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Prologue

Though it was a bright, hot dawn outside,
there were no windows in this part of the
castle. Van Richten had to provide his own
light in the form of a small lantern, which
he gripped with awhite-knuckled fist. He
paused on the last, rough-hewn step at the
top of the spira staircase, caught his
breath, and held the lantern as high as his
dight stature allowed. Its feeble glow only
managed to push back the darkness for a
scant few yards, just enough for him to see
that the room was apparently empty of
threatening occupants. That fact, of course,
meant nothing in this place.

He glanced back the way he'd come. Cold
stone walls curved sharply down into utter
blackness, utter silence. The fingertips of
his left hand, which had brushed against
the walls as he'd gone up, were still numb
from the chill, asif the rock itself had
sucked the warmth right out of them. With
athin but rueful smile that tugged at only
one corner of his mouth, he flexed his stiff
hand. Like master, like castle, he thought,
then his smile vanished as he turned into
the room.

If not the true heart of the place, the



chamber was certainly avital organ. Each
high wall was covered with
books—hundreds, thousands of them,
more than VVan Richten had seen in one
place in his fifty-odd years of scholarly
life. The yellow glow of his lantern picked
up the sheen from well-oiled leather covers
and gilt titles, the occasional flash of a
gem, and the dull face of atome so ancient
that no amount of care or restoration could
revitalize it. But the outer shell hardly
mattered; it was what lay inside that was
Important.

Van Richten breathed in the books' scent
and felt his heart begin to race alittle. If
the monster had a weakness, and they all
did in one form or another, perhaps it
would be found here. As aman might be
judged by the books he reads, so might a
clue be revealed in the neat ranks of titles
that marched up the walls. Van Richten
suppressed another smile. Not by any
stretch of fancy could Count Strahd Von
Zarovich be considered a mere man
anymore, though the local people seemed
unaware of histrue nature. He'd lost his
allotted portion of humanity... how many
centuries ago? And at what cost in lives
and misery and agony of spirit for those
hapless souls he'd touched in that time?

But | can't think about that now. Timeis
too short. Life istoo short.



He had all the day ahead of him,
midsummer day to be sure, the longest of
the year, but brief enough now that he saw
how much work lay before him. And
where to start?

He moved quickly, lighting candles in their
sconces as he found them. The black
shadows grudgingly retreated. Though the
room was cold like the rest of the castle,
Van Richten decided to leave the great
fireplace dormant. He was comfortable
enough in the coat he'd thought to bring
and two layers of sweaters. Besides, the
telltale smoke would only let all and
sundry know the place was occupied, and
Van Richten had excellent reasons for
keeping this visit as discreet as possible.
The gypsies knew about him, of course;
one couldn't enter or leave the place
without their help. He had paid them
dearly for a guide to take him to the ring of
poisonous fog that surrounded Castle
Ravenloft. The potion they'd sold him to
neutralize the poison had cost extra, but
they'd only charged him half as much for
the second dosage—macabre indication
that they did not expect him to return. In
the course of centuries, many bold
explorers, well armed and highly
magicked, had gone in to deal with 'the
devil Strahd,' as he was known locally.
None had ever come out—at least not in
the same condition as they'd gone in. What



hope did alone, middle-aged herbalist
have?

None, he answered truthfully.

However, he did have knowledge, and
upon that he was willing to gamble hislife.
Indeed, more than hislife. If he was
wrong... well, there were much worse
things than dying, but he had a kind of
escape prepared should it become an
eventuality. Not pleasant, but better than
the alternative.

S0 the gypsies had been more than willing
to take his money and leave him to his
fate. Van Richten had no doubt Strahd
knew of his presence in the castle, but he
was certain Strahd would do nothing
against him. Correction, Strahd could do
nothing against him.

It had taken Van Richten nearly a decade
to guess the truth, and yet another five
years of waiting to be sure, and this day,
this one midsummer day, he'd proved it by
simply walking unchallenged into Castle
Ravenloft.

In those fifteen years the place had shown
no sign of life. The merchantsin the
village that lay in its shadow had not
received any orders for goodsin all that
time. The youngest of them even
complained about the lack of custom. His
father had known something of prosperity,
but these days? The man had thrown up his



hands in well-rehearsed despair for those
lost profits. The otherswere silent or
grimly amused by him.

In fifteen years, Lord Strahd had not
collected the taxes, though the taxes had
been dutifully compiled, the burgomaster
proudly stated. There were many old
wives tales about burgomasters who had
failed in thistask and had come to very
bad ends, indeed. Just wives tales, to be
sure, but sometimes there was truth to be
found in such fancies. Anyway, none of
the villagers, let alone the burgomaster,
would risk complaint from their lord. The
money, quite alot of it by now, was stored
In aspecial stone house in the center of
town. Thieves? No. They had no fear of
thieves. Even the gypsies would not dare
to touch it.

Also in that time there had been few
unexplained or unusual deaths, as had once
been common. Y oung girlsin the prime of
their looks no longer disappeared without
trace—unless they decided to elope with
their lovers. Fifteen years of relative peace,
fifteen years of nights that were not so
dark as before, fifteen years that Strahd
had... left them alone.

Some cautiously whispered that perhaps

Death had caught up with him at last and
taken him away. But if so, then why was
the poisoned wall of mist still thick about



the castle base? No one had areply to that
one, nor were any too curious to find out.
One could ask the gypsies: they knew
everything. Aye, and told everything. To
Strahd. Best not to ask; you might not like
the answer.

But Van Richten was sure he had the
answer.

Strahd the Ancient, Strahd who was the
Land, Strahd the great and awful Lord of
Barovia—genius, necromancer, ruthless
Killer—was now at his most vulnerable.

Strahd VVon Zarovich, the vampire, wasin
hibernation.

Van Richten, who knew as much about the
undead as any living man, was reasonably
certain that for afew more yearsthe
master of the castle would be unable to stir
from the slegp that was not sleep. The odd
fact that he stood where he stood—that he
hadn't encountered Strahd's undead
minions and necromantic
guardians—seemed confirmation enough.
Perhaps Strahd's dark magics could not |ast
through his years of quiescence.

But Van Richten was only reasonably
certain, which was why he'd allowed
himself only one day to investigate.
Though he could have spent months poring
through the rare books in this room alone,
he did not believe in taking unnecessary
risks. A single, isolated intrusion that



would brush against the dimmed
consciousness of the monster was asfar as
he planned to take it for now. Perhaps
|ater—a year, maybe two, as the vampire
settled back into his sluggish dreams—he
would return... and then he would not be
alone.

But for that future expedition Van Richten
needed more knowledge. He needed facts,
not rumors or folklore or tall tales.

Candles lighted, he looked around the
room for a hint on where to start. Even
without the implied wealth of the books,
the place was a study in opulence. The
richly stained wood trims, grass-thick
carpet, and inviting couches and chairs all
Indicated that though Strahd was a
monster, he valued his comfort.

Van Richten's brows lifted as he noticed
one objet d'art in particular. Well. Von
Zarovich certainly had excellent taste.
Over the exquisitely carved mantelpiece
hung an enormous portrait of ayoung
woman. She was breathtakingly lovely,
painted by an artist with the skill to capture
not only her outer beauty, but the lively
purity of her inner soul. There was no date
on it, no signature to be seen, but the
antique costume the woman wore indicated
several centuries had passed since the paint
had been wet.

She was mesmerizing, bewitching... and



long dead. Possibly even one of the
Count's early victims. If so, her fate had
been agrim one, and Van Richten had no
wish or time to speculate on it. His purpose
now was to see that other young girls were
spared from such horrors.

In the center of the room was alow and
massive table, so highly polished that the
multiple flames of the candles reflected
from its surface asif it wereamirror.
Smooth and bright, no speck of dust
anywhere...

Van Richten went very still as he regarded
the implications of the missing dust. After
a moment's thought, he swallowed and
hoped his heart would return to its proper
place in his chest. Though impossible to
detect, it waslogical to assume Strahd had
placed some sort of magical spell on the
room to preserve its contents while he
slept. Who knows what damage could be
done to the fragile volumes by the gentle
onslaught of dust, worms, and nibbling
rats? Strand obvioudly did—and had
allowed for it.

A great book and some sheaves of paper
covered with writing lay on the table.
Within easy reach was a pot of ink and
some quill pens, all expertly cut to a proper
point and ready for use. A chair was pulled
away from this spot, as though the last
occupant had only just walked out and not



bothered to push it back into place.
Asthough at any moment he might return.

Van Richten firmly shrugged off that idea.
If Strahd had been active, he would have
done something by now. The master was
asleep, and his castle, like one in some half-
remembered child'stale, was in much the
same condition. That was how the little
herbalist from Mordentshire had been able
to pass through the great gates, aware of
the dangers, of the torpid guards living
and... not living. It had been grim going to
walk past the dragons that glared down at
him from their stone perches and the
gargoyles and all the other things that he'd
sensed or imagined were lurking in the
shadows around him, but he had done it.
The traps still worked, but those could be
avoided if one had the right skills. He'd
gotten in, and, most importantly, he
expected to get out again.

He moved toward the table and gently set
his lantern down, using a stack of
yellowing paper to keep its metal base
from scratching the pristine wood.

You're a foolish old humbug, Rudolph, he
chided himself. But he had an ingrained
respect for workmanship, and the table was
a beautiful piece of art, however terrible its
owner.

Carefully and not alittle nervously, heran
his fingers over the fine leather cover of



the book. It had an odd textureto it, odd
and repulsive, asif it were made from...

He yanked his hands away as he realized
the source of the unusual |eather.

Damn the creature. Damn the thing that
was capable of such an obscenity.

After amoment's pause to offer a prayer
for the soul of the book's victim, he
Inhaled a great breath, and reached out
again, swiftly opening it.

It wasn't precisely a book, so much asa
collection of various folios loosdly bound
together in such away that more could be
added or removed as needed. Some of the
parchment pages were the color of cream,
thick and substantial, made to last many,
many lifetimes. Other pages were thin and
desiccated, positively yellow from age, and
crackled alarmingly as he turned them
over. There were no ornate illuminations,
no fussy borders, only lines of plain text in
hard black ink. The flowing handwriting
was a bit difficult to follow at first; the
writer's style of calligraphy had not beenin
common use for three hundred years. No
table of contents, but from the dates it
looked to be some kind of history.

He turned to the first page and read:

|, Strand, Lord of Barovia, well aware
certain events of my reign have been
desperately misunderstood by those who



are better at garbling history than
recording it, hereby set down an exact
record of those events, that the truth may
at last be known. ...

He caught his breath. By all the good gods,
a personal journal?

Part |
Chapter One

Twelfth Moon, 347

"Thereisatraitor in the camp, you know,"
Alek Gwilym said, not looking at me, but
at the bottle of wine standing tall on the
table between us. He studied the graceful
shape of the dark green glass as an artist
might admire an especially beautiful
model. After along moment during which
he satisfied his aesthetic sense, he finally
reached for it, blandly intent on satisfying
some other senses aswell. Touch, in the
way his hands closed around the bottle's
dusty surface, and smell, once the cork was
off and the contents were breathing. Taste
would come later. | had little
understanding of such ritual for myself, but
Alek's obvious enjoyment of the process



had taught me to respect it.

| raised one eyebrow when his eyes briefly
shifted my way.

"I think he will try to kill you," he added,
In the same |azy tone.

"There are always traitors in every camp.
They have to kill somebody."

"Y ou should worry about this one, Strahd.
You really should."

Having been my fighting comrade for
fifteen years, he was more than entitled to
use my given namein private. Thistime,
however, it irritated me, perhaps because
he managed to work in aslight,
patronizing tone as he spoke. | was
expected to ask him why | should worry
more about this one than any others, but
remained silent. Sooner or later, he would
tell me. Alek always seemed to know all
the gossip worth knowing in the ranks and,
despite his coolly amused manner, found it
physically impossible to keep anything
really interesting to himself.

He reached for the wine and carefully
poured some into agold chalice he'd
acquired on along-ago campaign. The
heavy red fumes drifted over to tantalize
my own senses. The flavor, | knew, would
be ambrosial, but unless | drank it with
food I'd have a headache before finishing
my second cup.

With eyes closed, Alek sipped slowly,



holding afew drops on his tongue to take
In all the subtleties of flavor. When the last
of it was gone, he opened his eyes again
and shot me a chagrined smile. "Anyone
el se would be demanding explanations
from me at sword point, but there you sit
like a cat before a mouse hole, waiting for
the inevitable to happen."

| said nothing.

The need to share his news finally
overcame him. He put his cup on the table
and leaned forward, though there was no
one within earshot who could have heard
him. "Thetraitor isaBaal Verzi assassin,
Strahd," he whispered.

The time for games ended with the
utterance of that name. | straightened in
my chair, fighting down the burst of rage
that wanted to rush out. "Who? Who
would dare?

He shook his head. "If | knew, he would be
dead by now."

"How did you learn of this?

"From one of our wounded. He thought he
could buy special treatment with the
information. Unfortunately, he waited too
long and died."

"Lady llona can still find away to speak
with him."

"|'ve already seen to that. She found out no
more than what |'ve been able to tell you



now."
"Have him raised."

"That's been tried as well. Once she was
aware of the threat to you, she made the
preparations and performed the spell.” He
lifted one hand, palm up. "Nothing."

"Why not?"
"The very question | put to her. She said he

was simply not strong enough to survive
the attempt."

Other alternatives came to me, each to be
dismissed. Between them, llonaand Alek
would have done everything possible to
learn al that they could. "Who else knows
of this?'

"No one. Others are being questioned. So
far none of them knows anything about an
assassin."

"Unless you're the assassin.”

"An excellent point, my lord," he said
evenly. "And thefirst one | thought you
would consider. But | decided to take the
chance and warn you anyway."

A wisething to do, especially since llona
would have also told me.

"If you should wish to put me out of the
way, though, then please do not relax your
vigilance, for | can promise that the Baal
Verzi will still be out there, waiting for his
moment."

Indeed, yes, for deception was the greatest



weapon of that particular guild of killers.
Once they had operated openly, brazenly,
until strict laws and liberal executions
forced them into society's shadows. Y our
oldest friend, your most faithful servant,
by the gods, even the mother that bore you
could be aBaal Verzi. Their wayswere a
secret among secrets, and should one be
hired to kill you... why then, you would
die.

Unless you got him first. The Baa Verzi
were uncannily sportsmanlike about their
victims. Should one of their number be
caught out and stopped, then the
assassination was called off, never to be
completed. The target had earned the right
to live, and an unworthy assassin had been
handily culled from their ranks.

"Why?" | repeated. "The war isover. What
enemy could benefit from my death now?"

"The man's exact words were 'beware the
Baal Verzi, the great traitor who will take
al for himself.' | would rather expect the
beneficiary would be among your
friends... such asyou have."

True. A man in my position could not
afford to have friends. The art of forming
friendships had not been one I'd ever
sought to cultivate, anyway. Of all the
people | worked with or commanded, Alek
Gwilym came the closest to fulfilling that
position. By right of battle skills and quick



wit he'd earned his own place in the ranks
as my second-in-command, no small feat
for aman who'd initially joined our forces
as a hired mercenary—and a foreigner, to
boot. He said his homeland was so far
away that the name would have no
meaning, so he never bothered to nameit. |
couldn't honestly say that we really liked
one another, but we worked well together,
and there was no little respect between us.

"Until he or sheisdiscovered, you can
trust no one. | expect that common sense
will guide you to include mein that
number. | shan't be offended.” Histhin lips
guirked into asmile, and he sat back in his
chair again.

"I'm so relieved to hear it," | informed him.

"There's no need for me to remind you
what precautions must be taken."

"No," | agreed, and called to the guards
standing just outside my tent. Both hustled
In with a minimum of noise, waiting for
orders. If their instructions puzzled them,
they did not show it, being well trained and
used to my ways. While one remained
Inside, the other went off to roust out two
more for duty. From now on, or until |
found the traitor, | would not be alone,
waking or sleeping. The Baa Verzi were
known to strike only when their victim was
Isolated, thelr chosen weapon being a
special dagger. At least | would not have to



worry about being poisoned, smothered, or
shot by an arrow or crossbow bolt. Cold
comfort, | thought darkly.

The guard watched over us with astoic
face as our supper was brought in and
consumed. He was insurance for us all. If
either of them was the assassin, neither
could take action for the other's presence.
It was atidy little standoff, but not one |
planned to maintain forever.

| was not inclined to think that Alek was
the man, not unless he wanted to make
things difficult for himself in order to
enhance his reputation within the killers
guild. Then again, | was not inclined to
take chances, period. On the field of battle
It was different: you had a clearly defined
enemy to fight, and the blood rage was
upon you. But when the battle was over
and the political gaming began, caution
was the best watchword for survival.

A half-dozen names churned through my
mind as we ate and discussed tomorrow's
activities as though nothing were wrong. |
could assume that, since the Baal Verzi
would directly benefit from my death, he
would be among my inner circle of officers
and retainers. Anyone of lesser rank would
not have as much to gain from the risk.
There was the Dilisnya clan, the Wachters,
the Buchvolds, even Gunther Cosco. For
each one that came up, | could think of



many reasons they should not kill me,
balanced by an equal number of reasons
they should. Beyond that core were others,
and still others beyond them. After along
life of soldiering, I'd made many, many
enemies, abitter return for all my service.

The candles burned low around us,
flickering whenever a servant came in with
another course of food. Alek's ook
followed one young woman in particular,
and he got a shy answering wink for his
trouble. Despite his hard gray eyesand a
sharp blade of a nose, which did not flatter
his long face, women seemed to find Alek
handsome enough. He enjoyed hisladies
as thoroughly as he did hiswine. In the
fifteen years I'd known him, he'd never
suffered through alonely night unless he
was too drunk or too battle-tired for such
amusements. This night looked to be no
different from any other.

When he took his leave to pursue this new
conquest, two more guards came in to take
his place. | did not inform any of them
about my situation. There was no need for
the entire camp to know that aBaal Verzi
was after me. Alek'sdesire to share his
news had been fulfilled; it would go no
farther now. Lady llona, too, could be
trusted to remain discreetly silent.

Could she be the assassin? Very
unlikely... but not impossible.



Another problem to consider was that by
keeping the guards around me, | was
Informing the assassin | knew of him. A
moot point if he turned out to be Alek or
llona, awarning to be more cautious if not.
| pinched the bridge of my nose wearily.
With this kind of worrying | could think
myself into circles within circles,
ultimately meeting myself along the way.
Perhaps that was another Baa Verzi
strategy: let the victim exhaust himself
with suspicion and speculation before
striking. The task would be all the easier.

| smiled sourly. The only way to overcome
the assassin was to strike first. Unless he
chose to flout the guild's traditions and do
something tonight, it was safe enough to
indulge in some restorative sleep. The day
had been hard, and a more difficult one lay
ahead. Just because the battle had been
won and a generations-long war was ended
did not mean the work was over. There
were bodies to bury or burn, spoilsto
divide, honors to bestow, and a thousand
other detalls awaiting us in the morning.

And so the morn provided. | dragged my
aching body from my cot and began the
day with afresh loaf of cheese bread and a
hot cup of beef juice drained from
yesterday's joint. Gradually, the painsin
my limbs began to recede as therich liquid
performed its usual miracle of waking me
up. | was in better shape than most men



half my age, but that knowledge did not
gainsay the fact that | was forty-two years
old and growing older. Every day it took
longer for the night's stiffness to wear off,
longer still on a cold and damp morning
like this one. The charcoal braziersin my
tent could do little against the chill and
nothing at all against the approach of age.

My barber was sent for, and he silently
scraped at my chin and cheeks as the
guards watched his every move. Though
they'd been given no specifics, they knew
something was up. After all, a man getting
ashaveisinasngularly vulnerable
position: head thrown back, neck exposed
to a sharp razor. But arazor was a razor,
and aknife was aknife. | could trust the
Baal Verzi would cleave to tradition and
so relaxed as usual for this daily necessity.

The bristles that were wiped off on the
barber's towel had agray cast to them. At
least the hair on my head was not yet
affected, being thick and black as ever.
When the time came for it to go gray,
would | resort to some sort of dyeto hide
It, or ssimply cease to look into mirrors?

With some disgust, | shrugged off the bout
of self-pity even as| shrugged into my fur-
lined cloak. Men grow old, | was no
different, and there was little point in
wasting any thought on the fact.

Flanked by the guards, | emerged from my



tent just as the sun broke free of the
horizon. Its light flooded the valley and
bounced off the high peak beneath which
we'd made camp. It shone, too, on the
more formidable crags to the north and
west. A thousand feet up, perched on a
natural and most convenient outcrop of
rock, stood the castle. Its high walls of
cream-colored stone caught the new sun's
rays, reflecting them back like a beacon.
For miles around, it was the most visible of
landmarks and something of alodestone
for every army that had ever passed
through this country.

Its warlord had allied himself on the wrong
side during the conflict, and now his head
was on a pike near the place where the
dead were buried or burned. I'd killed him
myself, and though not an easy task, he
hadn't been an especially skilled fighter.
His talents had lain in bluster and bullying,
which were of no use against the strong
downswing of a sharp broadsword.

And now his lands and the ruined castle
overlooking them were mine, by right of
combat and conquest. Today | would enter
itswalls for the first time and take formal
[POSSESSIoN.

The camp was already well astir asthe
cooks and their innumerable helpers
worked to get the morning meal ready.
Other servants attached to various officers



were busy with their chores. | saw them
and ignored them, this invisible army that
kept my own army afoot. They were part
of the normal background of the camp,
aways there, like one's own heartbeat.

And any one of them could be the Ba'al
Verz indisguise, | thought with anew and
entirely unpleasant alertness.

| managed to throw off the feeling. | was
as safe as| could be until the assassin was
caught. Beneath my outer tunic, | had on a
finely worked shirt of chain mail. Heavy,
but I'd worn it so much over the years that
the weight was noticeable now only when
absent. It could be penetrated only by the
thinnest blade, and | knew the Baal Verzi's
traditional weapon would be something
more substantial than a slender stabbing
dirk. Few had ever seen the assassins
knives and survived, but many knew that
the blades were small, with hilts decorated
In red, black, and gold. Red stood for the
blood the assassins took, black for the
darkness of death they brought to their
victims, and gold for the payment they
accepted for their grim work.

Ah, well, every guild was entitled to its
symbolism.

The knives were also said to be magical,
which meant that even someone with aless
than strong arm could cut deeply into some
vital spot and make akill. I'd studied



enough of the Art to take such hearsay
very serioudly.

High Priestess Lady |lona Darovnya came
striding toward me. A tall, hardy woman in
her fifties, she somehow managed to keep
the light blue robes of her order clean in
the rough-and-ready world of an army
camp, as if she were back home in her
distant temple. Her long, gray-streaked
blond hair was in its usual thick braid over
one shoulder. Only by the bruised circles
under her eyes could | tell she'd been up all
night with the holy brothers and sisters,
tending the wounded and dying. We
stopped about ten feet from one another
and exchanged the expected bows and
courtesies that our respective ranks
demanded. Only then did she approach
close enough to speak quietly.

"Alek told you?' she demanded in her low
voice. Sherarely raised it, except when
singing the songs of her devotions.

"Y es. Have you anything to add?"

"My regret that | was unable to get
anything really useful for you."

"Who was he?"

"One of ours. Called himself Vlad, a
common enough name. Y oung fellow, no
more than twenty, perhaps younger.
Nothing special about him. Looked to be a
jumped-up farm lad like a thousand other
conscripts."



"Areyou sure he was just what he
appeared to be?"'

"Yes, my lord. When | wastrying to call
him back... well, there'safeeling you get.
Y ou seem to brush against the other's soul.
And the feeling | got was that he was no
more than what he appeared to be."

"Then | am very curious as to how ayoung
nobody like that should know of a... plot
against me." Mindful of the guards, | chose
to keep the matter vague. "Do you think he
was lying?"

"No. He spoke the truth. | can only guess
that he overheard something he shouldn't
and passed on the little he knew, hoping
for protection."

"Who was his commander?"

She hesitated, |looking both unhappy and
embarrassed.

"Well?"
"You were, my lord."

If it hadn't been my life at stake | might
have laughed. Instead | shrugged it off,
making athrow-away gesture with one

hand. "If he'd just had the wit to give you
something useful, like a name."

"On the other hand, he might have been
misinformed or not known it."

"] can't take that chance."
"Perhaps you could."
She weathered my harsh look with no



change of expression. My jaw tightened
from the effort to hold in some equally
harsh words. She took it asasign to
continue.

"Y ou can spend the rest of your life
waiting for it to come or run out and meet
It and trust me to bring you back again if
things go wrong."

"Y ou think your god would grant amiracle
to one such as me?"

Her eyes crinkled. She had anice smile,
when she deigned to use it. "Faith makes a
miracle and a miracle makesfaith," she
responded. Members of her order abhorred
the slaughter of war, but the truth was that
they made many converts from those they
helped during such hard times.

"Trying to bring me around, Lady?"
"That will happen when it happens," she
answered. "I'm only offering you an

alternative to looking over your shoulder
for the rest of your life."

"A choice that might not be what it seems,
should you be the one."

"| expected to hear that from you, my
lord," she said, taking it without insult.
"Decide as you will. There are others
besides me who can help you if helpis
needed."

"The Most High Priest Kir? He'sa bit far
away to be of much use.”



"There are many right here in the camp."

"And all subordinate to you, Lady," |
pointed out.

She smiled again, gently giving up with a
shake of her head. "Very well." She sighed
and fell in beside me, walking back the
way she'd come, toward the tents of the
wounded. "If | could hate anything, it
would be the Baa Verzi guild. They
destroy trust, and how can one live without
trust?"

| almost argued the point with her, until |
thought of my barber again. It wastrue. |
trusted him not to nick me, much less cut
my throat. Every moment of the day |
trusted all those around me to one degree
or another. The Baa Verzi could be any of
them, and unless | flushed him | would
gpend all my time waliting, waiting,
waiting for him to strike. What pleasure
was to be found in that kind of skulking
existence? None.

There was work waiting for llonawhen we
reached the tents, and she went straight
Into it, as though the stench of the dying
and dead was nothing to her. Perhaps it
was so. She was a dedicated woman with
an unshakable faith. Had sheworn it like a
proud banner as did some others, she'd
have been insufferable, but she had no

time for such posturing and no patience for
those who did.



| left her to it and set a good pace over to
where the horses were kept. The grooms
stood a little straighter and worked alittle
harder when they caught sight of me. It
was only to be expected, so long asthe
discipline continued without my inspiring
presence. Judging from the condition of
the animalsin their care, it did.

One of the older men bowed as |
approached. "All isready as you ordered,
my lord."

He indicated a number of horses, saddled
and waiting. Close by stood their riders,
Alek Gwilym stood with them. His eyes
flickered as he looked me over, no doubt
assuring himself that | hadn't picked up
any stray blade points during the night. He
was refreshed and ready to go, having a
natural resilience for surviving agood
victory celebration. Few of the others
possessed his gift. Next to him, barely
standing, was lvan Buchvold, who was a
better soldier than drinker. Propping him
up were his younger brother, lllya, and his
brother-in-law, Leo Dilisnya, who also
looked worse for wear. All three had
proved themselves a dozen times over in
battle, so | wasn't going to chide them for
their excesses. The morning's ride would
sweat the wine from their blood soon
enough.

Behind Leo stood his oldest sibling,



Reinhold Dilisnya. He was only afew
years younger than I, but managed to look
much older. His grim face seemed
daunting until one learned that it was the
result of chronically poor digestion. On his
left was his sister's husband, Victor
Wachter, on hisright, their old family
friend, handsome Gunther Cosco. Though
the oldest in the group by some ten years,
he still cut a dashing figure, but his famous
looks were atrifle blurred this morning
from too much wine and too little rest.

"Good morning, Lord Strahd,” he rumbled,
bending dlightly forward. The others
Imitated him.

Could he be the one?

Of course he could, | impatiently answered
myself. Alek glanced at me as though he'd
somehow heard my thoughts. | ignored
him and mounted my horse. The others
followed my example, along with their
retainers and the rest of our entourage. We
made quite a parade, walking the length of
the camp, and even collected a few cheers
on our way to the Svalich Road.

Once there, we took the southwest branch,
seemingly the wrong direction to get to the
castle. The northwest turning looked like a
shortcut, but the local guides agreed with
our sketchy maps that though it cut off
many miles from the journey to the Tser
Falls, it also led to adead end at their base,



rather than to the bridge over them.

The road curved and climbed, making a
lengthy switchback into this edge of

Mount Ghakis. The air grew colder, not
warmer, as the morning progressed, and
patches of snow became more frequent
until they were unbroken. I'd already sent a
sizable party ahead of usto secure the
castle, and evidence of their previous
passage lay clear on the road in the form of
churned and frozen mud. Our horses
struggled through it, up and up to more
rocky ground. This firmer footing had its
own dippery hazard from hidden ice, and
Gunther's mount nearly threw him off
when its hind feet encountered some. He
kept hold of hisreins and head and even
laughed about it later, though a careless
fall in these mountains was tantamount to a
death sentence.

The morning was almost gone by the time
we reached the bridge. A dozen guards had
been posted there and made their report of
having spent arelatively quiet night. The
falls made avery noisy rush, after all, in
their nearly six-hundred-foot drop to this
end of the valley. | peered over the high
parapet of the bridge, taking my first real
look at the land, at my land, at Barovia.
Almost directly below was the dead-end
trail winding through dense thickets of
trees. Except for the pines, the trees were



bare and gray from the winter, making this
the only time of year one might spot the
Gypsy camp by the Tser Pool. Thelr
wagons were gone now, driven far to the
east, away from the war. Locals said that
they would doubtless return in the spring.
Beyond the campground to the right, |
could just glimpse the crossroads where
my army quartered. Hundreds of fires sent
up thin lines of smoke into the still sky. In
the center of the valley sprawled the
village of Barovia, neatly cut in two by the
Svalich Road. The trees were considerably
thinner there, or missing altogether from
marked off stretches of cultivated fields
and pasture. Though hard to judge now,
the land looked to be rich enough to make
living here worthwhile.

Days earlier, when the army had marched
through the village, the inhabitants had not
Impressed me much. Dark and stocky,
either surly or too anxious to please, but
one could hardly find fault with their ill-
behavior in wearily trading one ruler for
another. My predecessor had been a hard
man, but better the devil you know than
the one you don't—as Alek had said | ater,
repeating their sentimentsto me. | didn't
care what they thought, aslong as the taxes
were collected and promptly turned in.

On my left stood the castle on its high
spire of rock, but | couldn't see it from the
bridge as an even higher outcrop bulked in



between.

Alek Gwilym appeared suddenly at my
side. | hadn't heard him because of the
falls. | did not quite jump.

"The food isready, my lord," he
announced, shouting over the water's
constant roar.

| ate with the men, but silently, watching
their faces in vain hope that | might
discover aclue. Leo Dilisnyaand lllya
Buchvold had recovered enough to joke
about the previous night's revels. Reinhold
listened to his younger brother's bragging
with amused tolerance, but 1van Buchvold
barely heard them at all, appearing to be
preoccupied with something.

"Y our thoughts are very much elsewhere,
lvan," | said.

He jerked and blinked, offering athin
smile. "Yes, my lord."

"Perhaps if you shared them with us they
would not distract you so."

""Tis nothing of any great interest to you,
Lord Strahd.”

"I will make my own judgment on what |
find of interest."

Reinhold looked ready to jump in at that
point, but my eye was on his brother-in-
law, not him.

"Wdll, Ilvan?"
He offered a sheepish smile. "l was only



worried about my poor wife, Gertrude.
She's nearing her time, and I've heard no
news of how sheisdoing."

"Her time?' Perhaps she had some fatal
disease, | thought.

Now Reinhold did speak. "He's hoping the
brat he got with my sister on hislast leave
will be aboy, my lord, asif the two fine
daughters he has were not enough of a
handful to raise.”

Family matters. Ivan was right: | had no
Interest in such things, and they all knew
It. But there was another level to discuss,
and | went straight to it. "'If you have a son,
then will you not get an additional share
from your father-in-law's estate?"

"Yes, my lord. But that hardly mattersto
me now. My wife..."

He went on to speak of his dear Gertrude's
many virtues and his concern for her
continued good health. | quickly lost the
thread of histalk. After all the honors and
booty he'd picked up on this last campaign,
lvan's disinterest in the Dilisnya estate
seemed genuine. Not so for Reinhold, the
eldest and the head of the clan for the last
two years. He hadn't done as well as he'd
hoped during the war. The Dilisnyas were
not a small family, what with a brother and
two sisters and nearly a dozen offspring to
support along with various in-laws, poor
relations, servants, and serfs. Among them



only Leo had not yet married, probably a
wise choice. He was the youngest and thus
had the least share in the family fortune.

Reinhold drifted across my thoughts again.
Were | to die, control of Baroviawould
naturally pass to him as the senior officer.
A rich prize indeed for aman with the
boldnessto strike for it.

Except for Gunther and Alek, all the others
were related by blood or by marriage. The
Dilisnyas had served the Von Zarovich
family for generations, but betrayals had
happened before and for less cause.

As | watched, Reinhold's face twisted from
some inner torment. He passed his half-
finished plate of food back to his servant
and got up, clutching his stomach.
Indigestion, then, not guilt, though | could
hardly expect aBaal Verzi to possess a
mundane vulnerability like guilt.

Thereisatraitor in the camp, you know.

Alek's words turned my own meal to
ashes. | gave my plate back even as had
Reinhold and signed for the othersto
remain seated as | rose.

Reinhold had walked along the road for a
little distance. | followed him. I'd left my
guards behind. On purpose.

He noticed my approach and nodded
companion ably, one hand rubbing his
abused stomach. "My lord."



" Seeking solitude, Reinhold?"

"I was thinking awalk might ease the
pains.”

"Y ou should see Lady llonafor such
trouble."

" She has enough to keep her busy.
Besides, what are the crampsin an old
soldier's belly compared to the sorely
wounded men who really need her help?"
His hand went inside his coat, but he drew
out only asmall flask. He removed the
cork and treated himself to a good
swallow. "Medicine," he grimaced.
"Catnip and fenndl. It cools thefire."

We put some distance between us and the
bridge; he paused and pointed. "There, you
can see the edge of it, past that mountain."

| looked. One of the outer walls of the
castle was just visible, aflash of white
against the harsh winter sky.

"Will you live there?"

"That depends on what condition it'sin.
Old Dorian had the reputation of apig. It
may be awreck not worth the salvage."

"True, but he was still afool to leaveit and
meet usin the valley. He should have
waited for us to come and lay siege to him.
One good snowstorm before the season's
end this high up and half of us would have
frozen to death, with the other half coming
down with winter fever."



"Whose side are you on, Reinhold?"

"Yours, my lord, but | can't abide sloppy
tactics no matter who's using them. Why,
at this bridge alone he could have held us
off for weeks. He might have placed some
archers up on those cliffs on the other side
and picked us off aswe crossed, or rolled
boulders down and blocked the road. |
wonder what could have possessed him to
be such afool asto discard all his
advantages."

"Just be glad that he did."
"Eh? Oh, yes, of course."

Not that Reinhold didn't have an excellent
point. My one guess was that Dorian had
wanted to go out as a fighter instead of
wasting away in hiscastlelikearat in a
hole. A siege can best be survived when
you expect relief to come and take the
attackers from behind. Dorian was alone
and knew it. No help of any kind would
come to him, and after his many
depredations el sewhere, he could not
expect quarter. No one would care to
ransom him. He was dead and knew it.

Y es, better to die fighting than to swim in
your own sweat while waiting for gaunt
hunger to take you.

Alek appeared, striding toward us on long
legs, one hand on his sword hilt to keep the
blade from swinging too much. He didn't
look happy, probably thinking that | was



taking too much risk, but he said nothing
and only told us that everyone was ready
to leave.

We resumed our ride at a slightly faster
pace. The worst of the climb was behind
us, though the land still gradually rose. We
made it to athree-way crossroads within
an hour. The left-hand branch was the
Svalich Road, the right led to the castle.
Two more switchbacks, a narrow pass, and
It loomed into sight.

Twin towers had been built right at the
edge of the mountain, and either would
have made a fine keep for any conquering
lord. But they were nothing compared to
what lay behind them.

It was enormous. Overwhelming.
Overpowering. The eye could not take it
al in at first.

The curtain wall was nearly fifty feet high,
Interrupted by squared-off turrets that rose
even higher. As massive as these were,
they were made small by the round towers
of the keep, the tallest soaring three times
the height of the curtain wall. | was
astonished not only for the sheer size of
the structure, but by the unspoken fact that
men—mere men—had designed and built
such awonder.

We crossed the drawbridge, which was in
reasonably good repair, and marveled at
the depth of the chasm it spanned. Ivan



Buchvold got only laughter for histrouble
when he upbraided young Illyafor spitting
over the edge.

The front gate was so huge that a giant
might have easily passed through it. The
man-si zed doors beyond the portcullis
seemed like something the builder had
grafted on as ajest, like making a special
entrance in a house for the mice to use.
The guards standing at attention before
them only added to the illusion, looking
like achild'stoy soldiersin their puny self-
Importance.

Passing through a short tunnel and under
the portcullis, which was rotted through
and useless for defense, we stopped just
Inside the courtyard for along look at the
keep itsalf.

"Magnificent," breathed Gunther.
"[t'sawreck," Alek muttered.

"You're both right," added Victor Wachter.
"It's a magnificent wreck."

Reinhold, who must have noticed | was not
amused, told them to be quiet.

Without doubt, the place had seen better
days. Trash and offal had collected in the
corners of the yard, and where the wild
grass could not find root, mud held sway.
There was evidence of abuse and neglect,
but they were but superficial details. The
true lines of the place were strong and
beautiful, readily apparent to those with



wit enough to really see them. The silent
stone walls, the blank windows, the

crenel ated battlements—above all, the
sheer size of the thing—imparted to me a
kind of awe such asI'd never felt before in
my life. Thiswas not the rough keep of a
mountain warlord, this was the seat of
power for agreat king... or an emperor.

And it was mine.

Something within my belly shivered and
turned over. It was a good feeling, or so it
seemed to me just then.

Captain Erig, leader of the party 1'd sent
ahead, stood at strict attention before the
main entrance of the keep. | signed for him
and his steward to come forward. With a
deep bow, he formally turned possession
over to me, and the steward gave up the
keys and a hefty scroll with a detailed
Inventory of the booty the previous
occupants had left behind. | gave it aquick
look, noting the limited amount of
food—another factor in Dorian's suicidal
decision, no doubt—then passed it on to
Alek. At another signal from me, Reinhold
dismounted and took aflat velvet pouch
from one bulky saddlebag and gave it to
Captain Erig. Grinning, he accepted with
another bow before handing it to a young
sergeant, who vanished inside the building.

| dismounted as well, feeling stiff after so
much riding. The musclesin my back and



thighs ached. | ignored them, as usual, and
nodded once more to Erig, who raised his
hand high.

Behind us a horn was sounded, and those
armsmen who were not actually on guard
duty hustled into the courtyard. They stood
In a half-circle on our left. All eyeswere
on me.

Drawing my dagger, | switched it to my
left hand and held out my right to
Reinhold. He removed my glove and
pushed up the sleeve until the lower part of
my arm was bared.

The chaplain who had accompanied Erig
came forward, chanting his prayers under
his breath. He held a small gold ewer of
wine, which he now poured over the blade
of my dagger. This done, he made the sign
of hisfaith over it and stepped back to his
place among the men.

| raised the dagger to the sky and brought
It level again, pointing it briefly north,
east, south, and west, then stabbed it
Iightly Into my right wrist.

"| am Strahd. | amthe Land," | said loudly,
intoning the ancient epigram. It was part
and parcel of the ceremony of possession.
The blood welled out, dribbled down my
palm, and dripped onto the muddy earth at
my feet. "Draw near and witness," | added.
"I, Strahd, am the Land."
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"Will you stay long, my lord?" asked Erig
after the ritual was over.

"We shall stay for the night," | said asthe
chaplain muttered over my small wound.
Because | was looking for it, | saw the
faint shimmer between his fingers and my
skin. The cut vanished. He used the last of
the wine to wash away the remaining
blood and wiped it dry with aclean cloth. |
thanked him and rolled down my Sleeve.

"Very good, my lord. We've been
prepared.”

Reinhold's unhappy expression was
eloquent, but resigned. Y esterday, when I'd
made my proposal, he'd asked, "Isit a
good ideafor all the senior staff to be away
from the main camp at this time?"

"What? For the army to be unsupervised,
or for usto have only alight guard?' | had
countered.

"Both."

"| think the commanders can cope for
twenty-four hours without our help, and if
they can't, then we'll find new officers. As
for our own protection, the enemy are dead
or routed. Once the drawbridge is up welll
be more than safe.”

My manner had indicated that | would not
be argued out of it, so he'd accepted things.



| put his present grim state down to the fact
that the food was bound to disagree with
him again.

Alek wore asimilar low face, but for a
different reason. He was now worried
about the Baal Verzi taking this as an
opportunity to go to work.

"Risky, my lord," he whispered.
| made no reply.

Erig took us on an initial tour of the keep,
and | saw for myself the tremendous
amount of repairs that would be needed to
make it livable. But while walking through
the vast halls and rooms, | resolved that
this place had to have more than just the
necessities. | would make it a showpiece,
not only to restore its former glory, but
vastly exceed it. It would be the jewel of
the Balinok Mountains, the crown of
Barovia, the greatest treasure of all in the
long history of the Von Zaroviches.

