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    To Quen, Mandy, and Ash, 
 
    “Warmth and light in the trenches, and luck enough to last another day.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    You don’t argue with a name like “Lucky” if you were lucky to be alive. Because all things considering, he shouldn’t have been when his father found him floating in that shipwreck, a tiny thing no older than a few days at most. Lucky to have survived the worst of the storm that tore the rest of his family into pieces, that a forlorn traveller seeking his fortune in Baidh happened to have looked over the railing at the last moment to spot him. Lucky that after the others had turned away, a young man chose to jump into the sea, saved his life, and raised him as his own. 
 
    Fate could be kind like that, when others call it fickle. For every child lost to the warlords’ quarrels in Jin-Sayeng to the east or taken as a slave along the coasts of Dageis to the north, there are others found abed at home. Warm sheets, fire at the hearth, a father who never lifted a finger against him, who beat him with kindness and wise counsel instead of a cane. Luck.  
 
    But that was old news to Luc. Twenty years had come and gone. He was no longer a babe curled up on his father’s chest, listening to old lullabies of a land he had never seen. Nor was he the same child growing sick of hearing how blessed he was that a man who had nothing to gain would choose to keep him. Tall, long-limbed, with wavy black hair that he kept in a short crop, the only thing that marked him as a foundling these days was the brown skin of his Gorenten blood. He had learned to deflect the looks with a grin—a foolish sort, non-threatening. He was told it wouldn’t be an issue in the bigger cities, but at least in the town of Crossfingers, he stood out like a sore thumb. 
 
    He recrossed his arms for what felt like the hundredth time that afternoon and finally caught sight of a figure hobbling down the street. Luc lifted his hand and whistled. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” Alun huffed, his normally pale face even paler now from the exertion. Sweat poured down his cheeks like rivers.  
 
    “Just stop for a moment,” Luc said, slapping Alun’s back. He had intended to make it a light tap, but Alun winced as his thin frame toppled forward. Luc gave a small smile. “You shouldn’t have been running, anyway. What would Da say? And Mother would kill me. I shouldn’t have gone ahead.” 
 
    Alun wheezed. 
 
    Luc sighed and waited until Alun caught his breath. A man leading a couple of pigs to the market stared at them a little too long as he passed by—long enough that he nearly tripped over the rope in his hands. Luc was used to the stares, but he still had to wonder at it. Although the only thing they shared was the black hair—their father traced his roots to Jin-Sayeng—he and his little brother were a common enough sight in town, familiar to many of the locals. Their grandmother told Luc not to worry about it, but he couldn’t help his own thoughts most of the time. He didn’t like the implications—that he didn’t care enough for his brother, for instance, his father’s trueborn son. Or that he brought shame to his father simply for existing. 
 
    Today, though…he wanted to make a difference today. Today, he told himself, I’ll be able to look him in the eye and tell him his sacrifices had paid off. The thought made him grin. 
 
    “All right,” Alun said, getting up. “I’m ready if you are.” 
 
    He smiled as they began the long walk down the street. The silhouette of the Skellcilan Academy, Crossfingers’ single shining beacon to fame, stood in the distance. Fear gripped Luc for the first time. It had been a week since the examinations. Initially, he had left the hall feeling smug over his chances at passing the prerequisites for military training in the Hafed capital of Tilarthan—he’d even bragged to their grandmother about how he had been expecting harder questions. The sums were laughable. He didn’t have a merchant’s upbringing, but the priest had done well enough by them, and Luc had always been the brightest among the children, at least second only to Alun. Now… 
 
    Now, he wasn’t so sure. Panic and doubt crawled over his heart like his grandmother’s needles prickling his fingers whenever he tried to stitch patches on his trousers. Out of nowhere, he laughed. 
 
    “You’re nervous,” Alun said. 
 
    “I’m not,” Luc replied. 
 
    “You are,” Alun persisted, grabbing his wrist to look him in the eye. His younger brother’s face broke into a grin. “Who would’ve thought! Me with the clubfoot, and you, big, strapping Lucky, scared enough to wet your trousers. Wait till Ceri hears about this. She’ll laugh herself silly.” 
 
    “There’s been a lot of bed-wetting over these years, Alun. They’ve never been on my side.”  
 
    “Remember when you’d tell me there were no monsters hiding under it?” 
 
    “There weren’t,” Luc huffed. “You cried yourself to sleep, anyway. You and your damned imagination.” 
 
    Alun laughed. “And you’d hug me and tell me it’ll be all right. Hey, Luc,” he said, his face growing sombre for a moment. “It’ll be all right. You’ve got this.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Luc grumbled.  
 
    “I mean it. You’re smart. Even if Loma sometimes insists you were the dumbest kid she’s ever seen in her life.” 
 
    “And now you’re pushing it again.” 
 
    “We’ll pass. You’ll get to Tilarthan and be a general in the army in no time.” 
 
    “A general?” Luc snorted. “More like front-line fodder for when Dageis invades.” 
 
    “Which isn’t going to happen any time soon. And then I’ll be in Skellcilan studying to be a builder. Maybe I’ll have my first house up by the time you come home after basic training.” Alun beamed, his cheek dimples deepening.  
 
    “A house in your first year? Da was right—you do get carried away with the dreams.”  
 
    “Someone’s got to do the dreaming around here. Don’t tell me you want to join the army just to be fodder.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Luc said. 
 
    “Then…?” 
 
    Luc gave a small smile. “Did you see the look on Da’s face when I told him?” 
 
    “He dreamed of joining the army once. Couldn’t knock that grin from his face for days. His precious Lucky, Hafed General!” 
 
    Luc wanted to pretend that such things didn’t matter to him, but he could feel the excitement as soon as he heard the words, quivering inside him like a secret waiting to burst. “They pay you for training, you know? We can get the kitchen fixed. Da always wanted an outside stove.” 
 
    “Grandma does, anyway. The stench of the fish she likes to fry…” Alun shuddered. “Speaking of food, I’m almost sure they’ll have a feast ready for us when we get back. Oh!” He grimaced. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you. Well, when we get home, act surprised.” 
 
    They came around the bend, drawing closer to the academy building and the main entrance, marked by stone steps that rose higher than the barn’s rooftop back home. When Luc had first seen it, it seemed endless, and he had been struck with worry over how Alun would navigate his way up without getting winded.  
 
    Alun grunted, as if hearing his thoughts. “The one thing I’m not looking forward to.” 
 
    “You’ll be in the dormitories. It won’t be so bad. Here,” Luc said, offering his shoulder. “One step at a time.”  
 
    Alun hesitated. “Come on, Luc. I don’t think—” 
 
    “We can get there faster this way.” He took Alun’s arm, and after a soft sigh, Alun conceded, gripping his hand with knobby fingers.  
 
    It was another common sight in town—the square-shouldered dark boy leading the thin, crippled one. The doubt returned, taking a different sort of form this time—one that revolved around his brother. If he went off to Tilarthan, who would watch out for Alun? You could only beat village boys so much before they start coming home bloody and their parents complained, which meant they never really learned to leave Alun alone. It was true that they were older now and that childhood squabbles ought to be left squarely in the past, but Luc wasn’t so naïve to think that his brother would ever be completely accepted. They used to steal his shoes and string them up on trees, claiming a clubfoot didn’t need them.  
 
    It was almost as if thinking about the bastards was enough to make them crawl out of the woodwork. Luc cringed as he heard the piercing whistle from the distance. “The ox and the turtle!” The statement was followed by raucous laughter. 
 
    “Ignore them,” Alun said. 
 
    Luc looked up. The boys from the village were there—at least five of them. Not boys anymore, he reminded himself, but it was difficult to see them otherwise. He glanced at the tallest one, the freckled, thin-lipped son of the farmer next door, the one with the eternally smug grin and the tendency to look over their heads, as if they existed as nothing more than mere toys he could step on if he wanted to. Luc hated that one the most. Michell, he was called, and just two weeks ago during the harvest festival, he had led his gang on a merry chase to botch Alun’s attempts to spend some time alone with Ceri. 
 
    “Ignore them, Lucky,” Alun repeated, breaking his thoughts. The bastards were jeering amongst themselves and Luc had to tear himself away from staring at Michell’s nose—which he had broken at least twice now—to look back at his brother. Alun squeezed his hand. “They’ll get their results and it’ll be over soon enough. We’re too old for this.” 
 
    “Tell them that,” Luc murmured, guiding Alun yet another step. “Didn’t Michell write the builder’s test, too? If he passes, you’ll be taking classes with him. You’ll be all alone.” 
 
    “He’ll be alone, too. I think the others went for the military test, and Flitch I know is apprenticing to be a scribe. I can handle Michell on my own.” 
 
    “You can’t even walk up the damn stairs on your own.” 
 
    Alun made a soft sound in the back of his throat. “Maybe I just let you help me to soothe your feelings.” 
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    “Let it go, Lucky.” 
 
    He gave a sound of assent, though deep inside, he found it hard to. The doubt had now assumed the form of full-fledged worry—deep and gnawing, and nothing which the thought of glory and honour could fix for him. If he went to Tilarthan, who would patch the roof during winter? Da was still young, but he had fallen off the ladder a few years ago and Luc didn’t like the idea of that incident repeating itself. And there was only Grandma and Alun’s mother at home. Ceri, he knew, would help out whenever she could, but she had her hands full at her father’s farm and they had relied on her charity as a family far too often. 
 
    No way around it, he thought as they reached the top landing. Michell and his boys had already gone ahead, the double doors swinging as they stampeded through the halls. You’ve got to make this work. A year’s worth of training wages will be enough for Da to hire some help, and then maybe we can get some pigs along with the goats, and a cow or two for milk. If he made it so his father never had to work another day in his life, all the better.  
 
    Beside him, Alun laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Luc asked. 
 
    “I just never imagined we would get this far,” Alun said, patting Luc’s shoulder. His eyes all but disappeared when he smiled, a trait he inherited from their father. “We’re men, now, Luc. Men!” 
 
    “You’re unnaturally excited about this. Well, I suppose you would be, since you only started shaving last year…” 
 
    “You’ve never even kissed a girl.” 
 
    “Say it a little louder, Alun. I think Michell didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “Lucky’s never kiss—” 
 
    Luc clouted Alun on the head. 
 
    “And you,” Luc hissed, “don’t even have armpit hair.” He nodded down the corridor. “This is your hall, I think. You all right to go ahead by yourself, you runt bastard?” 
 
    “You’ve got to stop worrying about me,” Alun grumbled. “You go on.” 
 
    Luc hesitated. 
 
    “Lucky,” Alun said. “Look at me.” 
 
    He did, and had the sudden glimpse of the small, sickly boy Alun had been, of how often he had been at death’s door. Whenever their father sang him lullabies, there had been a touch of desperation in it, a plea to Yohak and any other gods that would listen to spare his boy and let him live with a measure of dignity. If Alun could be brave, he could do this. 
 
    Luc took a sharp breath and smiled. “General Luc. It is growing on me,” he said. “I suppose I should get used to it.” He gave his brother a wave as he strode down into the next corridor. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Luc still remembered the day they had first arrived in Crossfingers seventeen years ago—him, his father, and the golden-haired woman he married, heavily pregnant with Alun. He couldn’t recall how his life had been before that, but he remembered gazing up at the buildings, overwhelmed by everything. There weren’t a lot—Crossfingers was a small enough town—but they had towered over the boy like trees, all solemn and grey and withered. His fears had been squelched by the feel of his father’s hand, rough calluses enveloping his smooth little fist.  
 
    “You’re missing the open road, yeah?” Jak had asked, the years he spent out in the west having stamped its mark on his speech. Luc didn’t know it then, but it made his family seem even odder—the thin, dark man, clearly Jinsein but speaking like a native Baidhan, the rotund, fair-skinned woman with eyes as blue as the sky, and the child, even darker than the man, with eyes like steel. “Well, we’ll find our home soon enough. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    Back then, and for all the years of his boyhood after, his father’s voice had the power to soothe his worries away. It changed in the last few years. Between trying to keep Alun from the village boys’ pranks and the chores that kept him busy in the farm, Luc had grown acutely aware of the weariness in his father’s steps, the way he would look at a crop ruined by early frost with lines under his eyes. They didn’t talk much about it—Jak believed in keeping his chin up, in hard work and toil yielding its own rewards, and he responded to Luc’s concerns with a grin, thin fingers clasping the young man’s broader shoulders.  
 
    Two months ago, the goats were killed. 
 
    A wolf, the guards had figured, though Luc had never heard of a wolf just diving into a pen and leaving body parts uneaten, ground into the mud like paste. Others from the village claimed it was probably a bear—a larger, vicious sort, coming down from the mountains to wreak havoc on the lowlands. Or—and as soon as that or was uttered, they fell silent, turning back to their tin mugs of gin and watered-down ale and refusing to speak any further. The Hafed could be cold, secretive like that, Jak used to say. Best get used to it. 
 
    Whatever it was, it killed everything, including the goat kids they were supposed to sell for money that would tide them that whole winter through. No crops, no goats, only five sacks of potatoes left in the pantry, and Grandma’s cough getting worse…suddenly Jak’s “Don’t you worry,” wasn’t enough, and his cheerful smile felt empty. And Luc felt empty, too—helpless, like the ground had opened up from under his feet. The man who used to carry him on his back now stood shorter than him, stooped, lingering on the edge of panic and despair.  
 
    Luc went to town that same day to try to get work, but none would take him. It was late fall, almost winter. Crossfingers wasn’t a rich town. And besides, why take the Gorenten when you could hire the neighbour’s girl down the street? After the ninth shop had closed their window to his face, Luc happened to glanced over the long line along the steps of Skellcilan Academy, where youth from many of the villages in southern Hafod were putting their names through in the hopes it would take them out of those dank hellholes and out into the wider world. 
 
    His mind suddenly swarmed with the possibilities. Luc had been eligible for the exam for years, but he had never considered it before. He belonged in the farm with his father. He was bright, but not bright enough, and he didn’t want his father worrying about where to get the coin to fund his studies. A proper education was Alun’s forte, as their mother had drilled into them since childhood. Alun was the scholar, Alun would bring fortune and carry the family name up in time. Luc was just a worker, which never troubled him before. But now— 
 
    “You don’t need to pay to get into military school,” a soldier near the door had been saying. “The kingdom will pay you all throughout basic training. King Elrend rewards his own.” He caught Luc’s eye and smiled. Luc felt…visible, for the first time. His Gorenten blood didn’t bother the man. It felt like fate, like that one shining moment in time when the stories say it felt just right and glory lay waiting for those brave enough to dare. 
 
    “Hafod is building up her army,” the soldier continued, puffing his chest up, his well-polished uniform gleaming brightly under the sun. “But there’s no wars, and you won’t be called into battle until you’ve got years of experience under your belt. It’s the perfect time to join. How about you, young man?” 
 
    Luc realized he was talking to him. After a moment of uncertainty, he came up the steps, and the soldier looked him in the eye with what appeared to be approval. “You’d do well in the military, my lad,” he said. “Have you ever been to Tilarthan?” 
 
    Numbly, Luc shook his head. He had as an infant, but he didn’t remember any of it and didn’t think it counted. 
 
    “You’d love it,” the soldier said. “There’s no city in all the western kingdom like it. Grey cliffs all around, and foamy waves that tower higher than the buildings sometimes.” He was clearly trying to stir up Luc’s blood, ignite fire in his veins at the prospect of adventure. “And the markets! More wares than you could imagine, and food from every corner of the continent, made possible by open trade and the busiest harbour in all the Kag. Exotic seafood fresh from Jin-Sayeng, the best dried fruit from Gaspar, or…” He dropped his voice an octave. “They have some terrific brothels too, if you’ve got no lass waiting for you back home. Or even if you do…they cater to every taste, get your cock hard like nothing else. Women with breasts like melons.” 
 
    Luc swallowed, trying hard to ignore the distracting image that conjured. “After the exam—” 
 
    The soldier’s eyes brightened. “Yes. You’ll be transferred straight to the Tilarthan Military School. Training is six months, and then you’ll be allowed to go straight home after before you’re assigned to a unit.” 
 
    “And we’ll get paid immediately?” 
 
    The soldier smiled. “One of those types, eh?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t—” 
 
    “Well, lad,” the soldier said, crossing his arms. His tone had shifted. “Not for me to judge, but money shouldn’t be the only reason to choose this life. You represent the long arm of the King, and even as the lowliest soldier, you’re tasked with upholding his honour. Honour, lad. Imagine!” 
 
    And he painted a picture that involved saving lives and getting paid and protecting the weak and getting paid. Luc was drawn to his words and the fervour in his voice, which nearly shivered in his excitement. About a half dozen other boys and at least two village girls were now gathered around him, listening. The soldier spoke of the great Hafed hero, Agartes, who helped carved the Kag from the wild, untamed land it had been to the bastion of civilization it was now. 
 
    “Agartes came from a farm, didn’t you know?” the soldier said, passing Luc a glance. 
 
    Luc did. Every child growing up in the Kag did. “What does that have to do with us?” 
 
    “Everything!” the soldier laughed. “If one man could do it, why not one of you? You—you smell like pigshit, lad. You reek of it. You come from a farm too, don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s goat, actually.” 
 
    The soldier’s nostrils flared. “Goat. Pigs. Sheep. And how long until that works out for you? I had an uncle, tried to trade in roosters in Kago. Killed by Jins in his sleep. There’s no soldiers in Kago, nothing but dirty mercenaries hired by merchants to keep them safe from everyone else. Of course—” He stabbed Luc’s chest with his finger, half-grinning at the muscle he felt there. “We don’t cater to cowards. You could die in the army, too. But it’ll be a glorious death, one that will have people singing you praises down to the grave. People will look at your family and think, yes, those wonderful folk gave their son to the king, they honour us with their presence…” 
 
    Honour. 
 
    He found himself at the line, scheduling himself up to take the military exams. Holding that piece of paper felt like a dream. After he found himself shuffling down the stairs, past the late-comers from the villages further south, he held the yellowing parchment up against the afternoon sun and felt himself tremble at the sight of his name there. Luc, military trainee. The excitement ran through him the whole way back to the farm, beating like a pulse. 
 
    When his father saw the paper and the lines of grief on his face was replaced with a look of both genuine puzzlement and pure joy, Luc felt like his heart would explode. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Everyone’s story is the same,” Grandmother liked to say. “It’s the details that change.” 
 
    Luc didn’t really believe her—not when he was the only Gorenten foundling in the village—but he supposed he got a sense of what she meant when he found himself in the hall amongst the crowd of military hopefuls. People chattered with excitement, their hopes and dreams splayed out in a frenzy of words. Not too many people from Luc’s village had taken the exam with him, but he spotted Ceri at the end of the hall and had to stop to think about that. He didn’t remember her being in the exam room at all. The last few days had rolled over like a whirlwind. 
 
    “Ceri,” he called out, swimming against the tide of bodies to reach her.  
 
    She looked troubled at the sight of him, though she gave a soft smile, just enough to tug at the corner of her lips. 
 
    “The military, Ceri? You never told us.” 
 
    “I…” Ceri shuffled her feet and glanced at the results in the distance, posted on the wall where a mob swarmed the entire corridor. “I didn’t want anyone to know until I was sure I’d passed,” she finally blurted out. Her cheeks turned red. “I saw you last week. I made sure…to sit in the corner away from you…” 
 
    “You sly fox,” Luc said with a laugh. “Whatever for? It would’ve been fun studying together, all three of us. You should’ve seen Loma. Feeding us raw eggs by the hour, some sort of Jinsein remedy for stupidity. Sent me to the shitter like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    Her face remained sombre. “My family doesn’t know, either.” 
 
    “Why are you keeping this a secret?” 
 
    “Because I wasn’t sure my father would let me,” she murmured.  
 
    “Well, he would’ve been surprised, for sure. You’ve never talked about this before. I didn’t even know the military life appealed to you. Wouldn’t you find it too dirty? You used to scold us for not taking baths.” 
 
    She drew her shoulders forward. “We didn’t know you wanted to join, either. And then Jak just strolls through the tavern one night and tells everyone that you’re doing this, you’re running off to Tilarthan and…” She fell silent, fingers clutched around her arm. “I signed up the next morning,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Are you scared of me being on my own?” He laughed again, remembering his own worries about Alun.  
 
    “No, you idiot. I just wanted…” She glanced away. “The farm could really use the money, too. Thought it was a great idea, anyway.” 
 
    “I think I see an opening. Let’s check our results.” 
 
    She said something under her breath as she followed him. He pushed his way through the crowd, squeezing between bodies until finally he found himself in front of the wall. He started scanning for her name first. “Cat…Camder…oh, here you are! Ceri afen Pol!” He jabbed his thumb against the paper, turning to her with a grin. 
 
    Her face was all red. “You don’t say?” she murmured. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Read it for yourself.” 
 
    “Blessed Yohak,” she breathed. “It’s done. It’s really—” 
 
    They heard a commotion down the hall. Luc caught the note of a thin cry, a familiar one. He dashed through the corridor without a second thought. Right beside an alcove decorated with a statue of Agartes Allaicras, Champion of the Kag, Michell had Alun by the shirt collar with one hand and a raised fist in the other. Alun’s nose was bleeding. 
 
    That was all it took for Luc to see red. He charged Michell like a bull. 
 
    They crashed into the alcove, knocking candles and incense to the ground. As Luc scrabbled to get up, Michell slammed an arm against his windpipe and struck him on the head repeatedly. 
 
    Senses swirling, Luc managed to connect his fist with Michell’s jaw. It felt like striking a post. He felt blood drip down his brow, tasted it inside his mouth. He spat, kicked out, caught Michell on the groin with his knee. 
 
    The next blow near-rattled his brains. Luc was starting to see black. His breath wheezed out once, and then he felt the weight lift from his chest as Michell was dragged away. 
 
    “Fighting here, of all places!” a man cried. “Expelled before you began! Bloody idiots!” 
 
    Someone hauled Luc to his feet. “I’m all right,” he said, pushing himself to the wall. It felt blessedly cool against his sweaty skin. “Where’s my brother?” 
 
    “I’m here. I’m fine, Lucky. He got you worse.” Alun appeared by his shoulder. His nose was a little swollen, but the bleeding had stopped.  
 
    “He’s gone and done it this time,” Luc hissed. He managed to look up and saw the crowd gathered around the alcove. He wiped his face, grimacing at the amount of red he saw coating his fingertips. “What set him off?” 
 
    “We were at the builders’ hall. I was telling people I’d passed—I passed, Lucky! I’m going to study to be a builder!—and he came up and said, ‘Don’t be so smug, Apn Jak. They probably just felt sorry for you.’ And I snapped. I know I wasn’t supposed to but I couldn’t help it—I told him off. I called him names.” 
 
    “So you’re the bloody idiot.” Luc tried to sigh, but his head was starting to hurt again, as well as every single joint in his body. He managed to slump on a bench against the wall. 
 
    “I didn’t think he’d attack me,” Alun said. “We’re not kids anymore.” 
 
    “Did he pass?” 
 
    Alun scratched his cheek. “He did. He was just telling his friends and they were all so happy for him! So I don’t know why he got mad at me. Hey, is that Ceri?” 
 
    Luc looked up just as she shoved a wet cloth against his forehead. He felt a crawling, stinging sensation above his right eye, which explained where all the blood was coming from. “You are lucky,” she hissed. “People saw what happened and they put everything on Michell. They’re taking him up to the guardhouse now. Nobody even asked about you. Hullo, Alun. Getting your brother in trouble again? Nothing’s changed, I see.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” Alun said. He was red up to his ears. “You think he would’ve learned by now. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “She took the test,” Luc replied, taking the cloth from her to press it against the wound himself.  
 
    “The builder’s? No, I would’ve seen—” 
 
    “The military,” Ceri grumbled, looking away like she was still ashamed of it. 
 
    Alun’s eyes widened. “What? Why? What for?” 
 
    Ceri shrugged.  
 
    “She passed, too,” Luc broke in with a grin, even as it hurt his face. “She’ll be heading off to Tilarthan in spring for basic training. Congratulations, Ceri.” 
 
    “You’ll be leaving?” Alun gasped. He looked like he was about to cry. 
 
    “They do send us home after six months,” Ceri replied.  
 
    “But you’re leaving.” 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “With him?” Alun pointed at Luc. 
 
    “Let’s go and see.” Luc felt well enough to get up and began to make his way back. Alun shuffled restlessly behind him, followed by Ceri.  
 
    The hall was empty now, the crowd dispersed by the little show—most must’ve followed Michell and the school officials out to the guardhouse. Luc managed to limp his way to the list of results. He leaned against the wall and scanned through the names, stopping where his ought to be. Where he expected it to be.  
 
    It wasn’t there. 
 
    Cold fear gripped his heart, but he ignored it, reasoning that they must’ve spelled his name wrong or perhaps wrote it out of order. He started at the top of the list and worked his way down, imagining, all the while, what it would feel to tell his father what awaited them this spring. That Luc would be able to borrow money from the pawnshop in town using his papers to prove he had the means to pay them back, which meant they could buy flour and dried venison for the winter and maybe even a bit left over for something else. Amazing, almost, how the mind could disassociate itself from the heart at a time like this. That he could still somehow pretend he was in full control of reality, that things would fall into place just because he wanted them to. Because he needed them to. 
 
    He needed his name to be there. 
 
    “Well?” he heard Alun call out. 
 
    The sound broke the delusion, all of Luc’s hopes and dreams shattered with the realization that the world would keep churning, with or without him. Luc turned to meet his brother’s eyes. His whole body was numb. He had failed, and he didn’t know how to say it. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before two months ago, Luc hadn’t entertained much notions about the kind of life he wanted to lead. 
 
    He liked the farm well enough. It got a little too cold in the winter, but that only meant more time at the tavern after all the chores were done, listening to stories from the villagers and any travellers passing by while sipping a mug of ale by the hearth. The stories always lit his imagination on fire. Their village was right at the edge of the road that connected Tilarthan to Cael City, and so travellers had often gathered an impressive array of stories by the time they arrived to sample Old Bacher’s famous garlic-apple pork stew with potato dumplings.  
 
    They brought tales of majestic creatures from the wilderness—dragons and griffons and serpents that could light up the sky with shimmering scales. They spoke of the ka-eng and kusyani, the mysterious people who lived in seclusion in lands few have ever seen. Of the strange Laidari and Saldu, the tribes who lived among the ka-eng and even mated with them, or so some say. Of the ever-choking blackness of the Kag wilderness, what some called haunted, filled to the brim with crazed beasts and monsters that could drive a man wild just looking at them. There were also tales of Dageian mages and the blood magic that powered their ships and armies, straight from the north. Scary folk, the Dageians—if Agartes had never saved Hafod from an attempted invasion about a century or so ago, they would all be mindless slaves by now.  
 
    Luc especially loved listening to the stories about the Dageians. The shipwreck that brought him into his father’s arms had been a Dageian slave-ship, and he liked that the stories often brought his own out from the woodwork. Jak spoke of it whenever travellers asked about him, what a Gorenten lad was doing all the way down south. 
 
    Jak would tell of how the sailors had crowded around him, staring at the infant, soaked to the bone but too young even to shiver. How fog gathered around their mouths as they breathed and prodded Jak with bony fingers that stank of fish. “What’re you going to do with it? It’s not a dog you can just raise to be useful. And it’s a Gorenten! Must’ve been born in the ship, from the looks of it!” 
 
    By this time, the travellers would turn to gaze at Luc with an expression that was one part admiration, two parts fear. Luc didn’t understand it at first until a wandering bard, kinder than the rest, explained to him what that meant. 
 
    “You were born as Dageian property,” the bard had said. “That’s nothing to take lightly. There’s a reason you don’t see many Gorenten in these parts. Nothing’s stopping them from moving to the Kag—you see a few now and then—but it’s always hard for them to live out here, what with people becoming suspicious of them, especially when more than one show up. The chances of running into a potential mage-thrall is higher among your kind, and the Dageians like that about your people. I’m surprised your father managed to hide you away all this time, that you weren’t reported and no one came for you in the middle of the night. Lucky,” he added, with a grin. 
 
    Well, Luc thought, glancing through the window and at the grounds right outside Skellcilan Academy, where young men and women were thumping each other’s backs and screaming out in joy. I think my luck just ran out. 
 
    He swallowed. Alun was staring at him in silence while Ceri scanned her way through the list. “His name’s not here,” she said, giving form to his fears.  
 
    Alun looked stricken. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ceri said.  
 
    “Wait. In the builder’s hall, they had another list for people who failed. A smaller piece of paper. It told them when and where they could try again.” Alun pressed his hands against the wall and looked around. “Oh hey,” he said. “I think I see it.” He scampered down a few steps. 
 
    Luc felt the blood pounding in his ears as he watched Alun tear out the small parchment. “Re-tests is in spring,” Alun read out loud. “They have a list of names here, too. Luc…Luc…where’s Luc?” 
 
    His mind started working again. “It’s not there either?” 
 
    Alun shook his head. 
 
    A spark of hope lit itself inside him. Luc found himself reaching for the parchment. He read through the paltry list of names. “They’ve left it out,” he murmured. “The scribe must’ve forgotten it.” 
 
    Alun made a fist. “Those rat bastards!” 
 
    “The office is closed today,” Ceri said. “I don’t think you can ask about it until after the Saint Arroch Feastday.” 
 
    “Shit,” Luc murmured. “I wanted to get this over with.” 
 
    “They must’ve forgotten it,” Alun insisted. “Old Rowland’s boy passed, and Luc’s at least twice as smart as he is.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say twice,” Ceri murmured. “But I see your point, Alun.” 
 
    Feastday was three days away. Luc swallowed, unsure of how he was supposed to wait until then. He glanced at Alun and grimaced. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this,” he said.  
 
    “It can wait,” Alun replied. “I told you. Everyone’s waiting for you back home. Uncle Ian and Aunt Aislinn and our cousins…” 
 
    “You both go ahead. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    They stared at him for a heartbeat. And then, with a small sigh, Alun drew back. 
 
    “Luc…” Ceri began. 
 
    “Please go with him,” Luc said. “Michell’s friends might be out and about.” 
 
    She looked like she wanted to say something else, but after a moment, she nodded.  
 
    Once they were gone, he made his way to the main office. The doors were closed, predictably enough. Luc made his way around the back, skirting past a narrow pathway marked with windows that overlooked the streets below. It gave way to a closed courtyard, where crates and barrels were piled high against the walls and a small garden shed was set up against the back door. A man with a broom looked up as he arrived. 
 
    “Academy’s closing soon,” the man said gruffly, snorting through his thick, white moustache. “Best you go home, lad.” 
 
    “Professor Mila—would you happen to know where she lives?” 
 
    The man didn’t answer and returned to sweeping.  
 
    “Please,” Luc said. “It’s important.” 
 
    “When is it never?” the man grumbled. “I’ve got things to do, and you damn kids are always running amok, hurting my ears, hurting my back…” He turned around, pushing a mound of dust off to a corner before shuffling to the other end of the courtyard. 
 
    Luc picked up the second broom hanging from the shed and began to sweep with him. The man snorted, but didn’t interrupt what was clearly a stroke of good fortune. They worked side-by-side in silence. Once Luc had cleared out the leaves from the yard and gathered them into a pile, the man finally lifted his head and gave another snort. “Come on, then, since you’re so insistent.” He pulled out an iron key from his pocket and waddled over to the door. 
 
    “She’ll be in her office,” the man said with a sniff. “Up the stairs, third door to the right. Not my problem if she chews your head off for bothering her. Good day, son.”  
 
    The silence in these halls felt eerie. Luc could hear every step he made as he clambered up the stairs, every creak echoing along the floorboards. He passed by another alcove, just like the one where he and Michell had traded blows, and paused. The statue of Agartes stared back at him with hollow eyes. One hand was holding a sword so large it looked unnatural, while the other had a beast’s head, one with horns and distinct, horse-like features. 
 
    He heard footsteps and turned around to see an old woman, stooped and round, with eyes that blinked at him from behind thick, round spectacles. He recognized the test administrator. “It’s you,” she said. 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “I just heard what happened down there. Come to wreak more havoc, have you? That one’s been there for a hundred years—it’s bound to break sooner or later. Do you want me to fetch you a hammer? Or would you rather try to smash it with your head like the one downstairs?” 
 
    “Professor Mila,” Luc said. “I’ve come to apologize for that.” 
 
    “Have you?” She crossed her arms. “Lying isn’t the best way to start this conversation.” 
 
    He flushed. “Well…” 
 
    “There. I see. I do know you, as it happens. It’s hard to ignore something so obvious, after all.” She glanced up at him, and he had the distinct feeling that she was looking at his skin. It made him feel uneasy enough to want to rub at it. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about my test results,” Luc said. “Or lack thereof. It wasn’t on the wall.” 
 
    “I know,” the professor replied. 
 
    “I…what?” 
 
    “Come with me,” she said, gesturing at him. 
 
    He swallowed and followed her down the hall and into her office. She pulled a lantern from the wall as she entered. “Sit,” she told him, pointing at a chair close to her desk. 
 
    He buckled down and watched as she rifled through the files in the shelf on the wall. It seemed to take forever. Eventually, she made a sound in the back of her throat and pulled out a piece of paper. She handed it to him without a word. 
 
    Luc glanced down. It was his handwriting. 
 
    “Your thoughts on the Hafed gentry is interesting,” Professor Mila said with an expression that appeared to be halfway between a grimace and a smile. “Your views on how they’ve used years of pomp and display to try to elevate themselves from the common man, despite having the same ancestry, are almost worthy of discussion. Maybe not the wisest stance for someone applying to be a soldier in His Majesty’s military, but I might’ve let it pass, regardless. Your knowledge on basic geography is lacking, but that wasn’t an issue, either. The biggest concern was that the very nature of all your answers combined were…troublesome.” 
 
    “Troublesome?” 
 
    “You were applying for the army, son. You overthought this whole thing.” 
 
    “You failed me for that?” Luc felt the anxiety disappear, replaced by a bubbling anger. He watched as she walked up to the window, pushing it open to let a stream of sunlight in.  
 
    “I’m tasked with making sure the Hafed military gets their fair share of usable recruits. Smart men and women, but also easy to hone, who would know how to follow orders and not go about it in unexpected ways. We weren’t sure what to make of you. If anything happened—if you got into trouble up there, which, given your track record, seems almost inevitable…” She stared at his brow and scowled. “They’ll see this and wonder why we sent you their way. One problematic student will be enough for an inquiry, which is the last thing this academy needs.” 
 
    “If that’s all it is, I could do a re-test, can’t I?” Luc asked. “But my name wasn’t even on that list. You’re not even going to give me a chance to change my answers?” 
 
    “Your answers won’t change the way you look at things,” the professor continued. “And how you look at things makes you ill-suited for that line of work. Anyway, you’ve got more problems than that. When you took this test, we weren’t aware you were a Dageian refugee.” 
 
    “A…a what?” 
 
    She nodded towards him. “That’s the kinder way of saying that Dageis probably still thinks of you as theirs. You’re a Gorenten foundling, clear as day. We had to dig into your past as soon as it was brought to my attention. Picked up from a shipwreck—a slave ship. Likely they have some sort of record on you—you’ll be a walking beacon for the Dageians.” 
 
    He hated the way her lips pursed as she said that. “The recruiter didn’t seem bothered.” 
 
    “Maybe not. Maybe it would never come up. But there is just no way we can recommend you to Tilarthan. It’s a matter of risk, boy. Try to understand.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The note of finality in the woman’s voice sent Luc reeling. There was no bargaining or begging his way out of this one. He walked out of the office with his test results in hand, thrusting them into the candles of the alcove. He watched the edges of the parchment curl up in flames before the whole thing turned into ash. 
 
    The failure, he realized, was easy enough to swallow. There were worse things to hear than that he’d overthought some of the answers. But the knowledge that it was who he was after all that made this impossible from the beginning was more than he knew how to deal with. How do you fix the unfixable? It would break his father’s heart. There is nothing for me after all, father. Your precious Lucky… 
 
    He felt like a walking dead man as he made his way outside. By now, the sun was a deep, dark red slowly sinking on the horizon. He didn’t know how long he had been there talking to Professor Mila, but it must’ve been long enough. The street outside the academy steps was empty save for a trinket vendor, pushing a cart full of her wares…a far cry from the chaos from that afternoon. Everyone had gone home. Even Michell, probably—he didn’t think they’d keep him detained for very long. Crossfingers’ guardsmen were notoriously lax. 
 
    He lingered on the road leading out of town.  
 
    It wasn’t fear that seized him—at least, not the sort of fear that would’ve stopped others. Luc knew his father, knew the old man would reach for him without a word, wrap him in his arms like he was a child again, like the time his old dog had drowned in the creek and he didn’t have the words to express how he felt about the loss. Jak would understand—Jak always understood. “Never you mind, yeah?” he’d probably say. “I’m thinking there’s other things for you, just wait and see. Sometimes these things…they’re not meant for us. If they’re not for us, there’s no sense chasing after them. You’d be spinning in circles like Alun’s bitch dog, and we don’t want that, hey? We’re not wanting that at all…” 
 
    No, not fear. If anything, a part of him wanted to go home and get it over with. Why did he have to get all those lofty ideas into his fool head, anyway? General Luc, indeed. He had been a lot happier when he didn’t allow himself to dream. It wasn’t like he was Alun, who had always been expected would try to get into Skellcilan as soon as he came of age. A cripple wouldn’t have much prospects as an apprentice to any trade, but he was good with his studies, and he’d wanted to be a builder since he was a child. The family had never had anyone so accomplished before. When Grandma and her husband moved all the way out here from Jin-Sayeng decades ago, they’d settled in Port Bluetree, where most of the family had worked at the tannery ever since. Jak was the first one who tried to get out, only to return years later for Grandpa’s funeral, and because he had to raise Luc. 
 
    Nobody had ever told Luc that he had to be anything. There was once or twice in the past couple of years that he’d entertained the thought of travelling to seek his fortunes, but he nipped it in the bud even before the idea could take root. Why would he leave? Jak had been growing weaker the last few years—ever since he injured his back trying to fix the roof four years ago—and Luc was the strongest body around the farm.  
 
    And yet…Alun had said that there was a feast back home, one that had been meant to be kept as a secret from him. Because they planned it for him? 
 
    He felt a chill run through his body and realized that it had grown dark.  
 
    He turned on the road leading to the town square, hoping that some of the vendors would still be around so he could buy a lantern or a torch. The first bright lights he saw led to the tavern. After a moment of deliberation, he decided to stroll in. 
 
    The tavern felt alive, a balm to his senses. Music, raucous conversation, and the mouth-watering smell of roasted meat seemed to do the trick to seal the grating anxiety, at least for the time being. He pushed his way to the bar and called for a mug of ale. Perhaps it would be enough to hold his nerves at bay and help him find the words to tell his father. Because he would have to, wouldn’t he? And he didn’t know if he was going to have to find an upward tone to it, to say that he would try again or find something else, or admit that it was probably best to stay at home and skirt around the reality that Jak had found himself saddled with a useless dog after all.  
 
    Useless. Ah, there it was, a word more painful than he cared to admit it, one that even the thick, dark ale wasn’t potent enough to drown out from his thoughts. It was what it all boiled down to in the end. He had tried and he had failed. His father would still welcome him home. But then what? Could he so easily return to the farm now and spend the whole spring tilling soil and feeding ducks while Alun went off to do great things with his life?  
 
    “You should get something to eat,” the barkeep told him with a grunt. “That ale’s too strong on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “Not enough coin,” Luc replied. 
 
    The barkeep snorted. “You came in from Skellcilan?” 
 
    Luc made a sound that could’ve meant anything. 
 
    The barkeep nodded towards the other tables. “You and nearly every one in here. But they’re celebrating. You’re not.” 
 
    “Those exams have two results,” Luc found himself saying. “Most of the time.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I got the third.” He gave a painful grin. “Not good enough for anything, it seems like.” 
 
    “Well,” the barkeep said. “Moping won’t help.” 
 
    He almost had a witty reply for that, but the ale was starting to cloud his senses. Not that it mattered. As soon as he drowned out the last, grubby mouthful, he heard a scream from the alley behind the tavern. The barkeep wiped his hands on his apron, ducked under the bar, and slid the lock into the back door. 
 
    There was another cry, followed by the unmistakable sound of fighting. Luc thought he recognized one of the voices. He turned to the barkeep, who had returned to wiping mugs with a towel in a clear attempt to ignore what was happening outside. Even the rest of the tavern’s patrons seemed oblivious—after the initial shock of that first scream, they had returned to their ale and conversation.  
 
    Luc awkwardly clambered off the stool and staggered outside. He had barely walked around the alley when a man came flying past him, smashing into an empty barrel. Luc blinked, recognizing Michell. 
 
    Before he could react, a woman came hurtling out of nowhere to throw herself at him. She was nearly Michell’s size. Luc watched as her fist smashed into his cheek, hard enough that he thought he heard his skull crack as it hit the ground. Michell’s eyes settled on Luc for one, painful moment, like he was begging him to do something, before they rolled backward. His body fell still.  
 
    Luc felt like his heart would stop.  
 
    “Is he dead?” someone cried out. 
 
    Luc glanced up in panic. 
 
    “I don’t fucking care,” the woman snarled, spitting to the side. “He killed Oswyn!” 
 
    “We’ve got to run!” A man appeared limping out from the shadows, one hand on his belly. 
 
    “This one was watching!” the woman said, pointing at Luc. 
 
    “I’m—” Luc began. 
 
    They heard voices. 
 
    The man brandished a sword. “Come with us or die,” he snarled. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Kill him, Treda,” the woman gasped. 
 
    The man’s face contorted. Luc saw the blood seeping from the wound he was desperately trying to stanch. He was swaying on his feet and struggling to stand, too.  
 
    Perhaps it was his ale-addled brain, or the fact that he needed something—anything—to take him away from the stench of his failures. Perhaps it was the sight of Michell dying, or dead, at his feet, and the thought of what they would do to him if he refused. Whatever it was, Luc found himself reaching up to take the man by the hand.  
 
    The man waved his sword a second time. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Luc said.  
 
    The man stared at him for a moment. In the distance, they saw shadows in the alley. Guardsmen. 
 
    “Fuck this,” the woman thundered. “We have to go now!” 
 
    The man allowed his sword to hang uselessly to the side. Luc grabbed the man’s arm, helping him up to his shoulders. He glanced at the woman, who roared before thundering down into the dark, narrow alleyway. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The shadows seemed to lunge at him as they ran. 
 
    Luc could feel the man’s blood on his shirt, could smell the iron tinge of it with every breath he took. He could also feel his own heart pounding like a drum against his chest, beating an otherworldly rhythm. Combined with the drink-induced haze and the memory of Michell crumpling in front of his very eyes, he felt like he was slipping in and out of a nightmare. He couldn’t even really see where he was going. He could see the swirl of the stars above, mixed with the occasional grey cloud, but the alleys were so tight that he was relying on the sound of the footsteps ahead of him. 
 
    After what felt like forever, the woman stopped. Luc’s breath turned to fog around his mouth. The man, Treda, was starting to slip, and Luc tried to readjust his grip.  
 
    The woman glanced back at Luc for the first time. Against the moonlight, Luc suddenly had a clear view of her face. She was older, probably past her fortieth year, streaks of white on her hair, and scars everywhere he looked. Her mouth was twisted into a grimace. She hesitated for a moment before whistling. It was a distinct, sing-song tune, broken into two—low and then high. A few moments later, they heard the same whistle repeated back from the shadows. 
 
    “Tasha,” a soft voice called out.  
 
    “Hana,” the woman said. “Get your ass out here and help.” 
 
    A younger woman vaulted over the wall with a torch and clambered down to them. Luc swallowed as she turned to him and the injured man. “By Agartes’ balls,” she whispered. She had a low, raspy voice, one that seemed incapable of rising without squeaking. “What happened?” 
 
    “Tavern brawl,” Tasha replied. Luc thought it seemed like an unreasonably simple explanation for what happened, but the woman looked like she was still in shock.  
 
    “I warned Oswyn. He never could handle his drink.” 
 
    “He’s dead.”  
 
    “Gods, no,” Hana gasped. “What happened?” 
 
    “He’d gone out  the back to piss and this man picked a fight with him. I went out to look for him, and Treda was there too…we saw Oswyn on the ground and went for the bastard. The man’s dead, too, I think. I hope. That son of a bitch. The guards were looking for us, but I think we lost them. Help us get Treda inside.” 
 
    Hearing his name, Treda uttered a low groan. Tasha reached out to grab his other arm, alleviating some of the weight. She didn’t say anything to Luc, didn’t even glance at him. They walked down another length of alley until they reached a gate. Hana pushed it open for them, and they managed to drag Treda another few paces before he collapsed. 
 
    “The fucker knifed him,” Tasha said, turning Treda over. 
 
    Hana held up the torch over him. His whole shirt was drenched in blood and he had lost consciousness. Luc touched his face, and it flickered momentarily, his eyelashes fluttering against the shadows.  
 
    “He needs help,” Hana said. “A surgeon or a priest or…what do you have around here?” 
 
    Luc realized she was looking at him. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Who the hell is this, anyway?” Hana asked, turning back to Tasha. 
 
    “Bloody bystander,” Tasha murmured. “Saw me kill the other one. Didn’t have time to deal with him. You wanna stick him? I dropped my sword back there.” 
 
    “Hold on—” Luc said. 
 
    Hana scratched her head. “He looks harmless. Are you sure…?” 
 
    “If you’re losing your nerve, hand me your sword so I can do it.” 
 
    “But hiding the body—” 
 
    Treda groaned again. 
 
    “I know someone who could help,” Luc blurted out. “If you’ll spare my life, that is.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Tasha sniffed. 
 
    He turned to Hana, who seemed the more level-headed of the two. “I’ll take you to him. I don’t want him to die, anyway. That man back there, the one you killed…” He saw Tasha’s eyes dart towards him. “I knew him.”  
 
    “A friend?” Tasha asked with a growl. 
 
    “No,” Luc said. He swallowed. “I want to help. Please.” 
 
    “Take Treda back to the inn,” Hana said. “I’ll go with him.” 
 
    Tasha gave a nod. Hana gestured to Luc, and he followed her back through the gate. He noticed she had one hand on her sword, but that she didn’t look particularly worried otherwise. He took a moment to observe that she was dressed in all leather, including boots that probably cost more than a month’s supply of food at the farm. It felt out of place, considering that the face that looked up at him was of a girl who couldn’t be that much older than Ceri.  
 
    “Who are you people?” he found himself asking. 
 
    She smiled at him, tapping her sword a little. “You were going to find help for my friend.” 
 
    He flushed a little, and turned back to the task at hand. They left the alley and found themselves back on the street, where he was tempted, briefly, to try to alert the guards. But the thought didn’t last. These people might’ve killed Michell, but he’d killed one of their own, too, and he didn’t know enough about what had happened to judge one way or the other. They may have threatened to kill him, too, but he had given them his word, and Jak’s sons knew better than to break their promises. And anyway, they didn’t run into any guards, which removed that option from him in the first place.  
 
    He wondered how he would be able to defend himself if the woman decided to attack him. He didn’t know much about swords—that was something basic training up at Tilarthan would’ve taken care of, and he only knew how to use an axe and a scythe for harvesting. He didn’t even have a dagger on him. 
 
    They reached another narrow street, where he paused at the threshold of a house from where you could smell pig and duck shit. Hana remained smiling as Luc knocked on the door twice, but he saw her drew the sword slightly. He knew what the warning meant. One wrong move and she would cut him where he stood. 
 
    An old man peered out from behind the doorway. “Lucky?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. “You’re up late. What happened? Everything all right back at Jak’s? Can’t be a goat, I know you’re all out of goats.” He glanced at Luc’s shirt and must’ve seen the blood, then. His expression grew sombre. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I don’t have much time to explain,” Luc said. “Will you come?” 
 
    The old man glanced at the armed woman behind him. Realization dawned on his features. “It’s a person, isn’t it?” 
 
    Luc nodded. 
 
    The old man stepped back into his house and was gone for several moments. Luc turned back to Hana, who was sniffing the air listlessly. “He helps us with the sick animals, sometimes,” Luc said, before she could comment. “I’ve seen him stitch wounds from wolf and bear attacks. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “He better,” Hana murmured. “With Oswyn dead, Treda can’t die, too.” Her eyes skipped back towards him. “Your man better save him.” 
 
    “We’ll try our best,” Luc said. “Please don’t hurt us. My family needs me.” 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luc wondered, on the way back, if his words had any impact on Hana at all. She seemed largely unaffected by his pleading. The warm smile on her face now seemed cold, perpetually fixed there for some odd reason. Whatever it was, he didn’t want to know. 
 
    Hearing them with his own ears certainly seemed to change his perceptions of the night’s events. What had happened at Skellcilan now seemed to be a drop of water in an ocean in comparison. Amazing how quickly the wind could shift, how fear for your life could distort your perception in the time it took to snap your fingers. He rubbed his hands together, warming them with his breath as they walked. He could already tell that the clear night was going to give way to a foggy morning, maybe even the first frost for that winter. He should’ve gone home when he could. Jak would need help harvesting the last of the pumpkins, not to mention that he would probably be worried sick by now… 
 
    Tom, the livestock dealer, didn’t speak a word until they returned to the alley where they’d last left Treda. Only a dark stain remained where he had been lying on the street. Hana led them around the building, to the back door of what appeared to be an inn. They went past a narrow hallway and up a set of creaky stairs. 
 
    “Inside there,” Hana told Tom, pointing at the first door.  
 
    Tom grunted, and got to work. Luc tried to follow him, but Hana stopped him in his tracks. “Maybe he needs help,” Luc said. 
 
    “He’ll have more than enough hands to help him,” Hana replied. She gave another one of her small smiles. “I have to say…I was expecting you to lead me straight to the guards. I saw you trying to look for them out there.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “There’s no sense lying. It’s what I would’ve done myself. I just thought—well, it was almost kind that you didn’t. Almost.” She indicated a bench near the window. After a soft sigh, Luc slumped down.  
 
    “We have to go back for Oswyn’s body,” a man said, stepping out into the hall. He ignored Luc completely. “Those bastards might’ve stripped him naked.” 
 
    “They won’t,” Luc piped up. 
 
    The man turned to him now and he felt himself wilt under his gaze. He was scarred, like Tasha, though thin, with high cheekbones and hair the colour of straw. His eyes were very pale, weepy almost—it was the sharp turn of his brows that caught Luc’s attention. “A Gorenten,” he remarked. “Tasha was right. I almost didn’t believe it. Funny coincidence.” 
 
    Hana shrugged. “Seems fate was on our side tonight.”  
 
    “With Oswyn dead? Some fucking fate you believe in.” 
 
    “We could’ve lost Tasha and Treda, too. You know the damn guards would rather cut down mercenaries first and then ask questions later. And then it would really be trouble. How are we supposed to get home, then?” 
 
    “Home. Pah! You’re still going on about that? Nothing’s waiting for us back there, Hana.” 
 
    “A girl can dream.” 
 
    Luc swallowed. “You’re mercenaries.” 
 
    “He’s addled, isn’t he?” the man asked. “Dumb as a board.” 
 
    “Drunk,” Hana said with a smile. “Could smell it on him from ten paces away. But he’s been good to us so far.” 
 
    The man sat on the bench beside him. “We can’t be the first batch of mercenaries you’ve seen around here, boy. Not after Duke Iorwin’s announcement.” 
 
    “What announcement?” Luc asked. 
 
    Hana and the man exchanged glances. “Addled, I told you. Or at least been hiding under a rock.” The man snorted, his hand dropping to his belt. “Are we killing him?” 
 
    “Hold on,” Luc said, feeling his insides knot up. “She promised we walk out of this alive.” 
 
    Hana shrugged. “He’s been good, Demon. I told you. Do we really have time to be leaving dead bodies around?” 
 
    “Oswyn’s gone and all my patience with him,” Demon sneered. His teeth were yellowed, nearly black. “His sword would’ve fetched a good price, too. I’m telling you, Hana, we should’ve never gone here. This entire job reeked from the start.” 
 
    “Not even a job yet.” 
 
    “Which makes it worse. I’m not some hound or hire running around doing tricks in exchange for treats.” 
 
    “But that’s exactly what we are, Demon. No sense pretending otherwise.” 
 
    Demon scowled before drawing his knife—a long, jagged thing that glinted against the moonlight. Luc found himself bolting upright, his back to the wall. “This one has to go.” 
 
    Hana gave an exaggerated sigh. “Not here, Demon.” 
 
    “She promised—” Luc began. 
 
    “I know what I promised,” Hana said. “I’m sorry. I was hoping they’d see reason, but—” 
 
    “You didn’t even try,” Luc grumbled. 
 
    Demon brandished the knife at him. “We can’t have you running around telling the guards about us. You’ve seen our faces—” 
 
    “I don’t even know who you are!” 
 
    “—and heard our names,” Demon continued, looking a tad irritated that he would even dare interrupt.  
 
    Luc felt himself grow red with rage. “If I told the guards some man who calls himself Demon was responsible for all of this, do you honestly think they’d believe me?” 
 
    Hana and Demon traded looks before laughing both at once. 
 
    “Too risky,” Demon continued. “Can’t have word of this following us to Blackwood. I told you Hana, we should’ve never gone out here in the first place. Too late now for Oswyn. Fucking pompous bastard, I never did like him as boss. Now look what we got ourselves into. Killed by some snot-nosed kid.” 
 
    “I heard the man just drew a knife at him out of nowhere. While they were pissing.” 
 
    Demon laughed even harder. “Dead with his cock out! And not even in a brothel! What a way to go!” 
 
    “Don’t let Tasha hear that.” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m not going toe-to-toe with that bitch.” He wiped his eye, still grinning. 
 
    “If you kill me, you’ll have two murders on your hands,” Luc bristled. 
 
    Hana glanced at him. “You are a persistent little fucker, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Those are the worst,” Demon snorted. He wiped his nose. “Well, come on, then. Let’s get this over with. If you lie back it’ll be over quickly. Won’t even have to get rough.” He giggled at his own joke. 
 
    “If you want your friend’s sword, I can help you get it,” Luc said. “I know the man who takes care of the deadhouse, too. He keeps the deceased’s things until his family comes to claim them. He’ll let me get in there. But only if you let me leave alive and you let Tom go home without a scratch on him.” 
 
    Hana quirked an eyebrow. “Or else?” 
 
    Luc gave a soft sigh. “Try to kill me and I’ll scream really, really loud.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The night stretched on, the longest Luc had ever experienced in his life. Sitting on a moonlit bench with his hands on his knees while watching a scarred man who called himself Demon casually sharpening a wicked-looking knife could do that. He thought of Alun and his father, and hated himself for what he knew he had done to an evening of what ought to have been a celebration. A drink to clear his head—that was all he had wanted. A drink in place of what was denied to him and the people waiting for him. And now it turns out even that might’ve been too much to ask for. 
 
    He stared at the edge of that blade. He didn’t think that he’d actually succeeded in talking them out of killing him. His weak threat had been…amusing, nothing more, a boy’s last ditch attempt to salvage what he could. They had laughed over it long enough to embarrass him, and then Hana left to go outside, leaving him alone with Demon. He was almost sure it was a sign that he was about to get his throat slit. He imagined the priest walking back to the village to tell them that Luc, too, had been found dead, just like Michell…poor Michell… 
 
    But Demon didn’t even talk to him again. Luc found himself glancing over at the man. He swallowed as he wondered if it was possible to take the knife from him during a fight. If he grabbed the man’s wrist fast enough…Demon was thinner than Luc, with bones that looked like they would snap if you hit them at just the right angle. Michell had been a lot bigger, in comparison.  
 
    The door to the room creaked open, stopping Luc from committing what might’ve been his last mistake. Tasha appeared, looking worn out. “Your goat surgeon’s a lot better than he looks,” she murmured, wiping a streak of blood off her face. “Treda’s still alive.” 
 
    Demon gave a grim smile. “The fuckface is hard to kill, unlike some.” 
 
    Tasha’s eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Nothing. Don’t get your undergarments in a bunch. What’s next?” He nodded towards Luc. “I don’t want to watch this one any longer than I should. Do I look like a fucking nursemaid to you? Quick knife to the neck, hide his body out in the barrel in the alley…” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot,” Tasha said. “It’s nearly dawn. The innkeeper’s awake.” 
 
    At her words, Luc suddenly felt like he could breathe easier. He realized he had been gripping his knees tightly and slowly uncurled his fingers. 
 
    “I can take him elsewhere…” Demon began. 
 
    “Fuck that. I want to…” Her eyes softened briefly. “I want to visit Oswyn.” 
 
    “You’ll walk out of there in chains,” Demon sneered.  
 
    “He got us out of Cairntown with the Boarshind on our asses,” she hissed. “He deserves better than this.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but getting ourselves all fucked over won’t do much for the poor bastard now,” Demon snorted. “They’ll know you, Tasha. You’re kind of hard to miss.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “And you?” 
 
    Demon laughed. “I’m not fucking risking myself just to make sure old Oswyn’s nice and comfortable in his coffin, if that’s what you’re asking!” 
 
    “Some friend you turned out to be,” Tasha growled. She took a deep breath. “There’s also the matter of the client.” 
 
    “Fucking hell—don’t tell me you still want us going all the way to Blackwood. Oswyn’s dead. Whatever for? We can just ditch this high-browed client of his and escape with our lives. Port Bluetree’s still back there, Tasha. There’s ships there, can take us anywhere we want…” 
 
    “Oswyn’s dead. Our client isn’t.” 
 
    “They’re out for our blood…” 
 
    “In Cairntown. Not Blackwood.” 
 
    Demon laughed. “Word gets out we’re seen in Blackwood and the damned Boarshind will be sniffing around there in no time. We’re too close for comfort. This client who isn’t even a client, who wants us to go to Blackwood and make pretty with this Duke Iorwin…what did he have on Oswyn, anyway? If his balls were in a bind, why were ours thrown into the mix?” 
 
    “Fuck if I know. Oswyn had his secrets, even from me.” 
 
    “Hard to believe that.” 
 
    “We made a deal. We’re getting paid. You want to jump on a ship now? Fine. You’ve got any fucking way to pay for it?” 
 
    Demon licked his lips. 
 
    “I thought so,” Tasha snorted. She looked away. “The client knows and will deal with me, even without Oswyn. Up in Blackwood, we’re supposed to join up with others to bolster our ranks and…” 
 
    Tasha glanced at Luc, as if just noticing him for the first time.  
 
    “I haven’t heard anything,” Luc murmured. “This is all just gibberish to me. Honest.” 
 
    Demon cleared his throat. “This one was saying he could get into the deadhouse and relieve Oswyn of his sword.” 
 
    Tasha’s expression changed. “Is that right?” she said, looking at Luc hard enough that it made him uneasy. He felt like a goat being appraised at the market. “He has proven useful so far, hasn’t he?” 
 
    Tom appeared at the doorway. “I’ve done what I can,” he said, wiping the blood on his lap. He glanced at Luc and then back at Tasha. “Are we free to go?” 
 
    Luc felt his throat tighten as Tasha deliberated over his words.  
 
    “You can,” she eventually said.  
 
    “Tasha—” Demon began, lifting his knife. 
 
    “He’ll be quiet. Won’t you, old man?” Tasha said. She pressed something into his hands.  
 
    Tom fingered the coin for several moments before placing it into his pocket. “And Lucky?” 
 
    “Ah,” Demon said, patting Luc’s shoulder. “He has a name. A very…ironic…name.” 
 
    “It’s Luc, actually,” he murmured. 
 
    Demon smiled. 
 
    “We’ll keep him,” Tasha said. “Seeing as to how it seems like you’re fond of him, it might help keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    Tom turned back to Luc with what appeared to be an expression of apology before he allowed himself through the back door.  
 
    “You can get to the deadhouse, you said,” Tasha said, returning to that look of appraisal again, except the goat’s been dragged off and butchered…Luc felt like a hunk of meat now and Tasha was a wolf, wondering if she could fit him into her mouth all at once.  
 
    “Says he knows people,” Demon said. 
 
    “He can speak for himself,” Tasha grunted. “Can you?” 
 
    “I suppose. Are you actually interested in what I have to say?” 
 
    Tasha laughed. “Don’t get testy with me, boy. We’ve just decided not to kill you. Yet. That can change in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    She nodded. “Come with me. You,” she said, pointing at Demon. “Keep an eye out for Treda. We’ll be back.” She placed a hand on Luc’s shoulder, one that felt like a vice, and all but dragged him out of the inn. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Mercenaries, as a rule, weren’t common around Crossfingers. 
 
    Crossfingers technically fell outside of Duke Iorwin Blackwood’s lands, right at the very western border of it, but it still formed part of Blackwood’s regular patrol. This, in addition to having a handful of its own guards and its location right between Port Bluetree and Blackwood, meant that trouble—the kind of trouble that plagued most of the Kag—rarely came about.  
 
    Part of this came from Crossfingers’ own history. In the old days, when the Kag lands were dark and uninhabitable, Agartes Allaicras came to liberate the people from the plague of beasts, starting with Crossfingers. He worked his way through the Hafed lands, and then later took a boat and started from the mouth of the Vildar River and all the way north to found the city-states. The academy was built to honour his name in the first place.  
 
    It was different elsewhere. East of Hafod, beyond the reach of the king and his lords, the lands remained harsh and unyielding, the wilderness full of things you wouldn’t want to meet in the dark. Mercenaries filled the need for protection then—a convenient solution that has resulted in an inflated sense of power among the many groups. 
 
    That much, at least, Luc knew. He hadn’t been to the tavern lately, and had been so engrossed in his own problems that he had missed out on whatever news was taking the town by storm. If Duke Iorwin had indeed called for mercenaries, then something foul enough must be afoot to drive him to such desperation. You didn’t want mercenaries strolling through town, not really. Their reputation was…dodgy, at best. He had heard of towns that were completely under their control, places like Cairntown and Ni’in where you couldn’t walk five paces without getting accosted by a mercenary gang or their rival. They followed no laws but their own and worshipped no gods.  
 
    He glanced at Tasha, who was walking silently beside him. A mask of mourning was on her face. He had seen it before during funerals, even remembered it on his own father when his grandfather had died. “This Oswyn meant something to you, didn’t he?” he blurted out. 
 
    She turned to him with a look that made him instantly regret speaking at all. “You…” she started, one hand dropping to her sword. 
 
    Luc held out his hands. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry. He sounded like a good man.” 
 
    “Good,” Tasha repeated. “You’re fucking with me.” 
 
    Luc scratched his head. “I meant to say…” He sighed. “It’s a common thing to say. For comfort. When a loved one is deceased.” He couldn’t believe he was still talking. 
 
    Tasha narrowed her eyes. “I didn’t love him,” she said. 
 
    “Well, yes, I didn’t mean it that way maybe, I just meant…” 
 
    “You’re the noisiest hostage we’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Thank you?” 
 
    “It’s not a compliment.” 
 
    They had reached the street leading to the Yohak temple. “The deadhouse is around the back,” Luc said.  
 
    Tasha grabbed his arm. “You’ll run off.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “I know where your goat surgeon lives. Remember that. You ever seen a man bled out of every drop in his body? It’s not a pleasant thing.” 
 
    “You just used me to threaten him. Lighten up a little.” 
 
    She growled. “If you fuck with me, I swear on Agartes’ balls that I’ll—” 
 
    “I’ll get Oswyn’s sword,” Luc said, straightening up. “You’ve got to trust me. And you’ll be watching the street, right? No chance in hell I can sneak off without you chasing after me?” 
 
    Her scarred face tightened. After a moment, she nodded. 
 
    Luc pulled away from her and trotted straight through the temple’s doors, all but crashing through them. As soon as they closed behind him, he found himself exhaling with relief. The mercenaries’ presence had felt like choking smoke, and the looming threat of his death in every corner had cleared his mind in ways he didn’t think was possible.  
 
    The temple was empty during that time of the day. There was a giant tree on the altar, one that went straight up through an open rooftop—one of the first altars to ever be erected to the god Yohak, Namalah’s consort. Small beams of sunlight shot through the tangled branches, giving the tree the appearance of a sparkling, multi-faceted gem like the sort Luc had seen the priests wore on their rings.  
 
    He made his way past the wooden seats, arranged in circles around the altar, and through the narrow hallway in the back. His footsteps echoed as he walked, and the smell of mold and damp stone soon filled his nostrils. He reached a large hall, where the scent was now tinged with the unmistakable sharpness of rotting flesh. 
 
    Shadows danced in front of a lit candle up ahead. A robed man looked up from a body laid out on the table in front of him, and Luc recognized Brother Hamis, the priest and town undertaker. “Who’s this? Ah, Luc,” he said, his wrinkled eyes softening. “Your father was looking for you. You’ve come to visit Michell, I suppose.” 
 
    He swallowed and nodded. 
 
    The man glanced at the body in front of him. “Unfortunate, what happened. A tavern fight, I was told. He’d just been released by the guardsmen—trouble up at the academy. He had just passed the builder’s exam, but was expelled for starting a fight. I suppose he had gone there to drown out his sorrows and fell into trouble. You know how Michell was. Oh…” He trailed off, because Luc had stepped forward and the candlelight was now shining directly on his bruised face. “You fought with him in the academy. I should’ve known.” 
 
    “I feel horrible, Brother, but I didn’t know it would lead to this,” Luc murmured. 
 
    “We never do, child. We never do. Our actions do not come with warning labels.” He smiled a little.  
 
    “He was picking on Alun. Again.” Luc found the courage to now turn to the body. He was surprised at how calm he felt. He had imagined that he would be filled with revulsion at the sight of Michell, that the same, childhood loathing would come curdling from within, but something about seeing him in death changed that. The pale, almost serene face was no longer twisted—nose and forehead cleaned of blood, eyes stitched shut, he seemed like he was simply sleeping. His mouth was a thin line. It was suddenly jarring to realize that no more insults would fall from those lips. 
 
    “What do you think?” Brother Hamis asked. “Is he smiling too much?” 
 
    Luc glanced up in confusion.  
 
    “I’m trying to make you laugh. You seem upset.” 
 
    “I caused this,” Luc breathed. “If I hadn’t attacked him…” 
 
    “Ah, Lucky,” Hamis said. “With all respect due to the dead, but we knew he liked to provoke you and your brother. The god will have to forgive my moment of bias. The unfortunate chain of events…” 
 
    “What do the texts say about this? Am I condemned to hell?” 
 
    Hamis tapped his head, with its sparse white hairs. “Hell is…debatable. It is a foreign concept after all, brought in by the Forrehsi to taint and muddle our beliefs. Us priests of Yohak used to teach of the life-wheel, which has been dismissed in the past few years by high priests who have claimed to see from the other side. Forrehsi-influenced high priests.”  
 
    “So you used to say, Brother. I did pay attention to our lessons.” 
 
    He smiled. “The life-wheel idea has merit. To have Yohak determine your fate by how you have acted in the life before…ah, but I do not think the idea is worthless, even in theory. Look at him.” He glanced at Michell. “He’s probably a babe somewhere now, perhaps one with a clubfoot like Alun. If the old faith can be believed, he will retain nothing of this life but move forward so that he may understand such an affliction, be more compassionate…” 
 
    Luc swallowed. “And I? Will I be reborn as someone who can offer more than trouble to my family?” 
 
