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 Chapter One 
 
    I was aimlessly strolling through the streets of some dusty godforsaken outpost of a town called Mudville, or Brownbanks, or something like that, and Theo was trudging along behind me with his reins in my hand when I first laid eyes on her. 
 
    A waifish blonde, in an emerald green dress of an iridescent silk that reminded me of a dragonfly, and a cap to match pinned atop her curls. The dress was trimmed in black lace. It nipped in at a waist so narrow that I thought I could probably enclose it in my hands, and a pillowy bosom threatened to spill over the top of the bodice.  
 
    Without even making a conscious decision, I found my feet turning in the blonde vision’s direction. 
 
    My giant black horse Theo snorted loudly to express his contempt at my predictable reaction. 
 
    “If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all,” I warned him. 
 
    “Last time you got it in your head to hump a mare we almost both got killed,” Theo reminded me, with complete disregard for my admonishment. 
 
    “That’s only because the ‘mare’ in question was Miss Vera Carlisle,” I retorted. “As a general rule, my humping habits do not occasion any unfortunate consequences.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Theo asked. “We rarely return to the same town twice. For all you know, you’ve fathered a hundred bastards, and every last one of them is a drooling idiot or a homicidal maniac.” 
 
    “Seeing as I am neither, I’ll take my odds on that one,” I muttered. Thankfully, Theo fell silent then, as we came into hearing range of the blonde angel. She was turned away from us as she intently studied a poster tacked to the wall of a storefront. 
 
    Her hair wasn’t of the pale yellow variety that often came from a bottle of dye, it was a sort of dark ashen blonde that had an almost silvery hue. And her skin wasn’t as powder white as that of most girls from wealthy families who could afford dresses like the one she was wearing, it had a sort of sunkissed caramel hue that gave her a healthy glow, although her skin was still much lighter than Vera’s half-Savajun golden brown. 
 
    Then, maybe she heard Theo’s heavy hooves thumping against the ground, because she turned to glance over her shoulder at us, and I was finally able to see her face. I’ll admit I held my breath for a moment. 
 
    She was angelically beautiful. She had long-lashed, jewel-toned eyes, either blue or green, I couldn’t quite tell from the way the sunlight was hitting her. Her face was oval with a pointed little chin. Her nose was pert, and her mouth was shaped like a bow, with the upper lip arched high enough to make her teeth peek out a bit in a way that was quite endearing. Overall her face had an appealingly lush, girlish quality to it, quite a contrast to Vera’s dark, sultry, angular beauty, and if there was a God, then he knew very well I needed a cure to Vera right then. 
 
    I lifted the vial of potencium that I was carrying in my hand and drained the liquid just as I reached the girl and stopped a few feet away from her. 
 
    “Magic user?” she inquired with a glance at the vial. I guess she’d spied the purple hue before I emptied it. I also guessed that maybe she was a magic user herself, because we tended to be more sensitive to the signs of other users than non-users did. 
 
    “That’s right, Miss,” I tipped my hat to her. 
 
    She smiled prettily, then glanced down. Her eyes paused on the sword that hung from my belt. 
 
    “That’s quite a long sword you have there, Mister,” she remarked. 
 
    “Er,” I coughed. Her tone was innocent enough that I didn’t know whether she had any idea how the remark came across. “Long enough to get the job done, I suppose.” 
 
    “And what is your profession, exactly?” she inquired. 
 
    I didn’t want to alarm this delicate flower of a woman by informing her that, in fact, I killed people for money. All kinds of people, young and old, vile and innocent, as long as the price was right. Well, I didn’t kill exclusively. I lent my sword to any profitable cause. So if you wanted me to lop off a rival shopkeeper’s ear, or a cheating husband’s cock, I’d gladly do that too. But in most cases, people didn’t consider it worth the cost of my premium services for any matter short of life and death. “Well, Miss, I-- ” I began. 
 
    “Never you mind,” she interrupted, perhaps because she sensed my hesitation. “It’s none of my business anyhow. All I really meant to ask you is, what brings you here?” 
 
    “To town?” I asked. Unfortunately, that was going to bring us right back around to the subject of my profession. “Well, a business matter-- ” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted again, a coquettish smile curving the corners of her lips. She pointed with a black silk-gloved finger. “From that side of the street to this side. Unless I’m mistaken, this wasn’t the way you and your horse were headed a minute ago.” 
 
    Theo snorted again. Even when he didn’t take the trouble of using human words, the timing of his horsey sounds was such that it just about betrayed his human level of understanding anyway. 
 
    Asshole.  
 
    “Oh, that,” I said. This was the kind of woman who probably got approached by a dozen fellows a day, so she was entirely aware of the reason for my detour and feeling pretty smug about it. “Well, I sincerely hope you won’t take this the wrong way, Miss, but… ” 
 
    “Yes?” she purred. 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind stepping aside a bit, I’m afraid you’re blocking my view of that there poster,” I concluded apologetically. “Now, of course, I don’t at all mean to imply… it’s just your bustle is so voluminous that I can’t see a darned thing past it, not your-- er-- ahem. Begging your pardon, Miss.” 
 
    Her bright eyes narrowed. She raised her chin haughtily and stepped aside without another word. 
 
    I tore my eyes away from her in order to peruse the poster that she had been studying so intently before my approach. 
 
    It was a Wanted Dead or Alive poster. 
 
    The man featured on it had clearly had his nose broken once or twice if not thrice. And his brow was furrowed deeply in a permanent scowl. If not for those, his two most distinctive facial traits, the fellow wouldn’t have been half bad looking. He had a lean tawny face, was clean-shaven, and his dark hair cropped to his shoulders. 
 
    “Ermenildo Zabala” read the name beneath the sketch. In progressively smaller and smaller print, the poster explained that he was wanted for “Murder, horse theft, robbery, fraud, drunkenness, etc.” But I didn’t particularly care about what that “etc.” might entail. The only text on that poster that I really cared about was written in bold letters at the top: “Reward: 100 gold pieces, to be collected from Mr. Frederick Walters at the Emerson Brothers Bank.” A hundred gold pieces. For common murderers who didn’t come with any complicating factors like being magic users or wealthy, well-guarded politicians or renowned swordsmen or so on and so forth, I typically only charged thirty a head. 
 
    “He looks dreadfully frightening, doesn’t he?” the blonde asked from beside me with a tone of distinct relish. Her voice reminded me of her presence, which I had momentarily forgotten since I tended to love gold a bit more than beautiful women.  
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “He really is the picture of evil incarnate,” she continued.  
 
    “Looks like he got his face busted up a time or two,” I replied dryly, but all that meant to me was that he was probably unskilled in brawling and picking those with which to brawl with.  
 
    “I surely hope I don’t run into him,” the beauty in the green dress exclaimed. 
 
    “I surely hope I do,” I muttered. 
 
    “Is that what your sword is for?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “The latest item on a long list,” I said grimly. 
 
    “My, you are a peculiar one,” she said. “Not much for talking, are you?” 
 
    “Not much for talking with most folks, no,” I agreed. “But I reckon I’d be willing to make an exception for you, Miss.” 
 
    “Well, then,” she said with a wide, girlish smile. “Perhaps you’d like to meet me at the saloon in half an hour?” 
 
    “Which saloon?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, there’s only the one in town,” she laughed. 
 
    “I’ll walk you there now,” I suggested. 
 
    “Patience is a virtue, Mister,” she said as she wagged her finger at me. “A girl’s gotta freshen up first. The inn isn’t far. Surely you wouldn’t mind waiting half an hour for me?” 
 
    “I’d wait a hell of a lot longer than that,” I lied. 
 
    She smiled wide at my reply. I hadn’t thought that her face could possibly be any more winsome than it already was, but I realized that she had dimples. Well. For a face like that, maybe I really would wait a bit longer than half an hour. Just a bit. 
 
    After the blonde angel in green had sashayed off and turned a corner to pass out of sight, I reached out and tore the poster off the wall. Then I folded it up and stuck it in my pocket. 
 
    “Not a bad-looking lass,” Theo remarked. “But unless I miss my guess, it’s the fellow who really whet your appetite.” 
 
    “You don’t miss your guess,” I snickered. 
 
    “Then, are we really going to the saloon?” Theo inquired. 
 
    “Why the hell not,” I said. “We can ask around there. See if we can pick up any gossip that might pertain to Mr. Zabala and his current whereabouts.” 
 
    “Alright,” Theo gave a long-suffering sigh. Horses weren’t allowed in saloons, so he was never particularly enthused by my habit of frequenting them. “But you’d better not tie me up outside.” 
 
    “When I don’t use the post, people are more apt to think you’ve run off from somewhere and try to steal you for themselves,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It won’t go well for anyone who tries it,” Theo growled. Theo was a more aggressive talker than he was a fighter, generally speaking. Not that he couldn’t kick a fellow straight into next Sunday if he had a mind to, with those great big hooves of his. I’d seen him do it too, when we were really in trouble. But he wasn’t really inclined to violence, not overfond of dealing it out, and downright averse to suffering it. So I knew that whatever threats he might utter, what he’d really probably do if someone tried to steal him was holler insults at them at the top of his lungs while galloping out of reach. 
 
    “Sure then, just don’t roam too far,” I said. 
 
    “Just don’t let that blonde turn your head,” Theo retorted. 
 
    “When have I ever?” I scoffed. 
 
    “I can think of at least twent—” Theo began. 
 
    “Look, I think that building must be the saloon.” I pointed. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Theo asked. “Is it the big painted letters up top that spell out, ‘Saloon’?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “It’s the smell of whiskey and sin emanating from the doors.” 
 
    “Pretty sure you’re just smelling yourself,” Theo said snidely. 
 
    I chuckled as I swung off his back. I gave him a few hard pats to the shoulder, and then I adjusted my sword belt and strode through the swinging doors into the dimly lit saloon. It was a fairly large one, considering the size of the town. Half a dozen tables. Shadowy corners. An upstairs level, which probably meant women for purchase, although none were on display at present, apart from a few female patrons, who of course were of a different category. 
 