More than two hours later, dusty and
thirsty, we emerged into a neglected
garden at the rear of the structure. | usually
had a good head for direction, but had lost
myself several times and just now regained
my inner map sense. The wind had kicked
up, cold and relentless, cutting hard into
our flesh after the stuffy stillness of the
keep'sinterior. | left the others shuddering
In the lee of a doorway, though, and strode
to alow gate facing due east. There



appeared to be nothing beyond it.

| was almost right. | was on a sturdy stone
construction that jutted out some twenty
feet from the cliff face. It gave me the odd
feeling of floating since there was no
visual reference to connect its base to the
cliff. | craned out over the edge and was
just able to see how its supports arched out
from the rock face.

"Beware, my lord," called Alek, coming up
to me. There were two red spots high on
his cheeks from the lashing wind.

| showed him my teeth in atight smile and
turned away. It was aknife | had to fear,
not a push. He stood next to me by the
wall.

"It'samazing,” he said, finally relaxing
enough to appreciate the view.

A thousand feet below, all the valley was
spread before us: the army camp, the
village, and thick, dark forest to the
horizon. The River Mis and the Svalich
Road cut roughly parallel paths of silver
and brown running east.

"It'sming," | told him.

We heard someone shout behind us and
turned. The others were pointing upward.
There was a flash of movement on the
tallest tower. Snapping in the wind was the
banner that had been passed to Erig's
sergeant. My red, black, and white colors
had been raised for all to see: Strahd Von



Zarovich was now the ruler of thisland.
"Mine," | repeated.

kkk%k*k

The evening meal out of the way, we
decided to bed down in the same hall since
It was the only one with aworking
fireplace. The other rooms were in such a
poor state that their discomfort outweighed
anyone's desire for privacy, including
mine. This met with Alek's silent approval,
and | could see that he would be difficult
to get rid of.

The youngest men, |llyaand Leo, were too
restlessto retire yet and had left to do more
exploring by lantern light. Ivan, Gunther,
and Victor had a dice game going;
Reinhold was busy writing |letters and
rubbing histroubled belly. That left Alek
watching me while pretending not to do so.
| waited him out, until natural necessity
finally compelled himto leave us. Then |
stood and stretched and announced | would
take alast look around before sleep. This
was met with preoccupied grunts and nods,
so | simply walked out the door.

Guards were at watch in the hall without. |
passed afew words with them, idly and
unnecessarily repeating my story, and
found the way to the main entrance hall.
More guards. It was not easy for one such
as me to be alone. Someone was always



within call, be it asoldier or servant. The
others—and most especially the killer who
might be among them—would have a
better time of it. All were of a sufficient
rank that none of the men would question
their movements.

If Alek were the one, then he would wisely
refuse to strike. If not, then the real culprit
could hardly fail to seize this
opportunity—ypresuming that he was
unaware that he was expected.

| walked outside, into the night.

The cold was merciless, but the air was
clean and smelled of impending snow. |
could see nothing at first, and little more
when my eyes adjusted. The sky was
heavy with clouds, masking off any helpful
moon or starlight. Some lamps burned by
the broken portcullis, but those were much
too distant to be of any use. I'd have to rely
on my ears, not eyes, for any warning.

| turned right, taking it slowly. | was the
lord of the castle, after all, and entitled in
every sense of the word to enjoy it... even
If | couldn't see adamned thing in the
murk.

Rounding the corner tower, | heard, or
thought | heard, something behind me. |
kept going and hoped that it wasn't Alek
playing bodyguard again. | sensed rather
than saw the high wall ahead that joined
the curtain wall to the keep. Therewas a



wide gate in its center, allowing oneto
pass through to the servants' court and
stables. The portcullis that should have
been there was gone. Y et another bit of
work for the restoration to come. | walked
through and drifted close to the stables in
the far corner of the yard. None of the
attending grooms who slept near the horses
noticed me.

Another turn to the right and a slow stroll
through an open gate into the abandoned
garden. The ground was firmer here, not as
muddy. There were also plenty of alcoves
to hide in, formed by the buttresses that
supported the outside walls of the chapel.
Some movement drew my eye up to the
broken windows of that sad, holy place,
but the motion did not repeat itself. | put
my back to it and walked toward the
overlook.

Outside the protecting walls, the wind tore
at my cloak as though to steal it away.
What warmth 1'd hoarded in its folds was
Instantly dispelled. | cringed from the cold,
but refused to let it best me and went to the
very edge of the overlook, bumping into
the low wall with my knees. Again, | felt
as though | were floating, thistimein a
great sphere of darkness. There was no up
or down, no sense of depth or distance, and
yet | had the persistent knowledge that
both were very great and very dangerous.



A crash. | couldn't tell how far away,
though it had to be close or the wind would
have obscured the sound. | thought of the
chapel windows and the row they'd make
If broken out some more. No other noise
followed.

My heart pounding hard in my ears. |
silently drew my sword and unbuckled the
scabbard, letting it dip to the ground. |
didn't want it banging into my legs. Next, |
unhooked the throat catch of my cloak and
draped its heavy weight over my left arm.
The bitter wind still buffeted me, but | no
longer felt it.

Within the chapel garden | heard the
unmistakable sounds of combat: the ring of
metal on metal, grunts, curses. | darted
forward, rushing into it.

My eyes were able to see movement in the
blackness, but not much more than
movement. | could barely make out two or
three figures milling about one another.
Three, | decided, just as one of them
staggered from a blow and lurched right
Into me.

| tried to dodge him, but he was moving
too fast and we both went down. Things
got mixed as we each tried to get away
from the other. | couldn't bring my sword
arm up, only punch at him with my
encumbered left. The cloak fell off and
entangled him, and | used the respite to



find my feet.

Only to be knocked down again.
Something hard slammed into my |eft
flank; it sliced through my clothes and
scraped against the chain mail. | grappled
and seized aflailing arm and twisted it
back. The man belonging to it hissed with
pain and broke away.

| rolled upright. " Stand where you arel" |
roared.

Another voice called a question, but |
couldn't make it out. Alek Gwilym's voice
Interrupted at the same time. He was to my
right. He'd been the one that had first run
Into me, | realized.

"Beware, Strahd!"

Then there was a sharp gurgling cry very
close to me, and something heavy dropped

right at my feet. It thrashed and choked,
then went silent.

" Straha!”

"Shut up, you fool!" | was trying to hear
where the third man had gone. His
breathing betrayed him. He was to my
right, between me and Alek. | bulled over,
but miscal culated the distance and
blundered into him. The two of usthen fell
over Alek, who was yet on the ground,
struggling with my cloak. Cursing and
punching, | found my feet and bellowed
for them to be still or 1'd run them both
through. That brought instant order to the



confusion.

"What's going on?" afourth man
demanded. He came running up from the
servant's court gate. It was one of the many
guards, and by the grace of the gods, he
carried a lantern. He stopped in his tracks
at the tableau revealed by hislight, but |
had no time for his gawking.

"Go to the keep! Fetch the commanders!” |
shouted.

Eyebrows climbing, he started to run.
"Leave thelight, blast you!"
He all but dropped it and bolted away.

After so much unrelieved darkness, the
feeble glow of the lantern seemed like a
burst of sunshine. It picked out the huddled
figures of Leo Dilisnyaand Alek and the
very, very still form of Illya Buchvold. |
recognized him by his clothes and a shock
of blond hair; otherwise his lower face was
obscured by some kind of kerchief. |

pulled the thing away. It was soaked with
blood. His throat had been cut.

| pointed at the body with my sword and
looked at Alek and Leo. "Explain."”

L eo's teeth were chattering with reaction.
"[llyatold me... told me you werein
danger, my lord."

Alek locked eyes with me. | leaned
forward. Leo cowered back, but Alek held
him in place with a heavy hand on his



shoulder.
"Go on."

"He said there was a Baal Verzi after you.
That he thought... thought..."

"What?'

"Thought it might be Commander
Gwilym."

"Why did you not come to me with this
news, then?"

"He only just told me. He wasn't sure.
That's why we went off. Then when we
came back the others said you'd gone for a
walk, and Alek Gwilym had left to go after
you, and the guards said you'd gone around
the keep, and Illyathought we could cut
through to the chapel and head him off by
climbing down from the windows."

"What made him think to come to the
chapel garden?"

L eo gestured vaguely in the direction of
the overlook. "The two of you were there
earlier. He thought the assassin might try
pushing you from the wall."

And so he might—after first stabbing me.
"Alek?"

"I can't tell if this whelp speaks the truth or
not, only that the two of them broke out
one of the windows and jumped me whilell
was looking for you." He kept agrip on

L eo and, shaking off the cloak, pushed
himself to hisfeet. "So what made you kill



the heroic Illya? Hmm?"

The young man was nearly in tears. "When
he—when he turned on Lord Strahd. It was
so fast. Y ou were knocked away, and then

| heard Lord Strahd, and then Illya went
for nim... and | just knew. He'd lied to me,
to everyone, and | knew he was the Baal
Verzi, and he'd used meto try to kill my
lord..."

Now the tears flowed more freely. He was
shaking from head to toe with rage and
shame.

"| had to stop him," he choked out,
Impatiently swiping at hisface. "He was

my kinsman by marrlage but | couldn't let
him kill my lord Strahd."

A neat strategy by the assassin: unable to
get me alone, he'd have his dupe take care
of Alek while he killed me, then murder
the dupe to silence him. | strongly
suspected the overlook was also meant to
be used. Dropped over the edge, it might
be days before my slashed and broken
body was found. Not even the Most High
Priest Kir would have been able to draw
me back then.

"Why the mask?"'

"Wha—"?"

"The kerchief." Alek pointed to the onel'd
left crumpled on Illya's body.

"I don't know. A disguise, perhaps."



"Disguise?' He spat out the word as
though it had a bad taste. "What use would
that be to him here?"

"Not adisguise, Alek," | said patiently.
"We've both been on enough night raids to
know how easy it isto pick out awhite
face in the dark. He used the kerchief to
cover himsdlf, just in case alight was
Inconveniently near. He couldn't smear his
face with ashes or mud or it'd give him
away later, so he did the next best thing."

"Y ou think he's the one, then?"

"| don't haveto think." | pointed to lllya's
right hand and brought the lantern close.
The lax fingers were loosely wrapped
around the hilt of asmall but distinctive
knife. Red, black, and gold glinted from its
bloodstained surface. The edge looked
uncommonly sharp. | gingerly plucked it
up.

"Isit truly one of their blades?"

| had to be sure for myself. Putting my
sword down, | concentrated on the knife,
holding it flat on my palm. With my free
hand, | traced out asigil in the air above it
and said aword of power. Faint at first, the
blade began to pulse with alurid green
glow that grew strong and steady until we
were all bathed in it, shadowless and
colorless. Like ghosts.

Leo's pupils shrank to pinpricks. He made
the protective sign of his faith and flinched



back against Alek. | wasn't certain if he
feared the magicked blade or the fact that |
knew how to raise and revedl it.

The others displayed similar reactions of
honest horror once they arrived and the
story was shared. Ivan Buchvold all but
collapsed after receiving the double blow
that not only was his young brother dead,
but he had also been aBaal Verzi assassin.

"Impossible," he said, over and over. "How
could it be? It must be impossible." But the
truth was there for him to see, and a later
search of Illya's belongings turned up the
knife's special sheath. Such things were
made from the skin of the killer'sfirst
victim, and this one proved to follow guild
tradition down to the last gruesome detall.

For now, though, everyone was in some
form of shock or other. The others from
the news of the traitor, and | from the drain
of magic, or so | thought until | bent down
to retrieve my sword. My sight flickered
and | swayed, dizzy for amoment. Alek,
ever watchful, noticed.

"You're bleeding, my lord," he said,
pointing to the hand that held the knife.

| hadn't known that 1'd cut myself, nor
could | fedl it yet. Not a bad wound, but
bad enough. The seepage ran black down

the glowing blade and dripped onto the
ground.

"Cast it away, my lord. It's too dangerous



to keep. Unlucky."

"I think not. The Baal Verzi failed, didn't
he? I'd say that makesit very lucky for me.
What's said to be unlucky is sheathing it
without drawing blood... and that's taken
care of itself."

"But, my lord, there's your side as well."

| looked down at what | thought to be a
mere bruise. lllyahad struck hard at mein
the fight, I now remembered. His specia
knife had not only scraped the chain mail,
but had dliced right through it. Cold air
blasted against the warm blood oozing
from the gash there.

"A scratch, Alek, nothing more. I've had
worse on the practice field." | switched the
knife—carefully—to my other hand and
held the bleeding one out from my bodly.
The blood fell freely onto the bare, dead
earth of the garden. "l am Strahd. | am the
Land," | said, repeating the ancient
epigram. "Draw near and witness. |,
Strahd, am the Land."

No one moved. Except for Ivan, whose

head was bowed over his dead brother,
they stared at me, looking as though the
breath had turned to ice in their lungs.

Alek, the most hedonistic and least pious
of the lot, joined them in making the
protective sign of the faith.

Chapter Two




Sixth Moon, 348

"Does this pigsty have a name, Alek?"

"Renika, my lord." It was deemed awise
policy to allow the rabble at |east one good
look at their new lord before civil rule was
turned over to the boyars, and while |
hadn't stopped at every village in Barovia,
our tour of inspection had certainly
covered quite a number of them. This
portion of my duties was always highly
abhorrent to me—I would almost have
preferred to be digging ditches since the
various discomforts of that task were
comparable—except that we were also
collecting the taxes, a benefit that no man
working with a pick could ever hope to
gain from hislabor.

"Get on with it, then."

Alek and the two trumpeters kicked their
horses to afaster pace, while | and the rest
of the party continued more slowly. The
men and mounts were tired, it was latein
the afternoon, and this was our fourth stop
today. | wasn't planning to spend the night,
though, having discovered it was safer and
healthier to camp on the open road, away
from troublesome rats (and other village
vermin), not to mention the wisdom of
keeping a goodly distance between my
men and the nearest tavern. | wanted this



business done as quickly as possible, and
any delays traced to overindulgence in the
local brews was not something | was
prepared to tolerate.

The horns sounded ahead of us,
announcing my approach to the village.
Alek had yet to lose his amusement for the
work; perhaps it had to do with the fact
that no matter where we went or how
Isolated the hamlet, the locals never failed
to exhibit utterly identical behavior. First
fear, then cautious curiosity, and finally
emergence from the frail shelter of ther
homes to offer greetings. One and all,
without exception, the people had
managed to gather a gaggle of bratsto
present bouquets of flowersto me. |
accepted their weeds, but that was asfar as
| cared to take it. If the mothers expected
me to reward their offspring with akiss or
a copper, then they would just have to live
with the disappointment. I'd been forced to
do many terrible things in the name of
duty, but one must draw theline
somewhere.

Renika had apparently long known of our
coming. Thistime, Barovia's ubiquitous
wildflowers had been strung into garlands
that ran from house to house al along their
main street. More were strewn in our path,
and avirtual rain of petals were dropped
on us from the upper stories. Several

musi cians were thumping and puffing out



something resembling a popular marching
song, no doubt to honor my exploits as a
soldier. Everyone had donned his or her
best clothes; some of them even wore
Shoes.

A tiny girl, still anovice to walking, was
urged in my direction, clutching her
bouquet in one miniature fist. She tottered
forward in her painfully clean smock, just
managing not to fall over. | bent low,
swept the flowers away from her, and held
them high, nodding to the cheering crowd.
There were actually enough people here to
form a crowd. The revenue promised to be
better than average.

The girl remained where she was, looking
undecided, ultimately sticking a green-
stained thumb into her mouth. Her mother
darted up to grab her out of theway so |
could dismount. In turn, one of the
trumpeters relieved me of the flowersso |
could face the burgomaster unencumbered.
It's difficult to put on a properly stern face
while so frivolously burdened. Alek was of
the opinion that that was the purpose
behind such presentations. to place the
visiting dignitary at a disadvantage by the
subtle diminishment of his dignity.

The burgomaster launched into the usual
speech of greeting and wish for my
continued good health and wise rule. These
preambles always concluded with an



Invitation to some meal or other, which |
never failed to politely refuse. Had |
accepted all of them, 1'd have had more
stomach problems than Reinhold Dilisnya.

"And now, Lord Strahd, | humbly beg your
permission to allow usto honor you by
letting Renika be the first village to
celebrate that blessed event that ultimately
brought you to this, our beloved Barovia."

What? | thought. Dorian's depredations?

"Indeed, with your permission, | would
like to be so bold as to propose that the
great day be made into a national holiday
to be marked by all from one end of the
land to the other."

"What are you talking about,
Burgomaster?’

"| beg leave to allow your grateful subjects
the honor of celebrating your birthday, my
lord." He finished with aflourish of his
arms, which signaled to the crowd to start
cheering again. When the noise finally
subsided, the broadly smiling man
gradually became aware that | was not at
all amused.

"I find it interesting, Burgomaster, that you
wish to celebrate a day that means | am yet
another year closer to my death."

His face went blank with utter shock. "Oh,
no, my lord! That isthe last thing |—we
wish to do!"



"Then we are in accord, asit isalso the last
thing | wish to do."

Nonplussed, he blinked his eyes rapidly as
his mind attempted to adjust to this
unexpected turn.

"The taxes, Burgomaster," | prompted,
reminding him of the purpose of my visit.
In agratifyingly brief time, asmall
wooden box with iron banding was
produced and offered to my clerk of the
exchequer. He unfolded his portable
counting table and immediately got down
to work. Chosen for his speed and
expertise, he soon finished and made his
report.

"Too short, my lord," he concluded.

Nothing new there, the taxes were always
less than expected.

"Much too short," he added, significantly.

| fixed my eye on the burgomaster.
"Explain."

"It's been avery difficult year, your
lordship. The war has drained us... the
harvests have been lean... there'sbeen a
lot of sickness..." Some of the crowd
nodded their vague agreement to his
EXCUSES.

"And yet you wear avery excellent gold
chain around your neck."

"Part of the office, my lord, it'sreally the
property of the village."



"And enough fine wool on your back to
clothe awhole family. Those buttons are
pure silver, are they not?"'

"An inheritance from awealthy, but sadly
deceased, relative—"

"And which of these humble hovelsisyour
home?"

Sensing that thiswas not going to be a
good day for him after all, he hesitantly
pointed with atrembling finger, though |
could have spotted it amile away. Looking
very new and freshly whitewashed, the
bold structure stood out from the rest of
the buildings like an overdressed woman
surrounded by her drab servants.

"Th—the public nature of my office
requires that | maintain a certain standard
of living, making it necessary that |—"
"Peculate on aregular basis?' suggested
Alek.

"Eh?"

"Steal the public and his lordship blind?"
he bellowed in his ear.

The crowd watched silently, their pinched
faces and worn bodies proof of ahard life
of scant food and little or no respite from
their labor. This must have been rare
entertainment for them: they seemed all
but nailed in place.

"Alek," | said quietly.
With the clerk and some armsmen, he



strode to and thrust open the door of the
burgomaster's house. Things were so still
that we clearly heard the squawks of
outrage and fear coming from within. Soon
a scullery boy and several servant women
dodged and hustled into the street. | was
strongly reminded of the sort of confusion
one finds in a hen yard while attempting to
chase down the evening's meal.

Alek came out last and commented, "Does
wdll for himsalf."

The burgomaster was sweating freely now.
A dozen feet away you could smell the
fear oozing from him.

The clerk emerged not long after. He and
the armsmen carried a number of
scrolls—the tax records of Renika—which
were gone through one by one. To the
Iliterate rabble, it must have seemed like
some sort of magical rite. | glimpsed more
than one of them making a sign against the
evil eyeinthe clerk's direction.

"Much too short, my lord," he repeated.
"Did it gradually over the years, but it
shows up badly when compared to his
predecessor's collections.”

"But those were better times," the
burgomaster protested.

"I've accounted for the drop in population,
Its recovery, and the years with bad
weather, scant crops, and the recent war.
Still too short."



"Perhaps out of compassion for your
people, you simply lowered the taxes to
ease their burdens,” | murmured.

He wasn't quite stupid enough to fall into
that trap. He did not instantly agree with
me and glanced nervously at the silent,
very silent crowd. He'd get no sympathy
from that lot.

"Lord Strahd, |... | admit that | may have
made some mistakesin my sums. |'m not
as skilled with numbers as was my father,
but | shall gladly make up the difference,
whatever it may be."

| raised an eyebrow at the clerk.
"Clothes off," he ordered.

The burgomaster blinked some more,
confused by the incongruity for a moment,
then his face lighted up with
understanding. "Yes, yes, of course." The
compensation would begin with his own
rich wardrobe.

He whipped off his gold chain of office
and gave it to the clerk, then his brightly
dyed cloak, then his waistcoat with the
silver buttons. The clothes were heaped
one by one on the table until he was down
to hislast garment, which the clerk told
him to retain for purposes of decency. The
man shivered as the summer air hit the
sweat covering his pale body. He looked
ridiculous, but pathetically grateful. He
was more than willing to suffer some little



humiliation rather than the traditional fate
of athief: the sudden removal of one of his
hands.

Of courseg, that wasthe old law. | was
running things now.

"On your belly," said the clerk.

The burgomaster winced and spread
himself flat, probably expecting a
whipping at this point. | might have
ordered one, had | thought it would do any
good, but this object lesson was for the
people, not the thief.

The clerk turned to the armsmen. "Tatra."

The one so named stepped forward. He
wasn't alarge man, but had exceptionally
strong arms, a good eye, and no objection
to the work. As he crossed over, he quietly
drew his sword. Some of the peasants saw
what was coming; mothers clutched their
Infants and hid their own eyes, other
people leaned in for a better look. No one
said a single word by way of warning.
Possibly they knew the futility of it; more
likely they knew better than to risk trying.

It was over very quickly, raising a
collective gasp from the crowd since it is
something of a shock to see how far the
blood spurts when a head is expertly
severed. Tatra grabbed it up by the hair
before it could roll away and held it high
so everyone could see. The burgomaster, if
one could judge anything from his last



mortal expression—which was one of
pensive worry—never knew what hit him.

Now | cleared my throat. All eyes, save
two, came round to me.

"| expect my subjects to be honest in their
dealings with each other, but most
especially with me. The taxes will be
collected and turned in each year—all of
them. No excuses."

There was no need to ask if they
understood; it was very obvious that they
did.

"Y ou are free to choose a new
Burgomaster according to whatever
custom you follow. Make sure you pick an
honest one, or we'll have to go through all
this again next year."

A few people, perhaps potential candidates
for the office, gulped, looking unhappy.

"My collector will be back in one week.
Y ou will have that long to correct your
records and make up the amount that this
dolt withheld for himself over the years.
Beready."

The point made and the show over, we
mounted up and rode away without further
ceremony.

"That makes four out of four today,"
remarked Alek. "Thisis becoming
monotonous.”

"I've always thought as much."



"But this one did stand out from the rest
with that birthday business."

"More like a death day, for him at |east."
" Shows imagination, though."
"Didn't help him, though."

"Agreed, my lord." He brushed some stray
flower petals from his shoulders and hair.

"Does the next pigsty have a name?"
"Jarvinak, my lord."
"How far?"'

"Three or four miles, no more." He
checked the progress of the westering sun.
"There'stime. Shall we try for five out of
five?"

| squinted at that bright orb myself and
shrugged. "Why not?"

Fourth Moon, 350

"Lord Sergel's party ison the final
approach to the guardhouses, your
lordship," one of the footmen puffed out,
breathless from his run up the stairs.

"Very well."

That did not give me much time to get to
the front courtyard. Of course, | could just
dip out my bedroom window, tie aropeto
one of the crenelations, and rappel down



the wall. That only took afew seconds, as
Alek and | had discovered while practicing
the sport last summer with the castle
guards. On the other hand, | wasin my
best dress clothes, which were designed for
show, not agility, and the sight of mein
even a controlled fifty-foot drop over the
side of the keep would alarm the guests
and compromise my dignity. It would not
do to let people know | was overly anxious
about anything, especially not this event.
Instead, | quickly made my way to the
gpiral stairsjust off my private dining
room and skimmed down to the main
floor.

Once the regular flow of gold and goods
from taxation had been re-established, the
restoration of the castle proceeded with
considerable speed. Artisans, carpenters,
masons, and others with the necessary
skills had turned up like dogs at afeast,
ready for whatever scraps might come
their way. | fully exploited their combined
talents, using them to turn the castle into
the showpiece that 1'd envisioned on that
first day over three years ago. In the end,
the final result exceeded the vision as each
expert sought to outdo the work of the
others. But some adjustments between
beauty and practicality had to be made,
hence the difficulty of getting anywhere
quickly. It was still a castle, ostensibly
designed for defense, and what eased the



assage for the inhabitants would certainly
aid the invader. (One result of this was that
| rarely, if ever, had a hot meal. | wastold
that the master cook and one of the
remaining engineers were working on the
problem.)

Alek and afew others of my entourage
were waiting in the great entry for me. All
came to attention at my appearance. Some
wore armor, others were in their robes of
office, most were bedecked with the glitter
of gems and gold in medals and badges
that represented their lives
accomplishments. Next to them | must
have cut something of a stark figure in my
plain black garments. It was the best
guality fabric, though, and contrasted well
with ablinding white silk vest and shirt,
both with buttons of true pearl. Carefully
knotted below my chin was a neckcloth of
the same blood red as the great Von
Zarovich ruby that flashed from my breast.

Another footman rushed in. | arched an
eyebrow, giving him permission to speak.
"Lord Sergel is crossing the drawbridge,
your lordship."

At anod from me he vanished and the
party fell into line: Alek Gwilym at my
left, Lady llona Darovnya on my right.
Their retainers and my own sorted
themselves, and | led the way through the
massive doors of the entry. The timing had



worked out after all; Sergei's banner
bearers were just emerging from under the
portcullis. They separated, one to each
side, trailed by others who merged into
place with my own honor guard. The
Implied symbolism must have been quite
satisfying to those present. Alek, now
steward in charge of the castle defense,
had arranged an excellent show.

A constant rumble and roll of drumsfilled
the courtyard now, quickening the heart.
The lighter voices of pipesjoined them just
as Sergei rode through the gate. | felt the
eyes of the gathered crowd shifting
between us, hoping perhaps to gain some
Insight to our inner feelings at this historic
moment.

With Sergel, the insights must have been
easy.

Even from a distance, one could see each
emotion flashing over hisface, like
summer light and storm clouds on a
mountain side. He was blessed with the
strong VVon Zarovich features of black hair,
high cheeks, and atough jaw, but these
were markedly softened by the Van
Roeyen side of the family. He had
Mother's warm blue eyes. By the gods, but
he was a handsome man, an opinion very
obviously shared by all the young, and not
afew of the older, female members of the
court and staff.



As he rode closer, more and more heads
turned from him to me. Comparing. |
endured it, for there was nothing else to be
done. It was no less than I'd expected.: |
was doing it myself.

Y ounger, much more handsome, open and
smiling—everything that | was
not—Sergel reined his horse and
dismounted.

| wastaller, | noted.

He marched forward, sweeping off his hat
and gracefully dropped to one knee, a bare
step short of our party. | took up that step
and placed my right hand on his shoulder.
He looked up then and smiled directly at
me, happy, guileless, and brimming full of
that which I'd long ago learned to interpret
as hero-worship.

That was unexpected. To have it coming
from a stranger was one thing, but
receiving it from my own brother—even a
brother | had never met—was quite
something else again.

Sergei placed his right hand upon my own
and recited in a clear voice the words of
greeting, followed by a pledge of faith and
service required by custom when siblings
of rank formally face each other. | made
my response and Sergel rose again, then
we embraced. Witnesses to the ceremony
could hold themselves in no longer and
began to spontaneously cheer.
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"Who would have thought such athing
could finally come to pass?' my youngest
brother confided to me some hours later.

Introductions by the dozens, feasting, and
endless talk and questions had yet to
dampen his enthusiasm or energy. He
looked as fresn as midsummer dawn.

"Our parents?' | suggested.

His smile faltered, then turned into a laugh.
He laughed very easily. It might have been
irritating had it been for effect, or to cover
up an insecurity, but in truth, it was the
result of afree and innocent heart, a
lightness of the soul that | had inevitably
lost in my years of war and slaughter.

"I meant that we should finally meet after
al thistime," he said.

"We're hardly strangers.”

"Oh, but reading aletter just isn't the same.
'Dear Brother: Today | went hunting,' or
‘The apple crop failed,' or 'A storm
knocked down many trees.' That's not how
you get to know a person. Y ou must've
grown weary reading of such news from
me while you were away."

"No soldier ever wearies of receiving
letters from home. The smallest detail was
always of great interest to me and kept my
memories from fading. | am in your debt



and only sorry that | did not have as much
timeto reply as| would have liked."

"Oh, but we understood, all of us. You had
your duties to consider, and unless you
gave them your full attention... well, the
wrong side might have won the war. We
missed you terribly, especially Mother, but
we knew that you were needed more
elsewhere. No other commander could
have done so well as you."

Possibly not, | thought. But my passion for
war and obedience to duty had swept me
from the home of my childhood, never to
return. | had not seen my younger brother
Sturm grow up, or been there for Sergel's
birth or for any of athousand other joys
that a man might take from the heart of his
family. | had not even been able to attend
the burial of our parents, four years past.
Their deaths had occurred during the
height of a particularly close and bitter
campaign, and | could not be spared. I'd
yet to see thelr graves. In some part of my
mind, they were still aliveas|'d last seen
them three decades ago; Sergel's presence
had driven home the fact that this was not
true.

"| wish she could have seen this place," he
said, now speaking of our mother. "It
would have made her very happy to see
what beauty you've wrought here and that
you named it after her... well, | suppose



she might have burst from the pride and
honor of it all."

"Ravenloft for RaveniaVan Roeyen," |
said. | remembered her ink-black hair and
the pride and sorrow in her blue eyes when
| went off to war. Sergei took after her
guite alot, not so much in exact looks, for
our father was certainly in him, but in
mannerisms and patterns of speech. At
times | could almost hear a ghost of her
voice in hisown when he spoke. "A pity
you were not able to come in time for the
naming ceremony. Lady |lonawould have
been glad of your assistance.”

"I don't know if my help would have been
proper, though, since I'm not yet ordained,
and that won't happen until Most High
Priest Kir passes on—which won't be for
years and years, I'm sure. I've letters for
you from him, by the way, and for Lady
llona as well."

"How isthe young whelp?"

Sergel was made atouch uncomfortable by
my addressing Kir in such an offhand
manner. |'d felt the same way about my
teachers, once.

"Still trying to look old enough to suit his
office?' | added.

He surrendered into a grin, threw his head
against the back of his chair, and rolled his
eyes at the ceiling. "I'd forgotten he was
just a child when you first left for the wars.



Y es, yes, he still works at looking older.
He's grown quite a beard and that seemsto
help. No one dares to show him any
disrespect in class, though, or he metes out
something worse than rapped knuckles."

"And what did you end up doing?'
Sergel'sjaw sagged at this bit of insight
from me. He was chagrined and amused all
at once. "Conjugating a hundred verbs for
three different languages." He sipped at his
wine and lifted the cup dlightly in my
direction. "Mow, what about you? Did his
predecessor ever punish you?"

"Old Zarak? He once put meto
holystoning the floor of the classroom."

"Not really!"

"Yes, really! Said I needed more humility
or some such rot. | don't know if it
humbled me or not, but he got a very clean
floor for histrouble. | did pay better
attention in class after that."

"I just can't see you doing it, Strahd."
"Apparently Zarak could. Took aweek
before | could straighten my back and
knees properly."

Sergei laughed again. Responding to it,
even | managed to raise a brief smile to the

memory of the boy I'd once been. The boy
who was gone forever.

| looked at my brother across the table,
where we'd shared our first private meal



together, and saw myself in him, myself as
| should have been. Not that | begrudged
Sergel his own life, but that mine had been
all but used up, sacrificed to the demands
of duty and obligation. When possible, the
eldest child always went into soldiering,
the second administered the estates, and
the third was consecrated to the service of
the gods. Such binding tradition could be
broken, but when oneisraised to it and
knows nothing else, one has little chance
to discover until too late that there are
other thingsin life.

| looked at Sergel and felt a hot surge of
anger for my lost years and envy for all
those that lay before him. Yet, | could not
hate him. He was bound by tradition as
well. Indeed, as | had before him, he'd no
Intention of breaking with it. He was
pledged to the church of our god and glad
of the fact. The anger eventually cooled
Into akind of pity for his blindness.
Someday, perhaps, he would come to
understand how he'd been manipulated and
feel as| felt now.

"|s anything wrong, Brother?' he asked,
concerned by my change of manner and
long silence.

It was pointlessto try explaining it to him.
He was just too young.

kkkk%k



Sergei's sword came down with deadly
speed. | barely blocked it with the flat of
my blade and at the last instant, preventing
him from chopping mein half the long
way.

He was strong but also knew when to
break off, which he now did and thus
avoided the thrust of my parrying dagger
Into his guts. He danced back, assumed a
guard position | was unfamiliar with, and
grinned like ayoung wolf. A less
experienced fighter might have charged in,
but | held away, studying him. He was
prepared for an upper body attack, but only
from the front; the positioning of his feet
was too awkward for areally fast turn.

| attacked hisleft flank, changed it to a
feint at the last second, and dived to his
right. Asl'd hoped, he wasn't able to cover
himself. | ducked under his guard,
slammed his sword arm back with my
own, and stopped with my dagger pressed
lightly against the center point of his
stomach, just below his breastbone. A
single sharp move would send it right up
Into his heart.

He saw and grinned again, nodding his
surrender. We stepped apart and bowed to
one another as the applause began.

So thisiswhat it's come to, | thought,
twenty-five years of battle training so | can
entertain the court peacocks.



| was being unfair: our audience mostly
comprised soldiers who had served with
me. Their response rankled because they
had probably seen that Sergei's defeat had
been avery near thing. | was conscious of
my hard breathing and the sweat running
from my face likerain. Sergel still looked
fairly fresh, and only afew minutes passed
before he asked Alek to spar with him
next.

His challenge was readily accepted. Alek
was lean and fast, but cautious. He refused
several openings Sergel offered; their first
minute dragged as they tried various feints
and dodges on each other. Sergel then tried
afeint-feint-attack, but Alek read it
correctly and countered, working both
sword and dagger as the expert he was. In
the years since he'd ceased to be my
second-in-command and become castle
steward, he'd not allowed himself to grow
soft. Perhaps there was nothing more for
him to do now than to keep the guardsin
shape and to dally with the chambermaids,
but he worked his body in practice combat
every day asif hislife still depended onit.
And it showed.

A lightning quick parry, feint with the
dagger, and areturn cut—Alek stopped
with his blade just touching Sergel’s
middle.

"I've much to learn," Sergel said, unableto



give up hissmile.
"You're doing as well as any of my fighters
and better than most, my lord."

Judging from the renewed applause, the
others agreed with him.

"Perhaps one day | shall be half as good as
my brother, and then perhaps | may count
myself worthy of being awarrior," he said,
bowing to me.

| returned the bow. It was expected of me.
As flattering as any of the peacocks, but
he'd been sincere. On the other hand, it
was easy for meto interpret histrue
meaning as mockery. Surely he knew just
how close he'd come to defeating me. In a
few weeks, especially if he took training
from Alek, he would be the best fighter in
Barovia

The sparring games had been going on
since early morning, and now the sun was
just beginning to clear the curtain wall of
the courtyard. It was too soon for the
midday meal, but | ordered the footmen to
have atable |loaded with food standing
ready. After a series of matches, we were
always ravenous. While Sergel and the
others reviewed their moves and style, |
strolled over and wiped at my sweat with a
serving cloth, then eased my thirst with
Iced wine liberally diluted by water. This
high up in the Balinoks, having ice the
year round was hardly the luxury it wasin



the lower, more temperate areas to the
south, but | still found it so and enjoyed it.

"My Lord Strand!" came awoman's voice.

| finished my long drink and handed the
cup to awaiting servant. The woman
who'd just approached me was not
Immediately familiar, nor was she dressed
for court show. Her motley clothes were
dusty, and her eyes red and swollen from
lack of sleep.

"Falov, Isn't it?' | vaguely recalled that
she'd been one of the many junior
lieutenants in my command. Like the rest,
she'd been mustered out to either settle in
Baroviaor return home. From the
sheepskin vest she wore over her malil

shirt, | concluded she'd chosen to remainin
the new land and supervise flocks instead
of soldiers.

She bowed. "Yes, my lord. Forgive me for
coming unannounced—"

"Never mind that. What's the troubl e?"
"Bandits, my lord."

"Bandits. So?' The mountains were full of
them. Hardly impressive news. My men
often made forays into their strongholdsin
much the same way the rat catchers
worked their trade at the castle. One could
never hope to entirely stamp out the
vermin, but it reduced their numbers and
kept them in line.



"It'salarge group, my lord... led by Red
Lukas."

Now that did catch my attention. The
renegade had been atroublemaker for over
two years, flouting my laws with his
murders and thefts. "Y ou're certain?"'

"Aye, my lord. | saw him myself. No one
else around here has such a head of hair.
Likefireit was."

"Where?"
"Not half aday'sride from here."
"Ah, but where will he be now?"

"The same place, I'm sure. | have some
men keeping him under watch, but we're
not enough to attack. We were hoping your
lordship could spare some troops to help us
take him."

"Take him? I've no intention of releasing
troops to take him, Falov—"

Her mouth opened, then snapped shut on
whatever protest she might have had.

"But | will go myself to seeto his
execution."

Her disappointment changed to elation
almost as soon as the words left my lips.
"Thank you, Lord Strahd." She didn't
guestion whether such a clean-up job was
beneath my station, as would some others
of the court. Having once been a soldier
herself, she could readily understand my
Interest in running headlong into what



promised to be a good fight.

"It's like sending a giant to smash a roach,"
said Alek when | outlined the situation to
him afew minutes | ater.

"It takes animble giant to strike so small a
target,” | returned. "Thisis hardly a
midsummer flower festival. We're going
after Red Lukas."

"Who is he?' asked Sergei.

Alek filled him in on afew details of the
bandit's most recent crimes, which
Included the slaughter of at least fifty
peoplein afarming village. The few
survivors had claimed he'd decided not to
burn it because others would eventually
move in and provide him with more such
gport the following year. My little brother
was righteously horrified and asked to
come along. He whooped in a most
undignified way when | said yes.

"Do you remember being that eager for
blood?" Alek asked as we walked back to
the keep to get ready for the expedition.

"I still am, Commander. Can you not tell?"

He glanced at me, his pale, hard eyes
going bright with amusement as they
locked briefly upon mine. "Yes, my lord.
Now that you mention it, | can. Let's hope
that Red Lukas has his affairsin order."

The cold meats laid out for the sparring
gamesters were hastily packed for the



journey. Within an hour, we were geared
up and cantering through the pass on our
way to the northwest branch of the Svalich
Road.
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Red L ukas had chosen an excellent lair.
On this shoulder of Mount Ghakis, he
commanded awide view of the road and
valley below and had all of the town of
Valaki in sight. Any sortie from that
direction could be spotted in plenty of time
for him and his followers to either prepare
a defense or hide. The land was more than
rugged at this point, and once off the road
a horseman was at a tremendous
disadvantage.

"It's beautiful " observed Sergei. He'd
entered Barovia from the east and had not
yet seen this portion of the country. We
were high above Lake Zarovich, which |'d
renamed in honor of my father. Looming
beyond it, with snow heavily cloaking its
flanks and peak, was Mount Baratok. The
angle wasjust right for its every detail to
be reflected in the quiet surface of the lake.

Alek Gwilym ignored the scenery and
peered ahead and to the left. "How far?"

"A mile asthe crow flies," Falov
answered, keeping her voice low.

"And as the soldier stumbles?"



“"Two."

"They're closer than that to us. | can smell
lerT] 1

We'd seen nothing since leaving our horses
with Falov's people and posting the main
body of troops in astand of treesjust off
the road. The air was so still that any

sound would carry for a considerable
distance; we dared not bring the troops
closer, lest the bandits be alerted.

"More than that," said Falov. "Listen."

"I don't hear anything," Sergei whispered.
"Aye, my lord. When the birds grow silent,
there's usually a good reason for it."

My instincts told me it was too late for
stealth. Along with the others, | drew my
sword.

And only just in time.

Screaming and roaring, they burst out from
their cover and fell upon us like white-hot
vengeance. Alek was the closest and the
first to be attacked, but managed to parry
and counter. After that | lost track of him: |
had troubles of my own.

Sparring practice has about as much
resemblance to field combat as a sculpture
has to its subject. It may ook the same, but
one is cold stone and the other alive and
moving and reacting to you. The two men
who picked me out for quarry had some
battle experience, but were undisciplined.



I'd rather face awell-trained soldier than
such amateurs, for the latter could often be
dangerously unpredictable.

The one on my left charged in first,
perhaps thinking it was my weaker side. |
got my blade up, moved it so his slid down
Its length, and before he could break away,
got him between the ribs with my parrying
dagger. It did not sink in as deeply as it
should have, nor was | able to wrest it out
for another try. He must have had mail on
under his coat; worse, he didn't seem to be
aware he'd been stabbed.

His partner crashed into me, knocking me
over. | felt my breath go as one of his
knees dug into my gut, but he'd | eft
himself open. Even without air | was able
to smash the pommel of my sword into his
face. | felt bones give under the blow, and
his nose spouted blood.

The first man, my dagger sticking absurdly
from his side, raised his blade to bring it
down on my head. With the other man on
top of me, | could not possibly dodgeit.
Desperate, | grabbed his friend by the
clothes and pulled hard, dragging him
between us like a shield. The sword buried
Itself into the wrong skull, as far as both
opponents were concerned. Not a pleasant
sound, that, but better hearing it happen to
another than to me.

My shield's body collapsed onto mine; |



was still struggling for breath. He lent a
whole new meaning to the term "dead
weight." Pushing and grunting, | surged up
and heaved him off, shoving him hopefully
In the direction of the other man. Alas, he
wasn't where 1'd thought, and the ploy was
awasted effort.