    Hamis lifted his eyes. “You’re not dead yet, Luc.” 
 
    “I might as well be.” He took a deep breath. “I failed the entrance exam, Brother. I will not be going to Tilarthan after all. I don’t know what else I’m supposed to do.” 
 
    “Oh, my boy.” He caught a genuine note of sadness there. Brother Hamis frequented the tavern in the village, too, and no doubt would’ve heard their father talking about Luc’s prospects to anyone who would listen. 
 
    “I didn’t even want this before,” he murmured. “I was more than happy to just live my life. So why do I feel like this? It’s ridiculous. I think I saw an opportunity and then I thought—I falsely thought—that destiny was finally making up for all the sacrifices that brought me here.” 
 
    “Your feelings are not unreasonable, Luc. You hoped. You have every right to be disappointed.” 
 
    “To be disappointed that I’m a disappointment?” He shook his head. “My family doesn’t know, not yet. My father…” He trailed off.  
 
    “I won’t breathe a word until you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Luc paused as he turned back to Michell’s body. “Could you give me a moment alone with Michell, Brother? I’d like to say my prayers.” 
 
    Hamis nodded and left, closing the door behind him as he went. As soon as it clicked shut, Luc began to recite Yohak’s Litany for the Dead. He had it drilled into him since he was young and was surprised at how easy it drifted back into his memory, although he had never had to utter it over an actual body before. For a moment, he gazed at Michell’s face, and while his lips worked over the familiar words, he thought, I am sorry, for what it’s worth. But you never gave us a chance, did you? 
 
    He continued with the prayers and drifted on to the next table, where the dead body was unmistakably the man they called Oswyn. He was so tall that his toes extended past the table, and even for an old man, the weight and muscle on him looked formidable. Luc wondered how Michell even managed to kill him at all—he was battle-scarred, and looked like the sort of man that could beat Michell and his entire gang single-handedly.  
 
    Well, whatever he had been in life, he was mortal, and the gaping wound in his belly had been enough to end it. One quick knife to the gut, the mercenaries had said, right out in the alley with his breeches down. Funny how that worked out sometimes. He didn’t know where Michell found the strength and courage to gut a man so effortlessly, but he supposed people could surprise you like that.  
 
    He found Oswyn’s sword in a box in the corner. It was a plain thing with a leather-wrapped hilt that would take two hands to hold—longer than Luc would know how to wield properly, if he even knew how to wield a sword. It was heavier than he expected, too. He managed to lift it without cutting himself and carefully made his way to the end of the catacombs, hoping that Brother Hamis wouldn’t notice the prayers had stopped. There was a long window there that opened up to the street. Luc cranked the shutters open, slid the sword through to the dark alley, and then closed it again before he returned to Michell’s body. 
 
    He finished the prayers, just because it felt right to do so. Afterwards, he left the catacombs and returned to the main chamber of the temple. Hamis was sitting near the altar. 
 
    “You should go home,” the old man said. “We both know your father will forgive whatever you think you’ve done. He’s worried about you, child.” 
 
    Luc walked out of the temple to a bright morning, feeling sick to his stomach. He went around the alley, where the sword still lay on the ground. He picked it up and returned to where he had left Tasha. She was still there. 
 
    “You took your time,” Tasha said with a low growl. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware you wanted it done fast,” Luc murmured. 
 
    “Obnoxious whelp.” She took the sword from him with a huff and carefully held it up against the light. “It’s his, all right,” she whispered. “He’s really…” She tightened her face and turned back to Luc. “Did you see him? Did they take care of him?” 
 
    “If nobody comes to claim him, Brother Hamis will bury him in two days in accordance to Yohak’s rites.” 
 
    “He didn’t believe in Yohak,” Tasha murmured. “Didn’t believe in any god but himself. The smug bastard.” She snorted. “Well, let’s not wait around for the guards to show up.” 
 
    “How long do you plan to keep me around for?” Luc asked.  
 
    Tasha didn’t reply.  
 
    He wondered if he should try to make a break for it now. Oswyn’s sword was heavy—if she was caught off guard, she’d have to drop it to catch him. Luc was a pretty fast runner, given enough chance, and he thought he would be able to make it a few paces ahead before she could get started. They reached a rolling lane, and his eyes wandered over to the end of it. Even if he could make it to the ditch… 
 
    He heard footsteps, and his eyes darted to the side, almost expecting—hoping—that they would run into guards. Instead, he saw Hana careening down the road, a bare sword in her hand and another one, still sheathed, at her waist. She looked breathless. “They found us,” she said as she came up to them. “They have Treda. They’re looking for you.” 
 
    “Shit,” Tasha said. “Demon?” 
 
    “Got out. Jumped through the window. Bastard can take care of himself. But the guards…” 
 
    Luc stepped back. Tasha turned on him almost immediately. “Find us somewhere to hide,” she hissed. 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Or if we escape, I will find every single one of yours and murder them in cold blood. Do you hear me?” She grabbed him by the collar, pulling him up to her face.  
 
    He would’ve said no. He wanted to say no. Kill me now. Let it end. But there was something in her eyes he couldn’t quite shake off.  
 
    “The barn,” Luc found himself saying. “We’ve got no goats this winter. You can stay there. They won’t…they won’t look there if we go now.” 
 
    He felt her loosen her grasp. The desperation was plain in her eyes. As he turned to lead them down the road, he found it difficult to think of anything else. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luc’s house was right at the edge of the village—a small, two-bedroom farmhouse with a loft. At night, you could count on Grandma setting out two lanterns by the gatepost, one on each side. Luc always looked forward to seeing them from the road, two sparks in the distance—a reminder of home, of the warmth and comfort that waited for him there. 
 
    Even though it was still midday and he couldn’t count on the lights to be there, the thought of them now made him feel uneasy. All of last night came back to him, looming like a stormcloud. He happened to glance at the two women behind him—in their leathers and their dark cloaks, and weapons that clinked with every step of their firm boots—and realized that the weight of both problems were now bearing down on him full-force. 
 
    He pushed the nagging thoughts away and whistled, leading them down the small path that led into the woods, through the thick brush, and past a bridge over the stream. It was a magical place during the summer—clear water, with thick purple and yellow flowers everywhere, but right now, only a trickle remained where he could see them. Frost had happened overnight—his footsteps crunched through the grass as he walked. 
 
    The path grew narrower, eventually disappearing as they reached the woods. They reached a low-lying fence made of split logs, which he simply skipped over. The barn lay ahead—a dilapidated old thing that had been there since before Luc’s father had bought the property. “We built the farmhouse some ways away,” Luc explained to the women before they could get a word in. “All our goats got killed recently, and we keep the chickens closer to the farm. No one will bother you here.” 
 
    “You’re leaving us,” Tasha said. Venom dripped with her every word. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Luc replied. “I can’t stay here with you. My family’s been looking for me.” 
 
    “And then you’ll hand me over to the guards.”  
 
    “Why would I do that?” Luc asked.  
 
    “Why shouldn’t you? You’re scared of us. That’s what frightened people do.” Tasha drew her sword. 
 
    “Tasha, I think you should calm down,” Hana spoke up. “Breathe. I know the last few hours has been rough.” 
 
    “Rough?” Tasha coughed.  
 
    “I know. You’re taking Oswyn’s death badly. I…” 
 
    “Bitch. You know this goes beyond Oswyn.” 
 
    “Doesn’t change the fact that you’re barking like a mad dog over every little thing,” Hana said. She placed a hand on Tasha’s arm. “He hasn’t betrayed us yet. He seems like a reasonable fellow. Aren’t you? Lucky, Demon said you were called. Lucky. You’ve done us good so far.” 
 
    “If I stayed here with you, we’d all freeze to death by nightfall,” Luc said. “Let me get you blankets and food. I’m hungry, and I know you haven’t eaten, either.” 
 
    “Why would you help us?” Tasha asked. 
 
    “Is why not a good enough reason?”  
 
    She stared at him with narrowed eyes, before allowing him to walk away for the second time that day. A wiser man might’ve bolted. But wisdom had never been Luc’s forte. He always left such things to his father, maybe even Alun.   
 
    Thinking about his family made him pause at the edge of the field. He could see the farmhouse in the distance, a trail of smoke curling up from the chimney. He took a deep breath. Exhaustion from the last few hours was starting to creep up on him, taking whatever little courage he had left. It was sheer habit that made him continue past the little gate they used to keep the ducks in. They all waddled up at the sight of him, hoping he had brought food. Sheer habit, too, made him pat his pockets in an effort to find crumbs to please them with. He found the remains of a loaf of bread his father had made him take to Crossfingers for lunch and fed it to the ducks piece by piece.  
 
    He heard the front door creak open. A thousand excuses ran through him at once, but the words turned to ashes on his tongue. It was almost a good thing, then, that it wasn’t his father who stepped out. The woman’s forehead crinkled at the sight of him, but nothing on her expression betrayed what she really thought of Luc being gone the whole night. The only thing Luc could gather from the way she stood there without a word, waiting for him to reach the end of the path while holding a dirty pot against her hip, was that she was all alone in the house. He took another deep breath, half-cringing at the sharpness of the cold air, and walked up to her like a hound waiting to be chastised.  
 
    The memory of his first meeting with the woman they insisted he call Mother was just as strong as that day they first arrived at Crossfingers. Stronger, actually, though he must’ve been only two years old at the time. He had been playing with a leather ball inside the common room of the narrow house they shared with the rest of the family, Grandma’s legs blocking the door to prevent him from wandering out. He couldn’t remember the conversations around him, but he remembered the raised voices, the tension in the air, and Grandma trying to distract him with a piece of candied plum.  
 
    Dried fruit in hand, he looked up and found himself staring into the eyes of this woman. She was angry. Even as a child who had never known anger, who had never felt the swat of a hand on his backside even after he had broken all the pots in one afternoon—scrambling up the cupboard and sending it crashing to the floor in a heap of powder and clay shards—he sensed that something wasn’t quite right. “I didn’t want to tell you—” his father was saying, and the woman turned from him and back to Jak, and the argument began again just as Grandma scooped him into her arms. He hid out the rest of the evening in the kitchen, where Grandma made him help her with the dough, pulling long strands of it to turn into noodles. Later that night, his father came to take him. Jak placed him on his lap, smoothed his hair back, and stared at him for the longest time. And then he told him, haltingly, that he was going to be a big brother. 
 
    Years and years ago, now, but the memory sometimes felt like from yesterday. Kasia turned and went back inside as soon as he reached the doorway. He knew what this meant and followed her into the kitchen. “I need those cleaned,” Kasia said without looking at him. She pointed at the direction of the table, at the bowls and plates that were heaped high, dotted with rice crumbs and cold lard. Luc suddenly remembered that there had been a feast last night. 
 
    Without a word, Luc took a bucket and cleared the table. He stepped through the backdoor and made his way down the familiar path to the pump. The air was thick with the sound of the wind whistling as it rushed through the trees. In the distance, the mountain peaks were dusted with white already, and he suspected they would see snowfall soon.  
 
    He heard footsteps, and turned around, half-hoping Jak had come home. He just wanted to get it all over with. But it was Kasia, carrying the pot and some pans. She dropped them beside him and paused to tuck away a stray strand of hair from her forehead. Luc gazed up at her, unsure if he had done something wrong. Kasia’s silences could be grating like that. It never really bothered him before. 
 
    It seemed that a lot of things didn’t bother him until now, and he wasn’t sure where it was all coming from. Was it the price he was paying for having allowed himself to get carried away with his dreams in the first place? General Luc, indeed. It was his father who first started on with it, and if he had known how much it would derail his life, how awful it was all going to make him feel, perhaps he should’ve never gone and tried in the first place. 
 
    “It’s going to be a lot harder, you know, with both of you gone,” Kasia said, breaking his train of thought.  
 
    “Maybe I don’t have to go,” Luc started. “It was a bad idea, anyway.” 
 
    Kasia’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t reply immediately.  
 
    “You’re right,” Luc continued. “Da’s got a bad back, and even if Alun tried to come home as often as he could, he’s not going to be much help around here. Ceri’s going off, too, so you won’t have anyone. Maybe I just should stay here.” 
 
    She gave him a look that made him want to crawl inside a hole and die. 
 
    “Why,” she said, “would you do that?” 
 
    “But you just said—” 
 
    “I was trying to make it clear how important it is you don’t bring shame to your father’s name while you’re up in Tilarthan,” Kasia said. “I’ve heard what those recruits get up to. Drinking, gambling, whoring, fighting.” She glanced at his brow and frowned. “I don’t know what you were up to last night—your father thought the worst, but I suspected it might have something to do with your newfound freedom. I told him as much. He wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    He swallowed. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Ian and his family were heading to Blackwood with Loma this morning, and he and Alun came along to try to find you in town. I told them not to bother. Told them you’d be home soon enough, stinking of wine and women, and here you are.” 
 
    “Mother,” he started. Seventeen years later, and the word still made him feel uneasy. It never quite fit. “You know I’m not like that.” 
 
    “Whatever are you saying, Luc? You spend all of your evenings up at that village tavern. I’ve told you thousands of times that I’d rather you stay here like Alun does. Certainly would encourage your father to go up there less, Agartes help me.” 
 
    He fell silent. Her anger never exploded the way he’d heard some other mothers did—it leaked everywhere, like steam from a hissing kettle. He wouldn’t know how to push it back in even if he tried.   
 
    “I suppose passing the exam means you think you’re entitled to the town taverns now. Don’t try to deny it. Ceri told me this morning...she’d gone back last night to try to find you, too, and spotted you in that run-down place Old Bokta runs. She didn’t have the heart to tell your father, and neither did I. You may be off on your own for the first time, Luc, but I’ll have none of that in this family, you hear me?” 
 
    “I can stay,” he murmured, after a moment. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “But you do need the help, and…” 
 
    “And don’t use us as an excuse. We’ll get by. It’ll be hard, but we’ll get by. I just hope you understand how much of a sacrifice it will be, losing you around here…we’ll have to hire someone, and the chores aren’t going to do themselves…” Kasia sniffed, catching on to his hesitance. “Are you telling me you’re afraid?” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “You’re going to break your father’s heart because you’re afraid.” 
 
    He swallowed. How was he supposed to answer that? 
 
    Kasia took over the handle for him and returned to scrubbing the plates. They worked wordlessly for a few moments, and maybe longer. Luc found himself glancing up at her and the way she glared at the grease in that pot. She had never, as far as he could remember, looked at him with any sort of affection in those eyes. Mother, they made him call her, but whatever mothering she had in her all went to Alun, who had needed all of them from the moment he was born. If there was one person in the world who wouldn’t lie to him to spare his feelings, it was her. 
 
    “I tried to convince him to get you to stay here,” she continued. “Not because we can’t get by without you here, but because I know what it’s like in Tilarthan. That place will eat you up, Luc. Nothing in this life has prepared you for what you’ll see there. Life in the military isn’t all fun and games…I’m afraid of what you’ll do once you decide it isn’t for you after all. But he wants this for you. He wants this more than he’s ever allowed himself to want anything in his life.” 
 
    “For me? Or for him?” 
 
    “For you,” she repeated, narrowing her eyes. “For a while, he was afraid you didn’t have it in you to forge your own way into the world. I told him he was out of his mind. He needs to stop treating you like you’re still that infant he found. You’re a man grown now, Luc. Show your father that. Make him stop worrying. If anything, you should’ve done this years ago.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was odd to be at home alone with Kasia. Before, he would’ve been convinced he would’ve found it an uncomfortable experience. But she left him alone, retreating to the safety of her bedroom as soon as she was done lecturing him, which meant he didn’t have to talk about whatever happened up in Crossfingers. He finished washing the dishes and began the laborious task of chopping firewood for the stove. He was staring at the empty road, halfway through his daily pile, before he realized the hunger gnawing in the pit of his stomach. Only then did he remember the mercenaries in the barn. 
 
    He wiped the sweat from his jaw and made his way to the kitchen. There was still food from last night’s feast—rice that had hardened in the pot and fried pork belly that must’ve been all hot and crispy last night, but was now covered in cold, jellied sludge. It still smelled good, though. He also found a stew that smelled vaguely of coconut, green chilies, and more pork fat—Ian must’ve brought the ingredients from Port Bluetree. Coconut was hard to come by in those parts.  
 
    Luc heaped as much of the food as he could into tin plates all while his stomach protested at why he wasn’t eating now. He also found old bread from yesterday morning, wrapped it up in a piece of cloth, and—along with a skin filled with fresh spring water—placed everything inside a basket. And then he made his way up to the loft he shared with Alun. There used to be a ladder, back when he slept on his own and before Grandma had left Port Bluetree to join them. Right around that time, Alun had gotten it into his head that he wanted to sleep beside his brother instead of his parents; after weeks of arguing and tears, Jak and Kaisa finally agreed and hired one of the neighbours to build a small flight of stairs. Luc would help his brother down each step every morning, and then up again at night, every day, without fail. 
 
    It all still felt like yesterday. Alun was old enough, now, and used a cane when he had to. He had stopped needing Luc a long time ago. Even the long flight up the steps of Skellcilan Academy had been a feat he could’ve done on his own, given time—Luc knew that. Somehow, he must’ve always known that. 
 
    Amazing how Kasia’s words seemed to have lifted the veil off his eyes. The dull silence reverberating through the small house intensified it. He remembered Brother Hamis’ words. You’re not dead yet, Luc. 
 
    So why did he feel like it? 
 
    He bit back against the frustration building up inside him and took three woollen blankets from the closet to add to his basket. And then, as silently and as carefully as he could, he left the house again, only stopping by the coop long enough to feed the chickens, all of whom seemed jealous of the attention he paid the ducks from earlier. 
 
    The barn seemed empty when he arrived. Only when he was in clear view of the windows did the two women emerge. “Heard anything?” Tasha asked as Hana reached for the basket. 
 
    Luc shook his head. He didn’t quite trust them enough to say that his mother was alone in the farm. He sat down as Hana pulled out the food, and felt his stomach gurgle again. 
 
    Hana must’ve heard it, too. “Come and join us,” she said with a smile, pointing at him with a spoon.  
 
    He took a plate and ate with his hands. The cold food was glorious. But once his hunger was sated, he began to grow drowsy. Somehow, in spite of everything, he found himself dozing off. He dreamed of Michell staring back at him, hands balled into fists. He wanted to ask if they could trade places, but it felt like his tongue had been cut off. It wasn’t even that he wanted to die—he just wanted the pain to end.  
 
    Luc woke up abruptly to Hana sitting beside him, a curious look on her face. 
 
    His mind cleared up. He stared back at her, noting once more how young she looked despite what her greasy hair and her manner of clothing suggested. Her eyes were hazel-brown, a little like Alun’s. Freckles dotted her nose and cheeks, and her skin had an uneven tan all throughout.  
 
    “Hey,” he croaked out. “I let my guard down and you didn’t kill me. I think we’re making progress.” 
 
    She cracked a smile. “You’ve been good to us. I told I didn’t want you dead.” 
 
    “Was that what your I’m sorry meant? It wasn’t clear.” 
 
    “Still sore about that, I see. I don’t blame you.” She settled on the cold ground beside him. “We’ve been a mess since we arrived in Port Bluetree. Between Oswyn, Tasha, and Demon’s arguing, our lives in constant danger, and everything we’ve left behind in Cairntown…we were just hoping to get to Crossfingers unscathed. No chance in hell for that, now.” She cocked her head towards him. “You remind me of someone I know. He’s about your age, too.” 
 
    “That’s the first I’ve heard. I’m Gorenten—I tend not to remind people of anyone they know.” 
 
    “You’re not the first Gorenten I’ve come across. Seems like your kind can be found anywhere Dageis doesn’t care to look.” 
 
    “Your kind?” 
 
    Her cheeks reddened. “I’m sorry. Was that offensive? It wasn’t meant to be.” 
 
    “I didn’t know mercenaries apologized as much as you did.” 
 
    “Demon always did say I was an odd duck.” She pulled out a dagger and began to play with it. “Tell me about yourself, Lucky,” she said. Evidently, she still found his name amusing. Most people did.  
 
    “What’s there to tell?” he mumbled. “I’m a foundling.” He’d said the exact same thing a hundred times before. 
 
    Hana nodded. “That much is plain.” 
 
    “And this is my life.” He indicated the barn, and the fields beyond it, with flourish. 
 
    “No goats though, you said.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Killed at the start of the season.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    “We don’t know.” 
 
    Hana’s face grew sombre. “I see.” 
 
    “What…what do you mean?” 
 
    She fingered the edge of the dagger. “Nothing. Lucky—I’ll be honest with you. We’re at your mercy. I’m not sure why you haven’t called the guards on us. Pa always liked to say you don’t look a gift horse in the mouth but I’m going to take my chances. Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “I don’t understand your question,” he said.  
 
    “Tasha killed your friend.” She gave a small nod towards the barn, where Tasha had hidden herself in after the meal. “And, being her usual, less-than-charming self, has threatened you more than once, I believe.” 
 
    “Michell wasn’t my friend,” Luc replied. “I told you that. He killed one of yours. And your manners aside, you haven’t done anything to me. My father always taught me not to turn my back on people who needed help.” 
 
    “Even if it means breaking the law?” 
 
    He hesitated. “I…I didn’t think of it that way.” 
 
    “You’re assisting a murderer.” 
 
    “It was an accident. I saw it with my own eyes.” He paused. “Maybe if you went to the guards to explain, I could—” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t even think about bringing that up with Tasha. I’ll be honest with you, Lucky—it’s not exactly the guards we’re trying to avoid. But there’s people after us, and the less trouble we run into until we get to Blackwood, the better. Go up to the guardhouse? We’ll be detained until this all clears up, probably for weeks. Tasha won’t allow something like that to happen. This job is extremely important to her. Poor Treda…I suppose there’s not much we can do for him now.” She sighed. “I brought this all up because I wanted to see what you were thinking. Aren’t you hoping to gain something from this? Maybe you’re waiting until the guards put up a reward for Tasha, and then you turn on us?” 
 
    “No,” he replied. Even if she hadn’t been twiddling with a blade so casually, he would’ve said the same thing.  
 
    “It’s almost too good to be true.” She gave a small, whistling breath through her nose. “Tasha will hate that I’m going behind her back like this, but we don’t have much choice right now. We need to get to Blackwood. The client promised he would clear our name if we do what he asks. If you’ll assist us, I think it goes without saying that we could make it very profitable for you.” 
 
    Luc swallowed. The promise of money didn’t entice him. “What did you guys do?” he asked. 
 
    Hana smiled. “If I told you, I might have to kill you.” 
 
    “Well, never mind that, then.” He glanced at the road. “Blackwood’s only about a few days’ walk away. It’s hard to miss.” 
 
    “We know that. But how far do you think we’ll get like this, especially once word gets out? We’ve left all of our supplies back in the inn.” 
 
    He glanced away. “I’ll have to think about it.” 
 
    “Don’t think too long,” Hana said with a grin. “Being at your mercy won’t sit well with Tasha, and if she decides to do something drastic, I won’t be able to stop her. You think she just carries her sword around for show?” 
 
    “Now look who’s making threats.” 
 
    “Not a threat,” Hana giggled. “It’s a fact.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Hana, true to her word, allowed him to think about it, and let him leave the barn without a knife between his ribs.  
 
    Luc hadn’t realized how much he was holding his breath around the mercenaries until after he had stepped away from them again. Hardly a day had gone by since he’d met them, but everything was starting to tumble around him like a wall of bricks. Perhaps if all of this had happened weeks ago—at least before yesterday—he would’ve had no problems approaching the guard and asking for help. They’d be able to advise him of the best way to get the mercenaries off his back—work with them to trap the women, at least, and point out what Demon looked like just in case he was still around town. They were relying too much on him being an ignorant, bumbling, kind-hearted farmboy. Which…given current circumstances, seemed to be about the only thing he had going for him. 
 
    He found himself standing on a quiet stretch of the road, past the livestock fences. Off in the distance, he could see the farmhouse. Jak wasn’t home yet—the windows were still closed, which was how Kasia liked to keep it. Their father was the complete opposite—he liked to air out the house even in dead winter, liked fresh air in general—which was why he moved all the way out here, away from the toxic fumes of Port Bluetree, or so he liked to say. Thinking about his father, about the things Kasia said, and Michell and everything made him feel like a damned fool, the worst son there ever was.  
 
    Tears pricked at his eyes. He wiped them away before they could fall. 
 
    He saw Ceri appear from the path that led to her father’s farm, her cloak fluttering behind her in a swirl of white mist. She spotted him just as quickly, her head darting up like a startled deer. And then—just like a startled deer—she slowly made her way towards him, almost as if she was afraid he would attack her at any moment. 
 
    “Lucky,” she finally breathed.  
 
    “Not a good afternoon for a walk,” Luc said, glancing at the fog. 
 
    She didn’t smile at his joke. “You were gone the whole night.” 
 
    “So I was. But I’m home, now.” 
 
    “You haven’t even shaved.” 
 
    He blinked at her before rubbing at his stubbled jaw with a measure of self-consciousness. “I don’t know what that has to do with anything.” 
 
    “It’s got to do with everything. Were you out whoring last night?” 
 
    “What kind of a question is that?” 
 
    “I wanted to get it out of the way. I saw you at Bokta’s.” 
 
    “So you told Mother.” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “He has whores, you know.” 
 
    “I…I didn’t.” 
 
    “You have to get some ale first and then put your empty mug down and ask for them. How could you not know? Every young man with coin around these parts…” 
 
    “I told you. I didn’t. Is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    “So what were you doing there?” 
 
    Luc paused for a moment, rubbing the back of his head. “Drowning out my sorrows, obviously. I failed the exam, Ceri. More than that—because I’m Gorenten, they’ll never pass me. I didn’t know how to tell you all.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, her cheeks growing red. 
 
    “And then when I was there, Michell got into a fight,” he continued. “He’s dead.” 
 
    “I know. Someone came down this morning to tell his parents. They’ve caught one of the culprits, but there’s another still somewhere in town. Did you—did you see everything? They said it happened in Bokta’s tavern, too.” 
 
    He looked down and mumbled something that sounded like a no. 
 
    “Lucky,” she said. “Look at me. You—this isn’t like you.” He felt Ceri’s hand on his arm. “You’ve never been like this before. It’s strange.” 
 
    “I saw Michell die right in front of me, Ceri.” He shook his head. “I can’t explain it. I keep thinking about what I did—” 
 
    “What you did? How is this your fault?” 
 
    “If I hadn’t been there that day, if I hadn’t gotten it into my head to do that damn test—” 
 
    “You would’ve still been there! With Alun! You would’ve never let him go on his own! And if you did? Maybe he’ll be dead. Michell seemed intent on crushing his brains right then and there. You’ve got to stop this, Luc.” 
 
    “It’s just that…it’s never been this complicated before, Ceri. I’ve never had to think about my life before. Not like this. I took the damned test because I thought the coin would help us through the winter, but I didn’t think anyone would think much of it. It was always Alun—Alun, the scholar, Alun the builder now. But there, my father goes around calling me General Luc, and then you go and try to join, too. Why did you even do that?” 
 
    “Can’t I have my reasons?” 
 
    “I’ve never had to think this far ahead before,” Luc said.  
 
    “Never?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    She started laughing. 
 
    “I know,” Luc said, a little irritated. He whistled. “I know it sounds pathetic. I know nothing happens around here. And it’s never really bothered me. There’s too much to do around the farm, and Da’s always needed the help, especially since he hurt himself last winter. But by Agartes’ balls—the moment you all started hoping I could do this, that I could make something for myself, I started wanting it, too, and I don’t…” He took a deep breath. “What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “What do you mean? They’ll forgive you. Your father will understand.” 
 
    “And then what? I’m supposed to go back to my life, just like that? Alun goes off to his studies, and you head off to Tilarthan, and…we don’t even have goats anymore, and…it’s not even what I did that’s the problem. It’s who I am. What I am. What I’ve always been. Shit, my father—” 
 
    Ceri stood up on tiptoe and kissed him. 
 
    Shock coursed through Luc’s veins. For a moment, he forgot everything against the warmth of her lips and the softness of her skin. He had never kissed a girl before, and Ceri was not…unpleasant. But then just as quickly, he remembered his brother, how Alun had been hoping to start courting Ceri once he’d been in Skellcilan for a year or so, and he pulled away.  
 
    “Shit,” Luc whispered. 
 
    She looked confused. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Shit,” he repeated. He ran one hand through his hair and turned away from her. After a moment, he jumped off the fence where he’d been sitting and slowly made his way down the road. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, catching up to him. “I shouldn’t have. If you weren’t ready…” 
 
    “It’s Alun,” Luc gasped. “You know he’s in love with you, right?” 
 
    “Well, yes. It’s always been pretty obvious.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “Why not? Alun’s a kid, Luc. There’s nothing between us. I’m talking about you—about us. About what you feel. Can’t you make a decision that doesn’t involve your family for once?” 
 
    He had both of his hands in the back of his head, now. He turned to her with a look of disbelief. “And what decision would you have me make?” 
 
    “Come with me to Tilarthan. There’ll be work for you there.” 
 
    “Run off with you?” 
 
    She looked at him, breathless. “Well, yes. Would that be so bad?” 
 
    “You heard what I just said about Alun, right?” 
 
    “Don’t you feel the same way about me, Luc?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Ceri.” 
 
    “You kissed me back.” 
 
    He wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. “They’re all I have. I’m a foundling, Ceri. An orphan. My true parents died in that shipwreck. Without my family, I’d be nothing. If my father hadn’t rescued me…even Mother, she didn’t even have to take me in, not when she had her own son to take care of. She could’ve forced Da to leave me in an orphanage in Port Bluetree. Is this how I’m supposed to repay them, Ceri?” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware your life was something you owed people. Stop being ridiculous, Luc. If you want me to talk to Alun—” 
 
    “What about me?” Alun asked, coming around the bend of the road with one hand on his cane. His face was bright. He looks like that every time he sees me, Luc realized, his chest tightening. He realized Ceri’s hands were still on him. He pried them away, but it was too late. The smile left Alun’s face, replaced quickly by a puzzled frown. 
 
    “What’s happening here?”  
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tumbled bricks suddenly felt like an inadequate image. A storm, Luc found himself thinking. He was in the eye of an Agartes-damned storm.  
 
    Luc could count on one hand the number of times he had seen Alun’s face transform with anger towards him before. Just one hand, because when all was said and done, he knew his brother worshipped him about as much as Luc doted on him in return. It had been one of the unspoken truths of their relationship—that not being brother by blood had not affected the strength of their bond. Luc never envied how much Kasia preferred her flesh and blood son, and Alun never seemed to mind that Jak spent most of his days out doing chores with the able-bodied Luc. And the few times they had fought, Luc had been able to appease his brother quickly enough. He still remembered sliding paper-wrapped treats through the crack in the door of Grandma’s room, where Alun would lock himself in, humming a little tune with every flick of his fingers. And he could recall Alun unlocking the door, face all red, small hands clutching at his offering like his life depended on it.  
 
    This time, Luc realized something very quickly—that no amount of candied plums or paper cranes would soothe this one. The change in Alun’s expression felt like a blow. Whatever Luc said would sound like an excuse. He swallowed.  
 
    “Lucky failed the exam,” Ceri said with a soft sigh. “I was asking him to come with me to Tilarthan. Perhaps he can find work there. They treat Gorenten a lot better in the big cities.” 
 
    “And why,” Alun said, his eyes never leaving Luc, “would he do that?” 
 
    “Alun…” 
 
    “I’m asking him, Ceri,” Alun hissed. 
 
    “I haven’t agreed to it, Alun,” Luc blurted out. 
 
    Alun leaned against his crane and rubbed his eyes. “Can we start from the beginning? Why are you even asking him? What are you doing back here, whispering around with Ceri when we’ve been looking for you all morning?” 
 
    “Alun—” 
 
    “Lucky’s been in a bad spot, Alun,” Ceri said. “Leave him alone. Michell’s dead and Luc thinks it’s his fault, and I was just telling him…” 
 
    “Why do you even care?” Alun asked. 
 
    “You know I care about your brother,” she murmured in a way that left little doubt as to what she really meant. 
 
    Alun looked horrified she would even say that. “No. No, I don’t. I never…what—” 
 
    “Ceri,” Luc broke in. “Please. Alun and I need to be alone.” 
 
    She swallowed before drifting away, though not without giving him one last look. “Shit,” Luc murmured. 
 
    “Shit?” Alun cried. “That’s the best you can say?” 
 
    “Can we talk about this at home?” Luc asked. “You’re shaking. Let me—” He reached out to help him the way he’s done thousands of times before. 
 
    Alun struck him with his cane, hard enough to make Luc flinch from the sting. “I can do it myself,” Alun hissed. The coldness in his voice cut even deeper than the blow. Luc numbly stared at his back as he hobbled towards the house, feeling for all the world like the ground had crumbled under him.  
 
    He followed Alun in silence. Kasia was waiting for them by the chicken coop, her arms crossed. “Where’s your father?” she asked sharply. “I swear, it’s like you all just decided to disappear on the same day.” 
 
    “I left him with Brother Hamis. I think they had things to talk about,” Alun said. “He told us Luc came by this morning. Slinking about like a cat…” He gave Luc a vicious glare. 
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t have done that,” Kasia said, unaware of the tension between them. “He’ll be there all day if you let him. I guess I’ll have to go and fetch him now.” She dusted her apron and walked past them to the road. 
 
    Luc had been counting on Kasia’s presence to get Alun to calm down. He frowned, watching as Alun limped back into the house and slammed the front door. He tried to gather his thoughts before he followed him. 
 
    “The thing that bothers me,” Alun said, as soon as Luc walked inside, “is that you didn’t tell me. That you didn’t think your brother was at least worth the respect. I should’ve known from the start. Has she even talked about going to Tilarthan before? Or joining the king’s army? And then you do it and suddenly it’s her life-long dream?” 
 
    “Alun,” Luc said gently. “She’s allowed to make her own decisions, however we might feel about them.” 
 
    “And so she chooses you,” he said with a grimace, trying his hardest to keep steady. He wiped his face. “Well, of course you’d be fine with them.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for this.” 
 
    He laughed. “Listen to yourself. Like it’s the worst thing in the world, hearing her say those things. She cares for you. And all this time I’ve been dreaming it would be me, that I could get her to look at me the way she’s always looked at you.” 
 
    “Agartes, Alun, there’s nothing going on between us.” 
 
    “How the hell do you expect me to believe that?” Alun took one step towards him, his cane rattling against the floor. “I shouldn’t have been so stupid. What chance do I have beside you, Luc? Of course she’d choose you. You’re strong, I’m a cripple…” 
 
    “You’re smarter. You have a future. By Agartes’ balls, Alun, when she kissed me, I—” 
 
    Alun’s eyes widened, and Luc immediately knew it was the wrong thing to say. The anger twisted his face into something that no longer resembled the Alun Luc had known all his life. Alun’s hands curled into fists and Luc got the impression that if he was just a little bit closer, Alun would’ve hit him again. 
 
    “There’s nothing between us,” Luc repeated.  
 
    “You keep telling yourself that,” Alun croaked out. “You do that, Luc.” He hobbled towards the kitchen and sat down on the bench. Tears streamed down the side of his face as he stared at the stove. 
 
    “What do you want me to do about it, Alun?” Luc asked. 
 
    Alun didn’t answer. 
 
    He swallowed. “I could talk to her. I could—” 
 
    “Bad enough that Da likes you better,” Alun murmured.  
 
    Luc cringed. “Tell me what to do. I’ll make it right.” 
 
    Alun sniffed. “Turn back time. Pass that fucking test so you’ll have to leave. Tell Ceri not to follow you. But I suppose it won’t make a difference, will it? She will, anyway, Agartes be damned. It was always you, all along.” He wiped his face. “I knew it was foolish to hope. That once you were gone to Tilarthan, I’d have all the time in the world to show her…” He fell silent. 
 
    And there it was, the source of it all. Between Kasia’s words that morning and Alun’s anger, Luc felt like a ship drifting at sea without a destination. Anchorless and without a port, his whole world now suddenly bore no resemblance to the one he had always known. He bit his lip and stared at his brother, trying hard to place the image of him against yesterday’s memories, against the memories of his entire childhood.  
 
    Before Luc knew what was happening, he found himself up in the loft, going through the closet. He found an old leather pack and stuffed it with two woollen shirts, trousers, and an extra pair of socks. He went down again to rummage through the pantry for food, half-hoping that Alun would ask what he was doing and stop him and things would all go back to normal somehow. But his brother was still staring at the stove, as if somehow the answer to their dilemma lay somewhere in the heap of ashes on the floor. Without another word, Luc walked out of the farmhouse. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The women were both awake when Luc returned to the barn. “We have to get going now if we’re to reach the next village before dusk,” he said before either could open their mouths. “Better pray to your gods that word hasn’t reached that far yet.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in gods,” Tasha huffed. 
 
    “It’s probably better if we don’t stay in the inns until Blackwood, anyway,” Hana said. “I want to avoid capture for as long as we can.” 
 
    Luc didn’t argue. The risk of freezing to death out in the open seemed more tempting than what awaited for him back with his family. He led the mercenaries off to the road and then down to the muddy footpath that cut through the pastures, where there was less chances of them running into an active patrol. Fir and willow trees were planted in between the fields—against that fog, they looked like frost-fringed skeletons. 
 
    The wind sent a sharp, icy spray of dead leaves towards them. Luc tightened his cloak around his collar and pulled out a scarf to wrap around his neck. The mercenaries didn’t seem to feel it. Luc took a moment to observe how easily they accepted the prospect of sloshing through the cold mud without a single word of complaint between them. He had lived in these parts for seventeen years, but weeks ago, he would’ve balked at the idea of travelling on foot during the winter. Even being on a horse in this weather sounded cruel. 
 
    “What’s waiting for you in Blackwood?” he found himself asking. 
 
    They traded glances, and Hana offered what sounded like a cough. 
 
    “I’m risking my neck here for you two. You might as well give me something,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    Tasha grunted. “Duke Iorwin made a proclamation a few weeks ago. I’m surprised you haven’t heard. I’d assume it was the talk of every tavern from here on out.” 
 
    “I…haven’t been to a tavern in weeks,” Luc replied. “At least, not until last night.” 
 
    “There’s been attacks on the villages near Blackwood since the start of the winter. Creatures have been coming in and taking children, spiriting them off into the night.” 
 
    “That’s nothing new. It was always the price to pay for living so close to the Kag wilderness, isn’t it? And Blackwood is less than a day’s walk from the edge of that forest.” 
 
    Hana cleared her throat. “It’s more than usual. Enough to concern Duke Iorwin. One of the villages lost all their children within a week. They don’t have enough soldiers garrisoned at Blackwood to deal with it, so he’s calling mercenaries in from across the Kag.” 
 
    “There was an attack on our goats a few weeks ago…” Luc breathed. 
 
    Hana smiled. “You’d speak so openly? While we’re out here?” 
 
    “We’re nowhere near those woods.” 
 
    “I’ve always assumed you country bumpkins were a suspicious lot,” Hana said. “What was that city they don’t talk about, Tasha? The one up north? Wind—” 
 
    Luc turned to her in surprise.  
 
    She stopped talking, a smile on her lips. “So you are just as bound by that ridiculous nonsense.” 
 
    “It’s not about being a country bumpkin,” he hissed. “That’s different.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “There’s magic up there,” Luc said. “Magic that protects us. That city was overrun by creatures from the Kag years ago, but Agartes put a stop to it. It was too late to save the city itself, but they put wards up that draw the creatures away from the rest of us. I don’t…know how it works, exactly, but part of the deal was that the name of the city shouldn’t ever be spoken. It’s why they took it off the maps, too. Speaking the name…weakens the ward.” 
 
    Hana laughed. “That’s ridiculous!” 
 
    Luc felt his cheeks redden. “That’s just what we were told. I haven’t really thought much about it. But everyone knows you don’t say the name. I don’t think I’ve ever even heard it, now that you mention it. Certainly nothing that says it on the books.” 
 
    “Wind—” Hana tried again. 
 
    Luc tapped her on the arm. “Don’t!” 
 
    Hana laughed. “You’ve got a lot of piss and vinegar for a farmboy, I’ll give you that. You ever think about doing better things with your life?” 
 
    “Hana,” Tasha growled. 
 
    “What?” Hana asked. “There’s just two of us left. Agartes knows if we’ll even be able to get Treda out of the Crossfingers jail, let alone find Demon again. He’ll have bolted to Forrehs by now, the little fucker.” 
 
    “Look at him,” Tasha snorted. “Can’t even hold a sword, I bet.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be one of you,” Luc said. “I’m just bringing you to Blackwood, remember?” 
 
    “What will the client say if we go there and there’s just the two of us?” Hana asked. “I thought he expected us to participate in Iorwin’s little show. That’s what I think it’s all for, you know,” she added, glancing at Luc. “A sorry show. Iorwin just wants his lords to think he’s doing something about all of it. Does he really think mercenaries can solve his problems?” 
 
    “Don’t think the boy’s interested in your political opinions, Hana,” Tasha grunted.  
 
    “I’m not a—” 
 
    “And anyway,” Tasha continued, a little irritated that Luc would interrupt her. “He wants us to join another group at his behest. Don’t know what for, but at this point, the numbers might not matter.” 
 
    “We lost half our men. Including Oswyn.” 
 
    “Like you have to remind me that,” she snarled. But Hana’s words seemed to have made her think a little, and she glanced back at Luc with what appeared to be a second look. “Have you ever held a sword in your life?” 
 
    “I’ve chopped a lot of wood,” Luc said. 
 
    “So no,” Tasha said, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “That’s almost too hard to believe,” Hana broke in. “Never play-fought with your friends? Hard to imagine a village that didn’t at least have a handful of wooden swords laying about. What do boys do with their spare time?” 
 
    “Stand around fucking each other’s hands,” Tasha snorted. “Till they’re old enough to fuck milkmaids, anyway. This one doesn’t look old enough to have fucked a milkmaid.” 
 
    “Hey—” Luc started. He scratched his head. 
 
    “Ah, come on. That’s how Tasha jokes. I’ll teach you a bit when we have time,” Hana said. “Can’t be too hard. At least look like you know how to hold one. We want to convince the client we’re worth the time, whatever’s left of us.” 
 
    “Without Oswyn, it’s not that big of a difference, anyway,” Tasha murmured. “Don’t even know why he insisted on bringing those two along.” 
 
    This time, Hana gave Luc a sideways glance. He wasn’t sure what it meant. The women confused him and the life they offered was not...something he had ever thought was an option. A mercenary? As if he’d brought enough shame to his family. He just wanted to get away from Alun and his father for a few days until he figured things out.  
 
    But Hana seemed dead-set about what she said. When they camped out by the edge of the creek, right after he’d built the fire and it was crackling merrily against the sharp bite of the freezing wind, she took him by the arm and flung a wrapped sword at his feet. He gaped at her. “What am I supposed to do with that?” 
 
    “Pick it up,” Hana said cheerfully. “And then pretend I’m trying to kill you.” 
 
    He barely had time to respond to that when she lunged at him. His reflexes kicked in, and he managed to grab the sword in time to block the blow. 
 
    Hana sparred with him until he could lift the sword without making a fool of himself, and then a bit more. By then, twilight had come and gone, and the sky had turned a deep, bluish-black, peppered with stars and the occasional black cloud. Steam rose from Luc’s pores as he deposited himself in front of the fire and changed out of his shirt before his sweat started freezing on his skin. Still panting, he reached for the stewpot to try and spear a potato with his paring-knife.  
 
    “Would take more than that to survive this life,” Tasha observed.  
 
    “I’m really not interested,” Luc said, nibbling on the edge of a potato.  
 
    She gazed back at him with an expression that bordered on amusement. He wondered what it was about what he’d said, but before he could ask, he heard Hana give out a small cry. “There’s smoke from the other end of that field,” she said, coming around back to them. She unwrapped the cloth from her sword before glancing back at Tasha. “Should I go and look?” 
 
    “Do we want to show ourselves if it’s not necessary?” Tasha asked. 
 
    Hana sniffed. “They’ll have seen us, anyway.” She turned to Luc. “How often is this path used?” 
 
    “Not very,” Luc murmured. “It’s why I took the chance of bringing you here.” 
 
    Hana clicked her tongue. “Well, let’s test your newfound skills, Lucky boy. You can have Treda’s sword. Not like he can use it right now.” 
 
    “Ahh, no, thank you.” 
 
    Hana laughed. “I wasn’t asking nicely. You can’t expect Tasha to risk herself. She still has to get to Blackwood.” 
 
    He gave a soft sigh of resignation, and reached out to take the sword once more. The handle was still warm from his sweat. He tried to remember what Hana had taught him over the past hour, but the only thing that stood out was how tired his arms were, how they felt like they would fall off the socket at any moment. He could already guess that tomorrow was going to be a slog, and part of him began to wish that it was the guards waiting to arrest them in that other camp. Sleeping in a cell, even with swollen muscles, seemed a lot better than trudging through the freezing woods. They had a fire there, at least. 
 
    Almost as if to echo his thoughts, snowflakes began to drift around them, light enough that it seemed to take forever for them to settle on his dark cloak. He blew out a quick breath, watching as it fogged over his lips, and suddenly wondered—with a quick pang of guilt—what his father was doing at that very moment. Four hours from home and it already felt like he was in a completely different world.  
 
    The light from the other fire appeared in the distance. He tightened his grip on the sword. 
 
    “Relax,” Hana said. “You’re too tense.” 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “You’re clenching. You’re too focused on what you’re doing. You have to watch your enemy, not your own damn feet.” She sniffed. “Maybe I should have taken Tasha. Bit too much to expect you to remember anything after one lesson.” 
 
    “I told you both—” 
 
    “Too late for that now, I suppose.” She whistled as they came down the path. “Ah, blessed Agartes,” she suddenly said, punching him on the shoulder. “Maybe you are our lucky charm, after all.” 
 
    The two men around the fire looked up, and Luc recognized Treda and Demon. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The first thing Luc noticed was the frown on Demon’s face, one that didn’t disappear even as Hana sauntered up to the campsite. The man’s gaze skipped past her and fell on him, and the lines on his face deepened. 
 
    “You boys are a sight for sore eyes,” Hana was saying. “I almost thought we’d never see you again.” 
 
    “And why is that, I wonder?” Demon asked coolly.  
 
    Hana paused mid-step. “What’s that? Are you pouting?” 
 
    “You left us. I saw you peering over the fence when the guards came to arrest Treda. And then I saw you run.” 
 
    “Did you really expect me to stay and fight armoured men?” Hana snorted. “Like you wouldn’t have done the same thing!” 
 
    “Where were you the whole night, anyway?” Demon asked.  
 
    “Running an errand for Tasha. You know—” 
 
    “Yes. I know that you’re all hiding something. You and Tasha and Oswyn, and this whole damned mission…” He gritted his teeth and then, almost as if as an afterthought, he dropped his hand to his belt. 
 
    Hana shook his head. “You don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “Demon,” Treda spoke up. He looked worn-out, though his colour was a lot better than last night’s. “We shouldn’t fight amongst ourselves. Not with Oswyn gone.” 
 
    “Don’t have to fucking remind me that. I went with you all because I respected Oswyn.” 
 
    Hana smiled. “You went because the Boarshind would’ve gutted you otherwise.” 
 
    “We don’t know that. If I had explained—” 
 
    “You didn’t see the way Algat cut them down. There was no time to explain. They had us branded for traitors from the beginning. If Oswyn hadn’t gotten us out there, we would all be dead. How many more times do I need to remind you?” 
 
    “And with Oswyn gone, Tasha’s supposed to be the leader now, is that it?” Demon asked. He glanced at Treda. “Are you listening to this bitch? They left us. Whispering amongst themselves, keeping secrets from us…” 
 
    “And you’re only talking because Oswyn’s dead, is that it?” Hana asked. She took one step forward and nudged Demon’s knee with her foot. “Is that why you suddenly found your balls? Come on up, little man. Show me what you’re made of.” 
 
    “You fucking cunt…” He seized his sword by the fire and drew up towards her. 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” Luc said. 
 
    They ignored him. Demon swung his sword. The blade sank into the ground where Hana had been. He swore and started for her again. 
 
    Luc smashed into him from the side.  
 
    Perhaps it was the cold, or only that Demon was caught completely unaware, but he managed to drop his sword. It clattered several feet away. Luc reached out to strike him and only then felt a blow on his cheek, which knocked him away from Demon. 
 
    “You fucking idiot,” Hana said, stepping on Luc’s hand before glancing at Demon. “Both of you, actually. Idiots. You should’ve told me you had a death wish. Spare everyone the trouble.” She kicked Luc again. He grunted against the frozen ground. 
 
    “And you,” she said, stepping towards Demon. “You should thank him for saving your ass.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Demon hissed. 
 
    She laughed. “What did you think you were doing? If you did manage to kill me, did you really think Tasha would let you get away with it? Standing there bitching around like you got the short end of the stick. You’re lucky you’ve still got a head on your shoulders. A good many others—men we’ve worked with, fought with, bled with, don’t. So don’t give me that. Don’t pretend like you’ve got it worst when I know plenty of good men who’d trade with you in a heartbeat. Fucking cunt, indeed.” She spat on the ground beside him. 
 
    Demon flexed his arm, though he didn’t get up. Luc must’ve hit him harder than he thought. But he never took his eyes off Hana. “If you want my loyalty,” he said carefully. “You need to give me a better reason than because I owe Oswyn. He told me there was money to be had with this client. Fair enough. But worth all of this? Now that we have Crossfingers’ guards on our trail? All of that, on top of the Boarshind?” 
 
    “You can go if you want,” Tasha broke in, coming out from behind them in the dark. Her face was deepened by the shadows of her scowl. “Fuckfaces. I could hear your bitching from a field away. If that doesn’t bring the damn guards on our tail…” 
 
    “What do you want to do with him, Tasha?” Hana asked. 
 
    “The hell do I know?” Tasha snorted. “I didn’t want to bring them. I’ve got no desire to babysit a couple of whiny-ass cunts. So you got yourselves free from the guards, eh? Congratulations. What did you do, Demon? Pull your trousers down for the guards? They must’ve liked your skinny ass.” 
 
    “He distracted them away from me,” Treda spoke up. “He’s not—Agartes, Tasha. Let’s stop this. I know we’re all upset after Oswyn.” He drew a quick breath before turning to Luc curiously. “He’s still with you. That’s…surprising.” 
 
    “Been a big help all this time,” Hana said, giving Luc the sort of smile that was out of place after everything that had just transpired. She slumped down beside Treda and poked him. “I’m surprised your guts haven’t spilled all over the place yet.” 
 
    Treda laughed. “I guess I’m made of tougher stuff than I thought.” Despite having carried him for all of last night, it was the first time Luc ever got a close look at his face. He had dark brown hair, cropped short, and a nose that must’ve been broken more than once over the course of his life. His whole face was covered with the sort of fuzz that didn’t seem like it knew whether it wanted to remain stubble or be a full beard. He grinned, noticing Luc’s observation. “A lucky find, you are. I suppose I have you to thank for my life. Don’t think Tasha would’ve allowed me to bleed all over her if it had been just us.” 
 
    “So that’s it?” Demon spoke up. “We’re all happy now? No one’s got a thing to say about all this?” 
 
    “Stop your yapping and sit your ass down,” Tasha growled. “I told you. You can stay with us and get paid at the end of this, or walk out now. No one’s stopping you.” 
 
    “I think, perhaps, if you explained a little bit about what the client wants…” Treda began. 
 
    She gave him a look. “I told you. He wants us to assist Duke Iorwin.” 
 
    “Hard to imagine why someone would go through all the trouble of transporting us here just to supply Iorwin with a few extra mercenaries,” Treda said with a grimace. “With Oswyn gone, we should at least be more honest with each other.” 
 
    “Honesty,” Demon snorted. “Right. With these bitches in charge?” 
 
    “I’m not in charge,” Tasha hissed. “But I’ll bite.” She glanced at Hana before taking a deep breath. “The client. He promised he’ll clear our name with the Boarshind if we do what he says.” 
 
    “Clear our name,” Demon repeated, like he was a child being lectured to.  
 
    “Yes,” Hana said. “Once that happens? We can go home at last.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roena had never encountered anything she detested half as much as she detested the Hafed nobles’ parties. 
 
    Perhaps it was the ridiculous amount of perfume the gentry liked to wear. Bad enough that they layered themselves with it on a daily basis—a faint attempt to combat foul odour during the coldest winters, of which this one looked like it was shaping up to be. During parties, they all but soaked themselves in it. For what purpose, Roena hadn’t quite figured out, though she liked to think it had something to do with whatever nefarious reason people attended those parties in the first place. A walking factory of noxious odours would, in theory, make a potential business partner less clear-headed, more pliable.  
 
    Worse than the perfume, however, were the courtship games. 
 
    The Hafed, as a rule, were obsessed with marriage. Roena remembered her tutor nattering on and on about how it was marriage alliances that helped form the kingdom. It gave the Hafed the notion of nobility in the first place—a falsity, given that most traced their bloodlines to mere merchants or peasants from the Kingdom of Baidh. They weren’t true nobles, just ambitious, foolhardy, occasionally foolish people who decided that life out in the strange, wild continent of Vir was preferable to a life of oppression back home. Why continue toiling on your lord’s land when you could proclaim yourself lord elsewhere? Never mind, of course, the monsters and creatures and strange happenings that plague this new land. If Agartes hadn’t come at all, they’d probably all still be crammed along the shoreline within a stone’s-throw of Baidh, shivering along the ragged hamlet of Tilarthan while waiting for griffons, dragons, murderous ka-eng, or whatever else foul thing lurking about in the shadows to pick them off one-by-one.  
 
    No, the Hafed had more important things to worry about. Courtship forged houses! Elevated the powerful from the truly common man and made history! Marry the right man and spit out the right number of sons and you were set for life. Roena had been told that the magic number lay between five and eight. Daughters were good, too, as long as they were pretty enough to be married off to the right men. Or as long as they were inoffensive, at least. 
 
    Roena, of course, was sure she was neither of these things. 
 
    Pretty was subjective. It changed with the times. A few years ago, small noses were all the rage. It got so bad that you were made to feel like a hag if you could see your own nose over your bowl of soup. And then there was a year when it was small waists, and every maiden from north of Tilarthan and all the way to Blackwood rendered themselves near-unconscious trying to fit into these contraptions that were supposed to make it all just right. 
 
    Inoffensive? Ah. Not a single soul in Blackwood who could use that word and Roena’s name in the same sentence. The wise ones don’t even dare try. 
 
    Both suited Roena just fine. Any excuse to be left out of that particularly troubling facet of Hafed society was more than welcome. Only, that left one last thing, one that Roena wouldn’t have seen coming even if all the fates had sat her down and slapped her with the signs: superstition. The Hafed were not nearly as religious as they ought to be, even after Agartes had spread the god Yohak’s influence throughout the Kag. But a land as troubled as the one they were in resulted in superstition that multiplied faster than the rats in the sewer ever could. Roena, for all her smug assurance that she could grow up to be a spinster and do whatever she wanted with her life, was caught unaware. 
 
    Five years ago, when she came of age and was first presented at court, a high priest of Yohak happened to be an honoured guest. High priests didn’t used to exist before—not with a religion as blasé and provincial as the worship of the goddess Namalah’s consort—but this one had, through some combination of bribery and political elbow-rubbing, managed to get himself appointed. The lords and ladies of Hafod treated him as a great man of high importance, as a result—the Kags worshipped people a lot better than they did gods. You didn’t see gods, couldn’t invite them to gatherings to make yourself seem more important than you really are, can’t get them to kiss babies or inscribe quotes on your castle wall for all to clap and cry over.  
 
    Well, this high priest had been real enough, and the first thing he did upon first sight of Roena was to exclaim—quite loudly—that he had never before encountered such an enchanting presence. And he used that word—enchanting—which sounded a lot like sarcasm at first. Agartes, every man and woman who knew her in that crowd would’ve thought the same thing. But the high priest had taken her hand into his own, wrinkled one, his fingers adorned with jewelled rings, and spoke of how he could see greatness in her future, and how the god had told him in a dream of such a woman as her, one who would find herself bound to an honourable man before she went on to do great things for the Kag lands. She even saw Lord Draigar, one of her father’s bannermen and closest friends, almost choking back tears, and he was normally the straight-faced sort who didn’t get carried away by such frivolities.  
 
    She wasn’t sure what did it. The high priest’s words sounded hollow, made-up. But perhaps something about the way he said it, intensified by the aura of King Elrend’s throne room, that seemed to stop everyone in their tracks. They all found themselves clapping and crowding around her, and by the end of the day Duke Iorwin, her father, had found himself swimming in a pile of invitations—all addressed to her. They didn’t even really acknowledge that she existed before.  
 
    Ridiculous, if you think about it. How one man’s words were enough to change the air around her. Roena particularly didn’t like the bound to an honourable man part. It meant, predictably, that every eligible bachelor around would be off doing various deeds to woo her affections, like the knights of old. Like the Hafed would even know what honour meant. How was the head of two deer, “—killed right where the mountains meet the woods under a moonlit sky,” supposed to impress her? And it was all made worse when her father announced this particular gathering to coincide with his ridiculous call for mercenaries. It had been five long years since the high priest had offered a view of her fate. Duke Iorwin’s daughter Roena wasn’t getting any younger. She needed a husband and she needed one soon. 
 
    Roena made a sound into her wine glass, one which caught the attention of the man standing directly across her. “Long day?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    She frowned. “If that’s supposed to be funny, you’re clearly losing your touch.” 
 
    The man stepped close to pick up a glass of wine next to her. “Come, now. I thought the one with the dead bear had the right idea. What was that word he used? A menace to your father’s name? I all but quivered in my seat when he regaled us with his tale of swordsmanship and beast-slaying.” 
 
    “You merchants must find these so amusing.” 
 
    The man tipped the wine towards her. “It’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “And I suppose doing business with my father is just a thinly disguised excuse so you could watch me squirm.” 
 
    “It is a delightful squirm.” 
 
    “Don’t make me vomit in my mouth, Ylir.” 
 
    Hertra Ylir yn Ferral—whom she had also heard call himself Ylir yn Garr, as a sign of affectation to his employer—only smiled wider. She sighed, biting back the longing to strike the smug grin off his face. Ylir was a man of contrasts, an enigma that had only recently appearing in court representing one of the owners of Yn Garr Industries, a powerful company whose projects had begun to show up all throughout the Kag. He had dark skin and brown hair, and was strangely quiet about his origins—he was Gorenten, some people say. Gasparian, others offered. And he carried his names, with all its yns and the Hertra prefix that only the Agartes-found city-states to the east were capable of conjuring, with an almost unnatural pride. She wasn’t even sure Ylir was his real name—she’d heard of a Hertra Ferral who lived in Baidh a few years back. Another merchant, too. But it couldn’t be the same person—this Ylir was far, far too young. 
 
    She started growing dizzy and took another sip of wine to settle her stomach. She hadn’t eaten. The kitchen staff had worked their fingers to the bone for this wonderful feast—roast pheasant stuffed with walnut-studded bread, wild boar slow cooked with apples for twelve hours on a spit, onion and gravy pies, and minced duck braised with lemon, pepper, and butter, served in little saucers for dipping crusty bread in. But nothing could tempt her away from the unease that had been building up inside of her ever since her father had announced this event. 
 
    “A few more years and they’ll start calling you an old maid,” was what he had actually said. “I’m tired of waiting around for you to make up your mind. I need you married off before I can entertain suitors for your sisters. We both know what you really think about this whole thing, but my hands are tied and you’ve had more than enough chances the past few years to have made this decision in your own time. Pick one of them, Roena. Any one of them. I don’t care.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?”  
 
    “Then I’ll pick one for you, and so Agartes help me, you’re not going to back out of it, not even if you lock yourself up in your room in protest. I’ll make them marry you through the door if I have to.” 
 
    She swallowed now, staring at the group of young men crowded around her father in the distance. Only one or two had actually gone up to greet her; most neglected her in favour of speaking with her father. Duke Iorwin’s stance as protector of the city of Blackwood may be notable, but his daughter’s reputation was just as powerful. Roena guessed that at least half, if not more, had been coerced by their own families and would probably rather be anywhere but there. 
 
    “I mean, if you had to choose,” Ylir broke in. 
 
    “Don’t start.” 
 
    “If you really had to,” he continued, seemingly unaware of her bubbling temper. “Who would it be? How about that chap with the crooked tooth? Or I think the one with the fringes around his ears—” 
 
    “You’re really getting on my nerves.” 
 
    “Your father is going to pick one tonight, whether you like it or not. He told me so himself.” 
 
    “Did he, now?” she drawled. 
 
    “Said he’d pick the one you hated the most if you continued being unpleasant about it, too. And before you bring it up—why, I did ask him if he’d consider me for a son-in-law.” 
 
    She realized she was holding her breath in. “Well?” she snapped. 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow at her. “Why do you want to know? Are you tempted—” 
 
    “Never mind,” Roena sniffed, turning around to pour more wine. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you felt that—” 
 
    “Don’t make me throw wine at you. The stains won’t come off easily from those fancy clothes.” 
 
    He laughed. “How did you think he’d react? He wanted to know if I was joking, because if I wasn’t, he might have me arrested. The nerve of a mere merchant to ask for a nobleman’s daughter. You Hafed are startlingly touchy about your bloodlines.” 
 
    “You should’ve pushed it. Some time in the dungeons would improve your temperament.” 
 
     “Women have told me that more than once. I really don’t think so.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” she said. “He just wants me out of the way so my sisters can get their pick of the litter. Because they’d bring in better prospects. Because they’re more pleasant, or something. I told him I’d step down. Disown myself. Even bloody announce it to the whole land, you know how the gentry love these things. He won’t have such a disgrace, he said.” 
 
    “It would look odd on your family if you did that.” 
 
    “Nothing they can’t recover from,” she said. “Gods, Ylir, if only that idiotic priest hadn’t brought all that attention in the first place. Making me out to be like some prized pony—like I’d want anything to do with an honourable man in the first place.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said against his wine glass. “I almost feel like there’s an insult wrapped up behind that, but surely—” 
 
    “Roena!” Iorwin thundered from across the hall. 
 
    She grimaced. “And there comes my funeral trumpets.” 
 
    “The one with the fringes, I’m telling you. I hear his father has a two-story bathhouse.” 
 
    She downed the last of her wine and slowly made her way to her father. His arms were crossed as he regarded her with a disapproving look. “And sometimes she’d rather spend her time cavorting with merchants of ill repute,” Iorwin said, no doubt finishing some other criticism of her. Perhaps she should applaud him, after all—if he was trying to get her married off, he wasn’t doing a very good job.  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean, Father,” she said, giving her best impression of a chastised daughter. “Hertra Ferral is a valued guest of yours, is he not?” 
 
    “And so goes the mistake of many a married man in Tilarthan,” Fringe-faced offered. “Surely you must’ve heard how many he’s cuckolded right in their own households. And at his age! He can’t be that much older than you. Some of those women were twice his age…I’m surprised he hasn’t been murdered yet.” 
 
    She sniffed at him. “It says a lot of the state of affairs in Hafod that a man like that is allowed to wander in and out of our society without so much as a slap on the wrist, simply because he has money.” 
 
    “And represents one of the most powerful companies in all the Kag,” Crooked-teeth broke in. “Do you know that they’ve started yet another tunnel north of Cael City? It goes straight to Gaspar, now.” 
 
    “I thought that one was finished years ago,” Fringe-faced replied, frowning. 
 
    “Speaking of Yn Garr Industries…haven’t they gifted Blackwood with those towers, Duke Iorwin?” an older man, likely one of the young men’s fathers, added. Roena couldn’t put a name to his face. “You and the partners must be tight.” 
 
    Iorwin looked flustered. “Yes, well, that’s neither here nor there. Not for me to judge misplaced charity, however much we may appreciate it—” 
 
    “Opening up Gorrhen’s Pass has been good for Blackwood too, as I recall. If you’re such good friends, why didn’t you ask them to supply you with mercenaries? I thought Gorrhen yn Garr owned part of the Boarshind group from Cairntown?” 
 
    “If I did that, we wouldn’t have an opportunity to be amused now, will we?” Iorwin snorted. “Not to mention the Boarshind is ridiculously expensive. They’ll charge such high prices, and then go around and pay their men a fraction. I’d rather deal with them directly.” 
 
    “Speaking of these mercenaries…” another man piped up. “How exactly will this whole thing go?” 
 
    “Simple enough,” Iorwin said, crossing his arms together. “We assign each group a settlement at the edge of the woods. They’re to stay there for as long as it takes to find the culprits and bring them to justice.” 
 
    “What if they find nothing?” 
 
    “Then they’ll get nothing,” Iorwin said with a smile. “And people can forget accusing me of not providing help. If they do find something, then they can come to me for a reward.” 
 
    “I must say, my lord,” Fringe-face offered. “Duping these mercenaries into providing their services for free—” 
 
    Iorwin snorted. “Well, should they come back with something, I’ll be more than happy to reward their efforts and give them valid commendation among you gentlemen. In any case, I can’t take all the credit for the idea. Lord Draigar came up with it in the first place.” 
 
    “Still, it’s brilliant,” Crooked-teeth gasped. “No offense to Lord Draigar, of course, though we all know he’d have been more than happy to let you have the honours. Where is he, anyway? I haven’t seen him anywhere today.” 
 
    “He wanted a last-minute ride around the city,” Iorwin said. “You understand that safety of our guests is paramount, especially in these troubling times.” 
 
    “You really are a man ahead of the times, Duke Iorwin.” 
 
    You’d think so, Roena thought. She started to drift away from the conversation, but her father reached out to grab her by the wrist. 
 
    “You need to talk to these gentlemen, my dear,” he said, his cold voice a stark contrast to the words. “They did come here for you.” 
 
    The men glanced up sheepishly, exchanging knowing glances and grins. 
 
    “I can’t see what I have to offer by way of conversation,” Roena said, pretending to fan herself. “Such droll talk of soldiers and killing. And beasts? Have we not seen enough flung about the castle this afternoon? How long until the servants get bear blood out of your carpets, Father?” 
 
    “Your insolence will be the death of me, Roena.” 
 
    “These beasts, my lady,” Fringe-face said. “They’re not mere bears or wolves. Your father was wise to call these mercenaries in before the problem grew bigger. I don’t know if I should speak more about them…” 
 
    “Because my womanly ears can’t take it?”  
 
    “Now, I didn’t say—” 
 
    Roena gave a smile. “I live in Blackwood, in case you haven’t noticed, sir…?” 
 
    “Erwen,” the man offered. “Of…the holdings south of Port Bluetree.” 
 
    “Lord Erwen,” she said. “My nursemaid has told me these stories from since before I could remember. Of long-limbed monsters who walk from the shadow of the woods to steal children and pregnant women, with their crooked grins and erect cocks the size of their arms…” 
 
    “Roena!” Iorwin snapped. 
 
    She cocked her head innocently. “You told me to socialize.” 
 
    Her father didn’t—couldn’t—say anything, not in front of the other lords, but she caught the taut line of his jaw and knew she had won. She smiled. “May I be excused?” 
 
    “Go,” Iorwin snarled. He turned away, picking things up from before she had broken in. Her father was remarkably infuriating most days, but she had to admit that his ability to save face was exemplary.  
 