    There were a few card games in progress, but usually newcomers trying to elbow in on those were looked on with suspicion if not outright hostility, and there was a decent smattering of solitary men who’d washed up at the bar, so I decided my best chances of striking up a profitable conversation probably lay there. I claimed an empty stool and slid the saloon owner coin for a whiskey. 
 
    Then I pulled out the Wanted poster and held it up for the other men at the bar to see. They glanced at me, mostly uninterestedly, but a couple of guys at the far end were craning their heads with apparent curiosity, so I used my unique magical ability to enlarge the poster to twice its size and make it clearly visible to them. 
 
    “Natural magic user, right?” the grizzled old cowboy to my right asked warily. “Not one of em sorcerers?” 
 
    “Natural,” I assured him, which was true. Natural magic users only had one ability each, although our abilities varied from person to person. Sorcerers were… something else altogether. I guessed the cowboy probably wanted to know which I was in order to gauge how much of a threat I was, and I guessed he concluded that my particular ability didn’t seem that threatening, because he went right back to morosely sipping at his drink while he stared hard at nothing. 
 
    Some of the guys studying the poster of Ermenildo Zabala were still squinting somewhat, so I enlarged it even further. 
 
    A somewhat younger patron who clearly hadn’t been listening to my conversation with the aged cowboy wailed, “Fuck me with a pitchfork, I must be a damned sight drunker than I thought. That poster-- Billy-- didja see… ” 
 
    “See what?” his friend Billy asked innocently. He was evidently a good deal soberer than the other fellow. 
 
    “The poster!” the drunkard pointed. “It… it… ” He waved his hands frantically to mime the action of growing and shrinking. 
 
    “Aw, don’t be scared of ol’ Ermie, it’s just a drawing now, ain’t it?” Billy said soothingly. He winked at me. 
 
    “Ermie?” I asked as I shrank the poster down and stuffed it back in my pocket. “You on a pet name basis with the fellow then?” 
 
    “Hell nah,” he guffawed. “But everybody here knows all the notorious robbers in these parts. 
 
    “So he’s a robber by trade?” I asked. “That poster listed quite a number of… hobbies.” 
 
    “Robber for the most part, I’d say, sure,” Billy agreed. “But he don’t think nothin’ of killing for fun, either. He’s a bit like a pussy cat that goes chasing after mice, how he is about that.” 
 
    “He local to these parts?” I asked. 
 
    “Ah, he circles around here and a couple other towns,” Billy answered. “There’s always incidents, every few months. Some say he’s got the sheriff scared stiff. Others, that he stuffs the sheriff’s pockets. Either way, Zabala’s never spent a day in the town jail, never seen the inside of a noose like he ought to have done twenty years ago.” 
 
    “Then it wasn’t the local authorities who set this reward and had these posters drawn up?” I asked. 
 
    “I reckon not,” Billy shrugged. 
 
    “Who then?” I asked. 
 
    “Hell, it could’ve been anyone,” the white-haired cowboy next to me piped up with a snort of amusement. “Don’t think there’s a person in this town who wouldn’t be happy to hear Zabala ended up six feet under. Besides maybe the sheriff, it seems, like Bill was saying.” 
 
    “Couldn’t be anyone,” his cowboy companion objected. “Isn’t just anyone that has got a hundred gold pieces to hand over just to have a whim like that fulfilled.” 
 
    “Well, then, how many folks are there in town wealthy enough to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Not many, I suppose,” my white-bearded neighbor said. “There’s that Mr. Elliott comes by sometimes… a big time industrialist, I hear. But he doesn’t live here mostly, though he’s got a house here.” 
 
    “His nieces do, though,” Billy said. 
 
    His drunk friend whistled into his glass. 
 
    “Not the kind of girls that a sensible guardian would leave unattended so often, it’s true,” the aged cowboy chuckled. “But I don’t think Mr. Elliott thinks much of things like that. He thinks of railroads. Oil drilling. Dreams of clockwork contraptions that run on steam. Anything that might part a fool investor from his cash.” 
 
    “But does he think of Ermenildo Zabala?” I asked. “That’s what I want to know.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Billy answered. “He’s never been in town during any of the incidents. I don’t know that he’d ever even have heard tell of the bastard, unless his nieces were frightened enough to say something about it. Well, Mr. Elliott’s very much a law and order type, I guess, so maybe he’d want an animal like that put down… but on the other hand, he’s notoriously tight-fisted, so I don’t know that he’d pay himself to have the deed done.” 
 
    “Then who else?” I asked. 
 
    “Mayor Jennings?” suggested Billy’s drunk friend as he stuck his tongue into his glass and started lapping the liquor. 
 
    “Mayor Jennings wouldn’t take a thing like that upon himself,” Billy said. “He’d call a council to discuss it. Negotiate the reward and take it out of the town treasury.” 
 
    “Unless his wife got sick and tired of Zabala’s antics, and elbowed him into it,” one of the cowboys suggested. “She’s got sharp elbows, Mrs. Jennings does.” 
 
    “Can’t imagine bedding her, it’d be like sticking your prick in a bundle of kindling,” the other cowboy remarked. 
 
    “But one of Elliott’s nieces?” the drunkard said dreamily. “That’d be like-- ” 
 
    The rest of us at the bar never got to hear exactly what bedding one of Mr. Elliott’s nieces would be like, because just then there was a deafening thud behind us, and we all whirled around to see that one of the card tables had been violently upended, and the five or six players were furiously shouting at each other as various weapons were drawn in swift succession. 
 
    “Hey!” the saloon owner hollered as he grabbed a bow and nocked it. 
 
    That was, unfortunately, the poor man’s last act on this earth. An axe came whirling toward us. I leaned out of the way. The grizzled cowboy next to me leaned out of the way in the opposite direction. The axe spun between us, and the square blade implanted itself in the saloon owner’s forehead, which split his face practically in half. His body thumped to the floor. 
 
    I vaulted over the bar and joined the fresh corpse in taking cover behind it while I spectated the proceedings, which so far, didn’t seem to be any of my business. I wasn’t a compulsively violent man. I’d rarely so much as hurt a flea, without having been granted due compensation for it. 
 
    After all, a man should be paid for his work.  
 
    Other patrons, male and female alike, shrieked and ran for cover or simply ducked under their tables. Although their terror seemed mostly unnecessary, since the cardplayers hadn’t commenced a massacre of everyone in the saloon, they simply appeared to have had a quarrel with each other, probably over an accusation of cheating, and it had turned bloody. The only reason one of them seemed to have targeted the saloon keeper was the fact that he had threatened them with a weapon in his attempt to maintain the peace. 
 
    I grabbed an open bottle of whiskey that was sitting near me behind the bar and started taking swigs from it as I watched the fight unfold. 
 
    There were exactly six card players, and the group quickly divided itself into two opposing trios. Three of them were blonds with bony faces and matching scowls, whom I took to be brothers or cousins or at least some kind of kin. The other three didn’t appear to be a genetic match, but they moved more cohesively like a team. One of them was huge, one of them was scrawny but quick, and the other was medium-sized with a bald head and a red beard. 
 
    As I sipped my whiskey and analyzed the fighters from my spot behind the bar next to the dead saloon keeper, two of the blonds jumped on the huge one’s back, while the other dueled the scrawny guy. The giant sort of roared and thrashed around. He was clearly one of those types who relied so heavily on his superior size and strength that he’d never taken the trouble to learn any kind of technique. One of the blonds seemed to have him in some sort of chokehold. I guess the most charitable interpretation would be that the lack of air flow to his brain was making the giant temporarily stupider than usual, but I wasn’t convinced that that was the case. In any case, he flailed around uselessly for a solid minute or so, under the burden of two clinging humans, and grew progressively clumsier and more and more red-faced, until he finally had the idea to fling himself backward onto a vacated table that was covered in mugs. The pottery shattered under the three men’s combined weight, and the table itself cracked in half. 
 
    One of the blonds appeared to have been knocked unconscious when his head struck the table. The other, however, immediately grabbed a shard of broken pottery and plunged it into the side of the giant’s neck. He started to bellow, but it quickly turned into a gurgle as blood bubbled out of his mouth, gushed from his neck, and soaked the two fellows pinned beneath him. As the conscious one struggled to get out from beneath the giant, the red-bearded fellow calmly walked up with a sword in hand and surgically sliced his throat, and then that of his unconscious lookalike. 
 
    The dying giant reached out a shaking hand to him as if in a mute appeal for help, and Redbeard sidestepped his grasp with an expression of faint distaste. Then he turned his attention to the other two surviving fighters, the last of the three blond relatives, and the scrawny guy. Both of them had swords, and both of them appeared moderately competent. That was actually rather refreshing to see. Not very many people had the wherewithal to afford swords, and of those that did, a significant percentage were just wealthy fops who considered them as ornaments, or pudgy lawmen who’d been issued swords but passed their entire careers without ever bloodying them. 
 
    Redbeard made no move to intervene as the two fighters danced around each other. The few remaining saloon patrons who hadn’t fled the building altogether scurried to take cover under other tables or in other corners in order to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the flash of steel. The blond one hacked away rather mechanically, with about as much flair as a lumberjack splitting wood. His scrawny opponent moved with less precision, but had quicker reflexes that saved him more than a few times.  
 
    Eventually the scrawny one tripped over a chair that some other patron had knocked over. Only then did Redbeard make a move. As the blond raised his sword to stab his opponent, Redbeard plunged his own sword through the man’s back. The blond man dropped his sword, which clattered down next to him. Then he sank to his knees. Then Redbeard planted his foot against the man’s back in order to yank his sword back out. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” the scrawny fighter snorted as he started to get to his feet. 
 
    Then, the blond-- whose white shirt had blossomed with red blood by then, and whose movements had turned as labored and jerky as a poorly operated marionette’s-- grabbed onto the sword he had just dropped. He grabbed it by the hilt in one hand, but he grabbed it by the blade in the other, with no regard for how deep it sliced into his palm. Then he sort of fell on top of the scrawny fighter, and slammed the sword down horizontally across his throat, like a manually operated guillotine. The scrawny fighter’s face remained frozen in a sneer as his head rolled off the gory stump of his neck across the packed dirt floor of the saloon. The blond had landed facedown atop the frail corpse, and he didn’t move another muscle after that, clearly having wrung out the last drops of his life force in that vengeful effort.  
 