Something hit my side. Damn, but it was
amost in the same spot where the Baal
Verzi had gotten me. More lost breath, but
| swung around, keeping my blade up to
protect my head. Good thing, too, for his
return swipe would have otherwise taken it
right off. | blocked it and cut forward and
down, finally winging one of his
shoulders.

He'd had enough and turned to run.

Honor has no place in this type of fight.
One might as well question whether it is
more honorable to kill aroach whileit's
holding still or wait until it's moving. But
the fact is, aroach is aroach, and the
object issimply to kill it. Five running
steps and I'd caught up with this two-
legged specimen. On the sixth step he was
at my feet, firmly skewered in the back and
shuddering out the last of hislife. | didn't
waste time watching him, but pulled out
the blade, retrieved my dagger from his
side, and turned to help the others.

Alek was nowhere in sight. Sergel had
killed one man and was busy circling with



another. Falov was on her knees, face
white, and clutching her arm. Her attacker
was on his back with aknife in his throat
and not doing much of anything.

"Damn," said Falov, and fumbled for a
horn dangling from her belt. She just
managed to sound it, giving the signal for
the rest of the men to come ahead. Better
|ate than never.

"Where's Commander Gwilym?"

Falov pointed ahead down the road. She
winced, and | understood that she'd been
wounded as well, but not badly. Sergel was
still holding his own; actually, he looked
like he was toying with the man. | left him
to it and rushed away to find Alek.

| found another body instead. The road
made a sharp turn, the outer shoulder
marked by whitewashed rocks. Thiswas
necessary since the land dropped away
beyond them. The man was dead from a
sword cut—there are few other weapons
that make just that sort of wound—aDbut
neither the blade that killed him nor Alek
was anywhere to be found. There was no
blood on the bandit's sword, hopefully
meaning my steward was yet unharmed.

The tracks, such as they were, were too
confusing to read well. Dust and grass
were churned up, right to the base of the
rocks. No other tracks led away up the
road, Alek must have...



| looked over the edge and found him,
lying spread-eagle on his back on arocky
shelf that slanted just like aroof. He'd dlid
part way to its edge and was within a
heartbeat of diding farther. It wouldn't
have taken much: just beyond his feet the
angle turned to atrue vertical, dropping
hard away. | couldn't see the bottom.

"I've got you," | said and fell to my belly,
my arms hanging down toward him. "No,
don't look up, I'll come to you."

His dlight movement caused him to dip
away by a handsbreadth. "Don't," he said
between clenched teeth.

| didn't bother arguing, just inched toward
him. My feet were hooked over the rocks
above. Pebbles tumbled ahead of me,
lodging in Alek's hair.

"Don't, Strahd," he whispered. "I'll drag
you down, too."

My fingers closed on hiswrist. Now for
the other one.

The ground under him shifted. He slipped
down alittle more. | tightened my grip.
"Don't move, damn you."

He didn't, but the earth was not as obedient
to my will. A piece of it dropped away
below his boot heels. Some seconds later
we heard a distant crash as it struck
whatever lay below. He muttered
something, a prayer, perhaps, and went

still as a corpse. Useless. He dlid abit more



and | went with him. My ankles and my
arm were feeling the strain of holding our
combined weight, and my head felt heavy
and swollen from the rush of blood
between my ears.

"Let... mego," he breathed.

ripped all the harder. | didn't dare yell
for help. Our balance was so precarious
that anything could upset it.

"Let medie aone, Strahd."

"No."

"I've no wish to kill you, my lord."
" Shut up.”

Another dip. My gloves were sodden with
sweat. | couldn't feel my fingers grasping
anymore. | felt only the pain in my legs,
spine, and neck. My shoulders...

Therock my feet were hooked over
loosened. Just alittle. It sent areaction all
down my body and on to Alek. He dropped
another sickening inch. All I could hear
was his strained breath and the faraway
tick of pebbles that had shot out from the
edge and landed far below us.

Slowly, his free hand crept over to his
waist. It moved asif it were detached from
him, unable to affect the rest of his body
by the change of position. Hisfingers
spread and closed upon a second knife in
Its sheath on his belt.

"No, Alek."



"Better me alone than both of us."

Sweat blurred my vision for a moment.
When it cleared again, Alek had drawn the
knife and was bringing it up. All he had to
do was stab my hand, and I'd have to
release him.

"Y ou would draw my blood,
Commander?"

"Only adrop or two if it sparestherest,
my lord."

"l forbid it."
"Then | must disobey."

"Alek, do that, and I'll go over regardless. |
swear it."

"You must not." But he hesitated, which
was what | wanted.

Therasp of breath, my heart thudding so
fast that it might burst from my chest, my
muscles stretched so far asto part from the
bones, the bones themselves ready to
crack, but | had to hold onto him just a
little longer.

"Srahd!" Sergel's voice. Hoarse, shocked,
afraid.

"Grab my legs, boy!"

Sergei obeyed. | felt him strongly seize my
ankles and set himself. At the sametime|

was able to tighten my hold on Alek's
Wrist.

"Climb up or die." | told him.



Alek choseto climb. More earth broke and
crumbled beneath him when herolled
over, but he gained enough purchase with
his knees to thrust himself up and catch my
belt. Hisweight dragged at me. My face
was shoved into the ground for a moment,
then he was suddenly gone. | heard Sergel
grunt with effort and felt myself being
pulled back from the abyss. A second later
and the three of us were sitting safe on the
road, dazed and panting like dogs in the
sun.
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"It's not that | planned it, my lord, but the
lowborn pig flipped me like a skillet cake,
and over | went. | was expecting him to
poke his head over the edge to finish me
off any moment, until you appeared.”

"You finished him yourself," | said,
pointing to one of the bodies my armsmen
had laid out on the narrow verge opposite
us.

Alek regarded me with a hard eye. He said
alot of things with that ook, mostly
reproach for putting myself at risk to save
him, combined with gratitude for doing it
anyway. My only reply was to quirk my
brows and shrug.

I'd retained a third of the men for guard
and sent the rest up the mountain to ook
for more of Red Lukas's bandits. They'd



probably be up there the whole night
searching, but the exercise would do them
good.

Falov was having her wound tended; she
wouldn't be using her sword arm for afew
weeks, but the gash should heal cleanly.
My own wasn't serious. Thistime the
blade had not been magical, and my mail
had taken most of the force of the cut. The
man |'d killed had not been so fortunate in
his choice of armorer. In serious combat, it
always pays to have the best quality
protection possible.

Sergel was busy questioning the one
prisoner we had. He'd succeeded in
knocking out the fellow I'd seen him
fighting; the man was recovered, but
predictably uncooperative.

"We can leave him for Lady llona," | said.
"I'm sure she can get him to talk."

"1'd as soon not let him within ten feet of
her, Strahd, not unless he's chained head to
foot."

"Be assured, that's exactly how he will be
presented.”

The man snarled something obscene about
Lady Ilona, drawing a black frown from
my brother. Sergel stepped forward asif to
strike him, but checked himself, forcibly
relaxing the fist he'd made.

"Why not go ahead?' | asked him. |
wanted to do it myself, but was too tired to



move just yet.

"He's hardly more than an animal," he said.
"He can't be expected to understand such
things, and beating him will hardly put him
In amood to learn."

"Kir's done a good job of teaching you,
then. And it'sjust the sort of thing Lady

[ lonawould have said hersdlf, had she
been here."

Sergei turned, giving me a grateful |ook.
"Thank you, Brother." He had truly wanted
to pulp the man and felt bad at having so
natural an urge. The particular dilemma of
when and if one should use force always
seemed to plague the soldier-priests,
making me glad I'd been limited to
fighting. To struggle with such moral
puzzles had no appeal for me whatsoever.

"There's no need to take himin for
guestioning, my Lord Strahd," said Falov,
walking over to us, her arm in agling.

"Why isthat? Y ou know who he is?"

"I think so. Take off that hood he's got tied
on so tight, and we'll all know for sure."

Sergei signed to one of the men, who
pulled off the prisoner's head-covering. It
was matted down with dirt and sweat, but
the hair beneath was fiery as an autumn
SUNSeL.

"Red Lukas himself," said Alek. "And you
captured him alive." He looked at Sergel



with new respect.

Sergel seemed more startled than
triumphant. The word quickly spread
among the rest of the men, and Sergel
became the focus of some back-slapping
congratulations for several moments.
Though it was not seemly for a noble of
his rank to be so treated, | said nothing.
Sometimes it's better for morale to allow a
certain limited familiarity. This was one of
those times.

"What's to be done with him?"' asked
Falov.

"Immediate execution," | said.

That startled Sergei. "But | thought he was
to be questioned first."

"All we were going to ask him was the
|location of Red Lukas. Since we have the
answer, I'll waste no more time on him."

"But the customs, the laws—"

"I am the law here," | reminded him. "If
you have any other objections to make, |
suggest you carry them to the surviving

victims of that village he wiped out."

Sergei glanced back at Lukas, who spat in
our direction. It fell short.

"Alek, if you've recovered yourself, please
see to things. Falov, can you entrust some
of your people to carry the news around?
Welll put the proof in something to
preserve it for them, and they can be off



tomorrow."

"My lord, | would be most happy to go
with them myself. | don't need two arms to
sit amountain pony."

"Excellent. Be sure to take it through
Vallaki and that village | mentioned so the
people may see."

"See what?' Sergel asked.

"Red Lukas," said Alek. "Or at least his
head pickled in vinegar."

"Y ou're planning to parade him all around
the country like... ? That's barbaric."

| sighed. Sergei was proving to be
something of a novice to the art of
enforcing domestic order. "It's necessary,
Brother. Not only do potential murderers
and thieves see the penalty for their
crimes, but the common folk are made
aware that there is one less criminal for
them to fear. | think they will rest the
easier for having undisputed proof that
Red Lukasis dead, and parading his head
through the streets is the best means |
know to accomplish that."

Sergel, as |'d expected, had nothing more
to say on the subject, although it was clear
he was not exactly pleased with the
demands of the situation. His sort of
compassion was well placed for a priest,
but aruler cannot afford to be so indulgent.

It'sjust as well, | thought, that he's



destined to be ordained.
Chapter Three

Sixth Moon, 350

"Sergel, | do sympathize with the need to
express your personal grief, but to expect
all of Baroviato do the same is unrealistic.
The whole thing will be awaste of time
better spent working." Sergel planted his
hands on my table and thrust his head
forward. "Y ou've told me more than once
about maintaining appropriate behavior
before the common folk. For you to |et
Kir's passing go unmarked implies alack
of respect for the church and all it stands
for. A public show of sorrow and
acceptance of the will of the godsin taking
the Most High Priest will reaffirm their
faith and bolster their confidence in your
rule."

| directed along-suffering look at Lady
llona Darovnya. She met it with a
restrained smile and shook her head,
meaning she was going to remain strictly
neutral on thisissue. She saw it asa
conflict between two brothers rather than
between church and state, otherwise she'd
have openly taken Sergei's side.

Sergel noted the interplay and waited,
watching me closely. Gods, but he was




young and earnest. | might have been
tempted to lose patience with him but for
the knowledge that he was completely
sincere in hisviews. His argument with me
was not for personal gains—else I'd have
had an excellent reason to arbitrarily
overrule him—~but for what he perceived
to be answering a need others might have.
I'd never seen anything good come from
attempting to fulfill such needs, but on the
other hand, he did have a reasonable
political point to make. It rankled me that
he knew the best road to persuading me lay
In that direction.

| gave in with undisguised ill-grace; just
because |'d been persuaded did not mean |
had to enjoy the decision. "Very well.
Make your gesture. I'll declare thefirst day
of next week to be one of nationwide
mourning for him. Like as not the peasants
will use the time away from their fields to
clean out their stocks of tuika and spend
the following day struggling to recover
from the debauch."

"Oh, Srahd—" he began, drawing my
name out in his own expression of long-
suffering.

| waved him down. "l know them better
than you do. Y ou'll have your gesture, but

| doubt if onein fifty of them will observe
It in the way you intend. A rich man thinks
all other people arerich, and an intelligent



man thinks all other people are similarly
gifted. Both are always terribly shocked
when they discover the truth of the world.
Y ou, my dear brother, are a pious man."

He eased back and finally laughed allittle.
At himself. "Yes, | see what you mean,
though | am aware that not everyone is
pious. But | tell you, this day will mean
much to those who are, and perhaps, a day
away from toil may allow those who aren't
to become so. It may even do you some
good, Strahd."

Had anyone else said that to me, | might
have had him beaten, but Sergel was only
at hisusual gentle chiding. I let it pass.
"Go on and arrange things, then. Tell my
clerk to draw up something appropriate,
and I'll signit later."

Gratitude warmed up his pale face. For
many, the news of Kir's untimely death
had been sad and shocking, but Sergei had
been stricken especially hard by it. He'd
been very close to the young priest, both
from the requirements of histraining and
the genuine friendship between them.
"Thank you, Brother," he said, favoring me
with awan version of his smile before
leaving.

"I just hope he doesn't expect me to wear
an armband as do the peasants,” |
murmured to llona.

"] think plain black clothes will suffice,"



she responded. "Y ou're more or less
dressed for it now."

"l like to wear black."

"It does favor you, my lord." Lady llona
also wore black in the form of a near-
transparent veil that completely covered
the sky blue of her robes. It was not a
flattering color on her, and she had just
enough personal vanity to be mildly
annoyed by it. "Do you really think a day
of mourning for Kir isthat much awaste
of time?"

"| suppose not, but | don't want the people
believing they can just drop their tools and
make merry whenever it pleases them, or
we'll have no end of holidays to put up
with."

"I hardly think they'll make merry on this
occasion, my lord."

"Y ou should talk to Alek, then. There'sa
custom in one country he's been where the
relatives of the dead sit the body up in a
corner and have a party with dancing,
song, and drink until the wine putsthem in
nearly the same condition as the dear
departed.”

"That certainly sounds more appealing
than some rites I've heard of. | may look
Into it for myself. Better to celebrate a
soul's passage to a better place than to
wallow in sorrow over their leavi ng. Well
all be there soon enough ourselves."



| looked away briefly and pinched the
bridge of my nose. "Lady Ilona, forgive
me, but | do have other duties that require
my attention."

Her clear eyes clouded a moment, for she
could see that my work table was quite
bare, but she took the hint and rose. "As do
|, my lord."

| rose too, we made our bows, and off she
went. Her walk was a bit stiffer than
normal dueto indignation, but | didn't
care. the woman knew very well how
much | detested being reminded of my
mortality. Kir's death had also been a
singularly unwelcome reminder, made
doubly unpleasant since he'd been so much
younger than |. Apparently | was entering
the stage of life where the people of one's
youth start dropping away one by one.
What was next? Watching my hands for
the bulge of veins and the onset of age
spots? Soon my contemporaries, like Alek
or Gunther Cosco, would be huddling in
shawls about the fire and shaking their
heads over whoever had died that week.

By contrast, even Sergel's bright presence
was amixed blessing. | could not help
loving my brother for his youth and spirit,
and respecting him as a proven fighter, but
those very qualities made me aware of the
span of years between us. Sometimes it
was most difficult for meto bear his



company, knowing that all hislife lay
ahead of him, while most of mine was
forever lost.

True, | had many accomplishmentsin
conguest and war. | had turned Castle
Ravenloft into the jewel of my vision. But
what was this compared to the swift and
unstoppabl e passage of time? Once I'd
been as Sergel, unconsciously convinced
that I'd live forever. Like the proverbia
rich man and intelligent man, |, the young
man, had encountered the hard truth of the
world as it now concerned me. In these
three years of peace, that truth had grown
upon my soul like some parasitic plant run
wild. With every passing day | felt its roots
dig themselves in more deeply.

Alek Gwilym seemed to understand me
best, but was wise enough not to speak of
It directly.

"Get yourself awoman, Strahd," he'd once
said, picking up on my sour mood.

"Y our solution, not mine," | replied dryly.

"Not a solution so much as a distraction.
Find some pretty flower and have afew
brats with her. There are plenty of
prospects to choose from right here in your
own court."

"Aye, and with any number of relatives
attached to complicate the balance of
power."

"Then talk to Lady Ilona. I'm sure she can



put you on to some orphans of rank that
have been placed under her protection.

Y ou're a hero—I guarantee you'll find
every one of them willing and grateful for
the honor of carrying on the Von Zarovich
name."

"My brother Sturm has already seen to that
detail."

"But Sturm's more clerk than ruler. You've
often said as much. He does fine playing
administrator to your father's estates, but
do you see him handling an entire country?
Would any of his children have the
necessary knowledge or experience to ably
govern after him? Hardly, not with him as
their only model. | suppose he could send
his eldest to live here and |earn from
you..."

But then 1'd have the same feeling toward
that child as | have toward Sergel.

"It's different when they're your own,"
Alek said, uncannily reading my thoughts.
| wondered, and not for the first time,
whether he was truly gifted with the Sight
or merely good at deducing what was on
my mind.

"Different?"

"Because it is your flesh and your blood
being carried on, not your father and
mother's in some other vessdl, but yours.
That's the difference, Strahd. Find some
pretty flower, and if the gods are smiling,



within nine moons you'll be holding your
own immortality in those two hands. Much
better than a sword, and far more magical
than anything you'll find in all those books
you've collected."

| looked hard upon the books now. Despite
the rough-and-ready world of camp life, I'd
managed to assemble and preserve quite a
number of them. Not as many as | would
like; there was room on the empty shelves
of my library to hold five times as many
volumes as | presently possessed. Their
Implied knowledge and wisdom seemed
empty to me, though. My mood would
pass, | knew, and I'd again fill my hours
with reading and magical experiment, but
with the memory of Alek's words haunting
me it seemed uncomfortably certain that he
was, after all, right.

*kk%k*k

The day of national mourning was marked
In court by continuous services in the
chapel. | put in my allotted time in prayer
for the soul's rest of Most High Priest Kir,
then spent the rest of the day in my library.
No food was cooked; all the land supped
cold on whatever they'd prepared the day
before. |, for one, was not deprived by its
absence. The cheese, bread, strawberries,
and wine that sustained me were little
different in temperatures from the more



elaborate meals I'd had since moving into
Castle Ravenloft. (The master cook and
engineer still hadn't solved things.)

Sergel, though not yet ordained, was given
the Priest's Pendant to wear as a symbol of
the approaching ceremony. He was much
moved at the sight of it, since it brought
solidly home to him that he was soon to
take Kir's place.

"I'm not sure I'm worthy of this office," he
confided to me later.

"Who of usis?' | responded, which he
seemed to think avery wise answer. SO
affected was he that he wrapped his arms
about me in a brief embrace and whispered
thanks before rushing away to hisroom to
privately mourn.

Lady llona presided over the chapel
services. It was very solemn and beautiful
In itsway. When I'd been there, | saw
Sergel watching her every move from his
seat in the balcony overlooking the chapel.
Very soon, he would have to serve at
future functions, and he studied her
closely, his brow furrowed with
concentration. One could not fault him for
such honest concern, and though he was
Inexperienced, he promised to make a
good priest—perhaps because he naturally
possessed all the humility that old Zarak's
holystoning chores had failed to inspire in
me.



The day of mourning came and went, but
the church continued on quietly with its
own ancient rituals and devotions. Until
the proper period of time had passed, no
ordinations could be performed, so Sergel
was in akind of limbo, unable to bury
himself in any official dutiesto get his
mind off things. With that outlet blocked,
being a VVon Zarovich, he made another for
himself and began daily trips down to the
Village of Barovia, frequently spending
the night.

Asasoldier, my initial idea of what he was
doing there had conflicted with the sort of
behavior one might expect from afuture
priest. It struck me as being entirely
normal, though, and not worth my
concern... until Alek reported that my
brother was working among the poor
people. The news about Red Lukas had
been inevitably garbled, and now the
popular story was that, single-handed,
Sergel had captured and beheaded him and
his whole troop. No word of truth on the
subject from Sergei's lips could change
their minds, and he was frequently
subjected to a cheering welcome and a
shower of flower petals. Recently, he'd
taken it upon himself to seeto the
beautification of the church and was
attempting to set up some sort of hospice
for the sick.

The news was hardly pleasing to me.



"He's only practicing for his vocation, my
lord."

"That's fine for a priest, but not for Sergel.
When he's put on hisrobes, he can do
whatever he pleases, but not until then."

"What harm istherein it now?"

"Before you know it, every beggar and
layabout in the land will find hisway to
the village with his hands out and hopes
high. The lad has a good heart, but he
doesn't know enough yet to see when
someone's taking advantage of him.
Worse, the people may think he's acting in
the Von Zarovich name. | can't have that."

"Why not? How could his generosity pose
athreat to your name?"

| leaned back in my chair and sighed.

" Suppose for a moment you were one of
my boyars, and you'd just spent the last
month collecting taxes from your district
and sent them in. Y ou then hear Lord
Sergei Von Zarovich ismaking life easier
for the poor of Barovia. How good-hearted
of him, you think, until you begin to
wonder where the money is coming from.
Just when you trust your taxes are to pay
for road upkeep and military protection,
you hear that Von Zarovich's brother is
tossing it into the gutter by the bushel load.
Might he not be taking his funds directly
from your contribution? Would you not
resent that and perhaps think your own



people deserved some similar gratis for
simply being poor? Y ou might even
consider that since Lord Strahd's brother
has so much money to give away, you
might not need to send in as much tax next
year, if at all..."

"Yes, | see where you're going with that
Idea: Sergel helps out one minor village
and the whole power structure of the
country collapses."

"Thisis nothing to be mocked, Alek, | am
serious. Should the boyars ever decide to
revolt, how long do you think we would
last?"

"Y ou have reason to believe they would?"
| didn't answer him right away, giving him
plenty of time to work it out for himself.
He had afine mind; it did not take long.

"Who do you suspect?"
"All of them."

That took him aback. "1 know blood oaths
of loyalty may be broken, but all of the
boyars?"'

"Or asingle strong one to sway the others.
He or she can make certain promises, drop
a casual word over thewine. "These are
uncertain times, you know. The gods
forbid such calamity, but should anything
happen to Lord Strahd, | hope | can count
on your support.' You know what it's like."

Alek frowned, hislipsathinline, and his



eyes narrow and harder than usual. "So...
there is still atraitor in the camp.”

"Essentially. | want you to sniff him out."
"Execution, too, should | find him?"

"It depends on the circumstances. If he's
smart, then aword of warning may be all
that's needed. If not..." | opened and lifted
my hand. "But tell me first."

"Of course, my lord."
* %k k%

On the morning following Alek's
departure, | was of amind to summon
Sergei for agood talking to; he'd been
away all yesterday and had only just
returned. | thought it best to get it over
with before he took it into his head to run
off again.

He came into my study looking unsuitably
cheerful for aman in mourning for a dead
friend. He wore a peculiar, stuffed
expression on his face that he'd never
sported before and seemed ready to burst
from whatever was bottled up within him.

"Sergei, about these trips you've been
making to the village..."

That was all the opening he needed. It
didn't matter to him that | was still
speaking; the sound of my voice alone was
enough to set him off. That's when the
whole dismal story came bubbling out of



him.
He'd met agirl.

Fuming with impatience, | was barely able
to tolerate listening to his drivel about her
endless virtues, beauty, and all the many
traits men in love attribute to their women
when the fever is on them. I'd heard it
before from others; Sergei's variation on
the theme was hardly original, and
certainly less welcome. Gods, one would
have thought she was the first female he'd
ever encountered, from the way he spoke
of her.

My reaction was, to put it kindly and say
the least, cool. In addition to the
ludicrousness of a'VVon Zarovich coupling
himself with a peasant, | was compelled to
point out that he was destined to enter the
service of the church as the next Most
High Priest. But the moral implications,
the political repercussions, the sheer idiocy
of this new direction he'd taken meant
absolutely nothing to him. No word from
me would change his mind or move his
heart. He was well and truly
besotted—nblind and deaf to everything but
her—and to the devil with his
responsibilities and the rest of the world.

We did not part on amicable terms.

Thetruth betold, | was furious. Never
before in my life had | been more angry
with anyone and less able to do anything



about it. And, while | wasyet in this
volcanic frame of mind, my clerk
announced that Lady Ilona was without
and requesting an audience.

"Are you come to take his side or mine?" |
demanded of her as she glided through the
door. "Is it to be church and state today, or
IS this merely another family matter to
you?"

"My Lord Strahd needs to better control
himself," she murmured.

Her quiet voice had the same effect on me
as a sharp rap between the eyes. 1'd been
pacing up and down my study, positively
shaking with frustration over this new
crisis, then abruptly stopped. After afew
moments, | was able to speak again in a
more civilized manner.

"The boy doesn't know what he's doing," |
finally growled.

"They never do when they're that much in
love."

Suspicion sparked in me. "How long have
you known about this?"

"Sergel only now spoke to me. He was
concerned about your unhappiness over his
plans."

More likely that he asked her to rush over
and calm me down. "And you've accepted

It—just like that?"
She shrugged. "What am | supposed to do?



Forbid him to love?"

"But he's throwing away his priesthood,
everything he's worked for—"

"There are other ways to serve the gods,
my lord."

My soldier'sinstinct wearily informed me |
was fighting alosing battle. Until this
moment, surrender had been an alien
concept; the loss and emptiness | now felt
were utterly disgusting and instantly
exhausting. | found my chair and dropped
Into it, feeling tired beyond my years.
"What's to be done?"'

|lona came around to face me. "Nothing at
al. These things aways find away of
working themselves out for the best. Trust
that that will happen and don't worry about
It."

"Y ou sound like my mother."

She smiled; asagirl she had known
Ravenia. "l shall take that as a great
compliment, my lord."

"Thisis completely ridiculous, you know
that."

"I suppose it is, but there's never anything
sensible in ayoung man's love. It exists,
and one can do nothing else but stand
aside. Anyway, you know in your heart
Sergel isincapable of besmirching the
honor of the Von Zarovich name. I'm sure
the girl will prove to be perfectly lovely



and suitable."

"Oh, I'm sure she will be, too. Doubtless
the fortune attached to Sergei's name will
Inspire her to agreat deal of goodness.”

"Y ou speak as if goodness does not really
exist, Lord Strahd."

"I've had little enough experience with it."

"Then you'll have something pleasant to
look forward to."

*kkk*k

Less than aweek later, Sergel brought her
up by carriage from the village for the first
and last time. She had no family, having
been one of the orphans protected and
raised by thelocal church, and would now
be chaperoned by Lady llona herself until
the wedding day. It was my faint hope
|lona would be able to teach the girl
enough about court etiguette so asto avoid
any wretched embarrassment at public
functions.

| directed to all the staff and retainers that
her arrival was to be an informal event; she
would be properly introduced to everyone
at the dinner Sergel was giving in her
honor that night. Those who could read the
true meaning in this would see the wisdom
behind it. If she turned out to be atotal
disaster, there was still time to declare her
Indisposed for the evening and postpone



things. Sergel, the gods preserve his
Innocent heart, hadn't the faintest inkling
about the business. He alighted from the
carriage and helped her out as though she
were an empress, and not alowborn
orphan jumped up from the gutter by some
quirk of the gods.

| was just considering that her lack of a
family was probably fortunate, in that they
wouldn't be mucking about the court and
being awkwardly in the way, when Sergel
escorted her up the steps to present her.

Then all my disparaging thoughts fell
away like dead |leaves. She was, without
doubt, the most beautiful girl 1'd ever seen.

As she approached, | came to see that she
was as beyond beauty as ariver in spring
flood is beyond a drop of water. | felt
myself drawn into the flow, swept under
by the current. Overwhelmed. | could
almost hear the roar and rush of it instead
of my brother's voice when he spoke.

"Strahd, thisis Tatyana."

The girl made alow curtsy. She wore the
simple, homespun costume of Barovia, but
sheworeit like royalty, and her copper-
colored hair like a crown. She made me
suddenly believe in the folktale of the
kidnapped princess raised by peasants and
eventually returned to her rightful placein
the castle.

"Welcome," | whispered, barely able to



make my response.

She raised her face to me. The clear skin,
the great eyes—Dbrighter than gems—and
full dark lips had come together in such a
way asto make all other women seem ugly
by comparison.

There was no comparison. She was unique.
She was perfect.

| felt my heart swoop and soar at the sheer
joy of looking at her. Thisraised a blush
on her cheek, and | instantly knew | must
put her at ease. | took one of her hands,
and she straightened—how like a tall
flower she was—and with a bow, lightly
Kissed her fingertips.

"Welcome to Castle Ravenloft, Tatyana.
Be welcome and ook upon this as your
true home, forevermore."

My words seemed to go right to her heart,
and her returning smile was like that first
glimpse of sun after a bitter winter. All |
wanted to do for the rest of my life was
keep that smile on her ever after.

And then she looked at Sergel.

It was asif the sun that had favored me
had been all along hidden by acloud. Its
brilliant glory now shone in full upon
him... and him alone.

*kk%k*k

Unused as | was to informing anyone



about my activities, custom demanded |

tell Sergel of my plan to take Tatyanafor a
short walk before supper. He was for it, of
course, his eyes alight with the knowledge
that my purpose was but to get to know her
better and thus approve of her. My
approval was of no importance. One might
aswell "approve" of the air one breathed
or the true azure of asummer sky. The
need for one and beauty of the other were
there with or without any pompous human
judgments; such was Tatyana. She was sky
and earth, air and music, sunlight without
shadow.

And, though the most unaffected girl 1'd
ever met, she also held a deep awe for me
that needed be—must be—dispelled.

After ascertaining that she was ready, |
called at her room, and with one of Lady
|lona's acolytes walking in escort well
behind us, took her down to the main floor
and outside to the south courtyard. She
rested one hand on my arm the whole time,
but hardly murmured aword beyond her
Initial greeting. Perhaps she was bracing
herself for some horrible question-and-
answer session from me.

Once outside | did make inquiries about
the comfort of her quarters and the
suitability of the clothes she'd found there.
She'd changed for the evening, wearing a
copper-colored gown of flattering lines,



which Lady Nona had been at some pains
to acquire for her.

"Everything iswonderful, Old One," said

Tatyana. "Everyone has been more than
kind."

This form of address was perfectly
acceptable and proper for her to use with
me, considering our social stations and,
unhappily, the difference in our ages. In
Barovia, it was asign of great respect; she
did not know to call me Strahd. | decided
not to correct her, though, concerned that it
might add to her shyness with me. Above
al, | wanted to put her at ease.

| paused and faced her. "l am very glad to
hear it. And you must know that if there's
anything else you need or want, you have
but to ask. This castle and all who dwell
here are your most humble servants,
myself included."”

Instead of reassuring her, this comment
seemed to make her somewhat more
disconcerted.

"|s something wrong?"'

"Nothing at all. Only that | think you are
the kindest one of all to speak to me so.
Before our meeting, | was alittle afraid of
you, you know."

"Afrad?’
She opened her palms, spreading them out
toward the whole of the keep. "All my life,



this place has loomed over the village.
When Dorian was here, we all lived with
the dread of him as the elders live with the
pain of their bones. When your armies
came, we were in fear of what might
happen to us, even as we rgjoiced in our
freedom. But the years of your rule have
been peaceful. Y ou've taken away our
fears, and we are grateful .”

That was not the sentiment | had heard
from the village, but then what my soldiers
might gather in the tavern and what a
young girl might hear in the protective
walls of a church are bound to be quite
disparate reports.

"And what of your fears?' | asked.

"Gone as well. I've seen some of the
beauty you've made here, which means
that 1've seen some of your soul as well,
and thisisagood place. You may be a
fierce warrior, but there is much warmth in
you, or you could not have made such
things."

| laughed alittle. It was good to do so. |
had years of laughter stored up inside me,
It seemed, and without the least effort this
lovely girl was bringing it forth. "l think
your tribute would be better directed to the
artisans than to me."

She smiled at me. Oh, gods, how she
smiled. "Now | also see why Sergei loves
you so."



My good humor faded with the mention of
my brother. To cover it, | resumed our
walk. "Come, | wish to show you
something that | had no influence on in
regard to beauty."

We strolled under the center portcullis
gate, and | guided us toward the chapel
garden. The wind had died down with the
waning of the day, and the scent of roses
filled the air. She loved them, breaking
away from me to dart from one to the other
and breathe in the sweetness of each. With
my dagger, | cut off an especialy large
bloom, careful to strip away the thorns
before giving it to her. This brought forth
another smile, making me wish the garden
were a hundred times larger so | might
offer her athousand such roses.

"There's moreto see," | said, taking her
hand. We passed through the gate to the
overlook and approached its low wall.
"Thisisnot my creation, but at the very
least one may come here and appreciate
it."

Hesitant from the height, Tatyana
nonethel ess came to the edge. The sun was
behind us on itslast crashing fall toward
the western peaks of the Balinoks. Its
golden light streamed over thevalley. As
we watched, the shadow of Castle
Ravenloft began to visibly creep away
from us to cover the land far below like a



dark blanket. In its soft folds, tiny lights
appeared one by onein the village as
candles were lighted and cooking fires
built up.

"There's the church, my home," she said,
pointing. | didn't bother to look. To see the
wonder and happiness upon her face was
what | craved. Nothing el se was important.

"Thisisyour home," | said.

Her eyes turned to meet mine. "Thank you,
Elder."

| let it pass. "No more fears?'

"None. | feel complete, somehow, in being
here. Before, | was happy enough, but it
was as if only part of me existed, and |
never really knew there was anything else.
Only after meeting Sergei did | truly
realize how much more thereisto the
world."

| managed to keep my smilein place.

"l fedl alive and real for the first time. |
believe now that all thelifel'd led before
was but a time of waiting until Sergel
cameinto it."

The last of the light had faded, and the
castle and valley lay both in darkness.

| could hardly speak. My voice was adry
whisper, like adesert wind. "You love
him, then?"

"More than the gods, more than myself,
more than anything |'ve known, imagined,



or could ever imagine. | hope you don't
think it'swrong of meto love him so
much."

"No, not at al."

She had just put into words that which |
felt for her, myself. | turned away so she
could not see my face in the emerging
starlight. Along with the sharp joy of love,
| was being cut in two by the razor edge of
utter hopelessness, and | was unable to
keep it from showing.

It was worse than any sword thrust, colder
and more cruel than a blast of winter sleet

upon naked skin. | could have cried aloud
from the pain she so innocently gave me.

To have such raw elements tearing through
my brain and body was too much. | would
have to tell her or die on the spot from the
torment. | faced her and kissed her hand
once more, my heart booming like a battle
drum.

What to say? How to say it?

My throat was clogged solid with so many
words that none of them could escape. In
this darkness, | was atongue-tied youth of
twenty again and not the tempered warrior.
| looked to her and held her eyes, and it
came to me that she knew without having
to betold, and just as swiftly, | knew she
did not. Reason fighting with emotion and
neither winning, such was my state of
mind for this, the longest moment of my



life.

The madness passed as the sheer
Impossibility of it overcame me.
Everything in me had wanted to blurt out
how | felt, everything but the small voice
of doubt we all possess that causes
cowards to flee and wise men to wait. |
knew myself to be anything but a coward,
and so it must have been some innate
wisdom that insisted on silence. For meto
speak now would only confuse and
frighten her, and spoil any chance of
making her forget Sergel and turn to me.

Sergdl...
No.

And | blotted that malignant thought out
before it could complete itself. To even
have allowed it to lightly brush against the
most distant reaches of my mind was
beyond dishonor, something so shattering
It was beyond evil itself.

"Elder?"

Her sweet voice brought me back from that
abyss.

"Areyou well|?'

"Of coursel am," | lied.

Sergel...

| shook myself. "Timeto go in, don't you
think?"

Twelfth M oon, 350



That first night, the following day, and all
the others afterward soared past more
swiftly than a hawk in flight. Each
revealed anew delight in Tatyana and
Inflicted fresh agony upon my heart. Each
drove home the fact that, no matter how
much | wanted her, she was not interested
In me.

Theideathat | was—in her eyes at
|east—t00 old to be considered alover was
first and foremost in my mind, though
looking in the mirror made me doubt it.
My body was as |ean and tough as ever,
daily sword practice made it so, and if my
face was hard and had its share of weather
lines, better that than the sag of loose skin.
In the past, not afew lady guests of the
court had given me to understand that |
was anything but repellent to them and
more than satisfactory in meeting the
demands required by the physical art of
love. But thisinnocent girl seemed
Immune or unaware of mein the way that |
desired. She never called me by my name,
only as"Elder" or "Old One" to show her
respect for me and all the years of lifel'd
lived—daily proof that my doubt was only
my own hopeful self-deception.

By subtle acts, | did try to play the suitor; |
gifted Tatyanawith jewels and fine
clothes, commissioned her portrait. | even



played music for her while she sat for it,
and though she accepted all with deep
appreciation and happiness, it was always
In away that made it clear she saw me
only as Brother and not rival against
Sergei. Humiliating as it was, | held fast to
that small piece of cold comfort.

It was better than nothing.

As the harsh months of winter made
outside activities |ess attractive, | spent
more of my free time in the study, going
through my books. Previously, my interest
In the Art had been that of an
experimenting dilettante; now it occurred
to me that some magical spell might afford
the means to draw Tatyana's attention
away from Sergel and over to me. But the
constant distractions of government and
other duties had had their effect, so my
skills were not as they should have been.
Some spells were easy enough to master,
others were quite incomprehensible. Those
| did understand were uselessin regard to
my situation; nonetheless, | broke open
each book initsturn and went through it
page by page in hope of finding something.
Human desires being what they are, one
would think the ritual for casting alove-
spell or creating alove-philter would be
more common, but my books were bereft
of such things, except for a single short
treatise on the subject. The writer's



conclusion that love was a force that could
not be successfully reproduced by magical
methods struck me as being inanely smug.
| tore the page out and summarily tossed it
Into thefire.

"Burning books for warmth, my lord?"

My dagger was out even as | pivoted to
face the speaker.

It was Alek Gwilym, leaning against the
door-way with his hands in his pockets. He
looked me up and down, his eyes settling
on the blade. "Good."

" Announce yourself next time," | said,
with no small irritation.

"An assassin wouldn't. | just wanted to see
If you could still guard your back, so
please don't have your clerk whipped for
keeping quiet. Anyone coming after you
would have killed her asasimple
precaution.”

"I won't." | replaced and resheathed the
dagger. He'd gotten his message across.
"What isit? Another Baal Verzi after
me?’

Alek had been gone for months on his
errand. The Barovian winter had |eft its
mark on him. His face was a touch gaunt
and still red from the wind, his clothes
smelled of snow, and he looked in need of
anew pair of riding boots. He removed his
fur hat with the ridiculous-looking but
necessary ear flaps and strode over to the



fireplace.

"Gods, but thisfeels good. We've been out
In the white muck for weeks, with drifts
right up to the horses shoulders and the
road so buried even the guides were
getting lost. The worst part was the last
mile before we made the castle. The last
one's always the longest, you know." He
hopped on one foot to remove a snow-
sodden boot, dropped it and its mate near
the fireto dry out, and drew up achair for
himsdlf.

"Make yourself at home," | said.

"Y ou've got true luxury here, Strahd." He
stretched his long hands toward the flames.
"Some of the so-called courts I've been to
would murder to have something like this."

"Would they now? Who?"

"The Van Roeyens, for one."

"That's my mother's family!"

"Blood's thicker than water, but gold..."

He rubbed his thumb against his fingers
meaningfully and raised his brows.

"Which of them?' | asked wearily.

"Y our Uncle Gustav."

"Really, Alek, the old boy must be over
eighty by now."

"Eighty-two. But he has a houseful of poor
relations, and the income from hislandsis

hardly up to the task. | suggest you might
send him a generous Winterfest gift asa



distraction."

"Ransom myself without being made
captive? There's anovel way for himto
obtain money without work."

"Better than having him send some of your
cousins over for an extended visit. Y oung
Vikki isamost as good with asword as .
I'd hate to learn firsthand about her talents
with aknife on some dark night."

He was right. Beyond my |ate mother's
marriagetie, the Van Roeyens had little
enough regard for me, except as a source
of income by means of inheritance.
Perhaps atimely "gift" would put them off
and keep them at their strategic border
location for afew more years. | made a
note of it for my clerk to seeto.

"Who else?’

Alek ran down thelist he kept in his head
of all the households he'd visited,
ostensibly as my ambassador. The more
clever hosts would have been able to
correctly interpret hisreal mission,
especially the ones with anything to hide.
Ironically, the truly innocent were

Indi stinguishable from the more careful
guilty. Those who were obviously guilty
were less athreat since | knew for certain
where they stood.

"So the Markous clan can be trusted to
stand with me aslong as the Darovnyas
remain loyal," | said an hour or more later.



I'd ordered food brought up for us both.
Alek chose tea over mulled wine, and this
time it was hot. (The cook and engineer
had come up with the brilliant idea of
heating water right in my study by making
use of the fireplace. Perhaps in another
three years they'd successfully solve the
soup problem.)

"And the Darovnyas will remain loyal as
long as Lady Ilona supports your rule,"
Alek added, spearing an apple with his

dagger.
" She supports her faith over her
family—and even over me."

"Ah, but sheisaflexible and practical
politician as well. She knows you're the
strongest, so here she stays—close to the
core of power."

"But the others? Y ou picked up no clue on
the Dilisnyas?"

He shook his head and cut a dlice from the
apple. "Reinhold's belly still enslaves him.
If he'd loosen his purse strings enough to
properly endow hislocal temple, I'm sure
the chaplains there would not be
ungrateful; then the rest of us wouldn't
have to listen to his groans after supper. He
had the worst food, too: gruels and milks,
fruit boiled to such a pulp you couldn't
recognize what it had once been. Out of
pure self-defense against starvation I'd
sneak off with young Leo and raid the



pantry at midnight like some thieving
scullery drudge." He popped the slice in
his mouth and crunched with obvious
pleasure, and before it was quite gone, he
followed it up with afat square of yellow
cheese.

"What does that have to do with
anything?' | had little patience for idle
stories today.