    Along the way, she gave a quick glance at Ylir, who drained his glass and turned to follow her. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “You’re not even trying to hide this now, are you?” Ylir asked at the door.  
 
    “Shush,” Roena said as she locked the door. She turned around, caught him by the arm, and led him to her bed, where he promptly began to toy with the laces of her shirt. “Not like the entire castle doesn’t know about this already,” she murmured, watching as his fingers worked her shirt loose. She gave a small sound of protest when he stopped partway and pulled her to him. 
 
    His mouth grazed her jaw before it returned to its characteristic smirk. “And that excites you, is that it? Or do you like the idea that they’re gossiping about you right now?” His thumb made a small circle around her nipple before he reached down to kiss her neck. 
 
    She felt goosebumps flitting across her skin. “Is this how you talk to all your women?” 
 
    “You know you’re the only one.” 
 
    “Like I’d believe that shit.” She drew his hand away, only for it to go down and reach up her skirt. She gritted her teeth as she felt his fingers brush up along her slit.  
 
    He smiled at her reaction. “You are always so—” 
 
    “What?” she started, and then gasped when he started to stroke her. She could feel her body caving in to the desire, and she hated it—hated that she responded, at least. She reached up to straddle him, pushing him back against the bed. He pulled his fingers away, cupped her face with his hands, and kissed her. 
 
    It was not a soft kiss. She could sense him trying to overpower her, his tongue reaching in to taste her, relishing in the feel without really caring whether it brought her pleasure or not. She wondered if he was aware of it himself. He was a notorious braggart, and the things the women said about his nightly activities were the sort of things that could set both cheeks and ears aflame. She had dragged him up here the first time just to test them out—a situation where curiosity overpowered all sense, which was the sort of thing Roena was aware she indulged in far too often… 
 
    Ylir dipped his head down, trailing past her jaw and down her neck. She fumbled at his trousers and nearly gave her own version of his smirk when she found him erect. Her hands reached down to touch him. 
 
    “—stiff,” he finished with a grin. 
 
    She glared at him. “Me? Or you?” 
 
    He took her hand away from him before reaching up to bare her shoulder a little more. “I know what you’re doing,” he crooned. “You want to ruin yourself so that they’d leave you alone. Make yourself less of a prize—an unsuitable wife, the worst choice out there. You hate this life, don’t you? You hate all the preening and the false pretences, the dancing and the boot-licking…” He worked her other breast out of her shirt and reached up for a moment to lick it, his tongue grazing up to her collarbone. “So you pick the most notorious man to be involved with, right when you know the entire kingdom’s eyes are on you.” 
 
    She pushed him against the chest, harder this time—hard enough to make him fall back on the mattress. “You’ve only met me last week, and suddenly you’re an expert?” She pulled her skirt up and positioned herself over him. She slid down, slowly. 
 
    His hands reached up to grab her hips. “One week, and we’ve slept together at least three times already. Fourth, now.” 
 
    “Slept together? What are you, a maiden?” 
 
    “Fucked is such a crude word.” 
 
    She rocked over him, watched as his face barely flickered. “That still doesn’t give you authority over what you think I’m doing.” 
 
    “Oh,” he murmured. “I know what you think you’re doing. And you’re not very good at it.” 
 
    “You arrogant son-of-a-bitch.” 
 
    His eyes hardened for a moment and then, even before she could ground her hips deeper against him, he got up and pulled her to the side. He crawled over her, reaching up to nibble at her cheek before he entered her once more. “Maybe so,” he said as his hands reached up to her shoulders, his fingers digging into her skin. “But you’re missing one key component in all of this. The fact that I could defile you over and over again—” 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    “—and your father still wouldn’t care. You’re a Blackwood, Roena. This is your life, whether you want it or not. And the best thing about it is that the worse you make yourself look, the more likely that honourable man you so detest will rise out of the woodwork and—” 
 
    He thrusted into her, hard. 
 
    “—save you,” he whispered against her ear, shuddering into her. 
 
    She felt her own release, in spite of herself. She allowed herself that, for a moment, before she extracted herself from his arms. “Get dressed,” she hissed. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Ylir laughed. “Don’t tell me you still intend to go back to the party?” 
 
    She didn’t reply as she worked herself back into her gown. There was a slight rip under her armpit, though she supposed no one would notice. Did she want them to? Was he right about the things he’d said, after all? It wasn’t like it was something she’d consciously planned. She heard him stir on the mattress behind her. 
 
    “Have I upset you?” he asked. He placed a hand over her neck. 
 
    She dodged the caress. “You’re too presumptuous.” 
 
    “I’ve been told that, too. Many times.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I’m wrong, though, does it?” 
 
    “I can always run away,” Roena said. 
 
    “To where? How would you feed yourself? I don’t see you disappearing out in the city to work as a…what can you do? Cook? Sew? Bake bread? Surely you don’t expect to making a living with your bedroom skills.” He looked amused. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “I can fight.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “Probably better than you can, from the looks of you.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree. I’m sure you can beat me bloody. But how is that supposed to do anything for you? Don’t tell me you’re planning to join the guards. You might as well throw yourself in with a mercenary band.” 
 
    Roena looked at him a little longer than she should’ve, because now he burst out laughing. “Gods, don’t tell me you’re considering it. You wouldn’t last a day. Better take your chances with the monsters in your woods. You show up within sniffing distance of a mercenary band and you’ll find yourself raped and dead the next day. Maybe even the other way around.” 
 
    “You paint such a grim picture.” She glanced at the mirror to make sure she looked presentable enough before turning for the door. He reached out to take her wrist. 
 
    “My lady,” he said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I do mean it. I’ve been around these people. Did your father think he was dealing with professional soldiers, allowing them to go stomping through his villages and towns with his blessings? I’ve warned him about this, but your father thinks he’s a more brilliant tactician than he really is. For you to make the same mistake…” 
 
    “You think I’m soft?” 
 
    “I think you’re a pampered nobleman’s daughter. I think you ought to be thanking the gods every day that you were born to this life and not in some dank alley whoring yourself for a bite to eat. What you think you hate—how many people will give up everything to have it?” 
 
    “It’s prison,” she said. “They’re free to take it from me if they want.” 
 
    “Easy words to say. Who said it had to be? Marry your nobleman. Take his money. Buy horses and pretty dresses and whatever else your heart desires. Spill his seed on your belly and sleep around behind his back if you want to. I don’t see the problem.” 
 
    She tore her hand from his grasp. “Best get back down there. My father will kill you if he catches you here.” 
 
    “You’d have that on your conscience?” 
 
    Roena laughed. “I think it should be clear by now, Lord Ferral, that I have none.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps the most infuriating part about Ylir’s words was how much they brushed against the truth. Roena was distinctly aware that there were worse things in the world than to be Duke Blackwood’s eldest child. From the moment she was born, she had been showered with all manners of gifts and luxuries: exquisite wooden dolls from Jin-Sayeng with painted faces so well-crafted they looked almost real, pretty gowns and dresses from the best Forrehsi tailors in Tilarthan, little woolly lapdogs from the Baidh highlands, and all the expensive sweets from Dageis that she could ever want. Her father certainly spared no expense when it came to her. She knew that plenty of people would trade places with her in a heartbeat, and be grateful for it every minute.  
 
    But a golden chain was still a chain, and the more she rubbed at it, the sorer it felt. Dolls quickly lost their appeal, gowns grew old, dogs shat everywhere, and too many sweets made her sick. The weight of her father’s voice, on the other hand, only seemed to grow heavier as the years wore on. If only she had been born elsewhere—in Baidh, perhaps, where they sent their children across the ocean when they came of age, to study among the Forrehsi or run campaigns in the lands further west… 
 
    The Hafed, unfortunately, seemed to relish in the societal cesspool they had created since Agartes’ days. Very few families saw the need to send their children so far away, preferring, instead, that they stayed at home and spat out more children in an effort to outlast their rivals. Legacy was the most important thing. Roena had argued against it more times than she cared to recall. What need did her father have of her when he had three other daughters to marry off, and a little son besides? Couldn’t Blackwood’s legacy go beyond? She could bring new things to Hafod, strengthen their house by the strength of its knowledge…progress, after all, didn’t come from reviewing the same old farmboy’s history over and over again, hero though he may have been… 
 
    Her father had laughed when she said this. “You, Roena?” he thundered. “Study?” And left it at that.  
 
    She heard a door open at the end of the hall. Roena paused as she saw her mother emerge from her chambers. Known as Duchess Branna to the Hafed, Roena had a hard time picturing her as anything but the quiet, timid woman who had travelled from Baidh to marry Duke Iorwin on the first day she had met him. She had borne him five children since, and done nothing else with her life. Roena was almost sure the history books would say the exact same thing about her.  
 
    She was wearing a plain gown, having chosen to remove herself from the party not long after she’d been presented to the other lords—she preferred not being underfoot when Iorwin was engaged in important affairs. She gazed at Roena, a shadow flickering over her usual expression. Roena noticed her glancing briefly at the tear in her gown. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be downstairs entertaining your guests? I believe your father is over-exerting himself for your sake.” 
 
    “For my sake?” Roena asked. “You truly believe that? Come now, Mother. We know where Father’s priorities lie. I’ve known it all my life.” 
 
    Branna tugged at Roena’s sleeve. “Let’s not start this again. You must learn to drop these arguments. You know your father loves you. It is not—” 
 
    “Appropriate, for someone of my stature? I do listen, Mother.” 
 
    “You listen, you say, yet you remain as stubborn as the cliffs of Tilarthan. My dear—” 
 
    “I don’t want to marry any of those men. Did you see them?” 
 
    “Yes. They are all well-bred, most of them handsome enough, and have remained—as far as I know—respectful of your father’s hospitality. Unlike some.” 
 
    Roena consciously placed a hand over the tear. “What I do with my spare time…” 
 
    “And what if you get with child?” 
 
    “Then I’ll drop a bastard on Father’s lap. He’d love that. He so wants grandchildren.” 
 
    “Roena, please.” 
 
    “I am not you, Mother.” 
 
    She realized, as soon as the words left her lips, that it was the wrong thing to say. Branna’s jaw tightened. Before Roena could scrabble to fix what she’d just done, her mother slapped her across the cheek. The sound echoed through the hollow halls. Roena turned back to face her, trying hard to recall if her mother had ever struck her before.  
 
    “You will change out of those…filthy…clothes,” Branna said. “And you will apologize to your father. And when the musicians arrive, you will dance with those men—every one of them. I married your father without even knowing what he looked like. We have given you the courtesy of being able to pick someone for yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not some brood mare—” 
 
    “This isn’t about what you think we’re trying to make you do,” Branna said. “This is about your responsibility to this household and your responsibility to your father’s name. Do you not understand anything, child? Every time you pull these antics, you weaken his position. You make him appear the fool in front of his men, in front of the court, in front of his enemies. If Duke Iorwin cannot even contain his headstrong daughter, what else is he incapable of? What if the king finds out?” 
 
    “You’re creating mountains out of molehills. All of you.” 
 
    “And you make it sound as if we have burdened you with the weight of the world. What sort of example is this for your sisters? Will you have your brother think that the woman he marries was forced into it—a brood mare, just like you said? You’re the eldest. Act like it.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for this,” she whispered. 
 
    They stared at each other for a length of time. Roena could feel tears prickling her eyes—angry, red-hot tears.  
 
    Her mother reached out to wipe them. 
 
    “No,” she said, slapping Branna’s hand away as soon as her fingers touched her cheek. “No. You can’t have everything. Especially not me. You don’t own me.” Without another word, she turned around and made her way back to her room. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Ylir was gone, with only the disarray of her bedsheets and the faint whiff of his unperfumed scent reminding her that he had been here at all. She slammed the door and locked it for the second time that afternoon. 
 
    She glanced at the bed. She had gone back with every intention of throwing herself on her mattress and crying the whole night away. But the thought of that suddenly seemed detestable, in light of Ylir’s words. Pampered nobleman’s daughter, indeed. He wasn’t wrong about that, but there was so much about it he didn’t understand. Layers and layers, adding up so that they did feel like the entire weight of the world, no matter what her mother said. What did they both know? They weren’t her father’s child.  
 
    She slowly changed out of her gown and into her riding clothes. And then she went to the window and slipped out into the balcony below. 
 
    The afternoon sun had slipped from the zenith and had taken a dull shade of red. She glanced out at the courtyard, noticing that the castle staff were nowhere in sight. Every single servant must’ve been called inside to help with the guests. There were guards by the gate, but only two—the rest, Roena figured, were with the other soldiers in the barracks.  
 
    She made her way to the next balcony down, which was closest to the stables. They kept the dogs there, too. One deftly thrown stone across the roof was enough to send them barking. 
 
    “Quiet, you!” one of the guards called out. 
 
    She tightened her jaw and threw a second stone, which sent the dogs into a frenzy. The horses panicked. The guards left their post to check on them. As soon as their backs were turned, Roena vaulted over the wall and was out of the castle grounds in the blink of an eye. 
 
    She stopped running when she reached the fork in the road that led to the city of Blackwood. Here, she was as nondescript as any traveller. She kept in pace with a farmer on his way to deliver some goods, managing to quell her beating heart long enough to engage in friendly banter with him and his wife. It wasn’t the first time she had escaped from the castle, and lapsing into city vernacular was easy enough for her. She separated from them at the gates and made her way down the familiar path to the tavern. 
 
    The hostess knew her face and greeted her with a smile. She led Roena up the stairs to a private loft that overlooked the rest of the establishment. A footstool was pulled out for her, along with a tray of candied fruit, steeped in a mixture of honey and brandy. “The usual, my lady?” the hostess asked. 
 
    Roena stared at her wide, beaming face, and suddenly felt sick. She nodded, and the woman went rushing off to pour her a mug of their best cask of porter and a plate of whatever roasted animal was on special that day, but she could feel her ears burning as she settled into the lovely, cushioned armchair. She remembered that it hadn’t been there the first time she had paid this tavern a visit. It appeared the next day, all oiled and cleaned for her. 
 
    Pampered nobleman’s daughter. She could still hear his voice, could still see that smirking grin in her mind’s eye. The nerve of the man. The nerve of the man to be right, all along. But what was she supposed to do about it?  
 
    She glanced over the railing. The tavern was particularly lively today—a by-product, no doubt, of the festivities back at the castle. Plenty of the guests’ servants must’ve stolen away as she had—she spotted a handful still wearing their lords’ livery. A bard in the corner was singing about Lord Blackwood and his mercenaries, of the duke’s wisdom in seeking forth such courageous men… 
 
    He had barely gotten the words out of his mouth when a man rose and slammed his fist on the table. “Courage?” he laughed. “That’s how this Iorwin intends to seduce us? With pretty little words from a pretty little man?” 
 
    “Sit your ass down,” one of his companions, a redheaded man with a slim goatee, said. “It’s like you’ve never heard a bard in your life.” 
 
    “The fat bastard didn’t even have the courtesy to give us food and lodging,” the man snarled. “We come all the way out here only to be turned at his fucking gates. I thought this was a job. I didn’t spend coin only to get here and spend more coin for the chance at a fucking—” 
 
    “Sit. Down,” the redhead hissed. “Iorwin’s steward is going to come around to take our names soon enough. You want him to find out you’ve been making trouble in his taverns?” 
 
    The man shuffled his bulk back into a chair, grumbling. Roena pushed her own seat a little closer to the railing so she could get a better look. The man had dark hair, slightly darker skin, and a nose that, from a glance, oddly reminded her of Ylir’s. The similarities ended there. He was filthy, unshaved, and dressed in an odd assortment of leather and wool. Even from where she sat, she could tell he smelled no better than a wet dog. 
 
    The others gathered around his table looked just as dishevelled, with the exception of the redhead, whose clothes seemed to be a cut above the men he was with. They resumed to whispering around their drinks as the bard awkwardly excused himself.  
 
    The tavern doors swung open and a new group stomped in. From the look of them and the weapons they bore, they were mercenaries, too. Roena’s curiosity was piqued at the sight of two women among these. The tallest one scanned the crowd with a scowl before her gaze settled on the loudmouth from earlier. 
 
    “Jona,” she snarled. 
 
    The man folded his elbows over the table with a grin. “I was wondering if you received my message. Can you believe the nerve of these assholes? Where the hell is Oswyn?” 
 
    “Oswyn’s dead.” 
 
    The man called Jona started laughing. 
 
    The woman’s hand dropped to her sword. “Tasha,” the other woman said. “Not here. We’re supposed to work with him.” 
 
    “I know murderers and thieves from the back alleys of Cairntown I’d rather work with.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, little girl?” Jona snorted. “Scared of poor old me? Seems like you haven’t learned all these years. Probably can’t believe your luck, can you, that we’re back here after the Boarshind spat your gnarly bones out. Hilarious, that whole thing. And now Oswyn’s dead! Who’s this young filly behind you?” He whistled at the other woman, who folded her arms together and looked far from amused. 
 
    “I have a name,” the other woman said. “It’s Hana.” 
 
    “And we’re not here to entertain your questions, Jona,” Tasha snorted. “Oswyn wanted us to join with you. Fuck knows what got into his head to pick you of all people, but here we are.” 
 
    Jona snorted. “If he’s dead, who’s supposed to lead us? I sure as fuck don’t want to follow you.” 
 
    “Can’t we do this without them?” one of the men they had walked with spoke up. 
 
    This one, Roena guessed, was clearly Gorenten. He stood a little shorter than the woman, though he was quite tall all the same, with the sort of brawny arms that came from hard labour and not fighting. Roena’s attention fell on him because unlike the other mercenaries, he was dressed like any old farmer from the surrounding villages. He didn’t even have a weapon on him.  
 
    “Oswyn was adamant that the client wanted—” Tasha started. 
 
    “And what,” Jona broke in, “the fuck is this? Where did you find this whelp? Are you that starved for men, now?” 
 
    “He’s our guide,” Tasha said.  
 
    “Interesting clientele we’ve been having these days, won’t you agree, my lady?” the hostess asked, breaking Roena’s thoughts. She approached her with a curtsy before setting out a tray with cheese, grapes, and roasted chicken, the skin all brown and crispy. She also placed a mug of thick, oily beer on the table. “All because of your father, of course. They’re scary people, but imagine how much scarier they’ll be when they go up against the beasts. Your father is an intelligent man.” 
 
    “Intelligent,” Roena said, testing the word against her image of her father. She wasn’t quite sure if she agreed. He believed himself crafty, but if the commotion downstairs was any indication, this little plan of his could go sour at any moment.  
 
    “But of course, my lady,” the hostess said, unaware of Roena’s hesitation. “Duke Iorwin has always put the interests of his people above all else. You should be proud.” 
 
    “How many villages are under attack, truly? Do you know?” 
 
    “My lady must know these things more than I do.” 
 
    “But you run a tavern. You must’ve heard more than enough rumours.” 
 
    “I know Shortwood, to the north, have lost at least five youngsters within two months. And my sister lives in Riverbend, and they’ve lost eight in their village. She sent my nephew over here, actually, since—” 
 
    The doors opened again. Roena turned and saw her father’s steward shuffling through the doors. He glanced up as soon as he stepped in, as if he knew exactly where Roena would be. His face flickered, but if he had an opinion on her presence there, he didn’t say anything. Everyone in the castle knew of her habits. It would take someone a lot braver than Master Landor to confront her about them. 
 
    The patron dipped her head and excused herself to meet him. Landor handed her his coat before turning his attention to the mercenaries in the tavern. “I’m here to take your names for Duke Iorwin Blackwood’s approval,” he said out loud. “We need to know who you are, and the main person we’ll be dealing with. Tomorrow, you’ll be called into the castle, where we’ll assign each group a village.” 
 
    “Bout bloody time,” Jona snarled. “Since you’re here, sweet sir, can you explain why the fuck we have to pay for lodging and food? We were under the impression that Duke Iorwin called us in to take care of a problem. A bit of coin for our needs isn’t too much to ask for, is it?” There was a collective murmur of agreement from the other tables. 
 
    “I’m sure Duke Iorwin will compensate you once you’ve proven your worth,” Landor said. “Our lord is a generous man.” He turned away from Jona’s sneering face and calmly made his way to a desk at the end of the tavern, one which the patron had cleared for him. He began to arrange his papers and ink. 
 
    “Fucking noblemen with sticks up their asses,” Jona snorted. “And we haven’t decided who we’re supposed to follow. What the fuck did Oswyn go and get himself killed for? At least I respected the fellow. Not unlike some people here.” He sneered at his own men before allowing his eyes to flicker momentarily towards Tasha. 
 
    “I will fucking gut you in your sleep,” Tasha hissed. 
 
    “Not before I fuck you in yours,” Jona sniggered. “Not that it’ll do my cock any good. Probably snap it in half inside your cunt, you gnarly bitch.” 
 
    “I sense, perhaps, that you’ve both got issues you have to work with,” the redheaded man spoke up. “Maybe in another place and time? We all want to get paid, don’t we? The most important thing here is the coin.” 
 
    Jona snorted. 
 
    “Now—Tasha, is it?”  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    “You may call me Caiso,” the redhead said. “I’d rather you don’t, but since everyone insists on doing it anyway…” 
 
    “Maybe you want to lead us,” Hana broke in. “Tasha doesn’t really care, one way or another—” 
 
    “Not him,” Tasha said, staring at Jona. “He doesn’t get to run things.” 
 
    “Why the fuck do we have to listen to you?” Jona asked. “What’s to stop me from killing you and taking this job for ourselves?” 
 
    “You would’ve never heard of this in the first place if not for Oswyn.” 
 
    “And I’ll thank him when I see him,” Jona grinned. 
 
    Her face tightened. “I know our client. Kill me and he wouldn’t want to speak with you. And he wants enough of us for what he needs. At least ten men, he said. More would be better.” 
 
    The mercenaries fell silent. Roena could see them mentally counting the heads among them. She found herself doing it, too. Jona and Caiso’s group comprised of five men in all. The women arrived with three other men, which made… 
 
    She only counted nine.  
 
    “Where the fuck is Lucky?” one of the men from Tasha’s group asked. 
 
    Roena realized he meant the Gorenten. He was missing. She craned her head to the side and found him signing something on Landor’s desk.  
 
    The mercenaries had spotted him, too. She heard someone swear. The man they called Lucky placed the quill down and reached out to shake hands with Landor. She could see the surprise on Landor’s face, which was followed by a soft smile. 
 
    “What did you do, you son of a bitch?” Tasha exclaimed as Lucky returned to their table. 
 
    “I signed us up,” he said. “Caiso over there was correct. You just want to get paid, right? I put myself in as the contact.” 
 
    Jona grabbed him by the shirt. “I’m not following some milk-faced babe—”  
 
    “Contact,” Lucky said. “I don’t know what you think that means, but it’s all just about me dealing with them from now on. You can continue to argue about this leadership thing. I’m not interested.” 
 
    “I thought you just wanted to take us here and leave,” Hana said. She looked amused. 
 
    Lucky rubbed his nose. “Do my reasons matter? Besides, I don’t get paid if you don’t get paid.” 
 
    “He doesn’t even have a sword,” Jona growled. “Smooth-cheeked fuckface’s probably only good for warming one of these men’s beds. He looks nimble enough. Hey, who’s in the mood for some Gorenten ass? How about you, Caiso? We all know what you really prefer under the sheets.” 
 
    “You’re all…” Lucky began. 
 
    “What?” Jona sneered. 
 
    “Not thinking straight,” he continued. “Start fighting here and you’ll all find yourselves arrested within the evening. Tasha, do you want a repeat of Crossfingers?” 
 
    She grunted. 
 
    “Like the good Master said, we have to be at the castle tomorrow morning. I think maybe we should just leave you all here and return to our inn for tonight. Does that work?” There was an air of cool confidence about him. The mercenaries must’ve noticed it, too, because they didn’t protest now, and Roena fully expected them to. 
 
    Jona crossed his arms. “Get the hell out of here,” he hissed. 
 
    “We have to talk,” Tasha said, grabbing Lucky by the arm. They walked out of the tavern.  
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Roena returned to her food, which had grown cold in her fascination with the scene down below. She managed a few bites of the chicken and cheese, washed down with a whole mug of the thick, black beer. And then she pulled her cloak back on and made her way down the stairs. 
 
    “Your father is looking for you,” Landor said as she passed by his desk. He didn’t even look surprised to see her. “There will be an announcement soon.” 
 
    “Lovely,” she grumbled. She turned for the doors. 
 
    “Didn’t know this place had wenches,” someone called out from behind her back. Roena recognized the mercenary Jona’s booming voice. “Lovely wenches, at that. A moment, darling. Hey!” 
 
    She found herself out in the street and took a deep breath. The sky had darkened considerably since she had been inside. She tightened her cloak around her throat and turned at the alley. 
 
    “That what you do when someone calls for you?” Jona thundered. 
 
    She glanced back, one hand automatically dropping to the handle of the small dagger she had at her belt. The nerve of the man to follow her—why hadn’t Landor stopped him? She watched his face widen into an unsettling grin. He must’ve spotted her dagger, too, and she could see him wondering whether she was skilled enough to use it. 
 
    “Relax. I’m not going to rape you,” Jona said. “I just wanted to talk. Buy you a drink.” 
 
    “People fall for that a lot?” she asked. 
 
    Jona laughed. “I know a lot of better uses for a smart tongue than—” 
 
    “Away from her, scoundrel!” 
 
    Roena’s fingers tightened around the dagger as she managed a sigh of resignation. It was Lord Draigar’s voice that came stampeding through the shadows with the force of at least a dozen hooves. Draigar was her father’s closest confidante these days and was a well-built, if plain-faced man ten years her senior. His zealous dedication to her father had all but made it impossible for her to hear his voice without wanting to throw herself off a cliff. She remembered how he had followed her around when she was little, remarking every which way about all the things she ought to do or not do because it would make her father happy or upset.  
 
    “I’ve got this under control, Draigar,” she said under her breath. 
 
    “Do you?” he snorted, drawing his sword. “You shouldn’t even be here.” 
 
    “I needed a breather.” 
 
    “Getting yourself harassed by scum from the streets is what passes for a breather to you?”  
 
    Jona extended his arms out and took an awkward, almost insulting, curtsy. “I made a mistake,” he said with a grin. “With all due respect, my lord, my lady.” He sauntered back to the tavern. 
 
    Roena pressed her fingers over her forehead. “I’m going home.” 
 
    “I’ll ride with you.” 
 
    “I walked, Lord Draigar.” 
 
    He frowned. “Alone. As usual. Do you know what your father will say if he—” 
 
    “I know what he’ll say, Lord Draigar,” she said. “I’ve heard it a thousand times before.” 
 
    “Then maybe—” 
 
    She flashed him a look, which probably reminded him of her father enough that it stunned him into silence. He gestured at his soldiers to go on without him, shuffled his feet, and fell in a step behind her.  
 
    “You really don’t have to do this,” she said. “The roads are safe. I do believe we have you to thank for that.” 
 
    “The city wasn’t crawling with mercenaries before,” Draigar replied with a frown. “That man was clearly one of them. There’s already been a dozen reports at the guardhouse.” 
 
    “And here my father was bragging about how this was all your idea.” 
 
    Draigar’s face barely flickered. “Had to be done. We’re starved for men, and those attacks aren’t going to go away anytime soon.” 
 
    “I thought you and my father just made all of that up for attention.” 
 
    He gave her a sharp look. “You dare say that? Real children have been lost, my lady. I’ve listened to the grieving mothers and fathers myself.” 
 
    She gave a small shrug. “And I feel for them, I do. Only—this didn’t use to be a problem, did it? We’ve had stories, and we’ve had attacks here and there, but…” 
 
    “That’s what we want to find out,” Draigar said, pausing long enough to swipe a torch from the city gates. He saluted the gate guards before turning back to her. “There’s been no sight of these creatures at all. We assume it’s the beasts, but that’s only because the villages that have been attacked are those right at the edge of that forest. We need to know more. If possible, we need to catch whoever—whatever—it is red-handed.” 
 
    “How very noble of you to spare our soldiers for what sounds like such an unpleasant job.” 
 
    Draigar cleared his throat. “What seems to be the problem, Lady Roena?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean, my lord.” 
 
    He held the torch up high, casting shadows on the road around them. “You seem to believe this is all a farce.” 
 
    “It obviously is,” she sniffed. “My father calls in mercenaries and makes an announcement for my betrothal to—whoever—all on the same day? Nothing but a show. That’s how he likes to play it, Lord Draigar. I know you think my father shits gold and farts rainbows, that he can do no wrong in your eyes, but I’m his daughter. The wise things he says, the way he makes the whole realm think he has all these elaborate plans…Duke Iorwin is concerned about nothing but his image.” 
 
    “My lady,” Draigar said. “You do not mean these things.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I do or don’t mean. I’m his daughter. I’ve seen what the man really is. And I’d be all right with all of that—he can do whatever he wants, pretend he’s king for all I care, as long as he doesn’t drag me with him. But no. I am Roena Blackwood, and it seems I am doomed to dance to the tune my father plays. That priest…” She gritted her teeth. “The high priest back in Tilarthan. I’m convinced my father paid him off to say those things about me.” 
 
    Draigar breathed. “My lady, that is a horrible thing to accuse of both your own father and a holy man.” 
 
    “I saw them chatting during the king’s ball afterwards,” Roena said. “You don’t chat like that with someone you met just that day. Especially not after he had just elevated your daughter in front of the entire court. My father thinks he’s smart, but I can see right through him.” 
 
    “The attacks are true, my lady. Children have been lost in these villages. I can assure you, on my honour…” 
 
    She watched him carefully, an idea forming in her mind. 
 
    They were quiet for the rest of the walk back to the castle. The guards looked startled at her arrival, but not overly surprised. Lord Draigar exchanged words with them before he accompanied her all the way to her bedchambers. She wondered, briefly, how her father would react if she took Draigar to bed. Probably better than Draigar himself. She had never known the man to take a peek at her, not even when she had started growing bosoms. No, this was something that had to be handled with finesse. If her father insisted on bandying his sharp wit about, then she needed to do the same thing. 
 
    She got dressed and returned to the hall. The dancing was at its peak—she could see Ylir yn Garr with her mother’s arm hooked through his elbow and managed a quick frown. Draigar excused himself to join her father. 
 
    “A moment, my lady,” Ylir said, bowing towards Duchess Branna. He extracted herself from her and crossed the hall to meet Roena. “I’m glad to see you back. I was afraid this morning’s festivities might have been…too much for you.” His eyes twinkled. 
 
    “Oh, drop the act,” she murmured. “I’m not in the mood for what you think is witty banter.” 
 
    “So you do keep me around for something else.” 
 
    “I keep you around for the off chance that my father might think chopping heads off is in fashion again. I’ll volunteer you to be the first.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, let’s hope Duke Iorwin doesn’t decide to bring back such a despicable practice. Let me give you an update of what has transpired since you’ve been away. Lord of the Bear Heads over there crossed words with Lord Fringe-face, and there is the possibility of a duel, I think. Maybe a duel of poetry. I admit I wasn’t paying as close attention as I could’ve, because Lord Crooked-nose over there had a bit too much to drink and was seen behind the curtains with one of your maidservants. They were a little too exuberant and had to be escorted out of the castle.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Also—” He paused to take a long drink from his cup. “Your father became involved in a very heated debate with Lady Isobel Dahrias over his new contract with Duke Rohn Beeching. Blackwood will be supplying Cape Beeching with lumber now—local lumber, harvested right from the Kag wilderness. The price is really quite good—I was surprised to hear it myself. No wonder Rohn Beeching couldn’t resist.” 
 
    Roena tried to digest his words. “He did what? But we’ve never tried harvesting from those woods before. Everyone has always assumed it would be too dangerous. Is he—” It dawned on her. “That’s what all of this is for, then. The mercenaries.” 
 
    “Maybe your father is more intelligent than I’ve given him credit for. Clear the villages using the mercenaries…if these beasts do exist. Or at least assure investors and workmen that they don’t exist. Either way, he’ll be able to start cutting into that forest where no one has dared tried in over a century.” 
 
    “There’s a reason we haven’t. Superstition—everyone knows the story of what happen when you send people too deep into those woods.” 
 
    “Do you really think your father believes in superstition?” 
 
    She snorted. “The sneaky bastard.” 
 
    “He knows everyone else does and he’s using that to his advantage. And a wonderful advantage it is, if he can get it to work to his favour. The price is nearly half of our own. Yn Garr Industries harvests lumber right along the base of the mountains around the city-states, and it costs a fortune to transport them down the river and to the coasts. But your father has all this wood right at your doorstep—all he needs is a way to get to it without spending the coin or the manpower. This contract with Beeching along—I wouldn’t be surprised, dear lady, if your father doubles his army within the year.” 
 
    “He announced this to everyone? Today?” 
 
    “Indeed. I believe he’s using it to set you on an even higher pedestal than you already are. You should’ve seen the lords licking their lips, Roena.” He nodded towards the crowd. “I think Duke Iorwin will make the announcement soon. Duke Ossus Farr from over there…” 
 
    “That bloated whale. He must be older than my father!” 
 
    “And also recently lost his wife to childbirth. He wasn’t interested in what he considered a flighty young thing before, but all this talk about Duke Iorwin’s new fortune has him all up in ears. We all know your family had only gotten this far because the king’s father favoured your grandfather. This elevates the Blackwoods into something else.” 
 
    “I’m not his brood mare,” Roena hissed. “He can’t just sell me off to the highest bidder.” 
 
    “I’m afraid he already has, my lady.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    “He wants you to choose a husband by the end of the night. We both know you’d rather dramatically kill yourself, but Duke Ossus isn’t a bad catch, if you think about it.”  
 
    She had left him, drifting off to where her father stood—exactly in the same spot where she had left him hours ago. Did he never tire of his games? “My daughter,” Lord Blackwood said, breaking into a grin for the first time she had seen that day. “Finally, you grace us once more with your presence.” He clinked his fork against his wine glass, causing everyone to turn their heads in attention. “You’ve all come here to join our celebration. My daughter Roena, after years of deliberation, has finally made her choice on who she shall marry. It is with great pleasure that I announce her engagement to—” 
 
    “Lord Draigar,” Roena said out loud. “Lord Draigar Blackmarsh, of the lands south of my father’s. For I have not known a more honourable man in all my life, and tonight he saved me from a man who would’ve done me harm and brought me safe back to my father’s castle. Lord Draigar—” And she turned to gaze at him from the crowd, a smile on her lips. 
 
    Draigar’s face was sheet-white. Around them, the crowd fell silent. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luc didn’t know what came over him that evening. He had watched with a measure of distaste as Tasha argued with the big, angry fellow they called Jona, and then he found himself in front of the steward, writing down the name bequeathed to him by his father—a man who, at that very moment in time, was probably laying out an extra plate on their scratched wooden table just in case his son came strolling back in for breakfast. A man who deserved a better son. If he knew what Luc was really up to, it would break his heart.  
 
    He tried to drown the thoughts back with a grimace. It was dawn and he was waiting in line with a group of the grimmest, roughest-looking people he had encountered in his life. Already, he had been jostled twice, and a fight had almost started when he was pushed by one large man against an equally fat one. The scratchy beard Hana had insisted he grow along the road and the sword they had managed to procure for him last night didn’t seem to stop the other mercenaries from treating him like the farmer’s son he really was.  
 
    “This is your first job, isn’t it?” Master Landor said as he came up to the end of the line. 
 
    Luc blinked. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Landor glanced at the others. “You stand out. That stare of yours. You look like a kitten that just opened its eyes.” 
 
    “Uh—” 
 
    “You see?” Landor scribbled something on the paper in front of him. “Are you sure you’re up for this?” 
 
    “I can’t be the only village lad looking for fame and fortune.” 
 
    “Village lads know better,” Landor said. “There’s fame and fortune to be had elsewhere. But this? For what Blackwood is asking you to do?” 
 
    Luc scratched his chin dubiously. “It’s almost like you don’t want me to go and help your lord…” 
 
    Master Landor snorted. “I’d rather you don’t piss your trousers and abandon those villagers when push comes to shove. Not that I expect any better from everyone else. I’ll tell you what I’ve told everyone else—if your inclination is to go and loot those villages, do remember you still fall under Duke Blackwood’s laws. Any complaint will be dealt with appropriately. On the other hand, if you fulfill your end of the bargain and manage to find the cause of these attacks, you’ll be amply rewarded.” 
 
    “Wait,” Luc said. “Only if we find out the cause?” 
 
    “As I said. Anyone can claim they were there and saw nothing. No. We expect you to stay several days and investigate these attacks to the best of your abilities. And then, given the opportunity, we’d like you to liberate the villages.” 
 
    “So you do want us to go into the wood.” 
 
    Landor cocked his head. “That was part of the deal. You’re a local lad, aren’t you? The way you speak.” 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    A small smile flitted across Landor’s lips. “There’s a reason you don’t see any other local lads around. They’ve been raised under the shadow of those woods—they know better than to go rushing into it. Where exactly are you from?” 
 
    “Small village near Crossfingers…” 
 
    “Ah. Close enough for you to know better, it seems like.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure—I mean, I only came here to help these guys out.” He looked at the piece of paper in his hands, where the names of the mercenaries had been scribbled down. He had to take a pause when he saw that Demon’s real name was Sam.  
 
    “And now you’re responsible for them,” Landor said with a chuckle. “They do anything and you’ll have to answer to Duke Iorwin himself. I saw these people you were with…I hope you know what you’re doing. Fine folk, you at Crossfingers. Past Duke Blackwood’s lands, but I hear they treat you all right. Directly under King Elrend, aren’t you? Yes—that’s where Skellcilan Academy stands. Why did you just go straight to the army in Tilarthan if this kind of life appealed to you? As a direct subject of the king, you could’ve been first in line.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Landor,” Luc said. 
 
    Landor pressed his lips together. “If you’re criminals, running from the law…” 
 
    “We’re not.” 
 
    “Because we have received reports.” He tapped his fingers along his desk, which led Luc to suspect that he probably knew more than he let on. Luc felt cold sweat trickle down his back. But Landor pulled away and began to sign the paper on his desk. “Whatever it was, it wasn’t overly important, anyway,” he said. “A big misunderstanding. Cleared up with Crossfingers’ guards already. But what happens from here on out…it’s extremely important you understand that you are now working under Duke Blackwood’s name.” 
 
    “I understand, Master Landor.” 
 
    “His daughter just got engaged. Perhaps you’ll be back in time for the celebrations. Try to bring him some good news, eh?” 
 
    The mercenaries were waiting for him right outside the castle gates. Luc took a moment to adjust his sword-belt and take a good look at each one. He was only just starting to get used to Tasha and her group—had barely even wrapped his head around the idea of talking to them without wanting to run the other way. But these new men had him on the edge. He placed his hand on his sword handle as he walked, which made the mercenary named Caiso turn to him with a smile. 
 
    “You’re warming up to this, aren’t you?” Caiso asked. 
 
    He ignored him, handing the paper over to Tasha. Jona immediately snatched it out of her grasp. “Seems like we’re headed north,” Jona said, after a moment. “Village called Toskthar.” 
 
    “Three missing children last spring,” Luc continued for him. “They went off to swim in the waterfalls and never came back.” 
 
    “Did he pay you?” Jona snorted. 
 
    “He said we get paid when we come back with information,” Luc said. 
 
    Jona reached out to grab his arm. “Why didn’t you insist?” 
 
    Luc tried to pull away. “Those were Duke Iorwin’s orders.” 
 
    “Fuck his orders. Oswyn would’ve squeezed a coin or two out of him. Useless whelp—” Jona twisted him.  
 
    “Leave him be,” Tasha broke in. “We’ve argued enough about this already.” 
 
    “No, we haven’t,” Jona snorted. “I think if he’s representing us then he ought to do a better fucking job. Caiso. Why don’t you march over there now and fucking demand something? What kind of a job doesn’t pay upfront?” 
 
    “If it’s all the same to you, Jona, I’d really rather not,” Caiso said. “No sense stirring up trouble if we can help it. You see all the guards around?” 
 
    Jona took a step back and dropped Luc’s arm. “Fucking idiot,” he hissed. 
 
    “Toskthar is a good day’s walk from here, maybe two. Perhaps we should get started so we can cover as much ground as we can before it gets dark,” Caiso suggested. 
 
    There was only a minor amount of grumbling before they went on their way. Luc fell back, rubbing his wrist. He looked up to see Hana striding beside him. 
 
    “I know what Tasha told you last night,” Hana murmured. 
 
    “She called me many names, if I recall correctly,” Luc replied in a low voice. 
 
    Hana smiled. “She does that. I keep telling her it doesn’t really endear her to people, but what’re you going to do? I wanted to say that I appreciate you sticking your neck out for us. Tasha would never admit it, but last night would’ve ended very differently if you hadn’t been there. You’re doing a good job of distracting them from tearing each other apart.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I know what to feel about that.” 
 
    “Well, I’d be unsettled, if I was you,” she giggled.  
 
    “Still not helping.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. I know. Still, you’re a braver man than you look, Lucky. We’re all very grateful. Try to remember that when Jona murders you in your sleep.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The only time that Luc felt the fleeting desire to turn tail was when he realized that his grandmother and uncle were somewhere in the city behind him. Aunt Aislinn’s family lived in Blackwood, and one of the reasons they had left Port Bluetree in the first place was to visit her ailing father and offer what help they could before he passed on. The longing for what was familiar, for the warm comfort of love and family and home, became—for a moment—overwhelmingly difficult to resist. To be allowed to crawl back into their arms, to be told, Ah, Lucky, none of it matters, you are forgiven, you are loved…did a man need anything more, really?  
 
    But it all passed before he could even get a measure of comfort from it. He watched the fire sputter in front of him, the embers dancing as they popped into the cold air, before glancing at the men. Most of them were spread out in the clearing, hovering around their own fires while they talked amongst themselves. Even from where he sat cross-legged, his hands tucked under his cloak, he could smell the filth from their unwashed bodies. Tromping around for days in the woods did that to you. Luc realized he would probably smell the same way in a day or two. Here, there was no pump to wash you with, and no father to pick you up by the scruff of your neck and dump you in a tub against your will. Even in the winter, their father insisted they wash themselves every day. “Better to die of the cold than your own stench,” an old Jinsein saying went. 
 
    He chose this. Chose this because he couldn’t face his own failures, didn’t know how to rise from them or twist them into something remotely resembling a step forward. A man didn’t sit and wallow in his problems. His father taught him that, too. Your tail, yours to drag. So even though he was surrounded by these men who were talking about things that would’ve horrified his grandmother into a stupor, he kept his mouth shut and pretended he was all right with it. He had to learn to deal with it sooner or later. 
 
    “Hey Lucky,” Treda called out from where he shared a fire with Demon. “Come and join us.”  
 
    He got to his feet and slowly ambled towards them. “You’re looking well,” Luc offered. “Tom really knows his stuff, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Treda patted his belly. “That he does. That salve from Blackwood came in handy, too.” 
 
    “You’re from these parts,” Demon said, turning a rabbit haunch on a spit near the fire. He blew on his fingers. “Tell us about what we’re to face.” 
 
    Luc glanced at the darkness beyond almost automatically. “What for?” 
 
    “Cause I fucking want to know whether these are animals or apparitions,” Demon said. 
 
    Treda sniggered. “In other words, he wants to find out if they’re scarier than he is.” 
 
    Luc rubbed his hands together. “They’re neither,” he finally breathed. “We don’t know what they are.” 
 
    “I mean, some of the men from the Boarshind have taken jobs all the way out here before, and they were always scared shitless,” Demon said. “These things can be killed, can they?” 
 
    “The books say so. But usually, no body remains. And there hasn’t been anyone who could say they’ve seen one for…for years.” Luc gave a small smile. “Of course, that’s because most folks are wise enough to stay away from those woods in the first place. Blackwood’s castle is about as far east as most will go.” 
 
    “Do you children want your nursemaids?” one of the other mercenaries called out into the night. “Think you’re missing their tits.” They started laughing amongst themselves. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Demon snorted. 
 
    “Boarshind cunts,” the mercenary sneered. “No wonder they threw you out.” 
 
    “The Boarshind—that’s the group you left?” Luc asked. 
 
    Demon snorted and looked away with a scowl. It was Treda who answered. “Can’t believe you haven’t heard of it.” 
 
    Luc shook his head.  
 
    “It’s a large mercenary company up near Cairntown in Kago. Does about half the jobs in those parts, and beyond. These fuckers are just jealous because they couldn’t get in.”  
 
    The other mercenary spat, hearing it. “Like we wanted anything to do with you pansies and your bidding and your rules.” 
 
    “See, the Boarshind is what you would call an elite force compared to these asshats,” Treda said, raising his voice. “Trained fighters, not brawlers. Professionals. And they get paid properly, without having to sniff around and beg for jobs like these ones.” 
 
    “Speak a little louder and everyone will think you were paid to suck Baeddan’s cock,” Demon snarled. 
 
    “I was proud of what we did there,” Treda snorted. “Not my problem if other people don’t see it that way.” 
 
    Demon laughed. “And yet look how easily they turned on us.” He wiggled a finger at Luc, gesturing for him to draw closer. “You want to know what really happened? I’ll tell you. This little fucker—this Gorenten, actually—botched a job a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Months, now,” Treda mused. 
 
    “Months. Fucking idiot. He got his companion killed, and do you know what he does, first thing? He runs up to our officer, accuses him of giving him a bad job, and then kills him right there in front of everyone.” Demon drew back with another laugh. “I was there. I could hardly believe it. I raised the alarm just in time and nearly got the fucker, too.” 
 
    “He smashed Demon’s nose on the way out,” Treda sneered. 
 
    “At least I didn’t get my guts nearly spilled out on the street by a drunk farmhand,” Demon replied. “He was stronger than he looked, that one. By the time the others got around to it, he had already escaped. And Big Boss Baeddan suddenly thinks it was his life the fucker meant to take and that there was this big conspiracy to overthrow him and that it all revolved around this dead officer. I always knew he was a suspicious son of a bitch, but I didn’t think he’d take it as far as he did. Everyone under the officer’s command was put to the sword.” 
 
    “Which includes all of us,” Treda whistled. “I didn’t even know what was happening until Oswyn grabbed me from the outhouse. I was having such a good shit, too. I still think if we had stopped to explain everything, Baeddan would’ve understood. But I suppose it’s too late now.” 
 
    “They fucking gutted Rokarsh right where I could see it,” Demon said. “I wasn’t going to stick around to talk to anyone after that. Oswyn thought the same thing.” 
 
    “And so here we are,” Treda breathed. “Couple of sorry bastards waiting around for a scrap with these fucks. Funny how life does you a turn.” 
 
    “Funny how one man can whine so much,” another piped up. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Treda grumbled. He bent over to pick up one of the roasted pieces of rabbit and handed one to Luc. 
 
    Luc grumbled his thanks and bit into the tough meat. He had barely swallowed it when he saw movement at the edge of the clearing. Tasha appeared, snorting steam into the cold air. “Fucking bitches wouldn’t talk to us,” Tasha said, stomping towards Luc. “We need you.” 
 
    “Me?” Luc asked.  
 
    “Yes, you. Am I pointing at anyone else? Agartes, I have never met anyone so—” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s because Tasha lacks manners and the villagers have now locked themselves inside their houses,” Treda said with a grin. 
 
    Tasha only scowled. “Are you going to come or do I have to carry you on my back like a little girl?” 
 
    “You fellows have the watch,” Luc said, getting up to follow her. Treda saluted him. 
 
    “You’re getting along with everyone, I see,” Tasha said as they sauntered up the path.  
 
    “Thank you, I guess.” 
 
    She paused near a row of bushes, where they could see the huts clustered together in the distance. She thumped him on the chest. “I need you to speak up more. Act less a boy.” 
 
    “I—what?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I know you’re young. Not much I can do about that. But I’ve seen you act tough when you need to. I need you to do it more often. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s five of us and five of them, and the five of us includes you and a man who had his guts hanging out of his body just a few days ago. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    She rubbed her head in exasperation. “When this job is done and we get the reward money, chances are these idiots will knife us in the back. Or—no, they’ll knife some of us, and maybe rape you and Hana first. I was counting on our patron’s protection, but all he’s done is send me a message back in Blackwood telling me to continue with this charade, the bastard.” She spat. “Act less like a bumbling fool. Our lives depend on it.” 
 
    They came up to one of the larger hovels, one with a little garden lit with lanterns. Despite the fact that someone must’ve set them out for a reason, there was no villager in sight. Only Jona, Caiso, and Hana stood on the path. Jona’s face was twisted into a grimace, one that seemed more menacing than usual. 
 
    “Don’t know how much good he’ll be when the fuckers wouldn’t even look at us,” Jona said as they came around the fences.  
 
    Luc ignored him. He went straight up to the door, shaking his boots by the steps as he did so. A small placard near the window confirmed that this was the village elder’s home. He knocked on the door. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “We told you,” a voice called out from the other side. “We can’t help you.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sir,” Luc said. “I believe there may have been a misunderstanding. We’re here to help you.” 
 
    The softness in his voice must’ve done it. There was a brief pause, and then he saw the curtains from the window part. He caught the glimpse of an eye looking back at him. “We’re not foolish enough to fall for your tricks,” the elder said. “Don’t you think we can see what you are?” 
 
    “My companions may not have explained things very well,” Luc replied. “We were sent by Duke Blackwood. You must’ve heard that he hired mercenaries to help the villages with your unique set of problems.” 
 
    The elder coughed. “We’ve not heard of such a thing.” 
 
    “You’re a day’s walk from Blackwood. A few hours’ ride on horseback, even.” 
 
    “No one comes through here,” the elder said. “You’re wasting your time.” 
 
    “Duke Iorwin’s reports say you’ve lost three children before winter,” Luc pressed on. “More, before that. Surely you—” 
 
    The door opened. Luc found himself face-to-face with an seething old man, one whose wrinkled skin looked like an orange peel that had been left under the sun too long. “You should leave,” the old man hissed. “We don’t need people like you here.” 
 
    Without another word, he stepped back indoors and slammed the door shut. 
 
    “So much for your plan,” Jona breathed as Luc returned to them in the garden. 
 
    “He’s hiding something,” Luc said. 
 
    Hana blinked. “You don’t say.” 
 
    “How long did you talk to him?” 
 
    “Tasha barely got a few words in, and then Jona started swearing at him,” Hana said with the barest shadow of a grin. 
 
    Jona gritted his teeth. “If the fucker hadn’t been so rude in the first place—” 
 
    “I think that, er, Lucky, is correct,” Caiso said. “The elder never got a chance to talk to the other villagers, and yet they all disappeared as soon as we arrived. Quite odd.” 
 
    “And to say that no one comes through here?” Luc asked. “Perhaps it’s an hour’s walk to the main road, but that main road goes straight to Sein Canal. That’s a big port city, and there’s quite a few towns along the way. You saw all the wagons that passed us by this morning.” He glanced at the silent houses and felt himself shiver.  
 
    “We should try in the daytime,” Caiso said. “No sense trying to frighten them anymore than we already have.” 
 
    Luc cleared his throat. “You all go ahead. I’ll take a look around the village first.” 
 
    Tasha stared at him as if he was mad. “Alone? In the dead of the night?” 
 
    Caiso swiped one of the lanterns from the garden. “I’ll go with him.” 
 
    Hana smiled and drew away. 
 
    “He didn’t even try to ask for proof that we are who we say we are,” Caiso said as they strolled down the empty streets. “Most men would’ve asked for a seal or something. You’ve got that letter Master Landor gave you.” 
 
    Luc patted the pocket where he kept it. “No. I don’t think he cared at all what we had to say. But you know what’s even more suspicious? He looked like he wanted to believe me.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “When I said we were here to help. He paused.” 
 
    Caiso smirked. “That’s it?” 
 
    Luc rubbed the back of his head. “I don’t know how else to explain it. But it’s like he wanted me to help him, but knew there wasn’t much I could do.” 
 
    A cold wind blew towards them. Caiso sneezed. “Well,” he murmured, rubbing his nose. “That doesn’t make me feel any better about any of this.” 
 
    “Surprising to hear, coming from a mercenary.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I haven’t done anything close to this before,” Caiso said. “There’s been a job or two that’s made me ill, but this is the first one that’s made the hair on my arms stand on end. I shouldn’t have followed Jona when I did.” 
 
    “It’s your first time working with him?” 
 
    Caiso gave him a thin smile. “I met him at Port Bluetree. Just came off a ship from Baidh myself.” 
 
    “But you’re not Baidhan.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve been around.” 
 
    “You’re not as…vicious as they are.” 
 
    “I’m plenty vicious, boy,” Caiso said with a twinkle in his eye. “I just prefer to choose my battles.” He took a deep breath. “I’m a native Hafed. Unlike those fresh-faced fools from Kago, I know exactly what we’re dealing with here.” 
 
    “So why did you come?” 
 
    “Probably for the same reasons as you, I wager.” 
 
    Luc snorted. “What, the money?” 
 
    “Money. Curiosity. Foolhardiness.” He examined his boot against the moonlight before glancing at yet another empty hut beside them. “Maybe just deciding that something like this can’t possibly as horrifying as what waits for you back home.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean. My father is a good man.” 
 
    Caiso smirked. “You don’t say? Well, mine isn’t. My mistake for presuming.” 
 
    They reached the end of the village, which was marked by a tall fence made of thatched saplings. The darkness made it hard to see beyond, but Luc could make out the swaying leaves and bowed branches of the forest up ahead. He heard a pig squeal. At the same instance, something moved from behind the fence and a figure slowly ambled out of the shadows. He felt his skin crawl. 
 
    But it was only a man, not a monster. One of the villagers, unshaven and dressed in little more than dirty rags pieced together. The frosted snow on the ground didn’t seem to bother him. “Back the way you came from,” he said, brandishing a pitchfork at them. He blocked the fence with his body. 
 
    Luc held his hands out. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but we’re here under Duke Iorwin’s request. We’re not here to cause trouble.” 
 
    “You’re causing trouble already. Walk on back to that road and leave us be!” 
 
    “Now listen here…” Caiso began, reaching out to push the pitchfork away. 
 
    The man lunged at him. 
 
    The attack happened so fast that Caiso didn’t even have time to cry out. The pitchfork stabbed him right through the arm, pinning him against the wall of the hut behind him. He managed a low groan just as Luc struck the villager’s hand with the hilt of his sword. The villager dropped the pitchfork and turned to him. 
 
    But he didn’t swing back. Even when Luc grabbed him by the collar, he just gazed up at him with a look of terror, his dirty face dripping with sweat. A wave of revulsion rushed into him—not because of the villager, but because he would’ve struck the man again…this quivering, half-sane man who was so thin, Luc could’ve probably lifted him to his feet with one hand. He pushed the man away in distaste.  
 
    The villager limped back into the shadows as Luc turned to help Caiso. One of the tines had caught the skin of his elbow, but not much else. Luc tore off the rest of Caiso’s sleeve to wrap around the wound. “That asshole’s lost his mind,” Caiso grumbled. “What the fuck was he doing back there? I wouldn’t be surprised if the entire damn village is unhinged.” 
 
    “You should go back to the others,” Luc said.  
 
    “You’re not serious,” Caiso breathed.  
 
    “If there’s anything out there, it would’ve gotten that villager,” Luc replied. “I think I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “Your sense of duty is admirable. Misplaced, but admirable.” Caiso patted him on the shoulder. “Scream if the monsters come.” 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grandma never talked about the monsters of the Kag. Luc had asked her once, because she had stories about everything else—about the different deities they worshipped in Jin-Sayeng, like Sakku who put the fisherman Kiba up against the sky as a star to warn others of the perils of crossing a goddess, and of the dragons that used to light up the Jinsein sky. They were strange stories to Luc, and the other children made fun of him and Alun if they ever mentioned them. What about Agartes, Grandma? What about the monsters he cleared from the land, driving them deep into the forest so he could make the Kag safer for all to live in? Tell us about the monsters.  
 
    Grandma didn’t know. She wasn’t even sure what an “Agartes” was, at one point—for years she’d assumed it was a Hafed god and not a real person at all. She made odd food and sang them strange songs to sleep, and didn’t seem to understand how this made the other children wonder about them. Father wasn’t much different, reasoning that he, too, preferred the Jinsein stories of his youth. And Kasia? Kasia never spoke much of anything beyond what chores needed to be done and why they weren’t where they were supposed to be. 
 
    Perhaps if he had grown up in a different household, he would’ve felt more trepidation over where he was and what he was doing. Standing there at the edge of the forest under a dark grey sky, he was distinctly aware that most locals would take him for a fool. But then again, he already knew he was. To be out here instead of back home was foolishness enough already.  
 
    The shadows skipped around the faint light of the lantern he held in one hand. He placed his other hand on his sword. He didn’t know how to use it properly, but the action gave him a measure of comfort. 
 
    He found himself walking past the first grove of trees, where the snow ended. Grey mist weaved between the tree trunks, ending in tendrils that seemed to have a life of its own, beckoning to him in a manner that made his stomach turn. The thought of walking through it gave Luc pause. He swallowed and decided to return to the village. Whatever lay waiting for him in the woods could probably wait a little longer.  
 
    He returned up the path, stepping over a thick tree root that he hadn’t noticed before. There were, in fact, more roots than he’d realized—gnarled and twisted along the path, some thicker than his own arms. The angle of the moonlight made them a lot easier to see this time around, and he wondered why he hadn’t tripped on the way down. 
 
    Luc kept walking. 
 
    He kept walking until he became concerned how much longer the trail was than he remembered, but it didn’t really dawn on him that he was lost until he lifted the lantern over his ear and realized that the village was nowhere in sight. There were just trees, everywhere—tall, sombre trees, and then the moonlit, clouded sky above.  
 
    A shiver shot straight to his heart. He supressed the urge to run. Where would he go? The last thing he wanted was to step right over a cliff, like what had happened to Flitch’s brother back at the village a few years back. Unlike Flitch’s brother, they’d never find him—he highly doubted any of the mercenaries would bother trying to gather bits of his body from the bushes to bring back to his family. He swallowed, urging himself to calm down. Perhaps he had just taken a wrong turn. He tried to look up at the sky to gather his bearings, but he could only see a handful of stars, none of which seemed familiar to him. 
 
    Pushing back his fears, he started walking again. He could feel the blood pounding through his ears with every step. Just ten, twenty paces in, and I’ll see the village, he told himself. It kept him busy.  
 
    But the forest seemed endless. 
 
    After some time, he stopped and placed the lantern by his foot. It was starting to burn dangerously low, and in no time, he was going to be left with nothing but the moon to light his path. And even that didn’t look like it would last very long—enough clouds hovered in the sky to threaten to cover him in darkness. 
 
    He wondered if he should take Caiso’s suggestion and scream. The words hovered at the tip of his tongue, but as he gathered a deep breath, he realized that he was as likely to alert every lurking beast and creature in the forest of his location as the mercenaries. He gave a soft exhale instead and pressed his lips together. After a moment’s deliberation, he took his shirt off and turned it inside out before putting it back on again. 
 
    It was an old superstition—one his Grandma had carried with her from Jin-Sayeng. Sometimes, she said, spirits played tricks on you, so you turned your shirt inside out to make them leave you alone. He wasn’t sure how it was supposed to work and he didn’t really believe it, but it calmed him down long enough to realize that if the lantern was going to die anyway, he might as well use the time to find a safe spot to spend the night. He could always find his way out in the morning. 
 
    He found a spot deep inside the hollow of a fallen tree trunk. Pressed against the branches and leaves in his cloak and with his hands tucked inside his shirt, it was almost warm. He curled as tightly as he could and watched the last of the light die down. There, in the choking blackness, he closed his eyes and tried to sleep without dreaming. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Rest was surprisingly easier than Luc thought it would be. He woke up to fog and birdsong and just the barest hint of sunlight, seeping through the branches above. He had to stop to remember where he was. He thought he had simply fallen asleep in the pasture back home and that all he had to do was turn around and see the goats bleating as they fed on the soft grass. 
 
    The last few days came rolling back at once. He grimaced and pushed himself out of the hollow, cringing as he did so—his legs and arms felt like pins and needles for a moment. His neck felt odd, too. Sleeping with his head in his arms could do that. But then, it was either that or freeze to death, and given the circumstances… 
 
    He heard a cough. Startled, he looked up and saw two…women…staring at him. 
 
    No, women was the wrong word to use. He realized his mistake all too-quickly. They were distinctly feminine, it was true, with curved waists and small breasts, but their faces were oddly shaped, with pointed chins. Their skin was pale, almost translucent, with a slight bluish tinge that came from the array of veins underneath. Their ears were pointed—nearly dog-like, but long and thin. 
 
    “Good morning,” he found himself saying. 
 
    They cocked their heads at him before turning to each other with a smile. “Polite, this one,” one said. 
 
    “Indeed. I believe I owe you money.” The other one turned back to him, waggling a thin finger at his face. “I was almost sure you’d be rude, you see. People often are.” 
 
    “Clearly, this one isn’t.” 
 
    “Must you rub it in?” 
 
    The first one laughed.  
 
    “Since…you’re both being friendly,” Luc ventured. “Could you care to point me back to the village?” 
 
    “Village?” they asked, in unison. 
 
    “I seem to have lost my way. It’s just at the edge of the forest.” 
 
    “You mean you didn’t go all the way out here just to sleep in that log?” the second asked. “How odd.” 
 
    “I believe odd describes it the other way around, sister.” 
 
    “As if these humans aren’t confusing enough already.” 
 
    They stared at him quietly. He felt a touch of unease, though no more than he had already experienced since last night. Eventually, the first sister folded her hands on her lap and got up. “There is a village, come to think of it. But it’s all the way at the end of the lake. It’ll take hours to get there.” 
 
    “I don’t think I walked that far,” Luc said. “Couldn’t even have been an hour.” 
 
    “You can climb the hill if you don’t believe us,” the second sister offered. “There’s one not too far from here.” 
 
    He didn’t want to refuse her and found himself agreeing. Tightening his cloak around his shoulders, he followed them up the path and then across a fallen tree, the trunk of which was as thick as he was tall. The sisters were lithe-footed, gliding over the obstacle with ease. Luc managed to scramble after them without making too much of a fool of himself. They reached the foot of the hill, which had a small path that wound around it like the paint on a toy top. Luc could tell, not even halfway up, that the sisters were telling the truth. He couldn’t see the village anywhere. The only thing he could see were treetops and shadows, and then the mountains beyond. 
 
    “And the lake,” one sister said, nudging him with a sharp elbow. “Don’t forget the lake. Such bright, pristine shininess. See how it glimmers like a grey-green mirror from above.” 
 
    “Are you reading my mind?” he asked. 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    “What are you, anyway? If you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    The other sister looked amused. “You mean you don’t know?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You really don’t know.” 
 
    “I…no. What’s so funny?” He frowned. 
 
    “Oh, spirits, he’s serious.” 
 
    “You really don’t know.” 
 
    “Ah, let’s give the man some peace,” the first sister said—he could tell her apart from the other one now because of her slightly more crooked ears. “We’re what you people call the ka-eng. You must’ve heard stories, at least.” 
 
    “The ka-eng…” Luc repeated. “Oh.” He remembered the superstitions, usually uttered by children or mothers trying to scare their children, like how you weren’t supposed to walk alone in the woods because these strange, enchanted creatures were liable to take an interest in you and drag you back into their lands… 
 
    He must’ve been staring at them a little too hard, because they grinned at him. 
 
    “What do you think is going through his mind right now?” one asked. 
 
    “Either he’s recalling stories of our people as meat-eaters, with a particular taste for human…” 
 
    “Oh, no. He looks too tough and gamey for my delicate teeth.” 
 
    “—or he’s remembering the ones where we play the rather willing part of the succubus.” 
 
    The first sister scratched her chin. “Well, he doesn’t look too bad for that. You want me to take off his shirt, or do you want to do the honours?” 
 
    “Sister! He’s entirely too young! We must have at least a century or two on him.” 
 
    “You’re right.” She gave him a look of scrutiny. “Do you even know what to do with it?” 
 
    Luc opened his mouth. 
 
    “You’ve completely embarrassed him,” the second sister said. “I’m sure he’s at least aware of what goes into what hole.” 
 
    “Oh, you’d be surprised. The men I’ve known who couldn’t even claim to such a thing…” 
 
    “Anyway,” the second sister said, flicking her ears at him. “You seem to have forgotten how to talk. You were about to react to us saying ka-eng.” 
 
    He found his voice. “I didn’t know you were real.” 
 
    “Maybe I should take back the polite part,” the first sister said. “We’re real enough. Must be a few of our people living out in Tilarthan.” 
 
    “This one’s a provincial lad,” the second sister sniffed. “I can tell. Look at him. Smell him. He reeks of goat.” 
 
    “And I had such high hopes. Still, a lot better than his companions, don’t you think? Spitting on the grass, pissing on the river…” 
 
    “Wait,” Luc said. “So you do know where I was.” 
 
    The sisters shrugged. “We didn’t say that we didn’t.” 
 
    “I think you did.” 
 
    They laughed at him. “Come.” 
 
    They gestured at him with their delicate fingers, drawing him back down the hill. They took a different path this time, one that was barely perceptible through the thick, dead bush. The ground was soft, too, which told Luc it wasn’t used very often. The trees became sparser, and he spotted the lake in the distance. 
 
    “You should visit us during the summer,” the first sister said. “Flowers everywhere, as far as the eyes can see. Purple and white and yellow.” 
 
    Luc cleared his throat. “Nobody said anything about flowers in the Kag woods. The way people talked, you’d think it was nothing but shadows and monsters lurking about.” 
 
    “Well…” the second said, glancing at her sister.  
 
    They reached a small downhill slope, which was strewn with more gnarled bushes, though these ones had small, red berries at the tip of the leafless stems. “Are you hungry?” the first sister asked, noticing his gaze. 
 
    “No, thank you,” Luc said. 
 
    “Are you sure? They’re delicious. Tart.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be all right for a good long while.” 
 
    The ka-eng smiled at him. “You don’t trust these woods.” 
 
    “I walked a short distance and ended up lost,” Luc said. “You haven’t even explained that part to me yet.” 
 
    “As I was saying—” the second sister started. 
 
    “And I’m not sure I want you to,” Luc continued. He gave a quick breath. “These woods are magical, they said. Enchanted. That’s good enough for me to know.” 
 
    The ka-eng smiled at him. “Then why did you come at all? Surely the idea of magical woods ought to be enough to frighten even the most stalwart of men.” 
 
    “The village is under attack, you see. We were sent by Duke Iorwin.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of Iorwin,” the ka-eng said. “Blackwood. Gred Blackwood’s son. Oh, Gred was a despicable man. He tried to send a lumber company to try to strip the woods near the Blackwood Gap. Didn’t stop even when he’d lost many good men to the chasm.” The good humour fell from her face. 
 
    Luc realized he was treading on delicate waters. “He didn’t succeed,” he said carefully. 
 
    The sister shook her head. “The elders near Blackwood wouldn’t let him. Played tricks on him to get him to stop. I knew the man who led the assault. Clever fellow. Got Gred’s men to believe they were being attacked, too. Said—”  
 
    “Sister,” the other said. “Hush.” 
 
    “What? Look at him. He’s frightened silly already.” 
 
    Luc crossed his arms. “Are you saying there isn’t an attack on the village?” 
 
