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Quent’s sword found its way through Vanté’s defenses and plunged into the woman’s 
chest, piercing her heart.  Vanté’s look of smug satisfaction dissolved into one of shock, 
then it went slack as she crumpled to the ground.  Quent placed his booted foot against 
her shoulder and shoved her back, freeing his blade.  The woman twitched only once as 
she died.  Moments later, her ghost appeared, hovering over her cooling corpse. 
 
“That wasn’t fair,” she complained, her voice an eerie echo.  “What am I supposed to do 
now?” 
 
“You always complain every time I kill you,” Quent replied, using a handkerchief to 
clean Vanté’s blood from his weapon.  “If you don’t like the outcome, don’t play the 
game.” 
 
“I’d only had that body for a day,” Vanté whined.  “I really liked that one.” 
 
“It was pretty,” Quent agreed.  “But not very practical.  The breasts were too large.” 
 
Vanté smiled and winked.  “You didn’t complain about those breasts this morning,” she 
vamped.  Quent laughed.  He put away his sword and turned to the stone railing nearby, 
leaning on it to look down at the city in the valley below.  Vanté floated closer, a 
whispery touch on his cheek.  “I think I’ll take a man next,” she said. 
 
“Do whatever you want,” Quent growled.  “I don’t think you’d like it, though.” 
 
Vanté sighed, a strange sound coming from a ghost.  “Probably not,” she agreed.  Her 
form was becoming more distinct, less ethereal.  She settled onto the pavement as though 
gravity had a hold on her.  “Even so, I might just get one of those brute Trewians, the 
ones with the bulging arm muscles and small heads.  I’ll use him to break your bones and 
pay you back for killing me.” 
 
Quent laughed again.  “It’s not the first time I’ve killed you,” he reminded her.  “And 
you’ve killed me plenty of times.  Quit bitching.  I told you we shouldn’t spar today, but 
you insisted.  Now you’re paying the price.  Just go get someone else so we can get on 
with what we planned to do.” 
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“I should have killed you in your sleep,” Vanté purred.  Her anger had evaporated, and 
her form had coalesced into a semblance of solidity.  “You may have to go on without 
me.  I’m not sure I can find a body to my liking so quickly.” 
 
“You’re too picky,” Quent accused.  He turned his back to the railing and looked up at 
the turrets of the castle.  Blue pennants fluttered where yesterday the red of the Prince 
had flown. 
 
“Look who’s talking.  The only reason you didn’t take the Prince for yourself was 
because he’s fat and ugly.  You know all this would be easier if you had taken him 
instead of the Chancellor.” 
 
Quent looked down at his body, clothed in the finery of minor nobility.  “I am pretty, 
aren’t I?” he asked.  Vanté snorted.  Quent ignored her.  “Besides,” he added, “no one 
liked the Prince.  He was a cruel despot, and the people will be more than eager to throw 
their support behind an insurrection.  It’s not what we planned, but the city will still burn 
in the end.” 
 
“I like fire,” Vanté said, smiling.  She walked toward the doors that led into the 
bedchamber they had shared the night before.  “You liked that chambermaid, didn’t 
you?” 
 
“She was a comely lass,” Quent agreed.  “Are you going to take her?” 
 
Vanté shrugged.  “Maybe,” she teased.  “Would you like that?” 
 
“I’m not sure.” 
 
“You’d rather take her by force, I suppose.”   
 
Quent smiled wickedly.  “You know me too well.” 
 
“Then I promise tonight I’ll fight you off,” Vanté said.  She vanished through the closed 
door.  Quent stared after her for a moment, his mind running through a fantasy of the 
night to come, then he turned his attention back to the city. 
 
The mountains were tall peaks on all sides, white-capped spires of obsidian rock rising 
like knives from the desolate landscape.  The city, with its white walls and polished 
streets, shone like a jewel as it sprawled through the narrow valley, sometimes climbing 
the retaining walls, ending at the river seven miles distant.  The only road out led through 
the gates of the Prince’s castle, and that was how he had held his rule for so long.  As 
nephew to the former king, the Prince should have been swept away in the purge that 
followed the usurper Baen’s ascent to power.  The mountains, however, made an 
excellent defense. 
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“Not good enough,” Quent mused aloud.  “You held back Baen’s bluecoats, but you 
couldn’t stop us.”  Baen had been reluctant to employ the pair despite his wizards’ 
assurances that they could defend against their abilities.  Seven jobs later, even the 
usurper had to admit it was a better method than hurling his troops against the walls of 
the holdouts.   
 
A muted scream pushed its way out from inside the castle.  Vanté always enjoyed the 
reaction she got from revealing herself prior to possessing a new form.  She claimed it 
made the process easier, though Quent’s experience told him the opposite was true.  Then 
again, it was impossible for him to know exactly how he and Vanté were alike or 
different.  He had never expected to find anyone else who shared his rather unique talent.  
She was the only one he had discovered in all the long centuries since his birth. 
 