    “I believe what you meant to say was thank you,” Redbeard informed his dead comrade. 
 
    I chuckled. Redbeard turned around in surprise at the sound, since despite the numerous other people that were looking on, none of them were anywhere close to laughter. 
 
    And as his eyes met mine, I suddenly recognized him. 
 
    The bald head and red beard had distracted me, and from my vantage point, I hadn’t happened to get a good look at his facial features before that. But now, I could see that his nose was about as crooked as a peddler of elixirs, and there was a deep V etched between his eyebrows. His face was lean and tanned like leather. 
 
    I took one more swig from my bottle and set it aside, then I whipped out the Wanted poster to confirm. I looked from the sketch, to the man staring at me from across the saloon, and back to the sketch again, until there was no doubt in my mind. 
 
    Redbeard was in fact Ermenildo Zabala. 
 
    “And what the hell are you gawking at?” Ermenildo demanded as he began a menacing saunter in my direction. 
 
    “Trying to decide which hairstyle I prefer on you,” I replied. “The beard does convey a sort of… barbarian reaver aesthetic. And the color is quite fiery. Many a sonnet has been written to hair of that hue. But I think you may have glued it on a bit crooked. And frankly, the dark hair suited your skin tone better. It made your eyes look--” 
 
    “Are you trying to get yourself killed, you cock-sucking clown?” Ermenildo demanded as he continued to approach, slowly. He was probably trying to evaluate how much of a threat I posed. Maybe he was also considering how best to navigate the obstacle of the bar between us. 
 
    “No, but I’m afraid someone is trying to get you killed,” I replied, as I turned the poster to face him so that he could see it for himself. “Several someones, in fact. The person who bankrolled this reward. The management at the Emerson Brothers Bank that agreed to handle it. And of course, due credit must be given to the extraordinarily talented artist, whomever he or she may be. An impeccable likeness, don’t you think?” 
 
    Ermenildo’s only response was a wordless snarl. I guess his vanity probably led him to regard the accurate portrait as an insult. Then he dashed forward and leapt up onto the bar. 
 
    I swung my sword at his ankles, and he tucked his knees up in a jump so that the blade passed under him. Then he launched himself off the bar at me. 
 
    I scrambled back so that he wouldn’t land on top of me. Then I charged him.  
 
    Between the bar and the wall of the saloon, there wasn’t really enough space for us to maneuver our swords easily. The blades kept hitting the furniture around us. 
 
    I noticed that he had a handkerchief knotted around his neck and reached out to grab it with the intention of shrinking the cloth and strangling him, a move that I’d used variations of before to wonderful effect, but as soon as I laid hold of the handkerchief it just came loose in my hand, so I dropped it. 
 
    A flicker of confusion crossed Ermenildo’s face. He of course couldn’t understand why I’d try to take his handkerchief. 
 
    Then he rammed me into the shelf behind the bar where all the liquor bottles were standing. The wooden wall of the saloon shook, and I dropped my sword in order to shield my head with my arms as a barrage of heavy glass bottles came tumbling down on top of us and shattering at our feet, which unleashed a flood of liquor and sent glass shards flying in every direction. I heard dismayed yelps from the saloon patrons cowering in various corners of the room. I suspected that it wasn’t so much out of concern for my safety, as out of horror at the waste of liquor, a sentiment that I rather shared with them. 
 
    I grabbed the wrist of Ermenildo’s sword hand to restrain it and punched him in the face with my other hand. I felt the crunch of cartilage beneath my fist as his nose shattered and blood spurted from both nostrils, but he seemed oddly unfazed. I wondered if all the nerve endings in his nose had already been destroyed. I was going to punch him again and experiment with targeting a different part of his face the next time, but then he wrenched his sword hand free from my grip. 
 
    I had a sudden idea, based on the daub of congealed white glue that I spotted at the edge of his fiery red beard just then. The beard was most certainly fake, not just dyed, and that made all the difference in regard to my magical ability. I could not cause any living thing, whether plant or animal, to grow or shrink, and that applied to every part of them, including hair. But a glued-on beard that was made of dead hair and not attached to a living body? That wasn’t any different, as far as my ability was concerned, than a garment. 
 
    As Ermenildo raised his sword, with a triumphant leer presumably inspired by my current state of swordlessness, I grabbed onto his fake beard. Then, I caused it to grow as I ran backwards. The beard stretched to five feet long in my grip like a skein of yarn unspooling. Before the bewildered Ermenildo could catch up to me and close the distance, I yanked his beard in both hands, as hard as I could. 
 
    Most of it ripped off his face, but the glue held strong enough that he was yanked off his feet first, and fell facedown into the glass-shard encrusted puddle of alcohol swirled with blood that covered the floor behind the bar. He screamed, which led me to believe that he’d been stabbed in the face with glass, possibly in the eye. Before he could get up, I ran over and planted my foot on the back of his bald head.  
 
    Then I looked around. My sword was lying slightly out of reach, and it would also be hard for me to stoop to take Ermenildo’s without removing my foot from his head. The axe with which he or one of his companions had killed the poor saloon keeper, however, was still jutting out of said saloon keeper’s forehead, just a few feet away from me, so I reached over, grabbed the haft, and jerked the blade free. 
 
    Then I raised it high above my head, and in the same instant as I lifted my foot off Ermenildo and stepped backward to stabilize myself, I brought the axe hurtling down and neatly decapitated him.  
 
    I reached down and again took hold of his beard that had resumed its usual proportions and was no longer five feet long. I used it as a handle to pick up his head and then picked up my sword with my other arm. The face, I could see, was badly gashed, not to mention soaked in enough alcohol to pickle it, but I was confident that a quick rinse would suffice to make it recognizable as the same face on the poster. 
 
    I stepped out from behind the bar, with Ermenildo’s severed head dangling at my side and his blood continuing to gush from the ragged red stump of his neck. 
 
    “See ya around, folks,” I snickered. Pale frozen faces peered back at me from all around the room, but no one made a sound. 
 
    Then I walked out of the saloon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    I immediately headed for the Emerson Brothers Bank, which wasn’t hard to find since it was the town’s only bank. Ermenildo Zabala, as he swung from my hand, was by this time looking considerably worse than his portrait, even if you happened to favor the red beard version of his hairstyle. The flies, however, buzzed eagerly around me. It seemed like they were obsequious little congregants, congratulating me on the kill, praising my prowess in battle, and hoping desperately for a handout.  
 
    When I reached the bank and stepped inside, the bearded, jovial-looking teller let out a yell as he stared in horror at my cargo in tow. He raised his hands in the air. “Sir, I d-don’t want-- the Sheriff will--” 
 
    “Ah, shut your yap, I don’t mean you no harm,” I said as I raised Ermenildo’s blood-streaked, upside-down head in the air, and the teller squeezed his eyes shut and swallowed hard as if he felt ill. “This here is exactly what you done asked for. Well, what somebody asked for anyhow, and what the bank agreed to handle the reward for. So that seems to me to imply that this establishment entirely condoned my recent actions. As a matter of fact, the ‘Dead’ option even took precedence over the ‘Live’ option on the advertisement poster, which one could argue--” 
 
    “P-poster?” the teller inquired warily. He squinted as if he were finally beginning to understand the situation. 
 
    “The Wanted Dead or Alive poster,” I sighed. “I’m looking for a Mr. Walters. So are you him, or ain’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s my uncle, he’s back there,” the teller indicated a door behind him. “Wh-who are you?” 
 
    “Halston Hale, sharpsword for hire,” I replied cheerfully. I gestured at the head, which was starting to drip on the floorboards of the bank. “And this here’s none other than Mr. Ermenildo Zabala.” 
 
    The teller knocked rather urgently on the door. “Uncle? Uncle, there’s a fellow here to see you. He’s-- ” 
 
    The teller pressed his ear to the door to hear the reply. The door was thick enough that from where I stood, I couldn’t make out the exact words, but they sounded a bit disgruntled. 
 
    “He’s got… Ermenildo Zabala,” the teller squeaked in response. 
 
    From the other side of the door there was silence. 
 
    Then, it swung open. 
 
    The slight, dapperly dressed man who peered around the side raised his eyebrows quite high at the sight of me and my offering, and his mouth formed a perfect O. After a moment he composed himself and cleared his throat.  
 
    “Well, pardon me, Sir, but that’s not quite how I, er, expected someone to… well, never mind,” he chuckled nervously. “Come in, come in.” 
 
    I took a step forward. 
 
    “Oh, you can leave that there,” he said quickly as he held out a hand to stop me. He pointed. “On the floor will be fine for now, just fine.” I saw him glance at the trail of blood droplets that I had left across the floorboards as I entered, and frowned slightly. “Caleb, if you wouldn’t mind? The mop… ” 
 
    His nephew nodded. I dropped Ermenildo with a thud and a bit of a wet squelch and then I walked around the counter and entered Mr. Walters’ office. 
 
    “Sit, sit,” Mr. Walters urged me. There was a chair across from his desk. I sat. 
 
    He sat behind his desk, folded his hands in front of him, adjusted his spectacles, and cleared his throat. He had gray hair and refined features, that were so delicate they might have suited a female better. 
 
    “First of all, I really must congratulate you,” he said as he blinked at me from behind his spectacles. “The late Mr. Zabala… well, he has been the scourge of the town for several years now, and no one has dared to touch him. Well, that is not entirely true. A few men have dared indeed. And they are currently occupying the graveyard a mile from here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “May I ask, how did you do it?” he inquired. 
 
    “Well, I used his beard to yank him off balance, and then I cut his head off,” I explained. 
 
    “Well… the town of Dunville is deeply indebted to you, Mr… what did you say your name was, again?” 
 
    “Hale,” I said. “It’s Halston Hale.” 
 