    “Dear boy, must I lecture you on history? Such attacks haven’t happened in well over a century because of your glorious hero Agartes. He pushed the creatures deeper into the woods. There aren’t as many now as there used to be.” 
 
    “But there’s still some,” Luc said.  
 
    The sisters fell silent. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The ka-eng had a boat on the lake shore—a leaf-shaped, brown thing that could probably fit four people if it had to, but only if it had to. Luc had to sit on one end while the sisters—who were slender enough to sit side-by-side comfortably—took the other end. They drifted down the bank, rolling against a sudden gust of wind, before the sisters dipped the oars into the water and they began to move at a more urgent pace.  
 
    “There are missing children, though,” Luc said as the boat rocked with their perfectly timed rowing. “It can’t just be a coincidence. Nearly every village on the edge of the woods, all the way to Cael, have reported missing children these last few months. It worried Duke Iorwin enough to hire us.” 
 
    “Couldn’t spare the soldiers, could he?” the first sister snorted. 
 
    “Oh, like he could answer that,” the second one said. “He’s clearly the servant boy. Probably sharpens the swords and polishes the boots.” 
 
    “I’m actually the representative,” Luc replied, not knowing why he said it.  
 
    “What’s that?” the first sister asked. 
 
    “Is that kind of a leader?” the second one added. 
 
    “Never mind,” Luc murmured. The woods were becoming a blur against the fog as they continued down the lake. In the distance, he thought he saw something descend on a mountaintop before disappearing behind a thick mass of clouds.  
 
    The first sister paused from her rowing to flex her wrist. “Missing children are always blamed on every little thing,” she said. “Back in the day, they claimed it was the Jinsein builders. Jinseins liked to kill children, they say, and pour their blood around bridge posts to keep them stable. Said it appeases their gods.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Luc replied. “My father is Jinsein. That’s—”  
 
    “Like I said,” the sister continued, giving him a glance. “Every little thing. I wouldn’t be surprised if the parents were at fault and Duke Iorwin decided to take advantage of an unfortunate situation in order to make himself look good. Blackwoods tend to do that.” 
 
    “Your father is Jinsein?” the second sister asked. “You don’t look it. Eyes are all wrong.” 
 
    “I was a foundling,” Luc replied. 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing.” 
 
    “Now I really want to sleep with him.” 
 
    He felt himself blush. “These villagers are hiding something. We intend to stay here until we find out what.” 
 
    The sisters rowed silently for a few minutes.  
 
    “I suppose it won’t hurt to tell him,” the first sister finally said. “He’ll find out soon enough, anyway.” 
 
    It was the second sister’s turn to rest at the oars. She smiled at him, her teeth showing. “We do happen to know about the villagers’ children. When you live as close as they do to these woods, it’s impossible for us not to brush up against each other. They came all the way out to the foot of the mountain on the other end of this lake, you know, to call for us.” She craned her head back. “They laid out offerings at the shrines near the mountain path. Delicious food, butchered animals.” She wrinkled her nose. “As if such things can bring back what they’ve lost.” 
 
    “Desperate people do desperate things,” the first sister said with a sigh. “We explained to them that we knew nothing of what happened to their offspring. Three lovely waifs—two boys and a girl, so it seems. Ten years, and eight. So young. They said they had gone up to the seven falls. Not the first time a youth has slipped over the edge of those cliffs and gone all the way down, seven ways. They didn’t want to believe us. Said they had looked at the bottom of those falls already and found no bodies.” 
 
    “When they finally left us, we grew curious and eventually came all the way out here to investigate ourselves. Three weeks we’ve been here now.” 
 
    “Four,” the first sister corrected her. 
 
    “Truly.” The ka-eng flicked her ears. “Perhaps it’s best we show you what we found.” 
 
    “Since that is what you came out here for,” the other said. “And you’ve been so cooperative so far.” 
 
    “And so respectful. You never even once referred to us as ancient or elderly.” 
 
    “Should I have?” Luc asked dubiously. 
 
    The sisters snorted. “No,” the second said. “Definitely not. We’re young…ish. For our people. I am, anyway. She may not look like it, but she’s getting on in age.” 
 
    They rowed the boat towards a small bank, filled with pebbly sand that looked like bird eyes—nearly yellow, with black dots in the middle. Luc helped push the boat into land and sat at the edge while the sisters picked up their skirts and clambered off. He waded into the water after them, pulling the boat behind him until most of it was out of the water. 
 
    He didn’t recognize the part of the forest they were in, but he thought he could smell smoke against the misty air. He tested it with his tongue before hurrying up a series of steps made of flat rocks. At the top, the sisters turned to him and placed their fingers on their lips. “Silence,” the first one said, “would be wise about now.” 
 
    He slowed down and nodded. 
 
    The path narrowed down between two rock faces, which was covered with fine moss thick with dew—dew, not frost. He ran his hand over the droplets, rubbing his fingers together before pressing the moisture over his lip. He would’ve expected it to be a lot colder deeper in the woods. In fact, he had expected it to be barren—to find the whole place teeming with life took him completely off-guard. 
 
    They reached the bottom of a pool. A single waterfall dropped like a veil over the steep, black cliff. “This is where the children disappeared,” the second sister said, pausing near a large boulder. “There are other pools as you go up the path there.” 
 
    Luc stopped at the edge of the water. He touched it and pulled back almost instantly. The water was warm. He felt himself grow nauseated as he caught a whiff of the scent of rotting meat. He turned around and thought he saw bones near the bank.  
 
    “It’s not what you think,” the first sister said, noticing the look on his face. 
 
    “I’m not sure what else I’m supposed to think,” he breathed. He steeled himself and slowly approached the bones. They were cracked, the marrow gone. He took another step and spotted something fleshy, half-buried in the mud. Flies hovered over the surface. Flies in the winter? He held his breath as he kicked it with his boot. 
 
    The flies scattered, revealing what was clearly a pig’s head.  
 
    The memory of what he had found in their own goat pen returned to him. He glanced back at the sisters. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” the second sister asked. “We’re standing on feeding grounds.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Of what?”  
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Luc said. “My folks never spoke of these things.” 
 
    The first sister smiled. “Some think that to speak of them gives them power. Not everyone, of course, but enough—enough that so much knowledge was lost over the years. There’s a saying among us that translates to, ‘As unclear as the Kags are about what walks amongst them.’ Put two Kags in a room and you can never get them to agree what these things really are. Beasts, some will say. Mindless entities, others will argue. Demons.” She glanced up. Luc automatically followed her gaze and saw several wooden dolls hanging from the leafless tree above. “Gods.” 
 
    “Feeding grounds,” Luc murmured. “Or a shrine?” The figures were symbols of Yohak. He wouldn’t be surprised if they were made of oak, which was sacred to the god.  
 
    “In this case? Same difference.” 
 
    “So the villagers have been feeding this…thing…while worshipping it?” He bit back against the distaste in his mouth.  
 
    “That’s our understanding,” the second sister said. “We believe that when they realized they would get nothing from us, they turned elsewhere. And in their mad search, they found this…creature. They left it an offering. It took it. They’ve been leaving one every few days since.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t admit it to us,” the first snorted. “They’re ashamed of it. They should be! What did they think was going to happen? That if this thing had taken their children, it would bring them back, maybe playing a pipe while it toddled along behind them? Foolish, childish fancies.” She pointed at the mud, where there were thick, deep swirls that reminded Luc of hoofprints, except much bigger. “We don’t know how much intelligence these things have, but it’s been coming back for their offering. Each day and it grows bolder, hungrier. Bigger.” 
 
    “What do you mean bigger?” 
 
    “Do you have a pond in your farm?” the second sister asked. 
 
    Luc nodded. “I don’t know what that has anything to do with this.” 
 
    “You must’ve seen that how some of the same kind of fish are bigger than others. When there is an abundance of food, fish will keep eating, keep growing…” She stretched her hands out. “Until they die, anyway. These things don’t die naturally. We believe they don’t even need to eat.” 
 
    “So what’s this, then?” 
 
    “They don’t need to eat. It doesn’t mean they don’t like to eat. The elders aren’t sure themselves. Strange powers brought them here. Our texts do not mention them at all, and they can only be found here near the plains—not in our mountains, certainly.” She sniffed. “What the villagers are doing—they’re inadvertently lending this thing strength. Last season, it was the size of a man. When you mercenaries came along weeks ago—” 
 
    Luc cleared his throat. “Wait. Weeks? We only came yesterday.” 
 
    “Is that right?” the sister asked. “Am I misremembering?” 
 
    “Perhaps he is misremembering,” her sister replied. “It was at the start of the season.” 
 
    Luc shook his head. “You’re both mistaken. I wasn’t in the woods for more than a night.” 
 
    The sisters smiled at him, but before they could say what was on their minds, they were interrupted by what sounded like a squeal. 
 
    “Well,” the second sister said. “Seems like we’re just in time for the show.” 
 
    A villager appeared on the other end of the path, dragging a frightened pig through the mud behind him. The pig was frantically trying to run the other way, digging its trotters as it shrieked its displeasure. The villager cursed it with every step, kicking its rotund belly with his boot every time it refused to budge. Only when they reached the end of the pool did the villager look up and notice Luc and the ka-eng. 
 
    The fear on his face multiplied. “Blessed Yohak,” he murmured, making the warding sign of the god. “But you’re dead. They said you were dead.” 
 
    Luc stepped towards him. “I’m not.” 
 
    “Blessed Yohak,” the man breathed, falling to his knees. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luc reached out to grab the man by the shoulders. He was solid, and the unwashed stench of him was real enough. If Luc was a ghost, he was almost sure he wouldn’t be able to feel him at all. “Do I sound like a ghost?” he asked. 
 
    The pig started to tug at its rope again. The villager seemed to come to his senses and got up to yank the creature back towards him. With shaking fingers, he reached for a tree branch and began to tie the rope around it. Once he had tightened it, he turned back to Luc with an expression that seemed to make his sunken face even paler. 
 
    “You’re that boy who arrived with the mercenaries,” he said, swallowing. “You went out into the night, they said, and never came back.” 
 
    “Not never,” Luc replied. “I’m here now.” 
 
    The man glanced at the ka-eng. “The ancient ones found you.” 
 
    “Not this again,” one of them murmured. 
 
    “If I had a coin for every time…” the other began. 
 
    “Are my companions still in the village?” Luc asked. 
 
    The man nodded. “They’re still camped out on the field. The village elder gave them a bag of grain to keep them happy, and they’ve been patrolling the edge of the forest this whole time. They didn’t want to go into the woods since…since you disappeared.” 
 
    Luc wondered if he would have been less cooperative if he hadn’t been so convinced that he had just come back from the dead. He decided to take advantage. “Explain what you’ve been doing here.” 
 
    The man swallowed. “We’ve been making offerings to the Holy One.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “For protection. For our other children. For everything.” He wiped his face, although the movement only seemed to rearrange the mud and dirt on it. “We offer the Holy One food and prayers and it leaves us alone.” 
 
    “I can understand the sentiment,” Luc said. “But surely this isn’t going to lead anywhere. You’ve been giving it the last of your livestock, haven’t you?” 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, the villager nodded. 
 
    “How could you be that frightened? You’re risking your own food supply for superstition.” 
 
    “It’s not superstition. We do what we must to protect ourselves.” 
 
    “You could’ve asked for help.” 
 
    The man licked his lips. “We did. Why else did you think our name was on that list?” 
 
    “Yet when that help arrived, you people refused it.” 
 
    “Because it took too long,” the man whispered. “We lost more children after that. Four more. Your reports didn’t say that, did it?” He glanced at the ka-eng. “We never told the elder ones, either. We knew they would disapprove.” 
 
    “We do,” the ka-eng told him. “You’ve encouraged it to venture this close to the woods, and then stay here.” 
 
    “You don’t understand what it feels like,” the man hissed. “To not know what to do or who to turn to, to scream into the wind and know that no one cares. No one cares. Duke Iorwin has always ignored our pleas. When the locusts finished off the crops…when the storms came to destroy our houses…why did we expect we would get help this time? I went up to the castle myself to beg for his assistance. I didn’t see him—he sent out a servant to take my plea, and then I was all but thrown out without a word. That was the start of spring. The blossoms haven’t even begun to creep out then. What is it now? Winter? So long. One of those children was mine. My daughter. There was no body, but I buried her toys out in the back with the same flowers she planted that season.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Luc breathed. 
 
    “I knew nothing would bring her back, but I have others to protect,” the man continued, wiping his face. “After we lost more of the children, one of the men suspected the creature creeping about the first waterfall, so we left a pig in exchange. And it was gone the next day. So we started doing it more often. And we’ve lost none since. And so…” He cleared his throat, as if the sudden admonition of weakness was too much.  
 
    “So you give it what you can while you slowly starve to death,” Luc said. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” the man whispered. 
 
    “Why don’t you just leave?” 
 
    He stopped as one of the ka-eng touched his arm. It was the second sister. “I’m sorry,” Luc murmured, realizing what she was trying to say. “I guess you can’t just leave like that. This is your home.” 
 
    “Where would we go?” 
 
    “But surely you know this can’t last forever. Sooner or later, you’ll run out of offerings. And then what?” 
 
    “And then what?” the man repeated. “Don’t think I haven’t asked myself that all this time.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Up until that moment, Luc had always imagined that his life back at the farm was normal for poor, simple villagers, a far cry from the affluent city folk or even some of the ones from Crossfingers. Some years they struggled through the winter with nothing but grain and potatoes to eat. The last few years, Luc had taken to chopping firewood to sell in the village just so he could sneak in meat into the stew pot once in a while.  
 
    But there was struggling, and then there was sheer helplessness. And he didn’t really think he knew the difference until he saw the look in the villager’s eyes. After they lost their goats, Luc had filed a report with the guards and received, at the very least, a sympathetic ear and a promise that they would keep an eye out for things. Crossfingers was directly under the king’s command and Luc couldn’t imagine them ignoring locust infestations, let alone missing children, for so long. And as for Luc and his family, their father had often spoken of needing to head back to Port Bluetree and live with Uncle Ian if things ever became too much to handle. 
 
    There had always been a way to escape. Even what he was doing now was an escape of sorts. His problems suddenly seemed to pale in comparison to what Toskthar faced, and he let the man walk away with a nagging sense of guilt that he had allowed things to get this far.  
 
    The first ka-eng sniffed. “You should follow him, perhaps. No getting lost for you this time. The village is just down that path. It’s marked and everything.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Luc asked. 
 
    “We?” The second sister looked amused.  
 
    “I thought you came here to fix this,” he said. “Just like we did.” 
 
    “There’s no fixing this,” the first ka-eng murmured. “Your people may think we are enchanted, magical beings, but the truth is we are just people…” 
 
    “With perhaps a much longer lifespan than usual,” the other added with a smile. “We will see this through so we know what to tell our own elders up in the mountains. The hope is that the creature returns to wherever pocket of the deep woods it came from.” 
 
    Luc felt a wave of anger rush through him. “See this through? You mean you just mean to stay here and watch as they starve to death or are ripped apart by this…this thing?” 
 
    The sister pushed her sleeves up to show him her thin, pale wrists. “What do you think we can do?” she asked. “We aren’t warriors. All we can do is watch.” 
 
    “And you…” the other said, “would be wise to do the same.” 
 
    They bowed to him with a flourish before drifting back to the path they had come from, leaving Luc alone with the distressed little pig. It had shat itself, but even standing knee-deep in its own filth didn’t seem enough to stop it from squealing. He stared at it, feeling sorry for the beast. He was tempted to go back, cut it from its rope, and set it free. 
 
    Instead, he made his way up the tallest tree near the pool. The one he found went up high enough that he could see the second and third waterfalls, with each pool leading to the one below. Underneath him, the pig grunted pitifully, as if calling for him to come back. 
 
    He crossed his arms and forced himself to nap. 
 
    Sleep came easily. It helped that the air here wasn’t as cold as where he had spent the whole night—or whenever that had been that he could last recall. He used to sleep out in the pastures with the goats, and often woke up to a headbutt or two from a particularly playful kid. He dreamt of them now, of how they must’ve huddled together in the corner of their pen while they gazed out in fear at the dark, their eyes growing wide, wider as their attacker came snuffling through the fence… 
 
    Luc’s eyes snapped open. The first thing he became aware of was the grey light—he must’ve slept past twilight, though it was not quite the dead of the night yet. The second thing he noticed was the distinct smell of burnt hair, as if right from under his nostrils. He lifted his head just in time to hear the pig’s death-squeal. 
 
    He had butchered pigs before in the farm. None had screamed quite as this one had done. Once his eyes had adjusted to the lack of light, he looked down and saw a maned head, almost like a horse’s, bent down over the pig’s mangled corpse. The long hair shot past its snout, spilling along the ground like great, black rivers. 
 
    Though Luc had never been the religious sort—to Brother Hamis’ great regret—he found himself making several holy signs in quick succession. 
 
    Its face was long, ending in a muzzle with two large nostrils. The horse-like features ended there. The creature was huge, easily twice the size of a real horse and as tall as a house, and every time it opened its jaws, Luc could see the sharp teeth shredding through the meat. Its front legs ended in claws, while its hindquarters had split hooves. 
 
    He felt nauseous again, but for a different reason. Every muscle in his body was telling him to run—that nothing could be gained by staying exactly where he was. At the same time, fear trembled through him. There was cold sweat on his brow, across his palms, his face. He was almost sure he had forgotten how to breathe. 
 
    The creature pulled away from the carcass, half a leg hanging from its mouth. It sniffed. 
 
    Gods, Luc found himself thinking. It can smell me. 
 
    Could he outrun it? 
 
    Should he? 
 
    He remembered, suddenly, why he was still here—why he didn’t return to the village even after the ka-eng told him he ought to. The villagers of Toskthar didn’t have a choice, but he did. And the freedom of that granted him clarity of thought—made him understand that sometimes men had to make hard choices because no one else was willing to make them. He didn’t have to stop and ask what was in it for him. That was not the sort of man his father had raised. What was in it for Jak to pick up a foundling? To throw himself into the sea for a child that wasn’t his? 
 
    He drew his sword and dropped at the creature. 
 
    Straight down, he thought. It looked like a horse. It was probably no different than riding an angry, bucking stallion, the way the village boys sometimes dared each other to do when the stables down the road had fresh stock. Luc had been particularly good at it. 
 
    Not even before his feet touched the creature’s back, he realized he had made a grave mistake. 
 
    But there was no room for him to second-guess himself now. He sank the sword into the creature’s neck, slowing his fall. He kicked against the leathery hide. The creature roared, reaching out with its claws to swipe at him. He twisted the sword and managed to grab its hair before he let go of the hilt and swung on its back as it tried to strike again. 
 
    It screeched. The sound sent shivers up his spine, the sensation of a nightmare coming to life. He felt the creature move under him. It reared, tried to reach him a third time with its claws, and when he ducked just out of reach, it slammed back against the ground with the force of a lightning storm. Luc thought he heard the earth crack underneath. 
 
    Strands of the creature’s hair was caught in his fingers as he reached back down for his sword. Blood hissed from the wound—blood that smelled old and rotting, like the refuse from the butcher shop. Luc pushed away at his revulsion and managed to pull the sword out just as the creature tried to toss him off once more. He pulled himself up its neck, grabbing hold of its mane and sticking his feet into the roots like it was a ladder. 
 
    He reached the top of its head. The creature pushed its head back, and for a moment, it stared at him with yellow, bloodshot eyes. Dead eyes. He didn’t know why, but something told him there was no life in this thing—at least, not what you could call life anymore. It was a mimicry, a puppet. Whatever made it run, whatever was driving it, had long forgotten how to live—if it even knew how to at all. 
 
    He sank his sword right between those eyes. 
 
    The creature came crashing down almost at once, nearly striking the tree as it went. Its own body cushioned Luc from the fall. 
 
    Moments passed. Minutes, maybe even longer. Luc remained where he was for fear that the creature might wake. When the creature remained motionless under him, he pulled the sword out. Black blood had congealed around the blade, still smelling like death. He clambered down from the body and walked around it before returning to its head. Its eyes were open. 
 
    “Are you dead?” Luc asked. 
 
    He didn’t know if that was the right word for it. How could you kill something that didn’t seem alive in the first place? The ka-eng had told him that these things didn’t even need to eat. And yet clearly, this thing had enjoyed feeding on the pig—it would probably take a long time before the sound of it snuffling after the meat would erase itself from Luc’s memories. 
 
    In any case, it didn’t answer back. There was no sound around him at all, save the brief howling of the wind, which had somehow grown cold again. Luc took that as a sign and reached out to grab the creature’s ear. It felt soft, not quite like the animals Luc had slaughtered before—almost as if it had been dead for days. Luc noticed that the creature’s mouth wasn’t as horse-like as he had thought. Instead of loose lips, it ended in a clean line. The muzzle, while containing nostrils on each side like a horse’s, flattened at the tip like a pig’s snout. 
 
    Biting back his reservations, he lifted his sword and began to hack away at its neck. 
 
    It took a lot longer than he expected. Sweat ran down his back and neck as he worked. The moon rose high in the sky, and then sank. Luc eventually managed to decapitate the head, which on its own was the size of a bull. It was too heavy to carry, but he took the rope the villager had tied the pig with and wrapped it around the head. Slowly, he dragged it up the path. That he hadn’t eaten for at least a day—longer, if the ka-eng were to be believed—didn’t seem to faze him one bit.  
 
    A village child spotted him first.  
 
    He tore past the village fences while howling about the monster, all while Luc huffed and puffed around the street, leaving behind a trail of black blood with every step he took. He could see the villagers crack their doors open, holding out lanterns and staring at him with disbelief. He would’ve greeted them, but he was too exhausted to say anything. He made his way all the way to the square in front of the elder’s house and only then dropped the head on the ground. It rolled along twice, ragged flesh flopping along the snow. 
 
    “Not a god,” Luc explained, watching as the villagers began to gather around them. 
 
    No one was speaking. He heard the gate open behind him and saw the elder hobble out. “Blessed Yohak,” the elder murmured. “You did it. How did you do it?” He stared up at Luc. “How are you alive?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Luc replied. “They always said I was lucky.” 
 
    “Luck didn’t do that,” the elder whispered. He couldn’t take his eyes off the head. 
 
    “How the fucking hell?” someone called from beyond the crowd. Luc spotted the mercenaries at the far end. It suddenly occurred to him that the reason he could see them was because it was nearly dawn. The boy’s screaming must’ve torn them from their beds. How long was he in the woods fighting the creature? He had lost track of time.  
 
    He saw Demon staring at him, speechless. It was Hana who walked up to him. She paused for a moment before reaching out to pat his face, her hands cold from the morning fog. “Real enough,” she said. She glanced at the mercenaries. “And they were all convinced you were dead. Bastards didn’t even want to try and find you.” 
 
    “He’s here now,” Jona spat. “You really want to fucking argue about this again?” 
 
    “The most important thing is that he killed the creature,” Caiso spoke up. “What did I tell you folks? A brave lad.” 
 
    “A foolish lad,” Tasha said, but there was a hint of amazement in her voice. She pointed at the head. “Are we supposed to bring that to Blackwood, then?” 
 
    Before Luc could answer, the first rays of dawn began to creep along the horizon. He watched in shock as the head dissolved into the light, turning into ashes, leaving behind only the thin strands of its hair. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    They told Luc—haltingly—that he was lost in the woods for fifteen days, all while staring at how he seemed almost unchanged since then. Save for the bruises and a few cuts he had received during his encounter with the creature, there was not a mark on him. They observed that he hadn’t lost much weight, either, although he ate the food the villagers laid out for him like any starving man.  
 
    Exhaustion snuck in as soon as his hunger was sated. The village elder offered him the use of his own bed and left him alone for the better part of the day. Nothing but rest occupied Luc’s thoughts for the next little while. He dreamt only of the ka-eng, dancing around him like the sprites the stories sometimes made them out to be, reaching for him with their delicate fingers before drawing away in laughter. Infuriating, confusing…he woke up and thought he could still hear their melodious voices, accusing him of the futility of his actions. Why did it matter that he killed one? There were others in the woods.  
 
    But as far as the villagers were concerned, he had saved them. The same man he had encountered near the falls offered to walk back with them to Blackwood, and the mercenaries broke camp and prepared to leave the next morning. Luc noticed that their mood had grown more sombre around him. Something had changed, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Demon couldn’t look at him straight, and even Tasha seemed a tad less snipey than usual.   
 
    He realized what it was when he finally joined them on the march out. “Stop pissing yourselves around the little bitch,” Jona remarked, clouting one of his men on the head for apologizing when he bumped into Luc. “He got lucky. He said so himself. You fuck-ups that easily impressed?” 
 
    Jona, by those words, made it clear he wasn’t. Not that Luc was surprised about that. The man seemed incapable of acknowledging any accomplishment that wasn’t his. Even the fact that they were now free to return to Blackwood didn’t seem to cheer him up any. He complained about the road while they tromped through the snow, and argued with Tasha about every little thing. Why didn’t they ask Blackwood for horses? Or the villagers? He had spotted at least two in the pastures—emaciated, wobbly things, but anything was better than trudging through the snow. Walking back seemed to take twice as long as it took at the turn of the season, when there was only a light layer on the grass and none on the road at all.  
 
    It almost seemed like they didn’t even cover much ground by the time they camped for the night. Luc set up his tent and was about to build his own fire when Treda whistled to him. “You sit your ass down and let me do that,” Treda said. “You must be bone-tired.” 
 
    “What’s happening here?” Luc asked. “Everyone’s been…kind.” 
 
    Treda pulled out a wad of oil-soaked wood shavings from the tinderbox and arranged the kindling around it before he replied. “Just go with it,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Jona and Tasha had been butting heads the whole time you were away,” he murmured. “Bit of an issue with the group, you see. Oswyn was always the natural leader. Tasha was happy to let him deal with it the way they used to in their old band, but I suppose Jona wasn’t too happy about that. He’d step aside for Oswyn, he said, but not Tasha.” 
 
    “It always looked like it would come to this.” 
 
    Treda snorted as he struck his dagger against the flint and watched the fire come alive. “Didn’t it? Sticks up their asses, the both of them. Tasha doesn’t really want to be the leader. She’ll be more than happy to let anyone else do it—anyone else except Jona, that is. Right bit of mess, this whole thing.” He threw more sticks into the growing flames. 
 
    “I still don’t see what all of this has to do with me.” 
 
    “They were arguing again yesterday, after you crawled back into the village. Jona wanted to stay a little longer. Tasha thought since the job was done, we had to get back to Blackwood immediately. And then they started arguing about who was really in charge and then Hana broke it up by saying maybe we ought to listen to the man who’d made it possible for us to finish the job in the first place.” 
 
    Luc took a deep breath. “That would be me, I suppose.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And that’s why you all dropped everything when I said we should head out this morning. Agartes, I thought you were all just glad to get out of there.” 
 
    Treda smiled. “I wouldn’t put on airs about it just yet, but—there’s no denying what you did out there. When you dragged that thing’s head in, I almost couldn’t believe it was you. You looked like—like a bloody warrior, gone to hell and back.” 
 
    “Wish I felt like it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. That’s what I saw, and I wager that’s what most of them saw, too. And if we can keep them on their toes like this, maybe that’ll keep Jona off our backs.” 
 
    He remembered Hana telling him something similar on their way back. Two days ago. Two weeks ago. Time was starting to lose meaning for him, and he wasn’t sure what to make of the situation he’d found himself in. He made a point not to worry about it for the rest of the trip. It didn’t matter, anyway…they’d finished the job, and once he got his share, he needed to get back to Crossfingers. If it had been that long, his family was probably thinking the worst. Perhaps if he brought enough money to tide them over for the rest of the winter, he could stop berating himself for the things he couldn’t be.  
 
    But evidently, everyone else didn’t see it the same way. Luc was too young to understand the noose he had willingly wrapped around his neck when he had gone and volunteered to do the things he did. Sometime during the night, he heard his tent shift, and opened his eyes to see Jona’s shadow hovering right outside. His hand automatically reached for his sword. Panic rushed into him when he realized he had left it by his fire. 
 
    Jona was unbuckling his trousers. 
 
    “Hey!” a voice called out from the distance. Caiso’s. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “None of your business, you fucking blue blood.” 
 
    “I think it is my business. Do you think the rest of them are going to let you get away with that?” 
 
    “They want to put the fresh-faced whelp up to undermine me. To test me. I’ll show the fucks exactly what they’re dealing with.” 
 
    Luc picked up a rock from beside his bedroll. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Jona.” Caiso’s voice was almost soft, but there was a line of anger running through it. “You can find a wench up in Blackwood. For what they’ll pay us, you can afford the best.” 
 
    “This isn’t about that. And don’t tell me you wouldn’t do the same thing.” 
 
    Caiso laughed. “I wouldn’t. I like boys. Willing boys. I’m not a fucking monster.” There was the sound of a sword being drawn. “Step away from that tent, Jona, before this becomes a bloodbath. He’ll scream. The others will come running. This won’t end well for anyone.” 
 
    “I could fuck you up.” 
 
    “You’ve been threatening to do that for months, now. I don’t mind finding out if you really can.” 
 
    There was a long pause. To Luc’s relief, he saw Jona’s shadow melt back from behind the fire. As he wiped the sweat from his face, he saw another shadow appear—a smaller one. It knelt by the opening. 
 
    He saw the hilt of his sword sliding through the flap. “Here,” he heard Caiso whisper. “Don’t make that mistake again.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he managed to croak out. He reached for the sword. He had never imagined how the solid weight of it could bring him comfort. He used to imagine swords as mere tools, like a kitchen knife or an axe.  
 
    “Not for me to care, usually, what people do with their lives, but if you’re going to stay in this one, I suggest you toughen up a little.” 
 
    “Do you mean I should swear and threaten to beat people up every time they looked at me?” 
 
    Caiso laughed. “I thought the same thing, once. No. Watch your tongue like you were in front of a high priest if you want. But I won’t be able to protect you like I just did every time. You have to do it yourself. Make them think twice about you. Make them understand that if they dare cross you, you wouldn’t hesitate to stick a knife in their ribs.” 
 
    “But I wouldn’t—”  
 
    “There,” Caiso said. “Right there. Stop it. You can’t choose this life and expect not to have to embrace it. Don’t you understand? That monster you faced in those woods is nothing compared to this. Learn to dance to the music, or you’ll pay the price.” 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the march back to Blackwood happened without incident. They saw the city gates on the afternoon of the third day, and the squabbling disappeared in anticipation for a warm night at the inn, tavern food, and drink. Luc allowed them all to walk ahead a few steps before stopping at the fork on the road and clearing his throat. 
 
    They turned to him, scowling. 
 
    “I’m going up to Duke Blackwood with our good friend here,” he said, nodding at the confused villager. “You all have fun.” 
 
    “Now hold on a minute—” Jona started, snarling. 
 
    Luc’s hand dropped to his sword. He thought of the monster, how he had been able to kill it and walk away alive. “I’ll take care of everything,” he said. “Make sure we all get paid, and all of that. Would you rather go and risk offending Duke Iorwin with your breath?” 
 
    Jona stared at him incredulously. Everyone fell silent. 
 
    Someone laughed.  
 
    It was a short laughter, one that seemed to bubble out involuntarily. But it broke the tension. “No wine at Blackwood’s, that’s for sure,” Caiso snorted. “None that the duke will share with the likes of us, anyway. Come on, Jona. Let him do the boring stuff. Agartes knows, he’s more than welcome to it.” 
 
    “If you dare run off with our coin, I will beat your brains bloody,” Jona growled. 
 
    Luc wiped his face. “Learn to talk without spitting.” 
 
    “You little shit—”  
 
    “Keep an eye on him, will you, Tasha?” Luc asked. “Chain him up in the alley if he doesn’t behave.” 
 
    Tasha’s lips twitched, though her face remained expressionless. “You know where to find us.” 
 
    Luc nodded before turning off towards Blackwood with the villager at his heels. He couldn’t explain it, but chastising Jona in front of everyone felt good. Hana and Treda were clearly trying very hard to contain themselves, and Luc thought he even caught a hint of amusement in Demon’s eyes. 
 
    When they got to Duke Blackwood’s castle, they learned that he and his soon-to-be son-in-law had gone hunting. “Come back in a few days,” the guards suggested. “They’ll be home then. They’ve got a wedding to attend to, after all.” 
 
    “Master Landor?” Luc asked. 
 
    “Off on some business in the city. He’d explicitly asked not to be disturbed.” 
 
    The last thing he wanted was to return to the mercenaries empty-handed. “I’m just here to make a report. This poor man is here to provide proof. Didn’t they leave anything? Instructions, a note…” 
 
    “Come back at a better time,” one of the guards said.  
 
    “We finished the job. We need to get paid. Our coin runs out in a day or two.” 
 
    The guard drew his sword partway. “Don’t get testy.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Luc said. “I just—”  
 
    “Let him in,” a voice called from the courtyard. 
 
    The guards bent their heads and stepped back. 
 
    A woman walked up to them. She was small—a great deal shorter than Luc, anyway, which seemed to be how he was starting to think after spending too much time with women like Hana and Tasha. Not thin, but lean. Pretty. Her hair was tied up in a bun, allowing loose, brown ringlets to fall over her face. She was clearly a noblewoman, dressed in tight riding clothes that made Luc suddenly very uncomfortable. 
 
    He glanced away, up, and then down before he decided to let his eyes settle on a glob of snow on her shoulder. “I’ve come to report on the conditions at Toskthar,” he managed to say. “If you remember, a few weeks ago Duke Iorwin sent out mercenaries, and…” 
 
    “I remember what my father did very well,” the woman said. She reached out to touch his arm for a moment before drawing away with a smile. “Please, come in.” 
 
    The guards stepped aside to let them through the gates. Luc followed her into the castle, marvelling at how he could still remember to walk. He glanced at the villager, who seemed unaware of his difficulties. Undone by a woman. He started to pray to the gods that he not make a fool of himself before they got properly compensated. He wasn’t a pre-pubescent boy, but the last few weeks had taken a toll on him, and something about the way she moved—the way her hips shifted—seemed impossible to ignore. Perhaps he should’ve taken some of the village boys’ advice years ago and gotten it all over with in town. But that was the sort of thing his father frowned on, and Alun had been convinced it only made things worse. Hopeless, lovesick Alun… 
 
    Thinking about his family did it. He missed them more than he cared to admit. By now, the entire argument should’ve blown over. Surely Ceri would’ve explained to Alun what was really going on? 
 
    The woman—Lady Roena, he suddenly remembered her name was—gestured towards the table. He realized they had gone all the way to an enormous dining hall, one that would’ve fit at least three of Luc’s family’s farmhouse. “The servants will bring out something for you to eat,” she said. She must’ve meant him and the villager from Toskthar, but she was only looking at him. 
 
    Luc sidled down into a chair. “Where do I start?” he asked. 
 
    She quirked an eyebrow at him. “You’re asking me?” 
 
    The villager placed a bag on the table. “He killed the beast that was terrorizing our village. That’s about all there is to it,” he said.  
 
    Roena grimaced. “That’s…” 
 
    “It’s just hair,” Luc grumbled. “That’s all that was left. We wanted to bring the whole head, but that’s hard after the damn thing disintegrated in sunlight. Do you want to see it?” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” she said, nodding at a servant, who swooped in to retrieve the bag and wipe the table seemingly all in one breath. “And this fixes the problem with this village, then?” 
 
    The villager glanced at Luc warily. “Yes,” Luc said. “With the creature dead, we’re hoping the village is safe.” He saw the village give a small sigh of relief—no one needed to know what they had been doing out there. Even the mercenaries didn’t.  
 
    “On that matter,” Luc continued, turning his chair so he could look directly at Roena. “The village is in need of supplies. The harsh winter, on top of the monster’s attacks…it’s taken most of their livestock.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Roena replied. 
 
    Luc scratched his cheek. “Is there anything you can do about it?” 
 
    “I believe Duke Iorwin has a fund for such events, but I wouldn’t know anything about its condition. It’s been a harsh year for everyone. I wouldn’t be able to promise anything.” 
 
    “Five sacks of grain and a donkey,” Luc said. 
 
    Roena blinked at him. “I’m sorry, I don’t—”  
 
    “They’re starving there. Just lend them the donkey—I’m sure they’ll bring it back. Won’t you?” He glanced at the man, who nodded eagerly. 
 
    Roena frowned. “Maybe when my father returns…” 
 
    “Take it out of our pay,” Luc continued. “You were planning on paying us, right? We’ve gone and done this thing for your father and have yet to see a single coin.” 
 
    She stared at him for a heartbeat, fingers tapping on the desk. Eventually, she nodded at the servant. “Prepare five sacks of grain,” she said. “If my father questions it, tell him to take it up with me.” 
 
    The servant gave a brief nod. 
 
    “Thank you,” Luc managed. He realized he had gotten partway up his seat, and pushed himself back down again. 
 
    Lady Roena smiled. It was normally the kind of smile that made Luc feel uneasy—a thin, stretched-out sort that could mean anything—but somehow, he decided to take it. He cleared his throat, but before he could say anything, two other servants arrived with the food. All attempts at conversation disappeared at the sight of platters heaped high with shaved beef, along with hot bread still steaming from the oven. 
 
    Luc ate as neatly as he could given he couldn’t remember the last time he had a decent meal. The beef was mixed with a buttery-soft mixture of onions, mushrooms, and carrots, and there was cool, malty ale to wash it down with. After the meal, the servants returned with a basin for him to wash his hands with, and one took the villager away to where the grain and the donkey waited for him. 
 
    “The matter of the rest of the payment…” Luc began. 
 
    Roena nodded. “We can discuss the details in my father’s office.” She brushed along his arm as she went past him. 
 
    He stumbled after her. The hip-swaying again…he was almost sure she was doing it on purpose. But what was he supposed to say? He found himself in a room with her. She gestured for him to sit, which he did. Behind him, she closed the door. He thought he heard it lock, but he wasn’t sure… 
 
    She walked around the desk and pulled out a piece of parchment from the drawers. “Your name is Luc, isn’t it?” she asked. 
 
    He looked up in surprise. “How did you know?” 
 
    “You did sign yourself in as the representative. It’s all written out here.” She tapped the paper. 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “But they call you Lucky. Why is that?” 
 
    He stared at her, wondering what her game was. “Not strange for a mercenary to have a name other than his own,” he mumbled.  
 
    “I’ll give you that,” she said with a smile. “You must know that you’re not the first group who’s returned these past few weeks.” 
 
    “I guess that’s not surprising.” 
 
    She nodded. “We expected all sorts of stories. One brought their version of a creature—a thing that, on close inspection, happened to be a bear with deer antlers attached to it. We had the guards arrest them for fraud. A week in the stockade should remind them not to test my father’s goodwill. Others claimed to have fought off dozens of the beasts long into the night, with nothing but a story and a song as proof. You’re the first to have brought not just an actual resident of the village you were assigned, but also didn’t bother fabricating an elaborate story. Hair.” She pressed her lips together. 
 
    “Is something funny?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’ve read about these things. We know the true ones don’t linger under the light. Something to do with the spells that brought them to existence in the first place. And so…” She pulled out another piece of paper. “I’m convinced you’re telling the truth, or at least as much of the truth as you’re willing to say. I’m sure Toskthar won’t be complaining any time soon. My father’s bequeathed a certain amount of ril for your company, as well as a contract for further services should you so desire.” She handed him the parchment. 
 
    Luc looked over the numbers. It was nothing to write home about, but breaking it out between all ten of them, what he made with one job alone was more than he could chopping firewood every day for the rest of the season. Not that you could even find enough people to sell that to if you went on like that. Most people in the village chopped their own firewood—the added expense of buying it could just as easily be used for dried meat, or an extra sack of grain, or… 
 
    His mind was wandering again. He didn’t notice Roena leaning on his chair, reading the document over his shoulder. “I know it’s not a lot,” she whispered. 
 
    “My lady, it’s more than enough,” he grumbled, knowing the other mercenaries would probably scream bloody murder if they heard him right now. “Your father is a generous man.” 
 
    “It is just one job,” she continued. Was he supposed to feel her breath while she spoke? He glanced at the tapestries on the wall, and then the window. It was sunset out there—the sky was crimson red. “There are others available—others that we don’t give out to just anyone. We need to make sure that we’re procuring the services of people who can be…trusted.” 
 
    With that last word, she drew her hand over his neck and then up, cradling his cheek. He turned. Her lips drifted towards his. 
 
    His second kiss was different than the first. That one had filled his heart with the soft, butterfly-like fluttering of inexperience and youth. This one rushed up at him like a stampede of horses. Her tongue brushed up inside his mouth as she pushed herself deeper towards him, darting out and then in again, her lips all but consuming him… 
 
    He managed a low groan. She lifted her head up for a moment, as if pleased by his reaction. “My lady,” Luc managed to gasp. “Is this…” 
 
    “Appropriate?” Roena asked. 
 
    He could feel his cheeks burning. He didn’t know what to say. 
 
    She kissed his neck, her teeth grazing his skin all the way up to his ear while her other hand went down his thigh. He realized against the haze of his own thoughts exactly what she intended to do. The part of him that was raised by a father as sensible as Jak told him he needed to run screaming from that room, but the other part of him that was a man, that was starved for a woman his whole life, told that first part to shut up. He felt her fingers over his hardness before she slid them into his trousers, flesh to flesh, and then up again. She knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    He yanked her hand away. 
 
    “What?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    “I’m not sure—” he began. He looked at her now, at the curve of her bare shoulder. When had she bared it? He found himself drawn to it, and before he could stop to ask himself what the hell he really wasn’t sure of, he was tracing his lips over it, her scent flooding his nostrils.  
 
    “That’s more like it,” she murmured, drawing her fingers through his laces and freeing him at last. 
 
    They somehow made it to the floor. On top of her, she allowed him to take off her vest and shirt. There were freckles down from her collarbone. Luc stopped to kiss them, and she took one of his hands and placed it over her breast. He stared at her for a heartbeat. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Do you not…” 
 
    His silence must’ve given it away. She smiled before she closed her fingers around his, showing him how to touch her. He wasn’t sure what to think when he got her to gasp and felt the wetness slide over his fingers. He could feel himself struggling, but he restrained himself until she finally reached down to guide him into her.  
 
    Even when he wasn’t sure, his body gladly took over. She made noises that encouraged him further, drowning out all reason and thought and leaving nothing but the act, the way she moved under him, the softness that enveloped him until it all spilled out… 
 
    He quivered in her arms, his head dropping to her chest. A moment of clarity. What had he done? His eyes drifted to the door, which she had locked. Was she expecting someone to walk in and catch them? She was supposed to be married off soon, to some Lord Draigar or another. She was using him, somehow. 
 
    Slowly, he extracted himself from her.  
 
    “And is this how you know that you trust someone?” he asked. He wasn’t really angry. Just…perplexed. 
 
    “Did you not like it?” she asked, pulling herself up and drawing her clothes to cover her. Gone was the temptress, leaving behind a quaking maiden. The transformation was enough to make his doubts take root. He shook his head. 
 
    “That’s not…it’s not…” Were you supposed to praise women after it was over?  
 
    Roena’s eyes widened. “Don’t tell me you’ve never done this before.” 
 
    He mumbled something under his breath. 
 
    A smile crossed her lips. “Oh, Agartes. I didn’t think…” 
 
    “It’s all right,” he grumbled. “Had to happen sooner or later.” At least it’s not a toothless wench in a back alley, he wanted to stay, and stopped himself in time. It would’ve been rude, and she didn’t think she was the sort of person who would’ve appreciated such a crude joke.  
 
    She laughed. “I’m not apologizing! I just thought…well. You’re a mercenary leader.” 
 
    He wondered whether he should admit he wasn’t. He slowly got up to retrieve whatever clothing he’d discarded during the frenzy. Was this what his father had warned him about? He had always insisted his sons watch themselves around women. And even with that—the whole thing with Ceri, and now this… 
 
    “You’re more interesting than I first thought you were, Lucky,” she continued, oblivious of his discomfort. “Perhaps this wasn’t as big of a mistake as I thought it would be. I was afraid you’d take advantage of me, and here it seems like the opposite happened.” 
 
    “If you were afraid I would, then why…” 
 
    She pressed a finger against his lips. “A test.” She pointed at a bell on the far corner of the room. “I ring that and every guard in the castle will come running.” 
 
    “But instead, you got carried away.” 
 
    “Carried—ah.” She snorted. “You don’t look like it, but you have a way with words, too. Let me guess. You’ve not been with your band for very long, have you?” 
 
    “This is my first job with them.” 
 
    “Yet another first. Seems like the gods favour you.” She cocked her head at him. 
 
    Luc frowned. “I don’t know what game you’re playing.” 
 
    “Why do you think this is a game?” 
 
    “I didn’t think noblewomen did these…things. Especially not with someone like me.” 
 
    “You know less about noblewomen than you think.” She started putting her clothes back on, false modesty forgotten in an instant. Luc turned away, blushing. Even after everything, the sight of her naked was still doing things to him. “Do you honestly think we’re some sort of prized possession, to be kept locked away in our fathers and husbands’ homes?” 
 
    “So you were bored. You would’ve done this with anyone?” 
 
    “And now you’re insulting me.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to insult you, my lady. I’m just trying to…understand.” 
 
    “I needed someone to do something for me. Something very important.” She grew sombre. “Perhaps it helped that the first successful mercenary of the sorry lot that came crawling after my father’s announcement also happened to be young and handsome and well-built.” 
 
    Roena was clearly flattering him. But the way the words rolled off her tongue, the same tongue that only minutes ago was all over him… “What’s the job?” he found himself asking. 
 
    She smiled. “Discretion is very important for this one,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Roena watched the young man’s brow furrow after she had spoken. “I think discretion is a given at this point,” he replied. “This is the part where you tell me that if I refuse or talk to anyone else, you’ll call the guards on me, right? Suddenly, you weren’t so willing?” 
 
    He was smart, this one. Smarter than he looked. She hadn’t expected that. She had taken him to be more of a bumbling, soft-hearted fool who would fall in love with her at first glance and be more than willing to throw himself off the terrace if she asked. His words would’ve been a lot more daunting had he spoken before their coupling, but the memory of him so eager, responding to her like a bull with a cow in heat, gave her assurance. Men were still men.  
 
    She drew closer to him, draping a hand over his knee. He looked away. Did he know how easily she could feel the heat rising from his skin with every little touch and glance? If she wanted to, she could probably have him again right then and there. She was almost tempted to—he was inexperienced, but there were certain…advantages…to such a thing. She was curious to see how he would perform the second time around. 
 
    In any case, it was all still a lot better than she anticipated. A part of her had been relieved to see him at the gates instead of any of the number of those men her father had hired. She was confident in her abilities, but not so much that she was willing to try them out on anyone who looked like he would rape her head-first against the wall. Or the women—she wasn’t sure she could’ve worked with the women at all, never mind if they were even inclined towards her in the first place. She had no experience with that, and women tended to detest her before she could even speak. 
 
    Luc had intrigued her from the moment she saw him in the tavern. Seemingly unassuming, but that was a front. She realized, once he turned up at the castle gates this afternoon, that she could use all of that for her own purposes. Someone who wouldn’t immediately rush headlong without a thought, but still had the backbone to stand up for himself.  
 
    “You’ve got me,” she said in a soft voice. “You can see how important this is for me, then. To bare myself like this.” 
 
    He blushed again. It wasn’t very obvious against his dark skin, but she could see the slight change. She also thought she could hear his heart beating very loudly. She pressed her hand over his cheek. “My father is marrying me off to a brute of a man in four days’ time.” 
 
    She saw him turn to her. “Lord Draigar has a reputation as an honest, upright man. Even I know that, my lady.” 
 
    “Of course that’s what everyone will say. That’s what he wants people to think. We nobles know differently. The women speak of the things he’s done…behind closed doors…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He’s had illicit relationships before.” 
 
    “Just like this one?” 
 
    She sniffed. “Hardly. They say he beats his lovers. That he is jealous and controlling. That he had relations with a serving girl, and near smeared his chambers’ walls with her brain when she didn’t please him quite right. My own father doesn’t know. At least, that’s what I want to believe. I find it hard to accept that he would so willingly hand me off to a man capable of such things.” 
 
    “I thought you chose him for yourself.” 
 
    “Because I had no idea!” she exclaimed, allowing her voice to turn shrill. “I thought just like everyone did. What better man to spend my life with than one who has served my father and these lands as well as Lord Draigar? The man knows his own worth. My father would trust him with his own life. But as a husband? As a lover? Do I sell myself to servitude for the good of everyone?” 
 
    Luc swallowed. “You want to discredit yourself, then.” 
 
    “Believe me, that wouldn’t do a thing. My father wants this marriage. No. I need Lord Draigar’s activities to come to light and make him realize that this is a bad choice.” She pressed her hand against his chest. “There is a child. One Lord Draigar had with that serving girl, the same one he’d beaten half to death. If word of this gets out in court, I can break the betrothal.” She wouldn’t have to entertain another for at least a year, too, according to tradition. If she announced it where everyone could hear it, her father wouldn’t be able to refuse. 
 
    “So tell Duke Iorwin.” 
 
    “He won’t believe anything I say,” she murmured bitterly. “If he realizes this information came through me, he’ll throw it out and laugh at my face. And there’s no one else I can turn to. No one…” She dropped her hand to his arm and turned away slightly, but not so much that she couldn’t see his reaction. Nostrils flared, eyes on the ceiling…she knew enough about men to know that she had him. 
 
    He glanced at her. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Roena smiled. “It’s easy. And once it’s done, you’ll have the reward my father promised, and more, besides.” She let her fingers linger over his jaw. She didn’t think she had to tell him what more meant. When he didn’t respond, she bent closer and began to whisper the instructions against his ear. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luc returned to the tavern feeling light-headed and more than a little confused about what had just transpired. He lingered out on the street, staring at the sign while he felt the single coin purse Roena had given him inside his pocket. What he had done back at the castle still hadn’t quite fully set in. Not that he regretted it, exactly—flashes of memory, of her softness yielding to him, was enough to send the blood pounding where he didn’t want it to—but everything that happened after that made him feel a little like a lamb wandering into a slaughterhouse. Another thing to add to the ever-growing list of things he had done and had yet to come to grips with the past few weeks. He hadn’t looked into a mirror all this time, but a part of him wondered if he would still be able to recognize his own reflection. He had not felt like himself in a very long time. 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. Someone whistled, and he looked up to see Hana wandering towards him from the street. “How’d it go?” she asked. 
 
    “Iorwin won’t be back for a few days,” he replied. His voice sounded hollow. 
 
    She must’ve heard it, too. She peered closely at his face. “You don’t look well.” 
 
    Luc showed her the purse. “I’ll pay for everyone’s lodgings and food. There should be enough for a few days.” He rubbed his head. “We have another job.” 
 
    Hana’s eyes widened. “Oh?” 
 
    “It came from Blackwood’s daughter.” 
 
    She suddenly looked amused. “Why are you turning red?” 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    “Never you mind. What’s the job?” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together and breathed into them before replying. “She wants it kept a secret. Anyway, it’s all on me, I just wanted to tell someone what’s happening.” 
 
    She gave a snort. “Agartes, Luc, you didn’t…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re staring at my boot. Gods know there’s nothing interesting happening down there. What the fuck did you do? You didn’t fuck her, did you?” 
 
    He looked up. The expression on his face must’ve been enough, because she smacked her forehead with a groan. “Oh, gods,” she murmured. “I should’ve gone there with you. Roena Blackwood has a reputation—you’re from around here, you must’ve known…they were just joking about it back there, wondering why you were taking so long. But I didn’t actually think she would, not with you. No offense, Lucky, but she’s a noblewoman.” 
 
    “I know that,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I should’ve warned you at least to be more careful. The last thing you want is to get blackmailed into doing something dangerous because you weren’t thinking straight. This thing she asked you to do—is it dangerous?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Luc replied.  
 
    Hana narrowed her eyes. “Are we going to get our name dragged through the mud if you fuck up?” 
 
    He straightened himself. “I won’t. It’s an easy enough job. Don’t tell the others—just let me worry about it. Go back to your ale—I’ll make arrangements with the innkeeper.” 
 
    There was a brief pause. Hana suddenly broke into a grin and clapped him on the back. “So,” she said. “How was it?” 
 
    “I’m not going to give you details,” he bristled, walking away. 
 
    “A gentleman, I see!” Hana called after him. “Well, it must’ve been good enough to get you to stick your neck out for her. Lucky, indeed!” She returned to the tavern laughing. 
 
    Luc frowned. He didn’t really need her to point out that he had made a big mistake. Only, he wondered how Roena would’ve reacted if he hadn’t stumbled after her bait like a hound at the peak of a hunt. Somehow, he suspected she would’ve rang that very bell she pointed out to him, and then blackmailed him anyway—only with a lot less…vigour.  
 
    He paid the innkeeper, just as he promised, before making his way down the street. One hand was tucked inside his coat, clutching the sealed letter Roena said contained all the information about Lord Draigar and his alleged bastard.  
 
    He hadn’t lied about the simplicity of Roena’s request. The letter, she explained, had been delivered into her hands by a well-meaning party, likely a member of the household where the serving girl resided. She needed this to fall into the hands of Master Landor, who was staying somewhere in the city at that moment. All Luc had to do was ensure the letter was delivered to him anonymously. He shouldn’t know Roena’s involvement in it at all. The suspicion alone would be enough, she explained, for him to launch an investigation and call for a delay on the wedding.  
 
    Master Landor’s inn lay somewhere in the inner district. It was the first time Luc had found the chance to explore Blackwood from beyond the taverns along its outer fringes. He had imagined it to be something like Crossfingers and was taken aback when he caught sight of the tall buildings, some with spires that seemed to reach up to the stars. Multiple stone bridges spanned the wide streams, the banks of which were reinforced with dikes. Although it was dark, he noticed people—children, mostly—gathered along the cobblestone walls while they fished through holes cut in the ice. 
 
    He crossed the first bridge, past two men trading puffs on a pipe while they stared over the railing and contemplated whether to stay in Blackwood or move to Port Bluetree for good, and around the corner where a young girl was selling roasted chestnuts by the bag. He ended up buying a small one from her in exchange for information on Master Landor’s whereabouts—it wasn’t so much as an inn as a brothel, one specifically for higher-class clientele…or so the girl worded it. Luc felt his cheeks burning again. 
 
    He ate the chestnuts while he walked and pretended that none of this was unsettling. One letter—he just had to deliver one letter. And then they could all get paid, and he could go home.  
 
    So why did it feel like he had iron shackles around his feet? 
 
    He rubbed his fingernail over the letter and the wax seal as he tried to think about what his father would say to him—at least, once they got past Jak expressing his displeasure that Luc would let himself fall prey to a woman’s whims. He’d clap Luc on the shoulder, look him in the eye, and say, “Well, why are you thinking it’s all wrong, then? Can’t be simple enough if you’re having doubts. Must be because your gut don’t feel right.” 
 
    But he made it all the way to the brothel. There was a woman outside with a pipe, flicking ashes on the snow as he walked past. “Is this the Royal Palace?” he asked.  
 
    The woman blinked at him. “Say’s right on the sign.” 
 
    He scratched his cheek. “I’m here to—” 
 
    “You don’t look like you can afford it,” she huffed. “Unless you’re wanting to burn a week’s worth of pay on one night.” 
 
    “I’m looking for someone,” Luc said. “Master Landor.” 
 
    The woman wrinkled her nose. “You and every one in the city, seems like.” She nodded towards a man standing across the street with his arms crossed. “Well, I’ll tell you what I told him. He’s busy and doesn’t like getting interrupted. Wait a little, maybe wait a while. He’s an old man. Falls asleep sometimes.” She bit the end of her pipe and walked back into the building. 
 
    Luc turned to the other man, who had looked up in interest when he mentioned Landor’s name but had done nothing else since. He didn’t even greet him when Luc decided to join him by the wall. Luc could guess why—he was dressed in expensive armour, the kind only nobles and their high-ranking men could afford. He held his helmet in the crook of his arm, and had a sword that looked like it could crack Luc’s in two blows. If he didn’t want to talk to Luc, then so be it. He tucked his hands under his cloak, preparing himself for what looked like a long wait in the cold. 
 
    The man cleared his throat. “Did you come from the castle?” he asked. 
 
    Something about the way he said it gave Luc pause. “No,” he managed. 
 
    The man’s brows furrowed. “What do you need him for?” 
 
    “A message,” Luc said. 
 
    “I’ll give it to him. No need for the both of us to freeze out here.” 
 
    The kindness in the man’s tone took him by surprise. He pulled the letter out of his cloak and handed it to him. “Why don’t you go inside?” Luc asked. “I’m sure they wouldn’t begrudge you a spot by the fire.” 
 
    “No, no, I wouldn’t,” the man murmured. “Its reputation is well-known throughout the land. A place where even the most exotic debauchery is encouraged. I’m not that sort of man.” 
 
    “You’re just going to ask to sit by the fire, not sample their wares,” Luc said with a grin. 
 
    The man didn’t look amused. “I’m to be married in a few days. A whirlwind of events, but…my wife-to-be chose me, despite all the men she could’ve. A lowly lord, chosen by Roena Blackwood.” He shook his head, as if he still couldn’t quite believe the words.  
 
    Luc felt his insides crumble. Roena’s betrothed. Lord Draigar. And the man was standing next to him, when not even hours before, Luc was on the floor with what was rightfully his woman with her breast in his mouth. 
 
    His senses darkened. If there was a hell, he was almost sure his name had just been slipped through the crack under the door.  
 
    “I will not give her cause to doubt me, especially not for just a bit of warmth,” Draigar continued, oblivious of Luc’s struggles. “I’ve been a loyal servant to her father all these years, and not once did I ever dream that she would say such words. Or that he would agree. There was a prophecy, you know? Made by the high priest himself, that Lady Roena would find herself bound to an honourable man.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” Luc managed to croak out.  
 
    Draigar snorted. “I try to do what’s right. Some people call that honour. I just think of it as my duty. But you can see why I wouldn’t dare tarnish my name. Duke Iorwin was always my liege lord, and now that Lady Roena is to be my wife…” 
 
    He fell silent as one of the women from the brothel emerged, a steaming cup in her hands. “Since you won’t come in, you ridiculous man,” she said with a laugh, “here, have this. Are you really saving yourself for your lady wife?” 
 
    “It’s been a whirlwind last few days,” Draigar said softly. “It’s the best I can do for her.” 
 
    “Would that half of us were so lucky,” she breathed. “Well, Lady Roena is a fine young lady, and she couldn’t have picked someone better, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “I sincerely disagree,” Draigar replied. “There are better, more qualified men.” He drew his brows together, as if even saying these words was painful—a betrayal of his lord’s trust. “But she made her decision, and I’ll try my best to live up to it.” 
 
    She gave him a sweet smile before returning indoors. Draigar handed the cup to Luc. “Here,” he said. “You look like you need it more than I do.” 
 
    Luc stared at the tea, at the steam rising from the surface and the chipped edge of the red cup. “Lord Draigar,” he found himself saying. “Can you spare me another moment?” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    All he had to do was send word to Lady Roena that the deed was done—he never needed to see her again. Lord Draigar likely wouldn’t open the letter himself, and if he did, was that his problem?  
 
    Instead, Luc found himself pointing at the letter. “Lady Roena…wanted that sent to Master Landor,” he murmured. “She’s convinced you’ve sired a bastard.” 
 
    Draigar’s eyes widened. 
 
    “She asked me not to tell anyone else, but…” He took a deep breath. “Seeing as to how it’s your name and life on the line here, I think you ought to get the chance to defend yourself.” 
 
    “I sired a bastard?” Draigar asked. He looked at the letter, as if loath to open it. “I don’t remember. All my affairs ended years ago, and no one has come up to me before.” He turned back to Luc. “Who did she say sent this?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Luc replied. “Household of a serving girl you had relations with, she said.” 
 
    Draigar’s eyes narrowed. “She was this forthright with you?” 
 
    Luc felt his chest tighten.  
 
    But before he could scrutinize him further, Draigar’s attention drifted back to the letter. “Agartes forgive me for this,” he breathed before flicking his thumbnail across the seal. He flicked the letter open, holding it up beneath the lantern on the wall. His eyes skipped over the words. Eventually, he folded the letter and placed his hands over his face. “I thought it had been too good to be true,” he murmured. “I thought she felt trapped, and made the decision to choose me so she wouldn’t be forced to marry some other man. That I was the safe choice, I could protect her, and…” He trailed off. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Luc said. 
 
    Draigar laughed. “My lady wants to ruin me before our wedding. This household she speaks of…I only told her about it recently. There had been a serving lady I fell in love with…I wanted to be honest with her before our union, that no secrets should ever come between us. But I didn’t tell her that my lover died years ago. How did she say this fell in her hands? Between the time I told her and now, there is no way a messenger could’ve ridden that fast just in time to deliver this to her.” 
 
    He wasn’t really talking to Luc. He half-mumbled the words to himself, as if he still couldn’t quite believe that she would dare do this to him. After he had grown quiet, he straightened himself and opened his eyes, as if just awakening from a dream. “Thank you for this,” he said. He almost sounded like he meant it. 
 
    Luc returned to the tavern feeling even worse than when he had left. To betray Roena’s trust because he felt like the man didn’t deserve what she had planned for him...it wasn’t something mercenaries did normally, was it? But he wasn’t a mercenary. He was working with them for a reason and he was done with it now. Draigar had promised he would take care of their payment that same night. It was Iorwin they had worked for, anyway, not Roena, no matter what had happened up there. 
 
    He entered the tavern and was greeted to the sight of a few of his companions gathered around a table with a deck of cards. 
 
    “Hey Lucky,” Treda said. “Come join us, if you’re not too busy.” 
 
    “He’s been rubbing elbows with the blue-bloods,” Demon snorted. “Bet you he won’t.” 
 
    Luc frowned and took a chair. He slumped down on it. 
 
    Demon scowled. “Don’t have to if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I think he just misses you,” Caiso laughed as he dealt the cards out. “What’s the news from the castle?” 
 
    “We’re getting paid tonight,” Luc said. “Master Landor will come by with the money.” 
 
    “I was under the impression this was just supposed to be the beginning. That successful completion of this job paves the way for others.” He craned his head towards the next table, where Tasha was drinking with Hana. “Ladies—” he began. 
 
    “Shut your gob,” Tasha snorted. 
 
    Hana smirked. “You really shouldn’t call her that. I don’t mind myself, but…” 
 
    “I’ve just learned my lesson,” Caiso replied with a smile. “My question remains, however.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tasha said against her mug. She took a drink, a troubled look on her face. “Why are you asking me, anyway?” she added, glancing at Caiso now for the first time. “It’s not like I give a fuck.” 
 
    “But I thought this whole thing was your idea.” 
 
    Tasha’s eyes hardened, but she refused to speak further. 
 
    “Ah,” Caiso said, catching on. “Secrecy among secrecies. So we are to work for Iorwin, and nothing more, even as we’re secretly working for someone else.” He pretended to close his mouth for a moment, exaggerating the motion. “And I know Jona, whatever bowels of the city he’s fucking himself into at the moment, wouldn’t care one way or another as long as the coin keeps flowing.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” Demon asked.  
 
    Caiso flipped a card before grinning at him. “There a reason you’re asking?” 
 
    “Not particularly. Just doesn’t look like you need the money.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    Demon scoffed before pointing at him. “Look at you. You’re not like us. You talk too…too…” He shook his head and took a swig. 
 
    “I think he’s saying that you are a little too refined,” Treda finished for him. “You must have grown up around nobles, at least.” 
 
    “Ah,” Caiso said. “While that may be true, it doesn’t mean I don’t need the money. Money works the same way, regardless of where you come from.”  
 
    “Still,” Demon snorted, “you don’t have to be here. If you’ve got better prospects…” 
 
    “Which is always debatable,” Caiso pointed out. 
 
    Demon stared at him in confusion.  
 
    Caiso sighed as he dealt another set of cards. “If you mean to say that I could’ve traded in wares or offered my services to a scribe or something of that sort…while such lives were entirely open to me, I wanted freedom. The upper echelons of Hafed society can be so rigid. Or so it seemed to me at the time. I must admit I haven’t thought as much about it as I should’ve. I ran away as a young man and my life has looked like this ever since.” He glanced at Luc. 
 
    “I’m going to go home after this,” Luc replied. 
 
    Caiso smirked. “I wasn’t asking about you.” 
 
    “And why, Lucky?” Treda asked. 
 
    Luc sighed. “I never intended to come this far.” 
 
    “But you’re doing so well,” Treda said, turning away from his roast pheasant to give Luc an appraising gaze. “You’ve kept yourself alive so far and that’s always half the battle. Actually finishing jobs is the other half and you hardly broke a sweat doing that. I don’t think you’ll find anything that pays as well as this one does—for what little we do, anyway. Talk to him, Hana.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you want me to tell him,” Hana said with a smirk, from way across the other table. “For all he knows, he has to do all the killing from this point on. Can’t blame him when he’s around a bunch of lazy assholes like the rest of you.” 
 
    Treda patted Luc’s shoulder. “We didn’t even know he was such a killer. You know Jona’s scared of you?” 
 
    “Now, I wouldn’t go that far,” Caiso offered. 
 
    Treda sniffed. “He is. He saw that thing, too. And you hacked its head clean off with your sword, like…” He whistled. “Hana was telling the bard all about it. They were about to make a song or something. You should’ve seen Jona seething in the corner.” 
 
    “Seething isn’t the same as being afraid,” Luc said. “Anyway, my family would be looking for me now. My father…the farm…” 
 
    “That rotting old place?” Hana asked. “Wouldn’t you rather come back with enough coin to get it all fixed up?” 
 
    “Plenty enough men who’ve said the same thing back in the Boarshind,” Demon grumbled. “Half of them’s dead, now. Other half can’t see themselves going back to mucking horse shit or whatever it is people do with their lives. Treda’s right, at least. Once a mercenary, always a mercenary.” 
 
    Caiso lifted his cup. “The open road, ever-changing scenery, fresh air—” 
 
    “Stale, stinking city air, more like it,” Demon snorted. “I could’ve gone back home after the Boarshind. Far away enough from Cairntown for them not to bother me. Instead I followed Oswyn. Don’t know what else I can be except a hired sword.” 
 
    His words threatened to explode inside Luc’s head. He rose from his seat again, mumbling something about needing to sleep. Laughing, they joked that what he really needed was hot soup and more practice, and he wondered if Hana did talk about his activities after all. 
 
    “Your room’s at the far end,” Tasha called out as he stumbled up the steps. 
 
    The furthest room was small, with a single bed in it. Luc blinked in confusion—he had paid specifically for the larger rooms to share amongst themselves, because there just wasn’t enough coin otherwise. As he closed the door, he noticed a sword on the mattress—a steel blade with clean lines and a new leather sheath. The bits of metal around the handle still sparkled. He didn’t know much about blades, but it was clear even to him that no expense was spared on this one.  
 
    He automatically unstrapped the worn, rusty sword around his belt and picked up the new one. A gift? It wouldn’t have been placed there by mistake. He wondered whether he should ask Tasha, and then realized she would probably deny any involvement in it. Did it matter where it came from? He had killed a monster and been gifted a sword for it. And slept with and betrayed a woman, all within the same week.  
 
    He pushed that last thought away and went to sleep. 
 