He studied the city, making plans in his mind for how he would manage to route out the 
rebels living there.  Baen had said the city was a total write off, so it seemed fire would 
be the order of the day.  That would please Vanté.  Quent preferred more direct 
bloodshed, but his lover enjoyed the crackle and hiss of conflagration.  He heard the 
doors open behind him and the soft tread of slippered feet approaching.  He allowed her 
to get closer before turning.  The maid, still in her uniform, was less buxom but more 
shapely than Vanté’s previous form.  He smiled as he considered the possibilities which 
lay ahead. 
 
“Did it go well?” he asked.  He took a step forward, reaching for her, then halted as he 
caught the gleam of a blade in her hand.  “Wait!” he yelled too late.  The knife swept up 
and into his stomach.  Pain lanced through him sharply, doubling him over.  The knife 
plunged into him again and again until he fell limply to the pavement. 
 
The morning sun made the woman a black silhouette looming over him, laughing.  
“Subterfuge is so easy,” she said.  “I can see how you got away with it so long.” 
 
“Vanté?” Quent croaked with a dying voice.  The woman laughed harshly. 
 
“Hardly,” she said.  “Forgotten me already?  I should have expected it.  You’ve had so 
many victims you could hardly remember them all.”  She stooped lower, bringing her 
face close to his, and from that distance he could see the strange difference in her eyes.  
“But I don’t know how you could forget your own sister.” 
 
“Arta,” Quent hissed.  “No.  You’re dead.  I saw you die.” 
 
“Of course you did,” Arta replied.  She held up the knife, watching his blood drip from 
the point.  “Everyone dies.  You’re dying now, and you’ve done it before.  I know how to 
make it permanent though.”  She smiled.  “Why did you do it, Brother?” 
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Quent had to gasp for breath.  “Do what?” 
 
“You know what you did.  No, maybe you don’t remember.  It was three hundred years 
ago, after all.  Don’t you remember what you did to our mother?” 
 
He remembered.  “It wasn’t my fault,” he said.  The day seemed to be growing darker.  
His vision was fading.  He wanted to die, to be free of the pain of this ravaged body, free 
to escape whatever his sister was planning. 
 
“Not your fault,” Arta repeated.  “I expected you to say that.  I suppose she pulled you 
into her body, then?  You took her, Quent.  You victimized our mother and you killed her 
soul.” 
 
“You know how it works,” he said.  “You’ve become the same as me somehow.  Souls 
can’t be killed.  Just…pushed…out...”  He was fading at last, gratefully. 
 
“Souls can be killed,” Arta said.  She drew an amulet from a pocket.  “I’m going to kill 
yours.” 
 
“Why?”  A whisper. 
 
She laughed.  “I should say it’s to avenge our mother,” she cackled, “but its more 
personal than that.  It’s a matter of survival.  You see, Baen doesn’t want you coming 
back.  I destroy you, and I get protection.  The spell is already nearly complete.  Finishing 
you off makes me truly immortal.” 
 
Quent summoned the last of his fading strength and lifted his head from the pavement to 
glare at her.  “There’s no such thing as immortality,” he said in a wavering voice. 
 
Arta put her hand on his forehead and pushed him down again.  “Not for you,” she said.  
She held the amulet above his body and began to chant.  The words were strange, 
refusing to hold still long enough to be heard, sliding off his memory into oblivion.  
Slowly, they began to tug at him, drawing him with them into nothingness.  He could feel 
the last dregs of life leaving his body, and his soul was not being released.  For the first 
time he could feel the cold touch of death weighing upon him. 
 
The first time he had been killed, the very first time, it had been a shock.  Fear had 
overwhelmed him, and before his ghost could fully form above the remains of his freshly 
slain body, he was seeking a new host, diving into the only person nearby.  His weeping 
mother.  The sensation had been like nothing in his young experience, like sliding into a 
comfortable bed as you shoved someone else out.  When he had come to his senses, had 
realized what he had done, what he had become, he had wanted nothing more than to die 
again.  To die forever.  But that was not to be.  The flesh he wore was impermanent, but 
he was cursed to wander the earth forever, a phantom doomed to kill and kill again. 
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Oblivion had lost its appeal long ago.  He fought it now.  He clawed for purchase with 
insubstantial hands, held onto the edges of reality with the great abyss yawning blackness 
below him.  The words became great weights piling atop him, pressing him down.  His 
hold began to slip.  There was a stirring in the darkness below him.  A bony hand reached 
up for him.  Death was eager to claim him. 
 
“No!” he said, or heard.  The words puffed into incandescent smoke, releasing him.  His 
soul surged upward and out, leaving the Chancellor’s dead body on the pavement.  Arta 
was scrambling away on hands and knees, bleeding from her head, one hand clutched to 
the wound.  Above her, holding an iron skillet at the ready, stood a rakishly thin man 
dressed in the uniform of a butler.  Arta raised the amulet like a shield, and the man 
backed away.  “Leave him alone!” he yelled. 
 
“You’re dead,” Arta shouted.  “I sent you away.” 
 
“Death can’t hold me,” the man said, lowering his weapon.  “I am Death.” 
 
Arta rose shakily to her feet, still holding out the amulet.  “That’s impossible,” she said.  
“No, no, you can’t be.” 
 