    “Very good, very good. Mr. Hale.” 
 
    “And, I was rather hoping that the town of Dunville wouldn’t be indebted to me for any longer than it took to walk between the saloon and this bank,” I prompted. 
 
    “Oh, oh, of course, not to worry, Mr. Hale,” Mr. Walters squeaked. He knelt at a safe behind his desk, one of several that was stacked there, and fiddled with the knob until the door swung open. He produced a large leather case and placed it on the desk. “The one hundred gold pieces, as promised. You are welcome to count them if you like. Or, we can go out front, where I have a scale for weighing the quantity.” 
 
    I hefted the case. It felt right enough to me, and besides, based on his manner toward me, I really didn’t think that Mr. Walters would risk attempting to cheat me. And if I found out later that he had done so? Well, I wasn’t in a hurry to get anywhere in particular, so I could always make my way back to Dunville, and if that happened, he’d regret the incident a lot more than I would. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” I said and placed the case by my feet without even opening it. 
 
    “Well, then, I thank you, again, for your inestimable service to this town,” Mr. Walters said. 
 
    I picked up the case and stood to leave. 
 
    “Just a moment, Mr. Hale,” Mr. Walters said. “If you’d take a seat, please?” 
 
    I stared at him. He was smiling in a friendly manner. There didn’t seem to be anything sly or sinister about his demeanor, and besides, even if he had had the most evil of intentions, I didn’t see any means for him to carry them out, so I decided I might as well hear him out and sat back down again. 
 
    “The sponsors of this reward attached one rather minor condition to it,” he explained. 
 
    “Condition?” I asked suspiciously. “The only condition was killing or capturing Ermenildo Zabala. That was what it said on the poster. And I’ve already done that. If you have any doubts whatsoever as to his identity, we can go examine the head together. And the rest of the corpse can be found at the saloon a few doors down, along with numerous witnesses who can surely--” 
 
    “Oh, yes, to be sure, Mr. Hale,” Mr. Walters reassured me quickly as he waved his hands in the air in a placating gesture. “I am personally quite convinced of the identity of the deceased. I had the misfortune of seeing him in person a few months ago, and ah, let us just say he left quite an impression. And I have always had a remarkable memory for faces. But that is beside the point. The sponsors didn’t mention this other condition on the poster. But they asked me to convey it to whomever came to claim the award.” 
 
    “Well, then, what is this ‘minor’ thing they want from me?” I demanded. I had thought that the offer on the poster sounded too good to be true, but I didn’t really care what kind of trick the sponsors intended. I was entitled to the reward and even if I didn’t in fact already have it in hand, even if the case had been weighted with something other than one hundred gold pieces, well, I was sitting in a bank, and I was confident that Mr. Walters and his nephew could be persuaded to relinquish it. I was morally opposed to bank robbery, but it wasn’t robbery if you were just taking what you were rightfully owed. 
 
    “They wish to invite you to dinner at their home tonight,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s it?” I laughed. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it,” Mr. Walters said. “They said it would be their great honor.” 
 
    “Who are the sponsors, and where is their home?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid they have instructed me not to disclose their identities to you yet,” Mr. Walters said apologetically. “But you will certainly find out for yourself if you kindly consent to take dinner with them tonight. And their house is not far.” 
 
    “Very well,” I shrugged. “I don’t see why not.” I liked food, and all the better if I didn’t have to pay for it myself. 
 
    “Oh, excellent, they will be most pleased,” Mr. Walters said. He sounded relieved. I wondered how hard these mysterious sponsors had pressed him, exactly, to ensure that I accepted their invitation. And what the hell they wanted with me. Simply to demonstrate their gratitude, I hoped. But if it had been that innocent, then why withhold their names? Well, the wealthy were often eccentric, I supposed. Anyhow, I didn’t fear anything that anyone in this dusty little nowheresville could do to me. Not when a petty villain the likes of Ermenildo Zabala had evidently held them all in terror for years. 
 
    Mr. Walters instructed me where to find the house, and then I took my leave of him. On the way out, I passed his nephew Caleb, who was on his hands and knees furiously scrubbing away at the floorboards. More amusingly than that, though, was the fact that he had evidently seen fit to cover Ermenildo’s head with a lace-edged handkerchief. 
 
    “So, how did it go?” Theo asked when I met him outside. 
 
    I held up the case in reply. I had glanced at the contents after I stepped out of the bank, and it was indeed filled with gold. 
 
    Theo groaned. Being my horse and therefore responsible for carrying all my worldly possessions, he always had mixed feelings about it whenever I collected a substantial payment for my services. 
 
    He also just liked complaining and took it upon himself to point out the sourness of any given situation.  
 
    “At least you drink your way through your money quicker than anyone I’ve ever seen,” he remarked. “And I mean the stuff that comes in vials, and the stuff that comes in glasses.” 
 
    “Oh, and we have a dinner invitation for tonight,” I informed him. “I mean, I do. You have a stable invitation. But I promise to save the best of the fruit for you.” 
 
    “With the banker?” Theo asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Then who?” Theo’s tone turned curious. “We don’t know anyone in this town.” 
 
    “I don’t know who,” I admitted. 
 
    “Then how--” 
 
    “It’s the sponsors of the reward,” I explained. “But they want to remain anonymous for now, but we’ll find out who they are at dinner.” 
 
    “Multiple sponsors?” Theo asked. 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “Rather strange of them to be so mysterious,” Theo remarked. “You know, the wise thing to do would be to leave now. You’ve got your money, haven’t you?” 
 
    “That would be the prudent thing to do,” I corrected. “But wise? Not necessarily. It could be a grand opportunity lost. This money that I have in my hand now could be a mere fraction of what they might be willing to offer me for some other task.” 
 
    “Greed killed the cat,” Theo warned me. 
 
    I didn’t bother to correct him on the idiom, since the cat’s actual vice would be even more applicable in this instance. 
 
    The house, as it turned out, was the largest and most freshly painted in town. Everyone who lived in Dunville must have known exactly to whom it belonged, but I’d just wandered in a few hours ago, so it was a mystery to me. 
 
    I stored the gold in Theo’s saddlebags. That seemed less risky and less awkward to me than carrying it inside, given that Theo was an intelligent creature and wouldn’t let anyone paw around in there and steal it, and even if for some reason he couldn’t stop them, he’d at least be able to remember their faces well enough to identify the thief to me afterward. 
 
    Then I went up to the door and knocked. 
 
    A tall, thin man in a pale gray suit answered it. I stuck out my hand to shake and began, 
 
    “Howdy, I’m--” 
 
    But instead of taking my hand, the man kept his folded behind his back as he bent forward in a slight bow. 
 
    “Welcome to the Elliott residence, Sir,” he interrupted me. “The misses are expecting you. Mr. Hale, is it not?” 
 
    “Er, yeah,” I said. 
 
    The man in the gray suit looked past me to Theo, who stood below the porch looking nonchalantly horselike. 
 
    “I shall settle your horse in the stables,” he announced as he glided past me. He gestured toward the house. “Please, enter. The misses have been anticipating your arrival most eagerly.” 
 
    So, the mysterious sponsors of the reward for Ermenildo Zabala’s head were the wealthy industrialist Elliott’s nieces? Well, he was the real sponsor, I supposed, since it was his money, but his wards had evidently taken it upon themselves to get involved in the affair somehow. 
 
    I glanced back at Theo, who tossed his head at me in a gesture that I knew meant, Go on. So I ventured into the house through the open door. 
 
    It was certainly very femininely, and very expensively, furnished, with lace and ivory accents everywhere. I supposed Mr. Elliott didn’t spend much time here and allowed his nieces to decorate however they pleased. They were probably spoiled rotten. I hoped they wouldn’t turn out to be insufferable brats, as such girls often were. 
 
    I didn’t want to alarm them with the sudden appearance of a strange man in their house, so I called out, “Hello?” as I proceeded through the foyer and the parlor which was unoccupied. 
 
    “Hello yourself,” a girlish voice called out merrily from the next room. 
 
    I walked in and was met with the sight of an elaborate feast spread across a table long enough to seat a dozen. Only three places were set, however, and only one chair was occupied. 
 
    It was the blonde beauty who had first drawn my attention to the Wanted poster. 
 
    “You,” I gasped. “You set me up for this the whole time.” 
 
    Her sister, also blonde, was pouring wine at a side table and had her back to us. 
 
    “Set you up for what?” the seated girl inquired innocently. “A hefty sum for a few minutes’ work, and a lovely dinner as well?” 
 
    “You entrapped me,” I said sternly. “When you stood and waited by the poster, you were intentionally luring me over to look at it.” 
 
    “Well, Mister, that’s a funny way to talk to a lady,” she reproached me. “Especially one you’ve never met before in your life.” Her large eyes glittered with mischief. I still couldn’t quite tell whether they were green or blue. They seemed to be somewhere in between. 
 
    “I met you an hour ago,” I said. “You were wearing a green dress-- you told me to meet you at that saloon. But you never showed up, now that I think of it. Only Ermenildo did.” 
 
    “You must be mistaken,” the blonde said haughtily. She was dressed in a lace-trimmed blouse now, with a rose-colored skirt and a black velvet choker around her neck with a ruby teardrop pendant. “For I do not own any green dress. Really, it is a disgrace that I do not. It’s a matter that I ought to rectify most urgently.” 
 
    Then, her sister turned around, wine glasses in hand, and suddenly I understood her strange denial of our encounter and her air of barely suppressed amusement. 
 
    The two girls were mirror images of each other. They were twins. 
 
    “Then it was you that I had already met this afternoon,” I said to the second blonde as she set a glass of wine in front of each of the place settings. She was wearing an outfit similar to her sister’s, except that the skirt was yellow, and her necklace consisted of a strand of pearls from which hung a rose carved of amber. 
 
    “Are you quite certain of that?” she asked with a mischievous smile as she took the seat next to her sister’s. 
 