    Sometime in the middle of the night, he woke up with a hand on his mouth and a dagger on his neck. 
 
    Luc reached out for his sword. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Roena murmured against his ear. Head swimming, he realized that one of his hands was tied to the bedpost and that his sword was on the floor at the other end of the room. She smiled before slowly drawing away from him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” were the first words out of his lips. 
 
    The smile on Roena’s face faded. “I trusted you,” she said in a low voice. “I told you I had no one else to turn to and trusted you. Do you know how many men would’ve killed for such an honour? But instead, you turned around and told Draigar everything. You didn’t even know the man!” 
 
    “Not everything,” he whispered. 
 
    She gazed at him, as if trying to read him. 
 
    “He’s a good man,” Luc continued. “Maybe if you gave him a chance—” 
 
    She struck his cheek.  
 
    “You,” she hissed, “and every well-meaning soul in the city, all saying the exact same thing.” 
 
    “You would’ve ruined his name,” Luc said, undeterred. “Everything that was on that letter was a lie.” 
 
    “Why do you care?” she asked. “You’re a mercenary. You’re supposed to finish a job first and ask questions later.” 
 
    “I’m really not. I just came here to guide them.” 
 
    “Guide them?” She looked almost amused. “You’re in a private suite while your men are drawing cards on who gets to sleep on the floor. You’re hardly the guide. Don’t tell me you didn’t realize they voted you as their new leader. Even you can’t be that naïve.” 
 
    When Luc didn’t answer immediately, she sighed. “Or maybe you are. Why haven’t they eaten you up yet? Don’t answer that. I really don’t want to know.” She reached out with the dagger. He cringed, but she only slid the blade into his bonds to untie him. As he rubbed his raw wrist, he saw her reach down from the window and pull up a leather bag, which she deposited at the foot of his bed before sitting on the mattress. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    She smiled at him. “Getting comfortable.” She dropped her head to the pillow. 
 
    He stared at her in shock. “Why?” he managed to ask. 
 
    “Because I’m told we’re heading to Crossfingers first thing tomorrow morning and I want to get some rest—” 
 
    “Lady Roena…” 
 
    “—which isn’t going to happen if you keep talking. What, Luc?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? I’m going with you.” Without another word, she reached out to tear the blanket from his hand and wrap it around herself. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It felt like the sort of nightmare that began like a sweet dream, one that never really seemed to decide what it wanted to be in the end. Luc watched Roena sleeping beside him with a curious mixture of irritation and exhaustion and desire. They weren’t feelings he was equipped to deal with. He couldn’t go back to sleep, not after he had woken up with her waving a dagger at him; after a while, he decided to crawl out of bed and head downstairs for a drink. 
 
    The door to the tavern was closed. He realized his mistake when he heard a rooster crowing in the distance. Taking a lungful of cold, early morning air, he made his way to the main hall, where the innkeeper had set up a fire. Tasha was sitting close by, sharpening a blade. 
 
    “How was your night?” she asked with a straight face. 
 
    “You sent her to my room, didn’t you?”  
 
    “She insisted.” 
 
    “Gods, Tasha, she almost murdered me.” 
 
    “Not that I give a shit what you do with your personal life, but she didn’t.” 
 
    “She…” He gave a low groan and slumped into the seat beside her. “What did she tell you, exactly?” 
 
    Tasha placed the sword on her lap. “She said that you and her have struck an understanding. She insists on joining us. She’s a good sword arm, she says, and judging from what I’ve heard about her, it’s probably not far from the truth. We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “That’s it? You’ll let her join us just like that?” 
 
    She blew on the edge of the blade. “No, you let her join just like that. How the hell was I supposed to react when she barges in and demands to see you? It’s not like I have a say one way or another.” 
 
    “Since we’re on the subject—when did I become leader, anyway? I told you people I intend to leave once I got paid. Master Landor must’ve come by with the coin.” 
 
    “She brought the payment, actually,” Tasha said. She slid her sword back into its sheath before giving him a critical look. “I also met with our client yesterday while you were busy up there in the castle. He’s pleased with our work so far. He wanted you to manage this operation.” 
 
    Luc swallowed, trying to ignore how she said busy. “Why me?” 
 
    “Because if you had died back in Toskthar like we thought you did, we’d still be there arguing amongst ourselves about rations and shitting arrangements. Oswyn would’ve known how to whip the fucking bastards to shape. But since he’s not here…” Her face tightened. “I just want this all over with. I don’t want to get into whatever pissing match Jona wants to get into for control, but fuck if I’m letting him take over the reins when I’m the one dealing with our client. His men, on the other hand, have been careful around you ever since that the stunt you pulled back at the village. None of them blinked when I said you were leading this group from now on. Caiso seemed almost pleased.” She dug into her pocket and pulled out a small bag of coin, which she tossed towards him. He managed to catch it. “Your share, plus a bonus.” 
 
    He didn’t even have to open the purse to know it was more money than he had ever held at one time. “The sword came from him too, I suppose.”  
 
    “Do you still want to leave?” 
 
    Luc had been so sure he wouldn’t change his mind. But now, looking at the purse in his hand and the brand new sword at his belt, he felt the words die on his lips. Don’t know what else I can be except a hired sword, Demon had said the night before. The truth suddenly felt impossible to deny.  
 
    “Crossfingers,” Luc found himself saying. “What does he need us to do there?” 
 
    “We’re to meet with a contact of his. I don’t know much myself. He just told me when and where to meet this person and then proceed from there.” 
 
    “All this secrecy…” 
 
    Tasha pressed her lips together. “It’s expected. Get used to it. We don’t need to know the reasons behind what we’re asked to do. They point, you charge. It’s simple. Don’t overthink it.” 
 
    They were words he might’ve resisted not that long ago, but Luc fell into the now-familiar pattern of getting everything ready for the march west as if it was the easiest thing in the world. Though there wasn’t enough money for horses, bundled up and sweating under the weight of their packs made up for the frigid temperature. Snow had now fallen as far as the eye could see—a thick, white blanket covered the fields and sparse groves, sparkling under the sun with such brilliance that most of them had to cover their eyes while they walked.  
 
    Not that the journey itself was the least of Luc’s worries. Roena’s presence made it impossible for him to think as clearly as he would’ve liked. It came as a surprise that the men took to her with only the faintest grumbles. He had expected more of an outcry. Even Jona seemed strangely composed, though Luc caught him leering at her backside more than once.  
 
    But no one bothered her. They knew who she was, and he suspected that her appearance at the tavern—and her decision to stride straight into his room to spend the night there—had cemented most of the mercenaries’ opinion of him. What that was, exactly, he wasn’t sure, but he wasn’t about to argue with something that made life easier. 
 
    It became clear within the first hour, however, that his troubles had merely taken a different form. 
 
    “Do you just let them walk like that?” Roena asked. 
 
    Luc gave her a wide-eyed stare. 
 
    She frowned. “Shouldn’t there be some form, some order, to this march?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you think we are,” Luc replied, “but we’re not soldiers.” 
 
    “The other mercenaries didn’t seem to have that same problem. Why do they still call you Lucky?” 
 
    “What are they supposed to call me?” 
 
    “Captain, boss, sir…” 
 
    Luc scratched his cheek. “Lucky suits me just fine.” 
 
    “They’ll never take us seriously like this.” 
 
    “Who’s them?” 
 
    “Clients.” 
 
    “We already have a job.” 
 
    “And you want more, don’t you? Isn’t the whole point of this life to secure services one after the other? Not run around like vagabonds in the hopes of stumbling upon some desperate soul willing to part with his money to hire such a sorry-looking lot.” 
 
    Luc took a deep breath. “My lady, I’m not sure I understand what you’re doing here. I know you don’t want to talk about what happened back home, but…won’t your father come looking for you soon enough?” 
 
    She frowned. “He won’t.” 
 
    “Most fathers would. Especially one as powerful as yours.” 
 
    “He’s used to this. Not the first time I’ve run away from him, and this time, it’s no thanks to you.” 
 
    He mumbled an apology under his breath. 
 
    Roena rolled her eyes. “He’ll expect me to tire and come slinking home with my tail under my legs. I won’t. Not this time.” There was a look of resolve on her face. Luc didn’t find it in his heart to argue. It was the same for everyone, wasn’t it? They were all running away from something. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Of course, the closer they got to Crossfingers, the less it felt like running away. The road was familiar, beckoning to Luc and filling him with a longing that even Roena Blackwood’s seduction couldn’t match. The mountains on the horizon were the same mountains he could see from his bedroom window, the same ones he had gazed at on long, lonely nights in the pasture. “Come home,” they seemed to tell him. “Come back home.” It took a lot of resolve for him to follow the mercenaries on the fork on the road, taking the one that led straight to Crossfingers instead of the village.  
 
    Not that it was any better in town. As the first glances were thrown their way, Luc pulled his cloak—a new one, not the same, tattered thing he had left the farm with—higher up his chin. He caught Roena looking at him oddly. “The others say you come from around here,” she said. 
 
    “Interested in my life all of a sudden?” 
 
    She brushed up against his arm. “Don’t you want me to be?” 
 
    He bristled, mostly because she now drew away to catch up to Tasha. She knew her effect on him and it was infuriating how much she enjoyed drawing it out of him. Luc didn’t know Duke Iorwin, but he figured he was probably right that this was all just a game to her. All well and good if that was how she wanted to spend her time—he just wished she wouldn’t treat him like one of the players. She continued to insist on sleeping beside him, for one thing. Not because she wanted a repeat of their first meeting together, but because he figured it kept her safe from the other men. And he would’ve accepted that—uncomfortable as it made him feel—if she had bothered to discuss it with him. 
 
    But she didn’t. She assumed he could follow her train of thought and dropped her bedroll beside him inside his tent every night. Any and all modesty seemed to have been lost since they had found themselves in a tangle on the floor of her father’s office. She made herself comfortable against the heat of his body, one hand on his thigh sometimes, her back towards him on other times. No more than that. It made him want to scream. 
 
    “Client will be meeting at Old Bokta’s,” Tasha said, breaking his thoughts.  
 
    “Really?” Luc asked. “How apt. I guess the rest of you can go off by yourselves.” 
 
    “Bokta’s,” Treda growled. “Never thought we’d find ourselves back here so soon. Is this safe, Tasha?” 
 
    “I was under the impression that whole situation, including your escape, has been swept under the rug,” Luc replied. “Still, it’s probably best if you all keep out of trouble.” 
 
    They didn’t need a second bidding, and scattered like a flock of birds. Roena remained. “Who is this client?” she asked. “You really need to keep yourself on top of things, Luc. If she’s handling all of your business for you, how are you going to run this group without her?” 
 
    Tasha stared in disbelief. Luc did the same thing—he had expected her to bite Roena Blackwood’s head off. Grumble under her breath, at least. She didn’t. Wordlessly, she turned to lead them down the street, though she did scream at a stray dog along the way. Luc had to wonder if she was stopping herself from confronting Roena on purpose. 
 
    Old Bokta met them at the tavern and took them around the back. He didn’t seem to recognize Luc, though that wasn’t too strange—it wasn’t as if they’d ever spoken before. They followed him up a set of stairs and towards a rooftop terrace that overlooked Crossfingers’ town square. Luc didn’t even know Bokta had one of these—it was nestled between two other buildings. Smoke from their chimneys melted the snow around the rooftops, which left long icecicles hanging from the eaves.  
 
    There was a single table on the terrace. A woman was sitting there, cross-legged.  
 
    Roena’s eyes widened. “Lady Isobel Dahrias.” 
 
    The woman gave a cold smile. “Lady Roena Blackwood,” the woman replied. She didn’t look as surprised as Roena. “What have you done this time?” 
 
    “I can’t see how that’s any of your business,” Roena hissed. 
 
    “It should be, given that you were supposed to marry my step-brother a few days from now,” Lady Isobel said. She folded her hands over the table with a grin. 
 
    “Did my father send you?” 
 
    “Like I’d be caught dead working for Blackwood.” Isobel wrinkled her nose with distaste.  
 
    Roena frowned. “Then why—” 
 
    “Hard as this may be for you to understand, but your little family dramas don’t concern me,” Isobel said. “If I had the time, I’d even applaud you for walking out on Draigar like you did. I’d have loved to see the look on his face when you made it clear you’d rather freeze half to death stomping around the snow with low-lifes than get married to him, but I’m almost sure it didn’t happen the way I’m imagining it and I really don’t care.” Her eyes flicked towards Tasha before settling on Luc.  
 
    “So,” she continued. “Are you here for the job or are you just her nursemaids?” 
 
    “We’re here for the job,” Roena answered for him. 
 
    Isobel looked amused. “Are you, now?” 
 
    “I don’t see what’s so funny.” 
 
    “I seem to recall you went through a phase where you decided you were going to join an acting troupe. Or was it a group of travelling bards? With such an atrocious voice like yours, no wonder they threw you—” 
 
    Luc reached out to grab Roena’s wrist before she could draw her sword. 
 
    “The job,” he said. 
 
    Isobel smiled. “Looks like she got herself a new bodyguard. Or are you something else? Not that I blame you. With a face and body like that…she could run the damn nation if she cared for anything but herself.” She tapped a leather-bound scroll in front of her.  
 
    Tasha shuffled close to pick it up.  
 
    “That’s a map,” Isobel said before Tasha could open her mouth. “I wasn’t sure if you’d all remember everything I tell you, so I also have everything all scribbled on a note for your convenience.”  
 
    “What the fuck is this?” Tasha growled as she flicked the latches open. She glanced at the note before she pulled the map out. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Do I look like I’m joking?” Isobel asked. 
 
    Luc took the edge of the map from Tasha’s hand. He felt his heart begin to pound as he read the name on the edge of it. Windroost. The forgotten city to the north, the one they weren’t even supposed to speak of. “This place is forbidden,” Luc gasped. “There’s spells and traps and…creatures…” 
 
    “All of which I’ve been assured you know how to handle.” 
 
    “We dealt with one. This is different. There’s a reason no one goes up there anymore, for Agartes’ sake!” 
 
    Isobel craned her head to one side. “What’s the matter? I’ve been told you would be compliant.” 
 
    Luc turned to Tasha, who gave a deep breath. “We’ll do it.” 
 
    “Tasha, you—” Luc began. 
 
    Tasha ignored him. “You said here you want us to go inside this city to retrieve these…” She frowned. 
 
    “Journals,” Isobel finished for her. “And various other texts. They’ll be in the library marked on the map there. That is—we’re pretty sure they’re there. You do know what a library is, don’t you? Big room, full of books…” 
 
    “I know what a fucking library is,” Tasha growled. 
 
    “That’s it?” Luc asked.  
 
    Isobel turned to him with a smile. “That’s it. Actually retrieving said items may not be as simple as it sounds. Another party has already made their way up to the city and may be rummaging through that library as we speak. Now, don’t look so cross. It’s a good thing—we wanted them to get there first. Saves you the trouble of having to look for the texts yourself. So make your way in there, grab these without getting yourselves killed…” 
 
    Luc took a deep breath. “This other party is dangerous.” 
 
    “That goes without saying. That is why we wanted you. My men were ill-equipped for this sort of thing. You, on the other hand, are such strong, capable fighters…I’m sure you’ll have no problems. Oh and—time is of the essence here, as I’m sure you’ve realized by now. We don’t want the other group leaving with the prize before you get there.” 
 
    “We’ll need money for supplies and horses,” Tasha said. “You can’t expect us to walk all the way.” 
 
    Isobel clicked her tongue. 
 
    A man emerged from the corner. Luc had been so intent on Lady Dahrias that he hadn’t noticed him. He handed out a coin purse to Luc with a bow.  
 
    “Lady Roena afen Iorwin,” Isobel said, before they could leave. 
 
    “What?” Roena bristled. 
 
    “Or Lady Blackwood, if you prefer…which I think you do,” Isobel tittered. “If you do get yourself killed out there, rest assured that there will be a grand funeral feast. I’ll insist on it myself. We are family now, of sorts. Do you want dancers or jugglers?” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Roena said evenly. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The nerve of that bitch, Roena thought as they left the building. She must’ve been sent by her father somehow. She denied it, but it was too much of a coincidence otherwise. Lady Isobel’s mother had married Draigar’s father years ago, when Roena was still a child, and since then she had seemingly been a permanent fixture in court. She had been there, too, when the high priest had effectively ruined Roena’s life—stood there with a stupid grin on her face, as if she somehow had guessed exactly what it would mean in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    Was that what she looked like to everyone else? A joke? If Luc hadn’t stopped her, she might have really struck Isobel down and showed her how serious she was. She’d regret it, of course, but there’d at least be one satisfying moment where she could watch Isobel’s blood drip from her body and onto the street below. It grated at her that her attempts at trying to find her own way in life proved to be nothing more than entertainment to the rest of them. That the only way she could make them leave her alone, the only way she could do anything of worth in their eyes, was if she did exactly what they wanted her to do. 
 
    She would rather die first. 
 
    She noticed that she was alone on the street with Luc. The mercenary, the one they called Tasha, had left them on their own. “You’re upset,” Luc said. 
 
    She turned away. “Do I look pleased?”  
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    Luc confused her. After he had betrayed her plans to Draigar, she had gone up to that inn with every intention to kill him. She had planned it in detail the whole walk through—she would lie to the mercenaries to get them to let her see him, and then she imagined tying him up first and then gutting him, maybe letting him beg her for his own death before she finished him off. Ridiculous fancies. He had barely stirred while she bound him up to the bedpost, and the way he continued to sleep peacefully, his long eyelashes only flickering now and again, almost reminded her of her little brother.  
 
    And then he woke up and apologized to her, and the last of her resolve faded away. She really couldn’t have gone through with it, anyway. Leaving with the mercenaries didn’t seem like such a bad idea after all. Ylir’s taunts, his warnings about the violence she would encounter around these people, seemed to fade away whenever she saw Luc. He had been gentle with her. She had never really known that kind of touch before. 
 
    He was giving her that same, soft gaze he had given her that afternoon when she all but forced herself on him. Roena felt herself resisting against the intrusion. The last thing she wanted was for anyone, let alone a man, to feel sorry for her. “There’s nothing to talk about,” she huffed. “She’s been a thorn in everybody’s side for the longest time. She’s made it a habit to anger nearly everyone in court. Her own step-brother hasn’t spoken to her in years.” 
 
    “That’s Lord Draigar,” Luc said. 
 
    She hated that he paid attention. “Yes. One less reason I want to marry him. I don’t want to call that family. After her mother died, she argued with Draigar and his father and returned to her father’s lands in a huff. Well. They’re not really her father’s lands—they’ve with the Beeching family for hundreds of years. But her father squatted in it for many years before his death, opening up inquest after inquest until the king grew tired of it and left him alone. She’s gone and followed his footsteps—she’s been dragging the Beechings to the king’s court these last few years. I don’t know the details, but you can see the kind of person we’re dealing with here.” 
 
    “So she’s not really a lady.” 
 
    “She is because of her mother’s marriage,” Roena said. “Hafed laws value marriage just as much as lineage. But with Draigar as the heir, she inherits nothing. And it’s not like her stepfather is all that fond of her—who would be? I don’t even know where she found the money to have men at her disposal. Those lands she’s sitting on don’t have income. It’s a hunk of dead rock near the shore—unless she’s taken to selling seashell necklaces, I don’t know what she’s doing hiring mercenaries for. She’s a pauper, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “She’s our client now,” Luc murmured. “Your client. Unless she’s right? That you intend to ride back to your father when you tire of this?” He gazed at out at the road. “Maybe you should do that now before we go up there. This could get dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of a little danger,” she snorted.  
 
    “I’m sure you’re not. Still…” 
 
    “Luc!” someone called from the other end of the street. 
 
    Roena turned towards the shrill voice. A young woman was walking up to them in long strides. She had the sort of dirty, pale yellow hair that tried to billow in the wind but was too greasy to do anything more than bunch up along her neck. She stopped a few paces away from Luc, as if afraid to take another step. “What happened?” she asked. “Where have you been all this time?” 
 
    Luc rubbed his head. “Ceri,” he said. He looked embarassed. 
 
    The woman’s eyes were hard. “They said you ran off with some mercenaries. We couldn’t believe it. Your father didn’t believe it. We thought the worst—Feastday came and went with no word from you, and then weeks…we thought you were dead. And then suddenly Bokta comes running into the village saying you were with them, all armed with a sword and everything. I had to see for myself.” She turned to Roena, as if just realizing she was there. 
 
    By reflex, Roena reached out to grab Luc’s arm. He remained motionless. 
 
    “Who is this?” Ceri asked. There was a note of alarm in her voice. 
 
    “I should ask you the same thing,” Roena said cheerfully. “One of your village girls, Luc?” 
 
    “Please, my lady…” Luc began. 
 
    Ceri’s cheeks were red. “My lady?” 
 
    “That’s how we get on, you see,” Roena continued. “But you were saying something else.” 
 
    “You didn’t even drop by the village,” Ceri continued, forcing her eyes away from Roena, as if ignoring her seemed like the hardest thing she’d ever had to do in her life. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “We’re about to head north on the road—” 
 
    “I mean with your life?” Her tone rose. “You think leaving would’ve solved your disagreement with Alun?” 
 
    “I didn’t cause that, if you recall,” Luc said.  
 
    “So you’re blaming me?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” he breathed. He lowered his eyes to the ground. He had yet to pull away from her. Roena almost felt sorry for him. She was almost sure the argument would’ve continued if not for the sight of a second figure—an old woman, stooped and leaning on a cane.  
 
    Now he did pull away, and Roena got the impression that he was ashamed of being seen with her there. She watched him stumble towards the old woman and take her hand, which he pressed against his forehead as he dropped to a low bow in front of her. The old woman reached out to force him up the snow and pulled him into her arms. 
 
    The amusement left Roena. She found herself looking away, suddenly uncomfortable all over again. “Oh, Luc, my boy, my boy,” the old woman was saying. Her voice was a mix of accents—she caught a touch of Baidhan in it, but also something that didn’t quite belong there. “Why did you do that? Didn’t you think we would understand?” 
 
    “There was a lot of things on my mind, Grandmother,” Luc replied. “I’m sorry if I made you worry.” 
 
    “That you did, and we won’t let you forget it easily. But it’s done now. It’s over. Come home with us. There will be other things for you—other opportunities. Forget what they told you in Skellcilan. They don’t know. You’ve got better things in store for you. And for Alun…oh, you can patch things up with Alun, my boy. He misses you. He pines for you every day. Tell him, Ceri.” 
 
    “Grandma,” Ceri said, her voice growing cold. “I don’t think he wants to come home.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” the old woman scoffed. “Why wouldn’t he? His family is waiting for him. My boy…” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, broken only by the soft rustling of the wind. Roena looked up to see Luc staring at his feet, even as the old woman held both of his hands in hers. “I’m sorry,” Luc repeated. “But there’s things I have to do first.” 
 
    Ceri jerked a finger towards Roena without even looking at her. “Does she have anything to do with it?” 
 
    “She’s one of us,” Luc replied, seemingly oblivious to the venom in the other woman’s tone. Roena had seen jealousy before, but not as controlled as this one—she would’ve applauded her if she had been inclined to that sort of thing. “We’ve got a job. We’ve already made an agreement with the client and everything. I can’t back out now.” 
 
    Roena could tell from the expression on the women’s faces that these were strange words to them. “Can’t they do this without you?” his grandmother finally asked. 
 
    “They need me, Loma,” Luc murmured, using a word Roena wasn’t familiar with.  
 
    “You’re needed at home, too.” 
 
    “It’s not the same thing, Loma. Please understand.” 
 
    “You’re abandoning your family, Luc,” Ceri hissed. “How long are you going to be running around with them for? Come spring, I have to leave for Tilarthan and Alun begins his studies.” 
 
    “Agartes, Ceri, you know that I know these things.” Luc’s face darkened and he looked like he wanted to say something else. Instead, he held back, took his grandmother’s hands again, and pressed them up to his lips. Afterwards, he pulled out a purse and placed it on her palm, wrapping her fingers around it. “Forgive me, Loma. I will send word when I can.”  
 
    Roena couldn’t resist, and took the opportunity to hook her arm through his. She saw Ceri glare at her before taking his grandmother away. Smiling, Roena took a turn around the alley. Numbly, Luc followed her. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Luc wasn’t sure how he would’ve reacted if Ceri hadn’t brought Grandmother with her. He didn’t realize how angry he had been with her until she had accused him of abandoning his family. Hadn’t she asked him to do the exact same thing when she suggested they run away to Tilarthan together?  
 
    Yesterday’s problems, he realized. Yesterday’s problems that he had no desire to unearth. Mind still reeling, he noticed that Roena was still clutching onto his arm. Something seemed to click inside of him. He turned to her and placed his freezing hand over her warm cheek. When she didn’t move away, he bent down to kiss her. 
 
    He didn’t know why he did it. Hunger, for one thing—a desire to taste her again despite everything that had happened, everything that she’d done. And it confirmed what he was starting to suspect—that she was part of the reason why he was finding it difficult to walk away from this new life. A steady source of coin, respect, and a warm, willing woman…these were things he could’ve only dreamed of back in the farm, and the fact that they were within his grasp created a heady sensation that crested with the way his lips sought hers. Forget the army. General Luc wouldn’t have happened in a week. All of this was falling into place now. He would be a fool to let the opportunity slip by him. 
 
    They stopped to catch their breath. Her fingers were still tangled in his hair. “We have to rent some horses,” he found himself saying.  
 
    She smirked as she slowly pulled away. She loved that he reacted like this to her. He didn’t know what that made him feel. “Afraid your grandmother will see us?” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his head. “Among other things.” 
 
    “Did you give her all your money?” 
 
    “I still have the funds from Lady Isobel. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was asking. That looked like everything you earned from my father’s job.” 
 
    Luc shrugged. “We can always make more. That’s how this works, right? You did say you were in this for the long haul, now. As I am.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to disagree. He looked away to resist the urge to begin exploring her again and focused on the task at hand. Horses. He knew very little about them—they only had the one old mare up at the farm, the one that died last year—but Roena took over, haggling with the stable owner with an ease that told him this really wasn’t the first time she’d run away from home. The more harassed the stable owner looked, the more pleased she seemed to get.  
 
    They secured eleven of the beasts and enough supplies for the journey north, and then they found themselves behind locked doors in an inn, continuing where they had left off. Luc thought he had been thorough that first time—he didn’t realize it was possible for the same woman to feel differently, for her to yield to him in ways that was both hard and soft at once. Her mouth on his shoulder, biting and kissing him all in the same breath, her body slick and hungry for his fingers and then the rest of him…it made him feel powerful. Needed. Invincible. He never wanted to leave. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The snow continued to fall in large clumps that piled up on the road, transforming what would’ve been a seven-day trip at most into a trudge through a seemingly endless white field. It was easier the first few days—there were enough towns and villages along the way that they didn’t really have to camp out on the snow, but settlements began to get scarce the further north they got. A little over halfway through, they reached what travellers affectionately called the Dead Lands—a wide expanse of sparse woods and marshlands. Despite the name, it wasn’t completely barren…creatures were said to lurk in the murky waters, and the area was home to wyverns, false basilisks, and mud serpents, among other things.  
 
    But no lord ruled over those lands. There was nothing to rule. Luc was told that the nobles occasionally journeyed out here to hunt—stuffed wyvern heads were fashionable in Tilarthan—but otherwise, only the roads served of any importance to the realm. It connected the city of Sein Canal to both Blackwood and Gorrhen’s Pass to the south, creating a land trade route from Hafod to the city-states of Cael and Kiel. And even then, they were only maintained during the fairer seasons. By the time Luc and his party reached the roads, they were indistinguishable from the frozen slush—only the iced-over bridges and footprints made by other haphazard travellers marked the rest of the route. 
 
    Lady Isobel’s men were camped in an abandoned guard tower a day into the Dead Lands. They directed Luc’s party through a path that opened up to the courtyard of the ruins, where a large fire was burning. “Why so far from the city?” Tasha wheezed.  
 
    One of the men, who had introduced himself as Ston, waved a torch at her. “There’s a reason we hired you. There’s not enough of us.” 
 
    Luc counted four of them, all huddled around the fire. Although they were armed, they didn’t look like soldiers. “Lady Isobel mentioned another group, and that they’re just as interested in these journals.” 
 
    The man nodded. “We got here before they did, actually, but as soon as we realized we were outnumbered, we got out as fast as we could. I don’t think they saw us. We wanted to keep it that way.” 
 
    “How many of them are there?” 
 
    The man glanced at his companions. “A dozen? Maybe more?” 
 
    “Shit,” Treda breathed.  
 
    “Nothing we haven’t handled before,” Hana said happily. “Remember, Demon? That time with the mountain bandits…” 
 
    “These aren’t bandits,” Ston said. “These are soldiers.” 
 
    “No one said anything about soldiers,” Jona snarled.  
 
    “I don’t see what the problem is,” Caiso interjected. “Soldiers are people, too. They’ll bleed just like everyone else.” 
 
    Isobel’s man gave a quick shiver, one that had nothing to do with the cold. “You want to find out if they will? They’re Dageians. And they’ve got mages with them.” 
 
    “Shit,” Treda said again. 
 
    “This sounds like something she would do,” Roena broke in with a laugh. “Give the rest of the details only once we’ve travelled all the way out here. We should’ve questioned her further. I swear, Luc, you need a better way to handle your jobs.” 
 
    Tasha glanced at Luc before gritting her teeth. “Not the least of our problems.” 
 
    “I say we back out now,” Jona said. “I sure as fuck didn’t sign up to deal with Dageian mages. Tell this Lady Isobel to shove this job back where the sun don’t shine.” He started to stomp back to his horse. 
 
    Luc cleared his throat. “Stop, Jona.” 
 
    “Make me.” 
 
    “How long do you think before he drops dead out there?” Roena asked innocently. “Before or after the snowstorm?” 
 
    Jona’s face tightened. “What snowstorm?” 
 
    Roena looked at the sky. “You’ve been on the road all this time, I’m surprised you don’t know storm clouds when you see them. I’d say the weather’s about to get worse tonight.” 
 
    “You’re fucking with me,” Jona snarled. 
 
    “She’s right,” another of Isobel’s men spoke up. “You’d want to be in the city when it hits. The walls will keep the worst of the wind out, at least. Unless you’re volunteering to stay out here with the horses? Someone has to.” 
 
    Jona shook his head. “Those walls will also keep us with whatever the fuck’s inside.” 
 
    “Safety in numbers,” Luc quipped. 
 
    “You’re fucking crazy,” Jona said. “You and your bitches, and all of you. One mage is bad enough. Over a dozen soldiers and mages…” 
 
    “Look at him pissing his trousers,” Demon laughed. “Reason enough for me to go.” He swung his sword.  
 
    “Shit,” Treda said a third time. 
 
    Luc patted him on the shoulder before striding over to where Ston was unrolling the map Isobel had sent with them. “We didn’t have one when we first got here,” he said with a sniff. “Lady Isobel couldn’t get it in time. These are almost impossible to come by these days—she wasn’t even really sure she could get one. Windroost. City of spells.” He looked amused. 
 
    “Is it really?” Luc asked. 
 
    Ston shook his head. “Not that we could see. We were half-expecting something to blow up when we went through the gates. No, the worst part about the city isn’t the stuff out of stories. It’s the empty streets. The empty buildings. Felt eerie. Like you’d run into ghosts just walking through it.” 
 
    One of the other men pointed at the building Isobel had marked as the library. “We’d just found this one when we saw the Dageians arrive. Good thing we had Pol on the roof or they would’ve walked right in on us.” 
 
    The one called Pol rubbed his nose. “There were at least three mages.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” Roena asked. “Did they have a sign on their heads or something?” 
 
    “Their robes,” Pol replied, looking upset that Roena would doubt him. “It’s distinct, you know. Dageian mages have to study in this school, and I’ve seen pictures in story books…” 
 
    “Anyway, I’ve been to Dageis,” Ston finished for him. “And I can confirm the uniforms. Dageian mages and soldiers. We heard them talking and they were clearly looking for the same texts we were.” 
 
    Roena crossed her arms. “What’s so special about these journals, anyway? Why does Isobel want them?”  
 
    “We really don’t question clients,” Tasha grumbled. 
 
    “You should,” Roena said. “That’s why we end up about to begin a job hearing things like Dageian mages for the first time. What’s next, monsters?” 
 
    Ston gave a weak grin. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Windroost had once been larger than Blackwood, and the Dead Lands a corridor of villages that thrived on an economy of peat and cranberries. It was one of the two cities founded by Agartes Allaicras in an effort to push further east, into the elusive Kag wilderness he had been so intent on conquering. Although it was a few days’ travel from Sein Canal, the promise of the riches waiting for those who dared settle there had been so strong that within a few short years, Windroost had grown from a small settlement to a bustling city, populated mostly by merchants, builders, and their families.  
 
    Agartes’ fame relied on his insistence that the monsters of the Kag weren’t as much of a threat as people believed. That they were nothing but beasts, animals that could be killed by skilled enough warriors. The fact that he had struck off the heads of a few that wandered through the plains where Crossfingers now stood had been proof enough for him. And so Windroost became a city that dared to sit as close to the forest as possible—the entire northern wall was built right at the edge of the woods, with towers and bridges overlooking sections of the forest.  
 
    The attacks came slowly. The guards were vigilant, confident in their ability to handle the beasts as Agartes had instructed. Most had an inhuman strength that made them difficult to confront directly, but you could bait them, trap them, and then kill them. It became a game. Spot something from the bridges and then be the first to take the creature down, to the merriment and envy of your peers. It almost looked as if Agartes would be right, after all, and that in no time they would all begin to enjoy the life he had painted for them.  
 
    The dream didn’t last very long. 
 
    It started with a single dead soldier, from what Roena could remember reading about. In his friends’ haste to try to save him, they found themselves succumbing to one of the creatures, which then proceeded to grow in size and strength. The game turned deadly. Every mistake provided food for the creature, which made it stronger, which paved the way for more mistakes. By the time Agartes had arrived with his soldiers, most of the garrison was dead—whatever was left was holed up inside the towers and temples, begging for the gods’ mercy. 
 
    There was nothing Agartes could’ve done. They saved what few they could and the city was barred from the outside. Everyone who couldn’t get out succumbed to the beasts or starvation. The villages along the road were abandoned. It was decades before anyone would ever use it again—decades before Agartes returned after he had retired as general. The books say that he was accompanied by ka-eng, who created the spells in an attempt to try to draw the creatures away from Blackwood and the rest of the settlements along those woods. Come to Windroost, the spells were supposed to call out. Come and stay there.  
 
    Stories, Roena reminded herself as she gazed up at those same gates now with the beginning of a blizzard behind them. Nothing but children’s stories. Because no one could really say, for sure, what had actually transpired behind those walls. There were never any official accounts and the historians all argued with each other. Roena had never cared enough about her lessons to know the nuances of it—it was the children’s stories that remained, most of which had been swathed in fiction. She had one that said Agartes later turned into a dragon, that even now he still swoops through the skies, looking for people to save.  
 
    “We didn’t see anything when we were here,” Ston said as he took them past the locked gates to the eastern walls. “But you know, there were things…things we couldn’t exactly explain.” 
 
    “I told you it was just your imagination,” Pol mumbled. “Maybe it was a cat, or a dog. Maybe those mages conjured something.” 
 
    “So it’s not exactly like the stories claim,” Roena spoke up. “It’s not crawling from top to bottom with monsters.” 
 
    “No,” Ston replied with a sheepish grin. “But occasionally, I’d notice the shadows move in the distance, or a sign creaking in the absence of wind.” 
 
    “Shit,” Treda sighed.  
 
    “Are all your jobs like this?” Luc asked. He didn’t look too worried, but Roena couldn’t be sure. He did a fair job of acting like he wasn’t. 
 
    “Not even close,” the one who called himself Demon—as if that made him seem scarier than he was—grumbled. “Bandits, wild animals…” 
 
    “Construction work,” Hana whistled. She didn’t look too worried, either. Roena wondered whether she ought to be relieved or concerned. Around Blackwood, she had a bit of a reputation as foolhardy and impetuous—things she couldn’t entirely disagree with—but this was different. 
 
    Was she actually frightened? 
 
    She didn’t really know. Every time she tried to poke at the feeling, she heard Ylir’s words all over again. Pampered nobleman’s daughter. No…she couldn’t really be frightened, not when admitting that would mean admitting he was right after all. There was something else there, something that made her feel a little jittery—like she’d drank too much wine on an empty stomach.  
 
    She found herself walking next to Luc just as the wind let loose another howl. “You’ve faced one of these monsters,” she murmured. 
 
    “That is what impressed you in the first place, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. Just that.” 
 
    “Hold on…” 
 
    She blew a quick breath. “I suppose if you could survive, it couldn’t be too bad.” They reached the edge of a bank where the sewers once drained into. It was completely dry, now, and so full of snow that the only indication of what it had once been were the rusted sluice gates at the bottom of the wall. The bars had been cut loose, leaving only the frame of the gates. They were big enough for a person to duck under. She glanced back to the others. “Shouldn’t we leave someone to keep watch?”  
 
    Jona snorted. “What kind of a leader lets his woman talk so much?” 
 
    “I’m not his woman,” Roena snapped. 
 
    “Is that right? Could’ve fooled me with all the noise you were making last night.” 
 
    She had him against the wall before he could speak another word, the edge of her sword on his neck. “Say that again,” she hissed, nicking him  just close enough to draw a lick of blood.  
 
    “Roena,” Luc broke in. 
 
    She ignored him. “Say that again,” she repeated. “I’ll give you a close shave. A very close one.” 
 
    The sneer hadn’t quite left Jona’s face, but he held his hands up. “You’re tough. All right. I get it. I won’t make the same mistake.” 
 
    It wasn’t quite an apology, and she wasn’t sure if he meant it, but she allowed him to breathe. “You just volunteered for guard duty,” she said. “And if Luc has something to say about that, he can deal with me.” She turned to him, daring him to argue.  
 
    Luc grimaced before nodding. 
 
    “Glad we all cleared that up,” Roena said as she went through the gate, though she wasn’t sure if anyone had heard her at all. She could see the other mercenaries giving her wary glances. Figures. She had guessed that their tolerance of her had just been out of deference for Luc. She slid the sword back into its sheath and turned her attention to their surroundings. The first thing she noticed was that there was no snow on the street. 
 
     “It’s warm,” Caiso said, unclasping his cloak. He pulled it off, a look of wonder on his face. 
 
    “Spells?” she asked.  
 
    “Probably. Not the worst thing in the world with a snowstorm ten paces away.” He folded his cloak over his arm. Feeling the heat rising on her skin, she paused to do the same.  
 
    “You’re Lord Willen’s son, aren’t you?” Roena asked when she realized Caiso was still standing next to her. “I was wondering where I’d seen you before. It must’ve been years ago.” 
 
    Caiso smiled. “Drat. I was hoping you wouldn’t recognize me. Agartes knows, I’ve tried to keep away from court life as best as I could.” 
 
    “Do the others know about you?” 
 
    Caiso shrugged. “Some. I don’t think they care. I don’t really talk about it. It means nothing to them, as far as I can see.” 
 
    “How did you get them to accept you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I know what you’re asking, Lady Roena.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I’m my father’s heir, yet I remain worthless unless I subject myself to the whims of the gentry. Unless I married someone.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much gossip you’ve heard these last few years, but you must understand it was exactly the same way with me.” 
 
    She turned to him. She had heard rumours—they had said he had been involved with another lord’s son and that it was after his lover’s death from an illness that he chose to leave his father’s home—but she had never been the sort to pay that much attention.  
 
    “Not that my father is anywhere near as powerful as yours,” Caiso immediately said. “Walking away was easy enough. He swore to disown me, and for all I know he did. Best thing that ever happened to my younger brother. Maybe what you’re really asking me is how you get the world to define your worth without having to live up to its standards.” 
 
    “I guess. I don’t know.” 
 
    Caiso grinned through his thin goatee. “And so you find yourself here amongst the scum of the earth, defined by your association with yet another man. Not even your first Gorenten, is he? I seem to recall them talking about you and another back at Blackwood. A merchant, or something? I confess, I haven’t been keeping up to date with court gossip since I left home.” 
 
    Her cheeks burned at the accusation. “I’m not Luc’s. Just because I’ve slept with him—” 
 
    He gave a small bow. “I don’t think you have to explain to me. If you want my opinion? Stop letting yesterday’s grievances drive you and focus on today.” As if aware that she would react badly to such words, he strode away as soon as he uttered them, whistling to himself.  
 
    She frowned and sped up to join Luc. He was looking at the map with Ston. “Lady Roena,” he called out. 
 
    “What?” She couldn’t stop the irritation from creeping into her voice. 
 
    He looked confused. “I just wanted your opinion.” 
 
    She bit back the inclination to ask why. It must’ve been clear on her expression, though, because he cleared his throat and tilted the map to show her. “We were planning on drawing them out with a distraction while someone went in to grab the journals. I was thinking of asking you to go with Hana. You’d know exactly where to find these, I think.” He pressed Isobel’s note into her hands. She glanced down briefly, seeing the list of texts. 
 
    “I haven’t exactly paid as much attention to my studies as I should’ve,” she said. “Caiso might be a better choice.” She glanced back at the redhead. “Weren’t you a poet back in the day? You must know more about books than I do.” 
 
    “As lovely as it is to be popular, I think my sword arm will be more useful in this case,” Caiso laughed.  
 
    Roena folded the note. “I can fight, too.” 
 
    “I would rather we don’t fight if we can help it,” Luc said. “We’re not getting paid to kill anyone. The less bloodshed, the better.” 
 
    “How do you figure we do that?” 
 
    “For all the Dageians think, we’re just seeking shelter from the storm. They weren’t expecting us. We can use that to our advantage.” He glanced at Tasha. “You agree too, don’t you, Tasha?” 
 
    “I don’t care one way or another,” Tasha huffed. “But the faster you decide, the faster we can get this over with.” 
 
    “So the plan is for them to see you, and then you what…talk? About what? The weather?” 
 
    Luc nodded. “While you get those journals.” 
 
    “You’re fucked up in the head,” Jona broke in, appearing around the corner of the building. 
 
    Roena had to surpress a groan while she tucked the note into her pocket. “I thought I told you to watch the gate.” 
 
    “Don’t you fret your pretty face, I left one of the others there,” Jona replied without even really looking at her. He jabbed Luc’s chest with a dirty finger. “Are you a coward? If they’re not expecting us, we go in there to kill. That’s how you use the advantage.” 
 
    “I’m not going to murder innocent men,” Luc said. 
 
    Jona snorted. “Innocent. Listen to you talk. It’s like you were born yesterday. Why the fuck is he making these decisions again, Tasha? Because he was lucky enough to stab that beast between the eyes before it squished him?” 
 
    “Get your ass in line,” Tasha murmured.  
 
    “The old woman’s fond of you,” Jona sneered. “Doesn’t mean I’m going to let you get us all killed with your dumb ideas.” 
 
    “Go back to the gate,” Luc suggested. “You’ll get a head start if things go south.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand a fucking thing,” Jona hissed, grabbing Luc by the arm. 
 
    Roena moved to draw her sword a second time, but she didn’t have to—Tasha’s blade was in the side of Jona’s belly before she could blink. “Ass in line,” Tasha repeated. 
 
    Jona smiled. “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Oswyn’s not here to protect you anymore.” There was hate in her eyes. 
 
    Roena cleared her throat. “I’m going. You people figure your shit out.” Without waiting to hear their reply, she gestured at Hana, who led the way. They strolled through the alley, past tall walls covered with damp moss that dripped with water. The air was tinged with a rancid scent, one that reminded her of the back of the castle kitchens the few times she’d gone that way while sneaking out. She wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “So you’re a lady, eh?” Hana said as they clambered up a narrow staircase set at the far end of the wall. She looked amused. “Never been around one of you folk before. Not enough like you in Kago. The ones who flaunt their titles never last for very long. I’ve worked for merchant’s daughters before, but I’d bet my ass it’s not the same thing.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Roena replied.  
 
    Hana gave a soft chuckle. “You’ve got to loosen up. Half of them still don’t know what the hell you’re doing here with us. They’d argue about it, except they think you were sent by Duke Iorwin.”  
 
    Roena sniffed. “Who’s to say I wasn’t?” 
 
    Hana didn’t reply, and remained quiet for some time until they found a door overlooking the alley. Hana set her pack to the side and pulled out a lockpick. “I’m trying to find something to say that won’t result in you trying to kill me like you did with Jona back there,” she said while she worked at the handle. “You’ll find—if you open up a little—that we’re more alike than you think we are.” 
 
    “I hardly think so,” Roena murmured. 
 
    “Apart from the obvious, of course,” Hana grinned. “I joined the Boarshind mercenaries against my mother’s wishes. Near-broke her heart…she wanted me to be a seamstress, I can’t sew worth shit. Kept pricking my fingers.” She laughed. “Of course, the Boarshind doesn’t like women joining, as a rule. Says it creates trouble for the men—like they don’t have their hands full with their whores back in Cairntown! But they didn’t have a problem with Tasha being there—comes with age, I suppose…she made them take me in.” 
 
    There was a click, and Hana pushed the door open with flourish. Roena kept her face straight, but she was amazed at how quickly Hana had picked the lock. “You’ve been in this life long, I suppose,” she said. 
 
    “Long enough,” Hana agreed. She stepped inside first. Roena followed closely into what appeared to be a storeroom—or at least what was left of a storeroom after over a century. The rancid smell was getting stronger, but Roena decided not to mention it.  
 
    “But you’re still young. The men don’t bother you?” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said they didn’t,” Hana said. “I applaud your quick-thinking, putting Luc up as a shield. Worked out well that they’re all not sure of what to make of him right now, either, and so they’ve left you both alone so far. And you never know. Maybe it’ll last. But in my experience, it doesn’t. You’ve got to make the poor fucks think twice about crossing you. What you did with Jona back there was a start. But then you also want them to start thinking of you as one of us, one of the team. Which means sometimes you’ve got to reach out and help that same bastard, even if you’d rather stab his eyes out with a fork.” 
 
    “I don’t really know what I feel about that.” 
 
    “It’s fucked up, but that’s what Tasha told me when I first joined. Not that I had it as easy as you did. Shacking up with a newly appointed leader…I should’ve thought of that! They got me enough times before I learned my lesson. Not sure how I didn’t end up pregnant before it stopped. Guess I still have something to thank the gods for.” She shook her head with a grimace, as if recalling a mere unpleasant memory. 
 
    Roena felt her stomach turn—not just from what she was talking about, but at how casually she seemed to regard it. “Why didn’t you just leave?” 
 
    “What, and prove my mother right?” She sighed. “Sometimes you bite off more than you can chew, and you just try…to make do. It’s a tough life. I won’t judge you for leaving yours—I’m sure that must’ve been tough in its own way. Just don’t make the same mistakes I did. Don’t think for a moment that you traded your past for something a lot easier.” 
 
    It occurred to Roena that she was looking at herself if she stayed in that same, tough life long enough. “What about Tasha?” she asked.  
 
    “You mean, her past? Ah, I haven’t asked. She’s a closed book, that one, but I guess that’s proof enough. Life becomes hard, you break or you toughen up. She and Oswyn, and Jona, they were all in the same group before they split. Tasha and Oswyn joined the Boarshind, and the rest is history.” 
 
    “A bad history, if their exchange back there was any indication.” 
 
    Hana gave a grim smile. “Whatever it was, she’s never told me. I don’t think she has to.” 
 
    “She hates him, that much is plain. But she tolerates his presence. If he’s done something to her in the past, shouldn’t she have knifed him by now? She should be leader. Luc’s the youngest here. Not that I want to agree with Jona, but why does she insist on him taking the reins?” 
 
    An odd look came over Hana’s face, as if it wasn’t a question she didn’t want to answer in particular. She glanced away before eventually grumbling, “She doesn’t want the responsibility. She just wants to finish this job.” 
 
    “Just this one in particular?” 
 
    “And whatever the fuck else our client demands.” 
 
    “There seems to be very little by way of negotiation with this client of yours,” Roena said. “If you ask me, we should’ve known what we were walking into from the moment we accepted the job. And that’s even before Lady Isobel got involved. Tasha doesn’t seem like the sort of person who will just let another walk all over her.” 
 
    “Tasha’s hands are tied.” Hana scratched her nose. 
 
    “Is that mercenary speak?” 
 
    “For ‘she got no fucking choice’? Yes.” 
 
    “And you’re asking me to risk my life without knowing why?” 
 
    Her tone was sharp enough to make Hana wince. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you one thing,” she said with a soft smile. “As long as you understand that if you tell the men, it’ll be trouble for all of us.” 
 
    “Apart from Luc, you don’t see me on friendly terms with any of them, do you?” 
 
    “We fled Cairntown in fear of our lives. This client has promised to make it all go away. More than that…he promised to get Tasha’s daughter back to her safely. They took her just after we left, and threatened the worst if we didn’t come slinking back to expose whatever treachery Baeddan was accusing us of.” 
 
    “She has a daughter?” That came as a surprise. Somewhere along the way, Roena had assumed that mothers looked and acted only a certain way. Tasha, with all her scars and that warrior’s demeanour and seemingly permanent scowl, was the least motherly person she had ever met. 
 
    “She bore Oswyn a child a few years back. They weren’t really together, you understand, and Oswyn wasn’t interested in playing house. She left the child to be raised at one of the whorehouses. Didn’t know much about children, Tasha, but she loved Cate and took care of all her needs. I suppose she misses her. Hell, I miss her, and I’m none too fond of children myself.” 
 
    They reached the end of the hall. Hana glanced at the parchment in her hand before passing it over to Roena. “This is all you,” she said. “Ston assumes the mages have been staying in the other wing. They didn’t get to the actual library when they were here but they think it’s somewhere in the middle.” 
 
    Roena glanced down at the scribbles. She had never been in an archives building before and had no idea where to begin. Most of her studying, when she was expected to take them, had happened in the castle with private tutors. But she’d explored as much of the king’s palace in Tilarthan as she could get away with when she was there, and she recognized the arrangement of chambers, how they curved around two main halls fringed with massive stairwells. Likely work from the same builder—both the Tilarthan Palace and the main buildings of Windroost were erected at the same time.  
 
    A thought occurred to her. “If we take these stairs and go down to the main hall, we might be able to find a map of the building,” she said. 
 
    “We were hoping to get to the wing without going to the main hall,” Hana replied. “The Dageians…” 
 
    “Wasn’t that the whole point of Luc’s plan? To try and distract them? It’ll be worse if we just wander around—we’ll run into someone sooner or later.” 
 
    Hana tapped her sword. “Straight to the fucking heart, eh? I do like how you think.” 
 
    Roena started down the steps. They creaked under her weight, but the condition was surprising for a building that had been abandoned for so many years. She could imagine that just a bit of dusting and polish would be enough to restore the sheen of the wood. They had spared no expense in building this. For them to have left it all in a rush… 
 
    The stories returned to her, along with the fear. She patted her own sword to try and calm herself down. Behind her, she heard Hana try to choke back her breath. She realized that the smell was getting stronger, and strong enough now that she could feel the vomit threatening to come up her throat. Her hand went up to cover her mouth and nose. 
 
    “Did Isobel’s men come through here the first time?” she asked. “They could’ve at least mentioned the stench.” 
 
    “They were in the west wing, too,” Hana replied with a grimace. 
 
    “And they were so sure the Dageians stayed there?” 
 
    “They watched them for a few nights. No lights out here.” 
 
    Roena felt her senses whirling. “Why wouldn’t they come out here?” 
 
    Hana stopped in her tracks. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “If they came out here to look for something, they should’ve gone to the east wing at least once. Why have they left it alone?” 
 
    They stared at each other for a moment. And then Hana’s eyes widened, but not because of her words. They weren’t moving and the stairs were still creaking. 
 
    Something else was in the stairwell with them. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luc had never seen a Dageian before. 
 
    Somehow, he had expected something straight out of the stories. Of strange people who were both more mysterious and terrible than the ka-eng. They were foreigners, invaders who landed on the continent and proceeded to take over every nation along the northern shores with such efficiency that these people, their histories, and culture were all but eradicated. Only Gaspar to the south and the Hafed have been able to resist their forces—the Gasparian mage-warriors, the mandraagars, proved to be a match for the Dageian mages, and in the meantime, Hafod had Agartes Allaicras.  
 
    Had. Luc was keenly aware that past glories didn’t count at a time when the kingdom seemed more interested in fashion than bolstering its borders. If anything, it seemed as if Dageis just didn’t care enough about conquering Hafod to bother it again. Their ships regularly cut through trade routes between Baidh and Hafod. Luc could remember Uncle Ian complaining about it more than once—his business depended on Port Greenleaf in Baidh, and it suffered every time the Dageians scared the sailors shitless. They took slaves for their mages to draw power from. Gorenten, usually, but it wasn’t unheard of for them to raid a coastal Kag village once in a while.  
 
    With all these thoughts rolling in Luc’s head, it seemed almost strange to come face-to-face with a soldier who looked oddly normal. 
 
    Normal, at least, compared to the ka-eng Luc had encountered in the woods. His clothes were very different—no armour that Luc could see, but a stiff uniform with rows of buttons and leather belts. He was also wearing white leather gloves and plain, black boots. His features clearly weren’t Kag. If anything, he looked closest to Alun—fair skin that tanned easily, but with straight black hair tied over his head, a broad nose, and thick lips underneath a thicker moustache. He could be Jinsein, he could be part Gorenten or Gasparian, even—he was probably a mix of everything. Dageians came from different races, with only one thing uniting them: an empire that relied heavily on magic. 
 
    The moment he spotted Luc, he drew his sword, a blade with a curved grip. Luc held out his hands. “I’m not here to fight you,” he said. “My men and I…” He jerked his head back to indicate Caiso and Demon behind him. “We were passing through when the storm hit.” 
 
    “The road doesn’t just pass through here,” the soldier said. He spoke Kagtar a little differently, but it was clear enough for Luc to understand. Luc noticed his men appear from behind him. They were all dressed in the same uniform, though the colours of the fabric were different—brown instead of blue.  
 
    “We saw the city from the distance,” he said, keeping his ground. But the soldiers’ approach must’ve been concerning, because Caiso and Demon drew close enough that they were flanking him on each side. “We thought we’d take our chances. What’s wrong with this city? You can see the storm out there, but it’s like spring in here.” 
 
    The soldier gestured for his men to stop. “Don’t tell me you don’t know what this city is.” 
 
    Luc glanced up and licked his lips. “It’s Wind—” He pretended to take a deep breath. “Wind—” 
 
    “Superstitious Kags.” 
 
    He gave a sheepish grin. “My Grandma did warn me.” 
 
    The soldier didn’t looked amused. “Yet superstition didn’t stop you from taking shelter in a city covered in layers of spells. You’re either extremely brave, or extremely foolish.” 
 
    “Or both?” Luc offered. He smiled. “Look, we built a large fire by the wall there, and we’ve got food and drink to share. You’re welcome to join us. We don’t have to be hostile with one another.” 
 
    “How many of there are you?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “More than enough,” Caiso interjected. 
 
    “Any particular reason why you were passing through?” He said the words like he didn’t believe them.  
 
    “We’re mercenaries,” Luc replied. “We came from Blackwood, heading to Sein Canal for a job.” 
 
    There was no flicker of recognition on the soldier’s face—that, or he just didn’t care. He hadn’t put his sword away, either. Anxiety crept in. Luc thought his plan had been sound. The others had agreed with him—even Tasha, who was inclined to find every single one of his suggestions ridiculous. Dageians were uncommon in those parts, but not unheard of. Their nations hadn’t been at war for decades, maybe even over a century.  
 
    One of the soldiers in brown approached them. “Prefect Zeno,” he said. “Bearer Lorkas wants you to know about that one.” 
 
    “What about him?” the soldier asked, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    “Marked Gorenten,” the other murmured. 
 
    Prefect Zeno flicked his sword. “I thought so. Take him to the mages.” 
 
    “You fuckers—” Demon started, drawing his sword. 
 
    “No,” Luc said, before he and Caiso could charge. “We’re outnumbered.” 
 
    “Lucky, I appreciate the sentiment, but you’re taking this pacifist stance a little too far,” Caiso murmured. “If we hold them off long enough and you call the others…” 
 
    Luc wasn’t sure why, but the man’s words…marked Gorenten…was unsettling. He scratched his chest. He didn’t want to say it out loud, but they were buying Roena and Hana time, and perhaps this was the sort of distraction they needed. “I’ll come with you,” he told the soldier. “Just let my men walk free. This doesn’t have to turn into a bloodbath.” 
 
    Zeno pressed his lips together before nodding.  
 
    “Gods damn it, kid,” Demon snarled as Luc strode forward. But he and Caiso slunk back as the soldiers closed in around Luc. 
 
    He could feel his heart through his shirt as Zeno led him around and through the gated courtyard where he saw, with a measure of surprise, tents laid out on the bare ground. Ston had assumed they were staying inside the building itself. As he struggled around his confusion, a robed man emerged from one of the larger pavilions. He was wrinkled, bald. There were jewelled rings on his fingers.  
 
    “A marked Gorenten,” he said, holding out his arms. 
 
    Luc stopped. Zeno tried to push him forward, but he dug his boots into the ground. “What do you want?” Luc asked. 
 
    The man smiled. “You don’t know? But I felt the connection with you. Don’t tell me I was wrong.” He stepped towards Luc and grabbed his collar, ripping his shirt with one pull. Luc tried to strike his arm away, but Zeno grabbed his elbow before he could lift it. 
 
    “Ah,” the man continued. “No, I wasn’t wrong. You see there, Prefect?” He pointed at Luc’s bare chest, where there was a rune tattooed. Jak had once explained that it must’ve been a Gorenten tradition, one that was imposed on him not long after birth. The rune had long faded over the years, turning a strange, greenish-grey as the skin stretched and he grew older—most days he didn’t think much of it as anything but a strange birthmark. 
 
    But the mage’s attention was doing something to it. Luc felt his skin burning as he watched the tattoo darken, turning nearly black, as if the ink was fresh. A faint blue glow appeared around the edges, followed by a drip of blood where the runes curled upward. He started to scream. 
 
    The mage pulled his hand away. “He’s untapped,” he remarked. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Zeno asked. 
 
    “He’s never been used before.” The mage looked almost excited. Luc pretended that the word used didn’t bother him. It made him feel like an object.  
 
    Zeno released Luc’s elbow. “But he’s got that thing…” 
 
    “You live out here, boy? In the Kag? Gorenten like you?”  
 
    Luc wiped the blood from his chest. “I’ve been here all my life,” he said.  
 
    “Marked in a ship as an infant, probably,” the mage said, glancing at Zeno. “Not ideal, but it happens when they’re desperate. Escaped somehow before any mage could feed off him.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you people are saying.” 
 
    “Bearer Lorkas is trying to explain where you came from,” Zeno replied. “Your parents must’ve been slaves. Your mother, at least.” He peered at Luc’s face. “If he’s untapped, he wouldn’t have built up a tolerance. That’s how it works, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I suppose not. Still, quite a lucky find, don’t you think?” Lorkas reached into his tent and pulled out a piece of bread. He thrusted it into Luc’s hands. “Eat.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Luc said. He was full and the bread was both damp and dry, which he didn’t even think was possible.  
 
    Lorkas frowned. “I’m trying to be nice. Maybe I should explain. Sit him down, Zeno.” 
 
    The soldier grunted before grabbing a crate. He pushed Luc’s shoulders, forcing him to take a seat.  
 
    “We’ve been trying to create a spell,” Lorkas said. “Well—I’ve been trying to create one, along with Adherent Ogrihn, my apprentice. But this city is unforgiving. It’s blanketed with spells I can’t even begin to imagine how to untangle, and it’s making everything blurry for me. My own connections are feeble here.” 
 
    Luc blinked at him. 
 
    Lorkas sighed. “Where do I start? Here, look…I’m a mage, which means I was born with a natural affinity to the agan, the life-stream or whatever you call it here. People like me, if we train well, can use this connection to create…” 
 
    “Magic,” Luc breathed. 
 
    Lorkas smiled. “Well, yes. I suppose that’s a simple way to call it. Magic.” He looked amused. “But it’s not a matter of making things appear out of nowhere, or disappear, or…well. You can’t expect me to lay out theories upon theories just to satisfy your curiosity. It’s a skill, there’s a method to it, and depending on what you want to do, you can be limited by your own natural abilities and your own environment and…but I’m getting carried away. You should know that one of the many functions slaves fulfill in the Empire of Dageis is to provide strength for a mage. People like you may be what we call blind to the agan, but you have a connection to it, too. Every living thing does. And we use this…” He tapped the rune on Luc’s chest again. “—in order to draw on that connection for our own uses.” 
 
    “Like leeches,” Luc said. 
 
    “I suppose you can call it that, too. I’m not here to argue semantics with you. It is what it is.” 
 
    “I’m not a slave.” 
 
    Lorkas glanced at Zeno, who shrugged. “You would still be, technically,” Zeno said. “But I’m not really interested in upholding Dageian laws so far away from home, either. What would I get out of it? More paperwork, and I’d have to make sure you were placed properly, and so on.” He huffed. “I just want to get out of this unholy place, and the faster he gets this spell done, the faster we can get out of here. And you can help with that.” 
 
    Luc touched his chest with a measure of self-consciousness. 
 
    “It won’t harm you,” Lorkas said, answering his unspoken question. “I’ll say that right from the start. Sure, tap in to a slave too often and you could weaken, even kill him. That’s not going to happen from one spell. I’m not going to be using your own essence, either—not for what I need to do.” 
 
    “Help us,” Zeno continued, “and we’ll be friendly, like you wanted us to be.” 
 
    Luc stared at the both of them for a moment. He wasn’t sure how much he trusted them, but he was, so far, doing a remarkable job in keeping them occupied. He placed his hands on his knees, pretending to think the matter over. “I suppose if you promise it won’t hurt too much, I can assist you,” he said.  
 
    Lorkas’ eyes brightened. “That’s…all I need.” He pointed at the bread. “Bit of food in your stomach before we start.” 
 
    With a sigh, Luc began to eat it. It tasted worse than it looked. “Are you doing the spell here?” 
 
    “No.” He gestured at the building. “Over at the archives. The east wing.” 
 
    The east wing. That’s where Roena is. He struggled to keep his worries at bay. He had faith in Hana, at the very least. “And the spell?” 
 
    Lorkas tugged at his beard. “How do I say this without sending you running off into the marsh...” 
 
    “He promised to help,” Zeno snorted. “If he backs out now, I’ll force him.” 
 
    Lorkas laughed. “You do have a way with them, Prefect. I’ll be upfront, then. I need to create a trap-spell. A simple enough spell under normal circumstances, but out here it’s been eluding me.” 
 
    “A trap-spell,” Luc repeated. “For what?” 
 
    “The beast lurking in those halls.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Hana must’ve heard the movement the same time Roena did. One finger came up to rest on her lips while the other slowly dropped to the handle of her sword. Roena swallowed and allowed herself to do the same. The grip felt remarkably cold against the leather wrappings. It was only after she took another breath that she realized it was because her own palms were wet with sweat. 
 
    Down below, the creature continued to pace. She couldn’t yet see it, but it had to be one of them. No man could walk quite so heavily, nor move as if it was dragging claws along with feet, the scratching sound deep enough that she could imagine the tips digging furrows through the wooden floor. Roena’s mind began going through the stories, the ones her nursemaids would tell her on long nights after they had found her wandering in the halls past her bedtime, ones that were supposed to scare her straight back into bed. 
 
    She could still hear their voices in her head. There was a Gasparian witch, Naijwa. A long time ago, she was shipwrecked off the coast of Hafod, back before there was even a Hafod. And as she made her way back home, she found herself in the forests of the Kag, with its many connections to the agan. And because this was what she did, because she was a powerful necromancer, she left behind dead things that moved, empty things that craved the living not for the flesh of their bodies but the sweet succulence of their souls… 
 
    “Go back up,” she mouthed to Hana. The stench was becoming all-powerful, which made her head feel heavy even as she continued to struggle to keep her stomach still. 
 
    Hana shook her head. She pointed down at her feet. The creaking, Roena thought. It was getting closer. If they started back up the stairs, it would hear them, for sure. 
 
    But staying where they were didn’t seem right, either.  
 
    Hana pointed at her sword and jerked her head up. “On three,” she mouthed. 
 
    Roena’s eyes opened when she realized what Hana wanted to do. She shook her head. She knew how to fight a man, but a beast? One of those things? Did Hana’s own people not warn her what fate waited for someone who got killed by them? It wasn’t just death, people said. It took your soul for itself, dooming you to walk with it for eternity. Roena had always been certain that she wasn’t afraid of death, but she had no intention of rushing towards it if she could help it, especially when the circumstances would be as unclear as this.  
 
    “One,” Hana continued. 
 
    Roena tightened her grip around the sword. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    She realized that she could hear herself think. “Three,” Hana said, but Roena knew even before she drew her blade and started down the steps that there was nothing there anymore. She heard Hana curse and followed her. They reached a wide corridor, one framed with arches and cracked statues. The broken windows allowed small beams of sunlight to pierce through to an empty hallway. It was almost as if everything they had heard were mere fancies conjured by a fevered imagination. Roena looked up and noticed that the cobwebs on the ceiling were flattened into the corners, as if something had brushed up against them. 
 
    Hana kept her hand on her sword as she came around the corner. “Nothing,” she said, loud enough that it was almost as if she was trying to provoke something to come charging at them. She took a deep breath. “Fuck. Go and find that map.” 
 
    Roena tugged her own weapon free and stepped behind her. They walked slowly, following the beams of light until they reached the main hall. Roena could see the twin staircases on each side, both of which would lead to the main chambers. So many places to hide. The twinge of fear returned.  
 
    “It’s fucking hot,” Hana grumbled, loosening her shirt collar. 
 
    “It’s the spells,” Roena said as she scanned the walls. “After they fled this place, the ka-eng arrived to contain the damage and stop it from…from spreading.” 
 
    Hana laughed nervously. “Maybe explain that so that I can understand it. I’ve never been very good with these things.” 
 
    “The things grow stronger with every kill they make.” 
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
    Roena spotted a bent frame on one of the walls. It was covered in a thick layer of dust, but wiping it with her sleeve revealed what she had been looking for. “It’s right above us,” she exclaimed.  
 
    Hana frowned. “Ston said they stayed in the west wing.” 
 
    “Small wonder, if that thing’s walking around here…oh.” She made a soft sound in the back of her throat. “If it’s bad enough to scare an entire contingent of Dageian soldiers and mages, maybe we shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “We made it this far,” Hana whispered. “Up the stairs, you said?” 
 
    Roena took a deep breath and began up the winding staircase. Hana followed her, keeping in time to her steps.  
 
    The library was at the first door. Roena grabbed the handle as soon as she saw it before recoiling. The entire door was hot enough to burn.  
 
    “There’s spells on this, too,” she said. 
 
    “This job just keeps getting better,” Hana grumbled. She touched the door handle with her finger, pulled away, and made a face. After a moment of deliberation, she kicked the door, right under the handle. 
 
    It fell open. 
 
    “These mages aren’t so great after all,” Hana remarked. 
 
    Roena sniffed. “Over time, the heat must’ve weakened the door.” 
 
