mouth of the alley.
Whirling on the balls of his feet, Ratboy let go and the sailor’s body toppled down the wall.
Someone stood just beyond the shadows and out in the street. He was excessively fat, wearing a purple brocade tunic, forest green sash around his fat belly, and a purple cap with a white feather.
Ratboy hissed and tensed to charge. The man had seen him feeding.
“Darien!” the man shouted, stepping backward.
Almost instantly, three men in leather hauberks, wearing swords, came running from the tavern.
“Constable?” the one in the lead called. “Are you injured?”
Panic flooded Ratboy. He could probably take all four of them, but it would be a messy out in the open, and he’d be seen by more of the towns’ people as they heard the commotion.
With little choice, he turned and fled the other way.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Ratboy was still in a full-blown panic when he reached the warehouse, wondering how he could possibly fix the damage he’d done tonight. He tried to calm himself before unlocking the backdoor and making his way to the sitting room.
There was Teesha, on a green velvet couch, reading through a ledger.
Looking up, she smiled at him. “You’re back early. Rashed is out front inspecting a delivery of wine.” She put the ledger down. “Would you like to read to me for a while? I can sew while you—”
Then she took a closer look at his face, and he realized he wasn’t hiding anything from her.
She dropped the ledger on the couch and rose. “What’s wrong?”
Her offer to have him read to her made him more aware of all that he had to lose. Why had he killed that sailor? If he just could go back to the beginning of this night, he’d have stayed home.
The inner door crashed open, and Rashed strode in.
Before Ratboy could dart away, Rashed closed the distance and grabbed him by the throat, slamming him against the wall and taking a swing in the same instant. As Rashed’s fist connected with his jaw, white flashed before his eyes, and then he was falling.
Blinding pain didn’t frighten him. This wasn’t the first time he’d been beaten in life—or after death. Instead, his mind went back to the memory of Rashed striking Parko just before banishing him.
“Rashed!” Teesha cried. “Stop!”
A flicker of Ratboy’s sight returned, but his ears still rung.
“Half the men in town are out searching!” Rashed nearly shouted. “Five of them were just out front of the warehouse… warning me to get inside. The constable came upon a filthy urchin drinking blood from the throat of a sailor. The sailor’s dead—and the constable got a clear look at the killer.”
Ratboy groaned. This was worse than he could have imagined. The fat man was the town constable?
Rashed reached down and grabbed the front of Ratboy’s shirt, lifting him and slamming him against the wall again. “Do you know what you’ve done? You’ve ruined this town for us. All our hard work. Our home. It’s gone now.”
Pain replaced the anger in Rashed’s voice. It was so thick that Ratboy felt regret beyond simply having been caught. He would have given much to undo his actions tonight. Even as his vision cleared, he fully expected Rashed to strike him again.
But to his surprise, Teesha stepped over and put her hand on Rashed’s arm. “Leave him alone.” For once, her voice was not light or cheerful or politely pleading. She was dead serious.
Rashed blinked and looked down at her.
“Was it an accident?” she asked Ratboy. “You were feeding and went too far, and then by bad luck, you were seen?”
When she put it that way, it didn’t quite sound so treacherous on his part.
“Yes, it all went wrong,” he answered.
Teesha looked up at Rashed. “This could have happened to any one of us. On occasion, a slip or an accident, even a necessary death, is inevitable. You need to do something, come to some… arrangement with the local authorities to ensure our safety.”
“I don’t make slips,” Rashed responded.
“So, you’ve never killed anyone in this town?” she asked.
He went silent and looked away. But he let go of Ratboy’s shirt.
“Have you encountered anyone in power here who might be corruptible?” she pressed Rashed.
After a moment, his eyes moved back down to her face, and he nodded.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The following night, Ratboy awoke and immediately felt something was wrong.
He just didn’t know what.
Opening the lid of his coffin, he sat up and looked around. He felt as if he’d overslept, which was unusual for him—not that the dead actually slept. Climbing out, he saw Rashed’s coffin was open and empty. Hurrying down the tunnel to Teesha’s smaller cavern, he found it empty too.
He was alone. What was happening?
Quickly, he made his way to the trap door, but when he got there, he found a note pinned to the underside that read:
Stay quiet. One of us will come for you soon.
It was in Teesha’s handwriting. Unable to stop, he pushed upward on the trapdoor, finding it locked from the outside.
They’d locked him down here?
An impulse to bang on the trapdoor passed. If she’d told him to stay quiet, she must have a reason. He waited, wondering if Rashed had changed his mind… if he was going to be banished after all. Then, he heard voices above—three distinct voices.
He couldn’t make out any words, but he could hear Rashed, Teesha, and an unfamiliar male voice, all engaged in a discussion. It didn’t last long, but the following silence seemed even longer before he heard something being moved above, and the trapdoor opened.
“Come up,” Rashed ordered.
Ratboy climbed up, wary and uncertain.
Rashed was still tense with anger, but Teesha sat on a green velvet couch, holding her embroidery.
“I’ve made an arrangement with the town constable,” Rashed stated flatly, “and I paid him well. Any investigation into last night’s events will amount to nothing. We will continue to pay him, and in return, the occasional disappearance of a town member will be poorly investigated. All suspicion will be kept well away from us.”
Ratboy could hardly believe this. His slip was being overlooked, as if it had never happened. But Rashed stepped closer, leaning down into his face.
“This does mean occasional, and if anything so careless as last night ever occurs again, I will throw you into the wild and leave you there, as I did with my brother.”
The arrogance in his voice made Ratboy want to spit back a retort, but he bit his tongue.
“Do you swear to put our safety first from now on?” Rashed asked.
Somewhere in the back of Ratboy’s mind, the feral path still called to him. He glanced down at the open trapdoor with its tunnel and the safe caverns for their coffins below. He looked around the plush sitting room, with its books and its comforts, and the sight of Teesha on the velvet couch.
Fear of losing all this overrode the call to feed with reckless abandon.
“I swear,” he said.
Having said the words aloud brought him unexpected relief—that he indeed meant his promise. Looking around again, he knew for certain that the three of them would always be safe and always have a home here.
This was worth more than the feral path.
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