"The pantry was close to the wine cellar,
and Leo had his own key. Reinhold doesn't
drink, so his stocks were in sad need of
paring down. The two of us did our best."

"And did Leo confess anything interesting
once you got him drunk?"

Alek smiled; then it turned into one of his
rare laughs, signifying he was very pleased
with himself. "l wish you could have been
there. The young dog was doing his best to
get me drunk, so that | might talk. He
didn't know it, but I caught him downing a
few swigs of olive ail just before that first
raid on the cellar. He put on avery good
act; If | hadn't seen his preparation, | might
have believed his every mumbled word
that night."

"Did you learn anything useful ?
"That he's very smart and highly interested
In the affairs of Barovia. He had many

guestions about your political plans and
how the Dilisnyas will figure in them."

"Nothing unusual inthat, or particularly



secret."

"Mo, but—now | don't have proof of this,
It's only afeeling—nbut | don't think he
shared any of this with Reinhold."

"I ndeed? One wonders what he's up to,
then. Isit for himsealf or someone else that
he is so curious? He struck me as being
rather feckless and easily led."

"Which leaves the Wachters and the
Buchvolds as possible influences. He was
very closeto lllya, don't forget."

"And cut histhroat without hesitation,
don't forget."

"In your defense," he pointed out.

At the time, I'd had afleeting hope that the
need to watch my back so closely had
passed with lllyas death. Alas, no. Never,
for aman in my position.

Alek's information on the Wachter and
Buchvold familieswas just as
Inconclusive. Well, I'd have a chanceto
judge things for myself, soon enough.

"My brother is getting married this
summer," | said.

"I'd heard some news of it on my way up."
"It'sto be alarge wedding. Invitations are
being prepared.”

"I think | see where thisisgoing, and |
can't say | likeit."

"Y ou don't have to. Just be there when the
guests arrive and have your eyes and ears



open for anything... interesting. Have you
enough people to cover them all?"

"| should, unless any have died from
winter fever while I've been away. Haven't
had a chance to check on things."

"Then go do so while you can."

"May | take thisto mean | have additional
goodwill visits ahead of me?"

"Yes, you may."

He sighed and shook his head, but voiced
no real objection. | knew that, discomforts
aside, he preferred being out and doing
something over being tied fast to his castle
duties.

"Give yourself aweek to thaw out, fatten
up, and look your people over, though."

"Thank you, my lord. | may even find time
for abath." Having raised a brief smile
from me, he nodded at the clutter on my
table. "Another magical project?"

"Something like that."

"I turned up five new volumes for your
book collection. Cost more than afew
coppers, | can tell you. There's not such
change left in that purse you gave me."

My eyes snapped up. "If they have true
spells of the Art in them it doesn't matter."
Alek had standing orders to buy any books
concerned with magic for me, and he
carried a generous supply of gold to pay
for them.



"I'm sure they do. | couldn't read asingle
word of them. Made my head ache just to
look at the pages.”

My heart began to beat faster, but | did not
let it show. " Sounds most promising.
Where did you get them?"

"From the private library of some minor
noble. He was selling off his grandfather's
estate to pay for hiswine. Seems his life's
ambition has been to drink himself to
death. With what he charged me for that
lot, he should be well on hisway by now.
L et's hope you get a more constructive use
from them than he."

"Indeed, yes," | murmured.

Part I

Chapter Four

Sixth Moon, 351

"Lady llona, how can you be so blind?
Sergei | can understand; he's been tottering
around in alovesick haze for the last year.
But you should be able to see the folly of
It."

"Whether it was a mistake on Tatyana's



part or not, time will tell, but your reaction
has made her and Sergel very upset. And
on the day before their wedding, too."

I'd lost all desire to continue on the
subject. "If they're so upset, then go and
comfort them. In fact, | think you would
best serve the court if you confined your
concerns to the upcoming ceremony rather
than this matter. There must be much for
you to do yet."

"It isbeing seen to, my lord," she said
coolly.

That voice again. | was hearing it more and
more often, and each time it grated harder
on the ear than the time before. | hated the
sound of it, and the gods help me, | was
beginning to hate its source, but Ilona
returned my look, stare for stare, without
wavering. There were damned few people
who could still do that these days.

"Do you really expect me to stand to the
side and condone foolish behavior in my
own house?' | finally demanded.

"The girl was only being generous—"

"She had no right to throw away her jewels
on some pig of apeasant! By the gods,
those were the ones | gave to her!"
"Meaning they were hersto givein turn."

"Meaning | entrusted them to her care as
part of the family heritage. They belonged
to my mother and hers before her and so



on. Tatyana might have been unaware of
their true value, but not Sergel. Y et instead
of stopping her, he publicly approved of it.
The whelp has no idea the door he's |eft
open.”

"I'm sure arrangements can be made to get
them back—"

"Of course they can, but that's not the
point.

She shouldn't have debased herself so,
particularly before the rabble. Now she
won't be able to put afoot outside the gates
without some muck-covered beggar
crawling all over her. Everything will be
recovered, rest assured, but I'll seeto it that
the filth that laid hands on her is flayed
alivefor hisinsult."

"It was but aremembrance of childhood
play—"

"If grabbing her and beating her head
against the floor in some sty of atavernis

play, then she'swell rid of the motherless
animal."

"But until she comesto that realization,
how do you think she'll feel when she finds
out what's happened to her old friend? Do
you think it will please her to hear of it?
Will she respect you for causing injury
where she sought to bring healing?"

My hands had balled into fists, and | was
hard-pressed not to use them. Gods, but |
wanted to smash something, anything or



anyone, just then. Instead, | backed away
and forced them open. "Very well," | said
In a much quieter tone. "I'll have someone
buy back her jewels and cause no harm to
the—the... man."

Her lips parted for another comment, then
snapped shut. She knew when she was
ahead.

When she'd gone, | threw myself into the
chair before my overloaded study table and
spent avery long time glaring at nothing.
Anger such as |'d never known before
burned through me from the bones
outward. | felt that if I held on long enough
to the chair arms, they would kindle into
flame from the heat.

Much as | loved Tatyana, today she'd
exasperated me beyond ail patience by
giving her jewels away to some begging
brute out of her past. He'd been just
cunning enough to compare her good
fortunein lifeto hisown lot and then
played upon the guilt he'd created in her.
She'd turned everything over to him
without a second's thought. It was the most
Idiotic and irresponsible act 1'd ever heard
of, but Lady Ilonawas right. Any reprisal
from me against the peasant would serve
no constructive purpose. The damage was
done.

But | was still angry.
| could talk to the girl, but instinctively



shied away from that ploy. Earlier, she'd
been so enmeshed in her good mood for
helping her old "friend" she'd been unable
to really hear me. There was no reason to
expect that she'd be any more receptive
now. She was yet too inexperienced in the
realities of the world to understand why |
was so furious over what she'd done.

Tatyana needed someone to... guide her.
Sergei was hardly the one to do it, though.
For all my talks with him, he seemed
unable to grasp that generosity was a
dangerous liability. Had he entered the
priesthood as he should have done, his pet
charities would have been properly
regulated by time-honored and proven
checks and balances. As it was, the income
from his own lands was constantly being
drained away, and | could see the time
arriving when he'd be living off charity
himself.

My charity.

Of course, I'd support him. It would not do
for my enemiesto seeaVVon Zarovichin
rags and somehow contriveto use him asa
weapon against me. But, while | trusted
Sergel to be too loya and smart to be
turned to obvious betrayal, | knew there
were other, more subtle ways to create a
traitor. He was still a pious man and a
stranger to deception. As went the axiom,
so went Sergel; he was a sheep vulnerable



to any wolf who could put on akindly
face.

And Tatyana... gods, if Sergel fell into
some waliting trap, then what might happen
to her?

After the wedding, they were planning to
travel back to our ancestral lands so
Tatyana might meet the rest of the family.

| couldn't rely on my brother Sturm to keep
things under control; from hislettersto

me, it was apparent that he thought Sergei
could do no wrong. Bad enough, but the
most intolerable thing of all was the ssimple
fact that Tatyanawould no longer be here.

| might never see her again.

Oh, I could persuade them to stay easily
enough. Their affection for me would
respond to awell-placed word or two. But
would that be any better? Op to now, I'd
been just able to bear seeing the two of
them together, even steal a moment when |
could forget about Sergei and pretend that
she loved me only. But after the
wedding... knowing that tomorrow night
she would be in his bed, knowing that
she'd be finding avirgin'sdelight in his
clumsy maulings... it sickened and
disgusted me beyond all measure. How
much longer could | continue to hide the
truth from her?

Not long.
But I'd have to, perhaps forever.



As surrender had been, black despair was
once an alien concept to me. Now | was as
familiar with both as with my own
features, for there they were in my mirror,
gaping back at me every day.

kkk*k*k

The sun was well down and my rooms
dark and close despite the tall, open
windows of the bed chamber. | paced over
to them, searching for and not finding any
breath of fresh air. Only very rarely on this
side of Mount Ghakis did the wind drop
away to nothing, and it usually meant a
storm was coming. Stepping through the
windows onto the courtyard overlook, |
peered up at the night sky but saw no sign
of threatening clouds yet.

All was quiet within the keep. | could just
make out the shadow shapes of the guards
on the western curtain wall. Theirswas a
soft enough job these days. Castle
Ravenloft was one of the best located and
most nearly impregnable fortresses |'d ever
seen. Alek was of the opinion that the only
way it could ever be taken was from
within, and it was a hecessary point of
pride for him that such would never
happen while he was steward.

He'd returned from his latest
ambassadorial tour several days ago to
resume his duties, making sure all was



running smoothly for the wedding. He was
still not happy about the many guests that
had come crowding through the gatesin
the last week. For all his searching and
sniffing, he'd not turned up anything
conclusively suspicious about any
particular house and had taken thisas a
personal failure. For my own part, | was
satisfied that iIf anyone was actively
plotting mischief, he or she would see that
Alek was there to block the plans. If they
were wise, they would cancel them.

The air being the same inside as out, |
returned to the study and lighted some
candles. The books Alek had brought back
six moons ago had proven to be highly
unusual and uncommonly advanced. M ost
of the lore in them was quite
Incomprehensible, and that which | did
understand was... dark. | suspected that
the original writer of the books had
participated in a number of ceremonies
that would have met with disapproval from
most of the magically talented. Certain
diagrams, ingredients, and even the sound
of the words of power made me decidedly
uncomfortable, but the spells themselves
were fascinating.

And frustrating. During thistime |
experimented relentlessly on the most
simple of them and met with failure again
and again. As for the more complex spells,
| was unable to even trandlate their titles;



the language was outside my magical
vocabulary. The reason behind thiswas to
prevent any overly eager apprentices from
jumping ahead in their education, thus
heading off a disaster before its
occurrence. The popular legend I'd heard
about this concerned a student who
attempted to summon some form of
Invisible servant. When it came, the thing
was invisible all right—and rather hungry.
Suffice it to say, the student lived just long
enough to deeply regret his precipitate act.
The candles burned low and began to
gutter. The shadows jumped as each flame
struggled to remain alive against the flood
of melted wax. Another night was slipping
away from me. My last night. My last
chance to have her.

Blackness surged up and clouded my brain
for atime. This had happened before and
was now becoming more frequent. | had
thought it was ssmple iliness before
realizing it was but another part of my
growing despair. Secret and safe in some
hidden cache within me, the blackness was
always ready to rush forth and resume
gnawing at my soul like a starved monster.
It was along-suppressed hatred toward
Sergei, toward the life | was trapped in,
toward life itself.

Shuddering, | pushed it back. Time was
short. | could waste none of it wallowing



In such a useless self-indulgence.

| bent over my book and tried to draw
sense from it once again.

Two of the candles succumbed and went
out at the same time, casting the page in
darkness just as some of the words were
becoming clear in my mind. Impatiently, |
grabbed up the book to take it to better
light. The pages were stuck together now,
probably by some errant blob of wax. |
parted them. Carefully. The
words—suddenly crystalline—jumped out
a me.

A Spell for Obtaining the Heart's Desire.

Gods, why couldn't | read this one before
this moment? I'd gone through these books
a hundred times. Perhaps the constant
study was needed in order to obtain
understanding. Perhaps only now was my
mind able to discern the more difficult
facets of the Art.

And this spell... thiswas the one | needed,
had searched so long to find. My heart
raced so from the possibilities that my
chest ached.

| looked at the list of ingredients, for
without them it was pointless to start. Bat's

wool, ground unicorn horn... yes, yes, |
had those.

The candle flames flickered again. A curl
of smoke drifted into my eyes. | blinked
them clear and resumed reading.



Bat's wool, ground manticore spike...
That wasn't right. | started over.
Rat's skin, ground manticore spike...

On the fourth reading | saw that it was
useless. The spell's protection was too
strong for me to break through. The last
candles danced, flickered, and went out. |
was in total darkness. | didn't bother trying
to replace them. What was the point?

Heart's Desire. More like heart's breaking.
It was hopeless. The answer to all my
problems, the cessation of all my agonies,
was in my hands, but | was utterly unable
to useit. | might have to study for years
before—

Hopel ess. Hopel ess. Hopel ess.

It was too much to bear. | blundered over
to the study table and slammed the useless
thing down with all my strength. | wanted
to slam other things, break them, tear them
apart, tear the whole keep apart starting
with my idiot's collection of magical
studies.

Blindly, | scrabbled for the offending
volume. I'd begin with it.

"That's avery old book. Y ou should handle
It more carefully."

The voice—coming from everywhere and
nowhere—took me cold. My back hairs
shot up, but long training overrode the
Initial shock, and | dropped to afighting



crouch, dagger in hand, before the |ast
words were out.

"Who's there?' | thought it might have
been Alek's voice. Only he would have grit
enough for such a prank, but | wasn't sure.

"Y ou ought to know." Tatyana's voice
now, yet not her. It was behind—no, in
front of me. "You called me," she
continued, the sound moving first one way,
then another. "l heard your hate. | am here
to give you your Heart's Desire.”

"Stand still!" My tone was rather too harsh.
Even in my great anger earlier, | would not
have spoken to her so. And as for what she
was saying to me... "Tatyana? Show
yourself!"

Sergei laughed, in such away as he'd never
laughed before. "Y ou could not tolerate the
sight."

It was then | knew thisto be an illusion
born of magic. Whatever spoke to me was
using their voices, hoping to frighten me
by their very familiarity. But | was no
trembling child to fear a noise in the night.
| was—

The laughter grew, filling the rooms,
filling my head. | clapped my hands over
my ears, dropping the dagger. Whatever
was with me would not be vulnerable to
such an insignificant weapon.

| was dealing with something far beyond
my experience in magic and needed no



wise teacher to tell me it wasdeadly. Yet it
wouldn't have come without some type of
summoning on my part, which meant | had
aportion of control over it. Dispelling it
was no problem; | knew how to do that
easily enough, if | chose.

"Strahd,” Ilona now. Whispering. "Y ou
called me. Don't you want your Heart's
Desire?"

"Don't you want your Heart's Desire?"
Tatyana sweetly echoed.

"Or will you let her go to your brother?"
asked Sergei.

"Will you let me go to your brother?"
Tatyana questioned mournfully.

Gods, it knew exactly what to say to me.
"Will you let her go?' Alek demanded.

No... shewill be mine, | whispered in my
own mind. | couldn't not at least think it.

They heard me. And laughed.
"What will you do to get her?' Alek again.

| refrained from answering, but it
accurately picked up on the question in my
mind: what might be required from mein
turn?

"Nothing beyond your means or skill,
Strahd." | would have sworn it was Alek's
voice, but for the fact that he'd never
spoken to me with anything remotely like
the contempt | heard now. "Shall we
begin?"



| gestured vaguely toward the table,
wanting to buy more time to think. "But
therite... I've not..."

"Nothing beyond your means or skill," said
Tatyanain atone that only an expert
courtesan could use without insult. | felt
her hand—or something like her
hand—caress my face in afeather-light
touch. | even smelled her scent on it.

"Nothing beyond your means or skill,"
Sergel sneered, and the hand slipped down
to close upon my throat. It was much
larger now and smelled of battle-sweat,
blood, and oiled |leather.

| grabbed for the hand. It was gone asif it
had never been. "What are you?"

The voices merged and separated around,
above, through me. They took on weight
with no substance and pressed upon me.
My heart... pounded... labored. My blood
seemed too chill and thick to push through
my veins, and | cried out against it. The
voices laughed at my pain, and in that
sound they seemed to assume a single,
huge shape.

| wasin total darkness. The shape was
darker.

It writhed and twisted and pul sed without
rhythm—pleasure from pain, pain from
pleasure—and it murmured of things still
darker than itself, things | knew and things
| did not, things that should never be said



and were said anyway, and with each word
It grew and grew, until the room was filled
with its presence, and the sheer bulk of it
pressed me down so that my knees crashed
Into the floor, and | was pushed flat, and
the weight ground at me with pressure so
great | couldn't scream, not even in my
mind.

Then it was gone.

| rolled on my back, clawing at my chest
where iron bands yet seemed to squeeze
upon me and felt... nothing. No broken
ribs, no burst heart—

Not yet. But the next time. The thing
would return and crush me into—

| knew it now. Knew what it was. We were
old, old friends.

Death was in the room with me.

My heart turned |eaden; it would collapse
In upon itsalf by its own heaviness. It
labored hard against my breastbone. Futile
effort in the face of the inevitable.

Death stirred around me like an ocean's
tide.

| fought to drag in one more breath.

Death washed over and... receded. For the
moment.

"Have you come for me?" If so, then take
me and be damned.

Nothing. | waited for many terrible, slow
heartbeats. Then:



"I have come... on your behalf," it
answered, using all the voices at once.

Thiswas some last trick. A final taunt
before dragging me into the Abyss.

"Y ou have fed me well," it continued.

Gods, but wasn't that true. All those years
of war. How many had | killed in the
cause? What did it matter now?

"Y ou are due your reward."

Yes, | thought bitterly. Another death for
Death. What other fate was there for a
blood-steeped warrior when there were no
mor e battles to fight?

"Your reward, Strahd Von Zarovich," it
emphasi zed.
Reward?

Then the voices assumed a secretive tone.
"Y ou hunger for your brother's betrothed,
for your lost youth. | shall removetherival
from your path, and you shall age not one
day more..."

Sergei gone, time removed as an
adversary, Tatyanaturningto meas|'d
dreamed a thousand times over. My
Heart's Desire. It must be alie. Had to be.
Could Death lie? Why not? But why
should it even bother? What was | if not
one more mortal to fall spiraling into its
bottomless maw?

"...ifyoudoasl tell you."
There it was. The parley, the bargaining,



the trade. What did it want of me? What
could Death possibly want from me?

"Nothing beyond your means or skill,"
Tatyana said clearly.

The iron bands about my chest eased. |
sucked in air, gasping, coughing. It had
pulled back, but was not gone. It was
waiting for my answer. | had no way of
knowing for how long.

Not long.

It waited. Silent. | could hear nothing but
the pant of my breath and the tiny creak of
my own jointsas | sat up.

It waited. One minute. Two. | wiped sweat
from my brow. My skin was colder than
stone.

It waited... then began to draw back. | felt
It going. Going with my only chance. My
|ast chance.

Tatyana.

Going.

"What must | do?' | whispered.

It stopped.

Turned.

And laughed.

kkk%k*k

My fingers were shaking and soicy | could
hardly feel them, but | managed to strike
flint and iron, one against the other, and



the tinder caught on the first spark. |
lighted a fresh candle from the brief flame,
then used it to light others.

The study looked the same as before. Felt
the same. There was no sign that anything
had been in here with me. It was gone; but
| sensed—or imagined—it hovering close
by, like someone listening from the next
room.

The shaking subsided after | downed a
healthy dose of tuika. More potent than
wine, it warmed the belly and soothed the
nerves. Much as | disliked dealing with the
Barovians, | had to acknowledge that they
knew how to make a good brandy.

With restored light and vision, the reality
of what 1'd just been through should have
faded like a dream upon waking, but not so
for me. It had happened, and | had listened
to the thing with a fearful eagerness. Some
of itsinstructions made no sense, but
ofttimes in magic, one must perform rituals
with no discernible purpose to them. It'sa
foolish practitioner who ignores them or
discounts their importance.

Thiswas dark magic. | was on the
threshold of true necromancy, yet oddly
calm about the fact, as though someone
else were about to make the crossing for
me, as though | would reap the benefits
and someone else would pay the price.

There would be aprice. No bargain was



without one, but | knew I'd be able to pay
It. And cover for it. A bluff here, alie
there, a blatant misdirection; it was hardly
different from the statecraft | was presently
engaged in with the other ruling families.

But the benefits—to not age one day more
was one thing, but to have Tatyana... she
was worth any price. If Death had wanted
my very soul, I'd have given it up for her.
She would turn to me and smile and laugh
for me alone. She was springtime and
summer rain, autumn color and winter
stillness. And by tomorrow night she
would be mine.

The harsh scrape of metal on stone jolted
me from my dream of love. Very close.
From the bedchamber. No, just beyond it. |
glimpsed a man's shape moving away from
the open windows.

One of my swords hung on the wall by my
bed. It wasin my hand and | was through a
window in afew short seconds. | wasin
time. He'd gone but five yards along the
courtyard overlook and, hearing me come
out, stopped and turned to look at me.

Alek Gwilym.

The wind had kicked up, herald of the
storm to come. It flowed strongly down the
flanks of Mount Ghakis, and Alek had to
brace himself against its growing force as
It gusted into the keep. His own sword was
out and probably the source of the noise



that alerted me: its edge must have brushed
against the wall or walkway. He held it
angled across his body as though wary of
an attack. High clouds began to choke off
the starlight. There was just enough
Illumination left for me to see the guarded
expression on his face.

"My lord?' And there was a new note of
cautious doubt in hisvoice. "Forgive me,
but | cameto tell you—"

| strode close to him, my own blade held
ready. "What?"

He flinched. I'd never seen him do that
before, not once in the eighteen years I'd
known him had he ever been like this.
Afraid.

He knew. He'd heard everything.
And he would talk.

As though someone else guided my arm
while | stood idle in mind and heart, |
made afast cut to his head.

Just asfast, he parried and dropped back a
pace.

"No, Strahd! Do not—"
Another cut. Another parry.

"Srahd ..." His mouth moved, but the
wind carried off hiswords. Its whisper had
gusted to aroar, obscuring the ring of
metal on metal. None of the watchmen
would hear us or see usin the dark. We
might as well have been in the middle of a



desert for all the help either of us could
EXPect.

| struck again. Alek retreated. He was
backing his way toward the corner turret.
Someone would be there. | feinted right,
then circled to that side to cut him off.

"Don't do this—"

| lost the rest of what he said, but took his
meaning. He did not want to fight me. No
matter. Neither of us had achoice. That's

what | told myself, anyway.

On my next attack, he parried, then
countered full force. This was no practice
match with blunted blades to stop just
short of their mark; this was as earnest and
deadly as any battle we'd ever fought.

Lightning flashed over the shoulders of
Mount Ghakis, instantly followed by the
drumbeat of thunder. The sound pounded
through me, quickening my blood, stirring
my muscles to greater speed and strength.
The battle fever was taking me over. With
savage joy | embraced its heat.

Alek recognized it in me, then gaveinto it
himsalf. Thistime, he didn't wait for my
attack. He whipped in, pushed me back,
and when we were clear, a parrying dagger
was in his other hand.

| went for another head cut. Sword block.
Struck lower. Sword and dagger. Dagger
swipeto my belly. Drop back. Leg cut.
Dagger block. Chop to the dagger hand.



Sword block.

More lightning. Fat drops of rain spattered
hesitantly over the walkway and, meeting
no resistance, increased to a deluge. Water
clawed at my sight. | barely got my blade
up in time to block an attack launched
when | blinked. My hold on the sword was
loose from the rainwater and my own
sweat. The leather soles of my boots
slipped on the wet stone paving. Alek had
little better balance, but he wore gloves,
and that was a major advantage for him in
maintaining a solid grip on his weapon.
He used the advantage, doing a quick
lunge and twist, trying to take the sword
from my hand. | went with the motion
Instead of fighting it, but my arm was
pushed wide, and Alek seized his one
opportunity and drove in with his dagger.

| didn't feel it. Not at first. Only something
tugging at my clothes. Nothing more until
the next flash of lightning revealed the
abrupt stain of red on my white shirt. I'd
not worn my chain mail; there was no need
to, after all, here, safe in my own rooms.

You would draw my blood, armsman?
Only a drop or two, he'd answered.

More than that, much more, was welling
from me now. The pain shot through me
like a sudden, unquenchable fire.

He broke off, staring, perhaps in shock.
Not that he lacked a stomach for slaughter,



but he'd struck down hislord, the man he
was oath-bound to protect. The man who'd
betrayed him, who was repaying all his
years of loyalty with death.

And was receiving death in return.

No.

But no denial would heal it or stave off the
outpouring of my life. My knees were
going to jelly, and my flesh felt both hot
and cold. Thiswas a bad wound, worse
than any 1'd ever had before. It was also
my last. | knew the signs, having seen
them in others; | was going to die.

As Alek hesitated, | made one more strike.
It was a dishonorable gesture of pure
vindictiveness; it should have also been
Impossible for me to complete. A terrible
frailness had seized my whole body,
blurring my sight, slowing my arm, but
somehow my blade found solid flesh and
bit hard. He cried out once and dropped his
dagger to clutch at his belly. He'd not been
wearing mail, either.

My strength was swiftly draining away; |
used what was left for afinal push and
turn, then yanked the blade free. It fell
from my nerveless fingers and clanged
dully against the paving stones next to
Alek's dagger.

He grunted and gasped and sat down, still
holding his sword. He could yet finish me,
but made no move to do so. Instead, he et



go his weapon and sank forward onto the
walk, as though settling for sleep in his
own bed.

Pain kept me from going out entirely; |
couldn't breathe very well. Somehow I'd
lost my feet and now lay curled on my
side, the stones pressing hard against my
joints.

"Don't you want to live, Strahd?"

Not Alek. The voice was too clear in my
head, undistorted by wind and rain, but it
sounded like him. And Alek heard it, too. |
saw hiswincing reaction.

"Don't you want to live?' asked Tatyana.
"Live?' Sergel.

"Live?' llona.

"Yes... damnyou..."

It laughed in all its voices. "Y ou know
what to do."

And, so help me, | did.

My legs were gone, but | could use my
arms to crawl. Rain spattered into my eyes
and stung my back through the thin fabric
of my shirt. | was soaked and cold and
more than halfway to death... and moving
ever closer—but Alek lay between us, and
In him was my last hope.

His breathing was shallow, and there was a
yellow-gray cast to his skin that's only
found on the dying. His eyesrolled toward
me. Blood welled up in his mouth and



spilled from one corner.

"Didn't have to, my lord," he murmured.

| said nothing.

"I'd have helped you... no matter what.
This... did not... haveto be."

"I'm afraid it did."

He choked and coughed and finally cleared

histhroat. "Should have let me die on the
mountain... spared me from seeing this."

"Alek—"

His near hand came up and clutched at me.
He sucked in another precious draught of
air. More blood spilled from his mouth,
obscuring hiswords. "Traitor in... the
camp..."”

A reproach to me? Or was his fading mind
spewing out an old memory?

"Baa Verz..."
What did he mean?

. dleep." His grip on me relaxed, and he
drifted off to briefly dream hislast dreams.
He was nearly gone.

What did—»but there was no time to waste
on his mutterings. With every beat of my
heart |, myself, was weakening.

| found his second dagger in its belt sheath
and pulled it out. He still lived, but was too
far lost for awareness. He couldn't have
felt it as| dragged the edge firmly across
his throat.



Blood. A whole fountain of it.
Life. If | dared to take it.

As my own life ebbed, | didn't dare not
take it.

| drank. Deeply.
And lived... again.
*kkx*

The rain washed away all trace of evidence
that might have otherwise inspired
awkward questions. Gallons of fresh cloud
water poured upon us, diluting the blood,
preventing its stain from fixing
permanently to the stones. It washed
everything clean again, the excess flowing
In waves to butt against the wall and swirl
down the drainage holes to the guitters,
then to the keep's storage cisterns far, far
below.

| stood up and threw back my head, letting
the rain plaster my hair from my face. It
was glorious. My death wound was gone.
A hole remained in my shirt. That was all.

Alek Gwilym, valiant soldier, trusted
officer, loyal companion—for eighteen
busy years my only true friend—was dead
by my hand, but | was unable to regret or
even mourn that death. | seemed beyond
such mundane thoughts this night.

Thefirst part of my pact was sealed. The
bargain was begun, the healing effect of



Alek's blood had proved it so. | felt...
different. My heart was pounding from all
the exertion, but | wasn't the |least bit
fatigued. Quite the opposite.

| felt young again.

Leaving Alek, | rushed back through the
windows, got a candle, and peered at my
Image in the bedroom mirror. | looked the
same. Time had not reversed itself.
Disappointing, until | recalled the voice's
promise that | would not age one day
more. Well, thiswas as good atimein life
as any for aging to cease; | was still very
much in my prime.

The flame gave a dlight gold sheen to my
skin, but | could tell | was very pale, even
IlI-looking, though | felt better than | had
In years. The sickly effect would probably
pass soon enough.

There were other things to think about,
anyway.

With little effort, | pulled Alek's body
Inside and bundled it ignominiously into
the closet, making sure the doors were
locked, particularly the one leading to my
private dining room. There wasto be a
small wedding supper for the immediate
family there tomorrow—the servants
would be in and out of the place dll
afternoon. Alek deserved better, but it
couldn't be helped. Later | would think up
some story to account for his death, but not



now. Avid anticipation of what was to
come left me too agitated to concentrate or
feel anything but suppressed excitement.

There was no question that | wouldn't see
things through. In afew more hours
Tatyanawould be mine.

kkkk*%k

| awoke, sluggish and stiff, very late the
following morning, and only because my
servant took the liberty of violently
shaking me to consciousness. My snarl of
protest got the apologetic response that he
had feared | was unwell, a conclusion
readily confirmed by me in the barber's
mirror alittle later. | looked positively
ghastly in the searing, bright daylight and
ordered the curtains drawn. The sun was
out as if the storm had never happened,
and there was entirely too much of it for
me. No one else seemed to mind it or the
overbearing heat, and | found their
cheerful attitude about the weather
extremely annoying. | kept to my rooms,
hardly able to move from bed to chair, as
enervated now as I'd been energized the
night before. Only in the late afternoon did
| begin to feel like my own self and was
able to tolerate a few necessary visitors.

Reinhold Dilisnya, Victor Wachter, Ivan
Buchvold, and all of my former staff
officers took turns trooping in to pay their



respects. | took particular note of lvan's
behavior toward me, but despite the
scandal about his brother, Illya, nothing
seemed to have changed. He looked ol der,
of course; they all did.

Wives and children were brought in and
Introduced, asif | had any interest in them.
At least Reinhold understood me enough
to leave his family at home. Rubbing his
fretful belly, he looked like he would have
preferred to be with them.

His brother Leo was no longer in the keep,
he told me. The young man had fallen il|
and asked permission to leave, which |
found to be rather curious. When one is not
feeling well, one is not usually inclined to
go traveling. And in this case, Leo was
perfectly aware that Lady llona, with her
unqguestioned reputation as a healer, was
present to deal with all kinds of infirmities.

Very odd.

It could have had something to do with
lvan's presence. Leo might not have been
comfortable around the brother of the man
he'd killed and chose to leave rather than...

Forgive me, but | cameto tell you...

Purposely not glancing in the direction of
the closet, | uneasily wondered what it was
that Alek had not been able to say; why he
had come secretly to me by way of the
overlook walkway instead of more
directly, using any of the other entrancesto



my rooms.

|mpossible now to know. Perhaps later,
when there was time to think, I'd figure it
out. The restlessness was beginning to
return to my mind, jangling my thoughts,
preventing me from concentrating on much
of anything for more than afew moments
at a stretch.

I'd been vaguely hungry, but nothing the
kitchen or cellars offered |looked or
smelled appealing except for my morning
cup of beef juice. That wasall | had to
sustain me through the whole interminable
day, but instead of increasing, my initia
fatigue wore off as the sun began to sink
behind the mountain.

My last caller was Gunther Cosco, and had
| been able to stomach anything, we might
have enjoyed toasting each other's health
as in the old days. The years of peace had
not completely destroyed his good 100ks,
but time and drink were having their way
with him. His skin sagged, and | noticed he
kept his hat on to hide the receding hair
and the brown spots starting to appear high
on his forehead. He served as a reminder
of what might still be in store for me if |
wavered. But soon | would complete the
ritual and put that possibility behind me
forever.

Guests having gone down to the main floor
or the chapel, | dismissed the servants and



saw to my own dressing. Unlocking one of
the closet doors to get the proper clothes, a
frisson of shock went right through me like
last night's dagger thrust.

Alek's body was gone.

Heart in my throat, | searched all the
closets and double-checked the other
locks. No visible tampering. My servant
had no key of hisown. He was
trustworthy, but not so much that | would
allow him easy access to the gems and
other family treasures | kept here. | was
one of two people who knew the locks and
In what order to safely open them. The
other had been Alek Gwilym...

Far, and yet not far enough, | heard the
laughter of familiar voices. His was one of
them.

He must have been part of my payment to
them, a portion of the bargain that had not
been quite clear to me. | tried to shake the
voices from my head, wondering what else
| might have overlooked at the time.

Time...

There was none to spare. | shrugged the
problem off as something to be dealt with
later and got dressed for the wedding;:
white silk shirt, red neckcloth, stark black
trousers and coat, and the VVon Zarovich
ruby on my breast. All the others would be
decked out in peacock finery and revel in
iIt; | had never shared their taste for garish



fashion and would not go in for it now.
Knowing what was to come, | deemed
their frivolous dress to be... inappropriate.

From the massive strongbox that had held
the ruby, | aso withdrew a small bundie of
elaborately embroidered fabric and tucked
It into a pocket of my coat. It seemed to
weigh no more than afeather. But,
Insulated as | was by the layers of cloth
and thread, | still felt the cold, dark magic
pulsing from it as though it lay right
against my bare flesh.

kkk%k%k

Sergei was done up in his gaudiest
uniform, a soldier who had never really
served. At least he had refrained from
loading it up with assumed honors as had
some of the vain fops that were visiting the
court. Other lords rewarded their servants
with these trinkets, but | held the opinion
that such things were to be earned, not
given as bribes. The only bauble on Sergel
was the Priest's Pendant, which he would
have to ceremonially give up just before
walking into the chapel.

In his chambers, he greeted me with a
broad smile and an embrace, and readily
accepted the apology |'d prepared for him.
How easily the words flowed from me,
how happily he lapped them up;
yesterday's incident over Tatyana and the



jewels was forgiven and forgotten just like
that. He still didn't understand.

NO matter.

| went through the motions and said the
right things. He babbled back in turn,
displaying his nervousness for the
approaching event. | watched him and
looked hard into my heart, searching for a
single vestige of warm feeling for this
young man. Nothing. For all the fact that
we shared the same blood, he was no
different from any other strutting fool 1'd
ever encountered. No different, except that
he was about to marry the one woman |
loved, could ever love.

"I wish you had someone like Tatyana," he
enthused at me.

Oh, but | will.

| took out the bundle of fabric. "For the
groom, | have a present,”" | said, handing it
to him. "It's magical and quite old. Well
suited to the day."

Sergel’s constant smile faltered when the
red, black, and gold hilt seemed to leap
from the wrappings. He went still as stone,
gaping at the thing.

Y es. Sergel was most definitely a sheep,
vulnerable to any wolf who could put on a
kindly face.

"| seethat you recognizeit,” | said. "The
time-honored weapon of a Baal Verzi



assassin. The sheath is made from human
skin, usually from the weapon's first
victim. The carvings on the hilt are runes
of power."

Had our roles been reversed and Sergel the
one offering me such agift, I'd have had
my sword out and been backing toward the
nearest door and calling for help. All he
could do was stare with blank shock.

One should never store abladein its
sheath lest tarnish or rust set in, and this
knife had not been out since that night I'd
taken it from lllya. But as| removed it
now, the blade was as perfect as ever. It
gleamed like amirror in the candlelight
and was razor sharp. The runes had their
share of preservation magic as well as evil
power.

"Legend hasit that it is bad luck to draw
such adagger unless you can give it
blood," | went on.

Sergei's lips parted, but plainly he could
not think of anything to say. Thiswas
something quite outside his limited
experience.

The Baal Verzi.
Deception was thelr greatest weapon. Y our
oldest friend, your most faithful

servant—NDby the gods, even the mother that
bore you could be aBaal Verzi.

Even your own brother...



| smiled warmly. "I'm generally not
superstitious, but | think thistime it's better
not to tempt fate. Don't you agree?"

Moving swifter than the eye could follow,
swifter than thought, | struck, driving the
short blade up under his breastbone and
Into his heart.

No man dies in an instant. For what
seemed avery long time, he met my hot
joy with alook of hurt astonishment, then
slowly, slowly, doubled over, silently
falling into my arms. | felt the life thinly
cling to him for a few seconds more, and
then... it just wasn't there.

| eased hisinert weight to the floor and
worked the knife free of his body.

"Drink of the blood, first from the
Instrument and then of the chalice."

Thus ran my instructions.

After last night's business with Alek, this
draught was nothing for me. Taking care
not to cut myself on the blade, | licked
every drop of blood from the dagger, dried
It, and left it on the floor.

Then | opened up Sergel's tightly buttoned
uniform. It was a small wound, seeming
hardly large enough for the amount of
blood that had poured out. With his heart
stilled, the flow had slacked off, but there
was yet much to be had. | put my lipsto
the wound and drank.



Alek's blood had been taken out of fevered
necessity, Sergel's as an inseparable part of
death'sritual, but itstaste was... satisfying.
Alek's had kept me alive, Sergei's was the
fulfillment of appetite. It was the sweet
savory one keeps to brighten up the end of
adull meal. There was perverse warmth to
be found in his cooling life; it renewed my
energy and spirit, and | felt strength such
as |I'd never known before, tearing through
my veins like heat lightning.

Without, | heard the laughter of guests and
clatter of servants, the whisper of long
skirts and the tap of dress boots; within, |
heard the beat of my own racing heart. My
fingers discerned the very warp and weft
of Sergei's garments; | smelled the soap
he'd used, and the sweat, light upon his
skin, and the difference between wet blood
and that which was already beginning to
dry. It was asif I'd spent my whole life
with my senses heavily wrapped in the
thickest of cotton bandaging, and only now
had it been stripped away, freeing me.

Free.

One more thing to do, though. A bluff
here, alie there, ablatant misdirection...

| found my feet, stooped, and swept up
Sergel's body, aware of itsweight, yet able
toignoreit. Raising it high, | balanced it a
moment—one-handed—then let it fall. It
landed with a bone-jarring thump,



sprawling in amost natural and satisfying
manner.

His eyes were still open. They were the
same blue as his uniform, the same blue of
our mother's—

Free.
| knelt and closed them.

"Y ou were supposed to have been a
priest," | whispered. "Why didn't you just
do what you'd been born to do?"

The thudding commotion | had just made
drew attention, and Sergei's personal
servant came through the door, but I'd
heard his approach and threw myself over
my brother's body, as though overcome by
grief. | looked up and, in afair imitation of
one of my own rages, imparted the bad
news to him. Like Sergei before him, all he
could do was stare until my bellowed
orders at |last penetrated his skull. Then he
departed quickly enough to summon help.

Easy. Very, very easy.

| tasted blood on my lips and felt the stab
of sudden worry. What had the man seen?
Horror at his master's death would account
for most of his shock, but what else...

Mirror. There was one just over there.
Sergei had been preening before it when
I'd comein.

Y es, there was blood on my mouth, my
face. Bad, but if | cleaned it off, anything



the man said could be discounted. A bluff
here, aliethere...

There was abasin of water on the table
below. | scrubbed my face, cleaned my
bloodied hands, dried off, then checked in
the mirror.

Clean. No need to fear—

| was so pale. Paper white. Whiter. My
very image was fading as | watched. My
last sight of myself was of a man utterly
consumed by surprise, utterly ludicrous,
utterly laughable with his popping eyes
and hanging mouth. Myself, Strahd Von
Zarovich. Faded-Fading—Gone.

Chapter Five
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"My Lord Strand?' Gone. "My lord?"

Thereflection only. | ran my hand against
the mirror's surface and left behind finger
streaks. "Lord Strand!" | turned toward the
Intrusive voice. Tatra, alieutenant now,
stood just inside the door with several of
his men. They werein their dress
uniforms, boots shining, swords polished
and held ready, and looking quite grim as
they stared from Sergei's body to me.
"Where's Captain Gwilym?' | asked in a
shaken tone. Thistime | did not have to
dissemble for my lies.



Knowing | wouldn't like his answer, Tatra
retreated into discipline and stood at
attention. "No one has seen him today, my
lord."

"Then find him. He's in charge of security.
| want to know how he managed to let a
Baal Verzi into the keep." | pointed at the
knife, where it lay near Sergei's body.
Tatra and the others recognized it and
made the protective sign against evil.

|... dropped back a step, feeling ill for a
moment. Just aswell. | wastoo close to the
mirror, and they mustn't see...

"But my lord, isn't that the knife—" Tatra
caught my glare and chose not to finish.

"Y ou think there's only one blade for the
whole filthy guild? The one | took from
Illya Buchvold is still locked away. This
one... thisoneis..." | looked up, as though
pouncing on a new thought. "Find Ivan
Buchvold."

Tatrawas a smart man, else Alek would
not have made him his second-in-
command. As I'd hoped, he made the
connection between Illyas death and
Sergei's. It was avery logical conclusion: a
brother for abrother. His face set, he
snapped a go-ahead to two of the men, and
they obediently dipped away.