    “Start looking for those journals so we can get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Compared to the rest of the building, the library remained in remarkable shape. Roena had been expecting chaos—papers scattered, books on the floor. Instead, every tome was tucked neatly inside a shelf with hardly a speck of dust on them. It made sense that the spell kept the room intact, protected from the elements, but she didn’t think there were any that could do a decent job of housekeeping. She didn’t even think spells worked that way. 
 
    The answer to her question lay with the withered corpse on a desk in the middle of the room. Her bronze-coloured skin was so perfectly preserved that Roena could still see the lines on her face, even the way her lips had twisted at the moment of death. The fabric on her green dress looked like it came fresh from the tailor’s. It wasn’t a uniform, and there was no indication on what her position might’ve been—she could’ve been the librarian or a mere apprentice, for all Roena could see. 
 
    What she had done was clear enough, though. She had allowed herself to be locked in here while someone else cast the spell outside, turning the chamber into her tomb. Roena held her admiration at bay as she tried to wonder why. She walked around the body, noting that it didn’t even stink the way it did outside. 
 
    She saw the parchment on the desk. Lists of books. She had been trying to finish archiving them so that they wouldn’t be lost to the world. 
 
    Roena couldn’t understand why, but something about that felt profound in a way that nothing in her world ever had before. While the Hafed nobles played their games, people elsewhere lived and died for…for what? Something they believed in? Roena tried to scoff—she wasn’t a sentimental person, and the very thought that her mind was wandering down this route made her want to throw up. 
 
    But it didn’t change the fact that someone had died for this. She was almost gentle as she read through the list, comparing it to the one Isobel had hastily scribbled on the note in her hand. 
 
    “Any luck?” Hana called out to her. 
 
    “Patience,” Roena hissed. She found one. Isobel’s titles had been incomplete, but now she could see that these journals she were looking for were actually attempts at translation of the Gasparian witch Naijwa’s original texts by Kag scholars. Based on when they were written, it must’ve been a popular subject matter in the years that followed Agartes Allaicras’ attempts to liberate the Kag from the creatures. Not everyone agreed that Naijwa was responsible for them—some still insisted they were born from the land itself, or that the ka-eng created them to keep the Kag people at bay.  
 
    Roena found each one on the list, noted where each was located, and made her way through the aisles. The books were exactly where they should be—the archivist had done a thorough job. Roena dropped them into her bag, one after the other. Once she had finished cramming them inside, she tugged the laces closed and raced back to join Hana. 
 
    Hana blocked the doorway with her arm. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Roena asked. 
 
    “I think it’s back,” Hana murmured. “It’s right below us.” 
 
    As soon as she uttered these words, Roena heard the scratching, creaking sound again. 
 
    “Wait until it leaves,” Roena whispered. “Then we make a run for it.” 
 
    Hana gave a small smile. “I can run fast. Can you?” 
 
    “I beat the boys in races all the time.” 
 
    “Noblemen’s sons?” Hana smirked to show exactly what she thought of that. “Anyway, what if it’s faster than either of us?” 
 
    “I don’t have to outrun it, I just have to outrun you.” 
 
    Hana turned to her in shock. 
 
    Roena grinned.  
 
    The sound of knocking broke their tense conversation. At least, Roena thought it was knocking at first. A moment later, it became clear that someone was trying to break through the main doors. The creature heard it, too. It groaned, and the shadows in the main hall shifted as it dashed down the hall. Roena caught a glimpse of its ragged back, covered in patchy grey fur. 
 
    Hana tapped her shoulder. She nodded. Despite all their talks about running, they walked as slowly as they could. Roena even found herself holding her breath in an attempt to keep silent. 
 
    They found themselves back in the corridor, heading towards the stairwell. But before Roena could turn around the corner, she heard someone scream. 
 
    “That would be the Dageians,” Hana said. “Now we really have to run.” 
 
    “Luc was going up to the Dageians to keep them away from us,” she replied. 
 
    “We can’t be worrying about him when we’ve got other shit on our plate.” 
 
    “We should. If it wipes out our men, we’ll be in trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s our problem right now.” 
 
    “You were the one who told me we need to work as a team.” She dropped the bag of books in the corner and brandished her sword. “Agartes killed these things all the time. Luc killed one. Don’t tell me we can’t?” 
 
    “Fuck,” Hana grumbled. But there was a tremble of excitement in her voice. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Hearing the Dageian Prefect and the mage create plans and bark out orders gave Luc the impression that they, at the very least, knew what they were doing. He had watched with a measure of awe at how quickly the soldiers responded to their officer’s commands, arranging themselves in a formation that left the center clear, where Luc was asked to stand while the mage and his apprentice scribbled runes and set up candles around him. Afterwards, the mage placed his hand on Luc’s chest, and he felt the dreaded heat around the tattoo again, spreading down and through his veins. It wasn’t painful enough to make him retreat, but a few moments in, he could feel his knees weaken, and an ache began to build up inside his head, like someone was trying to force his thumbs through Luc’s eyesockets. 
 
    As he struggled to remain composed, he saw the soldiers breaking down the main doors.  
 
    They never even made a dent. 
 
    A clawed hand smashed through the window and grabbed the closest soldier. His scream was cut short as he was dragged through the glass shards and broken iron grates, which shredded his body before it could even stop flailing. There was a moment of silence as the other soldiers backed away from the windows, followed by the unmistakable sound of grinding and chewing, and swallowing… 
 
    “Get ready,” Prefect Zeno called out, as if he was somehow still under control. Everything was going according to plan. The frightened expressions on his soldier’s faces were all normal. “Bearer Lorkas?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lorkas said with a grim nod. “I can feel the connections now…I think I can—” 
 
    The creature began to crawl its way through the hole. 
 
    It moved a lot slower than Luc imagined it was capable of—every motion was erratic, jerky. It dropped to the daise, its fur stained with blood from the soldier it had just killed. Bits of flesh decorated its bristly snout, like berries on a holly bush. 
 
    Luc could feel a tinge of curiosity mixed in with his fear. The creature looked nothing like the one he had killed in Toskthar. This was a lot smaller, with a face that seemed halfway between a human and a wolf. There was patchy fur throughout its body and tusks where a wolf would have fangs. Its eyes were small, black. Empty, just like the other’s had been. What was drawing it to them? Not hunger, not the prospect of a meal. It ate because it wanted to, not because it had to. 
 
    It continued to approach them. None of the men were moving. They’re frightened, Luc realized. No one wanted to be the first to strike. What happened? They were supposed to be soldiers, these men. Trained. But confronted by something like this, they’re just men. 
 
    Both Prefect Zeno and Lorkas seemed unaware. Zeno was too far away, and Lorkas was focused on the runes. He made one last scribble and then stepped back. “Now, Ogrihn!” he called. 
 
    Ogrihn remained motionless. 
 
    “You fool, you’re going to get us all—” 
 
    The beast charged. Chaos erupted. 
 
    Luc scrambled away from the runes as half a body landed in front of him. Blood spattered everywhere. Guts. The air was thick with a foul scent he couldn’t even name anymore—iron-tinged, slime, urine… 
 
    He jumped over a stone fence and managed to hide behind a tall post. Here, he took a moment to gather his breath and wrench his sword free. He turned around in time to see what was left of Oghrin in the beast’s mouth.  
 
    Luc clutched his sword tightly and began to pray. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roena had always known, of course, that the problem lay in her desire to play by no rules other than her own. 
 
    It was a nagging inconvenience, at best—one that tended to earn her family’s ire even before she could open her mouth. Everyone knew about Lady Roena’s contrary ways and had long ceased to be amused by them. And she would’ve stopped if she knew the answer, if she could’ve been assured that doing exactly what others thought she should would solve all her problems. But following wouldn’t even solve theirs.  
 
    It was a dangerous habit, at worst. 
 
    As Hana worked to unlock the doors, she could see that Luc was all alone with the Dageian soldiers. The other mercenaries were nowhere in sight. That should’ve been a good enough sign—common sense demanded that she turn tail now. Let the monster rip them all up to pieces. She could still save herself. And Luc? While unfortunate, she really shouldn’t be risking her life for a man she’d known less than a few weeks. She hadn’t even decided if she was fond of him or not.  
 
    The thoughts disappeared as the doors swung open. If there was one other thing she was sure of, it was that she wasn’t a coward.  
 
    She saw the Dageian officer screaming at his men to fall in line. Two soldiers had recovered from their stupor long enough to rush at the creature with their swords. She watched as the creature lunged, wrapping all four limbs around the nearest man and raking its claws into its back. The man screamed as the creature bit into his shoulder. 
 
    The other soldier struck the creature along the length of its body. Black blood seeped out of the wound, but the creature didn’t seem fazed—it continued to rip the first man apart. The soldier lifted his sword a second time and only then did it reach for him, almost lazily—like a child grabbing a toy. 
 
    Roena wasn’t sure, but it was almost as if the creature had grown slightly larger than when she had seen it last. 
 
    Luc had disappeared. Roena gave the grounds a cursory glance to catch a glimpse of him before her attention drifted back to the creature, which had torn off the second man’s head and was now decorating the stone steps with rivers of blood. 
 
    There was a crackling sound. A glow of light struck the creature with the impression of a noose being tightened. A man in mage robes approached, sweat dripping off his face.  
 
    “You need to lead it down—” the mage was saying. “Around the steps, Prefect! Before I lose control!” 
 
    “That’s not a dog you just whistle to,” the officer hissed.  
 
    The creature bucked. Cracks appeared on the air around it as it struck an invisible barrier. The officer drew his sword and approached it again. 
 
    The mage gave a cry. “No! Without Ohgrin…” 
 
    He never got to finish what he was trying to say. Glowing shards burst around the creature and it struck him with one blow, ripping his body in half. The officer charged just as it bore down on the mage, managing to sink his sword into its back.  
 
    A howl, coming from the creature. It wasn’t a howl of pain. If Roena had to name it, the closest she could think of was bloodlust. It grabbed the blade with its claws, dropping the mangled mage. It twisted the sword deeper into its body as it pulled the officer with it. It seemed to grin before its jaws snapped around the officer’s neck. 
 
    Luc came around with his sword with such speed that she almost didn’t see him. Roena swore and began to race after him at the exact same time. No time to talk or argue about strategy. The creature was still impaled with the officer’s sword as it ripped his face off.  
 
    Roena reached it first. She struck it on the side. It flung her aside just as quickly, arm striking her across the jaw. She flew, landing shoulder-first on the hard ground. 
 
    Blood rushed through her head. Somehow, she had avoided its claws. She struggled to her feet and saw that Luc—true to his name—had better luck. He had pinned its leg to the ground. On any other beast, it might’ve been brilliant. But Roena quickly realized that Luc was left wide open and that the beast had lost interest in the officer’s flayed corpse.  
 
    A sound tore its way out of her throat. Hearing her warning, Luc managed to duck. Hana appeared behind him, her own sword cutting into the creature’s neck.  
 
    Roena hurtled down towards them and stabbed it in the back. 
 
    She let go of the handle and retreated a few steps away as she watched the creature attempt to dislodge her sword. There were four blades inside of it now. Four. Yet it remained standing, blood dripping from every crevice they had carved into its body. And they were defenceless. Roena still had her dagger, but she didn’t think she’d be able to get close without getting her head ripped out of her body like the Dageians.  
 
    She glanced at the bodies, wondering if there was anything she could use as a weapon. She spotted a sword a few feet away, half-buried in the bloody soil. She wondered if she should make a break for it. 
 
    A whistle split the air. Roena turned and spotted Jona by the gates, an expression of shock and disgust on his face. She almost expected him to run. 
 
    He didn’t. He seemed to come to a decision on the spot and charged the creature like a man possessed. Roena took the opportunity to dash for the sword. The handle was slippery and the blade awkward, but she didn’t need any more than that. The creature was intent on Jona, who—for a man his size—was doing a fair job of keeping himself away from its attacks. He knew how to fight, at the very least. 
 
    Roena struck it again, this time pushing the blade down. Die, already, she thought, gritting her teeth. How had Agartes killed these things? How had Luc? But then before she could begin to panic, she saw the creature drop to its knees. Its fur began to fall out of its skin as it slowly disintigrated into the wind. 
 
    “Fuck,” Jona spat. He strode over to Luc and dragged him to his feet. “Saved your ass this time,” he grinned, looking pleased with himself. 
 
    Hana gave a nervous chuckle. “I hope that was the only one.” 
 
    Roena turned to the building. 
 
    “The books—” she started. Two figures appeared at the doorway. For a moment, she thought they were mages, come to check on their dead companions. But as they stepped out of the light, she saw the pale complexion and elongated features of ka-eng. 
 
    Luc swore. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Although Luc had only seen ka-eng that one time, he knew these were the same ones—the sisters he had met in the woods. There was no mistaking the expressions on their faces, including that seemingly permanent look of amusement. He drew himself away from Jona and came up to them. “Are you just going around following me?” he asked. 
 
    Their ears pricked up. “Is it a problem?” the first sister asked.  
 
    “Maybe we just admire your courage, your resilience, and your…knack…for killing such things,” the other sister said, glancing at all the blood with a clear look of disgust. She pressed a hand over her nose.  
 
    Luc shook his head. “And now you’re going to tell me this is all a coincidence. That you went all this way for some other reason that had nothing to do with me.” 
 
    The first sister smiled at him. “Will you believe that if we tell you?”  
 
    “I wasn’t born yesterday.” 
 
    “He’s gained some fire,” the second sister said, approaching him close enough to pat him on the head. “Humans grow so fast. How long has it been, sister?” 
 
    “We met him at the turn of the winter,” the first sister replied, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “It’s now spring.” 
 
    Luc’s eyes widened. “No, it’s not. You can clearly see the snowstorm—” He glanced at the horizon. The sky was clear. More than that—the snow that had covered the ground was gone. He could see the red light of the setting sun reflecting off the marsh water. 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with the spells?” Roena broke in. 
 
    The sisters smiled at each other. “He found a girlfriend,” one sister said. 
 
    “That’s almost adorable,” the other added. 
 
    “I’m not his—can one of you just explain this?” she hissed. 
 
    “And she’s a smart one, too. Maybe too smart for him.” The first sister came around to prod at Luc’s chest with her finger. It was still sore. “You’d think the Dageian masters’ explanation would’ve been enough.” 
 
    Her sister gave a pause. “His Dageian masters? I don’t think they call them that anymore.” 
 
    “Don’t they, now?” 
 
    “They’ve got titles. Bearer. Giver. Keeper.” 
 
    “The Dageians. Always so ahead of their times.” 
 
    “The spells here are different,” the second sister explained with a smile. “The Dageians’ spells depend on these runes, which they create using their connection to the agan in the first place. But the spells around here are ancient. They are weaved from the land itself, from the deepest crevices of the Kag. Our people are responsible for them. And so…” She touched Luc’s rune, making it glow softly. “What they made you into—they made you into a vessel. You don’t see or feel it yourself, but the spells react to you. Sometimes, they even distort time itself.” 
 
    “What am I?” Luc asked. 
 
    “Nobody,” the sisters said. “An anomaly. A useful one, to be sure.” The first sister held up a leather pack. 
 
    “That’s ours!” Roena exclaimed. 
 
    The sisters nodded. “And the boss is extremely thankful that you were able to find them for him with so little trouble.” 
 
    Luc glanced at the dead bodies. “This isn’t little.” 
 
    “Well, no,” the second sister said with a grin. “I suppose it’s not. Still, better them than you or us. That pesky thing was becoming such an inconvenience.” 
 
    The first sister placed a purse in his hands. “For your trouble. Head on back to Crossfingers. Your benefactor will meet with you soon.” 
 
    “Do try not to get too distracted,” the second sister tittered, looking at Roena. 
 
    He felt his cheeks burn. “Aren’t you going to explain more? What you were doing in the village—if you were working for our client this whole time…” 
 
    “Hush,” the ka-eng said, pressing a finger against his lips. “That isn’t the only thing in this city. If I were you, I would take my men and get out as fast as I could.” With a giggle, she drew a hand across his neck before stepping away. 
 
    He watched them stroll past the blood-drenched courtyard and felt his irritation disappear. He was just tired, now. Too tired. The battle must’ve lasted no more than a few minutes, but it felt stretched out into an entire day, and now this new revelation just made him feel like a fool being strung along from one thing to the next. “Those two were in Toskthar,” he said, turning to Hana. “They were pretending to keep an eye on the village for their elder. I should’ve known it was all a lie.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. They can play their games all they want. We did what we came to do.” 
 
    He glanced at Roena. “How are you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry yourself about me,” she snapped. 
 
    He wanted to ask her what was wrong and then realized she would probably take it the wrong way. He picked his sword up from the ground just as the rest of the mercenaries appeared in the courtyard. 
 
    “Glad you could finally join us,” Hana said, crossing her arms smugly. “Not that we needed any of you.” 
 
    “We heard the screaming,” Treda said. “We thought you had it under control.” 
 
    Demon glanced at the bodies with what appeared to be an expression of awe. “Did you do that?” 
 
    “Agartes, no,” Luc breathed. “The creature did.” 
 
    Caiso was shaking his head in amazement. “Second one you’ve killed.” 
 
    “Roena took care of it this time,” he said. 
 
    “Good of you to notice,” Roena murmured. She sheathed her sword and walked past them. “You heard what they said. We have to get out of here before we attract the attention of the rest.” 
 
    There was something in her voice that was hard to read, but Luc wasn’t about to argue with her. He gathered the mercenaries and they left the city just before darkness fell. Here, they found out the truth in the ka-eng’s words—it was spring already. Not a single patch of snow remained, and buds were poking through the dead grass.  
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Treda whistled.  
 
    They gazed at their surroundings in silence for a few moments. It was Jona who broke it with a snort. “Like you bastards aren’t happy you’re not freezing half to death. We knew what was waiting for us here. Damn surprised no one got themselves killed.” 
 
    “Luc almost did,” Roena said. 
 
    Jona guffawed.   
 
    They returned to the fort ruins. The man they had left the horses with was gone, and so were the horses; not a single track remained on the road. Had it only just been weeks? The snow had obliterated every sign of the camp they’d left for what just felt like hours ago. For all Luc knew, they’d been gone for years. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    They headed south on foot. The road was rough, chewed up from the worst of the winter, and many of the bridges that ran through the marshlands were nearly impassable. It was slow going, made worse by the fact that in all this time, Roena barely spoke to Luc. He didn’t know why she’d choose to avoid him now after everything they’d been through. She still slept in the same tent as he did, but she kept well away from him, initiating nothing. He found himself staring at her sleeping form often, wondering if he should approach her himself or if he would get a knife in the throat for his efforts.  
 
    His own thoughts kept him occupied. The feeling that they had successfully completed yet another job was overshadowed by the screams of dying men and the pervading smell of blood. He could still see them in his dreams—Lorkas, Zeno…men he had barely known for a few hours, ripped apart in front of him. Hana told him this was normal. “Better them than you,” she had said with a grin. But better how? Every time he felt the dull ache in his chest from the agan-infused rune, he remembered how his father’s face would light up every time he spoke of how he saved Luc. The man never bragged about how he did it. 
 
    “He was just floating there, yeah? Small little thing, so small I could hide him in the crook o’ my arm.” And Jak would speak of how after the sailors had warned him of what he had just picked up, of how the Dageians might come for him someday, he tore himself away from the crowd, wrapping one arm around the infant as he walked down to the crew’s quarters. The men’s gibbering didn’t bother him. Instead, he concerned himself with rifling through the crew’s bedsheets until he found a few woolen ones that sufficed. He sat at the edge of the bed, where he pressed his thumb against the Luc’s thin arm.  
 
    And here, every time, without fail, he would speak of how the infant looked back at him with a gaze that was almost intense, how beautiful his eyes were. “He saved me,” Jak would say. “I was a young, angry, selfish man who didn’t know what to do with his life. But that child…oh, he was a gift. My Lucky.” And he would kiss Luc on the head with tears in his eyes, an act that embarassed him more and more as he grew older, until he never stuck around to hear his father finish the story anymore. 
 
    He didn’t know what he was supposed to feel. If he hadn’t shown up, perhaps those men would still be alive. Nagging thoughts. Nagging thoughts against the weight of his father’s words. That lucky child that he near-worshipped, that to him could do no wrong, should’ve known better. Should’ve known better than to run off with mercenaries, for starters.  
 
    But what made him feel worse was that he didn’t regret a damn thing.  
 
    It was very nearly a betrayal of everything he had been taught his whole life. The dead was not theirs to worry about, Hana had assured him, but he knew his father would’ve said something else. Yet that first night, he had spent more time worrying about why Roena wasn’t talking to him than even offering a paltry prayer ceremony for the men who had been killed. Decent men, as far as men went. They were kind enough to him when they didn’t have to be. And anyway, it didn’t matter what a man did or didn’t do to you—how you treated them was your responsibility. 
 
    Ah, how easily a father’s words could fade away in the wake of something new. And how easy it was to worry less and less about what he would think the further the days stretched out. By the time they reached the first village, Luc had managed to get ahold of his thoughts and the ache on the rune was all but gone. He saw Roena chatting with Hana about something or another before he caught her eye. Her lips quirked into a half-smile. She never gave him that much more, not even when they slept together, but it made his senses spin.  
 
    “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?” Treda asked him once the women were out of earshot. 
 
    “Bad news,” Demon grumbled. 
 
    Treda snorted. “Maybe for you.” 
 
    “She’s a noblewoman,” Demon said. “Fuck knows what she’s doing here with us, but you know it’s not going to be for long.” 
 
    “I know that,” Luc said, scratching his head. He hadn’t really thought about it before, but there it was. Inexperienced as he was, he had always suspected that Roena’s actions were nothing more than a flight of fancy. A convenient flight of fancy for him, but one she probably hadn’t thought all that well through just the same.  
 
    “If you want to know what I think—” Demon began. 
 
    Treda sighed. “We really don’t.” 
 
    Demon scowled at him. “Take what you can, while you can. She’s still a woman. Still a warm, tight—” 
 
    “I don’t think you heard me the first time,” Treda interrupted. “He’s in love with her. You’d marry her in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Luc shook his head, unsure of how to reply. 
 
    Treda laughed. “Well…maybe not marry, but you’re probably thinking about picking flowers or buying her something nice by the time we get to Crossfingers.” 
 
    “You’re both fucked up,” Demon snarled. “Flowers.” 
 
    “You don’t like flowers, Demon? I’m shocked.” 
 
    Luc smiled, scratching his head. Up ahead, he noticed that Roena had stopped in the middle of the street. A man was walking up towards them. Her expression changed. 
 
    The man stopped in front of her. “Roena Blackwood,” he said. “I’m surprised to see you still in one piece.” 
 
    She slapped him. 
 
    Luc saw the man barely flinch. There was a smirk on his face, too, which seemed almost unnatural considering how Roena looked about ready to murder him. “I’m glad to see you too, my dear,” he continued in a tone that was all shades of smug. 
 
    “I’m not going back home,” she hissed. 
 
    “I’m not here to take you back to your father, if that’s what you think. I’m sure you’re aware I have better things to do than to keep track of your activities.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing here?” 
 
    He straightened his collar before glancing at Luc. “Ah. The glorious leader of this group.” 
 
    Luc turned to Roena first. “Well…” 
 
    He gave a smile. “Am I wrong? Is she the leader now?” 
 
    “Leave us alone, Ylir.” 
 
    “I haven’t even done anything irritating so far.” 
 
    “You’re here. That’s irritating enough.” 
 
    Ylir laughed before returning his gaze back towards Luc. “My name is Ylir yn Ferral,” he said. “You are Luc apn Jak, unless she’s given you a new name. Is that how this works now, Roena? You’ve found a new pet?” 
 
    “Just go away.” 
 
    “I can’t, unfortunately. But don’t fret your pretty face. I’m just here to greet you on a job well-done. A truly glorious accomplishment—fulfilling not just the conditions you set out to do, but felling one of the famed beasts of the Kag!” 
 
    “How do you know these things?” Luc asked. “We just got here.” 
 
    Ylir grinned. “I don’t pay you to ask questions.” 
 
    “You—what?” 
 
    Ylir turned to Tasha, who was standing right behind Luc. “You haven’t told them?”  
 
    “Never came up,” Tasha grunted. 
 
    “You bastard,” Roena said. “You…and you’re working with Lady Isobel, too? What are you up to?” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s nothing you ought to worry about. You did say you have no intention of returning home, yes?” He dug into his pocket and placed a purse in Luc’s hand. “Don’t let her make you spend it all in one place, now.” 
 
    “We have to talk,” Roena snarled. 
 
    “I have been meaning to speak with Luc and Tasha alone. I suppose if you’ve slept your way up the hierarchy—” 
 
    She slapped him a second time. 
 
    “I have secured the inn for your men,” Ylir continued without missing a beat, though his cheek was turning a bright shade of red. “They’ll take care of food and drink and whatever else they may need. Consider it a reward for a job well-done. Now, if you’ll follow me up to my room, I can explain what’s going to happen next.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Ylir’s abrupt appearance in the village shouldn’t have upset Roena, but it did. 
 
    Her mind scrabbled backward as she tried to remember how she had first met him at the start of that winter. He had gone to Blackwood specifically to introduce himself to her father, bringing proposals straight from the partners of Yn Garr Industries. She didn’t know much more than that—her father never spoke to her about his businesses, a thing that had always irritated her on account of the fact that she was his heir—and Ylir had been too busy with…other things…ever since she became acquainted with him. 
 
    She couldn’t even remember who first initiated things. Both of them, perhaps, dancing around each other. Tentatively, in the beginning, and then not so much. She had expected a much older man from what she had heard about him and was intrigued when she saw that he was young, handsome, and different. Charming when he wanted to be, barb-tongued when he didn’t. She liked that in a man. But she could easily admit that the novelty had worn off fast enough. Ylir wasn’t someone you were supposed to trust—his reputation followed him like a shadow and he never really tried to hide it, either. 
 
     What it came down to, she realized, was that Ylir was a reminder of how difficult it was for her to truly shed everything that made her who she was, no matter how much she tried. 
 
    Roena had lost track of the number of times she had tried to run away from home. She knew the others thought of it as a joke—something she did to attract attention and sympathy. And there were times when she’d been found half-frozen in a ditch somewhere, shivering after she’d lost her way, and her father, instead of going on one of his rambling, incoherent rages, had kept quiet and sent her to bed with blankets and a warm cup of tea he’d made himself. People who accused her of such things didn’t know Iorwin, of course. There was no sense in trying to squeeze kindness from him. It happened or it didn’t.  
 
    Most days, all she really wanted was to just leave it all behind. Her name. Her title. Her father’s choking presence. But of course Ylir had been right about one thing—she didn’t know much else. She would never admit it to his face, but she didn’t know how to be anything but Lady Roena Blackwood. She had attached herself to Luc in the first place because a part of her was aware that he would respect that. Hana had praised her for it.  
 
    She found it detestable. Using Luc was one thing; relying on him was another. Dealing the killing blow to the creature had changed that, had filled her with a sense of pride. The others seemed to respect her for it, too—actual respect, and not the sort that came because they were afraid of her father. The last few days had been a whirlwind of acceptance and camaraderie. It almost felt like the sort of life she could live, now. 
 
    Almost. She watched Ylir take a seat as they strode into his room. The furnishings—or lack thereof—took her aback. There was nothing but a bed and the chair. Common enough in roadside inns, but it wasn’t the sort of room she expected to ever find Ylir in. Yet it looked as if he had been staying there for days—the sheets looked slept in, there were clothes folded in one corner, books piled in another, and at least three candle stubs along the windowsill.  
 
    “The ka-eng work for you too, don’t they?” Luc spoke up.  
 
    Ylir crossed his arms. “What of it?” 
 
    Luc appeared almost angry—as close to it as she has seen, anyway. 
 
    “This isn’t the time,” Tasha broke in.  
 
    “They lied to me,” Luc continued, ignoring her. “They said they were keeping an eye on Toskthar for their elder, because of the missing children. They said—” 
 
    Ylir held a finger up. “Not that I feel the need to explain myself to you, but you’re a polite enough fellow, so I’ll give you this: I don’t know. I don’t keep track of their activities, and for all I can see, they were telling the truth. They do work for me—that is, for Yn Garr Industries. Just like you.” 
 
    “Yn Garr Industries owns the Boarshind,” Roena broke in. “Why would you need us?” 
 
    He smiled. “Us. You really are serious about this Roena, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Answer my question.” 
 
    “We don’t own the Boarshind,” he said, tapping his fingers across his knee. “Baeddan, the leader of the Boarshind, and my master Gorrhen yn Garr are friends. Gorrhen yn Garr has made investments in the Boarshind infrastructure and he takes a certain percentage of the profit, but—” 
 
    “You’re stalling.” 
 
    He looked irritated at her interruption. “You asked me a question. I answered.” 
 
    “That wasn’t my question. Why us?” 
 
    “You’re dirt cheap,” Ylir said with a grin. He glanced at Tasha. “No offense intended, of course, but…labour isn’t as easy to come by in the Kag as you might believe, and I prefer to use the Boarshind for more…delicate operations. My master wasn’t keen on this whole business, but the fact that Tasha and Oswyn were from the Boarshind helped ease his heart a little. Oswyn’s death was a disappointment, in more ways than one.” 
 
    “Do you really believe the shit that comes out of your mouth?” Roena asked. 
 
    “My dear, I’m still not quite sure why you’re angry with me. Does my presence fill you with conflict? You were a lot more accommodating the last time we saw each other.” 
 
    She resisted the urge to strike him a third time. It was starting to become repetitive, and she wasn’t sure if he was worth hurting her hand again. She saw Luc fidgeting uncomfortably. “And Lady Isobel?” she asked, trying to draw attention away from talk of that last time. “Have you partnered up with her, too? If cheap was what you wanted…” 
 
    Ylir started laughing. “Some of our interests align, yes,” he said, after catching his breath. “I’ve got to admit, Roena, I wasn’t aware these things ever interested you. You seemed like you didn’t care much beyond your sword collection and your petty grudges with your father.” 
 
    Tasha cleared her throat before she could respond. “You wanted us here for another job.” 
 
    “I did. Straightforward as always, Tasha. I always did like that about you. And Luc. How did your sword hold up? The smith at Crossfingers assured me it was his best steel, but they all say that.” 
 
    “It’s…fine,” Luc replied. “A little chipped.” 
 
    “Bring it back to him and tell him to put it on my tab. Both of you have made this experiment work remarkably in our favour. I have to admit, I was concerned when Lady Isobel reported that you’ve somehow found yourselves saddled with Lady Roena, but I won’t fault you for that. You’re a young man, and she does know her way between the sheets.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. “You—” 
 
    “There’s one other reason I hired you,” Ylir continued, completely ignoring her now. “The Boarshind function under a specific set of rules, one of which is that they don’t take assassination contracts. Bad for their image, you understand. They’re trying to present themselves as a professional organization, one available for hire in nations beyond. Many officials won’t want anything to do with them if they’re seen as nothing more than lawless thugs and criminals.” 
 
    “Wait,” Luc said. “You want us to kill someone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who?” Roena asked. 
 
    Ylir’s smile never left his face. “I’m having Lady Isobel gather up the details. She’ll tell you the rest in Blackwood. But I wanted to speak with you both to ensure we don’t have a problem. Everything from up to here had been simple. From here on out? I need assurance that you’ll be able to control your men.” He turned to gaze at Tasha. 
 
    “The men are fine,” Tasha said after what felt like an unaturally long pause.  
 
    “Are they?” 
 
    “They’re following Lucky well enough. We keep them in line when they don’t.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Luc turned to Tasha. “I thought you told me he wanted me to take charge.” 
 
    She scowled. “I can’t fucking lead,” she grumbled. 
 
    “She’s frightened,” Ylir said, “of what they’ll do if they learn what brought her out here in the first place. Isn’t that right, Tasha?” 
 
    “Fuck off. I’m doing what you want. I told you to stay out of it. This isn’t your problem.” 
 
    “It is if it interferes with the operation,” Ylir said. His eyes settled on Luc. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventeen  
 
      
 
      
 
    Luc felt his throat go dry at Ylir’s scrutinizing gaze. Discomfort flooded him. Shame, too, almost like when he found himself confronted with Draigar mere hours after lying with her on that stone floor. No…worse. They were feelings he was starting to get used to, and he was aware they weren’t about to leave anytime soon so as long as he continued to associate with Roena. 
 
    “Leave us,” Ylir said. 
 
    “If you think I’m going to let you hurt him—” Roena started. 
 
    Tasha grabbed her by the arm before she could finish her sentence. Roena started to resist, but Tasha easily dragged her out of the room, shutting the door behind them. Luc could hear them arguing for a few seconds until their voice faded out in the hall. 
 
    Ylir looked amused. “She seems oddly fond of you. That’s a first. I was beginning to wonder if she cared about anything but herself.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure she just wanted to make you angry.” 
 
    “You’re smarter than I gave you credit for.” 
 
    He wondered if that was an insult. “As opposed to just some idiot who fell…uh…” 
 
    “There’s a crude term that’s not face-first that you’re thinking of, but I’m not sure if either of us are equipped to say it.” 
 
    Luc rubbed the back of his head. “I suppose not. I know what she’s doing. The whole thing with Draigar. You.” He took a deep breath. “She’s talked about you before. Briefly. I don’t know. This life is—I never imagined I would find myself here.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure why he kept talking. He could see Ylir examining him closely, like he was a puzzle he wanted to disassemble but wasn’t sure if it was something he had time for. “Interesting choice of words,” Ylir finally said. “I’m going to repeat my question. This job is important. Are you going to be a problem?” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re asking me that.” He swallowed. “It’s…the killing, I suppose?” 
 
    “Ah. I was about to take back what I just said earlier. Yes, Luc. I’m acquainted with your reputation from Crossfingers. When Tasha insinuated that she preferred you take responsibility after Oswyn’s death, I had to find out why for myself. I imagined you’d be some sort of warrior prodigy or brilliant strategist. I couldn’t have been more wrong. Don’t get angry. I’m not insulting you.” 
 
    “I was just about to decide that you were.” 
 
    “The townspeople spoke fondly of you. The priest. The smith. The…town surgeon?” 
 
    “Tom.” 
 
    “Good old Tom,” Ylir said dryly. “They found it unfortunate that you fell with a bad crowd. A kind boy, their Lucky. Wouldn’t dream of hurting a fly. You failed the military exam at Skellcilan Academy too, I’m told.” 
 
    “You’re very thorough.” 
 
    “That’s what I do. The professor was quite regretful that she couldn’t recommend you on, though her reasons were sound. You’re Gorenten.” 
 
    “So are you,” he retorted. 
 
    “Ah. So you noticed.” 
 
    “Hard not to.” 
 
    Ylir tapped both of his sleeves for a moment before looking back at him. “It’s different. You’re a marked Gorenten. A Dageian mage can sniff you fifty paces away. But I suppose you’ve already learned that the hard way, haven’t you? But never mind. So you joined Tasha’s little band just as Oswyn died, and for some reason they’ve started to depend on you. I can see why.” 
 
    “I’m a foil to keep Jona away from Tasha.” 
 
    Ylir nodded. “I suppose. I’m convinced there’s one other thing. You’re not like the rest of that angry, embittered crew. She’s had a rough life, like most of them. Raped, used, beaten until she learned to fight back and stand amongst the rest of the rough men she’s had no choice but to live with.” He scratched his beard. “The small matter with her daughter. Has she told you that I intend to deliver her from Cairntown, where the Boarshind are holding her hostage, in exchange for the successful completion of this last job?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I believe she intends for her daughter to join her in this life. The child wouldn’t last a day around some of these folk. But you…you’re not like that. With you as the leader, you’d change the way they see things. She’s too much like them—it wouldn’t work with her in charge. They’d resent her. With you? The crew would change the way it sees things. Her daughter could be safe.” 
 
    Ylir’s words left Luc feeling light-headed. He sat down at the edge of the mattress, digesting them. 
 
    “And now my problem,” Ylir continued. “This is all well and good for Tasha. I sympathize with her dilemma, I really do. But it’s not going to make my life any easier.” 
 
    “Because I wouldn’t want to kill someone in cold blood,” Luc said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    He licked his lips. “What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “You can’t have it both ways. You can’t maintain your unwillingness to get your hands dirty and still expect to get far in this life. But I’m not unreasonable. I don’t expect you to sink the dagger in yourself. This isn’t some magical monster who’s trying to kill you, and I can already see that you’re not the kind of man who’ll change just because I drop a few words. All I want is for you to promise that you’ll stay out of it.” Ylir’s face tightened. “Tasha’s daughter’s life depends on it.” 
 
    “You’re—are you threatening her?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. But my options are limited, and I’ll do what I can to make sure this happens the way I want it to. Do you understand, Luc?” 
 
    He felt himself nod.  
 
    “Excellent. You can go, now.” 
 
    Luc started for the door. As he touched the handle, he heard Ylir clear his throat. “Roena,” Ylir said. “Do you care for her?” 
 
    “Is it another problem if I do?” he asked. 
 
    “It depends. I suppose it doesn’t matter, either way.” He laughed. “Funny how it all works out. She attempts to run from her fate and then, in the unlikeliest of places, barrels straight into the arms of an honourable man. Ah, well. Don’t tell her a damn thing if you want to keep her around.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was a quiet, dejected Luc that joined them later in the tavern that night. Roena started to wonder what Ylir had thought to speak to him about before deciding she probably needed to keep out of it. Ylir liked causing a stir. If she pretended not to care…and she really didn’t… 
 
    She returned to her ale. Beside her, Treda was laughing over something Caiso had said. On the other table, Hana was half-drunk and engaged in an arm-wrestling session with the men. She had admitted to Roena that she meant to take one of them to bed that night—the contest was probably her way of deciding which one. Hopefully she dumped her pick in a tub of hot water and scrubbed him from head to toe first. All of them stank after the journey, some more than others. 
 
    Her attention drifted back to Luc. He had picked up a tankard of ale from the bar and was now staring at it without drinking. She fought the urge to go up to him and push his face into it. He would probably take it the wrong way. He overthought things, that Luc.  
 
    She took her drink and went up to his table to join him. “Don’t let him get to your head,” she said before he could open his mouth. “That’s what he does. It entertains him, I think.” 
 
    “You know him that well?” 
 
    “Well enough,” she murmured. 
 
    He looked back down at his ale.  
 
    Roena sighed. She really wasn’t used to dealing with men who sulked. But if this was to be her life now, she needed to get used to it fast. Needed to get used to Luc. She glanced back at the others. Demon was throwing daggers on the dart board and swearing every time they struck the wall handle-first. One of Isobel’s men was giggling helplessly behind him. Jona… 
 
    Jona was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Tasha, but Jona was always a cause for concern. He had started drinking early and was probably passed out in the street somewhere.  
 
    “I mean—” Luc began. 
 
    She stifled another sigh. “You did. You listened to him. Don’t. Drink until the voice disappears.” 
 
    “Does that even work?” 
 
    “Worked well enough with my father. Watch.” She finished her tankard in one gulp. He stared at her, wide-eyed. “What did he want, anyway?” she asked as she thumped the bottom of the mug against the table. 
 
    “Seems like your way doesn’t work all that well.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Does it bother you that he wants us to kill someone?” 
 
    It was a strange question. “We’re mercenaries,” she said. “Isn’t that the whole point? We get paid to do things.” 
 
    “But we’re not assassins.” 
 
    “You’ve listened to too many bedtime stories. Do you really think there’s a difference? Or that you can find an assassin’s guild somewhere in Hafod, advertising their services just like that? The king’s men would be all over it in an instant.” 
 
    “He wants us to break the law.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “That doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “You keep asking me that. If it bothers me? It doesn’t bother me, Luc,” she said, glaring at him. “If it comes down to it, it’s not really me doing the killing. It’s Ylir yn Garr. I always knew his company did shady things, but that’s not on me.” 
 
    “Whatever you left behind can’t be so bad that you’d sink to this, can it?” 
 
    “You know what I’ve left behind. Don’t play the noble priest, Luc. This is—” 
 
    She heard a scream. A woman. 
 
    Her life now. Unsaid, the words echoed in the back of her head anyway. She got up. Something told her she needed to. Something about that cry, and the men’s laughter.  
 
    No one else seemed to have heard the cry except Luc, who pushed his mug away and turned to follow her. She came up to the path leading to the tavern. The only light was coming from the moon, but even then, the street was empty.  
 
    “You heard it too,” Luc murmured. “Can’t just be our imagination.” 
 
    She felt something prickle the back of her neck. Jona—Jona wasn’t in the tavern. From the corner of her eyes, she saw movement in the bushes. She sucked in her breath and raced down towards it. She was barely around the corner when she saw his huge form straddling a villager, her head to the wall. His trousers were around his ankles. 
 
    Roena grabbed his arm to drag him away from the woman. Snarling, he smashed his fist into the back of the woman’s skull. “Mind your own damn business!” His breath reeked of wine. The woman whimpered and tried to sink her teeth into his hand. He twisted her arm, forcing her back to the ground as he moaned into her hair. 
 
    Realizing she had left her sword back in the tavern, Roena picked up a rock and struck him on the head. 
 
    He spun, his hips quivering as he let the woman go. She sprinted down the street. “You bitch,” Jona roared, liquid dripping down his thighs as he wiped saliva from his mouth. “I paid her. The fuck do you think you’re doing?” He scrabbled to lace his trousers together while he pointed at Luc. “You better control your woman before I do it for you. You—” 
 
    “Get the hell out, Jona,” Luc said.  
 
    “Get the hell out of what?” 
 
    “Leave. Now.” 
 
    Jona grinned. “Or what?” 
 
    “Or I stick a sword in you when you least expect it,” Roena thundered.  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m sorry—did you mistake me for Luc? I’m Roena Blackwood. I don’t make empty threats.” 
 
    People appeared to stare at them from the street, including what seemed like most of the mercenaries. Tasha strode up to them, a confused expression on her face. “Tell these fuckers to lay off me, Tasha,” Jona hissed. 
 
    “We shouldn’t have men like him in the group,” Luc said. “I know you have a history, Tasha, but we both know we don’t want him here.” 
 
    Jona spat. “The fuck is he going on about?”  
 
    “We’ve got enough men now,” Luc continued. “Ston and a couple of his have talked about staying with us. Do we really need this…this piece of shit?” 
 
    The question resounded through the night. Tasha’s eyes widened.  
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Jona laughed. “After all we’ve been through, you’d just kick me to the side, you fucking wench? What would Oswyn say?” 
 
    “Oswyn’s dead,” Roena broke in.  
 
    “You need me,” Jona replied, a trickle of blood pouring down his forehead. “I leave, half the fucking group leaves. Isn’t that right? Men? Caiso?” 
 
    The mercenaries began to murmur amongst themselves.  
 
    “I don’t think—” Caiso began. 
 
    “You asslicker,” Jona snarled. “What about the rest of you louts? You’d really let the farmboy and his princess push you around? You saw what they just did to me. I fucking paid the whore. One step over the line and they’ll be patting themselves on the back while watching you swing from the gallows.” 
 
    One of the mercenaries started walking up to him. Jona gave a smug grin as others from his original group followed. 
 
    “Caiso,” Jona said, cocking his head to the side. “I’ve been waiting for the day you betrayed me.” 
 
    “I have to admit, Jona, it’s the idea of having paid work that appeals to me,” Caiso replied. “Try not to take it personally.” 
 
    Jona snorted. “You fucking idiot. Choke on your fucking job when you realize you don’t have the men to finish it. Why do you think he wants enough? He’s planning an assault. He’s planning to split you up and throw you at armed guards, probably. That’s how these jobs always go.” 
 
    “There’s still ten of us left,” Roena said. “You can leave. We won’t miss you.” 
 
    “Ten? I see a pretty farmboy and girls who wouldn’t know how to hold a sword if their lives depended on it. Good riddance. Wouldn’t want to die with the the goatfucker in charge, anyway.” He turned on his heel, clouting the man next to him before they stumbled down the street. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Tasha breathed. 
 
    Luc scratched his head. “We can do the job without him. You wanted this, right? Did you want that monster around after this is all over?” 
 
    She grabbed him by the collar. “You had no right,” she hissed. “You—” 
 
    “Tasha,” Roena warned. 
 
    “I would’ve taken care of him myself. You’ve risked everything…for what? A fucking whore? Principles? You fucking children.” She threw Luc aside and marched back into the tavern. One by one, the mercenaries turned to follow her, leaving Roena and Luc alone on the street. 
 
    “Shit,” Luc murmured, tugging at his shirt.  
 
    She didn’t say anything. From the window, she caught sight of Ylir staring down at her. Their eyes locked for a moment. His mouth was a thin line. She felt like screaming at him, that she’d finish his damn job and then she wanted nothing to do with him again, ever. The anger ebbed. He pulled the curtains down just as a cloud came up to cover the moon, leaving them in darkness. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Spring in Crossfingers was a flurry of activity, due in part to the flock of students—many coming in from villages all over Hafod—beginning the year at Skellcilan Academy. After paying for the inn and allowing the men to do what they pleased for the rest of the evening, Luc found himself leaving the town square and wandering off to the massive stone steps at the academy entrance. It was late afternoon and more than a few vendors had made their way to the street, offering meat buns, pies, and fried sausages for hungry students eager to get back to their dormitories.  
 
    The memory of him guiding Alun up those steps came to him, unbidden. Months ago, now. It felt like years. The journey back south had been exhausting enough. Even with spring bursting into fullness around them, the mercenaries lacked the energy of when they first begun. Luc didn’t know why, but Jona and his men’s departure had fractured the group in a way he didn’t expect. 
 
    Honourable, Ylir had called him. A lie if there ever was one. What honour had there been in leaving his family for this? He had been glad to throw Jona out because it was one less reminder of the depravity of this life. He thought that those that remained would’ve agreed. But even Tasha, who was the one who wanted him to be leader in the first place, refused to talk to him now. He had expected her to be pleased that he’d gotten rid of Jona at last. 
 
    The bells chimed. He watched the students leave in droves, chatting and laughing as they headed for the food carts. He knew he was only looking for Alun, but that still didn’t stop the seed of envy from sprouting in his heart. You want what you cannot have even when they tell you why it isn’t for you, why it could never be. He understood all the reasons for his rejection, but it didn’t take away the sting.  
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t tell me you still want to be one of those fuckers,” Hana said, squeezing him. 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, Hana, things aren’t working out so well for me right now, either.” 
 
    “Tasha will come around. She always does.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why she was so angry about Jona.” 
 
    “He was the best sword arm,” Hana said with a shrug. “You made it a lot harder to finish this job. We don’t even know what we’ll be up against. Hamstrung before the hunt.” 
 
    “We’ve got enough men,” Luc murmured. 
 
    “Jona’s equal to five,” Hana replied. “You knew this. You saw how he was up at Windroost. But hey, it’s over now. Can’t dig yourself out of a hole, can you? So don’t even try.”  
 
    You can’t have it both ways. Against Roena’s warning, he was letting Ylir’s words sink in. So which way was he supposed to pick? He turned his attention back to the students, wondering if Alun had already made friends or if he was going to be in the dormitories, studying all through the night. He didn’t really know. The last remnants of their childhood had slipped from his grasp.  
 
    Hana shoved a sausage on a stick at him. “So which one’s your little brother?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t see him,” he murmured, taking a bite that filled his mouth with the taste of garlic, sage, and hot chili oil. “He’s probably nose-deep in his books by now.” 
 
    “At this hour?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Alun likes his books.” 
 
    “Do you want to go up to visit?” 
 
    Luc felt his mouth dry up at the thought. His first instinct was to say yes. Alun—gods, he had never wanted so badly to see anyone in his life. He could talk to him now, too. Could ask him to forgive him for not knowing any better about Ceri, but that didn’t matter anymore because he didn’t love her, anyway. Had never loved her. And she hated him now after seeing him with Roena. 
 
    But the temptation left. “We’ve got the job to worry about,” he said, straightening himself up. He dropped the stick in the gutter, wiped his mouth, and turned away from the building.  
 
    They made their way back to the square. A man, the baker, noticed Luc and paused in the middle of the street to stare at him, mouth agape. Luc normally greeted him about his day and whether he had any moldy bread for Tom’s pigs. He didn’t, this time. He’d tried to keep away from the townsfolk as best as he could and they were starting to learn to do the same to him. The taint of his decisions clung to him like a stench he couldn’t wash off. Ylir may have spoken of how fondly they had regarded him, but it was clear enough that they considered that Luc dead. Every time they looked at him now, they only saw his shadow. 
 
    “Is it like this in Cairntown?” he asked. “Mercenaries are more common out there.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean how they turn their noses up on you like they just saw a dead rat? Not as bad, but also still the same. Depends on who you ask. Depends on who you are.” 
 
    “That doesn’t really tell me anything.” 
 
    “Well, my own mother still hasn’t spoken to me, for starters. And it’s been at least ten years. I wouldn’t know what to tell her if I saw her again.” 
 
    He imagined going ten years without speaking to his father. It was a painful thought. “I won’t do that,” he said. “I’m going to promise myself that when this is done, I’ll go back to them. Just for a day or so.” 
 
    Hana smiled. “Easier said than done.” 
 
    They walked into the tavern, just in time to hear Treda’s story about a bear he had killed with his bare hands, which always ended with a joke. Luc spotted Roena and was about to join her table when he saw Old Bokta burst from the kitchen doors. “I was looking for you!” he cried, reaching for both of his shoulders. “Those mercenaries!” 
 
    He was hysterical. Luc tried to pat his arms to calm him down. “I’ve got the mercenaries with me, Bokta. You’re looking right at them.” 
 
    Hana waved a tankard at him.  
 
    Bokta shook his head, his lips quivering. “No. There were others, came by this morning. Throwing tables around, causing a ruckus. Asking about you. We had to call the guards. They were in the cells the whole morning.” 
 
    “Jona,” Luc said. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Saw them on my way to the walls.” Bokta dug his fingers into his shirt and shook him. “They’re headed to the village, Luc. I think they mean to go to your farm.” 
 
    Luc gave a nervous laugh. “They can’t. They’re probably headed to Blackwood.” 
 
    “Listen to me, fool boy. They took the right fork. The look on their faces…I think they mean to hurt your family.” 
 
    The words sank in. His mind fell blank. 
 
    “This happened just now?” Roena spoke up. 
 
    Bokta nodded.  
 
    “We won’t get there in time,” Tasha said, barely glancing up from her ale. “I told you not to antagonize the fuck out of him. Did you listen? No, hey? We had a good thing going and you fucked it up. If I were you, Luc, I’d just steer clear.” 
 
    “Didn’t…didn’t you just hear what he said?” Luc asked. He could feel cold sweat on his palms. “That’s my family there.” 
 
    “Too bad.” She took a drink and wiped her lips with the back of her hand.  
 
    “Report to the guards,” Roena said.  
 
    Tasha set her mug aside and drew her sword. “You’ll do no such thing. The last thing we want is to call more attention on us.” 
 
    Luc came up to her. “It’s already happened!” He turned to the other mercenaries. “Help me, then. I need to go back there. I need to make sure my family’s safe.” 
 
    “You can go alone,” Tasha said. “See if Jona doesn’t murder you along with the rest of them.” 
 
    “I wanted him gone for your sake, Tasha. For Cate!” 
 
    Tasha’s face remained impassive. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Your daughter that you left back in Cairntown. The Boarshind’s holding her hostage. Ylir told me everything. Please, Tasha—” 
 
    “What the fuck is he saying?” Demon broke in.  
 
    “Sit your ass down.” 
 
    “No,” he snarled, making his way through the tables to her. “You’ve been stringing us along far too long, bitch. Who the fuck is Cate?” 
 
    Tasha stared at him blankly. 
 
    “Agartes help us,” Roena groaned. “It’s her and Oswyn’s daughter. Don’t you idiots talk to each other?” She walked up to him, pushing his sheathed sword into his hand. “They’re not going to help you.” 
 
    He realized she was speaking the truth. They were arguing amongst themselves now, Demon barking at Tasha for her lies, at Hana for keeping this from him. The others had gone back to their drinks. They knew Jona, knew what he was capable of. 
 
    Gods… 
 
    He managed to strap his sword belt on and started for the door. Roena was one step behind him. 
 
    “Luc!” Tasha called out. 
 
    He turned to her for a moment, catching the warning in her eyes. He bit back against the bitterness building up inside of him before racing down the street. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    There was no time for words in the time it took for them to run into the darkness, leaving behind the flickering lights of the town. Roena wouldn’t have known what to say, anyway. She hadn’t seen Luc this upset before. A part of her was curious if she’d react the same way if it was her family they were running towards. Probably not. Her father had guards, soldiers who would give their lives for him if they had to.  
 
    Luc’s family was…well. She realized she’d never even asked about them. She knew about the grandmother and he had mentioned a brother. A cripple. What chance did that one have against Jona? She felt a twinge of panic when she gazed up at the horizon and saw smoke.  
 
    “No,” Luc gasped. 
 
    They started to run faster, past a grove of trees that bent over them like arches and around the fences. The house ahead of them was in flames. 
 
    She reached for him in an attempt to hold him back. He wrenched his hand out of her grasp and kicked the door down. A shot of fire cracked the windows at the exact moment, sending a shower of sparks and embers. He thundered into the house, heedless of the risk.  
 
    “Da!” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Ignoring the good sense to stay back, Roena took one step across the threshold. She saw Luc on the ground, holding a crumpled body in his arms. 
 
    She grabbed him through the choking smoke. He moved then, as if somehow just awakening from a dream, hefting the body over his shoulder and dragging it out of the house. He laid it on the ground. “Da,” he repeated, patting the still face. “Wake up, Da.” 
 
    “Luc, I don’t think he’s alive.” 
 
    He ignored her. “Da. Please, Da.” 
 
    “Luc—” She placed her hand on his cheek and looked him in the eye. “He’s been dead a while. He’s gone, Luc.” 
 
    Tears streamed down his soot-stained face. He dropped to the ground beside her, one hand clutching her arm like his own life depended on it. Maybe it did. She knew nothing about grief or loss or sorrow, only that she had never before heard the strangled sobs coming from his throat. She didn’t think she’d ever forget it. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Eighteen  
 
      
 
      
 
    In the calm that came between the wave of tears and the numbing weight of grief, Luc struggled to remember the last time he had seen his father. 
 
    It was the morning before he left for Crossfingers. He had gotten up early to do his chores, wanting to get to town as soon as he could. Jak had caught him in the yard, heading for the road even before the sun could creep over the treetops. “You’ll be having breakfast first, yeah?” he asked, his eyes all but disappearing the way they did every time he smiled.  
 
    “I don’t really feel like eating,” Luc replied.  
 
    “Didn’t eat all of last night either.” Jak pinched his cheek. “We’re all starting to worry a little, my boy. Ceri’s been wanting me to fetch a healer for you and everything.” 
 
    “Why would she want to do that?” 
 
    Jak gave a smile. “You really don’t know? Ah, to be young again. Come on now. Back to the kitchen with ye. I’ll make something quick and then I’ll let you go on your way.” 
 
    The gnawing sensation in his stomach wasn’t something that could be filled with food, but he turned back around the path to follow his father into the kitchen. He seated himself on the bench as he watched Jak pull out a pan and drop a side of bacon into it. After it began to fry in its own juices, he cracked open a couple of eggs on the side before turning around to give Luc another grin.  
 
    He couldn’t remember if they talked about anything else during that meal. Empty words, probably. The weather. Things that needed to get done around the farm. If he had known it would be the last time, he would’ve tried harder to remember everything…the way his father’s face grimaced whenever he told his jokes, or how he gazed at Luc. He saved me, Jak liked to tell everyone who listened. Told it like it was true. 
 
    And he killed you in the end, Luc thought, once he was able to conjure up words again. His father’s face was now still in death. Cold. Pale. His eyes were half-open, empty. If you hadn’t gone into that sea for me, you’d still be alive. 
 
    He heard Roena’s footsteps behind him. He couldn’t remember how long he had sat by his father’s side, but it must’ve been long enough. “There’s no one else,” Roena said. “No other…bodies.” 
 
    “He was alone,” Luc murmured. It brought him both relief and sorrow. The others must’ve been in town somewhere or with the neighbours. But the thought that a man like Jak could die without a friend beside him was more than he could bear. The priests had lied. There were no gods, or at least if there were, they didn’t walk through those lands with them. He placed his hand on the open wound on his father’s stiff chest before getting up. 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t…” Roena began. 
 
    “Any sign of Jona?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “They’d gone and trampled the garden. It seems like they broke the chicken coop, too. I don’t know how many you had in the first place, but I think most of them are safe.” 
 
    “Da’s gone but at least the chickens are fine,” he murmured. “Small comforts.” 
 
    “Luc…” 
 
    He fell silent. There were torches in the distance. Voices. Familiar voices that filled him with a moment of warmth until he remembered his father’s cold body behind him. He saw Bokta first, leading the mob, before his eyes fell on Alun. 
 
    “What did you do, Luc?” Alun cried out.  
 
    He stood still as Alun rushed past him. Shadows danced as the torches approached, followed by screams. He saw Kasia in tears, and then Grandma pulling Jak up, sobbing hysterically.  
 
    Someone dragged him by the collar. He found himself looking into Alun’s eyes before his brother struck him. He let him. The pain was nothing to the gaping emptiness inside. Blood was running down his cheek when they finally dragged Alun off him. 
 
    “What do we do with him?” Bokta asked. 
 
    “Let him go,” Kasia replied. Her voice was cold. 
 
    “Mother…” Luc began. 
 
    She never even looked at him. “Don’t call me that. You were never my son.” 
 
    “You heard her. Leave now,” Bokta said, clasping his shoulder. “Go back to your friends and take them with you. I did what they asked. The guards don’t know anything. Not yet. But get the hell out of town before I decide to have you all brought in.” 
 
    “I didn’t do this,” Luc whispered.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter, boy. It’s too late now.” 
 
    He turned back to his family. “Loma…” 
 
    The old woman continued to weep, deaf to his words. It was as if she didn’t know him.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he murmured, allowing Roena to lead him away. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    When Roena was young, she remembered saying—after a particularly nasty argument with her father—that she wanted him dead. 
 
    Harsh words. Angry words. She didn’t really mean it. She had been ten years old and words were all she had, but her mother had slapped her for it, locking her up in her room until she had time to think about what she’d said. Later, when Roena was more composed and Iorwin was in a more amicable mood, she’d been forced to go up to his study to apologize.  
 
    She did so with the sort of grace and tact that would’ve made the ladies at court weep, which was enough to make Iorwin know it was a lie. They were alike in that, father and daughter, staring at each other with the same hard, grey eyes. Branna had clapped and cried and told them they ought to never fight so much again, but they both knew what was really going on. The only thing that matched Iorwin’s will was Roena’s. Daughter and father were like the sun and the moon—neither could light the sky at the same time. 
 
    And so she didn’t know how to respond to Luc’s loss. Her own relationship with her father left her little room to compare. She had spent her whole life battling Iorwin that she couldn’t even fathom what losing him—actually losing him—might feel like. A part of her wanted to tell Luc to get over it, even though it had only been hours. She understood that he was in pain, but there were other things to worry about. Jona skulking about and out for Luc’s blood, for one thing. 
 
    There was also the matter concerning the other mercenaries. She managed to get Luc back to his room, noticing along the way that the tavern was empty. She found one of Bokta’s servants and learned that the mercenaries had fled not long after Bokta left. Tasha wasn’t going to take her chances with the guard. That bitch. A smart, wiley bitch, but a bitch nonetheless. They were probably on their way to Blackwood by now. 
 
    She gathered her own things and returned to Luc. He was staring at the ceiling. “Tasha and the others are gone,” she said. “We have to catch up to them. It’s almost dawn, anyway.” 
 
    Luc didn’t reply. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I know it’s hard, but you have to get up. We don’t want to be alone when Jona finds us.” 
 
    “What makes you think they want us with them?” Luc asked. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. Without Jona, they don’t have nearly enough men. Besides, they can’t get rid of us that easily. One word from me and they won’t get paid at all.” 
 
    “You mean Ylir.” 
 
    “Of course I meant Ylir. All I need to do is talk to him.” 
 
    “You’re that confident he’ll listen to you? Because you’ve…” His face coloured and his eyes dropped down. 
 
    “Because I’ve fucked him?” Roena asked. “Agartes, Luc, stop acting like a child. He’s afraid of Iorwin. Of course he won’t want to cross me, not with all the dirt I have on him.” 
 
    “You said you didn’t want anything to do with your father anymore.” 
 
    “Well, I’m stuck with him. I might as well use him once in a while.” She threw a shirt at him. “Go get changed. No use crying yourself into a stupor.” 
 
    He slowly removed his wet shirt and stared at it in his hands. His father’s blood was still all over it. 
 
    “Agartes—” Roena started. She tore the stained shirt away from his hands and helped him get into the dry one. Then she tipped his chin towards her. “You can’t let Jona get away with this. He’s still out there somewhere. Would you have your father’s death be in vain?” 
 
    He slowly nodded, though she could see in his eyes that he didn’t quite understand her. Vengeance must’ve never crossed his mind. It was inconvenient, but perhaps not surprising for what she knew about him. But when she called for him to get up, he did so, taking small, faltering steps after her. 
 
    Somehow, they made it to the road. 
 
    Luc didn’t speak much the whole time, which was strange for him. Roena didn’t mind. She preferred complete silence most days and Luc had always been on the chatty side. She had to admit after the second day of it, though, that it was a little grating. By then Luc had stopped crying, but when he wasn’t numbly going through the motions, he would be staring at the wall, oblivious to everything. 
 
    A part of her told her to abandon him. What was she doing playing nursemaid to a man she’d barely known for a few months? She wouldn’t even do it for her own brother, and Agartes knows, her mother had begged her often enough. She could take the money Ylir had given them and go start a life—truly start a life—somewhere. It was probably enough coin to buy passage on a ship. Somewhere across the sea, where her name wouldn’t be able to follow her anymore. She could change it, too. She’d always been partial to Cordelia, or Charlotte… 
 
    And yet she couldn’t even get up to leave him alone in their room for very long. It felt strange, but she was actually a little concerned for his well-being. There was the nagging thought in the back of her mind that he had been nothing but kind to her all this time. Even his betrayal of her to Draigar had good intentions. Idiotic and irritating, but… 
 
    “Get angry,” she told him when she finally felt herself growing tired of him staring back at her empty-eyed.  
 
    His jaw quivered. “Over what?” 
 
    “What Jona did. He hurt you and your family. Pick yourself up and swear that when you see him, you’ll stick a dagger into his eye.” 
 
    “What would that do?” he asked. 
 
    She stared at him for a moment. “Don’t be ridiculous, Luc.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he breathed. He clasped his hands together. “Jona was…the way he was. With or without me. I was the one who made this choice. I was the one who brought this on my family.” 
 
    “You actually believe that?” Roena grabbed him by the arm. “Look at me. How can you seriously blame yourself for what happened?” 
 
    “Because—” 
 
    “Because what? We don’t hold the fates in our hands, Luc, whether you want to believe otherwise. I don’t know what they teach you back in Crossfingers, but sometimes it’s not supposed to make sense. Sometimes you’re fucked and you can’t unfuck it so you just learn to live with it. Hana was just telling me this the other day. Did you want your father dead?” 
 
    He looked shocked that she would even say it. “No,” he said. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then it’s not your fault!” 
 
    “Roena…” 
 
    She shoved him to the bed, kissing him hard. He resisted for a moment, attempting to turn his head away. When she forced her tongue into his mouth, he eventually ran his fingers down her buttocks before moving to unlace her trousers with a fervour she had never seen in him before. She pulled away to catch her breath and laugh at his attempt. “You’re so awful at this,” she sneered. 
 
    He managed to remove her trousers and dragged her towards him, his fingers finding their way up her shirt, brushing past her nipples before going down. He was becoming more confident now, remembering nearly every little detail she’d taught him over the last few weeks, his tongue and fingers working tirelessly for her pleasure. Still so much to learn, but… 
 
    When they were done, he fell asleep almost immediately, his head on the crook of his elbow. It was the first deep sleep he’s had since that night at Crossfingers, and she watched him breath softly with a measure of satisfaction. After a moment, she even dared to brush her fingers over his hair, wondering a little at how soft they felt, the stubble that only grew around his chin and upper lip, the mole on his cheek, and how long his eyelashes were with his eyes closed.  
 
    “We could live like this, can’t we?” she asked. 
 
    He murmured in response, still asleep. He did that at times, with no memory of it in the morning. It amused her. She wrapped her arms around her legs and smiled. “We could,” she continued. “We’re mercenaries now. We could make our own rules. No bastards like Jona, and we stick up for each other because—well, because who else have we got? When we catch up to those idiots, we’ll teach them a thing or two.” 
 
    He sighed. She fell back against the bed beside him, one hand on his smooth chest, and followed him down into a dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Luc couldn’t remember much of the trip back to Blackwood. Snippets of the mundane, interspersed with his nights with Roena, kept the worst of his grief at bay. He wasn’t sure if he ought to be thankful. By all rights he ought to be back mourning with his family, preparing his father’s body for the burial. But they wanted nothing to do with him. The distraction was all he had.  
 
    Which made it difficult for him to know what to do with himself once they reached the city and she left him in the inn in search of the mercenaries. She was convinced that she could set things right with them, and he didn’t have the heart to tell her that he didn’t care anymore. He didn’t care. If he had been wise enough to leave before it was too late, his father would still be alive. He had brought ruin upon the very people he would’ve died a thousand deaths for. 
 
    The door creaked open. He turned his head, expecting Roena, although it was still a little too early for her to have come back. The sight of Treda and Hana at the doorway filled him with confusion. Were they there to kill him? He could see his sword on the windowsill, but he made no move towards it. 
 
    “Ah, shit, Lucky,” Hana said. “We heard what happened back there. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He stared at her in disbelief.  
 
    “Everything got all fucked up at that inn there,” Treda added. “With Demon and Tasha and the job…we should’ve gone with you.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have done a thing,” Luc murmured. “Would’ve been too late, either way.” He cleared his throat. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Hana made a face. “We heard Roena was looking for us. Found out where she was staying and got here before—well, before things got worse. See…Tasha met up with Jona again. With both of you gone, we needed the people, and she wasn’t happy with losing him in the first place, anyway.” 
 
    “He was the one who bragged about what he did, too,” Treda said. “Didn’t sit well with me. Fucking ass.” 
 
    Luc straightened himself. “Then you shouldn’t be here. He’ll kill the both of you.” 
 
    “Yes, well, about that…” Hana began. “Bit too late. I might have called his mother names.” 
 
    Treda grinned. “That’s putting it lightly.” 
 
    “How was I to know he actually loved his mother? He didn’t seem like the type. Fuck, I didn’t want to do that to Tasha but…she’s not thinking clearly about this whole thing.” 
 
    “Well, if both of you had come clean with what was happening in the first place, maybe none of this would’ve happened,” Treda sniffed. 
 
    “I thought we were past the blame games.” She sighed. “And Demon’s not happy about the whole thing. I almost think Tasha decided to take her chances with Jona again just to keep him in line. Like I said, it’s all fucked up now.” 
 
    “And then there’s that job…” 
 
    “That job. Right.” Hana’s face tightened. “I wanted to tell you myself. The man they want us to kill. It’s Iorwin.” 
 