    I sat across from them and looked from one to the other and sought any physical difference in vain. They both had that distinctive shade of blonde hair, a bit ashen and silvery, and that faint caramel glow to their flawless complexions. The same angelic features and bow-shaped lips, the same impossibly tiny waists. Then I realized that there was one difference, at least, that I could see. At least, I thought there was, unless it was just that the candlelight was hitting their faces slightly differently. But unless it was a trick of the light or of my vision, one girl’s eyes were the slightest bit more green than they were blue, and the other girl’s eyes were the slightest bit more blue than they were green. 
 
    “No,” I had to admit. “I’m not quite certain. Has anyone ever mentioned to the two of you that you, ah, bear a not insignificant family resemblance to one another?” 
 
    They both giggled. 
 
    “Well, at least you are honest,” the slightly more green-eyed one purred. “Why, I’ve had fiancés who swore up and down that they’d know me from her blindfolded, but sometimes we’d switch places for an evening to make a test of it, and they never noticed a thing.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I’d ever met a girl who’d been betrothed to multiple men before, and if I had, she certainly never would have confessed to it so cavalierly. One broken engagement would have been fodder for town gossip. But more than one? The girl’s prospects in polite society would be entirely ruined. The rules were a lot looser out West than in the Old World, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t still rules. Not for females who still wished to retain the status of ladies, anyway. 
 
    “Give me a bit more time,” I said. “I’ve only just met you. One of you, anyway, and my acquaintance with the other is still less than an hour old. Soon enough I’ll be an expert at distinguishing. But look here, I don’t even know your names yet, even though your manservant knew mine.” 
 
    “I am Katrina Isabelle Elliott,” the slightly more blue-eyed one, in the rose-colored skirt, said as she took a dainty sip of her wine. 
 
    “And I am Janina Meredith Elliott,” the slightly more green-eyed one, in the yellow skirt, said as she forked a mouthful of steak. 
 
    I was starving, the food looked delicious, and although they seemed about as full of tricks as a couple of fairies, the girls didn’t seem malicious enough to poison me. So I started shoveling food onto my plate too. Steak, potatoes, cornbread, gravy with beans, apple cake, roasted carrots, whipped peas, and all kinds of other wonderful dishes, far more food than any three people could consume. I guessed the girls must have other servants, because I couldn’t imagine them cooking all this themselves, and I doubted that the man who had received me at the door was responsible. 
 
    “So, your uncle,” I said. “He takes a particular interest in, ah, rooting out lawlessness?” 
 
    The twins exchanged a glance and giggled. 
 
    “Our dear old uncle takes a particular interest in money, and absolutely nothing else,” Katrina replied as she daintily spooned some peas into her mouth. 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. It seemed a bit of a harsh thing to say about one’s own guardian, although of course plenty of folks had accused me of exactly the same character flaw. “So he is not… er… a particularly affectionate guardian?” 
 
    “He is the perfect guardian,” Janina assured me. “He gives us everything we want, and he does not interfere with our activities in any way.” 
 
    “Most of the time he does not remember that we exist,” Katrina said as she sawed into a turkey leg. 
 
    “I suppose he must be a very busy man,” I said hesitantly. I took a sip of the wine. It tasted like dark berries. “But when you were children, was he around more often? Or, I suppose you were raised by a nursemaid?” 
 
    “We raised ourselves, for the most part,” Janina asserted. 
 
    “That must have taken great fortitude,” I said after I swallowed a bite of apple cake. 
 
    “Well, we had no choice in the matter,” Katrina said. 
 
    “So… the matter of Ermenildo Zabala, was that your choice?” I asked. “I mean, was it your idea to put out a reward for him? If your uncle was indifferent?” 
 
    “Yes, it was entirely our idea,” Janina confirmed. 
 
    “But the money-- your uncle permits you to use his money however you see fit?” I could not help asking. If there was going to be any legal difficulty over my reward, well then, I would make sure to put a great deal of distance between said difficulty and myself, posthaste. “Or he gives you an allowance, I suppose?” 
 
    “It is more that we give him an allowance,” Janina smirked at Katrina. “For avuncular services rendered, as needed.” 
 
    “Avuncular services?” This sounded more and more peculiar by the minute. The girls’ sheer beauty and the miracle of their identicalness was bewildering enough in itself to begin with, and almost every word out of their mouths only added to the confusion. 
 
    “Oh, yes, now and then there is a business contract that must be signed, or, you know, a suitor who must be declined as insufficiently wealthy, and on such occasions, dear Uncle does tend to make his due appearances,” Janina said airily as she took a sip of wine. 
 
    “Or, sometimes, some small-minded person in town will start an unpleasant rumor about us, and then when Uncle’s portly and magnificent shadow falls across Dunville, that does have a striking effect of tying the serpents’ tongues,” Katrina added. 
 
    “The frontier is no place at all for delicate women to survive alone,” Janina sighed. “Dear Uncle is absolutely indispensable to our operations, indeed he is.” 
 
    “Your ‘operations’?” I narrowed my eyes. “What gripe exactly did you have with Ermenildo, anyway?” 
 
    “You mean besides murder, and robbery, and horse theft, and cheating at cards?” Katrina exclaimed. “Why, didn’t you read a word of our lovely poster?” 
 
    “I’m sure he isn’t the first outlaw Dunville has encountered, nor the last,” I said. “Did you feel that he was a personal danger to you?” 
 
    “Ha, as if we ever consorted with the likes of him,” Katrina sniffed. “I’m sure I could smell him a hundred yards away, and that would be plenty of time to retire someplace secure.” 
 
    “Well, then, why did you set me on his tail like that?” I demanded. “For nothing but your own amusement?” 
 
    “Why, are you displeased with how it worked out for you?” Janina inquired. 
 
    “Not at all,” I answered honestly. “I’ve just got a feeling that what I thought was the end of it, wasn’t the end of it at all.”  
 
    “You know, you strike me as quite the opportunist,” Katrina informed me with a smile. 
 
    “Beg pardon?” I said. 
 
    “I mean it entirely as a compliment,” she continued serenely. “My sister and I also identify ourselves with that particular class of human.” 
 
    “Yet you seem like such well-bred young ladies,” I objected teasingly. They certainly weren’t conventional, as I much preferred women not to be. 
 
    “A credit to our uncle,” Janina agreed. She looked like she was trying not to laugh. 
 
    I had let the joke go on long enough. 
 
    “Your nonexistent uncle?” I guessed. 
 
    “Of course he exists, almost everyone in Dunville has met him or at least seen him from afar, and do you think this is a town full of lunatics?” Katrina inquired. 
 
    “The biological tie between us, however, is a bit more tenuous,” Janina conceded. 
 
    “One might almost say nonexistent,” Katrina agreed. 
 
    “We can’t exactly know that, can we?” Janina pointed out. “We hired him partly for the physical resemblance. His ancestors came from the same nation as ours. And his pedigree is as inconsistently documented as ours. So it is entirely possible that we do in fact share blood.” 
 
    “All things are possible, but are they probable?” Katrina retorted. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Janina corrected her. “My point is simply that it cannot be proven to be a falsehood that the gentleman whom this town regards as our uncle, is our uncle.” 
 
    Katrina reached out and clasped Janina’s hand. “Say it,” she demanded. “Say that he’s our uncle.” 
 
    “Morton Dunderry is our uncle,” Janina proclaimed. 
 
    “He certainly is not!” Katrina exclaimed triumphantly as she removed her hand from her sister’s. 
 
    “Kat, that doesn’t prove a thing,” Janina insisted. “That only proves that I’m not really convinced that he is our uncle. But my intuition could be wrong. I am not apprised of the true facts of the matter.” 
 
    Well, well. This dinner, and my stunningly beautiful companions, grew more and more intriguing by the minute. Their little exchange just now suggested to me that Katrina possessed some kind of truth-telling magic. Possibly dependent on physical touch, unless she had just grabbed Janina’s hand as a sort of gesture of sisterly coercion. 
 
    “So, you’re orphans?” I asked them. I wanted to observe Katrina’s use of magic, if that was really what it was, further before I asked them any questions about that. I showed off my size manipulation skill at every suitable opportunity because it augmented my abilities as a sellsword and therefore garnered more interest from potential clients. However, magic users in general tended to be a bit more circumspect, as we weren’t entirely trusted by the general population, and often it wasn’t considered a polite topic to discuss openly. 
 
    “So to speak,” Katrina answered. “What about you? Have you a nice family waiting for you at home somewhere?” 
 
    “I’m an orphan too, so to speak,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, we opportunistic orphans ought to stick together,” Janina purred as she sipped from her wine glass. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked warily. I already liked the twins. I liked them a lot. But I had no intention of hanging around in a place like Dunville just to court a pretty girl. Or even two of them. 
 
    “She means that the West is a dangerous place for comely and unchaperoned young ladies such as ourselves,” Katrina said, “and that we are sorely in need of a protector.” 
 
    “A protector from what, exactly?” I asked. “Guys like Ermenildo Zabala?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Janina said. Both girls had drunk as much wine as I had by this point, and their cheeks were slightly flushed and their blue-green eyes had acquired an even more devilish glitter. “He was a test of your fabled abilities. Frontiersmen have a positive addiction to tall tales, you know, so we couldn’t be sure that half the things we’ve heard about you were true. We still can’t be sure. But if Zabala was any indication, then we are willing to give you the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    “So, you have another job for me, a more important job,” I deduced. “What is it? Who do you want dead?” 
 
    “My, my, if only all gentlemen could be so readily agreeable,” Katrina cooed as she toyed with the ruby pendant around her neck. 
 
    “It’s not quite that simple, good sir,” Janina told me. “It’s not a matter of somebody we want dead. It’s a matter of somebodies we don’t want dead. Ourselves.” 
 
    “I am afraid my legendary abilities as a sellsword do not extend to conquering Death himself,” I remarked dryly. “Although I do know a certain sorceress with a particular interest in that subject.” 
 
    “I’m referring to the near future,” Janina said. “The next ten days, to be specific. A time frame well within our natural lifespans.” 
 
    “And what unnatural threats to your lives, exactly, do you expect to face within the next ten days?” I asked specifically. 
 