The familiar act of giving orders restored
some of my own self-discipline and got me
to thinking again. There was much to do



yet. in less than aminute, | had everything
In hand and my men on the move. With
any luck at all, I'd be able to take
advantage of the natural confusion and
find someone unable to account for
himself during the time of Sergel's death.
|van Buchvold would be ideal, but if not,
then Alek Gwilym would do just as well.

Alone once more, | glanced at the mirror.
Empty.

| moved farther from its cold brightness. It
beat upon me like too much sunlight. What

have | done to myself? Perhaps I'd given up
my soul for Tatyana after all.

And then | heard her voice shearing
through the stone walls, raised in acry of
disbelief and despair. It cut right through
me. Someone'stold her.

Y es. She would have to go through the fire
as well, but she would be the stronger for
It. In time, she'd realize her love for Sergel
had been a child's infatuation for a pretty
toy. In time, I'd make her completely
forget him. But for now...

| left two men guarding the entry to
Sergei's rooms and made my way to the
chapel. Crowds of guests slowed me; their
faces, pinched with worry, sorrow, fear,
and curiosity should have annoyed me, but
did not. | was as distanced from them as a
bird is from the ground.

Just at the chapel doors, | wastold that



Tatyana had run outside into the garden. |
was thankful for that, instinctively
knowing that 1'd not have been ableto go
Into that holy place.

The dark magic was upon me.

|'d changed.

But it was worth it. She awaited me.
Soon...

The day's warm air had turned chill, and
mist was beginning to rise from the damp
earth like restless spirits of the dead. Such
thought was fancy only, but | did sense
something else... stirring... al around me,
like awind that one feels only in the mind.

Magic.
Necromancy.

I'd done more this night than kill my
brother and drink his blood. More had
happened to me than had been promised.
That business with the mirror was yet
another price for meto pay, a price that
had not been mentioned.

No. Not really. I'd ignored the possibility.
Thereisaprecise language to beused in
such bargaining. Had | been more on guard
and less eager to take what had been
promised, | could have asked and gotten an
answer.

Too late now.

One of Tatyana's chaperons hovered near
the gate I'd come through. She was pale,



but calm, and offered me an apologetic
look, saying Tatyana would not let anyone
near her.

"She'll see me. Whereis Lady |lona?”

"Lord Dilisnyawas taken ill. She was
called away to see to him, some time ago."

"Fetch her."
She left, and | lowly approached Tatyana.

The candlelight within the chapel was
more than sufficient to overflow the
stained glass windows and spill out into
the night. Tatyanawas huddled in a pool of
color from one of them, her white gown
catching and holding gemlike shades of
green, blue, gold... red.

| looked down at her. If I'd had to kill a
dozen brothers, drink ariver of their blood
to have her, | would have done so.

She made no move, not even to wipe at the
tears making salty trails down her cheeks,
her throat...

Kneeling next to her, | put out my arms
and knew the totality of joy as she at last
sank into my embrace. I'd never before had
patience for weeping, but now, as she
clung to me and gave vent to the terrible
grief raging in her young heart, | had only
tender concern for her pain. She needed
someone to hold her, and | was glad to do
so. While | had seen much death in my
time, she was still very much achild to it;



perhaps between those extremes we would
find a place of comfort for us both. My
strength, my love—all that | had was hers
to draw upon.

"Why, Strand?' she whispered.

It's happening. Thiswasthe first time
she'd ever used my given name.

"Why? How could this have happened?
Who...?"

She clung to me more tightly, doubled
over from the weight of her sorrow. If |
could have spared her from this, | would
have. Her sobs were such asto break her in
two, but there was nothing to be done
about it now.

"| cannot say," | murmured, not sure she
understood the muted syllables, but
knowing the droning sound of afamiliar
voice might help. "Whoever did it will
pay." Has paid. "l promise you."

Above her weeping, | heard the winds
within merise. They tugged at my
thoughts, trying to draw me away from the
bliss of holding her. | put my back to them,
shutting my eyes against them and the
thickening mist.

But Tatyana straightened and shook off my
arms.

She glared up. The starswere still visible,
for the moment. "Why?" she screamed
skyward. "Why did this happen? How



could you do this?"

She wasn't addressing me, but the gods
themselves. | tried to take her back, but she
only pushed me away and got to her feet.

"Was it so wrong for usto love? Isthat it?
How could you have let us love each other
so much and then do this?'

"Tatyana—" | reached for her, wincing as |
felt the raw agony coursing through her
body. "We cannot question the will of the
gods in these matters.”

"Who else, then?' she snapped. She
avoided me and, pacing in acircle, still
looking up, raised her hands high. "Tdl
me! How could you have let this happen?
Tell me!"

Then the burst of anguish passed, and she
dropped to her knees. | went to her,
gathering her easily into my arms as
before.

"Tell me," she said faintly.

"Hush,” | said, rocking her. She lay quiet
for some moments, then moved again with
fresh energy.

"Lady llona." Her eyes were fever bright.
"I must get her."

" She's been sent for."

" She must—must bring him back."

| grew cold all over. "What are you
saying?"

"She'sagreat healer. And I've heard that



sometimes... oh, Strahd, she'll haveto try.
She'll have to bring him back. This was but
atesting of our faith. He will come back! |
see it now!"

So did I. All too clearly. llona might
possibly be ableto do it, but | could not
allow that.

"Tatyana," | took her head in both my
hands and |ooked into her eyes. Ravaged
as she was by her emotions, she was still
perfect, still the most beautiful girl 1'd ever
seen or ever would see. "Tatyana, please
do not get your hopes up. Lady [lonawill
do her best, but you must know that it
might not be. |'ve seen her fail more often
than succeed."

"But she will succeed thistime. | know she
will."

"No, you do not. None of us do.
Remember when they tried to bring back
the Most High Priest Kir? He died and
remained so because it was the will of the
gods. No one was able to bring him back."

"No! That has nothing to do with Sergei!
He was murdered, and that was done by
the will of some mortal, not by a god. Lady
llona must try. Otherwise | shall join him.

| can't live without him—and won't."

"Tatyanal"
She stopped raving and met my eyes.
"Listen to me, sweet girl. Listen to me!"



My voice sank to a gentle whisper, which
somehow broke through to her and kept
her looking at me.

"Sergel is dead. He will not return. Not
even Lady Ilonaand all her people can
change that. Y ou must accept it."

"But—"

"Accept it!"

Her great eyes clouded for many moments,
but | felt a palpable link forming between
usin that time. I'd touched her in away

more intimate than any joining of flesh.
She would be mine.

"Heisgone, but | am here for you. | will
aways be here for you. Y ou will turn to
me and know my love."

She blinked, her brows coming together in
puzzlement. " Strahd?"

Yes...

Now her hand came up. It was the same
caress |'d felt last night in my study, only
Instead of a phantom sent to tempt me, this
was the fulfillment of the promise made.

Heart's desire.
Oh, yes... by the gods, yes...

Her eyes cleared, and awareness flooded
them. "Strahd." Thistime she said my
name in a different way, the way one lover
speaks to another.

"I'm here. | shall always be here for you."



Heart's...

Now | raised her to her feet. Her face tilted
up to meet mine. Asl'd done in countless
dreams before, my lips closed softly over
hers.

... degire.
She returned my kiss.
Heart's...

Her arms went around my neck and her
body pressed close, breasts and hips
against me.

... hunger.

We broke off at the same time, but for
different reasons. She to stare at me with
all new thoughts, new feelings, and | in
near-pain for the swift beating of my heart.
But, along with the ecstasy of holding her,
having her, | sensed the intrusion of other,
alien forces at work around us. The mist
had risen high and the stars were gone. |
could see within the garden well enough,
but not far; the chapel walls were lost.

Found.

Y ard by yard, the mist was retreating. It
was not natural, for it moved in aslow
spiral asthough we were in the vortex of a
vast, gray whirlpool.

"Strahd." She drew my attention back to
her, pulling me down for another Kiss.

| ran my hands through her thick russet
hair, stripping away the virgin's veil of her



gown. Tonight I would be her husband and
she my wife. Tonight would be the first of
thousands yet to come. Tonight | would
teach her more about love than she had
ever dreamed or wished. No woman before
her or since would know of better...

My lips brushed over hers, then moved on
to her cheek, her chin, and finally down to
the hot silk of her throat. She sighed at the
touch, her breath coming sharply with that
first surprised awakening of true pleasure.

"My lord Strahd!" Someone called from
the gate, his voice muffled and flattened by
the mist.

Not now, not now.

Her body melded to mine, and she threw

her head back. | supported her easily. She
was so light, like a swan floating over its
own reflection as it glides on the water.

"Lord Strahd, come quickly!"

Tatra, vainly trying to call me away from
al that 1'd worked for, given everything
for...

"Murder, Strahd!"

...murdered for. | ignored him. Tatyana's
heartbeat was as fast asmine. | felt it
rushing through her like the rolling thunder
of asummer storm.

"Betrayal!"
He was blundering around us in the mist.
Damn him! | roared in my mind.



Tatyana cringed and stiffened in my arms.
"Strahd? What...?"

"Hush, he'll go away. I'll send him away."

She shook her head. "No, what are
you—7?"

"Hush, it's all right."

Now she was fighting me. | released her,
and she stepped back to gain her balance.
Her breath came hard, like a spent runner's.

Her hands went to her throat, where I'd
begun to Kiss her in earnest.

"Elder, what—?"' Another shake of the
head, as though trying to awaken from a
heavy sleep. "No, we must not do this."

| held my hand toward her, palm up. "It's
al right. Thisisasit was meant to be."

She wavered between taking my hand and
remembering theillusion of alost love.
"But Sergei..."

"He'sgone. You will accept it and turn to
me."

"Old One, he's dead! How can you say
such things to me?"

"Because you are free. Both of us are free.
Tatyana, beloved, | can give you—"
But her face crumpled as the fact of

Sergel's death overwhelmed her once
more. "No!"

Her grief would have to run its natural
course—I| saw that now. Any forcing on
my part would only drive her from me. It



would take time to bring her around. But |
had time. | had more time than any man
ever before me.

| could wait. And would.

" Straha!”

Several voices now, raised to bellow out
my name like the rallying cry they had
used on the battlefield three years past.
This time the shouts came from the chapel,
along with the cries and screams of women
and children and the crash and ring of
weapons.

What in the name of all the hells was going
on?

Tatra suddenly staggered out of the swirl
of mist. His uniform was torn and bloody,
and half of hisdress sword had been
broken away.

"Betrayal, my lord," he gasped. "Dilisnya
traitors killing everyone."

"Where are the men?' There were two of
my own guard for each armsman from the
visiting houses.

"Too sick to fight. Poisoned, | think. The
Dilisnyas are cutting them down. Some of
us got outside. They can't find us herein
this murk."

One of the chapel windows shattered, and
we ducked as shards of color rained down.
Someone was trying to club hisway out
using a chair. The screams were louder,



more clear now. My hand went to my
sword, but Tatra stopped me.

"Too late for that, my lord. There's been
long planning in this. Y ou must try to
escape while you can."

| started to snarl areply to such a cowardly

course, then looked at Tatyana. She had to
be kept safe.

"Are the stables free?"
"l don't know."

"We'l find out. Run ahead. Gather up any
of our own that you find. If the stables are
held, we'll make for the gate."

"Yes, lord." He ran off.

"Come, Tatyana." | took her hand.

"No." She pulled away. "I'm staying here
with Sergel."

This was no moment for foolishness. |
grabbed her arm and started dragging her
from the garden. The mist had drawn back,
and the walls of the keep were visible
again, the stars returning. Their light cast a
silvery glow amost like daylight, but

Tatyana stumbled as though she couldn't
see

"No, Elder." She balked and tried to shake
away. "I will stay with him."

"For how long? Y ou think they'll et you
live?"

"I'm hoping they won't."



Now she did wrest from my grip. | lunged
to catch her again, but she shied away and
ran. | called her name. She seemed not to
hear.

She darted through the low gate leading to
the overlook.

No...

"Tatyanal"

| was right behind her, but she had the
speed of ayoung deer. | snagged the
trailing hem of her dress, but she tugged

free with hardly a pause and made the low
wall.

Up, in one light bound.
| clawed and caught only air.
Gone.

The mist had cleared from most of the
mountain, but the valley was still hidden.
Tatyanas frail figure dropped, spinning,
Into that roiling white cloud. Tattered
fingers of it stretched toward her like
something hungry and, arms spread wide,
she plunged headfirst into their grasp.
She shrieked the whole way down.
Sergel's name. My name. Neither of us. |
couldn't tell. I couldn't hear for my own
scream. It bounced off the walls of the

keep and was swallowed whole by the mist
bel ow, vanishing even as she vanished.

Then... silence.
Then... laughter.



Its laughter. With all their voices. Her
voice.

| screamed again to drown them out,
beating my hands against my ears, but it
was inside my head as well and nothing
could stop it. | fell away from the wall, fell
to my knees.

The blackness returned, greater than ever,
covering me, covering the world, never to
lift. Ever. I'd not known true despair until
now. It weighed upon me, heavier than the
mountain, smothering and crushing me
Into something less than dust.

"A Von Zarovich groveling?' the voices
mocked.

No. Just a man like any other. A man who
has lost everything, who has nothing |eft.
Nothing. A man broken by unspeakable
pain.

The agony was so great | did not feel the
first arrow when it slammed into my side.

The second caught me in the back,
knocking me flat onto the ground. Pushing
to my feet, | stared, uncomprehending, up
at the towers where the shots had come
from. Archers stood ready at the
crenelations, their bows full-drawn and
aimed directly at me.

More men crowded into the overlook. All
In the Dilisnya colors. All poised to shoot.

And, one after another, they did.



| braced and took the arrows, welcoming
them, knowing for myself the madness that
had seized and driven Tatyana. It would
end now. | would trade this small pain for
the obliteration of the larger. No hell could
possibly hold worse suffering for me than
this.

More arrows. Their searing shafts were
nothing compared to the pain filling my
heart. But they were too slow. | had to
speed along to my death, even as she had.
Grabbing one of the arrows, | wrenched it
from my body, roaring from the burning
shock. Blood rushed from the wound. Not
as much as | would have expected. | pulled
out another.

Some of the men fell back; the bolder ones
held their post and loosed more shots at
me. | faced them, encouraged them, and
drew out the shafts one by one. Broke
them in half. | was like abeast in atrap,

gnawing off one of my limbsto free
myself.

Finally—
—weakening...

To age not one day more. Very well, then.
Let me die now.

On my knees again. The archers cautiously
approached.

Weaker...
Hands and knees. The earth and paving



spattered with my blood... with Sergei's...
with Alek's...

I'd taken enough shots to kill a dozen men,
but still lived. Not right. Not... natural.

No.

Laughter for my realization.

To age not one day more.

| wasn't going to die. Not tonight, not ever.
Laughter for my anguish.

A thousand nights, athousand years lay
before me.

Without her.
Alone.
L aughter.

One of the bastards kicked me. | rolled
with it. Landed on my back. Stared
Impotently up at their grinning faces.

How dare they? How dare anyone? | was a
Von Zarovich. But | was nothing to them,
only another kill—perhaps more difficult,
more stubborn than the rest, but that made
for better sport. They laughed, their voices
unknowingly joining the vile chorus in my
mind.

Laughter... for my newborn rage.

| was looking at dead men. | could not die,
but they would. Before another hour
passed, 1'd send them wailing on their way
to rotting hell. All of them.

All except the traitor behind them. For



him, something special.
Who...?

The one who'd kicked me now passed his
bow to another man, then removed his
helmet.

Leo Dilisnya.
*kkx*

The pale marble walls of the main dining
room were splashed and stained with
blood. Except for that and an unwonted
disarray to the place settings on the long
central table, the room still looked
prepared for a celebration. The candles on
the three chandeliers high above were all
alight and seemed to strike sparks from the
faceted crystal around them. Lying, as |
was, on the cold floor, with no strength left
to do anything but stare up, | had ample
opportunity to study their bright beauty.

Illusion. Nothing was beautiful anymore.
Beauty had died when she'd—

Before carrying me here, rough hands had
ripped the arrows from my body. | moaned
In spite of myself and clutched at the many
wounds dotting my chest and belly. They
burned like coals thrown out from afire.
They had also stopped bleeding. So far, no
one had noticed.

One man had been detailed to guard me.
More stood ready over the other prisoners:



lvan Buchvold, his brother-in-law, Victor
Wachter, and Victor's nine-year-old
daughter, Lovina. The girl clung to her
father like alimpet, too stunned to cry. The
men bore expressions startlingly similar to
hers and were much the worse for wear.
Both had marred their fine clothes with
blood and sweat, indicating that they'd had
ashare in the fighting.

Which seemed to be over for the time
being. | heard no more clamor within the
keep. The place was numb with that
strange silence exclusive to a battlefield
when the battle is over.

The double doors at the south end of the
room were thrown open. Accompanied by
guards, Lady llonaand Reinhold Dilisnya
were shoved in our direction. [lona kept
her feet; Reinhold, hisface gray with
IlIness, dropped right down and curled up
like adog. llonawent to him, held her
hands above his shivering form, and
bowed her head in prayer.

| turned away, gritting my teeth to keep
from crying out. The next time | looked,
Reinhold appeared to be asleep.

"Lord Strahd?' Ilona knelt next to me. Her
age was showing this night. | wondered
what terrors she had seen. She reached out.

"Touch me not!" | snarled.

She jerked her hand back. "My lord?"
Then she got areally good look at me. If



the changes within were visible to anyone,
they would be to her. In that awful,
unutterable instant, she saw and
understood. Her head sagged.

"Spare it for others."

"Oh, Strahd, what have you done?' She
somehow knew | was not avictim, but was
myself responsible for what had happened.

"Everything and nothing."

I'd never seen her weep before. The sight
of it now should have moved me in some
other way than toward contempt. "My lady
needs to better control herself,” |
murmured, mocking her words to me. That
struck me as being quite amusing, and
regardless of the pain, | was laughing.

Her eyes fixed on my open mouth.

| knew what she was looking at—I felt
their sharp, new points well enough with
my tongue.

"If | could help you, | would," she
whispered.

Asif | cared much now for the soul I'd
given up. "Tell me what's going on."

She hesitated. Wise of her. In dealing with
what | had become, it would always be a
good idea to be as cautious as possible.
"Where's Leo Dilisnya?"

More hesitation. Leo may have been the

architect of tonight's slaughter, but he was
still like her—still human—while | was



not.

| let my eyes dide to the other prisoners.
"Tell me, and | can help save them."

Y es. That was her weakness. She knew it,
too. She aso did not question my ability to
succeed at an apparently impossible task.
" want your word on that, Strand VVon
Zarovich."

"Y ou trust me to keep it?"

"Asapoint of honor, you would. You've
not lost that, have you?"'

"I don't know. Perhaps we'll find out."

It was as much a guarantee as she would
ever get from me now. She reluctantly
nodded. "l don't know where Leo is, but
he'll be here soon. The guards said as
much."

"What of my people?"

"Dead, or poisoned and dying. The
guests... all dead... those loyal to you,
anyway. Where's Sergei? And Tatyana?"
| laughed again, because | was no longer
ableto cry.

|lona shivered and made the protective
sign of her faith.

"Don't!"
She froze. "l am sorry for you, Strahd."
"Save it for those who need it."

She stared for avery long moment, pity,
horror, compassion, and disgust playing



over her face, turn on turn.

It was of no importance to me. | glanced
toward the others. "Just keep silent, Lady."

A nod, arustle of skirts as she rose, and
the harsh pressure of her immediate
presence lifted from me. Some of my
strength came trickling back. But my
throat was so raw. | needed... something
to drink.

The sméell of blood positively filled this
room. Most of it came from the walls and
floors. Drying there. Useless and
maddening. The guard next to me... he'd
picked up enough from my talk with [lona
to be uneasy and had put some distance
between us. Reinhold was closest, but his
scent was somehow wrong. Tainted.

Leo again. All those years of Reinhold's
sickness made perfect sense now. How
long had L eo been planning this? How
long had he been gradually poisoning his
brother?

No matter. It would end tonight.

The doors swung open again, and Gunther
Cosco was pushed through. He'd lost his
hat, and strands of his thinning hair stood
comically out from his head. He was as
white as Reinhold except for a slash of red
dribbling down one side of his once-
handsome face; he'd taken a cut. He'd have
avery bad scar—if he lived long enough
for it to heal.



His guards didn't seem to see him as much
of athreat and left him alone. He drifted in
our general direction, but said nothing, and
did not meet our eyes.

Flanked by some of his men, Leo Dilisnya
came in. He still wore the humble livery of
an archer—his disguise for a crucial
time—but had draped an ostentatious gold
chain of office around his neck. He'd
traded his bow for a sword, and it and the
elaborately trimmed scabbard also set him
apart from the ranks. Our guards came to
attention, and Victor and Ivan stood up. He
passed them and Gunther by, though, and
stalked over to where | lay.

"Hail, Strahd, Lord of Barovia," he said
softly, by way of greeting. "Not for long
by the look of you. Thought you'd be dead
by now. What are you waiting for?"
Coughing like adying man, | murmured,
"An explanation?"

"I'm surprised you haven't gotten it from
Reinhold already. Oh. Yes. Heisn't in any
condition to do much talking, ishe?' He
prodded Reinhold with the toe of his boot,
getting no reaction. "L ooks better than he
did before. Isthat your doing, Lady?'

llona said nothing. She sat by the wall,
holding Lovina.

lvan Buchvold, hovering between stony
madness and violent grief asked, "Why,
Leo? My poor Gertrude did you no harm...



our children... how could you?' Tears
spilled from his eyes. "How could you?"

"And my Oleka," Victor added. "And our
children. Y our own sisters, Leo."

"Half-sisters," he returned. He waited for
them to respond and got only puzzlement.
He prodded Reinhold again. "Half-brother,
too, for that matter."

"What do you mean?' asked Nona.

Leo cocked an eye at Gunther, who was
leaning wearily against the table. "Why
don't you tell them? Y ou were so damned
eager to tell me."

"And don't | wish | hadn't,"” Gunther
replied sullenly.

Leo laughed. "Y ou think | wouldn't have
done this otherwise? Y our 'great
revelation' about yourself and mother
made no difference to me, old man. ft only
gave me additional reason to put this ot
out of the way in the end. I've been
working on this for years, since before the
end of the war."

"Baa Verzi," | whispered, only just loud
enough for him to hear.

He showed his teeth and came over,
dropping on his heels next to me. " So you
see the truth of it? Took you long enough.”

Alek's last words made sense now. Even as
he lay dying by my hand, he'd tried to
warn me; the Ba'al Verzi had only been



asleep for these three years—aslegp and
waiting for the right moment to strike

again.
Beware the Ba'al Verz, the great traitor
who will take all for himself.

"Y ou should have died that first night we
were here," said Leo. "Then Reinhold
would have taken up the rule. After a
decent interval, he'd have passed on from a
bad belly, and I'd have stepped in, aswas
my right. If that bastard Gwilym hadn't
turned up at the wrong time, quite afew
people here might yet be alive. Whereis
he?"

"I don't know," | answered truthfully.

"We'll find him. Mind you, | certainly took
the both of you in with my playacting then,
babbling about my loyalty to the great and
noble Strahd. | wish you could have seen
your faces. All | had to do was think of
what poor |llyamight have said, add some
convincing tears, and you swallowed it
whole. Maybe he'll rest more easily in his
grave now that—oh, excuse me—assassins
are burned and their ashes scattered. That's
what Strahd's men did to the body, didn't
they, Ilvan?"

|van was swaying on his feet one second
and flying at Leo the next. Both rolled
right over my legs, ending with Ivan on
top, fingers locked around Leo's neck. Men
rushed in and eventually separated them.



lvan was beyond sanity. His mouth hung
wide asif to yell, but the only noise he
made was a hoarse, panting grunt. The
veins at histemples stood out from the
skin like blue cords. Six men were holding
him down and having a hard time of it.

Not for long. Leo spent some bad moments
choking and retching, but recovered and
drew his sword. He stood over |van, eyes
blazing.

llona hugged Lovinato her breast so she
wouldn't see.

lvan gave out with along, animal-like
scream that only ended for lack of breath.
Leo wrested his blade from the body and
wiped it clean on lvan's clothes. Rubbing
his throat, he signed for the men to take the
body out.

The scent of fresh blood blossomed into
the room, sweeter than any perfume.

| opened my mouth and sucked in a ghost
of itsflavor where it floated on the air. Not
enough. | hungered, | thirsted, | craved
more with a keenness that diminished all
previous wants to the point of
nonexistence. Nothing else mattered but
that | immediately answer this
overwhelming need. Ignoring the fiery
shards of pain lancing through me, | turned
over.

Pushed the floor away.
Stood.



Worried despite my obviously poor
condition, my guard came around to face
me. A man as badly torn up as| was
should be dead. Not standing. Not stepping
toward him.

Smiling.

His eyes peeled wide open, and he raised
his sword to strike. | knocked it away. The
weapon spun from his hand and clanged
against the wall, close to where llona
huddled with the child. Victor, ever the
soldier, instantly dived and grabbed it up,
dropping into afighter's crouch. The
remaining guards were only just turning to
see what was making the commotion.

If my man had had less fear and more wit,
he might have been able to escape; | wasn't
al that fast. But he froze. | moved in,
selzed his shoulder, and spun him around
like adoll so his back was to me. Tore off
his chain coif. His bared skin stank of iron
and rust, damp leather and very old sweat.
No matter. A man doesn't turn away from
rotten bread when he's starving to death.

Legs flailing, hands clawing futilely to
loosen my grip around his waist, he might
aswell have been wrestling atree. He
screamed, but | heard nothing, deafened as
| was by the roar of his rushing blood.
Other screams, other yells of fright and
anger. They were no more than buzzing
fliesto me.



| took from him all that | could take,
emptied him as a bird empties nectar from
aflower, until his struggles slowed and
stopped and his limp weight hung heavily
In my arms. He'd provided enough to dull
the agonizing edge of need, but | still
hungered.

The battlefield silence was gone, replaced
by an atogether different sort: the silence
of waiting. Dread reigned on one side of
the room, joyful anticipation on the other.
L eo's men were stricken motionless, all
their eyes on me. These were hard men and
heartless, chosen by him for just those
gualities, the kind of men who had no
gualms about murdering inconvenient
children aslong as it didn't put them out
too much.

They were about to find out the true cost of
thisjob.

| lifted the guard's body high and threw it
across the room to a knot of men. Some
were able to react and dodge; the rest went
down and stayed that way.

One of the archers nocked an arrow, drew,
and released as smoothly asif hewereon a
practice field. It went sharp and deep into
my chest. When I'd caught my balance
from the blow, helet fly with a second
shaft, striking just below the first. He had
good training, excellent self-control; the
best archers always do. He was starting on



his third shot when | reached him. Hardly
feeling it thistime, | pulled the arrows
from my body and plunged them into his
own and with little less force than if they'd
come from his own bow. He thrashed and
went quiet.

eo's men scattered in awide circle around
me. Some made for the doors and
temporary escape. Temporary, only. I'd
sworn that none of them would live out
this night, and | would keep my word.

Hacking wildly away at two men at once,
Victor shouted my name, like awar cry.
The fighting rage was on him, turning him
Into afiend with a sword. He had a dead
wife and children to avenge, and another
child to protect.

|lona also shouted my name, for a different
reason. She was behind Victor, trying to
drag Lovinaout of harm'sway. There was
little chance of her succeeding; they were
running out of space.

One of the men got a swift cut in hisside
and reeled back. | was there to catch him.
Asif snapping kindling wood, | broke his
back, dropped him, and got between llona
and chaos with the fallen man's blade in
my hand.

Just in time. Another brute, the size of a
draft horse, closed on us. He was elther
fearless or afool. Seconds later he was
dead, his head rolling toward his fellows.



That marked their ultimate rout. The ones
at the back were already through the doors.
Therest hurried to join them, crowding
themselves, getting in each other'sway in
their haste to leave.

My laughter followed them out.
| turned back to the others.

Victor had killed his second man and was
hunched over, catching his breath. He
looked up at me, looked around at the
bodies, in particular the one with the torn-
out throat, but said nothing and made no
other move.

"Come here, Victor," | said.

Sword in hand, but held down and away
from him in a nonthreatening manner, he
walked across to me. The floor was slick in
spots from the blood. He avoided them as
though they were no more than rain
puddles and somehow kept his eyes on
mine at the same time. He was afraid, but
not giving into it. He saw me as | was, as
llona saw me, but | was still hisliege, his
commander.

"| want you to wait here until my return," |
told him.

He nodded. "Y es, my lord."
"Good. Now bolt the doors behind me."
* % % % %

Following in the wake of the panicked



soldiers, | made my way to the front
courtyard. Two men had been posted to
defend the entry, and though aware that
something had gone wrong in their
master's plan, they knew nothing more.
They fought me as though | were an
ordinary man like themselves, and like
ordinary men, they died. | smashed one
into awall, the other | took and squeezed
dry like a piece of summer fruit.

Those of their companions who had
paused to watch now took to their heels,
heading for the gate or the stables. If any
of my own people survived, | did not see
them, only the bodies of those who hadn't:
guards in my colors, guests in bloodied
silks and velvets, sprawling or crumpled,
cut down asthey'd run or stabbed as they
lay helpless and dying from L eo's poison.
| did not see him among the men, but
caught a glimpse of some riders going over
the drawbridge at full gallop. I couldn't be
sure if he were among them, but if so, it
was all right. There was no place he could
hide from me, no place of sanctuary for
him anywhere. Sooner or later, | would
find him. For now, | had to stop his men.

The blood I'd taken gave me more strength
than I'd ever imagined, more than enough
to call upon the darkness within and use it.

Part of my mind insisted that | could not
do it, that | wastoo far away for the spell



to work. But I'd changed. The old
limitations no longer applied.

Quitting the steps, | bent and scooped up a
handful of courtyard earth, closing it
tightly in my fist.

|, Srahd, am the land.

L etting the knot of dirt drop, | said aword
of power and the portcullis crashed down
and closed off the keep. Another word, and
I'd sealed off the towers that held its lifting
mechanism.

The men were trapped inside now, with
me.

Some of them might just be able to push it
up again and escape, but they would not be
given that chance.

Striding over, | weighed into them like a
fisherman in an overstocked stream. | still
had the sword I'd taken from the guard I'd
Killed, and | put it to full use. They fought
and screamed and died. Cutting or
stabbing, their own blades passed right
through me as though | were awraith with
no substance or nerve. It didn't take much
of thisto send them running back to the
false safety of the open courtyard. There
they milled around like sheep, holding
their distance from me, afraid to separate
from one another. A few broke off into
groups and disappeared back into the keep,
perhaps hoping to find a hiding place.
Like their master, they would find no



sanctuary, for | knew every stone, every
corner; this was my home.

My home... and their graveyard.
* %k k%

Three hours of it and | hadn't found them
all, but they were cowed enough to go to
ground and stay there. Most were
barricaded in some of the roomsin the
keep, alternately cursing and praying, for
al the help it would do them. After their
butcher's work among the guests, they
couldn't possibly hope any gods would
bother to listen to their frantic pleas for
ad.

I'd left them and was returning to the main
dining hall when atired figure lurched
from an alcove and all but dropped right at
my feet. It was Gunther Cosco.

"Forgive me, my lord," he whispered.

He had no weapon. | put mine to one side,
knelt, and lifted him into my armslike a
baby. He seemed to weigh no more than
one as | approached the doors and called to
Victor. He opened them right away and |
swept in.

Things were much as I'd left them: aroom
of blood and bodies, the stink of death and
fear. Lovinawas aseep in acorner; llona
stood near Reinhold, who had not moved. |
brought Gunther over and eased him onto



the floor, then backed well away.
Giving me a guarded look, Ilona went to
him.

In hard silence, Victor took in my torn
clothes and the blood that drenched me
from head to toe. He'd took it in and

accepted it. He was a soldier and knew
firsthand the filthy business of killing.

"All has been quiet, my lord," he reported.
"But Lord Reinhold..."

"Dead?"
"Lady llonadid all she could. He never
woke up."

| nodded and watched her work with
Gunther. She looked exhausted. After a
time, she stood and stepped away,
motioning for me to come.

Someone had ripped a hole in his belly, not
enough to slay him outright, but he was
dying now.

"Forgive me," he said again.

"For what? Y our son?"

"Yes. If | could have done things
differently..."

| started to agree with him, but Ilona
caught my eye and shook her head.

[rritating woman.
"Never mind, Gunther. It's not your fault."

His hand moved feebly, indicating his
wound. "Had his men hold me down.



Could have made a clean kill, but didn't.
Wanted meto bleed. Said you'd finish me
yourself. Doesn't know you as | do."

There seemed no answer to that.
"Did he escape?' he asked.
"Yes. I'll find him, though. I've sworn it."
Eyes glittering, he said, "Good."
And died.
* % % % %

It turned out Tatra had made it to the
stables after all. He and eight of the men
were the only ones left out of my own
guard. During my grim hunting game, 1'd
found them there and put them to work
getting a carriage ready and horses
saddled. They were nervously waiting in
the courtyard by the time | returned with
the other survivorsin tow.

He'd picked the largest conveyance, which
happened to belong to the Dilisnya house.
| wasn't sure whether that would be a help
or a hindrance to them with Leo on the
loose, but it would have to do. | took him
and Victor to one side.

"| formally release you and the others from
my service," | said to Tatra.

This surprised and, | think, hurt him. "But
my lord—" he began.
"| ask that you attach yourself to Lord



Victor's house, to protect and serve him as
loyally as you have served me."

He glanced at Victor Wachter, who was
looking at me with sad understanding.
"Very good, Lord Strahd."

| gave some last orders to him, thistime
framed as a polite request, and sent him
off. Several minutes later, Tatraand two
men reappeared from the keep, carrying
the bodies of Reinhold, Gunther, and Ivan.
They took them to one side of the
courtyard and lay them down.

Victor shut his eyes, his grief catching up
with him. "Oleka..."

"Ashes," | said curtly. "At midnight
tomorrow you can begin saying your
prayersfor the dead.”

That was when | expected to have all the
other bodies laid out along with a
mountain of wood and an ocean of oil. The
funeral pyre would be visible for miles.

"You're not coming, are you?' he asked.

"There's work yet to do. None of you must
remain, or you could be caught up in it.
Thisnight | want you to ride fast and get
as far away as you can. Do not stop for any
reason and, as you value your life and soul,
do not ever return to this place."

He demanded no explanations. "Y es, my
lord."

"Tell Lady llona | said good-bye and...



that | hope she never sees me again."
He nodded.

"I now formally release you from my
service."

Though he must have seen it coming, this
hit him like a physical blow; but there was
nothing else either of us could really do.
He held out his hand to me.

| looked at it for avery long time, thinking,
and finally shook my head. "No."

He seemed to know why | chose not to
touch him. A sensible man, he also did not
offer any pity or condolences.

"Like Lady Ilona, you need say nothing of
this." My eyes wandered from him to take
In the rest of the keep.

"But, my lo—Lord Strahd—"
"Nothing. Now get out of here... while
you still can."

He and his new men mounted up and rode
toward the gate, the carriage following. A
word, a gesture to empower it, and the
portcullis raised itself just long enough for
them to get through, then slammed down
once more, locking me in with the dead...

... and those that were about to die.

Chapter Six
Sixth Moon, 352




Head down, | held fast to the rock face like
some impossible spider and let my eyes
roam this section of the mountain once
more, hoping to find some trace of her

assage. It was a sheer drop from the castle
overlook athousand feet above, and this
would be the spot where her body would
have first touched earth.

Touched... and shattered.

| shook that thought from my mind. It had
haunted me constantly during my initial
searches. | knew what to expect. In my
former life, I'd dealt with the horrid
aftermath of death in countless forms:
bodies hacked to pieces, burned black, in
quiet repose, skeletal from decomposition,
or bloated from watery immersion. For all
my love for her, | could not delude myself
Into assuming Tatyana would be exempt
from the normal course of nature.

By this time, she would have gone to bone,
perhaps with some tatters of her white silk
wedding gown clinging to them along with
remnants of her thick russet hair. | still
needed to find her, though, to at least lay
those bones to rest. Enough of that former
self remained in me to want to make some
memorial to her, for in so doing, | might be
able to find some peace within for myself.

The night after her death had been the
beginning of my search, and I'd been down
here nearly every night since then, going



over each stone, peering into each crevice.
No trace. Nothing.

Perhaps whatever had taken Alex
Gwilym's body from a locked closet had
seized her aswell. | did not like to think
about that possibility, yet it hovered on the
edge of my mind like awisp of poisonous
smoke.

When autumn set in with its cold mists, |
kept up my search, moving farther down
the cliff face to the wooded areas below.
I'd been through them already, but as the
trees and bushes lost their leaves, 1'd hoped
to discover anything that might have been
missed earlier: athread of silk, a seed pearl
broken off from her dress. On clear nights
| was able to cover avast amount of
ground, but as always—nothing.

The winter had been especially harsh; the
snow and ice made footing too treacherous
even for me. During the worst of it, | shut
myself up in my study and resumed
magical experimentation, this time with
greater success than |'d ever known before.
The results of my work now stalked the
halls of Castle Ravenloft. They were not
company, but I'd wanted servants, not
diversion.

Spring came, with its shortening nights and
Icy rains. I'd extended my search far
beyond the area below the overlook, with
the idea that some animal might have



found and dragged her body away. | also
guestioned the shepherds who dared to
keep their flocks this close to the castle.
Had any of them found a maiden's body
clad in white? None had, and by the way
that 1'd questioned them, | knew they
spoke the truth.

| moved sideways now, hands and booted
feet finding solid holds on the smoothest
planes of rock—yet another power granted
to me by my "pact with Death," as| had
cometo call it. Since then, I'd heard no
more taunting voices. Sometimes |
wondered if | should be thankful or wary
over their absence. Most of thetime |
Ignored the silence, having other caresto
occupy me.

Like my constant need for blood.

For the last year, Leo Dilisnya's men had
fulfilled that need. Singly or in terrified
groups, I'd captured the lot, taking them
down to the cells far below the keep, and
successfully kept most of them alive in that
time. By tria and error, | learned just how
much to take to feed myself, yet not kill.
Not that | harbored any thoughts of mercy
for them; the idea was to enforce my own
self-discipline. | could have drained each
to the dregs and still hungered, but that
would have quickly deprived me of a
larder. Hence, | made myself break away
before it was too late for the subject.



Of course, when | was very hungry, this
was not so easy to judge.

Asthe men grew weak from their blood
loss and confinement, they died. Not afew
went mad. But | had no pity for them, for
had | not myself seen to the disposal of
their own victims? How cheerfully they
had carved into the guests under my
protection, no doubt thinking of the fine
rewards coming to them from Leo. Most
had not waited, and |ooted the bodies as
they worked. | discovered this early on
when one of them got the idea of braiding
his torn garments together into a rope and
hanging himself. Out of necessity, | had to
deprive the rest of their clothing and thus
found the stolen gold and trinkets. | let
them keep their treasure, allowing them the
opportunity to fully contemplate its true
Importance and price.

My trips to the dungeons to throw them
food and drink would often yield up
another corpse to be removed, which | did
without complaint. When that happened, |
left off my search for the night and carried
the body away to my working room.
There, by methods set down in detail in my
books, | was able to put new life—of a
sort—into it. Garbed again in my colors,
they took the place of the slaughtered
servants and armsmen, guarding and
maintaining that which they had come to

despoil.



It seemed only just.

My climb brought me to a craggy outcrop
and aglimmer of white caught my eye; |
clambered over to it, trying to suspend my
hopes, but failing. It proved to be not a
pearl or adiamond, but nothing more than
a bit of quartz caught in the moonlight. |
started to cast it away with a curse, then
pocketed it at the last second. Therewas a
slim chance | would have found it again on
afuture search and only repeated this
present disappoi ntment.

If | even bothered to continue.

I'd spent much of the last year crawling all
over this face of Mount Ghakis like an ant
searching for crumbs; little wonder if my
discouragement began to outweigh my
desire for solace. My fear that she'd been
taken away as had Alek was looking more
and more likely now, and if | wanted her
back, perhaps another pact was called for.
The question was, what else might be
demanded of mein sacrifice? I'd lost
everything already, at least everything
ordinary humans placed avaue on. What |
had received in return... well, there was
little point to any of it without Tatyana.

Secretly, so far back in my mind asto
hardly be there, was the thought that if |
was able to put her to afinal rest, | would
join her, to be her husband in death as |'d
not been ableto bein life. Splitting my



heart with a staff of wood, cutting off my
head, stranding myself in the sunny
dawn—something could be arranged with
or without help from others.

Death was not beyond me, if | chose to
reach for it.

This night's search was coming to an end,
though. | could scent the change in the air.
Turning, | scrambled up the rock as easily
as another man might walk over level
ground. A trivial task now, and really too
slow, but | only wanted to gain some extra
height. Some thirty yards up, | summoned
and gave in to anow inherent ability to
change my very shape. My body began to
shrink: arms closed in, fingers grew long,
even my clothes melded to my flesh,
turning into the softest of black fur. It was
painless and freeing, and once the process
was finished, | launched into the open air,
catching the sky with my wings.

The wind was greater than I'd estimated; it
had more impact on thisform. Fingers
stretched to their limit, | struck a steady
beat with them and rose high, fighting the
downdraft from the face of the cliff. Along
with my shape, my vision had altered. |
could see very well, but all color had been
washed away; | still wasn't quite used to it.
Thiswas balanced by a considerable
Improvement to my hearing, allowing me
to know within the smallest fraction the



distance of any given object from me.

| spiraled up and up, first the cliff swinging
Into view, then the valley. Stars glowed hot
above, cool darkness reigned below, and |
soared carelessly in between, master of the
ar.