“Vanté?” Quent called as his ghostly form coalesced and stepped down from the air to 
the pavement.  “Is that you?” 
 
“Who else, Love?” Vanté called, smiling with the face of the man.  “Sorry you lost your 
pretty body.” 
 
“What’s happening?”  He shook his head.  “I don’t understand.  Are you really Death?” 
 
Vanté laughed.  “Maybe,” she said with typical feminine mystery.  “Is she really your 
sister?” 
 
“I guess so.” 
 
“So what do we do now?” 
 
“I don’t know.”  Quent shook his head sadly.  “All these years, Arta.  Where were you?  
You seem to know what I’ve been up to, but I never knew about you.  Why?” 
 
“I have always hated you,” Arta hissed.  “You should never have been born.  You took 
my mother’s love, then you took her life.  Why should I have made contact with you?  
All I ever wanted was to kill you, and you made that impossible.  Baen showed me how.  
And I will kill you.”  She raised the knife to her throat.  “Not today, no.  But I’ll find you 
again.  Next time, your lover won’t save you.” 
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The skillet struck Arta’s hand with a resounding thud, knocking the blade from her hand 
and sending her spinning, howling in pain.  “Take that, you psychotic whore,” Vanté 
yelled.  Quent ran forward.  He had time to note the look of shock and terror on his 
sister’s face, to feel sorrow grip him like a vise, and then he was diving into her.  The 
barrier of her fear swept over him.  He hammered through, insinuating himself between 
the tendrils of her psyche.  Her essence enfolded him like prickly tentacles, grabbing his 
invading soul and trying to tear him apart.  He struck back with arms of cold fire, burning 
his way through her. 
 
“There won’t be a next time,” he said to her as he felt her mind come into contact with 
his.  “It’s time for this to end.” 
 
“No!” she shouted back at him.  “You can’t do this to me.  I’m your sister.  Please!” 
 
“It has to be,” he told her emotionlessly.  “We are aberrations.  We aren’t part of the 
natural order.  And I can’t let you hurt her.  Not ever.” 
 
“You can’t love her,” Arta accused.  “She’s not like us.  You don’t understand.” 
 
“I don’t care what she is,” he returned.  “I love her.” 
 
“Freak!” Arta screamed.  “If I go, I’ll take you with me!” 
 
“So be it,” Quent said.  He yanked Arta’s soul free and they plunged down, down into 
darkness. 
 
“Quent!” Vanté yelled and ran forward as the maid’s body toppled to the ground.  She 
knelt at the man’s form beside her fallen lover, weeping, and tried to lift the body.  The 
man was too weak for the task, and all Vanté could do was roll the body over.  The maid 
was breathing in a shallow, faltering rhythm.  Vanté lowered her head, her hot tears 
dripping onto the pale, upturned face.  “No, no, no,” she wailed.  “You can’t leave me.  I 
don’t want to be alone.” 
 
The maid gasped suddenly, her body gripped by a powerful spasm.  The eyelids fluttered 
then opened.  The eyes were glazed, momentarily sightless, staring into infinity.  Vanté 
stared into their depths, hoping to see a familiar spark.  It was there, and it flared to 
sudden brightness with unexpected fury.  “Vanté,” the maid’s voice said weakly.  “Oh 
gods, Vanté.  I saw him.  I saw Death.” 
 
Vanté laughed, weeping fresh tears as she hugged her lover’s body to her own.  “I knew 
you’d come back,” she said.  “I knew it.” 
 
“I understand now,” Quent said.  “I know who you are.” 
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“Shh,” Vanté said, placing two fingers over his lips.  “Don’t tell anyone.” 
 
“But why?” he asked, sitting up.  He blinked, a bit dazed, and looked down at his body. 
 
“Because you were lonely,” she told him.  “And I was too.  That’s enough reason for 
anyone.  Don’t you agree?” 
 
Quent smiled and laughed, drawing Vanté’s body closer.  “Good enough,” he said.  He 
sobered a bit, remembering Arta and what he had done.  “My sister…” 
 
“Has passed on,” Vanté said.  “We will too, one day.  I don’t know why the two of you 
became specters, but it has to be for a reason.  You’ll fulfill your purpose one day, then 
you and I will pass on together.  Until then, we’ll be able to keep each other company.  
You know, we don’t really have to worry about Baen’s threats.  He should be worried 
about us, though.  Especially now.” 
 
“Yeah,” Quent said.  “I love you Vanté.  I’ve never said that to you before.” 
 
“I know.  I knew you did, though.”  She kissed him.  “I’m pretty fond of you, too.” 
 
Quent returned the kiss, drawing Vanté into a longer version.  “You got your wish,” he 
said as they rose to their feet.  “You got a man’s body.” 
 
“And by a strange coincidence, you’ve become a woman,” Vanté pointed out.  They 
looked down at themselves then at the open door leading to the bedchamber beyond.  
They smiled wickedly at each other as they clasped hands. 
 
“Why don’t we take advantage of the situation,” Quent said, pulling Vanté toward the 
door.  “The city’s not going anywhere.” 
 
“Neither am I,” Vanté said, following eagerly.  “Neither am I.” 
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