    “Any number of threats,” Katrina said. “Bandits and murderers and worse. Heat exhaustion. Dehydration. Coyotes. Rattlesnakes. Scorpions.” 
 
    “We wish to travel to a poker tournament three days’ ride from here,” Janina explained. “And then we wish to travel back. In one piece each.” 
 
    “And you expect me to protect you this whole time?” I asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Katrina said. “To ensure that no matter what happens, not a hair on either of our heads is harmed.” 
 
    Out West, that was no small thing to guarantee to anyone. But these particularly scheming blonde beauties seemed like a recipe for trouble. 
 
    “You’d have to be God Himself to promise a thing like that,” I pointed out. “What if one of you was struck by lightning? Through no fault of my own, I’d have broken the terms of my contract. And in all my career that is something that I never have done, and never will do.” 
 
    “Well, that’s why we want to hire you,” Katrina said. “Because of your unimpeachable record of integrity.” 
 
    “So you understand why I must decline this proposal,” I said. “In the interest of maintaining said record.” 
 
    “That isn’t necessary at all, we’ll just clarify the terms,” Janina said. “You are responsible for protecting us to the utmost of your abilities against any and all threats that may arise for the next ten days, whether it be human or a natural catastrophe. Against lightning, for instance, as you say-- well, you would have to do your best to find us shelter in the event of a thunderstorm. But if there wasn’t any for miles, then we would just have to take our chances. If there was a flood? You’d have to procure a boat or build a raft. And so on and so forth. If one of us fell ill, you’d have to try to nurse us, but you’d still receive your payment in full if we happened to die. Your payment would not depend on our survival. It would depend on what you had done, or failed to do, to contribute to said survival.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “And if you were attacked by an entire tribe of Savajuns? A hundred barbarian warriors? And I was the one who died, while defending you?” 
 
    “You’d still be entitled to your payment, of course,” Katrina replied solemnly. “If we survived this unfortunate incident, then we would bequeath it to your heir.” 
 
    “Theo, I suppose,” I muttered. 
 
    “Theo?” Katrina asked curiously. 
 
    “Never you mind,” I said. They’d meet him soon enough. As a pair anyway, since he’d already sort of met Janina by the poster. And I just knew he’d have opinions aplenty about the twins, even more opinions than I had. 
 
    “So, will you do it?” Janina asked eagerly. 
 
    “Well, we’ll see about that,” I said. “I have a couple of important conditions that you must agree to.” 
 
    “Name them,” Katrina said. 
 
    “First of all, if I am to be your wilderness guide as well as your protector from hostile humans,” I said, “you must promise to obey any instructions that I issue in regards to your safety. If you fail to obey my instructions, and are harmed as a consequence, I am not liable, and it will not affect my payment.” 
 
    The twins looked at each other and nodded after a moment. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Katrina said. “What else?” 
 
    “And secondly, you strike me as a couple of girls who… don’t show all your cards at once, so to speak,” I said. “And might even have a card or two up their sleeves.” 
 
    “Why, we’re as innocent and honest as they come,” Janina giggled, which made her dimples show prettily. She really did appear in that moment as innocent as a girl could be.  
 
    But every moment I spent in the twins’ presence, I’d have to keep reminding myself not to be deceived by their angelic appearances. And not to be distracted by their luscious curves or their flirtatious mannerisms. 
 
    “I respect that well enough,” I continued, and ignored her last comment. “A man’s business is his own. A woman’s business is her own. As long as it isn’t interfering with anyone else’s business. So I won’t demand to know anything that you do not choose to confide in me. However, if you withhold pertinent information from me, or intentionally mislead me in any way, and that causes me to be less prepared than I might have been for any threat that we encounter, I am not responsible for any harm that you may suffer as a consequence.” 
 
    The twins’ hesitation was markedly more prolonged that time. I noticed Janina place her hand over Katrina’s that time. I wondered if it was a gesture of reassurance of some kind. Or if they had simply never outgrown the somewhat childlike habit of constantly holding each other’s hands. After all, twins often shared a more than ordinary sibling closeness.  
 
    “In the event that we should… neglect to mention some certain detail that unfortunately proves relevant later,” Janina said carefully, “it will not negate the contract. You will still be obligated to protect us to the utmost of your abilities, regardless of how the situation may evolve. However, allowance will be made for the disadvantage in which we have unintentionally placed you. If it proves too great to overcome, then you will be entitled to the full payment, nonetheless.”  
 
    “Agreed,” I said. 
 
    “Anything else?” Katrina asked sweetly. 
 
    “Well, I will require a lot of money for a job like this,” I said. “Quite a lot of money.” 
 
    “How much?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “A thousand gold pieces,” I said as I stared her straight in the eye. It was an outrageous sum. A greater sum than I had ever received for any single job, excepting the spoils that I had pillaged from the sorcerer Gorander’s castle recently, which had been a bit of a unique situation. But I wasn’t ashamed of asking for it, even though I knew it would be whittled down through the bargaining process. Because the girls’ proposal was entirely unreasonable. It was far too open-ended and entailed responsibility for countless factors that were hardly within my control. 
 
    Then, Janina said the single most ominous word that either of them had uttered throughout the entire dinner. 
 
    “Done,” she asserted.  
 
    My heart dropped to my boots. 
 
    Shit. Their easy agreement meant that they knew they were getting a deal at a thousand coins.  
 
    Janina smiled, batted her long lashes over those turquoise eyes of hers, and reached out her hand to shake. I had no choice left. I took her hand and shook it. Then Katrina extended her identically slim white hand, and I shook that as well. 
 
    “A toast,” Janina proclaimed as she raised her wine glass, “to our valiant and handsome new protector.” 
 
    The three of us clinked glasses, and I wondered what the hell I had just gotten myself into as I drank deep from the glass.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    The Elliott twins-- if that was even their actual surname-- provided me with a nicely furnished guest bedroom and informed me that we would be setting out after breakfast the next day. My ten-day contract would begin the moment we stepped foot outside the door. 
 
    After Janina and Katrina had retired to their own bedrooms, I didn’t immediately go to the one they had pointed out to me. Instead, I slipped outside and found my way to the stables. 
 
    Theo was still standing up, a giant black shadow that practically filled up the stall, but I could hear him snoring faintly. 
 
    As I approached, one of his large black eyes winked open and then the other which created twin gleams in the darkness. 
 
    “So?” he inquired. “That was a long dinner. It’s nearly midnight, you know.” 
 
    “The sponsors were generous hosts,” I replied as I pulled out a wedge of apple cake that I’d brought in my pocket. 
 
    “Are we going to the inn now?” Theo asked. Then he lowered his face and started gobbling the cake up out of my palm.  
 
    The snuffling movements of his bristled lips tickled my palm, and I reached up with my other hand to scratch him on the nose. He’d never admit that he liked it, but he did.  
 
    “No, we’re staying here for the night,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, I suppose it is only courteous of them to offer, after keeping you for so long,” Theo said. “These sponsors. Who are they? A married couple?” 
 
    “Siblings,” I replied. 
 
    “Brothers?” Theo asked. “Sisters? Young? Old? And what did ole Ermie do to get on their bad side?” 
 
    “Sisters, young ones,” I answered. “And… nothing in particular. He didn’t really mean anything to them. They were kind of just using him as… bait, I’d say.” 
 
    “A pair of young sisters?” A suspicious tone entered Theo’s voice. “Pretty ones or ugly ones?” 
 
    “By your standards or mine?” I asked. Theo actually had a bit of a hard time distinguishing which women were generally considered to be attractive by human standards. He could tell their ages accurately enough, and whether they were thin or fat or well-muscled, pale or dark, and so on and so forth. However, he tended to favor facial features such as long, bony faces, large, round eyes, flaring nostrils, and long teeth with too much exposed gums. 
 
    “Yours,” Theo said, even more suspiciously. 
 
    “Well, they’re not, ah, bad to look at,” I mumbled. 
 
    “So that’s what took you so long in there,” Theo huffed. “Have you seduced either of them yet? Or are you still in the process of trying?” 
 
    “What took me so long was a discussion of business matters with the young ladies in question,” I informed him indignantly. 
 
    “You can call it whatever you like,” Theo retorted. The last remaining crumbs of apple cake sprayed out of his mouth as he spoke. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that I have secured us an extremely lucrative contract,” I told him. “So you can stop looking at me sidelong like that.” 
 
    “How lucrative?” Theo demanded. 
 
    “Guess,” I said. 
 
    “Two hundred gold pieces?” He started with double the reward on Zabala’s head. 
 
    “More than that,” I said smugly. 
 
    “Four hundred.” 
 
    “My dear horse, you vastly underestimate your lord and master.” 
 
    “Eight hundred?” A note of disbelief crept into Theo’s voice. 
 
    I didn’t say a word, just raised my eyebrows and smiled to invite him to keep going. 
 
    “Nine hundred?” He sounded intimidated by the mere thought of such a sum now. 
 
    Again I raised my eyebrows and smiled. 
 
    “A thousand?” Horses didn’t really gasp, even horses of the talking variety, but that was about as close as Theo ever came to it. 
 
    “Damn right,” I said. 
 
    “But… how… what the hell do they want you to do for it?” Theo asked. His expression quickly changed from one of awe to one of sincere concern. “Invade a small nation? Bring law and order to the entire West? Pledge ten years of indentured servitude?” 
 
    “Well, the last one’s not far off the mark, in concept anyway,” I said. “But it’s only ten days.” 
 
    “… Of indentured servitude?” 
 
    “More or less,” I admitted. “But no cooking or cleaning or menial labor. I am simply to be their full-time guardian and protector.” 
 
    “From what?” Theo hissed. “Fire-breathing dragons?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, dragons don’t exist,” I said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought too, but that creature in Gorander’s arena sure reminded me a hell of a lot of one,” Theo pointed out. It had been some kind of monstrous reptilian hybrid created through sorcery and required my and Vera’s combined powers to bring it down. 
 