The overlook came level now, but |
avoided it and sped toward the front of the
keep. I'd made a small opening in an
Inconspi cuous place above the doors and
sgueezed through into the front entry.
Keeping thisform, | flew swiftly through
the roomsto the hall stairsand in areverse
of my ascent, spiraled down again. This
passage was in total darkness, forcing me
to completely rely on my earsto keep from
hitting anything along the way. Near the
bottom, | located another minute chink in
the masonry and pushed my way In.

It was along crawl for a creature of my
size, a dozen feet or more, but shorter than
the other way, which called for me to cut
through the chapel and use the high tower
stairs instead. The chapel waslong
desecrated and therefore safe for meto
enter, but | still didn't careto go into it.
The memories hanging there along with
the dusty wedding decorations were too
painful to face just yet.

| emerged into avast chamber that housed
the crypts of those who had lived here
before me, and of afew who had died



since my own occupation. Despite these
guiet neighbors, this place was not silent.
The heavy air wasfilled with the sound
and motion of thousands of other bats, who
had long ago established a sanctuary in this

Spot.

In the past, there'd been some talk by one
of my engineers about destroying them,
but | chose to et them live on, unmol ested.
The insect population in Baroviawas
legendary, and the bats were very
necessary to maintain control over their
numbers, especially in the late spring,
when the sting-flies were rampant.

They were another reason why | did not
use the high tower: it was their own
particular entrance. Easy-natured animals
that they were, | preferred to hold al oof
from the colony and spare myself from
their wild rush indoors by that route. 1'd
tried it once, entering with them beneath
the eaves of the cone-shaped roof, then
half-flew, half-tumbled nearly four
hundred feet down to the crypts. It wasn't
an experience | planned to repeat. The bats
were gregarious, | was not—though |
didn't mind their company, nor they mine.

| hovered in place and, with a sudden surge
of inner strength, resumed the shape of a
man again. There was no light of any sort
here, either, but | hardly needed it. The
clustered bodies of the bats shed enough



warm illumination for me to pick my way
around the crypts and piles of guano. A
few of the creatures knew me, perhaps
recognizing one of their own in some way.
They flapped down and lighted on my
shoulders and arms, greeting me with
joyful chirps and twitters. Two of the more
spoiled ones landed in my open palm,
allowing me to stroke their backs with the
lightest touch of my little finger. Their fur
was so soft asto hardly be felt. The ones
on my head playfully tickled my ears and
tugged at my hair.

But it was very late. | had no time to spare
for socializing.
With a gentle shake to tell them to flutter

back to their roosts, | made my way to the
right and down some steps to my... tomb.

To be honest, | didn't know what elseto
call it. My bedroom and study were several
stories above this place and were, for al
practical purposes, where | lived. Thiswas
the place where | died. I'd never really held
afear of death itself, mostly aloathing of
Its attendant aging. As age had been
eliminated for me, only death remained,
measured out in pal atable doses that lasted
from sunrise to sunset. 1'd resigned myself
to it, having little other choice, and had
come to welcome the soothing
forgetfulness that encompassed my brain.
It was better than sleep. No nightmares.



No dreams at all.

As might be expected of one who spends a
portion of histime in death's embrace, |
had a coffin. Any bed would have served, |
suppose, but since it was aready placed
here and ready, it seemed a shame not to
put it to use. It was excellent protection
against intruders, human or otherwise.
Though the chances were very dlight of
anyone finding his or her way down here, |
knew most people aren't overly anxious to
open up a coffin. On the other hand,
anybody bold enough to get this far would
hardly quail about going a bit farther,
though | had allowed for that, making sure,
by many different means, that no one
could get close enough to disturb me.

But the primary advantage for resting in a
coffin was that once the lid was lowered, |
was safe from roaming insects and curious
rodents. | could control and use such
creatures, but didn't care to have them
creeping al over me. It isarare craftsman
who likes to sleep with histools.

The box itself was a brilliant example of
the coffin maker's art, all smooth black
wood with a highly polished and waxed
finish, marred only by its brass fittings.
When it had been commissioned years
before, 1'd specifically ordered them to be
made from gold. The artist had promised
to rectify the mistake. | was still waiting.



It rested, without dignity, right in the dirt
on the floor—another problem that would
likely never be corrected. The specid
black marble purchased for the finishing of
this room and the construction of my crypt
had been held up by some tariff dispute
that had yet to be settled. Two years ago,
I'd received a cringingly respectful notice
from the owners of the warehouse where
the marble sat, undelivered, inviting meto
pay anominal storage fee. | dutifully sent
money and added a note that 1'd be only
too happy to reward them well if they
could arrange a speedy delivery of the
goods themselves. Again, | was still
waiting.

That aman such as myself, with my dislike
(while | lived) of all reminders of death,
should have been so concerned with the
disposal of my remains, may seem odd.
Thefact is, | suffered an occasional fit of
practicality and had made arrangements
during those brief periods, secure in the
knowledge that | was the only one who
would see that they were done correctly.
Death, as| had come to know a thousand
times over in battle, was an all-too-easy
encounter for asoldier, or anyone, for that
matter. Better to prepare for the worst then
try to forget about it than put it off only to
realize too late your survivors were going
to botch things.

Of course, in dl that time | had never once



conceived that my coffin would be put to
such an intermittent use.

The sun was coming. There were some
stained glass windows facing east in
another part of the crypt, so distant asto
make the penetration of true light into this
section impossible. But | was not about to
take any risks. Y et another good reason to
have asolid bit of wood between me and
destruction. | raised the lid, stepped in and
lay flat, lowering it as one pullsup a
comforting blanket against the chill.

Silence... then oblivion. The sun was up.
* kK k%

One year ago, my officers of the
exchequer, ignorant of the terrible
happenings that had taken place at Castle
Ravenloft, had seen to their tasks as usual.
However, when they brought the taxesin a
few days after and found the drawbridge
raised and no one there to answer their
hails, they grew decidedly uneasy. That
evening, the wind carried the small sounds
of their encampment over the wallsto me.

| climbed up to the battlements of the
curtain wall to have alook and was not a
little surprised to find them settled between
the gatehouses, cooking supper. They were
aprosaictieto alifel thought had been
left behind. Now | cametorealize | was
yet ruler of Barovia, with responsibilities



and duties to perform.
With some changes.

Roused from my many griefs by the needs
of command, | quickly realized the officers
could not be allowed to come inside the
keep. Asformer soldiers, they'd recognize
the brown patches staining the grass and
earth of the courtyard as blood. That was
alarming enough; but one side of the
courtyard was still piled with the remains
of the funeral pyre I'd made for my dain
vassals and servants. They'd know
something very serious had gone wrong
here, and to not answer their questions
about it would only invite morbid and—no
doubt—nhighly erroneous speculation.

However, giving them the truth was an
equally unwise move. | had no wish for
anyone to return and plague me with
hammer, stake, and holy symbols under
the mistaken impression they were doing
me afavor. My present existence did not
look wholly enjoyable at the moment, but |
wasn't ready to give it up just yet.

Several ideas came to me on how to deal
with this situation, including having them
join Leo's men in the dungeons. That had a
certain neatness to it, but was quite bereft
of honor: they were sworn into my service,
and I, in turn, was sworn to protect them.
My change from life to unlife had not
negated that pledge.



After a period of long thought, | decided
not to confront them at all. Returning to
my study, | drafted a simple document
Instructing them to leave the tax money at
the gate and consider themselves
honorably discharged from my service. |
Invited them to seek employment with
Victor Wachter and gave permission to
their commander to dispense twenty pieces
of gold to each man—twenty-five for
himself—out of the tax money, and record
It in the ledger. Rather trusting of mein a
way, but the man had been with me long
enough to know my supreme lack of
tolerance for thieves.

Closing it with my personal seal, | tucked
It into a pocket, assumed the form of a bat
to fly over the wall, and landed in a stand
of trees close to their camp. A man again, |
crept in close, waited for the sentry to look
the other way, and tossed the scroll among
them. It happened to strike the commander
squarely in the face, which woke him
Instantly and caused no small alarm and
confusion for some time thereafter.

When they finally settled down, read the
thing, and discussed it thoroughly, most of
the night was gone. But in the end, they
obeyed my final orders, albeit with
extreme puzzlement; it was for the best,
whether they knew it or not. They'd have a
bit of amystery to plague them, but better
that than the truth.



The procedure of writing out my orders
had worked so well, | continued to employ
It for all future business, public and
private. It spared me from having to deal
directly with people, something | had
never relished, and afforded them a degree
of safety from me. Despite my ample
larder in the dungeon, in those early daysl|
was not yet sure of my ability to control
my new appetite. The wisdom of thiswas
proved out by the occasional death of one
of Leo's men when | forgot myself and
overfed. Vast powers were mineto
command, but arrogance and over-
confidence had been the downfall of many
others before me.

Until | learned to master myself, | was my
own greatest enemy.

But, ready or not, the first full moon after
the summer solstice was on therise,
meaning it was time to take in the taxes.

k*kk%k*k

By written orders, given first to the local
burgomasters and spread by them to all the
boyars, | made it known that they were to
bring their collections to the Village of
Baroviaor to Vallaki, whichever was
closer. There, they would turn the money
over to the burgomaster, who would see to
its final journey up the mountain to the
castle. | made several copies of the order in



my own hand and with all the official
seals; | expected no trouble. My initia
year of occupation—along with its
judicious and much-talked-about
executions—had inspired a new spirit of
honesty in the land, after all.

Asfar as| could tell from my distant view
of things, all was going smoothly. Upon
awakening the next night, | went straight
up to the east curtain wall and noted a
number of new wagons and carts cluttering
the narrow streets of the village below.
There were also many more lanterns
burning than usual, indicating atemporary
rise in the population. The innkeepers and
merchants were probably reaping a hefty
benefit out of it, which they would have to
account for next year, but for now all was
good profit.

The night following the full moon, |
looked down from the west wall and saw
with approval that my orders had been
carried out. Several chests stood waiting to
be picked up, atask | could delegate to my
silent servants as soon as | lowered the
drawbridge and raised the portcullis.
Summoning arcane power, | did this,
adding to it amental call for the thingsto
trudge forth from the keep.

Wanting to supervise the task mysdlf, |
went across the bridge as soon as it was
down to have alook around. This turned



out to be a fortunate move on my part, as|
discovered. Contrary to my instructions,
someone had lingered behind.

This both angered and intrigued me.
People ignored my orders at their own
gravest peril. Danger aside, thiswasthe
first intrusion in ayear of isolation, and |
was interested in testing my self-control.
Here also was my chance to speak with
another person and determine if the
changes in me were too obvious to go
unnoticed. | discounted the opinions of the
wretches in the dungeons; they had ever
and always been a source of food, and I'd
never bothered to conceal my true nature
from them.

| paused halfway across to study my
visitors: a mountain pony cropping grass
just beyond the guardhouses and, standing
closeto it, afigure huddled in atraveling
cloak. The cloak's hood was pulled well
forward, for even in the summer the nights
can be chilly this high up. We faced each
other without speaking for a moment or
two, then the pony must have caught my
scent, for its head jerked up with a squeal
of alarm and it tried to break away from
the rope holding it to atree.

I'd had similar experiences with the horses
that had been left behind last year. The
animals either adjusted or didn't. Those
that could not tolerate me | eventually set



free near some of the farmsin the valley.

The pony, while not at all happy about my
presence, eventually calmed down—if
standing stiff-legged, trembling, and
covered with sweat may be considered
calm. Its owner turned toward me again,
discovering that | had come in rather close.

She was a sturdy woman of thirty years,
wearing the ubiquitous black clothes of
mourning. The Barovian custom for
femalesto wear black for five years after
the death of even their most distant
relatives lent auniversal drabness to their
dress. From the ook of things, the
woman's bereavement was a recent one, as
the dyes had not yet faded in washing. The
stark color suited her, though, asit did so
few of her sisters. Her cloak was of fine
wool, held at the throat by a brass pin with
bits of glass set into it. Neither wealthy nor
poor, she seemed to belong somewhere in
between; probably avillager, as she looked
too well-scrubbed for farming or herding
sheep.

"Greetings, Sir," she said, dropping into a
passable imitation of a court curtsy.

"Were you unaware of the orders issued to
the burgomasters?' | demanded, forgoing
further preamble. "Y ou should not be
here."

"I know that, sir, but it could not be
helped." Her accent was dlightly different



from the local one and words came
smoothly to her. She'd had some
education, then, and was accustomed to
dealing with people.

"Explain your presence. What caused you
to disobey Lord Strahd's commands?"'

"| am Dagmar Olavnya, Burgomaster of
Immol, avillage several day's ride south of
here—"

"l know whereitis."

Rather than being intimidated by my
manner, she merely nodded and accepted
the information. She'd probably taken me
for one of the minor servitors of the castle,
someone with arank fairly equal to her
own. "l was on my way to the Village of
Baroviawith Lord Strahd's tax money
when we were set upon by thieves—"

"Who stoleit all."

She did not miss the heavy sarcasm of my
tone. "Half was stolen. They would have
taken the other half if not for my brothers.
Both were wounded trying to drive the
men off. Y ou can send someone down to
the hospice in the village if you don't
believe me. The oldest is still unconscious,
and the youngest isn't able to speak yet
because of the stitches, but he can nod and
shake his head to questions."”

| came near enough to stare right into her
eyes. She stood her ground and met my
look, but her firmness wavered after a



moment. With hardly any effort on my
part, my mind touched hard upon hers.
Touched... and subdued. "Do you speak
the truth, Dagmar Olavnya?"'

"Yes," she whispered.

She was a fine-looking woman, and | had
never been immune to the effects of
beauty. It would have been regrettable to
have had her whipped to death, as had
proved necessary for the last burgomaster
who had given this same story. It was good
to know she was not the liar he'd turned
out to be.

Removing my influence, | allowed her to
awaken on her own. She blinked once,
then resumed her tale asif there had been
no break. "l came hereto tell Lord Strahd
of this crime and ask that he give Immol
time to replace the missing half of the tax."

"Why not take it back from the thieves?"

"They ran off into the woods. An army
could not find them now, much less mysalf
and two wounded men who won't be able
toridefor at least aweek. Even if | went
alone, I'm not skilled with arms."

"And if you were, you'd go after them?"

She started to answer, then turned it into a
sigh. The first indication that she could
smile played once over her face, like the
gleam of light that comes and goeson a
swift stream. " Perhaps not alone. That
might be foolish."



"Very foolish," | added, with something
like asmile trying to tug at my own
features. Then | crushed it and the thought
behind it and stepped away from her.

"Will you see that Lord Strahd hears my
story?' she asked.

"He aready has."

She had a quick mind. While some of the
peasants, and not afew of the nobles,
might have gawked and asked for an
explanation, she understood right away,
Instantly dropping into another curtsy and
staying there.

"Forgive me, my lord, | did not know
you."

| waved a hand at her, which she did not
notice since her head was bowed. " Get up
Burgomaster Olavnya.”

Shedid... just in time to see thefirst of my
servants stepping off the drawbridge. | was
used to their looks by now, and though the
stench was very bad, | had no need to
breathe. But both of these qualities struck
Dagmar—unprepared as she was—as a
single heavy blow. She reeled back against
her pony, her mouth opening for what
should have been a hearty screech, but she
seemed too much shocked to remember
how.

Her pony supplied enough noise for them
both. He gave out with a near-human
scream and did his best to tear away again.



My horseman's instincts came forth, and
without thinking, | stepped in to keep him
under control. If he got away in this part of
Mount Ghakis, he'd be wolf food before
dawn. | seized his bit and extended my will
over him as | had done to his mistress, but
with far less subtlely and greater strength.
He instantly went quiet, though his
trembling continued.

Dagmar had slipped over to the tree, her
attention torn between the waiting servants
and me. If | read her expression correctly,
she was trying to decide which of uswas
the greater terror. | could have soothed her
like the pony, but now seemed as good a
time as any to give the peasants atangible
reason to keep their distance from the
castle. Being afearful and highly
superstitious lot, it wouldn't take much.

"They won't hurt you," | said, glancing
from the pony to Dagmar.
She eventually found her voice, though not

very much of it. Had | still been human, |
might not have heard her. "What are they?"

"Dead."

Now her eyes focused wholly on me, as
though she'd made her decision. "They
serve you?"

"I am their master,” | confirmed.

Her self-possession, of which she had a
fair quantity, failed. She made the sign of
protection against evil, but it was more a



reflex action than anything else. Without
true faith behind it, it had little power over
me. In this case, the spiritual buffeting was
negligible and easily ignored. | threw
another silent command at the things, and
they began lifting the chests and carrying
them into the keep.

She remained frozen until the last of them
had stalked back across the drawbridge.

"They said you were adevil," she
murmured, watching the things go, her
eyes seeming twice as big as normal. It
made her ook very young.

"Perhaps they wereright." | withdrew
myself afew yards upwind from her; the
scent of her fear was just alittle too
tantalizing.

"What will you do with me?"'

"Nothing."

That is, if shewas very, very lucky. |
hadn't fed tonight, and even across the
space between us, | could hear the call of
her blood. Another provocation from a
different kind of hunger was the fact that it
had been along time since I'd lain with a
woman. My appetite had changed me so
that | was now finding myself as
vulnerable as a new-bearded boy, and
many times more eager than what was
considered acceptable. | had to keep
control of myself, or Dagmar would find
herself unwillingly fulfilling both needs at



the same time.

Turning from her, | dug my hands into my
pockets. My fingers closed over the piece
of quartz I'd found the other night. |
clenched it tight, grinding its rougher
edges into my palm. The pain was good.
Distracting.

It also reminded me of Tatyana and my
long search for her. I'd have to forgo it
tonight in favor of other errands.

"Tell me about the thieves," | said, my
voice somewhat harsh. "Tell me
everything you remember, where and
when, how many, thelr weapons...
everything."

Dagmar had a store of couragein her, else
she wouldn't have come up the mountain
alone and against my ordersin the first
place. She drew upon it again and
managed to give afairly complete account
of her misfortune.

"Y ou were overmatched. Y our brothers
must have fought very bravely."

"They were soldiers during the war."
"Their commander?"'
"Lord Markous."

He'd been one of the wedding guests. "A
good man." Now a dead one.

"He trained them well."

"And it served them well." | paced up and
down, working out times and distances in



my head and concluding the trip wouldn't
reguire me to stay out for the day. I'd
specul ated about journeys that would take
me out of the sanctuary of the keep, but
had never really planned anything. Though
this one had been thrust upon me, | was
suddenly looking forward to it. I'd shut
myself away for far too long, and whether
she knew it or not, Dagmar had caused me
to realize the fact.

Pacing finished, calculations finished, |
had but one more detail to seeto.

"| shall haveto insist you remain here for
the rest of the night,” | said. "It istoo
dangerous a journey down to the village in
the dark, and the accommodations of the
castle are, at present, limited." | was being
diplomatic, thinking she wouldn't care to
be in close quarters with the servants.

"Thereis plenty of moonlight. | can find
my way back."

"Can your pony outrun wolves?"

She glanced at the shivering creature, then
at the unrelieved blackness of the
surrounding forest. | recalled that even the
brightest noon sun had difficulty
penetrating some of its more dense tangles.
Though | could have commanded all the
wolves in the area not to molest either of
them, it would be better for her to stay
here. Traveling over Mount Ghakis during
the day was hazardous enough, at night she



could lose her way... fall... No. | would
not have that happening again.

"Come over here." She followed meto one
of the guardhouses. | pushed the door
open, it was dusty inside, and we disturbed
some birds nesting high above, but the
space was dry and enclosed. "There's
enough room for you both. The wolves of
Mount Ghakis are ferocious, but I've yet to
hear of one who could break through a
handspan of oak. Have you food enough
for the night?"

She nodded. "And water."

"Very well. Stay here. | may be back
before morning, or | may not. Either way,
you'll return to the village tomorrow."
Again, if shewasvery, very lucky.

"Yes, my lord." There were questions on
her face, but something within her may
have warned of the folly of asking them.

She got her pony, leading him into the
guardhouse, and | walked away into the
darkness before | might forget myself and
change her luck for the worse.

As soon as the road made its curve to the
north, | took on wings, climbed high, and
traveled east toward the village, leaving
behind all the great switchbacks, covering
several hours of travel in afraction of the
time. Flying more like a bird than a bat, |
held my wings out and coasted on the air
with little effort.



Y es, | had shut myself away for far too
long. The air was clear and cold, with just
enough wind to force me to work, and the
labor felt good. It exhilarated and charged
up my imagination with the potentials
awaiting me. Tonight | would dance with
the stars, tomorrow I'd race along the
forest carpet with my brothers, the wolves,
or flow like smoke into secret places never
touched by aman. A fresh restlessness had
come upon me; it was time to give up my
constant brooding, and to explore.

kkkk%k

Once past the village and the ancient gates
of Barovia, | paid strict attention to
landmarks; just because | had mastered the
art of flying did not mean | was used to
reading the details of the ground. That
which isfamiliar at eye-level looks totally
different athousand feet up. The castle
was always at my back and would serve as
my best guide for the return trip, but |
needed to keep track of landmarks so as
not to miss the spot where Dagmar and her
brothers had been attacked.

About five miles past the gates, the Old
Svalich Road and the River Ivlis made a
gradual push to the north to go around a
high spur of Mount Ghakis. It was an
outcrop of equal height to the one the
castle had been built on, and it might have



also made afine spot for afortress. In fact,
| had sent an architect and a party of
engineersto seeif just such a project was
feasible and learned what previous
generations had learned: the rock wasn't
stable enough to support any structures.
Faults riddled the summit, constantly
breaking off bouldersthat littered the
narrow pass at its feet; some of the stones
even crashed down with enough force to
splash into the river itself.

It was here that half a dozen men had
burst, shouting, from the trees north of the
road to trap Dagmar's party against the
river. The fight had been vicious but short;
the thieves were interested only in
whatever money they could take—that, or
Dagmar's brothers had made them think
twice about the risks of taking aught else.
They'd fled down the Svalich Road, boldly
using it as though they had as much right
to do so as any law-keeping citizen.
Drawn by the smell of dried blood
lingering inthe air, | found the place. A
great patch of blood stained the dust of the
road. One of the brothers had successfully
Killed athief here. The body had been
dragged off the road and interred in a hasty
grave, | noted. Once Dagmar had reached
Barovia, the burgomaster had sent people
out to investigate, and they'd performed
the burial, probably without benefit of any
services—something that suited me well



enough. | dropped down here and stretched
Into a man's shape again.

The grave was shallow and currently under
excavation by wolves, who were
enthusiastically digging at the mound of
earth in hopes of an easy meal. They broke
off when they sensed my approach. A pack
of eight or nine adults, they now crouched
and whimpered, anxious of my temper. |
said afew words of encouragement and
had the ot of them fawning at my feet, like
hunting hounds looking for a scratch
behind the ears. | indulged only afew and
Invited the rest to continue their digging.
When they reached the body, | ordered
them away. Whining unhappily, they
obeyed, perhaps worried | would deprive
them of their banquet.

| wrested the body from the hole and laid it
out flat. He'd been ayoung man, and the
earth clinging to him did not improve his
already rough features, but | wasn't
Interested in his looks so much asthe
latent knowledge that might still be taken
from him.

That would require the dark magic, but I'd
performed the ceremony often enough, and
carried the necessary components with me.

A drop of blood... abit of flesh... ascant
amount of bone, combined with the right
words of power and he rose as one of
mine, a new servant brought back for a



specific task.

When he stood once again, empty eyes
staring at nothing, the wolves fled silently
Into the forest. Astheir master, | could call
them back if needed, but for now they
could follow their instincts and leave in
peace; their help was no longer required.

"Seek out your former companions,” | told
the thing.

It did not move very fast, but then, his
friends had not gone very far. They'd made
their camp less than a mile down the road
from their crime and had taken no painsto
conceal it. Outwardly, they looked no
different from any other travelers;
something they may have cultivated as
cover.

In my time asaruler, | noticed that those
who, by circumstance or inclination, made
their living from theft and murder were not
especially gifted with asurfeit of brains.
There were many exceptions to this, but
for the most part thieves thought of little
else beyond their next meal or the
gratification of some immediate want.
They were cunning enough to learn the
skills needed for their work and to hide
themselves either in the wilds or amongst
the other men, but beyond that | found
them to be rather naive. They always
seemed horribly surprised when the
consequences of their actions caught up



with them.

The surprise of this particular band was all
the more intense, though, since it was one
of their own who walked in on them. To be
fair, the fact that he was dead had the most
striking influence on their reaction.

They'd posted a guard to watch while they
sept, and he must have been on the verge
of nodding off himself when he saw my
servant emerge from the darkness beyond
their fire. He gave ajump and caught
himself, as though having second thoughts
about what his eyes told him. Then, when
the apparition failed to vanish before his
now wide-awake mind, he let out ayell
that carried all through the valley.

Therest of the band were jolted from their
rest and on their feet and ready to fight
before they had quite sorted themselves
out. My servant stood motionless among
them, and | derived much amusement
watching the fools as they suddenly
discovered his presence.

Their initial astonishment was soon
replaced by the instant revulsion most
people have for the dead—particularly for
those magically animated. Their reaction
was violent, and it made full use of their
weapons. While their target was not at all
fast, the damage he wrought against them
barehanded was appalling. He crushed the
head of one man with asingle blow,



another got a broken arm when he strayed
too close in his attack. The others |earned
caution, but had given themselves over to
fear—a sign that they'd already lost the
battle.

The watchman had backed out of the
melee entirely. | could see he was
preparing to risk the perils of the forest
over thisthreat. He got only asfar asthe
edge of the clearing before | swept him
from hisfeet and slammed him into a
convenient tree.

My servant, who was keeping the rest
busy, was coming to the end of his
usefulness. Of the two men left, one was
either unconscious or too injured to move,
and the other looked ready to bolt despite
the fact that he was close to finishing off
his former friend. He'd severed one arm at
the elbow, restricting its ability to fight,
but perhaps was unnerved because the arm
continued to crawl toward him. That action
appeared to alarm him more than anything
else.

| might have found continued amusement
In his frantic attemptsto avoid it, but the
night was passing. | canceled the magic
that animated the corpse so that it
collapsed back to its natural state of non-
movement, then stepped in and saw to the
temporary disposal of the last able man.

Later, when they awoke to find themselves



bound and helpless, with me standing over
them as their judge, | saw to it that they
made up for their late mischiefsin the
fullest possible measure. Any other time,
they'd have been put to the sword—the
standard fate of athief in thisland—but as
final arbiter of my own laws, | could make
changes as | saw fit. Besides, such scum
were beyond any honorable death from a
blade. Instead, | raised the nearest
struggling man up and, with the greatest of
pleasure, tore into his throat.

And fed.

His blood raced through me like wind and
fire, like the hot rage of battle, with its
delirious blending of terror and joy.

When I'd finished with this one, | seized
another who was screaming and fighting to
get away and did the same to him, drinking
deeply until nothing was | ft.

No need to ration myself, no need to take
care not to kill, tonight I'd sup on the lot of
them, adding their strength to my own.

*kk%k%k

Some time after the feasting, | saw to my
other work, deriving an unfamiliar
satisfaction from labor that in the past |
would have delegated to my lesser troops.

I'd found the stolen taxes on the bodies,
along with a number of other monies,



indication that they had been at their trade
for agoodly time. | |eft the latter scattered
about the clearing along with the bodies,
free to any passing scavengers, whatever
their interest.

Asfar as the money was concerned, one
might liberally interpret this as being
wasteful; 1'd gone to such trouble
retrieving Immol's tax that it might be
thought | had sore need of the funds, but
not so. This half of their paltry due was
nothing to me. All | cared about was the
fact that someone had boldly dared to take
It, defying my authority. The armies|'d
commanded were gone now, but | would
always uphold the legacy we'd brought to
thisland, namely that | waslord and law
here, and | would not suffer any incursions
against me, whatever their form.

S0 it was that these thieves, now beheaded
(the heads impaled on tall staves of wood
to keep them out of reach of the wolves),
would serve as an example to others who
might think of taking up their base trade. |
rammed the poles firmly into the earth next
to the road, then, on aleather jerkin
stripped from a body, carefully printed my
warning, using blood for ink. It would do
until the village burgomaster, under the
orders he would soon receive, put up
something a little more permanent.

| hung the garment from a crosspiece tied



to one of the poles. It read:
"Thieves beware. |, Strahd, walk the land."

Making my way to the banks of the Ivlis,
south of the road, | bathed the stink of my
work from my face and hands, careful not
to fall into the deadly stream, myself. (I'd
learned from books of necrological lore
that running water was no friend to me, but
could only really be harmful if | were
foolish enough to let my heart be
iImmersed.) | finished my ablutions and
took to the air again, beating my way back
to the castle.

On her journey home, Dagmar would pass
the place and perhaps shudder. Or perhaps
not. She'd already seen my castle guards,
and they were far worse to ook upon than
these harmless relics. She was a strong
spirit.

Since she'd last seen me walking down the
road, it seemed best to return from that
direction, just in case she were watching. |
could have saved myself the trouble; the
door of the guardhouse was shut, and when
| pressed an ear to it, | heard the steady
breathing of one who is fast asleep.

Her pony—damn the beast—sensed me
once again and made enough commotion
to wake her. | heard her gasp of alarm,
then soft movements as she got up and
came to the door to listen. It made me



think of some staged farce where two
players unknowingly mirror each other's
actions on each side of adoor. |
straightened and stepped back, then called
to her.

She eased the door open, aknifein her
hand. The woman had courage as well as
Spirit.

"My lord has seen some trouble?' she
asked, putting the knife away. The moon
was only just past its full, and it still rode
high in the sky, shedding more than
enough light for her to see clearly. My
clothes were not in the same orderly state
aswhen I'd left her.

"Not really. | found the men, avenged your
brothers' injuries, and took back Immol's
taxes."

"So fast? But they were miles to the east."

| waved a hand with vague unconcern. "l
have my ways."

"Magic?"

"You could call it that."

She started to make the protective sign, but
caught herself thistime. She didn't quite
smile. A pity. | would have liked to see it.

"I thank you, my lord. All Immol thanks
you."

"You're welcome."

And at that point, she did finally smile, and
| was not disappointed. As|'d suspected, it



was most charming.

"The tales they tell of my lord are true,
then," she added.

| raised one brow. "What tales?' Village
gossip was bound to be unkind.

"That he is abrave fighter for those in
need."

Y es, perhaps. Once upon atime. Her
flattery was more than atouch obvious, but
not unwelcome. Vanity aside, | realized
Dagmar was definitely interested in me, or
el se she would have asked |eave to go back
to her broken sleep by now. When | made
the suggestion for her, she politely
declined and, while watching me closely,
Indicated sleep was the last thing on her
mind.

Well, well, | thought. Despite the other
stories she'd doubtless heard and the
walking horrors she'd seen herself, she was
still willing to keep me company. Women
had always amazed me with their ability to
Ignore a man's drawbacks so long as they
found him attractive. On the other hand,
men such as | once was suffered from the
same malady; but in Dagmar's case, there
were no drawbacks.

"You'rein mourning,” | stated. "May | ask
for whom?"

"My mother's oldest sister. A fever took
her last month."



"That istoo bad. You have alarge
family?"

"Very large."

"A husband?"'

"He died eight years ago," shesaidin a
tone that settled things between us.

| had never been one to deny alady
anything reasonable, and this particul ar
request stuck me as being well within my
scope. I'd fed well, so she was in no danger
from me there—at least for this night. And,
unless | was very wrong, one night was all
either of usreally wanted.

The moon settled behind the mountain
peak, throwing a shadow like a black
velvet blanket over us both.

Part |1

Chapter Seven
Sixth Moon, 398

I've left it too long, | thought. The bastard
will be dead by now.

And | meant the epithet in its every sense,
for literally and figuratively, all its varied
meanings applied to Leo Dilisnya. Nearly




fifty years had passed since that night of
death, when he'd made his attempt to seize
the rule of Barovia. Those men he'd |eft
behind in his haste to escape had paid
heavily for their crimes, but it was past
time that their master faced justice. If he
still lived.

Now that I'd been moved to take action, |
had little tolerance for further waiting...
but found myself forced to do so, anyway.
| paced up and down in the antechamber,
hands clenched behind my back one
minute, balled into fists and swinging in
the air the next.

I've left it too long. Where have the years
gone?

For gone they were, never to be retrieved.
Not that | had much need to care about
time in regard to myself, but, busy in my
keep with dozens of fascinating projects,
|'d forgotten about time's effect on others.
So it was that, when | finally took it upon
myself to visit the head of the Wachter
family, | was unprepared to find Lovina
Wachter was not the fragile-looking child
I'd last seen, but a solid, energetic woman
In her middle fifties. Indeed, there was no
connection between the old image in my
mind and the reality standing before me.

She extended her hand. "Welcome, Lord
Vasili."
| briefly touched the tips of her fingers



with my own and bowed. "Y ou do me
much honor, Lady."

After inquiries to my health and to whether
| needed any refreshment—which |
graciously declined—she asked meto be
seated. We were in the receiving hall of the
Wachter home, and it had changed little
from those days when her father had been
my host. Tapestries of old battles, gently
faded, covered the walls; the same
furniture, built to last generations, cluttered
the floor. There seemed to be alot more
flowers and pillows than | remembered,
but that was probably Lovina's influence.
As she took her own seat, she started up
almost immediately, as though having a
sudden change of mind. She half-turned,
dug under the cushion, and pulled forth a
colorfully dressed doll with button eyes
and a sewn-on smile.

"| see my granddaughters have been
playing here again," she said ruefully.
Decades ago, her obliging husband had
taken on the Wachter name so that it might
be continued. Obvioudly this branch of the
family tree had been fruitful. She finally
settled herself with the doll in her lap and
absently stroked its yarn hair. "Now, sir,
may | ask why you have requested to see
me?’

"| am here as an envoy for Strahd Von
Zarovich," | said without the usual formal



preamble required by an official visit.

Though the appearance of a messenger
from Castle Ravenloft was something she
must have been expecting, she went
absolutely still at the announcement. Her
eyes went first glassy, then hard like blue
diamonds as they focused on my own. |
kept a bland face and hoped she had not
remembered me; more likely it was my
name alone that had inspired her reaction.
The reputation of the castle and its now
Infamous lord had grown darker with each
passing year. | had personally done
nothing to correct the stories and rumors as
It had been my experience that when one
denies afalsehood, people then and there
determine it must be entirely true. Lovina
was not demonstrating fear, though—I'd
have smelled it—but something
resembling avidity... or hunger.

Lovinalooked at me minutely, taking in
every detall, from my well-tailored
traveling clothes to the carefully made and
dightly dusty riding boots. | had put
myself to some trouble over my looks, and
trusted she would find nothing out of the
ordinary about me. My hair was combed to
hide the points of my ears, and I'd even
managed to cut my nails down to an
acceptable length since, in certain social
situations, it was considered rude to wear
gloves.



Scrutiny over, she gave a stiff, seated bow.
"Then | am the one who 1s honored, Sir."

"My lady isvery kind. Lord Strahd sends
his warmest greetings to you and your
house and, if it may not be considered too
late, his condolences over the death of
your good father. He isremembered as a
great man and avaliant fighter."

"Thank you," she said, somewhat taken
aback. Victor Wachter had died some
twenty-six years ago. I'd have sent a
message then, but Lady Ilona had still been
alive, and it had not seemed... appropriate.
"I hope that Lord Strahd is enjoying good
health."

"Hels, Lady. Remarkably so."

| could almost see her adding up sumsin
her head and working out that Lord Strahd
was in his nineties. Ninety-two to be exact.

| drew out an oilcloth packet from my coat
and opened it. "Here is aletter you wrote
him and aletter of introduction for myself,
which he was generous enough to penin
his own hand."

She took both sheets of parchment and
read the introduction right through. Asthe
head of an important house, she would
know my writing well enough by now
from past documents. This onetold her
that | was Lord Vasili Von Holtz (I had
combined the given name of my great-
grandfather with that of his wife's maiden



name) and that she was to consider my
voice the voice of Strahd in al matters and
render me every reasonable assistance for
my errand. The bottom of the sheet was
properly stamped, and it carried awax seal
Impressed with the VVon Zarovich coat of
arms. She studied it all at length, making
me glad | had prepared things so fully.

"l have heard the VVon Holtz name, but am
not familiar with it," she said.

"We are an old house and, though loyal to
Lord Strahd, have not been as visible in
our service to him as have others." This
was a diplomatic way of informing her |
was not going to give alecture on Vasili's
personal genealogy. "However, the honor
has fallen to me to make up for it, hence
my journey here. Lord Strahd was very
Interested in your news."

She looked over her own letter asif to
refresh her mind. It was tantalizingly brief,
stating only that she was certain she'd
located Leo and asking if Strahd was as
anxious as she to bring the man to justice;
she was prepared to cooperate with him to
that end. "This sounds rather pompous,
doesn't it?"

| made a gesture indicating that the thought
had not occurred to me.

"What exactly isyour errand, sir?"'

"I am charged with finding and executing
Leo Dilisnya. Here—" | gave her another



sheet of parchment, "—is his death
warrant, signed by my lord Strahd."

Thisinspired another study. "Y ou will kill
him?"'
"If you but direct me to him."

She apparently decided | was more than
capable of performing the task. "Do you
know why he is condemned?"

"| am acquainted with the facts. It has been
many years, but Strahd has never given up
his hope of finding and dealing with the
traitor."

Thiswastrue, though if | had not let
myself get distracted, it wouldn't have
goneon for so long. To befair, in al that
time the trail had grown quite cold.
Baroviawas not that large a place, but
somehow Leo had managed to bury
himself very thoroughly. It waslogical to
conclude he'd readied a sanctuary in case
his coup failed. The only thing | was
certain of was he hadn't escaped the
country. Since the night of his betrayal, the
borders of Barovia had been, for all
purposes, closed.

L ovina set the parchments to one side.
"Lord Vasli, before you were born, my
mother, sister, and brothers were butchered
by Leo Dilisnya. My aunts and uncles..."
She broke off to put a hand to her mouth,
then turned it into afist and forced it away

again.



"How much do you remember of it?" |
asked, softly.

"Everything. They say you can sometimes
forget bad things from childhood, but this
has always been with me. Sometimes | can
still hear their screams. Can you
understand a memory like that?"

"I believe so, Lady."

"My father and | would have also died but
for the intervention of Strahd Von
Zarovich. For that debt, and to see justice
finally served, | wrote this." She tapped the
paper, then stared beyond my shoulder as
If into the past. "My father was... haunted
by Leo for years. Hiswife and children
killed, and he unable to save them, he
spent the rest of hislife searching for Leo
and died thinking himself afailure because
he'd not found him. | promised father |
would continue his quest. Thisyear has
seen the fulfillment of that promise, not, |
regret to say, by my active efforts, but by
accident. But no, surely it must be by the
will of the gods. They've heard my

prayers, and this was their answer."

And surely they must have been testing my
nearly nonexistent patience. "Lady..."

She obligingly snapped back into the
present. "But before | tell you more, we
must have an agreement."

"Lord Strahd will not be ungrateful,”" | said
cautioudly.



"I don't want money. | want my family
avenged."

"Then it is not enough that Leo ssimply be
put to death?"

Her eyes glittered.

"Y ou want him... punished."

She licked her lips and nodded. "Can you
promise me that?"

"My voiceisthe voice of Strahd," | said
truthfully. "If Leo still lives, he shall
receive all that he deserves."

"And more?"
| smiled. "Yes, Lady."
* % % %%

Lovinatook me to her study and, on a
beautifully painted map of the country,
pointed to a spot on the flanks of Mount
Baratok overlooking Lake Baratok.
"Thisisabsurd,” | said, forgetting myself.
"It's barely athree day's ride from Castle
Ravenloft. He would not be such afool as
to live so close to—to Strahd."

She stiffened, her lips thinning at my lack
of manners. In this case, she had the
superior ranking and was entitled to amore
respectful behavior from me.

Lord Vasili bowed dlightly. "Forgive me,
Lady, but [—"

"Never mind. Look at thismap." She



pulled out a detailed rendering of Baratok
Itself. It bore the name of every village and
valley, cliff and cleft. She indicated a small
rectangle representing a building of
considerable size perched high on its
northwestern spur, right at the border.

My spirits sank. "A monastery? You're
certain?' From my point of view, Leo
could not have picked aworse place for
me to find him.

"I saw him. Thismonth | wasinvited as a
guest to their Festival of the White Sun. |
was introduced to some of the residents
who live there. They have students, artists,
scholars—he was one of them, going under
the name of Henrik Steinman.”

"And you recognized him after all these
years?'

She'd expected some doubt. "Yes, | was
but a child then, but there are certain
sights, certain images that are burned into
my mind. | remember Leo standing over us
and my being too afraid to ook at his face,
so | fastened my eyes on agold chain he
was wearing. Hanging from it was a
pendant in the shape of aroaring lion. It
had ivory teeth and ruby eyes worked into
the gold. Steinman was wearing that
pendant. He'd had it remade into a broach,
but there cannot be another likeit."

"If that Is so, why keep something so
Identifiable? And why would he wear it if



he knew you would be there?"

"I couldn't say. Perhaps he'd forgotten, or
he may have thought | was too young to
remember."

"Or it may be the wrong man."

"Then that is something you must
determine for yourself, but | know the old
man | saw was Leo."

And | was hoping she was mistaken. A
monastery... the thought of even going
near one, much less entering it, made my
belly churn. Leo had most certainly
realized the exact nature of my change that
night. What better place of protection
could he find from a creature like me than
a house of holiness? It was also the very
last place in Baroviawhere | would look
for him.

"How long has he been there?"

"Several years, on and off. Asavisiting
dignitary, part of my duties included
exchanging greetings with the lot of them,
and | used it to ask questions. He was
vague, of course, and | could not appear
overly interested in him, or he'd become
suspicious. | put the same general inquiries
to a number of people to cover myself."
"Good. What do you mean '‘on and off"?"