    “Duke Iorwin,” Luc repeated. “Roena’s father.”  
 
    “The one and the same,” Hana breathed. “Tasha told me. The others don’t know yet, but I don’t know how long that’ll last.” 
 
    He could feel his mind starting to clear. “That must be why Ylir wanted us to participate in Iorwin’s little game in the first place. I was wondering what he had to gain from all of that.” 
 
    “He wanted us to attract Duke Iorwin’s attention naturally. Successfully complete an operation…” 
 
    “The ka-eng,” Luc said. “They work for him. I wonder if they had anything to do with the creature?” 
 
    “Makes sense now, doesn’t it?” Hana shook her head. “I asked around. None of the other mercenaries found anything, not even a shadow. Even Duke Iorwin himself wasn’t expecting results…the whole thing was a front so he could convince lumber companies to give the forests another chance. But we go up there and stumble across the motherfucker right on the first day.” 
 
    “Windroost, too,” Treda broke in. “Maybe they really did need those journals, but why not kill two birds with one stone? You know what was waiting for us as soon as we strode in here two days ago? Glorious reports of the monster we killed. No details—no mention of you or Roena or the Dageians. Just us. The Marauders.” He sniffed at the name. 
 
    “And now of course, as Ylir yn Garr and Lady Isobel have expected, Duke Iorwin’s eyes are on us,” Hana finished. “He’s summoned us to his castle a few days from now. That’s when we’re supposed to strike.” 
 
    “We have to stop this,” Luc said.  
 
    Treda grimaced. “I don’t know, Luc. Even with Roena on board, that makes just four of us against the rest of them.” 
 
    “You both said you wish you’d gone with me to help with my father. We can’t let Roena’s suffer the same fate.” 
 
    “What can we do?” Hana asked. “Seems like they’ve been working for months to set this up.” 
 
    “Where did Tasha meet Lady Isobel?” 
 
    “I can show you where she’s staying, but I don’t know what good that will do. Do you really think they’ll step back just because you asked nicely?” 
 
    “No,” Luc said. “But I have to try.” He reached for his sword and strapped it on. A split second was all it took. Jak’s upbringing—his father had taught him to never turn his back on anyone in need. So even as his mind and grief struggled to weigh him down, his body moved on its own. If he couldn’t offer prayers for his father, he could still do this, could still try to do what was right. 
 
    It seemed easy enough against the haze of sorrow and tears. Courage came in all forms, and sometimes it took the simplest one: the decision to take a step forward when you’d rather just curl up in a corner and do nothing at all.  
 
    Lady Isobel’s inn was two streets away from the Royal Palace, where Luc had betrayed Roena to her betrothed not that long ago. The stairway leading up to her private suit was unguarded. Luc hesitated at the first step, before turning around to Hana. “Stay here,” he said. “Keep an eye out for things.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Hana whispered. 
 
    He tightened his grip on his sword as he went up and kept his hand there as he knocked at the door.  
 
    He wasn’t sure if he was going to get a response. It was the middle of the day and the lack of guards told him that Lady Isobel must be somewhere more important. But then he heard the door open, and he found himself staring right at the woman. She gave a smile. “Have you come to show me why Roena Blackwood is so fascinated with you?” she asked. 
 
    Luc’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Although I suppose I don’t want people accusing me of robbing the cradle,” she crooned, pulling him into the room. She closed the door behind him. The only light was coming through the window, and it took Luc’s eyes a moment to adjust. Her bed was in disarray, and she herself was wearing clothing that looked like it had been hastily put on. 
 
    She leaned against the wall and crossed her arms. “You’ve come here to talk about the job, I presume.” 
 
    “How did you think I was going to respond when I found out?” he asked. 
 
    Lady Isobel smiled. “It was the job from the very beginning. How were we to know that Roena Blackwood would find it in her fool head to join the operation, or that you’d be so smitten with her?” 
 
    “Why do you need Iorwin dead? What did he do to you?” 
 
    She shook her head and clicked her tongue. “You’re still so fresh. I thought you would’ve known the whole not asking questions bit by now.” 
 
    “I came here in good faith. I could’ve told the guards about this.” 
 
    “Without proof?” 
 
    “I could’ve found a way to turn this thing upside-down. But I’m here. You could kill me with your bare hands if you want to, but I’m here.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled, as if she saw the glimpse of truth in his words. “So you are,” she said. “Why is that?” 
 
    “That’s my crew you’ve got working for you. I don’t want them slaughtered.” 
 
    “Interesting. Didn’t one of them just kill your father?” 
 
    The reminder felt like a dagger to his heart. He gritted his teeth against the pain. “There’s others.” 
 
    “And you care for them? These mercenaries?” She peered at him. “My. It does seem like you’re telling the truth. Interesting. Scum of the earth, these people, and your father not even in the ground yet…but here you are, risking your life in the off chance that I’ll…what? Take pity on your crew and decide Iorwin’s death won’t suit me after all?” She tittered. 
 
    “It’s not personal,” he said. 
 
    Isobel’s eyes twinkled. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Whatever your problem is with Iorwin. It’s not personal. Roena told me about your history. About your special…situation. How you’re trying to gain legitimacy and have your father’s lands taken from Rohn Beeching and granted to you, as you believe is your right.” 
 
    “Not as I believe,” Isobel snorted. “As is my right.” 
 
    “So it is. You don’t really want Iorwin dead. You just don’t want Rohn Beeching to have a cheap supply of lumber.” 
 
    Isobel smiled and didn’t say anything for a moment. She went up to her desk where she poured herself a glass of wine. She took another glass and offered it to him. 
 
    “No, thank you,” Luc said. 
 
    “I’m not going to poison you.” 
 
    “I just figured out your plans. Poison is a possibility.” 
 
    She tilted the glass against her lips and took a long drink. Licking her lips, she said, “So you did. Well-done. More than I expected a farmboy to have come up with. What are you doing with this sorry group?” 
 
    “I failed the military exam. They said I overthought things.” 
 
    Isobel laughed. “Well. Let me congratulate you. You would be wasted under King Elrend.” She swirled the glass in her hand. “Of course I don’t want Beeching to get lumber for dirt cheap. He’ll use it to build ships and get his army to a problematic size. Even if King Elrend acknowledges my claim, I still have to take it from him. Hafed law is very clear about these rifts between the gentry.” 
 
    “So you’ve partnered up with Yn Garr Industries.” 
 
    “They’ve promised me a share of the profits if I can somehow make Beeching get their lumber from the city-states. Imagine defeating him with an army he paid for.” She took another drink, a smile on her face. 
 
    “You people…” Luc began. He sighed. “So it’s not Iorwin’s death that you or Yn Garr Industries really wants. You just want his contract with Beeching to go away.” 
 
    “Mmm, you’re hitting each mark. Don’t let me stop you.” 
 
    He frowned. “If he dies, Roena takes over Blackwood.” 
 
    “Easy enough for Ylir to convince her to tear up that document and get Beeching to do business with Yn Garr Industries instead.” 
 
    “She’s not that gullible.” 
 
    “Isn’t she?” 
 
    “She’s not.” 
 
    She smiled against her cup. “Seems like you’re not as perceptive as I thought you were. But then again, perhaps you didn’t want to see how she looked at him. Ylir’s got your princess all wrapped up around his little finger. I’m surprised she didn’t drop you at the first opportunity to come running after him. Womanly pride, I suppose.” 
 
    He flushed. “We’re not talking about this.” 
 
    “Oh, I think we are. Don’t tell me you love her already.” 
 
    “The contract. That’s all you want. What if I make it go away without killing Iorwin? Will that be enough?” 
 
    Isobel remained smiling. “I do hate funerals,” she said, after a moment. “Draigar always makes these ridiculous speeches, and he’ll certainly outdo himself with this one. But everything’s already set in place. Two days from now, Duke Iorwin will meet with your crew and then…” She smiled. “I’m not sure what else there is for you to do.” 
 
    “Two days,” Luc said. “I have two days. Promise you won’t stop me.” 
 
    “My, you are naïve, aren’t you? I can’t promise you anything, Luc.” She crossed her arms. “But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t intrigued by what you’ll come up with. I’ll give you this much—I won’t tell Ylir.” 
 
    “That won’t help me.” 
 
    “No,” she said with a grin. “But he’s got a lot more at stake here than I do. If you make a mess of his plans, he won’t be merciful.” 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sound of lumber being split grated at Roena’s ears, but it helped redirect her temper. She could at least pretend it was the sound that was making her angry and not the thought that Ylir yn Garr had been using her to get to her father all along. 
 
    She thought she knew what she had been getting into. She had even praised herself for knowing exactly what she intended to get out of him. A few nights of amusement while she got under her father’s skin…she never expected a steady or even loyal lover. Their relations hadn’t even been particularly passionate—a good distraction, yes, as such things tended to be. He had known enough not to bore her, at least, though he tended to get repetitive.  
 
    She realized that she was angry because in his own, limited capacity, she thought she had tamed him. She knew what women said about him, but with her, he had been almost…thoughtful. He had listened to her talk about her father with a willing ear. The arrogance and sarcasm took some getting used to, especially when he made light of her situation with well-practiced ease, but she had believed it was simply his way. He had listened when nobody else did. She had been convinced it meant something.  
 
    And it stung to come to understand that in all her life, she hadn’t made one friend who cared for her just because. That she was so starved for companionship that she allowed herself to fall for Ylir’s paltry offering, thinking she had it under control—that it was fine that it was a friendship built on cynical observations about the world. She hadn’t wanted more. Maybe a little bit of transparency…he knew she didn’t like her father. If Ylir had trusted her with this knowledge, it wasn’t like she would’ve revealed his secret to the whole court the next day. She might’ve even entertained the idea of helping him. 
 
    No. She sucked in her breath, steadying herself. She wouldn’t have. She might’ve toyed with it in the past, back before she understood death herself—before she had seen the dead farmer on the grass that night, before she had tasted the cold tears of sorrow from Luc’s lips. It was one thing to be a child and wish your father gone from this world. It was another thing to hear of a plot to take his life, to know that if you did nothing he would be dead soon. She didn’t think she loved her father, but she didn’t know a world without him. 
 
    She saw Hana wave at her from across the yard. She made her way to the riverbank, where a low wall and a shed had been set up. “Luc was right,” Hana said, glancing at the fresh pile of uncut logs that had been dumped at the far end of the mill. “That’s the first batch. Came straight from one of the eastern villages.” 
 
    “And they’re getting it ready for shipment.” 
 
    “Just about. Loading them up on oxen and taking them straight to Cape Beeching. That is…if they pass inspection.” 
 
    Roena turned to her. “What for?” 
 
    “Fuck, Roena, you’re a noblewoman. Didn’t you have tutors?” 
 
    “I had better things to do than listen to those old fools.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing Luc explained this to me, then. Beeching intends to use the wood for shipbuilding, but this is a fresh source. He can’t do that until it’s been approved first.” She sniffed and pointed at an old man who was chatting with one of the workers. “You see him? Old bastard’s come straight from the Builder’s Guild in Tilarthan. I think he’s waiting for the next batch. It should arrive any moment now.” 
 
    “And we’re supposed to distract him, is that it?” 
 
    “That’s what Luc said.” 
 
    “So do I flash him my tits, or will you do the honours?” 
 
    “Roena!” 
 
    She laughed. “I’ll do it. Yours will be saggy, anyway.” 
 
    “I’m not as old as you think I am.” 
 
    “You keep telling yourself that. Maybe it’ll come true someday.” She straightened her shirt and walked up to the men. To her surprise, the inspector turned to her at first glance. 
 
    “My lady,” he stammered, his face growing red. “Lady Roena. I…I didn’t realize you were here…” 
 
    She bit back the irritation at being noticed immediately and smiled as the man bowed to her. “You are in Blackwood, my good sir. You know how I love to keep on top of my father’s affairs.” 
 
    The man dabbed at his face with a handkerchief. “Will your father, the venerable Duke Iorwin, be joining us today?” 
 
    One of the workers saved her from having to fumble for a reply. “He’s busy up at the castle,” the man said. “My sister works up there. They’re holding a feast in celebration for this new enterprise. They’re expecting Duke Rohn Beeching.” 
 
    How well had Ylir timed everything? Roena was willing to guess that he had assumed a role as her father’s confidante in her absence. She noticed, too late, that the worker was still staring at her. “Is there a problem?” she asked. 
 
    The worker shook his head. “No, my lady. It’s just that…we thought…I didn’t know you’d come back. For a while there, everyone was in a flurry after the wedding was cancelled…” 
 
    “Silly man. I was never away.” 
 
    “My lady?” 
 
    She ignored him and turned to place a hand on the inspector’s arm. “My father is expecting good news, as you can see. He’s got a lot riding on this deal.” 
 
    “So he does,” the inspector said with a nervous smile. “But I still have to do my job. The last thing we want is rotten wood to go through. We’ll have sunken ships and broken buildings before we could blink.” He laughed. “If the timber is at it should be, he has nothing to worry about. We haven’t harvested in these parts in over a century, but records indicate that there was never inherently anything wrong with the trees. If your father has found a way to cut them without the feared…repercussions…then he’s well on his way to mining the fortune your family has been sitting on for years.” 
 
    “I see,” Roena said. “That’s all very interesting. Perhaps—” She paused, catching sight of the load of lumber being brought in by oxen. There were three wagons, all in all. 
 
    The builder smiled, rubbing his hands together, and left Roena to direct the workers. 
 
    “Here,” she heard Luc murmur over her ear before she felt his hand in hers. 
 
    “What’s this?”  
 
    “Don’t scream.” 
 
    She felt something hard and bristling, and looked down to see a black beetle wriggling in her palm. “Have you gone mad?” she whispered. 
 
    “I’ve got more,” Luc continued. “They’re pine beetles. We need to drop them in the split logs when no one is looking.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to do?” 
 
    “Make it look like they’re infested. One or two wouldn’t be enough to fail inspection, but if they split open the logs and see them crawling everywhere…” 
 
    Roena swallowed. “How much did you get, exactly?” 
 
    Luc held out a bag, which bulged as the beetles crawled inside. “We spent all of yesterday and this morning trying to find enough. Not easy if there’s no infestation, but…I’m glad I wasted many a day getting these for me and Alun. We used to fight them.” 
 
    “This better work.” She stuffed the beetle in her pocket. It tried to crawl out, and she pushed it back in. 
 
    He grinned. “Just keep the inspector busy.” 
 
    She gave him a curtsy before sprinting back to where the inspector was examining the logs before they went through the saws. “So tell me what happens next,” she said, tucking her hair over her ear in a faint attempt to look like an ignorant girl. “Will you have to look through every batch?” 
 
    “Goodness, no,” the inspector said with a chuckle. “These should be enough. I’ll make a trip to Cape Beeching once this batch has cured to make a final inspection, and then we just rely on occasional reports from the builders who happen to get the final products. Your father has nothing to worry about, Lady Roena.” 
 
    She nodded, pretending to absorb every word. “There is one thing, and I’m a little frightened to mention it if it turns out not to be a problem at all. I don’t want to cause more trouble for my father than I already do.” 
 
    The inspector blinked. “My lady, I’m not here to find fault with this operation. Please, don’t think you can’t come to me with your concerns.” 
 
    She grimaced before pulling out the beetle. “I saw this on one of the logs earlier.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened. “I do believe that’s a pine beetle,” he said, after a moment of hesitation. He reached out to take the insect from her and placed it on the back of his hand.  
 
    “Is it?” Roena asked. “I thought so, too. I picked it up and have been meaning to hide it from you, but I realized that perhaps that isn’t wise. If this lumber turns out to have issues, it’ll be my father’s name on the line, wouldn’t it? His reputation will be ruined.” 
 
    “Indeed, my lady,” the inspector said. “Nevertheless, we shall see. From the outside, it didn’t look like the trees were infected—the leaves seemed fair and green from what I saw. It’s possible this came from the local fauna…perhaps one of the sickly groves I saw on my way here…” 
 
    He walked towards the sawn logs. Roena followed behind him. 
 
    “Agartes!” one of the workers cried out. 
 
    The inspector’s face turned pale at the sight of the black beetles on the lumber pile, so many that just looking at them was enough to make her skin crawl.  
 
    “This is…it’s impossible,” the inspector murmured. 
 
    “I don’t—is it bad?” 
 
    “My lady, we can’t…this entire batch…” He dabbed his face nervously again.  
 
    “I have to tell my father,” Roena said.  
 
    “No,” the inspector replied. “Please. I have to make a report.” 
 
    “But this is serious. Won’t it affect his deal with Duke Rohn?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the inspector repeated. Roena had never seen a man look more frightened in her life. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “That was almost too easy,” Roena said as they skipped along the road leading away from the river. “Did Ylir really think he was better at tricks than me? That son of a bitch.” 
 
    “We still have to get Lady Isobel to call the others off,” Luc replied, watching her with a measure of concern. Did she know how much her eyes blazed with anger when she talked about that other man? 
 
    “She’ll have to once the inspector gives his report,” Roena sniffed. “I’d love to tell Ylir myself. The look on his face when he realizes this whole sham was unnecessary from the beginning—I’d give anything in the world to see that. The man isn’t half as intelligent as he thinks he is. Why kill my father just for this? The king would have to open up an investigation, and they’ll trace the lines back to his company no matter how much he tries to hide it. If what he wants is to never operate in Hafod again…” 
 
    “Roena—” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He fell silent, wondering if there was any sense in bringing up how angry she sounded every time the other man’s name came up. Probably not. It was nearly dark by the time they arrived at Lady Isobel’s lodgings. The door was open and a woman was laying out bedsheets on the railing to air them out. 
 
    “You looking for the lady?” the woman asked. “Tough luck. She went and left this morning.” 
 
    “This morning?” Luc repeated. “It can’t be. She told me she was staying until…” He glanced at Roena. “Until the job was over.” He drew her aside. “We still had one more day. I don’t understand.” 
 
    The innkeeper sniffed. “If you really want to talk to her, my man told me he saw her and her soldiers heading up to the castle. Duke Iorwin’s holding a feast of some sort.” 
 
    “Rohn Beeching hasn’t arrived yet,” Roena broke in.  
 
    The woman shrugged. “Wouldn’t know anything about it. How about you go up and talk to her? I’m sure she’d still be there. I was told her horses are still at the city stables.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she bring her horses to the castle?” Treda asked as they left the street.  
 
    “Easy escape in case something goes wrong,” Roena murmured. “They’re striking tonight.”  
 
    “She lied to me,” Luc said. 
 
    Roena didn’t even look surprised. “Obviously.” 
 
    “What happens now?” Hana asked. “We can’t go up to the castle with just the four of us. If the others are dead-set on killing Duke Iorwin, they won’t let us get in the way.” 
 
    “What happens is that my father dies,” Roena murmured. 
 
    Luc turned to her. “We can’t allow that.” 
 
    “We were here a few days ago, weren’t we?” she snapped. “Did running back to your farm help your father? We couldn’t even get there fast enough, and if we had, do you think you could’ve stopped Jona?” 
 
    Her words made his insides knot. “We could still try.” 
 
    She laughed. “I don’t want to. I’m not going there just to see my father…just to see him…” She drew a deep breath and fell silent, her eyes on the sky. 
 
    “Couldn’t we tell the guards?” Treda asked. “Surely they’ll believe you.” 
 
    “They won’t,” Roena snorted. “I know that much.” 
 
    They were silent for a while as they made their way across the bridge. Luc could feel Roena struggling to maintain her composure. It was admirable how she could do that—no tears in her eyes, though he could imagine the thought of her father’s impending death was like a looming shadow. His own father’s passing still had that hollow of impermanence about it—a part of him remain convinced that Jak would be waiting for him as soon as he decided to come home. Every time his memories reminded him that this could never be, he could feel his soul getting dragged deeper into the mire. 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen to her. He found herself reaching for her hand. She turned to him in shock. “I’ve got a plan,” he said. 
 
    She pulled away immediately. “I don’t know, Luc.” 
 
    “You said yourself Ylir isn’t as intelligent as he thinks. So we’ll prove it. Roena, you should know your castle from top to bottom. You’ll be able to get us in, won’t you? You’ve gotten yourself out plenty of times.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much help that’ll be,” Roena breathed. “Once we’re in, then what? He’ll laugh off anything I have to say. If you try to do it he’ll throw you in the dungeons, and that’s if Jona doesn’t get to you first.” 
 
    “We’re not going to your father,” Luc said. “We’re going to see Lord Draigar.” 
 
    For once, Roena fell silent. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was surprising to see Luc aim for a target right between the eyes. She hadn’t thought of Draigar in weeks. Had tried not to think about him. From his point of view, she would’ve been gone for months. In light of everything that had happened since, their little domestic dilemma seemed almost inconsequential. 
 
    And yet it had happened, and she was still betrothed to him. Luc didn’t even know. He had assumed that she was disgraced or somesuch nonsense. But learning that she had tried to plant false evidence of his alleged wrongdoings hadn’t changed Draigar’s attitude towards her.  
 
    Oh, he had been angry. She could still remember his eyes when he came up to her chambers with the letter in his hand—could see the red in them, the disappointment. She didn’t realize how much he had liked the idea of marrying her. In retrospect, he would’ve. He worshipped her father. Her decision to choose him for a husband must’ve felt like a boon. He knew her, knew exactly what she was doing. She had figured he went along with it because he didn’t have it in his heart to deny Duke Iorwin.  
 
    “My lady,” he had said, voice shaking. “Please tell me the truth of this.” To have reduced a man—a warrior to his soldiers, if the stories they say about him could be true—to near-tears was new to Roena. She had been with men who wouldn’t have cared, who would jump at the chance to use her with the same keen-eyed cunning that she would use them. Her first time had been with a soldier who promised to take her away, and then quite conveniently deposited her back to the castle once she’d been gone long enough and her mother had increased the reward money to an irresistible point.  
 
    “Why are you even surprised, Lord Draigar?” she remembered replying. “Denounce me in front of the court, if you wish. I’ve lied to you. Attempted to ruin you. Engaged in affairs with men behind your back.” 
 
    “Ylir yn Garr,” he said with a straight face. But she could sense the pain behind his words. For a moment, she wondered if he loved her, but she pushed it away quickly. She didn’t know anything about love. The very word filled her with revulsion.  
 
    “Among others. It won’t stop once we marry, you understand. So. I know you are not the sort of man who can easily turn a blind eye to this behaviour. They will talk about you, and I will bring shame—not honour—to your own house. Denounce me, Lord Draigar.” 
 
    He looked horrified at her words. “That’s what you truly want?” 
 
    “If shame and ruin are all I have to keep me alive, then…” 
 
    He came up to her, his whole body shaking. Carefully, he picked up her hands. “My lady,” he murmured. “I would still have you.” 
 
    “Then you are a fool.” She tore her hands from his grasp and walked to her pack, hanging from a hook on the wall. She picked it up and began to gather her travelling clothes.  
 
    Draigar watched her without a flicker of emotion on his face. Only when she had finished did he give a soft sigh. “And so you run off once more. Do you recall how often I’ve brought you back all these years?” 
 
    “Well enough. I’m sure I resent you for them.” 
 
    He shook his head. “We worry for you, Lady Roena. Every time you disappear, we worry. Your mother walks the halls in her bare feet—your servants flock after her in worry, begging her to at least stand in front of the fire if she will not put her shoes on. Your sisters do nothing but ask for news of you. Your father—well, he will never speak of it, but if you have known him as well as I have…” 
 
    “I do, Lord Draigar. The man cares for nothing but himself.” 
 
    “You don’t know the truth of that.” 
 
    “Don’t I? He has you all fooled.” 
 
    “Once or twice you were half-dead when you were brought back to us. You remember the time you fell in the river, and you would’ve drowned if not for the men out fishing that day? My lady, you were cold and pale and we thought you were dead, but your father turned even paler. Until the physician announced you were safe, he looked like a walking ghost.” 
 
    “Do you think dressing up my life changes anything?” 
 
    “My lady—” 
 
    “Say he does love me,” she said. “Does it take away the noose around my neck? Do you not understand what it feels to never know this myself—to have to be convinced of it by everyone all the damn time? The sky is red, Roena. The sky is always red and your father only cares about your well-being. Please, Draigar. If you tire of me acting like a child, perhaps you should stop treating me like one.” 
 
    Draigar watched her pull her sword from under her bed and strap the belt around her waist.  
 
    “When you come back…” he began. 
 
    “I won’t,” she said. “You’d have to chase after me again, club me over the head, and drag me back here.” 
 
    “Very well,” he murmured. He said nothing else. When she walked out of the castle that night, the guards left her alone. It was the easiest escape she had ever done. It was the longest she’d stayed away, too, not even counting the weeks she’d lost in Windroost. They would’ve had to believe that she meant it this time. 
 
    Well, now she was coming back to save her father, something she never thought she’d do. Draigar would think it was an excuse. Her thoughts drifted as she came around the hall to the guest quarters and Draigar’s room. It was unguarded, the door unlocked. There was little cause for suspicion among the Hafed nobility. Even the idea that Lady Isobel would so willingly work with someone to kill Duke Iorwin still didn’t feel quite real. Perhaps things would change, after this. Something would.  
 
    She sat at the edge of the mattress, stared out at the night sky, and waited. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Getting into the castle had been the easy part. Roena knew the guards’ patrol and the castle servants’ habits like the back of her own hand. Following her lead, they were in the halls before he could really voice out his concerns. 
 
    But now it was up to him to get to Draigar. Roena couldn’t be seen by the guards and the servants—her appearance alone would cause an uproar and they needed to be discreet. Easier said than done. He had heard that Draigar was in the dining hall with Duke Iorwin and his guests, which meant he couldn’t be seen out there, either. All it took was for Tasha and Jona to spot him, and then their plan would be ruined. Who knew when they would strike again? 
 
    He could hear the voices coming through the dining hall as he padded through the adjoining corridor. He recognized Duke Iorwin’s, as well as Ylir yn Garr’s and Lady Isobel’s. Clearly, they weren’t willing to just trust the mercenaries to do the deed themselves. He counted the soldiers guarding every entrance to the dining hall and wondered how they planned to do it. Ten mercenaries wouldn’t last very long in a straight-out fight, not with the equipment they had. These were armoured guards, trained and willing to lay their lives down for their lords. And with Lord Draigar sitting directly beside Duke Iorwin? He doubted anyone would be able to get close.  
 
    He told himself it wasn’t his problem right now. He came up to one of the guards and pulled out a letter. “For Lord Draigar’s eyes only,” he whispered. The guard looked at him suspiciously, but Roena had assured him this sort of thing was common among the nobility. He sniffed the letter before stepping into the dining hall. 
 
    Luc pressed his back against the wall, melting into the shadows. Moments drifted by. He wondered if Draigar even bothered to open the letter. And if he did, did he understand? On behalf of your bastard son, was all Luc had written. Cryptic enough that if Ylir yn Garr had happened to glance at it, he wouldn’t catch on.  
 
    He heard footsteps. Lord Draigar appeared, clearing his throat. But he didn’t look around or talk to the guards. He didn’t even glance at Luc. Instead, he began to walk down the hall towards the staircase. Luc slipped through the shadows to follow him. 
 
    Only when they were alone did Draigar finally speak. “So,” he said. “You’ve become her confidante.” 
 
    “Of sorts,” Luc murmured.  
 
    “I think I know what that means. I don’t want to hear it. What does she want?” 
 
    “Best if she tells you herself.” Treda and Hana appeared. Draigar looked alarmed, but Luc held out his hand. “They’re with me,” he said.  
 
    “You’re mercenaries too, aren’t you?” Draigar asked. 
 
    “We were part of the group you were just talking to.” 
 
    Draigar huffed. “And now you’re not?” 
 
    They entered his chambers. Hana closed the door just as Roena got up. “My lady,” Draigar breathed. “You look well.” 
 
    She inclined her head towards him. “So do you, my lord.” 
 
    “So. You do know how to exchange pleasantries. What’s this all about?” 
 
    “I won’t mince words. Those mercenaries are here to kill my father.” 
 
    Draigar’s eyes widened.  
 
    “We told you because Roena is convinced her father won’t trust this information coming from her,” Luc added. “You wouldn’t have, either. But I was hoping on the chance that you’d believe me.” 
 
    “You have been truthful in the past,” Draigar said. “Inconvenient as that might have been.” He turned to Roena. “Who wants him dead?” 
 
    “Ylir yn Garr,” Roena replied. “Something to do with the lumber contract he’d signed with Duke Rohn. They’d rather that Beeching dealt with Yn Garr Industries.” 
 
    Draigar bit his lip and was silent for a moment. “If Duke Iorwin dies, Roena becomes Duchess of Blackwood,” he said. “It makes no sense that she would know all of this. You don’t think Ylir yn Garr would’ve tried to keep this knowledge from her?” 
 
    “He wasn’t counting on my presence,” Roena replied. 
 
    Draigar shook his head. “Do you not listen to how that man speaks? Such carelessness seems unlikely. He’s been here for the past few months, striking a friendship with your father and growing closer to him with every passing day…” 
 
    “I detect a hint of jealousy,” Hana broke in. 
 
    Roena laughed. “Is that right, Lord Draigar? Have you been replaced as my father’s pet? The last time I was here, he didn’t like Ylir yn Garr.” 
 
    Draigar shook his head. “Merely concern. I counseled Duke Iorwin against giving his friendship so easily. It’s true that Yn Garr Industries has helped Blackwood out all these years, but we had always accepted their assistance with a layer of…professional mistrust. Now? Now Duke Iorwin stays up late at night drinking with Ylir yn Garr. They even travelled to Tilarthan together at the end of the winter. I was left in charge of the castle.” 
 
    Hana smirked. “I take it back. Maybe Roena should be jealous.” 
 
    “He couldn’t use me to get to my father anymore, so he decided to go right for his prey,” Roena grumbled. “Well, the joke’s on him. It’s over now. Lord Draigar, if you march right back downstairs and declare Ylir yn Garr a traitor to the kingdom, we can be out of here before the night is over.” 
 
    Draigar didn’t move. “My lady,” he said. “I don’t know what that will do.” 
 
    “My father will listen to you.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what I said? He’s grown weary of me since—well, since you left. He thinks it was my mismanagement of the situation that caused you to flee before our wedding. I do that and he’ll have me arrested on the spot.” 
 
    “Fuck this,” Treda said. “You mean to tell me we went all the way out here for nothing? So much for your brilliant plan, Lucky.” 
 
    “It’s not all lost,” Luc said. “We’ve secured Lord Draigar’s assistance. This will be a lot easier now. If we catch the mercenaries in the act, there’d be no need to convince anyone. Duke Iorwin will see for himself that his life was in danger.” 
 
    “A risky preposition,” Draigar murmured. 
 
    “But one that’ll stop Ylir yn Garr right in his tracks if we do it well. Have you a better plan?” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first step involved outfitting Luc in the uniform of Draigar’s personal guard. It resembled the Blackwood’s soldiers’, except instead of the five trees that made Blackwood’s crest on the chestpiece it had only the emblem of a shield and a sun. A king’s soldier would have more steel on his armour, with a red tunic underneath. No heraldry—king’s soldiers were bound to the realm, not a house. 
 
    Don’t go down that road, Luc, he told himself. Not now. He replaced one of the guards that stood watch at the door and observed Draigar return to his seat. It felt disconcerting to be seeing everyone up close. The helmet was doing a good job of hiding his face, but… 
 
    Seeing Jona at the far end of the dining table was making him angrier than he had ever been in his life. He gripped his sword handle, allowing himself to breathe even as bile threatened to crawl up his throat. The man was drinking and laughing like—like nothing had happened. Like he hadn’t just gone and butchered Luc’s father as if he was nothing more than a pig because he was angry at Luc for ruining his fun. And the others? They were eating and drinking with him, too. Demon, in the far corner. Tasha. They knew what Jona had done and yet still found it easy to sit with him, to laugh with him. Only Caiso was nowhere to be found, but Luc knew it would’ve been the same with him.  
 
    They’d warned him, of course. He shouldn’t be so surprised. And he’d gone down this road too often the past few days—had beaten himself over and over again for making this mistake, for making all the mistakes that had led to today. He was done with that. The only thing left was the red hot rage, how his eyesight grew dim whenever he looked at the man who killed his father. If Roena’s own father’s life wasn’t in danger, Luc might’ve marched over there and stuck a sword into Jona before he knew what was happening.  
 
    “And so,” Duke Iorwin called out, breaking the silence in the room. “The Marauders.” He held a cup of wine out. 
 
    Tasha cleared her throat, and silence fell across the hall.  
 
    “You’ve done a great service for the land,” Iorwin continued. “We here at Blackwood couldn’t be more pleased. To be honest, I had expected a certain amount of posturing and foolhardiness among the men—and women—who answered my call, but I didn’t think I’d find courage or quality.” He tipped his cup forward. “To you,” he said, before taking a drink. 
 
    The mercenaries returned the gesture, some emptying their cups in one go. Luc’s eyes immediately turned to Ylir yn Garr, who was sitting in the corner with his characteristic grin. Something was wrong. Duke Iorwin was praising the mercenaries. He had heard enough about him from Roena to know this wasn’t something he did out of the goodness of his heart.  
 
    “I called you here of course to reward you for your service,” Iorwin continued, clapping. One of the servants rushed forward with a small chest. From the way it jingled as it was dropped on the table, Luc could tell it was filled with coin. The others heard it, too—Jona’s eyes, in particular, were glued to it. “Know, of course, that this is just the beginning to what I hope is a profitable partnership for all of us.” 
 
    “Enough small talk,” Tasha suddenly said. “Get to the point.” 
 
    Duke Iorwin smiled. “Your particular set of skills, of course, remain valuable the further I proceed with my operations. You’ve killed two of the beasts. None of the others I’ve dealt with can boast for so much. Can you kill more?” 
 
    “Of course we can kill more,” Jona replied. “Do you think we’re lying?” 
 
    “No,” Iorwin said. “Of course not. But I do need assurance before I can fully give you my trust.” He clicked his fingers, and the servant returned to take the chest away. 
 
    Jona got up, slamming his fists on the table. “You fucking maggot!” 
 
    “Sit down!” Tasha snarled. 
 
    “The man dangles coin right in front of us, and then dares us to prove ourselves to him?” Jona roared. “How about I do it here now?” 
 
    Two of the guards stepped forward, swords drawn. 
 
    Jona sneered. “Fucking cowards.” 
 
    “Sit down,” Tasha repeated. “Or I bleed you myself.” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment before slumping back onto the bench. 
 
    “A rare bit of drama,” Iorwin replied. “I’ve been warned to expect it with you people. You won’t be opposed to bloodshed before the night is over then, are you? I know you’ve had a bit of drink, but this is nothing to such warriors as yourselves.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you going on about?” Demon asked. 
 
    Iorwin licked his lips. “There’s a grove to the north not far from here. One of these things has been lurking there the past couple of weeks. Kill it, and you can consider yourselves my own personal swords from here on. The pay will be…well. It’ll be more than any of your clients are willing to pay, I can tell you that much. And you’ll get new armour and men to call your own, besides. I need to ensure that lumber production isn’t hampered.” 
 
    The mercenaries glanced at each other.  
 
    “We’ll look at it,” Tasha said. “Can’t promise you anything. Some of these fuckers wouldn’t be able to piss straight.” 
 
    “My lord,” Draigar spoke up. “It’s late. Must you really do this tonight? Perhaps in the morning…” 
 
    Iorwin snorted. “I don’t want to make a fool in front of Duke Beeching. If I say they can do this, I need to know I’m telling the truth.” He took one last drink from his cup before rising from his seat. “It’s not far from here. Meet us out in the courtyard.” 
 
    There was a soft murmur of disagreement, but eventually the mercenaries left the hall one by one. 
 
    Ylir smiled as soon as they were left alone. “You handled that well, my lord. You need to be able to control them if you want to get any work out of them.” 
 
    “What are you going on about, Yn Garr?” Draigar broke in. 
 
    “Duke Iorwin wants everything in place for when Duke Rohn gets here,” Ylir said, tapping his wine cup with his fingers. “Is it not prudent for Duke Iorwin to make sure they are what they say they are?” 
 
    Draigar pounded the table with his fist. “You’re the one who brought him these reports in the first place.” 
 
    “I’ve got many contacts,” Ylir said. “I’m attempting to do business with Duke Iorwin. It’s only natural I offer what assistance I can. Is everything well, Lord Draigar? You seem displeased by me all of a sudden.” 
 
    “I think this is ridiculous,” Draigar snorted. “Duke Iorwin, that thing isn’t a joke. You’ve seen my reports.” 
 
    “I’ve seen your reports indeed, Lord Draigar. Why didn’t your men engage it?” 
 
    “Because it would’ve been madness. But if you insist—then let me go in your stead, my lord.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I trust your judgment, Lord Draigar,” Duke Iorwin said. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Luc could hear Draigar’s breathing against the crackling of the fire from the hearth. “Ever have I done nothing but serve you,” Draigar murmured.  
 
    “Was it that same zealousness that caused you to accept my daughter’s proposal in this very hall?” Iorwin asked. “You know she chose you to wound me. You, who have been like a brother to me, have known more than most what goes on behind these walls. You knew it. You could’ve refused her then and there. Could’ve said you were unworthy of the honour. And you were. What could you have offered my house that I don’t already have? Instead, you took it upon yourself to make fools of us all.” 
 
    “My lord…” 
 
    “Enough of this, Draigar. Go, do your rounds. You were never good for anything else, but you were always good at that, I grant you. I will worry about you when my daughter returns.” Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he gestured to Ylir and strode through the doors. 
 
    There was a brief silence as the guards turned to follow them, leaving only Draigar’s own. Luc approached him, feeling awkward in the armour. He pulled the helmet off. “He’ll have ten men with him,” Draigar said in a low voice. “His own personal guard. They would’ve considered that, I suppose.” 
 
    “They did,” Luc replied. “At least one for each.” 
 
    “We’ll have to ride after them, but not too close. I didn’t think he’d be able to coerce Iorwin to leave the castle so easily. He’s been working towards this from the beginning.” 
 
    “They’re still making preparations. Give me your fastest horse. I’ll get there before they do.” 
 
    Draigar looked at him closely. “You’d do this for her?” 
 
    “Not just for her,” Luc replied. “For myself.” For Da.  
 
    Draigar gestured to one of his guards. “Give him my own horse,” he said. “Go with my blessings, Luc, son of Jak. I will be right behind you.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Draigar had lent Luc Stormcloud.  
 
    Roena couldn’t help but find it amusing. Draigar was notoriously fond of that horse—the few times Roena had stolen him in the past was enough to get him angry enough to strike her. He never did, of course, but she could tell from the look on his face that had she been a little older and not his liege lord’s daughter, he might’ve deigned to teach her a lesson or two. For her betrothed to lend one of her lovers the use of this horse in particular… 
 
    She urged her own mount behind the puffing stallion. “That’s too much horse for you, farmboy,” she called out. “Sure you can handle him?” 
 
    “Handled you, didn’t I?” he countered. 
 
    She laughed, gaining speed on him. “Where are we headed to?” 
 
    “The grove to the north. That’s where your father is taking the mercenaries.” 
 
    “There’s a wall there,” Roena said. “With two guard towers. Practically a fort. Yn Garr Industries built it years ago. Fuck, you’ll just get us lost…I’ll show you the way.” She kicked her heels into her mare. 
 
    “You’ve been hanging around Hana too much!” he roared as she careened ahead of him.  
 
    She laughed again. She realized she had never laughed so much before. Loneliness seemed to be a thing of the past. Was the answer this simple all along? For her to feel like this while on a mission to save her father must mean that she didn’t really hate him at all. She hated the helplessness, the gilded cage, and the company of people too rigid to see life beyond the boundaries they’ve created for themselves. Riding like this in the night with the stars above them, the wind on her hair while Luc swore behind her…it didn’t even matter what lay waiting for them. She felt alive. 
 
    They reached the shadow of the wall. “It’s dark,” Luc commented. “No guards?” 
 
    “Father never saw the need,” Roena replied. She took a deep breath and thought she could detect a hint of smoke on the horizon, followed by the lingering scent of pipeweed.  
 
    They found a quiet spot off the side of the road for the horses and went on foot the rest of the way. “Lord Draigar will get here with his guards soon enough. All we need is to protect your father and then hold them off until that happens.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Roena said. “How long will you be able to hold Jona off?” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking of fighting.” 
 
    “So talking—right. I seem to recall this same plan back at Windroost.” 
 
    “Make fun of it all you want, Roena, it worked, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Not the way you wanted it to.” 
 
    “It worked,” he huffed. 
 
    They reached the gate and took the stairs leading up to the towers from the Blackwood side of the wall, Roena taking two steps at a time. From the landing, she made her way across the battlements and gazed down at the shadow of the forest below. The smoke-scent was a lot more powerful here, nearly choking. She had to cover her mouth a little to breathe. 
 
    “This structure is a lot older than I thought it would be,” Luc commented. “How long ago, did you say?” 
 
    “My grandfather’s time, I think,” Roena replied. “Maybe older.” 
 
    “Ylir yn Garr doesn’t look that old.” 
 
    “He’s just an apprentice, and that’s not really his name, either. The company itself has been around for ages.” The wind was getting stronger—she could see the top of the trees bowing left and right as it rustled past. She tightened her cloak.  
 
    “So they built it to keep those things away from the city,” Luc said, grimacing. “I can see why they’d want your father dead. If I’d done him a favour and he forgot all about it, I’d probably get a little mad, too.” 
 
    Roena snorted. “Not that I know much about it, but I’m sure it’s not that simple. But I don’t disagree that my father’s priorities tend to get muddled. His own personality could slay a sure deal.” She paused, noticing a flash of white between the trees. She tapped Luc on the shoulder and placed a finger on her lips. 
 
    They waited. A few moments of silence later, she saw the figure of a ka-eng emerge. She was drawing a thin piece of rope around the tree trunks, one that glowed a faint blue against the shadow of the forest.  
 
    Luc touched her arm as he pointed to the far end of the wall. There, she caught sight of another ka-eng. A feeling of unease settled in the pit of her stomach. The ka-eng were moving swiftly, nearly dancing, as they met each other near the gate. They laughed when they saw each other. 
 
    “Is it time, sister?” one asked. 
 
    “It is,” the other replied.  
 
    They came up to the gate and touched it together. It fell open. 
 
    Behind them, Roena heard a deep groan, followed by the sight of the trees bending against the wind, now. The unease disappeared, replaced by dread. She drew her sword and began to make her way down. 
 
    “Roena—” Luc whispered. 
 
    She ignored him as she walked to the gate. The ka-eng saw her immediately and stopped, their thin arms in the air. “It’s Princess Blackwood,” one said. 
 
    “How surprising,” the other added. 
 
    “Is it, sister?” 
 
    “Well, yes. We were told she wasn’t the reliable sort. But to see her come here to defend her father…well, that is why you came here, right? Not too much to hope that you came to assist us, otherwise?” The ka-eng tittered. Her sister followed her a moment later. 
 
    “Maybe you can explain yourselves better this time,” Luc said. Roena noticed that he’d drawn his sword, too. Gone was the Luc who waited until the last moment to remember he needed a blade. She wondered if he’d noticed. “I’m tired of playing these games.” 
 
    “We weren’t aware that games were being played,” one ka-eng said. 
 
    “But since you’ve been so kind to us, Luc, son of Jak, we’ll indulge you,” the other added. “Maybe you’ll be convinced to step away and let us do our work.” 
 
    Her sister nodded. “We don’t want to have to kill you.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” Roena said. “I don’t have the same qualms, unfortunately.” 
 
    “On killing us?” the first ka-eng asked. “Or Luc?” She grinned. “These woods are our home, children. Do you not remember when I said that Gred Blackwood tried to do this very thing before? That was your grandfather, in case you didn’t know,” she added, nodding towards Roena. 
 
    “You might also remember us saying how our people wouldn’t let him,” the second ka-eng continued. “Nothing has changed, my loves. You want to protect your own. We want to protect ours. The wisdom of time, passed down through the ages. Everyone’s story is the same.” She smiled at Luc, who took a step back, his mouth half-open. 
 
    “You’re working with Yn Garr,” Roena said.  
 
    “You’re acquainted with him?” the first ka-eng asked. 
 
    “I think she means the little one.” 
 
    “Ah. Him. Of course. And why is that a problem?” The first ka-eng smiled. “You would have if he had offered you the chance, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “She gave up the goods too quickly,” the other giggled. “Regrets it now, probably.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Another wisdom through the ages. Always let them work for it first.” 
 
    “Enough small talk,” Roena snarled, lifting her sword. “If you think I’m letting you bitches get away with killing my father…” 
 
    The ka-eng held a finger up. “We were not paid to kill your father, child. Er, were we?” 
 
    “I’m almost sure we weren’t,” her sister said. “Almost. Maybe some time spent going through the master’s missives are in order.” 
 
    “I don’t believe we have time for that, however.” The ka-eng turned around. “Gred Blackwood never believed in the monsters—not at first. Iorwin Blackwood did, but he sent others to take care of them for him. Wise enough, in his own way. Roena Blackwood, on the other hand…” 
 
    “She’s killed one,” her sister mused. “Does she think she can kill another?” 
 
    Roena charged her. 
 
    It seemed so easy in her head. The ka-eng was wide open, and Roena had been itching for a fight the moment she saw them at the edge of the woods. She hadn’t counted on anything else. But an unseen force smashed into her, sending her flying past the gate. She felt herself hit the trunk of a tree before she dropped to the ground. 
 
    She fell onto a root, hitting the side of her abdomen. Biting back against the sharp pain, she pulled herself up just in time to hear Luc’s warning cry. 
 
    The tree…was not a tree.  
 
    A large hand came up to grab her. She dodged, dropping low and striking with the sword. She hit the hairy arm, watching in morbid fascination as black blood bubbled from the wound even as her blade struggled to cut through the hard flesh. She saw its other arm reaching for her and kicked away to give herself room to strike again.  
 
    The almost-suffocating, acrid smell of smoke was coming straight from the creature. It made Roena’s movements seem slow and lazy. She wondered if it was just her perception. She stabbed the creature a second time, grunting with satisfaction when she heard it groan. 
 
    She saw it grab a tree as it attempted to shake Roena off and lift it from its roots. 
 
    She pulled the sword out again and dodged for the ditch behind the creature just as it began to smash through the forest with its makeshift club. Luc had the good sense not to confront it head-on and dashed to her a moment later. “They brought it here. They actually brought it here themselves,” he breathed. 
 
    “We’d suspected as much, didn’t we?” 
 
    “To see it with my own eyes…” He stiffened as the surrounding trees began to shook.  
 
    “No time to talk,” Roena murmured. “We have to fell this one, too.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Luc hissed. “There’s just two of us.” 
 
    “You killed one by yourself.” 
 
    “I was lucky.” 
 
    “Well, hope your luck lasts us a little longer. Just follow my lead.”  
 
    “Roena…!” 
 
    She scampered deeper into the thicket.  
 
    A tributary of the river ran under the eastern wall. Roena vaguely remembered one of her tutors droning on about it in the past. She sucked in her breath as she caught sight of it in the distance, where the land dipped down and the trees cleared. It was a lot narrower than she envisioned, but she didn’t have time to second-guess herself now. She made straight for the bridge that spanned a portion of the stream. 
 
    Back in the days when her grandfather was attempting to tame these woods, they spoke of the Blackwood Gap—an innocuous-looking trickle of water that hid a chasm underneath. The workers didn’t even think they needed a bridge until they’d lost several men to the slippery rocks and the depths of the still water. More were lost while building the bridge itself, but it spoke a lot of Gred Blackwood’s ambitions that he thought such sacrifices were necessary. If Roena had been anything like her fathers, she would’ve already been making plans on how to reclaim these lands, especially now that she knew that the dangers were all a sham. 
 
    But she didn’t care for such things. Her mind had tapered to the pounding in her chest, the exhiliration, even as terror threatened to consume her. Laughter wouldn’t even be enough to capture her feelings at that point. She reached the middle of the bridge and then, sword in hand, turned to face the beast that lumbered after her.  
 
    She could see it now—the great, yellow eyes, half-covered under curls of thick black hair. It was muscled from head to toe, hairy, naked, with a rotund belly that spilled over its wilted cock. Tree-like bark covered parts of its skin like splotches.  
 
    It hefted the tree in its hand and took a swing. 
 
    “You’re too far away, you asshole,” she crooned. “Come on, now. Come. That’s it.” She stepped back, daring the creature to follow her. 
 
    “You know what it’ll do to you if it catches you?” a voice called out to her. 
 
    She felt her blood run cold as she turned around and saw Jona across the bridge. He grinned, crossing his bare arms. 
 
    “You—” 
 
    “It’ll rip you apart while it fucks you,” Jona said. “Won’t even have time to enjoy it.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. She was trapped between the creature and Jona.  
 
    “What’s the matter, girl?” Jona called out. “Did I ruin your little plan? Or are you so scared of little old me that you’d rather take your chances with that?” 
 
    The creature began to draw dangerously close. Perhaps it was just the angle, but its cock looked like it was stiffening as the wind brushed over it. It was beyond unsettling.  
 
    “Fuck,” Roena murmured. She readied her sword. 
 
    From the corner of her eyes, she saw Luc appear at the far end of the stream. She thought that he was going to charge the creature. And then she saw that he had sheathed his sword and realized he meant to cross the gap. 
 
    She screamed. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Luc jumped. He slipped just as his boots hit the first mossy rock on the other side. He managed to grab the rocks, but the lower half of his body dropped into the water. He tried to pull himself up and realized the water was sucking him in. 
 
    Panicking, he dug his fingers deeper into the wet moss. He tried to kick out, but he couldn’t even feel his own feet. He heard Roena calling for him. “Don’t let go!” she was crying. “The water—you’ll never be able to swim out of there!” 
 
    He wouldn’t have believed her if he wasn’t struggling against the current already. He managed to pull himself up by a hair’s-breadth, but as he reached forward, he saw a boot near his hand. 
 
    He looked up into Jona’s sneering face. 
 
    “What do we have here?” the man asked, almost innocently. “Why, it’s Lucky! Or should we call you Unlucky, now? Funny how names change like that.” He bent down on one knee. “Your father, for example. I called him Maggot Bait for a while, there. He really didn’t like it.” 
 
    Luc roared, reaching for his foot. Rocks splashed around him as his body fell deeper into the water, but he managed to grab Jona’s sole.  
 
    The man didn’t even look frazzled. “Pathetic. But I suppose I can’t blame you. Like father, like son. Crawling around the living room with his guts out, begging for mercy. ‘Spare my family’, he said. ‘Ohhh, spare them.’ I had to kick him once in a while, make him stop. Gods, but he was just as irritating as you.” 
 
    “You fucking piece of—” 
 
    “I told him to thank you,” Jona said, peering down at him. “I said this was all because of you, that if I found each and every one of your pathetic little family I’d kill them just because you were stupid enough to cross me.” 
 
    “Luc!” Roena called. He could hear the ground shaking as the creature drew closer. 
 
    He tried to pull himself up with his other hand. Jona stepped on it. “And then,” Jona continued, oblivious to everything else. “He actually asked about you. He wanted to know how you were doing. So I told him the truth. I said ‘That son of yours is a disgrace. He’s off raping and pillaging like the best of us. If the guards ever catch him, he’ll hang.’ You should’ve seen the look on his face, Lucky! You should’ve seen him crying for you as he died!” 
 
    Luc screamed. Laughing, Jona tore his hand from his boot and kicked him off the bank. He fell into the stream. 
 
    Water swirled over him as he found himself in the inky depths. Even as he knew it was useless, he tried to kick against the current, trying to reach the surface even as he felt it swirling around him. His head smashed into a rock. Light spilled into his vision. 
 
    Somehow, he found himself back at home, staring at the dead goats.  
 
    “Don’t you worry,” Jak was saying beside him. “We’ll find something. There’s always something.” 
 
    “How could you say that, Da?” he asked. “It’s all gone. Everything we’ve worked so hard for…” 
 
    “Shhh.” He felt his father’s hand on his shoulder. “It’s fine, Luc. It’s fine. Be crying over it now if you want, my love. No one said you couldn’t, yeah? Just remember to breathe between the tears. Just remember to breathe.” 
 
    Luc opened his eyes.  
 
    Something splashed in the water beside him. Something heavy. He found himself slamming into the creature’s hairy leg as it attempted to cross the gap, felt fingers wrap around him as it lifted him straight from the water and toward its mouth. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    He drew his sword and sank it into the creature’s gaping maw. It roared and tried to fling him off. He managed to hold on before watching in horror as the creature sank deeper into the stream. One of its legs was trapped between the chasm, which was breaking underneath its weight.  
 
    Below, he saw Roena strike it across the breast from the bridge.  
 
    Luc managed to get his sword back and made his way to the back of the beast’s shoulders. It was sinking fast. “To me!” Roena cried. “Jump now, Luc!” 
 
    He jumped, reaching the edge of the bridge just as the creature’s shoulders were swallowed by the black water. Roena managed to grab him, hauling him back onto solid ground. “You fucking idiot,” she hissed. 
 
    He had no time to retort. Jona was coming towards them, sword drawn. His amused expression was gone.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of this,” Roena said. 
 
    “No,” Luc murmured, wiping the blood off his face. “You were the one who said I had to avenge my father. You go and save yours.” 
 
    “Stop being such a damned martyr.” 
 
    “You two lovebirds make me sick,” Jona spat. “You’ll both be dead before this night is over. Why does it matter who goes first?” 
 
    Roena smiled, making a circle around him. She saw Jona glance at her first. So. He knew who to be more careful of. “You’re that confident you can take both of us at the same time?” Roena asked. “My, you’re a lot dumber than I thought you were.” 
 
    Jona returned her smile. “I could say the same thing about you, princess. What are you doing with this whelp? You’re Blackwood’s heir. Not too long from now and you could be enjoying all that money, with a real man besides.” 
 
    Roena was silent for a moment, pretending to think. “Oh,” she eventually said. “Did you mean you?” She laughed. 
 
    That must’ve irked him more than she thought it would, because there was rage on his face as he rushed towards her. Amazingly simple, some of these men. Against his brute force, she was nothing, but she could use that against him. She dodged his first blow easily enough, nicking him in the ankle before she stepped back again.  
 
    “You’re a quick little minx, aren’t you,” he snarled.  
 
    “And you’re out of shape. You wonder why I was willing to take chances with the creature? Nothing worse than a man who gets winded after a minute or two.” 
 
    “You bitch—” 
 
    Luc was on him before he could get another word in, one cut across the shoulder. He turned momentarily, striking once to drive him back, and then decided that Roena was the better target after all. He came for her, both hands on the handle of his blade which looked large enough to cleave her in two if she just stopped for a moment to give it a chance. 
 
    Not that she meant to. She met his blows, knowing the whole time that it wouldn’t last. His strikes came hard and a lot, lot faster than she wanted to give him credit for. She couldn’t remember the last time she had sparred with an opponent who had both strength and speed. She had to grudgingly admit to herself that she was now fighting for her life.  
 
    Why? A fleeting thought. And then another, less fleeting…why not? 
 
    Was she alive when she was locked up in her room, hiding from her father’s words? Or in court, pretending to laugh with the rest of them while her insides felt like screaming at everyone for their indifference and pretensions? Friendships forged by convenience, by what one had to gain instead of whatever this was she had with Luc. With Hana. Even Jona’s intentions, at the very least, was startlingly clear. She had never known that before. It was like a breath of fresh air after years spent in choking fumes.  
 
    She dodged another blow, and almost cried out in glee when Jona’s blade sank into the soft ground behind her. They had somehow made it across the bridge. “You crazy bitch,” Jona repeated. “You think this is going to save your father? He’ll be dead by now.” 
 
    “You underestimate him. You really think Iorwin will fall that fast? He was quite the swordsman in his youth.” 
 
    “In his youth,” Jona repeated, grinning. “When the fuck was that? Like fifty years ago?” There was a cut on his cheek. Roena couldn’t even remember striking him there. Perhaps she was doing better than she thought, except… 
 
    Her arms were getting tired. She saw Luc hovering at the edge of her vision, waiting for an opening. He wouldn’t even last a fraction of the time she had.  
 
    “What’s the matter, princess?” Jona continued. “Having second thoughts?” 
 
    She realized he could see her exhaustion. She spat to the side. “I was thinking which part of the battlements I’ll decorate with your head. I want the birds to shit all over it.” 
 
    He lunged. The next blow was so strong that her sword slipped from her fingers, clattering to the ground. Laughing, Jona grabbed her by the neck. Her senses swirled as his fingers dug into her windpipe. “Oh, sweet girl,” he whispered. He started saying something else, but his words were losing meaning as blackness began to set in. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Luc rushed at Jona, forcing him to drop Roena to defend himself. He was a little slower than when he first started—Roena had worn him out enough to take the edge off his speed. He also looked like he was favouring his left side.  
 
    Not that these meant much in the long run. Luc was bruised from head-to-toe from his time in the gap, which meant he was even slower. And he didn’t know how Roena did it, but the one time he was able to block Jona’s strike, it felt like his tendons would shatter at the impact.  
 
    He saw Jona’s grin widen. The big man began to increase his assault, battering at his sword enough that Luc realized he wasn’t trying to kill him—not yet. He was toying with him. He wanted Luc helpless and bleeding on the ground before the night was over, begging, broken. 
 
    “What did I ever do to you?” he called out. 
 
    Jona didn’t answer. The light in his eyes—Luc had seen it before. It was madness, but not quite yet. A touch of helplessness, of desperation, almost like the look in the villager’s face back in Toskthar. But it couldn’t be. What did Luc have over him to make him feel that way? Taking pleasure from someone else’s pain wasn’t a concept he was familiar with.  
 
    He found himself at the edge of the bank. Jona was driving him back to the gap. With Luc a step away from the slippery rocks, he suddenly lifted his sword over his head, as if to give him the choice of getting cut in half or jumping to his death.  
 
    A rock smashed against Jona’s head. The sword came down barely past Luc’s ear, clattering on the hard ground. The blade splintered into several pieces. 
 
    Luc leaped to the side as Jona attempted to grab him, holding the broken sword like a dagger. He kicked out, catching Jona by the jaw, and watched in horror as the man tumbled into the stream. It was now his turn to hang onto the bank for his life, snarling, mad eyes boring a hole straight into Luc. He backed away. 
 
    “Kill the fucker,” Roena gasped behind him. She was the one who had thrown the rock. “Now’s your chance. He deserves this for what he did to your father. Do it now, Luc!” 
 
    But the fight had taken it all out of him. He watched Jona’s fingers dig into the rocks, his face bleeding, twisted with the rage Luc knew he ought to feel himself. He heard footsteps and saw Roena stiffen, holding her sword aloft.  
 
    “She’s right,” Luc heard the ka-eng say. “Why don’t you?” 
 
    He turned to the sisters as they appeared from behind the trees.  
 
    “Humans are always so interesting,” one said, smiling at him. The first sister, the one with the crooked ears. “Gleaning so much from so little to try to—I don’t know. Make sense of it all?” 
 
    “When we brought the first beast to Toskthar, for example,” the other added. “When they realized they couldn’t fight it, they fed and worshipped it. So odd, so unexpected. We thought they would run in fear. That they would abandon their village to seek better pastures. They didn’t.” 
 
    “And you find this all very amusing, do you?” Luc asked. 
 
    The first sister touched his arm. Her fingers were cold. “Amusing. Sad.” 
 
    The second sister pointed at Jona. “Look at him. He killed your father, he says. Brags about it. Why not put him out of his misery? Unless…” And here, she smiled, staring at Jona while a blue glow surrounded her hands. It hovered over her skin for a moment before slowly making its way to where the man dangled off the bank for dear life. He roared, attempting to strike the glow out of the way, but his clenched fist only went through it. 
 
    The glow landed on his head. The second sister’s eyes flashed. “I see,” the ka-eng murmured, after a moment. “Oh, I see…yes. You’re afraid of turning into him. And well you should be! A Gorenten, just like you…” 
 
    “He’s not—” Luc started, glancing at Jona. His skin was a lot lighter, but it was still a step darker than the typical Hafed’s, and his nose… 
 
    “A half-Gorenten,” the second sister explained. “Born to a whore in Tilarthan. Who knows who his father was? Does it matter? Bereft of his own people, a stranger in his own home. He knows these things just as well as you do.” 
 
    “Truly?” the first sister asked. “Let me see.” She reached out to grab her sister’s hand. The glow travelled back into her. “Oh, that’s…” 
 
    “You wouldn’t think a man like that would’ve been born to a woman like that,” the second sister said. “Not someone so kind and generous, who would use her own body to shield her boy from the blows. Who knows why they did it? Because she was different? Because they could? ‘The bruises won’t show on my skin,’ she would tell him when it was all done. ‘Better me than you.’ They called her an angel, even the men who used her, so dark and beautiful…” 
 
    “Stop,” Luc said.  
 
    “Why?” the first ka-eng asked. “I thought you knew. Had an idea, at least, that sometimes all it takes is one step to cross that threshold of madness.” 
 
    “You don’t even have to make it yourself,” the second sister continued. “Sometimes, you’re pushed. And you fight against it. Like you’re doing now. Like he did. Who truly wants this? Who wants to be alone, fighting for your life in despair when you could be safe at home in front of a warm fire with a family who loves you? He didn’t. When his mother fell ill, he became a man-for-hire like you. The easiest decision he’s ever had to make. No one else would take him. So he did things against his will, killed when they asked him to kill, took what he could when they wouldn’t pay him right. It didn’t matter. His mother died, anyway, died coughing her lungs out not even an hour after she was raped senselessly in the alley by a man who didn’t want to spend the coin. They wrapped her body in rags and threw her out into the sea—he had to spend a fortune to find and fish her out.” 
 
    “And so,” the first ka-eng said, “he slipped, a little. Maybe not all the way at once. But unless you understand why you do the things you do, then perhaps you simply become this person who just tries to take what he can, even at the expense of others. Pleasure, wherever you can find it. Pain, if nothing else. Just for the chance to feel.”   
 
    “Fuck you,” Jona hissed through the blood on his teeth. “Fuck all of you.” 
 
    Luc tightened his fingers around his sword. Kill him, his thoughts screamed. But even without the ka-eng’s words, he didn’t think he could do it. He could have earlier, in the heat of the battle if his sword had been fortunate enough to make a fatal strike. Now… 
 
    Now all he could think of was his father and how that moment of death did not define his life or what he stood for. He could feel only that same warmth that came whenever his father wrapped him up in his arms—now, when he was supposed to be full of hate for the man who took him away from him. He didn’t understand it. It still hurt, it hurt to know he would have to live out his life for the chance to ever see him again, if Forrehsi values were to be believed. Never, if the old ways were right—never again, and so he would never have anything more than his fading memories and whatever else he could carry inside his heart. 
 
    Perhaps he just didn’t want the rage to eclipse the love. 
 
    “Enough of this bullshit,” Roena said. She sounded exhausted. “He made his choices. Now he pays for them.” Without waiting to see what any of them would say in response, she walked up to Jona and slid her blade into his throat. 
 
    Luc watched impassively as Jona’s blood spurted onto the ground. The man’s eyes were still hard, though they were rimmed with red now. Was it tears or water running down his cheeks? Luc couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter. In his last ditch effort to save his own life, Jona tried to grab her sword, as if he could pull it out of him like the beast back at Windroost had done. But his fingers never even touched the blade. Roena kicked him away herself and watched as his body followed the monster down into the depths of his murky grave. 
 
    “What about you two?” Roena asked, turning to the ka-eng. “Do we finish what we started now?” 
 
    “Oh, no, no,” the second sister said, shaking her head so hard that her ears flapped. “We didn’t want to fight you. You attacked us first.” 
 
    “Which became unfortunate for at least two souls,” the first sister added, glancing at the gap with an expression of remorse. “I’m hoping not to add any more. We’re finished with what we came here to do, anyway. I’m glad we’re not killing each other right now. We wouldn’t want to overstay that welcome.” 
 
    “Why are you people doing this?” Luc asked.  
 
    “We told you,” the first sister replied. “We’re just protecting our own.” 
 
    “You don’t want Iorwin stripping your forests bare,” Luc said. “I get that. That’s commendable. But the children…was it necessary to get the children involved? Just so you can send Blackwood a warning?” 
 
    The ka-eng looked at him and were silent for a moment. 
 
    “What children?” Roena asked. 
 
    Luc wiped his face. “If you had to bring these monsters here—this one, and the one in Toskthar, at least—then that means that someone else has been taking children from the villages. And they’re not coming back any time soon, are they? Are they?” He lifted his sword. 
 
    The first sister held her hand out, touching the tip of his blade. “Little Luc,” she breathed. “You are smart. Leave it there. There are things that even your understanding cannot change.” 
 
    “You could threaten us,” the second sister added. “Maybe you could even defeat us. Stranger things have happened. Perhaps at the edge of despair, you can even squeeze the truth from our lips. What would that do? Would you run forward then, play the hero and stop a disaster before it occurs?” She placed her own hand on Luc’s shoulder. “You haven’t even stopped this one yet.” 
 
    “One thing at a time, little one,” the first sister laughed. “And then, perhaps…perhaps!” 
 
    “Until we meet again,” the second sister added. 
 
    They drifted away from him like always, swirling and then disappearing like the breeze.  
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Are you all right, Luc?” Roena asked. 
 
    The glassy-eyed stare disappeared. He slowly got to his feet, though he was shaking a little. “We need to go to your father,” he murmured. The words seem to restore some sense into him.  
 
    “I know,” she replied. She wiped the blood on her blade on her hip and came up to him. “I’m asking about you. If the thought of killing someone is too hard for you, then maybe you shouldn’t be here at all.” 
 
    He swallowed. She knew her words stung, knew everything was still raw for him. Unfair, but that was how life was. He wasn’t a child she had to coddle. They had taken care of the loudest of the group, but there were still others.  
 
    “I’m not here to kill, Roena,” Luc said. “I told you that. I think we can fight without…without turning into him, can’t we?” 
 
    Roena snorted. “He was weak. He took things too personally. Men like that think they don’t, and then they become slaves to their own uncertainties.” She placed a hand on his shoulder, touching his face briefly. “I can’t promise this will get any easier. Learn to harden your heart around whatever truths you choose.” 
 
    “Which one have you decided on?” 
 
    Before she could reply, she saw two figures emerge from the top of the hill. She smiled, recognizing Caiso’s red hair against the pale moonlight. “Have you come to avenge your fallen companion?” she called out.  
 
    Caiso strode forward, followed by Tasha. He glanced nervously at the blood on her tunic. “You actually killed the mad dog,” Caiso said, a hint of amazement in his voice. “Well-done. Did he trip on a root or something?” 
 
    “How about you come here and find out?” 
 
    “Fucking children don’t know to stay out of it,” Tasha broke in. 
 
    Roena turned to face her. “Where’s my father, bitch?” 
 
    “He’s on his way. The men are in place—there’s nothing you can do about it anymore.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have to die, Tasha,” Luc said. “We butchered Iorwin’s plans. The lumber didn’t pass the inspection. Ylir and Lady Isobel will get what they want after all. Call them off.” 
 
    “Do you think I give a fuck?” Tasha asked. “I’m here to do one thing, and if you’re here to stop me, then I suppose I’ll have to take care of you too.”  
 