    “Well, if any dragons show up, then, yes, I suppose so,” I said with a shrug. “But there’s no reason to anticipate that. The twins just want an escort to a town a few days’ ride from here so they can participate in a poker tournament and then be escorted back. They want someone who knows how to survive in the desert, and I reckon that if they’re successful at the card table, they probably want protection from any sore losers who might get it in their heads to claim the prize money in a different way. That’s a big problem with these high stakes games that draw an elite crowd from fifty miles around. As often as not, the winner seems to end up dead in a ditch with an empty purse after all.” 
 
    “How did these girls get all that money to pay you with, anyway?” Theo inquired. “It can’t have been from playing poker.” 
 
    “It could have been,” I said. “They seem to be clever girls, and at least one of them has some sort of subtle magic trick that I haven’t quite figured out yet, that might be of use at the card table. But who knows? Maybe they’re heiresses. Anyway, you can tell from the house and the way they decorate it, and the way they dress, and the coin that’s already in your saddlebags, that they’ve got the money, and that’s all I really give a damn about.” 
 
    “Well, O Wise Master, if you believe these to be honest women of impeccable character without any nasty surprises in store for us, who am I to doubt them?” Theo inquired sarcastically. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” I said. “But they do have the money. And you don’t doubt my ability to claim every cent of the sum they will owe me, do you?” 
 
    “Whatever you say, but I’ll be glad when the ten days is over,” Theo declared. 
 
    “The ten days haven’t even started yet,” I pointed out. “I hope you don’t intend to be rude to our clients.” 
 
    Theo merely snorted at that. 
 
    I gave him the pear tart from my other pocket. Then I bid him goodnight and returned to the house, to my guest bedroom, and despite my own misgivings about my decision to accept this contract, I slept soundly until dawn. 
 
    At breakfast, the twins’ slightly wine-flushed and disheveled appearance from the night before had vanished. Their hair was perfectly curled and pinned in elaborate chignons, their identical faces fresh and dewy. Katrina was wearing a mint green gown that was a bit overly frilly for my taste, and Janina was wearing a pale blue one with an extremely low-cut neckline that did not offend my sensibilities in the least. Neither of them wore any jewelry. That was a sensible precaution to take when traveling, but they didn’t seem to have considered the fact that their clothing wasn’t exactly humble and inconspicuous enough for the lack of jewelry to make any difference in the way potential thieves would perceive them.  
 
    Breakfast consisted of flaky, buttery Gallioque pastries and fruit marmalades including apricot and marionberry. I really didn’t know how the twins maintained their figures, if this was their usual fare. 
 
    As we ate, we pored over a map of the area, and reviewed the route that we had agreed upon the previous night to get to the town of Sunderly where the poker tournament was being held, with several stops in other towns along the way. 
 
    “What a lovely adventure this will be,” Katrina exclaimed happily. 
 
    “I intend for it to be a pleasant but uneventful experience,” I said pointedly. 
 
    The twins looked at each other and broke out in giggles in unison. They had a habit of doing that. 
 
    Then, I noticed their manservant, the fellow who had opened the door for me the night before and appeared to be wearing the same pale gray suit or another that looked exactly like it, starting to make trips down the hall from the girls’ bedrooms to the front door, each time carrying another piece of luggage. 
 
    “Ahem,” I said. “How many suitcases, exactly, do you two deem necessary for a mere ten-day trip?” 
 
    “Ten days is a dreadfully long time!” Katrina protested with wide, shocked eyes. “We must have traveling gowns, and traveling jackets, and dinner gowns for each day, and all our undergarments… and of course, that’s to say nothing of our hats!” 
 
    “Well, you know,” I pointed out, “some people wear the same clothes more than once, all within a ten-day span.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, to be sure, some people do,” Janina conceded scornfully, “but not anybody civilized.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and looked down pointedly at the same well-worn, unassuming dark shirt, pants, and jacket that I’d been wearing for about as long as I could remember.  
 
    “Exactly!” Janina said triumphantly. “It would never do to hire somebody civilized as our guard. We needed a ruthless killer and nothing less would do.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean we want to go around looking like ruthless killers ourselves,” Katrina added with a pout. 
 
    “I’m not so sure that a lack of fashionableness correlates all that strongly with homicidal tendencies,” I said dryly. 
 
    “All the evidence in this room indicates otherwise,” Janina retorted. 
 
    “Now look here, if your absurd quantities of luggage slow us down, and we never get to our destination, or they exhaust your horses and cause them to collapse in the middle of the desert, or attract a gang of bandits--” I began. 
 
    “I know, I know, it’s entirely our fault and you still get paid,” Katrina said impatiently. 
 
    “With that understood, you are still fully resolved to flout my emphatic advice to bring only a tenth of your currently packed traveling wardrobes, despite the knowledge that your insistence upon being fashionable may jeopardize this entire enterprise?” I asked. 
 
    The twins looked at me, batted their lashes, and nodded in unison. 
 
    “I appreciate your efforts nonetheless, Sir,” called out their manservant as he passed us by yet again, with one suitcase balanced on each shoulder. 
 
    I sighed and stuffed another croissant in my mouth. The Elliott twins sure were lucky that they had the kind of faces it was hard to get angry with. Not just because of their beauty, but because of their youthful sweetness. 
 
    Eventually, when all their belongings had been loaded onto their poor horses outside, we went outside. As we stepped into the sunlight, the girls unfurled parasols in colors that precisely matched their gowns. Which made me suspicious that their luggage must contain an inordinate number of other parasols, in every imaginable hue. I really wasn’t used to traveling with women. I had traveled with Vera at times, yes, but she didn’t have the same kinds of feminine behaviors as creatures like these. 
 
    I realized that the twins’ manservant had saddled not two, but four horses for them. Apparently two of them had been designated purely as luggage bearers. All four were glossy chestnut mares, a matching set that accentuated the girls’ own twinhood. All four had an absurd number of bulky and cumbersome suitcases, satchels, and hat cases strapped to their sides. They looked a little petulant about the situation, but resigned. It surely wasn’t the first time they’d been subjected to this. 
 
    Theo, meanwhile, stood slightly apart from the huddled group of mares, a dark giant beside them, and looked a bit as though he were trying not to laugh at the spectacle. Considering the density of gold and liquid potencium as compared to the density of fabrics, Theo was no doubt carrying substantially more weight than the mares were, but you couldn’t guess it by looking at all the horses. And besides that, he was half again their size. When he saw the three of us emerge, he immediately caught my eye and cocked his head, as if to imply something insulting about the women’s judgment and, by extension, mine in allowing myself to be hired by them. 
 
    “This is my horse Theo,” I informed Katrina and Janina. “And Theo, these are Misses Katrina and Janina Elliott.” 
 
    The twins giggled when I extended the introduction in both directions. 
 
    “I never would have taken you for one of those eccentrics who talks to animals--” Katrina began. 
 
    “How do you do?” Theo interrupted her. 
 
    Both girls gasped and froze in place. Janina was the first to start walking again. She warily approached Theo. 
 
    “Pardon me, I didn’t know,” she said to him. “I thought you were-- well… a horse.” 
 
    “I most certainly am a horse,” Theo said gravely. 
 
    “Well, I suppose so,” she stammered, “but, you know, you’re not exactly like other horses, that’s what I meant.” 
 
    “Of course I am not in the least bit like other horses,” Theo harrumphed. “The very idea!” 
 
    Janina looked at me helplessly. 
 
    “He’s always like this, and you’ll get used to it,” I told her. “Or you won’t.” 
 
    “I’m Katrina,” the slightly more blue-eyed of the twins introduced herself to Theo as she extended her hand to his snout. He snuffled it politely. She giggled and started to stroke his head. 
 
    Janina stared at her sister nervously as if she expected Katrina’s hand to be bitten off for the affront. Then she realized that Theo was actually enjoying it. I didn’t blame her for her confusion. It really was impossible for someone who didn’t already know him well to guess when Theo wanted to be treated like a human, and when he wanted to be treated like a horse. Theo himself was the only one who seemed convinced that his idiosyncratic desires were reasonable and self-evident. 
 
    “Well, we’d better get going, if we want to reach an inn by nightfall,” I reminded all three of them. 
 
    The twins mounted up on the slightly less burdened of the four mares, and I swung up into Theo’s saddle. Then we started off. 
 
    “Goodbye, Nikolai!” Katrina called out to the manservant who stood by the porch with his hat in hand and watched us go. 
 
    “Safe travels, mademoiselles,” he replied with a bow. “Rest assured that all shall be in order for what I hope will be your prompt return.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about us, Nikolai, we always come out all right,” Janina called back to him over her shoulder. “Just look after yourself!” 
 
    He bowed again to acknowledge her words, and then his lanky, pale gray figure, receded out of sight. 
 
    “So how did you pick me for this job, anyway?” I asked the girls. 
 
    “Well, we were in the market for a sellsword, and when we heard that Halston Hale was in town, we knew it was meant to be, and that we couldn’t pass up our opportunity,” Katrina said. 
 
    “We’ve heard so much about you from previous clients,” Janina agreed, and I wondered which of my previous clients, exactly, they had been conferring with. I contracted for all sorts. Some of them entirely respectable individuals. Many others significantly less than. 
 
    “Heard what exactly?” I persisted. If the twins had any wildly false expectations of me, now was the time to correct them. Besides, my trade depended on cultivating a reputation. So I was pleased that I seemed to be making some progress on that front. I was just curious what kind of reputation, exactly, it was. 
 
    “Oh, reports of your devilish handsomeness, conspicuous gallantry, infinite generosity, impeccable table manners, and so on and so forth,” Janina crooned. 
 
    Both girls burst into giggles. 
 
    Well, one fourth of that was true. 
 
    “The truth is, we heard you were a sadistic brute, a raging asshole, and a borderline alcoholic,” Katrina remarked.  
 
    Well, that description wasn’t entirely fair either, although I could at least understand how some perceptions may have arisen. 
 
    “But,” Janina continued, “we also heard that you always got your man.” 
 
    “And that you never broke your word,” Katrina concluded. 
 
    “Which makes you perfect for the job,” Janina said. 
 
    Well. All in all, it seemed a satisfactory enough reputation for a sellsword to have. I was not displeased. 
 