"Residents are not required to stay and
may come and go asthey please. | got the
Impression he'd bred afamily somewhere."



"How delightful," | said, my sarcasm
matching her own. "Just what Barovia
needs. another crop of traitors like himself.
Y ou don't happen to know where they
might be?"

"I wish | did," she said with an expression
that would have made her gods think twice
about blessing her with the information.
"For then would my family be perfectly
avenged: awife for awife, children for
children... with Leo watching, of course."

"Of course," | agreed. It was the polite
thing to do.

*kk%k*k

For the sake of appearance, | had traveled
to the Wachter lands by coach, resting in
the safety of its dark interior by day, and
cantering along on one of the horses by
night. It was a great black conveyance,
bearing my coat of arms on the doors.
These alone were enough to inspire either
Instant fawning service from the locals or
their disappearance altogether whenever |
passed through a village.

Lovina offered me hospitality readily
enough, but | turned it down in favor of an
Immediate start on the last portion of my
journey. The fact that it was well after
sunset was of concern to her, and | had to
give assurances that darkness was a
decided advantage to me on this errand.



She took thisto mean that | had some
subtle scheme in mind and was not
planning to boldly present myself to the
abbot of the monastery, which was
essentially correct. In fact, avoiding
contact with all members of that order was
amost desirable course for meto follow.

My horses were still fresh, having rested
during the day and not been driven far that
night, so | instructed her grooms to hitch
them up to the coach again, including a
saddle for one of them. It was my habit to
ride with the horses rather than to drive
them, the seating being considerably more
comfortable. The men wondered how |
managed to brake the coach, but my story
that | never went fast enough to justify its
use seemed to satisfy as well as amuse
them. Asit happened, | could control the
vehicle's workings as easlly asthe gates to
my castle, and by the same magical means,
but they had no need of such knowledge.

| oversaw their work, still impatient, but
only became really irked when severd
barking and baying hounds objected to my
presence. It was arelief to mount up and
be off.

The coach rattling behind me (empty but
for my baggage and along, light-proof
box), | guided the horses back onto the Old
Svalich Road and followed it northwest for
several miles, stopping short where it



forded abroad river. Past the ford it turned
due west, but my goal was on this bank, a
rougher road that paralleled the path of the
water and would take me north toward the
monastery. Lovina had given me careful
directions to follow and clear and detailed
Information on the lay of the land, readily
answering all my questions. My final
guery, though, startled her somewhat.

"Have you acrypt or a place of burid
here?' | aready knew the answer from my
past visits decades ago, but "Lord Vasili"
did not.

"Yes," she said, her wonderment extremely
plain on her face. "We have a cemetery
just south of the main house."

"With a mausoleum?"
"Yes..."

"And does it have room left for additional
occupants?’

She nodded.

"Excellent." | managed to avoid explaining
myself on that one and |eft soon after.

The road made a steady climb and leveled.
| now skirted the edges of Lake Baratok,
the source of the river, with the water on
my left and the mountain high and
brooding on my right, passing the
occasional hut of afisherman or hunter.
No lights showed, though | did catch
movement when a shutter was cracked to



allow those within to peep out. The road
was in good condition, indicating traffic
was not unknown here, but for anyone to
be using it after dark was highly unusual. |
supposed if | went knocking on one of the
doors and asked for lodging, it might even
be given. Thiswas a corner of the country
I'd not been in for avery long time, after
all. The peasants closer to my castle had,
with justification, become a tiresomely
cautious lot over the years and never
voluntarily opened their doors after the sun
went down.

But | was not planning to seek out
sustenance just yet. In fact, when | arrived
at the monastery, | wanted to be hungry.

Within an hour, | was approaching the
source of the lake, afast-flowing river that
began as a spring deep within the
mountain. Some long-ago builder had
constructed a stone bridge here with an
arch high enough to put it out of reach of
the heaviest spring flood. The monks
maintained it since it now was their only
real link to the rest of the country. There
was another road on the north side of the
monastery, but that was no longer used: it
led only to adead end at the border.

When | took the coach over the bridge, the
trees thinned briefly to offer me aglimpse

of avast building perched on a steep tier of
rock nearly as high asthat of my own



home. On her state visit, Lovina had gone
up by way of a series of switchbacks
carved into the rock, which had served the
monks for centuries. The horses and coach
could manage without too much trouble,
but it suited my plansto leave them here at
the base of the cliff, where they were less
likely to be noticed. Guiding the horses
Into a stand of pines, | dismounted and
listened with all my senses to the woods
around us.

Almost immediately, the wolves began to
howl!. They knew me. All the wolves of
Baroviadid.

The call of their many voices was too
much for me to ignore. Before another
minute passed, | had joyfully assumed
their form (the horses, fortunately, were
well used to this) and thrown back my
head to join the chorus. My four-legged
brothers heard me and rushed from their
places in the shadows to give greetings.
Soon | was surrounded by their dightly
smaller but no less shaggy forms, the
mated leaders rolling onto their backs and
licking my muzzle to show their respect.
Others crowded in, whining, tails tucked
down, also hoping for some scrap of
attention. On any other night, | might have
given it, but not this one. | rose high and
changed back into a man again and, by
means | knew but could not readily
explain, instructed them to guard the coach



until my return.

Now it, the horses, and most importantly,
my box were as safe as could be expected,
given the circumstances.

| delayed just long enough to obtain some
necessary items from my baggage and,
with these tucked securely into my cl othes,
wasted no time in taking on the shape of a
bat.

Wings lifting me above the trees, | got my
bearings and began to beat my way up to
the white building on the cliff. The air
became colder and the wind more
pronounced, but these were nothing
compared to a gradual but unmistakable
external pressure pushing against me. So
far | was successful in fighting it, but the
closer | cameto my goal, the greater my
dread of reaching it. | swung far out from
the face of the cliff, so that once | was
actually level with the monastery, | was
still a quarter-mile distant. Circling wide to
the east, | lighted on the forested ground
and, panting, resumed my own form once
more.

Panting, | say, not because | needed to
breathe, but because of the awful aura of
the place. Even this far away, | could feel
It thundering all around me like a great
drum. | sprawled, helpless for a moment
while | gathered my strength and wits to
resist it. Having always possessed a strong



will, | was able to do so, but not without
expending quite alot of effort.

It would not get any better for me unless|
acted. From my pockets | drew out a
special tinderbox and a censer holding a
piece of dry dung. With the help of one, |
set fire to the other and waved it in a
specific pattern before me while uttering
the words of power.

Not many seconds later, the pressure
decreased dramatically and was soon gone
altogether, i sighed and rubbed my aching
temples, then put away the tinderbox and
shook the censer empty, shoving it into a
pocket while it was still hot. | wasn't sure
how long the spell would last and had to
assume every second was precious. A bat
once more, | flew asfast as| could toward
the sheer walls of the monastery.

*kk%k%k

Crouched in a degp shadow in the angle of
astaircase, | tried to make myself small;
for aman of my height, this was no easy
task, and | chafed at the discomfort. Little
wonder | caught the attention of alone
monk as he padded down the stairs. I'd
been hoping to find such a creature. He
glanced into the patch of darkness, must
have seen something of me, and stopped
cold to stare. | gave him no chanceto do
anything else, but launched up and swept



him right from the steps like aleaf in the
wind.

He was young and still new to his
vocation, otherwise I might have had some
trouble with him. Asit was, | got only a
negligible crack in the shins from his foot
before swinging him around and locking
my eyes on his. My inner desperation must
have lent greater strength to the
mesmerization, for despite the depth of the
shadows | was able to quickly subdue his
will to mine. Make no mistake, | was
getting desperate. This place was far larger
than I'd expected, and | had only the
vaguest idea where the visitors resided. |
needed an ally to help me, and though |
very much would have preferred someone
other than a holy man, there was no time to
wait for anyone else to come along.

"Henrik Steinman—where is he?' |
snarled.

The young fellow's pupils were but
pinpoints, even in the dark. Looking blind,
he pointed without hesitation up the stairs
he'd used. Deeper into the buildings.
Exactly where | did not want to go.

"Take me to him. Quickly!"

| released my grip on his shoulders, and he
complied with gratifying speed. If not for
my long legs and unnatural strength, 1'd
have been hard put to keep up with the
little man. The training for monks is highly



rigorous, even an acolyte often has a
surprising store of energy to call upon
when needed. This one was not even
breathing hard when we reached the top of
several long flights and trotted down a
lengthy walkway on the north wall of the
building. | was concerned we might be
spotted by others while out in the open, but
| saw no one else. It was past midnight;
perhaps everyone was in bed.

The walkway, which was part of the
curtain wall, overlooked a vast number of
structures in the keep. Some had an
obvious use, like storage or shelter for
livestock; the purpose of many others |
could not readily determine, nor did |
really care. All | wanted wasto find Leo
and get out again before my protective
spell wore off.

On our right, the walls dropped at least a
hundred feet straight down to a narrow
ledge that dipped away at a sharp angle.
Several yards beyond this chasm the rock
resumed again at the same level asthe
foundations. It may have been a naturally
formed defense, as was the case for my
own castle, or not. Between their prayers
and ceremonies, the monks must have had
some free time, and cutting away whole
sections of a mountain might have been
just the sort of activity they'd enjoy—so
long as it could somehow be said to serve
their god.



Winding out from the monastery was the
north road, which had once led to the
Dilisnya estates. It lent some credence to
Lovinas story, for Leo'sinitial choice of
escape might have taken him in this
direction, back to his home territories. But
It also provided an excellent reason to
discount her claim, for Leo would know I'd
look thisway first and try to cut him off
before he could reach safety. He may have
gambled on my lack of men and the
burden of responsibilitiesto slow me
down, for that was how things had turned
out. In either case, the one factor he could
not have known was that the dark magic
that had changed me had aso changed the
land. It must have been a dreadful surprise
to him to reach the borders and find
them... closed.

In other lands the boundaries are marked
by rivers, mountains, or by an invisible
line on a map in the possession of
whatever lord had claimed it. In Barovia,
the line was less commonplace and highly
visibleto al. By day or night, stretching
up to the limits of vision, the edges of my
realm are marked by a great wall of mist.
Mile after mile, it rings the entire country
without break, following the contours of
peak and valley, impervious to the hottest
summer sun or the fiercest winter wind. It
was a familiar sight by now, but still
disturbing. | wasthere at its birth nearly



half a century ago, when it rose from the
earth itself to flow in aslow spiraling
dance around me and my beloved Tatyana.
From that moment, the mist had expanded
out to the borders of the lands I'd
conquered and there stopped.

| knew back then, in the same way that |
knew how to talk with wolves, that Leo
would never escape Barovia

The borders were closed. No one would
cross them. No one did. No one could.

Including myself.

Y ears ago |I'd made an attempt to do so,
plunging into the heavy air like areckless
ship entering afog bank. | walked in a
barren land, bereft of tree and grass, and
somehow, no matter how far | walked, |
aways found myself turned and emerging
from the mist into Barovia again. Once, I'd
even tied a piece of thread to atree on the
edge of the border and, by the means of
this child'strick, tried to stay on a straight
line after | entered. Futile. Instead of
coming out on the other side and into the
next land, | found myself standing a bare
twenty feet from my starting point, both
ends of the thread stretched taut where
they vanished into the gray air.

The mist was magical, of course, and its
nature occupied a good part of my many
studies over the years. If magic could

create it, then magic might also dispdl it,



but in all that time I'd not been able to
discover the right incantation.

Y et another distraction from dealing with
L eo.

The monk made aturn toward the keep
and went down another flight of stairs. The
buildings here had many windows and
more doors than the others, an indication
that they were used as habitations, but
what | found truly striking about the area
was the lighting. Iron poles had been
erected at intervals along the alleys. They
were about ten feet tall and each
terminated at the top with a brightly
glowing ball. The light, | knew, would
shine day and night forever, or until the
magic cast on them was canceled or
destroyed. Some of the priests had gone to
considerable trouble over this. But, living
as they were, so close to the border, they
may have found the extra light a comfort
that more than justified the effort of its
creation.

Much to my disappointment, my guide
headed straight toward thisarea. | had no
choice but to follow.

He led me into the alleys, and though they
were laid out in an orderly pattern,
crossing one another like latticework, it
was their very regularity that confused me.
Each door |looked exactly like its neighbor,
and only by means of the names painted on



them could one determine the identity of
the tenant. Without help, | might have
wandered here all night looking for
Steinman.

The monk came to a halt before a door
bearing that name. My first thought was to
let him continue with whatever errand he'd
been on, but if my quarry were not at
home, | would need the priest's assistance
again. Besides, | had come hungry; he had
other uses.

"Stand to one side and do not move," | told
him.
He obeyed.

It never occurred to me to knock; | simply
grabbed the handle and began to push, then
arrested all movement. There was no need
to announce myself to the old man by
barging through the door. He might start
screaming for help out of sheer surprise,
and what | needed to do required that we
be undisturbed for a short period. No sense
In having him in hysterics and making
enough noise to raise the...

Never mind.

| let myself relax—quite afeat, given the
circumstances—and the burden of a solid
body was no longer mine. | floated upon
the wind like awisp of smoke or a tendril
broken away from the border mists. A spin
and dive, and | was pouring under the
door, flowing silently into Steinman's



room like creeping death.

Resuming shape, | caught the barest
glimpse of awindowless chamber before
staggering and stumbling into something
that felt solid but was not. It seared my
skin and tore into my lungs like acid.
Instinctively | raised my armsto ward it
off, but touched nothing but air... air that
was... poison. | gagged and clawed at my
throat, but what was choking me had
nothing to do with breathing.

Every corner from floor to ceiling was
filled with half-visible tracings that grew
brighter asthey pulled at me. The room
Itself was under heavy protection, or |'d
have sensed the threat and been wary of
entering. Signs, sigils, holy symbols from a
dozen different worships covered the
walls. They'd been placed there by true
believers, weaving a grasping net like a
spider's web, and 1'd blundered right into
It. My own protective spell had been
severely weakened, and when it was
gone...

Too late.

The ondlaught of the latent magic in this
chamber was too much. My inner strength
was insufficient to hold it off. Like a
garment whipped away in atempest, so
went my spell, leaving me enfeebled and
naked before the raw forces around me.
Theinitial shock was too great to bear; |



fell to my knees—right into the fiery white
center of aholy sign painted on the wood
floor.

It was like sinking into burning quicksand:
the more | struggled against it, the harder it
dragged on me. Other magic was at work
aswell, pushing my limbs this way and
that until | was flat on my back, my arms
and legs stretched to their limits; | was

hel pless, unable to fight by gesture or
word.

No voice of darkness held me thistime and
mocked my innermost desires. Thiswas a
different sort of force than that which had
come to me decades ago. | was bound by
sheer impersonal power now, not struck
Immobile by pain, though there was pain
enough.

And as| lay there, straining against
invisible bonds, | felt myself thrown back
to that moment in the dining hall, my body
weak and torn by many wounds as Leo
Dilisnya came to stand over me. It seemed
to be happening again, for aman of his
height and build came near and peered
down. He was not the old man that Lovina
described, nor the young one |
remembered, but rather the young one with
only ten more years of life imprinted on
his pale face. Was this Leo's son?

He stared for along moment, then said,
"Hail, Strahd, Lord of Barovia."



| knew for certain, then, for never would |
forget the mocking timbre of hisvoice.
Lovina had been right. Despite
appearances, thiswas Leo Dilisnya.

"|'ve waited ages for you to come," he
continued. "It took Lovinalong enough to
get you here."

Could she have been his—? No,
Impossible. She'd have sooner strangled
one of her own grandchildren as help Leo.
His dupe, perhaps? That was more likely.

He made a gesture, muttering words |
almost recognized. The unseen bonds
holding me grew stronger, snaking over
my limbs, sinking in and freezing fast like
atreeroot clutching hard at the earth.
"Stop," | whispered, hardly able to speak
for the pain.

He paused and smiled. "That's good." He
walked over to one corner and lifted up a
long pole that | first took to be awalking
staff. It was carved with words of power
that glowed to my heightened sight. They
writhed all down its length, moving as he
moved. One end was blackened, charred
by fire for strength. It came to a very sharp
point.

"How you do stare," he said. "But what
elseisthere for you?"

"How—7?" | asked, hoping he would
explain himself.



He was more than willing. "Did you think
| spent all thistime skulking in holesin
dread that the terrible Lord Strahd would
find and kill me? Y ou must have.
Arrogance was ever afailing with you. A
good ruler should not hold too much of
that quality. It clouds his judgment."

"Waited... for me... to come?'

"There's a difference between waiting and
expecting, Strahd. I've had years to prepare
for you. | put it to good use, to good work,
studying the Art. I'm as much a master as
you, now. What have you done?
Frightened afew peasants with your
walking corpses? Drained the blood from
any wenches that took your fancy? Yes,
I've kept up with gossip about 'the devil
Strahd.' Devil, indeed. Y ou've wasted
yourself. If I'd had your abilities, I'd have
put them to more profitable use."

Had | been in astrategically better
position, | might have offered an
appropriate return comment to that.

"| suppose you pictured yourself just
walking in and smothering me like a
candle. What had you to fear from one old
man, you thought? All you expected to
worry about was getting into this place. It's
that arrogance again."

My eyesfixed hard on the celling as| tried
to concentrate. It was also painted with
symbols, glowing with the force only true



faith can impart. Leo could not have put
them there, | was sure. Hisfaith wasin
himself; he had none to spare for the gods.
However, he was an expert at lies and must
have spun a pretty tale to the many
obliging holy people who had done the
work. He'd have been careful to choose the
ones with equal shares of belief and
naivete, avoiding those who might ask
awkward guestions about such an elaborate
project.

They'd been thorough; there was not a
single niche in all the room that offered
any respite for me. Very well. Do without.

He poked me in the ribs with the staff. |
Ignored him, but could concentrate for
only afew seconds. The destructive spell
latent in the wood was too disruptive to my
thoughts. "None of that for you, now. | can
tell when you try to summon magic, so
don't even bother."

My summoning wasn't magic, though, but
something older, more dangerous. Had it
worked? | tried to sense it, but there was so
much power running through the room, |
couldn't tell.

"Y ou should have died that day we entered
the castle. It would have been so much
better. I've aways wondered... how did
you know?"'

| said nothing.
"No harm in telling me now. Who warned



you?'

"Alek," | grated out.

"Y es, of course, but who warned Alek?"
Keep him busy. "Soldier... named Viad."

His brows pinched. "Vlad? But I'd killed
him."
"You—7?"

"He overheard some things he shouldn't. |
thought I'd killed him, anyway. There was
so much going on during that last battle |
must have gotten careless and rushed
things. So helived long enough to..." He
shook his head with disgust. "All my plans
thrown off and spoiled because | wasin
too much of a hurry to see the job through.
Well, Lord Strahd, the death I'd planned
for you isfifty years late in coming, but
catching you up at last."

Had it worked? | thought | felt movement
beyond the door, but it might have been
only wishful thinking.

"Trying for... the lordship again?' |
gasped out, wanting—needing him to talk.

"Oh, yes. I'd never given up on that.

Y ou've been ahelp to me, did you know?
Y ou crept about Castle Ravenloft with
your stinking toys and stayed out of sight,
S0 it was easy enough to spread rumors
about you. Nothing really awful, of course,
like the truth of what you'd become, but
the sort of storiesto keep the fear alive.



Have you heard them? My favorite isthe
one about how you murdered your brother,
drove his bride to her death, and then
killed all the wedding guests the same
night. That's quite alot of work for one
man, don't you think? Laughable, but the
peasants believe it. They say the mists at
the border are part of your punishment, to
keep you imprisoned until a hero comes
along to slay you and set the people free."

"And you areto be... that hero?"'

He smiled. The magic played around his
body like glittering smoke. That was what
had slowed his aging. He must have used
some sort of masking spell on himself
when he'd talked to Lovina, insuring that
he appear to be just what she'd expected:
an old man. He might have even used the
lion-shaped broach to jog her memory—or
Implant one. Such experiments were
theoretically possible. If so, then he was as
powerful as he claimed and thus extremely
dangerous to me.

"How will you do it?"

"I don't think you need to worry about that.
You'll be dead—truly dead—after all. So
will Lovina and her brood. They're the
only other threat to me here." He raised the
pole and placed the point against my
breast. Shutting his eyes, he murmured
another spell.

"Beware, Leo."



He broke off without rancor. "Of what?"

"The land... changed... with me. Y ou
have the Art. You must feel it."

He paused to think. "Must 1?"
"'l am the land.' Remember?"

"I recall watching you perform an old rite.
The symbolism was obvious enough, but
don't expect me to believe there's more to
It than that."

"| am the land. Destroy me and—"

Leo laughed. "I destroy the land? That's
like saying the tree will die when you kill
the bird nesting in it. Really, Strahd, you're
not that important.”

"The magic makes it so. Y ou must
realize."

He was not convinced, but that was to be
anticipated. All I'd wanted was some time,
and he'd given it to me. The door was
slowly, soundlessly drifting open. | strove
hard to look at Leo and not the small dark
figure coming up behind him.

"You must... redize..."

"You never were aliar, Strahd, so there
might be something to it, but then you'd
say anything right now. | suppose I'll just
have to find out the truth the hard way."

He lifted the pole and set himself, but
before he could plunge it into my heart, the
monk seized afistful of Leo's hair with one
hand and, with a hard pull to expose the



neck, smashed the other into his windpipe.

L eo gagged and dropped like a stone. The
pole clattered over my knees and rolled
awvay.

The power holding me... diminished.

Not by much. | was still held fast by the
great symbol on the floor, but without

L eo's additional magic pressing on me, |
was able to find the strength to fight it.
Free the arms... push with the elbows...
twist and heave: | squirmed like adying
Insect to the edge of the circle. It was
exhausting. The lines making up the
symbol seemed to drain me, drain my will
to fight. They covered every inch of my
body, anchoring me to the floor. As| tore
up a portion of the pattern and moved, it
replanted itself all over again. Thelines cut
and burned, razoring into my flesh, sinking
In down to the bone, yet not drawing
blood. Each motion made it worse, but
lying still made it no better, and | dared not
lie still.

Half desperation, half exasperation
prompted me to throw another silent
command at the monk, who stood
unmoving over my writhing form.
Responding more slowly than my other
servants, he finally stooped, grabbed my
wrists, and dragged me clear of the circle.

It was enough. | crawled, but it was on my
own. | was free only of the symbol on the



floor, though, not from all the others. And
Leo had recovered enough to cough out a
word and augment it with a protective
gesture. Whatever magic he used struck
me with sufficient strength to almost
knock me back into the symbol again. Had
| been standing, it might have worked.
Instead, the buffeting hitched me up
against the monk, nearly sending him over.

No magic would work for me here, but
something more basic might. The staff was
just within my reach now; | grabbed it.

It was like holding alive coal. The agony
shot up my arm and lanced into my brain.
Ignore. Ignore and...

Unbidden, the old drills of training
returned to me. A soldier I'd been, and a
soldier | would remain, despite the passage
of years. The staff was a fighting weapon
In my hands, and | knew well how to use
It, despite the pain. | swung it hard to the
side, damming it into Leo's arm before he
could form another spell, then rammed the
blunt end into his belly. He doubled over,
and | raised it one last time, cracking it
down on the back of his skull. He dropped
and moved no more.

My hand...

| shook it loose and the staff clattered
away. There was a black and smoking scar
where I'd gripped it, and the stench of
scorched wood and meat clogged the air. |



could hardly see straight for the pain. All |
wanted was escape before | succumbed.
By getting away from this deathtrap of a
room, | might ease some of the pressure.
The door seemed impossibly far away,
though. | crept toward it, inch by inch, the
weariness so great that it was beyond me
to even silently command the monk's help.

And then | crept over the threshold.
Past it.
Free.

It was like stepping from an ice cold lake
Into freezing winter wind. Both will Kill:
the difference lay only in the time needed
to do it. It was enough of arespite for me
to recover abit. | hugged my injured hand,
braced my back against the wall of the
building, and tried to ignore the unfamiliar
feeling of fear that prickled at my mind.
My presence in the monastery alone was
not going to destroy me—nbefore that
happened I'd dissolve into mist and let the
wind carry me to safety—but there was a
good chance | would be noticed. Those
holy people capable of doing so would
certainly have sufficient training and
knowledge to successfully deal with me. |
had to leave, quickly, but not without L eo.

If he were still alive. | hoped so; after this,
| would not get another chance at him.

Bring himto me, | told the monk,
whispering the words into his mind.



A pause, then agrunt, and he was pulling
Leo's limp body from the room. | glanced
fearfully at the other doorways and
windows, suddenly worried we might be
watched. They appeared to be empty, but |
wasn't disposed to trust anything in this
place.

Leo still breathed, albeit hoarsely and with
difficulty. He was partially conscious, but
that was of no matter to me, not if | could
get to him. The monk dragged him closer,
closer, until my own hands reached out,
and | fell on him as a man dying of thirst
falls on apool of water.

This was the reason I'd not fed before
coming. | wanted him dead, but I'd
promised Lovina he would pay for his past
crimes, and | preferred to keep my word.
For this man |'d planned something very
special.

Hauling his head back much the same way
as had the monk, | bent over his throat and
bit hard. No need to worry about causing
him pain. Pain for him meant an added
boon for Lovina. His blood rushed up, but
long practice prevented me from wasting a
single drop. | enjoyed the deep drink,
reveled in it, took strength, heart, and hope
from it. My hand stopped hurting as the
blackened flesh went red, then pink, then
assumed its normal pale tone. Whole
again. The hideous pressure of the



monastery, pressure that weighed on me
from all sides, did not lessen, but | was
better able to withstand its sickening
effect.

Toward the end of my drink, Leo fully
wakened.

| drew back so he could see me. His eyes
fastened on my lips, my teeth. | licked at
the blood there and took much joy at the
change in his expression, turning from
bewilderment to utter terror when he
realized it was hisblood | was so freely
drinking.

He choked on hisrising bile and struggled
feebly, a pointless exercise, but instincts
die hard. | held him easily and resumed my
meal, this time with hisfear adding a
pigquant flavor to the blood. It lasted until
the very end, when his laboring heart
finally fluttered to a stop, and he lay
unmoving in my arms.

The look of absolute, wide-eyed horror and
revulsion frozen on his face would
doubtless prove very satisfactory to Lovina
when she saw it.

| rose, still rather shakily, and fixed my
eye on the monk, ordering him back into
the room again. He obeyed, though |
guestioned his ability to find what | wanted
without my direct supervision. Ah, well,

I'd just have to trust to luck. There was
nothing, not even the promise of finding



Leo's spell-books, that could persuade me
to enter that hideous trap again.

The fellow emerged with an armload of
scrolls and tomes, some of which bore
protective holy signs. | discarded those and
scrabbled quickly through the rest as he
made a second trip for more. Pocketing a
few that looked promising was the work of
but a moment. Fortunately, these were
small; Leo had probably made them that
way so as to more easily carry them when
he travel ed.

"Any others?' | demanded.

The monk, impassive through all of this,
shook his head.

"Take me to the south wall."

He started off immediately. | hoisted Leo
over one shoulder and followed, up more
stairs, of course. Without magical
protection around me, the climb was
considerably harder than before. My
feeding helped, but it wasn't the same as a
gpell. A soldier may have plenty of
strength to use his sword, but without a
shield to ward off an enemy's blows he
wears down that much faster.

We reached the curtain wall. | peered over
the edge and grimaced at the long drop
Into darkness. To abat, it was nothing, but
| needed to remain in human form for this
|ast part.

"Return to your business,”" | ordered the



monk. "Forget everything that's happened
from the moment you saw me tonight."

Without so much as ablink to indicate he
understood, he turned on his heel and
marched off. Before he was quite out of
sight, | wastying Leo'swrists tightly
together with his own belt. This done, |
looped his joined hands over my head and
onearm. Thisput all of hisweight on my
|eft shoulder, but I'd just have to put up
with it. Carefully, conscious of my need to
maintain balance, | eased over the edge of
the wall and began to descend.

It was anything but simple. His weight
constantly pulled at me, threatening to
pluck me from the wall each time | lifted a
hand or foot to move down. Despite my
ability to cling to the smoothest of
surfaces, | dipped more than once, always
with my feet. | might have fared better
without my boots, but it was too late now
to remove them.

Halfway down the cliff and needing to take
arest, | briefly considered dropping Leo,
but decided it might prove too injurious to
his corpse. | wanted to have something
Identifiable to present to Lovina; aso, if
the damage was too great, my final plan

for him would be impossible to carry out.
The delight I would take in that compelled
me to put up with the present
Inconvenience alittle longer.



One hand beneath the other, palmsflat to
the stone, boots scraping and sliding when
my attention wandered, | went down
another ten... twenty... fifty yards. Leo's
body shifted with each move, tugging this
way and that. The leather knot of his belt
dug into my shoulder, rubbed the thin skin
over my collarbone raw, made my neck
ache from the strain. All my muscles felt
It, fought it. | wasted energy cursing him.

Another hundred yards. Rest. | could
probably drop him from this height
without... no. It wouldn't do. He had to
pay. Fate had taken away the one woman |
would ever love, but Leo had deprived me
of nearly everything else. All of it would
have been lost but for my change. Had that
not happened, he'd have killed us anyway,
Including Tatyana. Her death had been bad
enough, but had things gone differently
and she'd lived, the treatment she might
have gotten from his men...

My old anger—for this was not a new idea
to me—gave me strength to finish the
descent.

For all those that had died that night in my
name, he would pay. For what might have
happened to my beloved, he would pay
dearly.

Most dearly, indeed.

My feet struck aledge, then shards of rock,
then level ground. | pushed his arms over



my head and let him fall. It was wonderful
to ssmply lean back on the base of the cliff
and wait for the trembling fatigue to work
itself out of my limbs. When | was ready, |
sent forth acall for my horsesto cometo
me. Almost instantly their guards, the
wolves, began howling. Soon the lot of
them would be here, and | could start back
to the Wachter estate. | wouldn't make it
tonight, but not long after sunset tomorrow
Lovinawould see my return.

Leo's body had rolled alittle way off,
ending face up. Something had changed
about him. Walking over and looking
close, | beheld the ravaged features of an
old, old man. He looked much like his
father, Gunther, now.

The magic had left him.
* %k k%

A day and anight later | stood with Lovina
and looked at an unmarked sguare of stone
set in the wall of the mausoleum she'd
mentioned. Thiswas anew structure, no
more than twenty years old and with only
two occupants in it, honored retainers of
the Wachter house. It was a pity to have to
defile their peace, but the peace of the
Indifferent dead is held most in the mind of
the living, and L ovina was untroubled over
the disturbance.

She glanced sideways at me, which |



pretended not to notice. When I'd arrived
earlier that evening bearing Leo's body,
she'd been full of vindictive approval, but
that had worn off quickly enough. Leo's
face, still frozen in itsterrible expression,
told part of the tale of his death, but she
had demanded more details and | had
politely denied them. Her conclusion was
that Leo had not suffered as much as snhe'd
expected, and that | was unwilling to admit
I'd bungled the job.

"My work is not yet finished, Lady."
"What's |eft to be done, then?" she asked,

unable to hide her disappointment or curb
her bitter tone.

"You will see. Now | must ask that he be
Interred according to my strict
Instructions."

"Interred? I'd rather hang him from the
gates and watch him rot."

"Indeed, Lady, but | have my orders from
my lord Strahd..."

With this reminder, she gave in, somewhat
grudgingly, and things were carried out.
The estate mason was called in along with
othersto assist, and long before dawn's
approach, Leo had been pushed into one of
the crypts, a heavy stone was laboriously
shoved into the opening, and the cement
troweled thickly into place.

"Beg pardon, my lord," said the mason,
"but shouldn't this gentleman have been



put in a coffin first?'
"He was no gentleman,” | informed him.

Wisely deciding not to pursue the matter,
he bowed, gathered his tools and
assistants, and left. Quickly.

L ovina stole another glance my way; this
time | met it.

"Why?' she demanded. That single word
encompassed a dozen or more questions,
none of which | was quite yet ready to
answer.

"Y ou will know why tomorrow night."
“Tomorrow!"

"Y our patience will be amply rewarded,
Lady. In the meantime, | suggest you go
on to your bed, spend the day as usual, and
meet me here tomorrow after thesunis
down. Until then, | cannot tell you more."

It might have been easier had | concluded
our association tonight and spared both of
us this sort of wait, but the cement needed
time to properly set. Better to err on the
side of good sense and try her patience a
bit, than face a miscalculation and invite
disaster.

L ovina was not happy, but gathered her
skirts to go back to the house. She paused
briefly, expecting me to follow.

| offered a bow. "Forgive me, Lady, but |
must stay here for the night and the day as
well."



Her eyes narrowed. "For what?"'
"Those are my orders."

A silence. Quitealong one. "Isitto do
with magic?' shefinally asked. She tried
to sound collected, but some people find it
difficult to be at ease on the subject, and
she was one of them.

| spread my hands in a deprecating manner
and smiled. She could draw whatever
conclusions she chose from that aslong as
they remained erroneous.

They must not have been too pleasant; she
finally left, not so quickly as her men, but
with no less determination to get away. |
continued to smile after her, partly out of
admiration and partly out of relief. She'd
grown into a handsome, interesting
woman, a credit to her father. Out of
memory for him | would not touch her, but
It was good for us both that she was gone.
Paying honor to a dead comrade was a
laudable custom for me, but such civilized
manners can be forgotten in the face of
deadly hunger.

| resolved to hunt very much elsewhere for
my remaining time abroad, and did.

kkk*k*

Upon awakening the next night, | sensed a
human outside my sanctuary and
determined it was Lovinawaiting for my



arrival at the mausoleum. Asl'd taken one
of its empty chambersto rest in for the
day, her early presence made things
somewhat awkward, but not impossible. |
should have told her to stay at the house
until | came for her, but when the thirst is
hard upon me, | cannot think of
everything. Inthe end, | chose to leave as
I'd entered, as mist, sieving through the
many cracks in the unsealed stone of the
crypt. It took agoodly time, for | was
careful to spread myself very thin so she
would be less likely to notice me. | curled
to the roof and flowed out into the open
air, assuming my own shape only when |
was well away from the structure.

My return did not need any stealth, and |
walked up boldly, making more noise than
usual—in other words, performing a
credible imitation of aliving man. Lovina
was oblivious to my efforts, which was
what | desired, after all.

She stood in the doorway, holding a
lantern high to guide my steps. It had
panels of red glass, throwing out a soft red
light that gave illumination but would not
destroy one's night vision. Courteous of
her, though pretty much wasted on me. My
eyes were always well accustomed to the
dark. She said nothing as | approached, but
gave an odd little start when the light
struck me. Perhaps my hair had been
disarrayed and the points of my ears were



showing. I'd deal with it later, then.

"Thisway," | murmured, brushing past
her.

We went to Leo's crypt. The cement was as
solid as any rock by now and | checked it
carefully for openings. There were none,
thankfully. The mason had done an
excellent job. After running a hand
admiringly over the smooth joinings, |
pressed an ear to the stone.

Yes... it wasjust beginning.

Lovina saw the change in my face. "What
ISIt?

"Come," | invited. "Listen."

She set down the lantern and also put her
ear on the stone. Her hearing was no match
for mine, but soon, when the sounds within

started to grow, both fear and wonder took
her. She straightened and stared at me.

"What have you done?"

"Fulfilled my lord Strahd's wishes and
your own, Lady. Leo Dilisnyahas just
awakened to his true punishment."

"Ishe aive?'

| gave her ahard look. "No. Nor ishe
really dead."

She made the protective sign of her faith.
Its power buffeted against me like a gust of
wind, but I'd braced for it and held my
place.

"Tell me what—"



| raised my hand. "Just listen."

Reluctantly now, she resumed that activity,
asdid I. Thelittle stirrings I'd heard but
moments ago had developed into louder
and more frantic thuds and cries. Before
long he began to scream. | could imagine
him futilely beating the stone sides,
throwing his body against the celling and
floor, stamping his feet on one end while
pushing his hands at the other. No matter
that he had the strength of the undead, he
would not be able to shift the stone. No
matter that he could change himself into
mist, he would not find the least crack or
pinhole to pour through and escape. No
matter that he would soon use up hisair,
he had no need to breathe.

No matter, no matter...

He went suddenly quiet. Thinking,
probably. If he'd studied the subject—and
by the thorough way in which he'd trapped
me earlier, | knew he had—he would be
considering all his knowledge now. He
would know his strengths and weaknesses,
but knowing is not the same as actually
experiencing. He would feel the power of
his changed body, feel the rage coursing
through him as well asthe savage joy of
his dark rebirth, but most of all, he would
feel the overwhelming, gut-tearing, blind
madness of hunger.

"Strahd?" he called, his voice distant



through the stone.
| said nothing.

"You'rethere. | know you're out there. |
know you hear me."

Lovinahissed, "That's him. | know his
voice."

| nodded, thinking 1'd have to make her
forget this since she'd heard my name.

"Strahd, you must let me out," Leo calmly
pleaded. "Y ou made me, you must free
me."

Thistimel laughed. "Must 1?"

"Yes, yes. | am your slave. Y ou know that.
| can do nothing but what you command.
Y ou are my master.”

"You sad if you had my abilities, you'd
have put them to better use."

"| waswrong. Forgive me, my master. |
spoke inignorance. | was achild, afoolish
child. I'm changed now, | know better. Let
me serve you. You'll never have amore
faithful servant."

"Hoping to play upon my arrogance, Leo?"
"Noooooo!" he wailed, losing contral. It
was atruly terrible sound, worse than any
death scream I'd ever heard in battle,
enough to move a heart of iron to pity.
Lovina shivered from it and looked to me
with the whites showing all around her
eyes.

"Y ou wanted him to suffer, Lady. When



you hear him cry, remember your mother's
cries, your sisters, your—"

Her hand jerked up to cut me off. "All
right! Say no more. Thisiswhat |'ve

wished for, and the gods have granted it
through you."

"Free me!l" Leo shrieked.

Lovinaflinched, then forced hersalf to
remain still.

"Please, lord! | will serve you, do whatever
you wish."

"Then hear my wish, Leo. Live on for as
long as you may and then be damned."

A lull, then more thuds as he beat the
walls. His screams were without words
again. He was as far beyond human anger
as the sky is beyond human touch. No
matter. If he could have beaten his way
out, he'd have done so by now.

Lovinawhispered. "Will he die?"
"Eventually."

"The magic will keep him alivein such a
place?"

"Yes."

In a gesture similar to my own, she ran her
hands over the cement seal. The lantern
threw the twin of her movement on the
wall in the form of a harsh shadow. It
angled away into darkness.

Leo became quiet again.



"[t's utterly black in there," | said, knowing
full well that he would hear me. "He can't
see anything except the phantomsin his
own mind. He has little space around him:
a handspan on either side, another above
his face, only twice that beyond his head
and feet. And he's hungry, Lovina. He's
more hungry than you've ever beenin al
your life. Every moment he'sin thereit
becomesworse. It'sas if onegreat cat is
clawing at his belly to get in and a second
Isinside him clawing to get out. HEe'll be
doubled over by the pain of it, but nothing
will help him. He'll gnaw on his own flesh,
drink his own blood, but nothing will help
him. He'll scream and beg and burn his
tongue, calling on the names of the gods,
but nothing will help him. He'll beat his
head on the stone, hoping to kill himself,
but will fail. Only the hunger will kill him.
It will consume him like aslow fire
consumes the wax of a candle."

Her voice was steady and soft. "How long
will it take?"
"A month."

We heard along, sobbing groan from
within.

"When three months have passed, come
here in the full light of morning and have
your men cut the crypt open again. Take
out what you find there and burn it, then
scatter the ashes."



She shut her eyes, lifting her chin abit, and
drew in abreath of cold air. A chill had
entered this house of the dead... and the
undead. "A month?"

"Perhaps alittle more."

Opening her eyes again, she held them on
mine. "Then | shall be herefor aslong as it
takes. | shall be here and listen to him the
wholetime. | shall listen to him die and

pray for peace to come at last to those he
murdered that night."

| touched her cheek with one light finger.

" And to those he was unable to murder,
Lady."

"Yes. Tothem aswell." She did not back
away from me, but did stoop to pick up the
lantern. Our skin and clothes were washed
In red, echoing the color of its glass panes.
"| have another memory of that night, of
Lord Strand. | pretended to be aslegp—or
maybe | was asleep and only dreamed it,
but | recall my father opening a door and
Strand sweeping into the room. He was a
tall man with black hair, and his eyes
burned like hellfire. He was drenched from
head to toe with blood. It covered him then
as it seemsto cover us now."

"It must have been very frightening for
you."

"I was not frightened. Not then or now."

The silence stretched long between us, and
| debated on what | should do next, stifle



her memory or...

She shook herself and gave out a sigh.
"Well, Lord Vasili, you must have great
patience to listen to talk about a childhood
dream."”

"A dream?' | questioned.

"A dream," she said firmly. "A dream out
of the troubled past."

"My hopeisthat the past will not trouble
you further."

She glanced at the smooth stone of the

crypt.

"I think not. Not ever again. Please |et
Lord Strand know that | and my family
shall ever be grateful to him for his
justice."

Lord Vasili smiled... and bowed low.

Chapter Eight

Tenth Moon, 400

"Lazlo Ulrich, Burgomaster of the Village
of Berez of Barovia, understanding that
Lord Strahd has a keen interest in any and
all tomes relating to magic, wishes to make
known to hislordship that he has some
volumes, recently discovered, for sale.
Lord Strahd is most welcome to come
view the books, or, if he desires, they can
be brought to Castle Ravenloft for his



expert inspection..."

If they were spellbooks, | wasn't about to
trust them to anyone's care but my own
and resolved to travel to Berez myself.
Ascertaining its location, | lost no time
hitching up the horses, packing a supply of
gold and spare clothing, and setting off. It
was rather late in the season to be
traveling, at least by coach, but there had
not yet been areally bad freeze. The
mountain roads were soft and treacherous
with snow, but still passable if you knew
them.