    “I’m not sure you want to do that,” Caiso warned. “Ylir yn Garr seems fond of her.” 
 
    “Then he should’ve found a better way to leash her.”  
 
    “He tried that, remember? With Jona?” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Luc asked.  
 
    Caiso rubbed the back of his head. “None of us knew this at the time, Luc, but…Ylir yn Garr might’ve paid Jona to kill your father. Jona was an idiot, don’t get me wrong, but he wasn’t a mindless murderer. I think Yn Garr just wanted you out of the picture and saw an opportunity. And because of Roena’s involvement with you, I think he was hoping it would draw Roena away from us while we finished this.” 
 
    Roena felt her blood curdle at the words. “That son of a bitch just doesn’t know when to stop, does he?” 
 
    Caiso took a deep breath. “Not for us to decide,” he said. “That’s all part of this. Mercenaries who sit around discussing the nuances of morality and philosophy tend not to get rehired or recommended.” He gave a grim smile. “What did you expect, Roena? It doesn’t matter what reasons brought you here. We’re supposed to be professionals.” 
 
    “Would you step away if it was your own father?” 
 
    Caiso’s eyes gleamed. “Quite probably, yes. Wouldn’t sink the blade myself, but I can imagine turning my back while another did the deed. It’s easy enough. We all know I’m not fond of the man.” 
 
    “Says someone not in my position.” 
 
    Caiso bowed. “What else can I say?” 
 
    “Enough talk,” Tasha snapped. She charged. 
 
    Roena sucked in her breath as she met the assault. Tasha didn’t senselessly hammer at her the way Jona had did, but she had better footwork, better skill. Coupled with Roena’s exhaustion from her last battle, she realized there wasn’t a lot room for error. Tasha wasn’t playing. She wanted her dead.  
 
    A sharp whistle sounded in the distance. “That’s the signal,” Caiso said. 
 
    “Shit!” Tasha snarled. “You take care of this.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this!” She drew away and began to run. Roena tried to chase after her, but Caiso blocked the way.  
 
    “Just turn your back,” Caiso said. “Easiest thing.” 
 
    “Who taught you to fight, Caiso? Was it one of Lord Willen’s bargain swordmasters? Maybe someone he picked up off the streets of Tilarthan? Your stance is all wrong.” 
 
    Caiso smiled at her attempt at an insult. “If you must know, Lady Roena, I didn’t take much interest in swordfighting while I was in my father’s home, to his regret. It was always a cause of friction between us.” 
 
    “I really didn’t want to listen to your life story, too. Bad enough we had to hear Jona’s.” She lunged. Caiso deflected her with a laugh. 
 
    “I did pick up what I could once I was out on the streets. What was it they called me? A late bloomer?” 
 
    She lunged again; he parried, striking her in the belly with the tip of his sword. She heard Luc cry out.  
 
    “Fuck—” She pressed one hand against the wound to stifle the blood and tried to strike again. Caiso backed away, both hands in the air. 
 
    “I meant what I said about not wanting to kill you,” Caiso said with a grin. “It wasn’t part of the contract. I will if I have to, but I don’t like giving my services for free, and I really do think Ylir yn Garr wants to keep you around.” He pointed at her belly. “That’s not fatal, unless you’re careless. A couple of stitches, a bit of dressing—” 
 
    She swung at him a second time. He took another step back. She was getting dizzy. A moment later, she felt Luc beside her. 
 
    “Kill him,” she hissed. 
 
    “I think it’s over, Roena,” Luc whispered. “Tasha’s ahead of us. I don’t know what else we can do.” 
 
    “Draigar’s on his way,” Roena replied.  
 
    “About that,” Caiso broke in. “He’s uh…incapacitated.” 
 
    “You piece of shit!” 
 
    “Well, we knew he’d be on us sooner or later. Ylir had specifically asked to make sure he doesn’t interfere, too. Don’t worry,” Caiso added. “If he’s smart—like I’m asking you to be—he might pull through. I was told the men did their best to be…gentle…with him.” 
 
    “You’re just laughing at the chance to hack your way through the Hafed gentry, are you?” Roena snarled. 
 
    Caiso shook his head. “Believe it or not, that wasn’t why I chose this life. Oh, I had my qualms about everyone, just like you do, but I wanted—needed—a fresh start. If anything, this is a little too close for comfort—I didn’t know someone like Jona, of all people, would have the connections to acquire a job like this. I’ve been keeping myself out of sight as best as I could. I’ve never met Lady Isobel before, but I don’t want to give her a reason to recognize me, either.” He shrugged.  
 
    She took a step towards him, feeling like the insides of her stomach were spilling through her fingertips. “You little shit…” 
 
    Caiso grinned. “Say what you will. I have a feeling I don’t want anything to do with whatever Ylir yn Garr is planning. Maybe that will change in a few years. But for now, I’ll be off to Port Bluetree on the next ship if this continues.” 
 
    “If my father dies, I’ll make sure they know your involvement,” Roena said. “You’re fools, all of you. Does Ylir really think I’ll still work with him when I’m Duchess Blackwood? Is he so arrogant that he thinks I’ll be enamoured with him once all of this is done? That I’d even thank him for it? You’d have killed Duke Iorwin for nothing.” She took another step, crying as she pushed against the wound. The smile on Caiso’s face faded as he watched her walk past him. 
 
    “You are your father’s daughter,” he murmured. 
 
    She ignored him. Perhaps he meant it as praise. She heard it as an insult. She made her way around the hill, towards the wall. She could barely feel anything now against the hot blood, but she could still stand, and for as long as she could stand, she could walk. No one was allowed to kill her father, not on her watch.  
 
    Against her swimming vision and the smell of her own blood, she almost didn’t notice the body until she stumbled over it. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was one of the mercenaries. 
 
    “Artor,” Caiso said behind them. One of the men who had been with him and Jona when they first joined Tasha and Luc’s group. Dead, now. There was a slash on the left side of his neck—a silent kill, one he never had the chance to defend himself against. His sword was still sheathed. 
 
    Luc reached out to help Roena up before turning to the body. “Still warm,” he said. “Must’ve happened while we were still talking.” 
 
    “Talking,” Caiso repeated with a snort. “I really like you, Luc. Have I ever said that?” 
 
    “That must be why you stabbed me and not him,” Roena murmured. 
 
    “Don’t hold it against me. You were trying to do the same thing.” Caiso’s face grew serious as he caught sight of something near the ditch. “Agartes help us, that’s Stout over there.” He didn’t even try to approach—from the way the man’s body was angled in the water, he couldn’t be alive, either. His blood was running into the stream. 
 
    “Was it Tasha?” Luc asked. 
 
    Caiso ran his hands through his hair. “I don’t know. They were supposed to take care of Iorwin’s guards.” He turned to Roena. “I call a truce for now.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Roena growled. 
 
    “This isn’t going as planned,” he said with a grimace. “You need me, I need you. Let’s not be children about this. Luc—are there others with you?” 
 
    “Hana and Treda, but they’re back on the other side. We were counting on Draigar to take care of the rest.” 
 
    Caiso swore under his breath. “We came in through the drainage gate on this side,” he said. “We were supposed to ambush Iorwin past the bridge, until we learned you’d gone and stirred the monster up. Jona bolted when he heard you were here and we had to improvise.” He drew his sword and slowly walked up the path. 
 
    Luc followed his lead with his own sword. “Can you walk?” he asked Roena. 
 
    “Walking’s easy,” Roena grumbled. “Don’t know if I can fight, now.” 
 
    “Keep behind me, then. I don’t know if we can trust him.” 
 
    “We can’t trust anyone,” she whispered. 
 
    I trust you, he wanted to say. Probably better he didn’t. She wasn’t the sort of woman who liked hearing those things. It helped that he was sure of the sentiments that got them this far. Maybe that was enough. What was that she said—that he had to harden his heart around whatever truth he decided?  
 
    He hardened it now around the belief that he was going to fight his way through this without losing himself. Easy enough to think with the silence around him and the shadows of the drainage tunnel Caiso was leading them through. They reached the gate and he heard Caiso give another groan. 
 
    There were two bodies there, now, half-submerged in the water. One was the third man from Jona’s group. The other was Demon. 
 
    Luc bent down beside the figures. “Gods,” he murmured. “Who did this?” 
 
    Demon’s hand suddenly shot up to grab his shoulder. His eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “You son of a bitch—” Demon began. And then his expression changed when he recognized Luc. “You,” he breathed. His fingers were caked with blood. “They said you were here. I almost didn’t believe them.” 
 
    Luc bent down to touch his skin. It was surprisingly warm. He hoisted Demon out of the water and saw a single wound from his armpit and down his rib. “Who did this?” he asked. “We saw the rest back there. They’re all dead.” 
 
    “Yn Garr,” Demon hissed. “Ylir yn Garr.” 
 
    “He tried to kill you?” Roena broke in. “I thought he hired you to kill my father.” 
 
    “Everyone thought that,” Demon snarled. “Fuck if I know what he’s trying to do. Didn’t even stay around for a clean fight. Did something to me. Something…I don’t know. I can’t remember. I blacked out.” He glanced away, as if ashamed to even admit it.  
 
    “I mean if he wanted to kill Iorwin himself, he could’ve just said so.” Caiso sighed. “I’ll stay here with him.” 
 
    “You’re such a coward,” Roena said dryly.  
 
    “Your father,” Caiso grinned. “Not mine.” 
 
    Perhaps he had a reason to be afraid. They continued along the wall where it wrapped around the hill. Two more bodies lay on the path, their blood pouring down the stone steps. Luc recognized Ston and one of his companions. Bloody footprints led away from the scene, which must account for the rest of his men. Luc wondered if they were able to escape or if they would find them stiff on the grass somewhere. 
 
    Roena seemed to have reached her own conclusion about the bodies and said nothing as she walked over them. He swallowed and picked up his feet to follow her.  
 
    Off in the distance, they heard voices and saw the flicker of light from torches.  
 
    He motioned for Roena to stay back, expecting her to argue. But her injury must’ve been graver than he thought, because she squeezed his arm before stepping aside. He continued up the steps, which opened up to a flat plateau from where you could see the rest of the wall below. The tall grasses and brush bent with every gust from the wind.  
 
    Luc saw Iorwin first. He was down on the ground on one knee, sword in hand, blood on his tunic. Tasha stood directly across from him. 
 
    “Don’t even try, Luc,” she said before he could call for her. “It’ll be over soon enough.” 
 
    “The others are dead, Tasha,” Luc replied. He saw her expression flicker. “You didn’t help with that, did you?” 
 
    “Why the fuck would I do that?” 
 
    “Because I don’t think you were meant to get out of this alive. Ylir yn Garr—” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” she said, turning to him. “This assassination was sanctioned by Baeddan Siromer.” And with that, she attacked him. 
 
    Luc wasn’t ready. He didn’t think he’d ever be ready. But he managed to block her first strike before it cut into his leg and dodged the next. She came at him like a whirlwind, and only sheer luck kept him from losing his head, blow after blow. Luck, that damn luck. Was he born with the blessing of the gods? 
 
    He lost his sword, watching with horror as she managed to fling it from his grasp and into the bushes. He rolled as her sword cut into the ground beside his ear before jumping for his blade. It was too far away for the torch posts and for a moment, he found himself in grey darkness, interspersed with lines of shadow. He reached blindly into the grass and managed to find his sword handle on the first try. 
 
    Not a moment too soon. Tasha was on him now, grabbing him by the shirt. He managed to nick her in the arm. She repaid him with a cut along the chest. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this, Tasha,” Luc said, feeling the blood drip along his belly. A bit higher and the blood would’ve been gushing from his throat. 
 
    “We do,” she replied, evenly. “You know what’s at stake here.” She struck and somehow, even with him standing perfectly still, she missed again. And then he saw the look in her eyes. 
 
    Something reached in and told him that Lucky was just a name. Whatever else his father might’ve called him, it was a decision. But it was him who saved me, because before the boy came I had nothing. I drifted through one thing after another, yeah? And it’s not like it was bad, not like I felt it until I had him there and realized I was going downhill, would’ve kept going downhill until I smashed head-first into something. But the boy…you don’t miss a sign like that, you really shouldn’t. Sometimes the gods give you a break, a chance to pull yourself up from the muck and make something of yourself. Don’t look like much…these things never do. But when I used to have nothing, suddenly I had something worth dying for. 
 
    Tasha wanted him to kill her. 
 
    He was so stunned by this realization that he allowed her to come crashing into him at her next attack. They tumbled down the hill and past the ravine, landing on a dry streambed. Brush, newly sprouted, broke their fall. Without a word, Tasha pulled him to her, as if to help him up, only to smash a fist into his cheek. 
 
    “Pathetic little cunt,” Tasha whispered. “I always thought you were weak.” 
 
    “You have to tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    She shoved him hard, sending him toppling backwards, before turning around to pick up her sword.  
 
    “Baeddan,” Luc gasped. “That’s the Boarshind leader. You can’t possibly work for him. He thought there was a plot for his life, that’s why he killed your friends.” 
 
    “You talk so much, Luc,” she said in a low voice. “I thought you of all people would understand.” 
 
    She came for him again, relentlessly this time. He knew she was holding back, but he wasn’t entirely convinced she wasn’t trying to kill him. He was bleeding from half a dozen cuts as she drove him further down the streambed. It was so dark that the only thing he could really see was the moonlight on her shadowed face. 
 
    What did she want him to understand? 
 
    He knew she would never tell, so he had to find the answer in her silences. Her daughter. She had never even uttered her name in his presence, not once. And yet if Hana was telling the truth, it was her desire to save Cate from the Boarshind’s clutches that had driven her this far. Ylir yn Garr had promised her a prize that no other client would’ve been able to offer.  
 
    Her sword sank into his shoulder. 
 
    He recoiled in shock, kicking her away.  
 
    She struck him across the face and lifted her sword again. Nauseous from the pain and the warmth of his own blood, he reached out to block the attack. She set her blade aside to fall on his. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was a clean strike, all things considering. Not enough to kill her yet. Luc felt her crawl away from him, dragging herself to the edge of the bank where she finally collapsed, her face to the sky. Luc dropped beside her. 
 
    “Hana’s alive?” she asked. 
 
    “Last time I checked,” Luc replied.  
 
    Tasha coughed. “Good.” 
 
    “She…she didn’t go after me of her own accord, did she?” Luc asked. “Or Treda. Did you send them to keep an eye on me?” 
 
    Tasha forced a smile on her face. “You’re catching on,” she murmured. “Probably not so hopeless after all. Probably.” She coughed again, blood coming up with the motion. “Fucking hurts, this dying thing.” 
 
    “You’re not going to die.” 
 
    “Don’t patronize me, pup. There’s a sword in my bowels. It’s only a matter of…don’t—!” she warned as he bent over to pull it out. “Fucking bleed out more. Let an old woman take her time, why don’t you?” 
 
    He slumped back on the dirt, his own wounds stinging. “He promised Cate’s safety if you make it look like Baeddan ordered you to kill Iorwin,” he whispered. 
 
    Tasha snorted. “Obviously.” 
 
    “And Iorwin wouldn’t have believed it if you all didn’t die trying. That Ylir. He’ll pay for this.” 
 
    Tasha laughed—or what was the closest to a laugh that she could make. “What for?” she whispered. “You fond of any of the others? Nothing about this took me by surprise. Killed Jona yourself, too, so there’s that. All the shit he’s done over the years, back when we ran together with Oswyn…bastard had it coming. Wish I’d seen it. One thing I’d been looking forward to.” 
 
    “Roena did it, actually.” 
 
    “What, again? Fuck. I take it back. Hopeless.” She reached out to pat his face, her blood mixing with his. “You’ve grown up. You’ll do. Treda and Hana, they’ll follow you.” 
 
    “Not Demon.” 
 
    “Bastard make it out alive? Pah! I was hoping not. Well, you’re stuck with him now too, I guess. Just have to know how to string him along.” She squeezed his jaw. “You get him to keep his promises.” 
 
    “Demon?” 
 
    “Ylir yn Garr, you idiot.” She took a deep breath. “Hana promised to take care of Cate, but that woman…attention span of a gnat…you’ll keep an eye on them. You will. From the moment I saw you, I knew…” She gave a small shiver. “I’m sorry about your father. That wasn’t…part of it.” 
 
    “Hana said—” 
 
    “I would’ve never agreed to it.” Her face tightened. “If Ylir yn Garr struck a deal with Jona, I didn’t know it. Shit happens. I know…” she quickly added, before he could get angry. “Fuck. Got no way with words. Don’t hold it against him. Not until Cate’s safe with you. Plot your revenge then.” 
 
    He felt her grip on him loosen as she lay back. “Tasha…” he began. 
 
    “Go now,” she murmured.  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Let me die,” she gasped. “Gods be damned. Wonder if Oswyn’s waiting. Fucking bastard.” She closed her eyes. 
 
    Luc stayed beside her until he could no longer see her chest rise. Only then did he reach down to take his sword back. “I’ll come back for you,” he murmured. He sheathed the sword and awkwardly stumbled along the streambed. It narrowed back down to the steps that had led them up the hill in the first place. 
 
    Someone with a lantern was coming up the path towards him. He blinked back against the light, finding the flash momentarily blinding after the darkness. “Luc?” a voice called out. It was the soft, honeyed tone of Ylir yn Garr. 
 
    Luc felt himself lift his sword as he approached the bend. Ylir caught sight of him. “We were wondering what happened to you,” he said. 
 
    “You,” Luc said in a low voice. “You son of a bitch, this was all you.” 
 
    Ylir appraised his wounds with a quick glance. “Are you alone?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend to be friends with me.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he said, his eyes hard. “Are you alone?” 
 
    “You know full well that I am.” 
 
    “Good.” He fixed Luc with a steady stare. “Don’t waste Tasha’s sacrifice.” 
 
    Luc could feel himself begin to shake. If he hadn’t been on his feet fighting the whole night, he might’ve made a swing for him. But the sword felt leaden in his arms, and Ylir yn Garr was—after a night spent killing his companions—untouched. There was not a single speck of blood or dust on him. For all he knew, he had just left his bedchambers and walked straight there in the dark. 
 
    Cursing his cowardice, Luc fell in a step behind him. “She didn’t have to die,” he murmured, wondering if he was speaking for his own ears alone. What was the point in trying to convince a man like this? 
 
    But Ylir heard. “She did. She even made the suggestion herself, back when I first told her the plan.” 
 
    “Did she know all of this from the very beginning?” 
 
    “She knew enough,” Ylir said. “Enough to know she was going to sacrifice herself to get this done. Her idea. Not mine.” 
 
    “Gods. She was your contact from the very beginning, wasn’t she? Not Oswyn.” 
 
    Ylir nodded. 
 
    “Did she kill him herself? Michell—Michell was always angry but I don’t think he would’ve knifed a man down for nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I suppose anything is possible at this point. But yes, I was dealing with her from the beginning. She must’ve fed her men the wrong information.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “You and I both,” he snorted. “She liked the idea of bringing Jona down with her, I suppose.” 
 
    “That’s why she was so angry that I drove him away.” 
 
    “In part. I tried to warn you back at Crossfingers.” 
 
    “You didn’t warn me for her sake. You wanted me to step away. You lied.” 
 
    “It wasn’t far from the truth. I’m convinced that when she met you, she saw an opportunity to create a safe environment for her daughter once she’s gone from this world. And while she looked like she wasn’t the sort of person who planned two steps ahead, I do believe she seized the opportunity, in your case. Still, it left me more than a little concerned.” 
 
    “So your little show back in that village…that was all to see how I would react? If I was going to jeopardize this little…show?” 
 
    “It’s an important show,” Ylir said. 
 
    Luc frowned. 
 
    “You might find me callous—” 
 
    “Oh, the words I have for you are much, much worse than that.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Luc swallowed. “About Cate. Are you still going to help her?” 
 
    “I keep my promises,” Ylir said. “Baeddan just needs…the appropriate amount of pressure.” 
 
    “How is Iorwin supposed to provide that pressure?” 
 
    Ylir didn’t reply. They had stepped past the wall, well within sight of the tower. Luc caught sight of Roena in the distance, sitting next to her father. Her face was wet. She wiped them hastily before he could get any closer. 
 
    “I found him,” Ylir said, walking up to them. “He killed the rat.” 
 
    Luc cringed at the words. 
 
    “And he’s the real leader of the group, is he?” Iorwin asked. There was blood splattered all over his white beard. “I knew something was wrong when the woman came up to me instead of the Gorenten they were all talking about. Can never be too careful these days.” He nodded towards Ylir. “She kept screaming about Baeddan Siromer. Baeddan. I’ve met him what, three times at least? We never liked each other, but what does the bastard gain by killing me?” 
 
    “He’s a paranoid old man,” Ylir replied. “Convinced everyone’s out to get him. You have heard of what he did to his own men, didn’t you? He slaughtered nearly an entire group after one of his captains got killed on a personal dispute.” 
 
    “I’ve heard he’s been one step away from madness after what happened to his wife and son,” Iorwin said grimly. “But that must’ve been years ago, before he ever took charge of the Boarshind. I didn’t realize it was this bad.” 
 
    “Gorrhen yn Garr has wanted him displaced for years.” 
 
    Iorwin frowned. “They’re friends.” 
 
    “One can be blind about one’s friends, Duke Iorwin,” Ylir said. “As we were tonight. Are all the mercenaries taken care of?” 
 
    “The ones who didn’t make for the hills the moment the rest of my guards caught up,” Iorwin said. He turned to Luc. “How do you know this one wasn’t working with them?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Ylir said with a smile. 
 
    Luc stiffened. 
 
    “Take him.” 
 
    “Father!” 
 
    Iorwin’s soldiers advanced. Outnumbered, Luc dropped his sword and allowed them to arrest him. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Morning arrived, banishing away the longest night Roena had ever known in her life. She heard two knocks on her door, a long pause between each. She frowned and turned away from it. 
 
    “My lady,” Ylir yn Garr said, walking in without invitation. He looked almost sheepish as he pressed the door shut behind him. 
 
    She resisted the urge to throw things at him. “What do you want, you irksome beast?”  
 
    Ylir walked up to where she was sitting by the window. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Like shit,” she said. She still felt like her guts would come flying through her bandages every time she breathed. “I suppose there’s no sense berating you for this whole thing. You know it’s your fault. You’re fucking pleased it all worked out the way you wanted it.” 
 
    “I don’t deny that,” he said. “Although I can’t help but observe that you kept silent about my involvement to your father.” 
 
    “Don’t play coy with me. You knew I would.” 
 
    He bent close to her, one hand on her shoulder. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    “You’ve spent way too much time with those mercenaries. Are you really this upset that I had used them? Months ago, you would have lauded me for how well I played this game.” 
 
    “It’s not a game,” she breathed. “They were my…” 
 
    “Friends?” He made a small sound of disbelief as he tucked a stray strand of her hair over her ear. “Come now, Roena. Let’s pretend there was a lick of truth in that statement. We both know you don’t make friends. You and I are alike in that.” 
 
    “No, we’re not,” she murmured. She turned around to face him. “We’re really not.” If Luc had been afraid to turn into Jona, then Ylir yn Garr was precisely the sort of person she didn’t want to become. There was nothing in his eyes that betrayed his emotions. What lay beyond the smirk? She wondered if there was anything in his life that he cared for. Even Roena had been stirred into action by the thought of her father dying at his hands. Ylir yn Garr…no. He would probably kill his own grandmother if it meant furthering his interests.  
 
    “You’re angry about Luc, I suppose,” he said with a soft sigh. 
 
    “You suppose? You could’ve told my father he had nothing to do with it!” 
 
    “And raise his suspicions over me? I’ve gone this far, Roena, I wasn’t about to risk it over a mere farmboy. Why are you concerned, anyway?” he asked. “Do you love him?” 
 
    “I do not!” 
 
    “Hmm.” He grazed his thumb over her cheek and then, after a moment’s hesitation, bent down to kiss her. 
 
    She felt…nothing. Even if she wasn’t already so irritated with him, the desire had long fled. He could see that, too, though that didn’t seem to be enough to drive the amused look from his face. “You care for him now, at least,” he said, pulling away. “I can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “Ever wonder if it’s your inadequency in bed?” 
 
    “I seem to recall you having a different opinion. You want to test it again?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” she grumbled, looking away again. She took a deep breath. “What now?” 
 
    “Your father has agreed to assist Yn Garr Industries in helping displace Baeddan Siromer as head of the Boarshind,” Ylir said. “Easier said than done. The Boarshind is registered as a Hafed company, but their location in Kago—where the king’s laws don’t apply—makes the whole thing problematic. Duke Iorwin could help us have Baeddan officially ousted as the owner, but you have the matter of the actual mercenaries. You and I both know you can’t just stick someone in there and have them respect their new leader.” 
 
    Roena shrugged. “Worked for Luc.” 
 
    “This is ah…a little more different than that. In any case, the first nail in Baeddan’s coffin has been hammered in, and it’s just a matter of time. Your little er, trick yesterday bore fruit too, by the way. The inspector sent out his report, just in time for Duke Rohn’s arrival.” 
 
    “He’s already here?” 
 
    “About an hour ago. You did me a good turn there—I wasn’t sure how I was going to fulfill my end of the bargain to Lady Isobel with Duke Iorwin still alive.” He grew serious. “Believe me when I say that your father’s death was never an option.” 
 
    “With you, Ylir? I don’t know what to believe.” 
 
    “My lady,” he said, taking her hand and pressing it against his breast. 
 
    “Please,” she sniffed, pulling away. “You called it a game. Those mercenaries’ lives…all a game. Tasha…” She shook her head. “She was half-mad with worry over her child. For someone to use that against her? You must think I’m a fool not to see how heartless you’d have to be to do that.” 
 
    “To hear Roena Blackwood accuse me of being heartless is…” He paused. 
 
    “An honour or an insult?” 
 
    “I’m trying to think of a word that describes both.” He sighed. “I don’t owe you an explanation. I’ll give you something else.” He straightened up. “If you’re not too ill to walk, then come with me.” He patted his arm, as if he was actually expecting her to take it. 
 
    She didn’t. “I can walk by myself.” She dragged herself up, grabbing a cane the physician had given her late last night. He gave a small nod as he led the way out of her room. 
 
    “You and your father seem to have come to an understanding,” he said as they strode through the hall. 
 
    “I’d rather not speak about it.” 
 
    Ylir laughed. “Always so closed, Roena. Yet you call me heartless? Let me guess.” He gave her a quick glance, cocking his head to the side. “You were afraid he was dying, and seeing the blood on you, he thought the same thing. For a moment there, you were both willing to let go and forgive every hurt you’ve done to each other.” 
 
    She felt her cheeks burn. “We’ll be our old selves in no time.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I mean, he already was early this morning. He still wants me to marry Draigar. ‘You dug your own grave, Roena,’ he told me. ‘We can’t lose face in front of the court. Think of your mother. Of your sisters and brother.’” 
 
    “So will you?” 
 
    “You should’ve been a lot more thorough with him. He’s expected to make a full recovery, too.” She grimaced. “I think I’d be a lot angrier with you if I didn’t have other things to worry about.” 
 
    “Marry him,” Ylir said. “What’ve you got to lose? He’s still young. Of course, nowhere near as handsome as me—” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t even start.” 
 
    “But he’s easy enough on the eyes, under a certain light. In certain angles. The important part is that it could be so much worse and at the very least it’ll get your father off your back. I know it may not look like it, but you’re all the man ever talks about. It’s almost tiring, to be honest. Sometimes you have to let them win a little so you can reap the big rewards.” Roena realized they were standing in front of the dungeons. Ylir nodded at the guards, who pushed the doors open. 
 
    “And this,” Ylir continued, leading her down the cells, “is me letting you win. A little.” He held his hand out. One of the guards reached out to give him a key before stepping back to leave them alone. He handed it to Roena. 
 
    She scowled. “You’re toying with us.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because that’s what you do, you smug son of a bitch. About the only one who has anything to gain from associating with you is yourself.” 
 
    He stayed perfectly still. After a moment, she groaned, grabbing the key from him and stomping towards Luc’s cell. He must’ve heard their voices, because he was already by the bars, looking up in anticipation.  
 
    “Like an Agartes damned puppy,” she hissed as she turned the key in the lock. “Go on, then.” 
 
    “What?” Luc asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, limping back as the cell door fell open. “You’re free. Apparently.” 
 
    He staggered out, glancing at her and then Ylir, as if afraid it was another trick. She couldn’t blame him. “They didn’t even treat your wounds?” she asked, glancing at them. The blood had clotted against the tattered remains of his shirt. “Ugh. I told the bastards to get someone to look at them.” 
 
    “How—” Luc began. 
 
    “I did eventually convince Duke Iorwin that Tasha must’ve used you as a front to remove suspicions from her,” Ylir said. “You are, after all, a native of Crossfingers. You’ve even got a record in Skellcilan, and you’ve never been to Kago in your life. It helped a lot that Draigar vouched for you as soon as he woke up.” 
 
    “The man’s good for something, at least,” Roena murmured. 
 
    “I don’t know who to thank,” Luc said.  
 
    “Thank no one,” Ylir suggested. “You’re alive of your own volition. Go to the guards and tell them we need you taken to the physician.” 
 
    Luc’s face tightened, and he glanced at her, as if to say he was loathe to leave them alone together. She placed her hand on his arm. “Go,” she repeated.  
 
    He made a small sound of protest before shuffling down the hall. 
 
    “You do care,” Ylir mused as soon as Luc was gone from their sight. “Interesting. I’m almost jealous. What does a man have to do to get that kind of attention from a woman?” 
 
    “What?” she asked. “After all your experiences, you’d still want more?” 
 
    “I mean, I can imagine that one probably has to get hurt in order to appeal to your sex’s nurturing sensibilities—” 
 
    “Me, nurturing? You’re out of your mind, Ylir.” 
 
    “—but getting hurt really isn’t in my forte. I suppose I’ll just leave it up to imagination.” He gave a small shrug. “In any case, have you forgiven me?” 
 
    “I’m still trying to decide if this night will end without my dagger in your ribs. We’re not even close to such words, Ylir.” 
 
    He grinned. “I suppose not. I will need your friend’s cooperation from here on out. He has proven to be trustworthy and level-headed, two things not easily found in his line of work. You have seen the decrepit pool of low-lifes I have to pick from? I could use someone like him right now.” 
 
    “That’s supposing he still wants to work with you after all that you’ve done,” Roena said. 
 
    “You let me worry about that,” Ylir said. “You decide what to do. I’m not your enemy, Roena. Try to remember that once in a while.” He reached out for her and she stiffened, thinking he was going to try to kiss her again. But instead, he drew her in for a brief embrace before walking away. She wasn’t quite sure why, but she felt like it was his way of saying goodbye. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luc stayed a few days in the guest chambers of the castle, doted on by servants provided by Lord Draigar himself. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how Ylir had been able to weasel his way out of that one. He had time to try to piece together what he could from his conversations with Roena and Draigar. Tasha herself had been the one who tried to “take care” of Draigar, ambushing him in the stables right before he had the chance to ride out after them and stabbing him enough times to kill a lesser man. Before he lost consciousness, she let it slip that Baeddan had wanted to frame Ylir and his master for the deed.  
 
    And then of course, there was the matter of Roena and Ylir’s relations which—to Roena’s embarassment—was enough to convince Draigar that Ylir had nothing to do with the mess. No one who truly wanted Duke Iorwin’s death would’ve been so careless as to let the woman he was sleeping with, who would then become Duchess, find out. He should’ve at the very least tried to kill her, too. A deliberate mistake. Ylir would’ve never counted on either Luc or Roena’s involvement with the group, but once he saw them there, he took full advantage and came out looking cleaner.  
 
    Thinking about all of it made him want to throw up. All those men dead, and Tasha, too, and all because of someone’s lofty ambitions. And his father, the one man he could rightly call innocent, his father who could never hurt a fly… 
 
    He didn’t know if he should blame Ylir for his father. Every time his thoughts drifted towards it, he felt only exhaustion, one that seemed to resonate from within his very bones. Tasha’s words rang in his head. Not until Cate’s safe with you. Damn woman. But she was right. If anyone would be able to hold back until the right moment, it would be Luc.  
 
    He heard the door click and turned just in time to see Roena walk in. 
 
    “You can make your way to the courtyard when you’re ready,” she said. “The horses are all saddled up for you. Stormcloud—I still can’t believe it. Draigar really takes this whole gratitude thing seriously. It’s not like you would’ve known the difference between him and some beaten-up nag from one of the farms.” 
 
    He smiled as he got up. “What about you?” he asked. “Are you firm on your decision?” 
 
    She made a face. “Firm. Right. Badgered into it, more like. But Ylir’s right about this one. Marrying Draigar isn’t the worst thing in the world, especially not if it means my father can start obsessing about something else for a change and leave me alone. And he doesn’t like Draigar, which was really surprising to find out. Makes this all the more amusing for me.” 
 
    Luc forced himself to smile. “Well, I’m happy for you.” 
 
    “Stop that. You know you’re not.” 
 
    “No, really, Roena—” 
 
    She punched his arm. “You’re not,” she repeated. 
 
    “Well,” Luc said. “Can’t I be both?” He sighed. “I mean, you’d be his wife. You’d be someone’s wife.” 
 
    “I’m nobody’s, Luc,” she whispered. “Just so you know.” 
 
    “I think I knew that from the beginning,” he murmured.  
 
    Laughing, she cupped her hands around his face and pulled him in for a long kiss. Even knowing what was waiting for them, he couldn’t help his body from hungering after her. Well. His father had warned him.  
 
    Later, he found himself limping out to the courtyard. Treda and Hana were waiting with the horses. Hana was the first to reach out to hug him. “You little bastard,” she said. She looked like she wanted to tweak his cheek and then decided against it at the last minute.  
 
    “I’m sorry about Tasha,” he whispered.  
 
    “We all are,” she replied. “It was kind of Roena to try and get her buried properly. Mustn’t have been easy hiding it from her father. It’s done, now, at least. Tomorrow awaits.” 
 
    “Demon went ahead to Crossfingers,” Treda added. “Ditched by Caiso at the last minute. He asked me to come back for you himself. Said we’ve never been luckier than when you were at the helm, so there.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” Luc asked as he clambered into the saddle, Stormcloud dancing like mad under him. 
 
    “Pol’s there, and a few friends who decided they’ve had enough of baking and swindling or whatever it is you folk do for fun out here. Recruits, I guess you’d call them now. We’ll have to look them over before we start taking jobs, of course. Couple don’t look like they can hold a sword the right way up.” He grinned. “But then again, you didn’t, either, and yet here you are.” 
 
    “Here I am,” Luc murmured. 
 
    They cantered down the road. On horseback, Crossfingers was only a few hours’ travel away, especially at the speed Stormcloud preferred to take. Just as they came within sight of the town, Hana veered away, clicking her tongue. “An errand, first,” she said, reining her horse around.  
 
    Luc thought he knew what she meant, but he didn’t say anything. He followed her down the dirt road, Stormcloud puffing under him. They reached the meadows and then not long after, the old barn where Luc had given Hana and Tasha shelter that first day. So long ago, now. 
 
    Treda took the horses. On foot, Luc tried his hardest to keep his hammering heart still. He breathed, tried to count the dandelions as they walked up the path, and then… 
 
    He felt Hana’s hand on his shoulder. “Up there,” she said. 
 
    He lifted his head. Even from where he was standing, he could read his father’s name on the tombstone underneath his favourite willow tree. Everything else seemed to fade around him as he made his way towards it and sat down. The grave dirt was still fresh. Jak must’ve been laid to rest not too long ago, after the required amount of days of mourning. 
 
    Hana left him with his thoughts. He stared at the grave for a long time. Grief had squeezed the last of the tears from him, settling into his life like an unwanted dog. But it belonged there now, another truth he had chosen for himself. If the pain would always remind him of the love that once was, he wouldn’t be rid of it for the world.  
 
    The afternoon sun was just beginning to make its way to the western mountain ridge when he heard the shuffling, uneven footsteps of his brother Alun. He turned to greet him. “So,” Alun said, the bitterness still thick in his voice. “The weary warrior comes home at last.”  
 
    “Not for long,” Luc replied. “We’ll be travelling to Port Bluetree tomorrow. Taking a ship to Lionstown.” He placed his hand on the grave. “I’m glad you picked a good spot. He always loved it here.” 
 
    Alun sucked in his breath. “Well. Ma picked it.” He stood there awkwardly, leaning on his stick. 
 
    “Sit beside me, Alun.” 
 
    Perhaps if he had phrased it as a request, Alun would’ve refused. But his brother dropped down at the foot of the grave, grunting as he arranged his legs in front of him. His attention was on the field of wilted dandelions up ahead.  
 
    “How’s Skellcilan?”  
 
    “I’m managing,” Alun said.  
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “Professor Mila is a nightmare,” he grumbled. 
 
    Without intending it, Luc laughed. 
 
    Alun turned to him with a scowl. “She is, though. Everyone says it. She’s decided to pick on me just because she felt like it. Says if I can get through her, I’ll be the best damn builder this side of Hafod. Can you believe the nerve of the woman?” 
 
    “I can,” Luc said with a smile. 
 
    “I’m glad my pain is amusing to you.” Alun rubbed the side of his head. He was growing his hair. What used to be a dark and bristly brush was now tied at the nape of his neck. He also looked like he had started shaving more often, leaving only a small patch underneath his lower lip. “What are you doing in Lionstown, anyway?” 
 
    “Our last job…we were paid quite generously,” he replied. “Enough to set up a small office there.” 
 
    “I didn’t know mercenaries did that.” 
 
    “We’re not all criminals, Alun. I’ve secured the services of a client who insists he wants us to do things properly. We’re registering with the city and allowing the king’s men to conduct an inquiry on…recent events…in order to clear our name. The man who killed Da…” He saw Alun’s face tighten. “He’s dead, Alun.” 
 
    “Won’t bring Da back.” 
 
    “I know. But it makes a difference, hey?” 
 
    Alun snorted. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Who, then?” 
 
    “They must’ve told you about a woman…” 
 
    Alun’s lips quirked up, as if he was trying to stop himself from smiling. “They may have. What were the words Ceri used? Some harlot from the gutters of hell?” 
 
    “I can’t believe Ceri said that.” 
 
    “She was really mad, Luc.”  
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen her that mad before. If you’d been right in front of her, I think she would’ve strangled you with her bare hands. ‘If Luc’s out there because he’s getting some dirty whore sticking her tongue down his throat—’” 
 
    “Oh gods, she saw us.” 
 
    Alun’s eyes brightened. “So it is true.” 
 
    Luc didn’t answer, but his smile must’ve given it away because Alun reached out to slap his knee. “You bastard.” 
 
    “She must be in Tilarthan by now, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Stomped off with a chip on her shoulder with every intention, I believe, to stick her tongue down some strapping young recruit’s throat.” 
 
    “You’re not upset about that?” 
 
    “I was,” Alun said, a faint blush appearing on his cheeks. 
 
    “You bastard. You met someone else.” 
 
    He grinned. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “No one you know.” 
 
    “You have to give me more than that.” 
 
    “Fine, then. There’s this girl from Cape Beeching. We’re in the same class. Comes from a family of builders. Her father owns quite the company—nowhere near Bergram and Co., but they do all right. Mostly small houses within the city.” 
 
    “Leave it to you to talk about buildings when we’re discussing women.” 
 
    “Gentlemen don’t kiss and tell, Luc.” 
 
    “No. Really? Really? Damn. It’s been a hell of a few months.” Luc shook his head. “Da’s probably rolling there now, hearing us talk like this.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure he is. Like moths to a flame, these damn boys.” Alun finally laughed, tears in the corners of his eyes. 
 
    Luc grew serious. “Are we all right, Alun?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alun replied. “So much has happened. Loma and Ma…I can’t even talk about you without them bursting into tears.” 
 
    “Are they up there now?” 
 
    Alun shook his head. “They’re at Uncle Ian’s. Been there since after the funeral. Going to stay there until…maybe summer. Maybe longer. Not like there’s anything going out here in the farm. Da planted all these vegetables but nobody’s been watering them since he died. Rabbits probably got to them. We sold all the chickens and ducks, too.” 
 
    “You’re all alone here, then.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I got Shona.” 
 
    “Should I visit them?” 
 
    “Not for a while, Luc. Give them time. Agartes knows, I need it myself.” 
 
    They fell into silence. It had faint echoes of that familiar silence of their boyhood, except now there was a wall between them. For two children who were once inseparable, it felt like a punch in the gut. Luc wondered if it would ever be the same again. Perhaps they all needed time. But a part of him knew that time would only dull the pain, never erase it completely. Whatever they had been in the past was dead in the grave with their father. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    They walked back to Crossfingers, a foot away from each other—a far cry from how they had been back when they were boys. But old habits die hard, and even though Alun never asked him to, Luc still accompanied him all the way to Skellcilan. “I’ll see you around, Luc,” Alun said at the bottom of the steps. 
 
    “I’ll write,” Luc replied. “Will send money for the farm.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “We’re still family, Alun,” Luc said. “No matter what happened.” 
 
    Alun gave him the sort of smile that could mean anything and began to make his way up. Luc felt his chest tighten at the sight of him alone. But he had done well without him. Had done a lot better without him. Even now, his every step was confident, as if the last few months had done all they could to erase the uncertainty that used to plague his every move. It would take a while for Luc to get his head around that.  
 
    It was getting dark, but there was still enough light to get around without a torch. Luc found himself heading to the temple next. Brother Hamis was sweeping the entryway, gathering dust and stray leaves in a heap. He lifted his head just as Luc strode through the gate and made his way up the path. 
 
    “Welcome.” It was his standard greeting for everyone. 
 
    “Brother,” Luc replied. He paused, taking a deep breath. “I’m…I’ll let you lecture me, if you want to.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” Hamis asked. 
 
    “The things I’ve done…” He swallowed. 
 
    Hamis set the broom down and gestured. Sheepishly, Luc made his way into the temple, where he picked a seat closest to the doorway. There was another patron there, sitting close to the altar. Hamis lit one of the candles behind them before he settled beside Luc. 
 
    “I spoke to Tom sometime after your father died,” Hamis said, folding his hands over his lap. “He told me everything he knew—about what you’d done, how you tried to help those people and tried to save him at the same time. Most wouldn’t have.” 
 
    “Most would’ve been a lot smarter.” 
 
    Hamis smiled, the wrinkles around his eyes deepening. “It is not always so simple, is it? Right or wrong, what one ought to do or not do. For every decision we make comes a hundred consequences we didn’t foresee. But I think I don’t have to tell you that there are ways you can keep true to yourself even if your surroundings dictate otherwise. These people you’re with…” He placed a hand on Luc’s shoulder. “I knew Jak very well—never had there been a man I was prouder to call my friend. And I know it would bring comfort to him, wherever he is, to see his son bring a spark of light in what could be such a dark and cruel world.” 
 
    “The life-wheel…” 
 
    Hamis shook his head. “A part of me refuses to believe that the gods could be so unforgiving. I’m convinced that our souls linger, somehow. Here, at least.” He touched Luc’s head. “Here.” He dropped down to his chest. 
 
    The rune glowed a little. Hamis pulled away, an expression of surprise on his face. “On that note,” he said, “I think there’s someone else here who wants to speak with you before you go. Professor Mila?” 
 
    Luc felt himself freeze at the name. He stared at his feet as Hamis drew away. The other patron strolled down the aisle. 
 
    “Hello, Luc,” Mila said. She took a seat and gestured at the rune. “I found some material that could help you with that if you come by my office tomorrow morning. I don’t believe it will be a problem while you’re here in the Kag, but if you intend to travel to Dageis, it would be beneficial for you to know as much as you can about their techniques.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your father.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he repeated. It felt like an odd thing to say. 
 
    “Do you blame me?” 
 
    Her words took him by surprise. He glanced up sharply at the old woman, her face half-hidden by her spectacles and the shadow of her greying hair. “I don’t know,” he managed to say. He cleared his throat. “Maybe I blame myself.” 
 
    “I don’t see why you would. It was nothing you did in particular.” 
 
    “But it was who I am that made it impossible in the first place. What I am.” 
 
    “Things you cannot change, in case you haven’t realized it by now. We cannot all be everything, and we certainly cannot control what we are born into,” she replied. “Your brother, Alun, with his clubfoot. Had he gotten it into his head that he wanted to be a carpenter instead of a builder, I would tell him the same thing. Would it be his fault that he cannot climb a ladder and wield a hammer at the same time?” 
 
    “This is different.” 
 
    “It isn’t, Luc. Even your honesty and your candour—they may come as an inconvenience, but you cannot help how you look at the world anymore than you can change the colour of your skin.” Her voice was almost kind. “I am not telling you that you are fated to accept something lesser for yourself. You may continue to resist it, as is your right. You may still think that the splendour of joining the king’s army far eclipses what it is that you do now. I wouldn’t blame you—you’ll meet enough people who will think the same thing. But what do you do? Do you continue to shake your fists at the gods who deny you glory? Sometimes we find ourselves where we are most needed. Sometimes it isn’t where you expected. But for every one of us who find ourselves leading a group of mercenaries, or painting masterpieces in the basement of a run-down inn, or teaching in a small town academy in the middle of nowhere…” She smiled, taking his hand. 
 
    He bowed. “I didn’t realize.”  
 
    “You could be rotting in a gutter somewhere. Your bones could be at the bottom of the sea. You must not have been the only child in that ship that day, but I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re the only one left alive. And maybe you’ve decided that it ought to mean something, that you were destined for great things if only you could do better, be better, anything but yourself…but that is asking for too much from a single man, Luc. Too much. You are not made lesser by your circumstances. It is how you respond that dictates your worth.”  
 
    Mila patted him one last time before turning around to leave. Alone now, he stared at the altar, her words digging a hole into his heart. He decided she had it right—that last, bitter truth. Not destined for glories. Thinking about it stung, but somewhere in the trenches, between the shadows people overlook, perhaps even someone like him could be of use. Not for him to decide, after all. It felt like a great weight had been lifted off his shoulders. 
 
    He said his prayers and his goodbyes, and then went up to the inn to the raucous laughter and open arms of his comrades and the life he had chosen.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even with King Elrend’s name posted on nearly every announcement outside the taverns, you wouldn’t believe Lionstown was in Hafod at all. A few hours by ship from Port Bluetree was nearly a world away. The influx of traders and immigrants—mostly Forrehsi, but also Jinsein, Tohltowners, and the occasional Dageian—had turned the city into a cultural hub. Artists thrived here…plenty of them, really, with poets, painters, and sculptures taking the forefront—as well as scholars, philosophers, and scribes. Even after months, Luc had yet to get used to it—it took too long just to find a restaurant that sold a proper goat stew, for instance, nevermind mutton pie and a good, honest ale that didn’t have strange fruits and spices in it. He couldn’t even remember the last time he had a good roast beef—most of the places did something with tomatoes, olives, butter, and some sort of sauce made of anchovies…which tasted great, just nothing like Old Bacher could’ve done with a spit and just a bit of salt.  
 
    Settling there had been an interesting experience, to say the least. Luc had managed to rent a building overlooking the sea towards the mainland—not the other way around, which would’ve been a lot more expensive for some reason. He didn’t know why that was, and the Lionstown locals tended to look at him like he had an extra head if he ever had what they considered silly questions, which seemed to be just about everything. He had learned the art of asking without asking…a Lionstown thing, one of the many quirks he had to quickly adopt to stop people from trying to trick him. 
 
    But still, it was a good building. Their landlord tended to want rent early and made too much of a fuss if the men hung around the street brandishing weapons in the middle of the day, and it got a little cold in the evening which made Luc worry even with the relatively mild winters in Lionstown, but it wasn’t too bad. There was a kitchen, a cramped but serviceable dining hall, storage for their arms and weapons, and an office for receiving clients—one of the many advantages of having a registered enterprise with the kingdom. Which also meant, of course, that they didn’t have to take any jobs that broke the king’s laws, assassinations included. 
 
    There was also a chamber they had filled with bunks and hammocks. Most of the mercenaries preferred to spend their days in the inns or brothelhouses, especially right after payday, but some days it wasn’t possible and it helped them keep an eye on everyone. They had added another five recruits to their number since arriving in the city—Lord Draigar’s recommendation was helping get word around and Luc found himself receiving at least a client every day. They were small jobs—usually security for merchants and other businessmen in town for a few days, but they paid well enough. Luc could afford his own flat a block away from the office. He didn’t think he needed it—he spent the first few weeks sleeping in the barracks with the others—but even he had to admit that it felt good to come to his own home at the end of the night.  
 
    He had written to Alun a few times. Shona still seemed fond of him for some reason, so that was good. Ceri, Alun had reported, had come home at least once and might be getting married next spring. She was climbing through ranks pretty fast—a natural officer, her superiors said, and if she continued the way she was going, becoming a general wouldn’t be too far off. She had already been promoted at least twice since basic training, both times which resulted in a grand celebration in that little farming village he used to call home. A twinge of jealousy at that, but Luc was learning to control it, and he was genuinely happy for her. And anyway, even without people singing him accolades, he had more than enough to keep himself busy. Little things, adding up. He still hadn’t quite gotten rid of of the nagging feeling that he could do so much more if given the chance, but he was learning to get through it one day at a time. 
 
    Another evening rolled by like the blink of an eye. Luc finished writing up the contract for a client who wanted to hire three men to shadow his assistant during Duke Cowall’s ball—reasons classified, as always—and wandered off to add another log to the fire. The embers crackled, and he wondered if he should stay to finish up another contract. He really wanted to hire a scribe, but they didn’t quite make enough for him to afford that yet, and none of the others had the patience with their letters like he did. He’d tried with Hana once and she had butchered the words like nothing he had ever seen. If someone had told him in the past that being a mercenary required more paperwork than swordfighting, he would’ve laughed.  
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    “We’re closed,” he called out. 
 
    “A fair job of keeping up appearances,” Ylir’s voice replied from the other side. “Well done, Luc.” 
 
    He cranked the door open. “Don’t just—” he began, before finding himself speechless. There was a child standing beside him, a little girl no more than eight or nine years old. He didn’t even need to ask who it was. Her face, though young, was familiar enough. She had the same eyes that would be emblazoned in Luc’s memory for all of time.  
 
    “Cate,” Luc murmured. “This is Cate, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, unless I made a grievous error,” Ylir said. There was a bundle in his arms, one that he seemed to be carrying uncomfortably. He nodded towards the door. “Go and make yourself warm, child.” 
 
    The girly shyly stepped forward, walking past Luc and straight for the fire.  
 
    “What else do you have there?” Luc asked as Ylir followed her. 
 
    “Right,” Ylir said. He shoved the bundle into his arms. “Here.” 
 
    It was an infant, barely more than a few days old from the look of it. It stared back at Luc with wet eyes. 
 
    “Er, what do you want me to do with this?” 
 
    “Raise it, throw it in the fire, I don’t know,” Ylir said. “It was foisted on me on the way here.” 
 
    “It? You didn’t even check the gender?” 
 
    “I believe I was told it was a boy.” 
 
    The infant gurgled. Luc adjusted his hold, afraid he would drop him at any moment. “I’m sorry,” he said, still confused. “Why the hell was he foisted on you, and why are you giving him to me?” 
 
    “I was led to believe that your former associate was this child’s father. The mother was a servant in an inn a few days north of Crossfingers. I’m sure you remember the incident—you were uhh, a witness to the child’s conception.” 
 
    “Oh,” Luc said. He glanced at the child again. It was fair-skinned, dark-haired. The nose…like Tasha’s eyes, he thought he would recognize that nose anywhere. “Jona’s son.” 
 
    “Was that his name? I wanted to refuse, but the poor woman had walked all the way to Crossfingers looking for you. I happened to have been staying there at the moment and…well. It’s a small town. They all pointed at me. What else was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “You’re really asking me?” 
 
    “It was rhetorical.” Ylir crossed his arms. “There must be an orphanage here somewhere. I suppose you could sell it. Dageians come by here quite often.” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Frankly, I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Rhetorical question, too.” The infant began to cry. Without thinking about it, Luc draped him over his shoulder, patting his back. The last time he had held an infant was back in the village when Ceri’s mother had given birth to her youngest sister, and she had taught him—for probably no reason other than that it would amuse her—how to rock and swaddle them.  
 
    “See,” Ylir said, looking pleased in spite of himself. “You’re a natural at this.” 
 
    “Fuck off. Have you been feeding it?” 
 
    “Of course I have. Well—the villager I hired to carry it did. Goat’s milk or something. I brought some. But she told me it would be better if I found a wet-nurse. Where do you even get a wet-nurse?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “Do you?” Ylir asked, turning to Cate. 
 
    She stared back at him without replying.  
 
    “She doesn’t like me,” Ylir said. “Takes after her mother, I suppose. Oh, well. It’s all on you now, Luc. Do whatever you need to.” He strolled over to Luc’s desk and slumped into his seat, exhaustion on his face. “You’ve done well here the last few months,” he continued, glancing at the contracts. “A marvellous front, just like I asked.” 
 
    “A front I intend to keep,” Luc replied. The infant had fallen asleep. Jona’s son. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about that. A part of him wanted to drop the baby and run screaming, but it was, admittedly, a very small part. The rest of him felt oddly comfortable.  
 
    “I can respect that,” Ylir said. “We’re walking on eggshells here right now, Luc, and the last thing I want is for Yn Garr Industries to look like they’ve been associating with criminals. We’ve got some big things going on. I won’t need your services…yet…but when that happens, I expect your full support.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much I could fully support you again unless I know what you’re up to,” Luc replied. “Things didn’t exactly turn out great the last time.” 
 
    “You seem to be doing all right.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Luc said. “My father, Ylir.” 
 
    Ylir’s eyes hardened for a moment. “You think I asked that…whatever his name was…to kill him?” 
 
    “With you? Anything is possible.” 
 
    “A mere farmer’s death wouldn’t have done me any good,” he replied. “I asked the man to create a distraction to keep you and Roena away from the rest of it. Gave the son of a bitch the bit and he took the reins.” 
 
    Luc took a deep breath. “So my father’s death came down to your carelessness.” 
 
    “It wasn’t carelessness,” Ylir said. “Lack of foresight, maybe. I didn’t realize—are you angry with me for that? It wasn’t my intention. You can see why I want you to work for me. I have to deal with men like that all the time. They’re no better in the Boarshind, either. Baeddan’s allowed them to get out of hand. The way they treat you sometimes, you wouldn’t think you were the one paying them.”  
 
    “Baeddan’s still in power? I thought Tasha sacrificed herself so you could be rid of him.” 
 
    Ylir grimaced. “The pieces have been set. Iorwin launched an investigation from Hafod, sanctioned by the king, which allowed me to coerce Baeddan to release Cate here. The old man knows he has enemies—he just has no idea where they’re coming from. He’s unhinged—won’t be long before he makes a fatal mistake. In time, we’ll seize control. In time.” He bent over the desk to gaze squarely at Luc. “I suppose I owe you. I’m not allowed to tell you everything, but…I’m heading up to Gaspar soon on the Aina’s Breath, my master’s personal ship. Fast little vessel.” 
 
    “What are you doing there?” 
 
    “We’re trying to foster good relations with the Gasparian lords—Al-ir and Barun, to be precise. Barun seems willing to work with us, but Al-ir is notoriously unpredictable. K’an Mhagaza is a shrewd man and getting into his good graces is difficult, at best. I’m not sure what to do when I get there, but I’m sure I’ll think of something. The important part is that we want their cooperation so we could continue with our mining operations.” 
 
    “Mining operations,” Luc said dryly. “All the way in Gaspar. Right.” 
 
    Ylir smiled at him. “How careful do I have to be with you?” 
 
    “I’m not the sort of man who will betray you for coin, if that’s what you’re saying,” Luc said. “You and your little tricks and your ka-eng…that’s nothing to me in the end, I suppose. But if you want my loyalty, I’ll need yours.” 
 
    “That is a lot to ask for.” 
 
    “I need you to ensure that my people remain safe,” Luc said. “These children…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hurt children.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you, now? Somehow, I find that hard to believe.” He snorted. “Maybe your promises won’t do much, but I’m not going to have my men sacrificed again because of your little games. Work with me, Ylir. Maybe you can’t tell me everything, but trust me enough to figure something out before you start meddling with our lives.” 
 
    He didn’t know what he was doing. Trying to threaten a man who had everything when he had nothing didn’t seem like the smartest thing to do. But he saw Ylir smile. “Trust you,” Ylir repeated, as if they were words he was hearing for the first time. “It’s all I ever ask from the people I employ.” He got up and made his way too the door. “Until we meet again, Luc apn Jak.” 
 
    “But not too soon, I hope,” Luc grumbled. 
 
    “Not too soon,” he promised, giving a quick bow. He closed the door behind him. 
 
    As soon as it shut, Luc glanced at Cate, who had found a stray piece of paper and was trying to fold something from it. The sight of her, and the weight of the infant on his shoulder, felt strange, carrying the sensation of having stepped through a doorway into another place and time. For a moment, he wondered if his father felt the same way when he found him. 
 
    “Did that man feed you?” he asked. “Cate?” 
 
    She turned to him. “He bought me a pie earlier. But I’m hungry again.” 
 
    “Come on, then. Let’s see what we can find.” He held his hand out. She took it, and they slowly made their way to the kitchen. None of the mercenaries were there that night so no one had cooked, but there was still the spare loaf of bread lying around, and dried salami and ham from what he could recall. Cheese…they still had half a wheel of cheese behind the garlic. 
 
    “I can hold him,” she said, reaching out for the baby. “I took care of the babies at Mim Comfrey’s back home all the time.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Luc said, grabbing what he could to give to her. “He’s sound asleep. Does he have a name?” 
 
    Cate shook her head. “The woman who dropped him off…she called him Imp…” She paused, a little ashamed for having said the word. Luc couldn’t imagine how a child who had grown up in a whorehouse could be so polite.  
 
    “That’s not much of a name for a little fellow,” Luc said, tapping the infant’s back. “How about you come up with one?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose as she took a slice of cheese. “I’m not much good with names.” 
 
    Luc thought for a moment. “Barr,” he said. 
 
    “Barr?” 
 
    “I think it means son.” He remembered Hamis’ words. A spark of light. It frightened him that this was Jona’s blood, but the fear—and whatever loathing may lie behind it—was drowned by the thought of what his father had done and would have him do. Would you choose a murderer’s legacy over someone like Jak’s? It wasn’t even a question, and the thought of handing the infant over to someone else never even occurred to him. Still too much Jak’s son, in that. His thumb curled over the infant’s head and the smooth, black hair already sprouting there.   
 
    There were more knocks from the door. He frowned. “Too many visitors tonight. Stay here,” he said, stomping back to the office. If Ylir had forgotten something… 
 
    But it wasn’t Ylir waiting for him outside. 
 
    “Hello,” Roena said, peering out from under a ridiculous-looking winter coat. “Did I come at a bad time?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe?” She glanced at the infant. He felt himself grin foolishly. “I’ve been saddled with some orphans, so it seems.” 
 
    “Some?” 
 
    “Tasha’s daughter is in the kitchen, too.” 
 
    “I hate children,” she said, still staring at Barr. 
 
    “Come now, he’s harmless. Probably have to hire a nursemaid to take care of him though—Agartes knows, I won’t have much time to spare taking care of him these days.” He cleared his throat. “What are you doing here? Did you come with Ylir?” 
 
    “Is he here? Gods. My timing must be off.” She gave a shiver. “Are you going to invite me in or what?” 
 
    He stepped aside, watching as she strode through the doorway, dragging a chest behind her. “What is that?” he asked. 
 
    “My clothes and some other things,” she replied. “I’ll have to find a place to stay soon, but you have beds here in the meantime, don’t you? The reports say you do.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to stay here,” Luc grumbled. “The mercenaries aren’t—” 
 
    “You’re right. Do you have a place?” 
 
    He scratched his cheek. “I’ve been renting a flat nearby. It’s really small, though. All I could afford.” 
 
    “I suppose we’ve been in worse.” 
 
    “You haven’t really answered my question. What are you doing here? I thought…well, I thought you’d have a couple of these by now yourself.” He shrugged towards Barr.  
 
    She looked offended he would even ask such a thing. “I’ve been married three months, Luc. I’m pretty sure it takes a lot longer than that to carry a child.” 
 
    He glanced at her belly. “In there, then?” 
 
    The offended look turned to horrified. “Please. Draigar’s? Not in a million years.” She sat on the edge of the desk. “I ran away from home.” 
 
    “I’ve come to that conclusion.” 
 
    “I’ve made my father happy—well, about as happy as one can make him, considering everything. I mean obviously he’d rather I married someone like Duke Ossus but at least he can move on with his life now, or so he told me himself. He’s already trying to find a match for my younger sister as we speak.” She shuddered.  
 
    “And Lord Draigar?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “He’s your husband—” 
 
    “—who knew what he was getting into. I gave him more than enough chances to break the betrothal, if you recall. It’s probably the idea of being married to my father that he likes, gods help him. Don’t give me that face. I was kind to him. I even let the court think we were happily married. You should’ve seen the Blackmarshes when we went up there after the wedding. His father—couldn’t make it because of his bad leg—he was so happy. You would’ve been proud of me…I played the perfect daughter-in-law. And his sister!” 
 
    “Uhh, Lady Isobel?” 
 
    “She so wanted to murder me! I didn’t realize court could be so much fun when you’ve got that much power. Especially around those who don’t.” She tittered. 
 
    Luc sighed. “So what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Oh, all of that got boring pretty fast. There’s only so much veiled insults you can take from Lady Isobel at one time, or talks about making heirs with Draigar before bedtime. That sort of talk does nothing for me, unfortunately.” She reached out to tap his arm. “I miss this. Everyone. You.” 
 
    Barr began to cry. Roena’s eyes narrowed as Luc attempted to rock him back to sleep. “Although I didn’t realize I’d have to share you at this point. Can’t you just drop them off at an orphanage somewhere?” 
 
    “Gods, Roena, you don’t know me very well, do you?” 
 
    “I do, actually. Wishful thinking.” She glanced at the contracts. “You kept the name. Marauders. Huh.” 
 
    “I’m not very creative, and the others like it.” 
 
    “It lacks something. A feminine touch.” She picked up the quill and the inkwell. He watched in horror as she scribbled something down. 
 
    “Roena…” 
 
    “It’s not anything silly,” she said. She had written Blackwood over the Marauders name. 
 
    “Blackwood Marauders,” he repeated with a frown. “You’re serious.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I can’t afford to pay you.” 
 
    “I’ve got coin. I’m buying my way up the hierarchy. I’m your partner now. Co-leader. I’ll need to get up on speed on everything that’s been happening the last few months—every job we’ve been on, our usual clients, these contracts you’re looking at…” 
 
    “I don’t even get a say?” 
 
    She tugged at her shirt, baring her collarbone a little. “Are you implying we negotiate?” 
 
    His nostrils flared. “This is unfair.” 
 
    “I know it is.” 
 
    “I mean, you’re taking advantage of me here.” 
 
    “I know I am.” 
 
    “Gods damn it, Roena. What do you think Ylir will say if he finds out you’re now working with us officially? He was just here talking about eggshells and criminals and…” 
 
    “Are you implying I’m a criminal?” 
 
    “I’m implying you’re trouble, Roena. And you’re not even a Blackwood. You’re a Blackmarsh now.” 
 
    “Blackwood’s heir. Still a Blackwood. Draigar can keep his name…I never wanted it.” 
 
    He frowned. “Ylir will be pissed.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it. That’s half the fun.” She laughed. 
 
    “All of them will be. Draigar. Your father.” He shook his head. “Unfair,” he repeated.  
 
    “How about you find that nursemaid now and I can show you exactly how unfair?” 
 
    He was powerless against her, but then he wasn’t sure he minded that at all. He worked a lot better with her around, anyway—killed more monsters, at least, which was never a bad thing. He groaned, though, and she laughed again, her breath tickling his ears. Down in the kitchens, Cate called out for him, and he found himself tucking Barr against his chest as he went to her. Roena followed, complaining loudly that children didn’t belong in mercenary camps and offices, and could he at least find Hana so he could hand them over to her before she lost her mind?  
 
    They shared the meat and the last of the cheese, found wine, managed to put the children to bed in the mercenaries’ quarters with little fuss, and spent the rest of the night in the floor of his office this time. Theirs, she insisted. Not until the paperwork was done, he reasoned. He knew this would form the pattern of his life for a good long while. Later, while she slept, he heard Barr cry out and without even thinking about it went back to the room to fetch him. He spent the rest of the night sitting near the fire with the infant on his lap, a tangle of emotions inside of him. He didn’t think he could ever straighten them out even if he tried. 
 
    Rage. Grief. Not love, not yet, but an inkling that it was necessary for this to lead there someday, else he was no better than the man this child will never know was his father. And a hint of comfort. More would be better, but wasn’t needed. He understood that now. Warmth and light in the trenches, and luck enough to last another day. Luck enough to work with. Luck enough to get by.  
 
    You don’t argue with the gods.  
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    Born under the crumbling towers of Oren-yaro, Queen Talyien's life unfolded like a storybook. The shining jewel and legacy of the bloody War of the Wolves that nearly tore her nation apart, her marriage to Rayyel, the son of her father's rival, spoke of peaceful days to come. 
 
    
But all storybooks must end. Rayyel's sudden departure before their reign began created fractures that left the land as divided as ever.  
 
    
Years later, Talyien receives a message from Rayyel, urging her to meet with him across the sea. An assassination attempt interrupts Talyien's quest for reconciliation, sending the queen struggling in a strange and dangerous land. With betrayals in every twist and turn, she is forced to enlist the help of a con-artist to survive and save her husband from the clutches of those who would seek to use him for their gain...if he would let her. 
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    Two brothers split by ambition, and the hero's daughter who finds her fate woven with theirs, are caught in a war involving a necromantic beast. 
 
    The lives of a mercenary, a seamstress, and a merchant converge. Kefier, who is picking up the pieces of his life after his brother’s accident, finds himself chased down by former associates for his friend’s death. Already once branded a murderer, he crosses paths with his friend’s sister, Sume, whose only desire is to see her family through troubled times. In the meantime, young, arrogant Ylir takes a special interest in Kefier while he himself is entangled in a battle with a powerful mage, one whose name has been long forgotten in legend. At the crux of their conflict is a terrible creature with one eye, cast from the womb of a witch, with powers so immense whoever possesses it holds the key to bring the continent to its knees. 
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    Pablo Santos—reckless, irresponsible, social misfit—doesn't want to join his dad in Canada. He wants to stay in Manila with his best friend, Rachel Ann. In a fit of rage, he decides to get even by breaking into the old man's email account. A simple security question stumps him: “Where was father born?” The fact that he doesn’t know anything about his father’s past pushes Pablo to take a journey across the sprawling Philippine countryside. He is accompanied by the spoiled, spirited Rachel Ann, who had just dumped her latest boyfriend and can't seem to get over it like usual. Rachel Ann’s father suspects them of eloping and they find themselves hiding out in a farming village to escape the heat. Here, their vacation takes a turn for the worse when they meet a sullen boy Rachel Ann falls head over heels for, an old man with a taste for raw flesh, and a beautiful girl who seduces Pablo, drops half her body, and tries to eat him. Suddenly, Pablo's quest becomes more than he bargained for as he is led to some unsettling discoveries about his family, his father, and most importantly, himself. 
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