Berez was on the Luna River several miles
south of Vallaki, and the only thing to
distinguish it from any of a dozen other
fishing villages was its huge manor house.
It had once been the summer home of
some long-forgotten lord and was still a
grand-looking structure—from a distance.
Drawing closer, the flaws of age and
neglect became readily apparent. The
cracksin the outer wall, the untended
garden, the breaks in the roof, all indicated
that its present tenant, the burgomaster,
was in sore need of money. If his so-called
magical tomes lived up to his expectations,
he would have more than enough to restore
his home to itsformer glory. If not... then
| would make sure he never wasted my
time again.

A little after sunset on my second night of



travel, | stopped before his sagging, rusted
gates, dismounted from the lead horse, and
pushed my way into a ravaged courtyard of
weeds and mud. Lights shone in one
window of aground floor room; otherwise
the place looked quite deserted. | strode up
to the once-impressive front doors and
briskly pounded.

The servant who answered was a hesitant
and pale old man who peered at the world
through faded, lost eyes. He was really too
aged and frail for the work, and |
wondered why he had not been honorably
retired by now. | gave him acard
announcing me as Lord Vasili Von Holtz,
an emissary of Strahd Von Zarovich. He
clutched the note in a none-too-clean hand
and vanished into the depths of the house
without a word. Having gotten no
Invitation, but not really requiring one, |
stepped inside to wait, politely pushing
back the hood of my cloak.

The hall was dark—the servant had not
bothered to leave his candle behind when
he'd tottered off—Dbut | could see well
enough. Muffled by the wallsand an
undetermined distance, | heard aman's
voice throwing guestions, and the servant's
mumbled answers. Before much time had
passed, the master of the house appeared,
lamp in hand and alook of fearful hope on
his face.



Lazlo Ulrich, for so he introduced himself,
bowed and offered a number of apologies
of an unspecified nature to me. | gathered
that they had to do with hisinability to
give me a"proper” welcome. Hewas a
huge, tough-looking man, of the sort that
would have done well in the company of
any of my soldiers, but there was a
cringing light in his eyes, which | did not
carefor.

"I am hereto look at the books on behalf
of Lord Strahd," | told him, wanting to
make my visit as brief as possible. "If you
still have them."

He did and was more than willing to show
them to me. Raising hislamp, he led the
way past dusty rooms filled with damp,
musty air and little else. The furnishings
were mostly missing, giving me the strong
Impression that they'd been sold off over
the years—that or turned to kindling.

Miser, | thought with a bleak mental sigh.
I'd seen Ulrich's type often enough before.
Best for me that | not appear too interested
In his books. He took me to a cluttered
chamber that seemed to serve many
different purposes for the house: study,
dining, and workroom, poorly lit and with
but a small fire on ahuge hearth. He
opened a decrepit old trunk to reveal a
stack of equally decrepit tomes and ancient
parchments.



"| was having abit of cleaning donein the
east wing of the house when | found this
and looked inside," he said. "Must have
belonged to one of the old masters of the
manor before me who went in for... you
know."

"Thaumaturgic studies?' | absently
suggested.

He was impressed. "Yes, that'sit. Well, |
couldn't make head or tail of the writing,
so | took them to Brother Grigor, and he
said they were magic books. He thought
they might not be any good and that |
should burn them, but | thought that since
someone once went to so much trouble to
make them in the first place, they might be
valuable... to the right person."

"A wise choice, Burgomaster Ulrich."

"Then they're... Can Lord Strahd use
them?' He watched my every move as|
went through them, studying me with the
suppressed eagerness of a hungry dog.

"All knowledgeisof use," | hedged, while
blessing the fates that had made Ulrich
favor greed over piety in hisdecision. The
books were quite genuine and incredibly
precious. They were also lamentably
fragile; time and the damp of the house
had eaten into them. | saw myself spending
the rest of the winter in careful
transcription of their contents to preserve
them. Pleasant enough work, though it



would delay some of my other projects.

| gave Ulrich ageneroudly fair offer for the
lot and in my turn watched the various
stages of thought running over his face.
First, gratification at the price he was
getting, then doubt, as he wondered if he
should be entitled to more. Much more. At
that point, | made sure to remind him of
Lord Strahd's devotion to honesty in all his
dealings and his reasonabl e expectations of
honesty in return. The fifty-year-old
memory of Berez's headless burgomaster
was apparently still strong: Ulrich heartily
agreed. Then and there he called for his
servant to bring tuika to seal the bargain.

Instead of the old man, it was ayoung
woman who answered his summons.
"Marinal" he said, obviously displeased. "I
told you to go to bed."

"I'm sorry, Papa Lazlo, but Willy is so very
tired. He—"

"So the servant is more important than his
master? Y ou've much to learn about the
world, girl. Mo, | don't want to hear about
It, just put your tray down and get out."
The girl did so, stealing a quick glance at
me as she hurried away. Only then did |

get aglimpse of her.

Ulrich poured out a small sip for each of us
and offered me aglass. "Here you are,
your lordship..."



Swaying, | staggered back until my legs
encountered a chair, then sat down rather
quickly.

"Y our lordship? What's wrong? What's—"

| waved him off, pressing a hand over my
eyes to hide my face. He continued to
hover, fearful and asking questions | could
not answer. | was unable to talk, unable to
think. My mind was quite literally reeling
with shock.

Ulrich hastened away, calling for the girl.
No doubt he was concerned that | might
drop dead in his parlor. The two of them
returned, and the girl pressed a cold rag
against my forehead.

"There, i, just be quiet a moment," she
said soothingly.

| looked into her eyes, my heart beating so
swift and hard that it was like to burst.
"Tatyana?' | whispered.

There was no reaction from her. "Would
you like some water, sir?"

My hand stole up to touch hers. Not a
ghost sent to torment me, shewas real. She
wasreal. "Tatyana?"

"My nameisMarina, sir." But there was
some doubt in her tone.

"Call him 'your lordship,' girl," put in
Ulrich.

"Your lordship," she said, dutifully
correcting herself.



Same voice, same face, same graceful
body, she was Tatyana come back to life
again. | was absolutely witless from
astonishment. Ulrich was so alarmed by
my state that he rushed off, muttering
about going for help. It never occurred to
me to stop him. All | could do was stare at
the sweet, beautiful girl before me.

She wore the clothes of the peasantry,
poorly fitted, faded and shiny from much
use. Her rich auburn hair was braided in
the manner of unmarried girls. Other than
those differences, and her utter lack of
recognition of me, she was the same
Tatyana |'d known nearly half a century
ago. There could not be another.

A chill that had nothing to do with the cold
of the room straightened my spine and ran
down through my limbs.

Was this the work of the gods... or of dark
magics?

| don't care. She's here again, and that's
all that matters.

"Y our lordship?"

"I am all right, Miss... Marina. Y our name
IS Marina?"'

The doubt she'd shown before became
sharply apparent. "Oh, sir—your
|ordship—do you know me?

Her guestion was so earnest and so intense
with troubled longing that it all but cracked



my heart, as though I, too, could feel her
own terrible pain. All | wanted wasto ease
iIt, bring her comfort.

She was trembling. "Please, in the name of
all the gods, do you know who | am?"

Her anguish filled me with supreme hope.
"You..."

"Please tell me. | know nothing of my
past.”

"Nothing?"'

"They found me walking by theriver last
summer and took me to Brother Grigor. |
could not remember anything about

myself, not even my name, so he gave me
anew one. Then Papa Lazlo adopted me."

"That was very kind of him," | ventured.

She flinched, and alook flashed over her
face that told me much more than anything
she could say.

"Has he treated you ill?" | managed to
keep my voice very smooth and level.

"He treats me well enough, sir—your
lordship. But please, you said you knew
me—"

"Yes, yes, | do. Your nameis Tatyana.
Your homeisfar from here, in agreat
castle. And you are loved. Loved more
than any other woman in all the land."

It was quite alot for her to take in, and one
after another, more guestions began to pop
forth, only to stutter to a halt. She ssimply



couldn't ask them all at once, nor could she
decide which to ask first.

"I will tell you everything you want to
know," | promised, "but just for this
moment, think only on your true name.
Tatyana."

She did, and repeated it to herself. "But |
don't remember..."

"You will. I shall help you."

If she'd been somehow reborn into the
world, then a new beginning was before
us—a beginning unmarred by murder and
sorcery, free of rivals and old griefs. Very,
very few timesin my long lifehad | ever
been moved to tears and had never once
given in to them. Since my change those
many years ago, | thought weeping was
beyond me, but now | felt my eyes begin
to sting and my vision blur. | dropped my
head into my hands, and though their
names would have dripped fire upon my
tongue, | could have offered up athousand
prayers of thanks to the gods who had sent
her soul back to me once more.

| raised my eyes and smiled at her,
recelving afaltering smilein return.

It was a start.

But before | could pursue it further, Ulrich
returned. Tatyana—for so she would
always be named to me—flinched again
and rose and backed away, like a child
caught raiding the sweetsjar. He saw, but



let it pass without comment, and stepped
aside as a second man followed himin; |
was summarily introduced to Brother
Grigor.

His sky-blue robe was afamiliar sight, but
back in the days when Lady Ilonawas
running things, this specimen would not
have been allowed into the orders to scour
chamber pots. He was young and vigorous,
but dirty, with along, unkempt beard and
tangled, greasy hair. His robe was stained
and threadbare; instead of wearing a
sensible pair of boots against the cold
weather, he was in sandals. This marked
him as a member of one of the more
fanatic branches of llonasfaith. They had
grown numerous over the decades since
the closing of the borders, pushing aside
their more moderate spiritual siblings as
they played upon the fears of the people.
Some few had true faith and thus true
power, others had no more power than that
which lay in their own minds. Of the two,
It was difficult to decide who was the more
dangerous. Out of respect for llona's
memory, | felt adistant pity for those who
came to either type of priest for the
betterment of their souls.

It was also and only out of respect for her
that | rose and bowed to this man now.

"You must sit and rest, Lord Vasili," he
pronounced. "You are very pale."



Thiswas something | already knew. There
was no advantage in drawing further
attention to it. "Thank you, Brother, but |
am much better now. | have had such...
fits before. According to my own healer,
they are alarming, but quite harmless. A
cup of water was all that | needed, and
Miss Marinawas kind enough to provide
one for me."

| nodded to her, and she had the wit to
remain silent about what had really passed
between us.

"Y ou should come to the church hospice,
though, just to be sure," he added, perhaps
hoping to justify his presence.

|magining the hospice to be as dirty and
flea-bitten asits caretaker, | had no
Intention of accepting his offer. However,
before | could turn him down, he stepped
forward and began a cursory examination.

His hand, when it touched the bare flesh of
my forehead, was hot.

Burning. Hot.

| winced and backed away from him. "No,
don't!"

"What's the matter?' he demanded.

| mouthed the first lie that came to me.
"I'm sorry, Brother Grigor, but years ago |
suffered awound to my head. Any sudden

movement such asyours..." | opened my
palmsin a humble request for



understanding for my "weakness."

Ulrich retreated a bit while Grigor
expressed sympathy for my trialsinlife.
An old head wound could account for any
number of eccentricities. Better they think
me odd than know the truth, and much
better if | leave as quickly as possible, lest
this holy man touch me again. Hewas a
true believer in hisfaith, and | wanted to
put some distance between us before he
began to notice things.

| slipped a gold piece to Grigor (without
touching him) as a donation to the church
and made it clear | intended to |leave.
Ulrich made a diffident invitation for me to
stay with him for the night, which |
graciously declined. He appeared relieved.
That made two of us.

"But what about the books, your lordship?"
he asked. | gave him asmall bag heavy
with gold. "Thisisthefirst payment. |

shall return tomorrow evening with the
rest. They are Lord Strahd's property now.
Asyou value your life, keep them safe.”

My words were not lost on him. He
glanced uneasily at the new additions to
my collection.

Before turning to go, | looked past Ulrich
and Grigor to Tatyana.

Wait for me, | silently told her.
*kkx*



Ulrich's parsimonious habits dictated an
early bedtime for the house, probably as an
effort to save on the cost of candles. Not
long after my departure, Brother Grigor
went back to whatever hole he dwelt in,
and the house grew as dark and silent as
any tomb. My comparison was not lightly
chosen, for the place was certainly dismal
and lifeless; the thought of Tatyana
wasting away in such wretched
surroundings angered me beyond
endurance.

It took little effort on my part to enter
again and stalk through the halls, looking
for her. Ulrich had alarge room to himself,
the old servant slept in the pantry, and
Tatyana had a small chamber nearby. |
chose to softly knock on her door: coming
In under it as amist would only frighten
her.

She was afraid anyway, or so she sounded
when she asked who was there.

"Itisl," | whispered. "Let mein, Tatyana."

A bolt instantly dlid back, and she stood on
the threshold, holding her breath. Her heart
was pounding as was mine; | could hear it.

L ocked doors were nothing new to me, but
generally they are not for use within one's
own house. Once | was in the room and the
door shut again, | asked about it.

She looked ashamed. "Willy put it there



for me. He thought—"

"That you might need it?"

A nod.

"Against PapaLazlo?'

She stared at the floor. "Willy doesn't think
| should be here without a chaperon."

"Then Willy isawiser man than Brother
Grigor."

"But Papa Lazlo has been kind to mein his
way. He said... said that if Brother Grigor
approves, he will revoke the adoption
and... and..."

"Marry you?"
Another nod as she stared at the floor.
"How generous of him," | said dryly.

She caught onto my contempt and gave me
a sorrow-filled ook that would melt stone.
"| don't belong here, do | ?"

"No. No more than a mountain hawk
belongsin acage."

"Tell me about mysdlf. | keep saying my
name, but | don't know it. | try to
remember the castle you spoke of, but |
can't.”

"You will."

"How? Please help me."

The furnishings of the room were humble
and sparse. She had a narrow bed and a
stool and nothing else to sit on. Proprieties
be damned, then. "Over here," | said, and



took her to the bed. She sat, and | saw in
her face that she was suddenly conscious
of her surroundings. | pulled the stool up
close, but was careful, so very careful not
to touch her. Much as | wanted to, now
was not the right moment.

"Tatyana, once upon atime you were
betrothed to a powerful lord of Barovia.
He loved you, cherished you, and desired
your happiness beyond all other thingsin
life. But there were traitorsin his court
who lusted for his power. They came
between the lord and you, and their
betrayals destroyed and scattered
everything that was good.

Y ou were caught up in... in the dark magic
of that night. Many horrible things
happened then, and | think that may be
why you have no memory of it. | think the
gods want you to forget the evil—"

"But must | forget the good as well?"

"That'swhy | am here, to return that part of
your memory to you."

"Who isthislord?"

"Strahd, of Castle Ravenloft," | said,
searching her face for the least sign of fear.

"Strahd?' She was still for along time,

thinking hard. She shook her head. "How
can it be? He's the lord of Baroviaand |
am... am nothing."

"You are al that is precious to him, more



Important than life."
"Then why can | not remember him?"

Her voice rose along with her frustration. |
raised a gentle hand against it. "That will
come, if you can but trust me."

"I think | must already," she said wryly,
referring to my presence in her room.

| smiled, but did not get one in return and
so realized that she couldn't see me for the
darkness. There was some thin gray light
seeping through a single, small window
that was useless for fighting the shadows
of this house. | myself was hardly more
than atalking shadow to her. Spying a
candle stub on a rough table by the bed, |
pulled out my tinderbox. | soon had atiny
spark going and lighted the thing.

The golden glow of the flame warmed her
face and brought back ajumble of
heartbreaking memories for me, if not for
her. | saw her in the dusk of the overlook
garden again, laughing with delight at the
roses, or staring in awe at her first view of
the valley.

"What isit?" she asked.

| blinked, returning to the sad present, to
her cold and musty room with its lowly
bel ongings and unhappy occupant. "L ook

at me, Tatyana. Look upon me, and you
will remember the joys taken from you."

1 HOW—"



"Just look."

Her eyes were on mine, wide with caution,
but willing to take a chance.

And then they misted over. A soft word
from me and they closed.

"You will remember..." | said. "Y ou will
remember the white walls in the sunlight
and roses redder than blood and the gray
storms of winter pouring down from the
mountain and the blazing fire in the hall
and the music | made for you there and the
silk dresses you danced in and the laughter
we shared... you will remember..."

Brow wrinkling, she shook her head until |
stroked my fingertips lightly on her
temples. Her eyes opened, something like
recognition coming into them. "l—I see
things when you speak. Please, tell more.
Please tell me... Elder?’

"Strahd," | said.
" Strahd?’

"Y es. Remember the crystal in the
chandeliers catching the light, and the
lords and ladies swirling about you,
dancing in your honor. Remember the
prayers in the chapel, and the sweet
Incense as we asked the gods for happiness
and good fortune, and the long days when
we walked in the forest, and the time we
startled the doe and her fawn, and the night
the shooting starsfell like fiery gems over
thevalley."



"| see them, yes, and you were near us, |
was with—"

"Strahd," | said. "Y ou were with me."
"With... you."

"And | held you close in the garden, and
the mists rolled around us like the dancers,
and you kissed me."

Somehow we were standing, and my arms
were around her, holding her as1'd held
her that night. Her rough clothes had been
replaced by her silk wedding gown, and
her hair flowed wild and rich on her pale
shoulders.

"I love you, Tatyana, and you love me.
Remember."

"I love..."

"Strahd," | murmured into the warm white
velvet of her throat.

k*kk%k*k

The following sunset once more found me
face to face with Burgomaster Ulrich. He'd
dressed himself up a bit and had shaved,
but having seen him through Tatyana's
eyes aswell asmy own, | was hard-
pressed to be civil to the man. We were
about the same age—outwardly—so his
planned marriage to her was not
unthinkable, but it was his casual treatment
of her that roused my displeasure and
disgust. He was utterly blind to her true



worth. Had she been a stranger to me, 1'd
have felt the same sense of outrage. It was
with much relief that | turned over the last
payment, gathered the books and papers,
and |eft.

My valuable burdens carefully placed in
the long box in my traveling coach, | drove
It back to a spot in the forest where I'd
spent the day surrounded by lupine
guardians. Changing form and taking to
the air, | beat my way back to the house,
made myself comfortable hanging in atree
just outside Tatyana's window, and waited
until all was quiet. Not long after the last
hoarded candle had been extinguished, she
cracked the window open, and | flew
across and entered, resuming my man's
shape.

I'd prepared her for this, and because of the
understanding established between us with
my first taste of her blood, she offered no
guestions about my nature, nor did she
suffer any fear of me. Instead, she opened
her arms in welcome and wept from
happiness that | had come.

"No moretearsfor you," | said, carefully
brushing them away with my little finger.
"I can't helpit. | feel asif I'm waking up
after along sleep. Nothing | did today
seemed readl; it's only now that | can touch
things and know them for what they are.
So much has happened, and so much has



changed."

Her words rekindled ajoy within me that |
thought lost. | pressed her close, content to
hold her and think of nothing, to ssimply
drift.

"Will you... take me away with you?' she
asked.

"Of course | will. Can you think | would
ever leave you behind?"

"I don't... [..."

"When | go, you'll be with me."

"When? Now?"

We needed a few more nights of courtship
before | could truly sweep her away as my
bride. "No, it's not possible, not yet."

"But please take me soon."

"There's something wrong?' | drew back
to look at her.

"Please, Strahd, | am grateful to Papa
Lazlo, but I cannot marry him. He said
now that he has the money, he'll be able
to..."

| took her head gently in my hands and
Kissed her brow. "Y ou need not worry. He
will never touch you. | swear it."

No doubt some of the gold from the books
had found its way to Brother Grigor,
assuring the easy revocation of the
adoption and issuance of marriage banns,
instead. A pity no one had bothered to ask
Tatyana about her views on the matter, but



as an orphan in the hands of a zealot who
probably thought he was helping her,
Tatyana's opinion did not matter.

Again, | wasfilled with disgust for Ulrich,
who had taken this girl under his
protection as her father only to violate her
trust and feelings in such a cool manner by
wanting to be her husband. At least—and
for that | was most grateful—he was
waiting until things were made legal by the
church's blessing before indulging in
violations of amore intimate sort.

Pushing his unpleasant presence aside, |
gathered Tatyanainto my arms and carried
her to bed, lying close beside her within its
narrow confines. There, | spoke of our life
together as it had been and as it would be.
And when the time of talk ended and we
Kissed, she threw her neck back and softly
begged me to take her again as |'d done
last night.

And | did, resulting in the greatest of
pleasures for us both.

*kk%k*k

The next sunset found me outside her
window once more, but thistime it was
closed fast, and though | waited long, it did
not open for me. | pressed my ear to the
panes and probed with all my senses, but
heard nothing. She was on the other side,
yet unable to respond to my call. A cold



and heavy chill settled on my heart, and |
carried that iron weight of panic with me
as | hurriedly changed to mist and seeped
through the cracks around the window.
Inside, | suddenly understood.

The room reeked from prayers and
protections. | threw an arm up against the
stench, but Brother Grigor had been very
thorough. It was not the trap Leo had set
for me, but bad enough in its own way. A
holy symbol had been hung over her bed,
and she wore another on a chain around
her neck. The air was so thick with incense
and the organic stink of garlic that she was
all but suffocated. | saw to this problem by
Immediately opening the window.

The breeze stirring the thin curtains was
cold, but fresh.

She opened her eyes and recognized me,
but couldn't speak at first. | put my fingers
to my lipsto let her know it was
unnecessary and searched the rest of the
chamber for further pitfalls.

Thankfully, there were none. Grigor had
confined his blessings and defenses to
Tatyana, and though they were fairly
strong, they wouldn't last the whole night.

| tested them—Iightly—and could feel the
power wavering already. Tatyana helped
by taking off the holy symbol she wore.
She was just able to remove the one on the
wall before collapsing back onto her



pillow. Without that extra pressure to fight,
| rushed forward.

"They're trying to kill me," she whispered.
Tearsfilled her eyes and streamed into her
temples. Her fingers clutched at mine, cold
and lighter than dead leaves. | kissed them
and folded them to my breast.

"I'm here now. You're safe."

"But I'm so weak. When Brother Grigor
cameto look after me, it only got worse.
He prayed over me, and | could hardly
stand it. Then tonight, he shut up my room
and prayed some more. Until you opened
the window, | thought | should smother."

"In alittle while, you will be yourself
again. Brother Grigor is... uninformed
about certain things and causes you more
harm than good with his chants and
burnings."

"He was frightened, Strahd."

"No doubt. Frightened men can be very
foolish."

| held her hand and soothed her, easing her
own fears as best | could.

So. Grigor had noticed the marks on her
neck and correctly interpreted their
significance. It couldn't be helped now. |
wanted to get her safely away from him,
but in her present state, she could not
travel. Another concern was over bringing
on her conversion too quickly. Her body



hadn't had much time to get used to the
changes taking place, and there might be
danger to her if | pushed things. | had to
balance this possibility against the surety
of Grigor'signorant meddling.

Another night and | could lose her.

No. Never again.

"Tatyana?"

Her eyes opened. She could see me quite
well, even in dim light now.

"Y ou are weak, and before you can come
with me, you must grow weaker—but only
for avery short time. Then you will be
well again."

She understood, not fully, but on an
Instinctive level—by means of the special
link between us.

"Y ou must do what | say, and then you
shall be free. When you waken tomorrow,
you'll be able to leave this house and all its
problems and pains.”

"To be with you?"

"To bewith me forever after."

"What must | do?"

"Only gift me with the privilege of kissing
you again." | touched her throat with a
fingertip.

She gently dlipped her hand up to my
shoulders. "Yes..."

| kissed her deeply, drinking in a portion of



her life so that it could merge with mine.
She grew white and cold in my arms, but
made no move to stop me; her only protest
was a soft moan when | finally drew away.

Her eyelids fluttered as she fought to stay
conscious. | hurriedly tore open the front
of my shirt and, with a diamond-hard
talon, dug into the flesh over my heart. Our
mingled blood slowly welled from the
wound. When | pulled her up and pressed
her lipsto it, she began to drink.

| know not what pleasure she may have
taken; my own was beyond any that 1'd
ever experienced before. It was more
Intense than any sharing of love I'd
enjoyed while bedding awoman in the
usual sense—more intense, and infinitely
more desirable. | held her tightly and felt
her strength return, even as my own
poured out to feed it. Her arms encircled
me, entrapped me, but it was right and
true. In the pagt, I'd given everything for
her and had lost everything. Here and now,
| had nothing left to give but my own life's
blood, but it was hersto take, and |
murmured to myself, pleading to the dark
magics that had made me to grant me this
one boon—that she would at last be my
bride.

For that, sadly, there had to be an ending to
the ecstasy. Reluctantly, so very, very
reluctantly, | tried to push her from me.



Her strength was equal to my own, though,
and she did not want to be moved. My
efforts increased the blood flow, and she
drank faster, more eagerly. Finaly, | had
to place the palm of my hand against her
forehead and push with al my might, lest
we both die. With a groan of misery and
bitter disappointment, she fell back upon
the bed, gasping for breath like an
exhausted runner.

Overcome by the same weariness, |
dropped to the floor, shaking from fatigue
and sudden hunger. My recovery was slow
In coming. When | was able to stand again,
Tatyanawas aready in her last mortal
sleep. There hadn't been any chance to say
farewell, but no matter. Our next greeting
would make up for it. Tomorrow |'d come
for her, and there would be no more
partings for us ever again.

kkk%k*k

There was nothing more | could do for her
except clean away the traces of our blood
exchange. | arranged her body more
comfortably on the bed and drew up the
coverlet. Though the removal of the holy
symbols would not go unmarked, |
couldn't bring myself to touch them. But
an idea had presented itself to me, and as
soon as |'d locked the window again and
seeped through to the outside, | took steps



toward realizing it.

Berez's church had most certainly seen
better times. Without the patronage of the
town's former lord, or the support of the
larger holy organization on the other side
of the closed borders, it had inevitably
surrendered to the harsh realities of time.
Attendance might have been down, either
from the indifference of the people or the
fact that their spiritual |leader was
disinclined to believe in the social
advantages of soap and water. Whatever
the reason, only two people emerged from
the midnight devotions, an old woman and
Brother Grigor himself. The woman talked
with him at length, received alast blessing,
and waddled off to her home.

| waited only long enough for her to fade
from sight, then loomed up behind him, a
portion of darkness come to purposeful
life.

He put up quite afight and would have
raised an alarm if | hadn't slapped a hand
over his mouth. Bodily lifting him, |
hauled him into the church and kicked the
door shut to afford us some privacy. The
little entry was poorly lit, making it
necessary to go into the chapel where the
scented candles still burned. | shuddered,
feeling the tepid power of the place, and
tried to ignore the ghastly sickness that
was beginning to manifest itself in my



belly; there was only so much that | could
expect from the protective spell I'd
summoned, after all.

When | turned him around to face me, his
surprise was such as to deprive him of the
ability to fight for afew instants. By the
time he'd recovered and thought to grab at
his holy symbol to wave in my face, I'd
secured both his hands with one of mine
and had him braced against awall, high
enough for his sandal-shod feet to dangle
over thefloor.

"Blasphemer!" he gasped, his eyeswild
and wide with righteous anger.

"No doubt," | said and wasted no more
time. When he saw what was to come, his
struggles turned frantic, but he could no
more stop me from taking his blood than |
could stop the sun from rising. My
exchange with Tatyana had left me weak,
but | was yet capable of dealing with the
likes of Grigor. When I'd finished, | was
much revived, and he was in a state of
mind considerably more tractable than
before. | led him over to a bench and made
him sit, then knelt on one knee in order to
be at eyelevel. | must have looked like a
penitent sinner asking for help from his
priest.

"Grigor, | want you to listen to me very
carefully..."”

With him dazed from blood loss, it took



little effort on my part to bring him under
complete control. | spoke, and he listened
and accepted everything. My instructions
had to be tailored to his own strongest
drives, else he might be able to shake off
my influence, but it wasn't difficult to
think of something appropriate.

"Beginning this very hour, you will start a
pilgrimage to the Shrine of the White Sun
In Krezk on the western border. Take what
supplies you need and go immediately. Do
you understand?"

"Yes," hereplied faintly.

Excellent.

Again, it was out of respect for llona's
memory that | did not ssimply kill the man.
He was inconvenient, but no real threat to

me. The thought of her inspired one more
addition to his quest.

"And Grigor.

"Yes?'

"On your journey, in the name of your god
and for the greater glory of all the gods,
you will bathe every day. In fact, you will

bathe yourself every day for the rest of
your life."

It wastheleast | could do for his
congregation.
**k*k*k*

When | awoke, my guardians for the day



were restless and whining. The horses,
though used to their presence, were
naturally upset by this activity and pulled
unhappily at their tethers. | dismissed the
wolves, freeing them to go about their
normal business, and wished them luck.
They vanished into the forest and began
howling, working themselves up for their
next hunt. By thetime | had the horses
hitched, the night air quivered with many
voices, making a savage and sweet
wedding song to welcome my bride to her
new life.

Mounting the lead animal, | guided them
toward the village, stopping the coach on a
hill just afew hundred yards above the
burgomaster's house. As on all the other
nights, no lights showed on this side, but |
chose to maintain my usual caution and
glided down on silent wings, making a
broad circle of the place before landing by
Tatyana's window.

| sensed her strongly on the other side. She
was only just now stirring. Waking late
and languorous...

The sudden rush of terror and agony
crashed upon me like aphysical blow. |
thought it must be a blow, for | staggered
and fell like atree into the mud of the yard,
helpless. My chest, my heart... Fire...
Worse than fire... my hands scrabbled and
encountered nothing, yet the pain was



paralyzingly real. | was no stranger to a
sword thrust, and that was what it felt like,
only athousand times worse.

Tatyana was screaming.

Shrieking.

And desperately calling on that silent link
between us.

Calling on me.
Then...
Nothing.

The last echoes rose in the frost-still air
and were lost in the dark.

| groaned and cursed and tried to get up.
My limbs wouldn't respond. | blinked and
stared at the harsh, bright stars asthe iron
weight of dread returned to my heart once
more. Its chill burden settled on me,
heavier than a mountain, crushing, but
alas, not killing me.

Oh, to die, to no longer haveto fed ...

She was gone. Damnation to the gods, she
was gone.

All the tears I'd not shed before in my life
filled my eyes now. Far, far above me, the
stars glittered and danced, mocking my
grief. As| lay weeping, drained and in
shock, Ulrich quietly approached. | didn't
notice him for along time, not until he
spoke.

"Grigor said you were the one," he
whispered.



Her blood—our blood—had splashed all
down the front of his clothes. His hands
were coated with it; one of them still
convulsively clutched a great wooden
mallet, its red stains smoking in the cold.

"How could you do such athing?' he
asked. "How can you take a young girl and
corrupt her with your filth?"

My tears ceased. Thoughts of dying
abruptly fled from my brain.

"But no more. She's safe from you. Better
that she die thisway with her soul purged
and ready for the gods than walk the earth
under your curse. She's safe and free."

| seemed to see his muscled form outlined
In scarlet. He knelt by me.

"And you, may you forever rot for—"
He had another stake... and raised it high.

| caught hisarm as it came down. He tried
to pull away, failed, then brought his
mallet around to crush my head, but |
grabbed that with my other hand and we
rolled in the mud, screeching and
bellowing. | was still in near thrall to the
pain of Tatyanas death, and weak. He was
astrong man in his prime, inspired by
vengeance, and in terror for hisown life.
We were a close match.

But |... | had nothing to lose. Nothing. She
was gone. And this bastard had killed her.
Rage gave me the edge.



| wrested the stake from him.

He clawed at my face, my throat, with a
grip like alion.

| rammed the thing into his side. Y anked it
out. Stabbed him again. And again.

Writhing, he fell away, screaming as she
had screamed. | crawled after him. Pinned
his leg with the stake. Pinned it right
through to the ground. He squalled and
bucked and pleaded and called on his gods
as | fell on him like aroaring storm out of
hell.

But it was over too quickly.
Much too quickly for his crime.

His blood was spread from one end of the
courtyard to the other, but it hadn't taken
long at all. He hadn't suffered nearly
enough, not as she had suffered, not as |
was suffering.

| regarded his mangled corpse with
bottomless loathing.

Dead now, he would suffer no more.

And | had... eternity before me, an endless
march of nights bearing this unbearable
|0ss.

Nearly half a century had passed, and I'd
grown accustomed to the pain of
mourning. Then to have her return... to
have those bleak years wiped from my soul
as though they'd never been, to have a
glimpse of the paradise that lay before us,



and then—
—to lose her again...

It was too much. Despairing, | wallowed in
the mud and gave in to the grief, unable to
stop.

*kkx*

Slowly finding my feet, | walked toward
the house. Too shaken to change form, |
pushed in through a door and paced down
the hall to her room.

The old servant sprawled on the floor just
outside. He was white with death, hisfrail
heart barely beating. | ignored him and
braced myself to goin to her.

"Gone," he muttered.
Yes

| stared at the room, at the single lighted
candle, at the blood that painted the walls
and burst over the bedclothes... at the
empty bed.

The impression of her body where she'd
writhed in her last agonies was there. She
was not. What had that pitiless butcher
done with her?

| dragged the old man up. "Where is she?"
His eyes sagged open, wandering. " Poor
Marina. Poor child."

"Where?"'

He didn't seem to hear or be aware of me.



"SOo pretty. So sweset..."
"Where?'
Now he winced and looked at me. "The

mist took her," he whimpered. "Filled the
room and... gone. Mist."

His last words. He exhaled once and
moved no more.

Chapter Nine

Twelfth Moon, 720

Winter solstice had arrived, atime of
endings and beginnings, atime of renewal
and death.

The longest night of the year.

Without sun, moon, or stars, with no
means at all of measuring the hours, unless
| cared to count the beats of my heart, |
still felt the approach of midnight. An
Important time, for at the precise moment
of the turning of the year, darkness was at
Its degpest, and the dawn at its most
remote. The powers were decidedly on the
side of the shadows now, not in balance as
during the equinoxes, or with the light as
during the summer solstice.

In relation to the Art as it applied to me,
this was an extremely important time for
magical experimentation, but instead of
busying myself with the furtherance of my
craft, | sat in the study, staring at Tatyana's



portrait.

The painting was as radiant now as it had
been over three and a half centuries ago
when she'd posed for it. The varnish had
darkened dightly, but the artist's purpose
was yet fresn. Her innocence and lively
Intelligence shone out, and yet she was
strangely distant. No matter where one
stood in relation to the portrait, her eyes
always seemed to look just past the viewer
and on to something else. The artist may
have aso come under the spell of her
beauty and fallen in love with her, for it
was agreed at the time that thiswas his
masterpiece. Certainly nothing he painted
afterward ever quite matched up to it—not
that he'd had much chanceto try, since he,
along with so many others, had died from
L eo's poison on that long-ago summer
night.

Much had happened since then, but little
had changed. The people still farmed or
tended their flocks. They feared me, but
were obedient; those who broke my laws
rarely got the chance to repeat the offense.
Life for most was hard, but they knew
things were far more difficult elsewhere.

For Baroviawas no longer aland alone in
this pocket of existence.

As the centuries passed, the mists at the
borders pulled back, revealing new
countries beyond. Other lords like myself



ruled them, and like myself, were trapped
within their lands. This did not prevent
them from warring amongst themselves,
but the results were usually indifferent. For
Instance, Vlad Drakov of Falkovnia had
been trying to invade Darkon (among other
nations) with tedious monotony for the last
three decades. My spies informed me that
he was apparently gathering arms and
soldiers for yet another attack. In two
seasons he'd be ready to march again,
content to send his people to certain death
or worse in order to salve his pride over
past defeats. During my own days of war,
I'd have had a commander like him
executed for the crime of rampant
stupidity.

Not that | hadn't tried. Hisirresponsible
actions had made him rather unpopular,
and in exchange for favors from other
lords, I'd sent out agents to deal with him.
They'd come close, but he'd survived, and
the balance of power remained the same,
except that, by means of the favors, some
of my own goals had been advanced. That
was the only reason I'd agreed to the
strategy, for without his constant threat,
our mutual neighbor, Ivan Dilisnya—since
Reinhold's death, the family line had
suffered a marked decline—might then
turn his full attention on Barovia. My
agents had used poison, Ivan's specialty,
which kept suspicions high, and kept the



two occupied with one another over the
years. Perhaps | should have provided the
agents with a more effective toxin for
Drakov... but success had not been my
true purpose, after all.

And so it went with the other lands
enclosed by the mists. | had spiesin each,
and they had theirsin Barovia. We could
not fight openly in honorable battle, but
only by dy and subtle political maneuver.
Though I'd have preferred amore
straightforward conflict, | played this
lesser, if not more demeaning, variation
well enough. It was necessary to Barovia's
survival—and mine.

But Tatyanalooked past me, asif none of
this were important at all.

She may well have been right.

| could regard her now with but atwinge
of pain. Constant company with the ache
had made it bearable; I'd wept away the
last of my tears years ago. How many
times over the centuries had | met her?
How many times had | lost her? | could not
say. She ever wore the same face, but
under a different name, sometimes a
wholly different personality, though
somehow |'d always found a way to touch
those hidden memories in her heart.

And somehow, I'd alwayslost her: Marina,
murdered by her adopted father... Olya,
dead from afever, so they said... and all



the others, taken from me. Throughout the
generations, 1'd lost her over and over
again, forever trading joy for grief.

If 1 could just once break the pattern, break
whatever curse that kept us apart. In doing
that, I might find freedom for us both.

| had tried. Countless times.

I'd made hundreds of forays to the borders,
challenging them with my own growing
powers, and failing. I'd talked long with
the Gypsy tribes that freely traveled the
mists, but could not grasp their ways. I'd
pored through every book on magic | could
lay hands on and found nothing to help me
understand the nature of my prison or how
to leaveit. This night, | should have been
working, but there was no desirein me to
do so. Perhaps later | might regret the lost
time, but for now | did not care.

Midnight was upon me... and gone.

Whatever power | might have drawn from
Its darkness was waning, not to return for
another year.

But that was a very short time. The seasons
tended to blur past for me. One night I'd be
hunting in deep snow, the next be flying in
the aftermath of summer heat, the air
scented with flowers. Y ear after year fled
by; they piled into decades, massed into
centuries.

How many lay before me? And were they
al to be aslonely asthose I'd already had?



Unable to answer, unwilling to guess, | sat
and stared at Tatyana's portrait and felt one
more night slipping away into the
Irretrievable past.

kkk*k*k

The dawn was coming, along with another
brief stay in my crypt. Lately, my little
Increments of death hadn't been enough to
provide me with sufficient rest. | first
thought that it might have to do with the
brevity of the winter days, but instinctively
knew that my growing fatigue had another
cause.

The fire had burned itself out hours ago. |
felt chilled, but not from the cold of the
room. Thiswas deeper and more
exhausting, the chill of aweary spirit.

| was so tired, as if the weight of all my
years had come upon my heart as one vast
heaviness that nothing could ever lift.
From my heart outward it settled upon me,
the very air was too thick to move in, nor
did | desireto move. | felt asif 1'd been
endlessly climbing a mountain and was
never quite able to get to the top.

If | could just rest. | wanted to sleep, leep
for more than just asingle day, sleep away
all my sorrows and lose myself in... |
wasn't sure.

To drift, dreamless and serene.



To forget.
To...
Rest.

Epilogue

Van Richten turned the page and found the
next to be completely blank. He flipped
through the remaining pages of the folio.
Nothing. Strahd had put down his last
lines... and ssimply walked away. He
looked around the study with new eyes,
once more examining the girl's
portrait—Tatyana, the poor soul. And
there, that place on the floor, might that be
the spot where Strahd had collapsed under
the force of the darkness that had come for
him?

His muscles sluggish after so much sitting,
Van Richten rose, picked up his lantern,
and walked through the doorsto Strahd's
bedroom. There was the window |leading to
the overlook where Alek Gwilym had

died; there was the closet where Strahd had
hidden the body. The shadows were very
thick here, and a draft from the study
caused the open curtains and bed draperies
to stir like restless spirits. His lantern
hardly made an impression against the...



Dark—it was growing dark.

He'd forgotten that the looming bulk of the
mountain cut the sun off that much sooner.
Blessed powers, he had to get out.

He swept back to the study, not bothering
to blow out the low-burning candles. They
could gutter themselves harmlesdy
enough, and if their condition told Strahd
that anyone had invaded his keep, then so
be it. The chances were very good that Van
Richten would return long before the
creature's awakening. He had the
knowledge he'd come for, now if the good
gods would only bless him with speed and
strength to escape this place before...

His stiff muscles forgotten, he sped down
the stairs, reckless of the uneven footing.

kkk%k%k

In the bedroom, a shadow, much blacker
than the rest, broke away from one corner
and drifted toward the window, which
silently opened. The shadow flowed over
the sill and paused next to the overlook.

A few long minutes later, the little hunter
emerged from the keep into the courtyard,
hurrying in the direction of the portcullis.

Strahd Von Zarovich watched his progress
with smiling interest. It was amazing that a
fellow his age could move so fast, and
even more amazing that Strahd could still



find such antics amusing. He considered
loosing one of his many guardians to deal
with the intruder, but held off. If he was
like all the others, he'd be coming back
soon enough. Then Strahd would deal with
him.

When the hunter was beyond the
drawbridge and lost from sight in the mist,
Strahd walked back to the study. His book
lay open. He extended a hand and caressed
the waiting page, the points of hislong
nails carving deep grooves into the virgin
parchment.

There was so much moretotell... and so
much more yet to come.

Slipping into the chair so recently vacated
by the hunter, Strahd plucked up a quill
pen, unstoppered a bottle of ink, and began
to write.
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