    “We did hear about your giant black horse too, but we didn’t know he could talk,” Katrina added. That made sense. In many circumstances, although it ran entirely contrary to his natural inclinations, Theo held his tongue so that he could pass for an ordinary, unspeaking horse, which often conferred strategic advantages. 
 
    “We also heard that you might be the long lost prince and true heir to the throne of a faraway country across the sea,” Janina said, as she stared at me speculatively. “But I believe the fellow who said that must have taken us for fools.” 
 
    “I suppose he must have,” I scoffed without meeting her greenish-blue gaze. I didn’t dare betray too much interest in who, exactly, this fellow was, and how he had come by that particular rumor. “Anyhow, I already know all about myself. I’d rather the two of you told me a little about yourselves, now.” 
 
    “Why, there isn’t anything interesting to tell about us,” Katrina replied coyly as she batted her long eyelashes. “We’re just a pair of maidens, barely twenty years of age, orphaned and forlorn in this world.” 
 
    “Orphaned you may be,” I said, “but ‘forlorn’ isn’t exactly how most people would describe your situation, you know. Nor even your attitudes for that matter.” I had my doubts about the “maidens” part too, although that seemed impolite to remark on. 
 
    “We may put on a cheerful façade, but we’re really just lost, frightened little girls,” Janina insisted. The twins exchanged a smirking glance. 
 
    “Frightened of what?” I asked. “And if I may ask, how did you come to be alone in the world?” 
 
    “Oh, not alone,” Katrina exclaimed. “We have Nikolai, after all, our father’s valet, who has looked after us for as long as we can remember. And most importantly, of course, we always have each other.” 
 
    Already by this point, we were reaching the edge of Dunville and venturing out into the hazy open expanse of the sunburnt plains. 
 
    “Yes, but your situation is unusual nonetheless for two young women,” I said. They had told me that they were orphaned, or “so to speak.” So what I really wanted to know was how they’d lost their parents. But it seemed indelicate to ask that outright. 
 
    “We’ve been waiting for ten years for our parents to return,” Janina said, as if she had read my mind, “and while we don’t like to give way to despair… well, the long-awaited prospect of a joyful family reunion has begun to seem distinctly less likely at this point.” 
 
    “Return from where?” I asked. The girls sounded a bit wistful, but not distressed, so I felt that I could safely press them for more details. And I wanted to learn as much about my mysterious new employers as I could. Their lives, mine, and Theo’s could all very well depend upon it. 
 
    “Our mother was kidnapped by a traveling sorcerer when we were still little girls,” Katrina said. “She was very beautiful, the belle of Dunville. Hair like sunlight, eyes like cornflowers, and a smile that would melt the frost off a windowpane.” 
 
    “The sorcerer came into town, and he did magic tricks for all the children, including us,” Janina continued. “He’d do light shows. He’d hypnotize insects into performing choreographed dances. He’d make flowers bloom, and wither, and bloom again, or at least appear to. I suppose some of what he did was mere illusion, but we weren’t old enough then to know that even magic cannot restore what is dead to life. Kat and I were as enthralled as all the other children. We would beg our mother to take us to his performances, every night for the week that he announced he would be in town. And so she did.” 
 
    “She always doted on us,” Katrina recalled. “She rarely denied us anything. And we had servants to do the cooking and the housekeeping, so she spent nearly all of her time playing with us and teaching us.” 
 
    “There were other parents in the crowd at the sorcerer’s performances, parents accompanying their children or older folks who simply wanted to witness his small miracles for themselves, but our mother was the one he took notice of,” Janina said darkly. “And he used us as a pretext to engage with her. He invited us to be volunteers, to be made invisible, or made to levitate, that sort of thing. And he gave us little trinkets created by magic. Glass bunnies. Wooden frogs that would croak out their song every evening. The other children were jealous because they thought we were the sorcerer’s favorites, but that wasn’t really the case. He didn’t care about us.” 
 
    “I don’t remember what his face looked like, not really,” Katrina said. “I think he was tall and dark-haired, and I know that a lot of the matrons of the town called him handsome, and that he wore a fine hat and a cape. I remember that Father saw one show and scoffed that he was a dandified fraud with such weak sorcerous abilities that half of his displays were mere sleight of hand or use of props. And after that he preferred to stay by the fire and read a book while Mother kept taking us herself, all week.” 
 
    “I thought Father just didn’t care for magic, and couldn’t understand how wonderful it was, but now I think maybe he just wanted an excuse to have the house to himself for an hour or so, and a bit of peace and quiet,” Janina mused. 
 
    “Or perhaps he suspected that something was strange, and wrong, about the sorcerer?” Katrina suggested. 
 
    “No,” Janina said. “He didn’t suspect a thing. If he had, he never would have let us go. Any of us, but least of all Mother.” 
 
    The twins fell silent then as they reflected on this memory. I didn’t ask them any questions, we just kept plodding along in silence. Theo listening respectfully just as I was, the mares comfortably oblivious to everything except the body language of us humans. I led the way, the twins followed close behind me, and the pack mares followed behind us. The sun radiated down on us intensely, not hot enough yet to be miserable, but threatening to get to that point, like a skillet that had just been put on the stove. 
 
    After a minute or so, Janina finally picked up the story again. 
 
    “On the last night of the show he used Mother as a volunteer,” she said. “Well, she didn’t volunteer exactly. He pointed at her. He extended his hand to her, and she was shy about it, but the crowd urged her, so she went up on stage with him. And then, he made her disappear.” 
 
    “Just like that?” I asked. 
 
    “Just about like that,” Janina said. 
 
    “There was an uproar, of course,” Katrina said. “Half the men in town had had their hearts broken by Mother and were still more than a little in love with her. At first, the sorcerer pretended it was all part of the act and tried to calm everyone down. He laughed and was charming and told jokes and promised she’d be back soon. But another twenty minutes or so wore on, and she wasn’t back yet, and all of the spectacular things he did to distract everybody had started to grow dull. Then Janie and I started crying, and the crowd really demanded Mother back-- men were pulling swords on him-- and then he caused an explosion in one of the buildings nearby, and there was a fire, and people were screaming and running… ” She trailed off and swallowed hard. I turned to look back at her over my shoulder, and her gaze was misty and distant. 
 
    “The sheriff and his lawmen gave chase, but he got away,” Janina said. “With our mother. I know she was still alive. The whole town knew it. He didn’t want to kill her. He wanted to kidnap her. He became obsessed with her the instant he laid eyes on her.” 
 
    “When our father heard the news, he stopped speaking to us,” Katrina said. “Well, he stopped speaking to anyone. He shut the door in the sheriff’s face. Then he just packed his things in silence, and it didn’t matter how we asked what he was doing or where he was going or when he’d be back, it didn’t matter that we begged him to promise he’d come back, he just ignored everything we said as if we didn’t exist. I remember the last thing he packed was Mother’s portrait, from the mantle. He wrapped it up in a handkerchief and put it in his pocket. Then he walked to the door while we followed after him. And then he said one more thing to us, just one.” 
 
    “‘Be good girls,’” Janina said dully. “And kissed us on the top of our heads, and left.” 
 
    “We were, at first,” Katrina said. 
 
    “But the years passed, and we realized he was never going to come back,” Janina said. 
 
    “He must have gone after the sorcerer, but I doubt that he ever found him,” Katrina said. 
 
    “I suppose he is still looking,” Janina sighed. 
 
    “Our grandmother,” Katrina answered. “Our father’s mother. I think she was just as sad as we were that he never came back. Before she died, she told us she was sure that he would come back for us, one day. She told us never to leave Dunville, that we had to stay here to wait for him.” 
 
    “She was a kind woman, but a deluded one,” Janina said. 
 
    “Your father must have really loved your mother,” I said. 
 
    “There was nothing he wouldn’t have done for her,” Katrina agreed. 
 
    “His love for her made a tragic fool out of him,” Janina asserted. “I will never devote myself to anyone in that way, for as long as I live.” 
 
    “But he, and the sorcerer, taught us to recognize the signs of love-madness in men’s eyes,” Katrina remarked. “When you see that look, you know they’re easy prey.” 
 
    “Prey?” I repeated with a chuckle. At least the twins wouldn’t find me susceptible in that regard, no matter how much I appreciated their beauty. Vera was the only woman Theo had ever accused me of acting the fool for. And even between Vera and me, I was usually the first to walk away. It was just that somehow, even in this wide open country that didn’t ever seem to reach the sea and end, every goodbye I said or left unsaid to her seemed to turn out less final than I had expected.  
 
    “You shouldn’t say such things, Kat, Mr. Hale will think ill of us,” Janina said with amusement. 
 
    “A person must be either a predator, or prey yourself,” I replied. “And I have always identified rather more with the one than the other.” 
 
    “We don’t kill anybody,” Katrina assured me hastily. “Not like you do.” 
 
    “You just take advantage of men’s tenderer feelings to get what you want from them?” I asked wryly. 
 
    “We take advantage of their baser instincts,” Katrina corrected me. 
 
    “Like you,” Janina said slyly. “All we had to do was appeal to your basest desire.” 
 
    “Which is?” I asked with amusement. 
 
    “Gold,” Janina replied. 
 
    “Civilization requires currency,” I pointed out. “The alternative is taking whatever we wanted from each other at swordpoint.” 
 
    “Or charity, or bartering,” Katrina said. 
 
    “Charity?” I snorted. “And how long do you think most people would survive, if they relied upon charity? Admittedly, the two of you might be well enough provided for, but it wouldn’t be so for most. And not many would be likely to open shops, or invest in mills or even farms bigger than what was needed to feed their own families, if they knew they could never be rewarded for their efforts.” 
 
    “I suppose not,” Katrina admitted. 
 
    “And as for bartering, currency follows the same principle, really,” I said. “The principle of trading what one man wants for something else that another wants equally. But instead of having to look about until you find the one man who not only has exactly the object you want, but wants exactly the object you have, you can simply trade an equivalent value with anyone at all.” 
 
    “I never said gold wasn’t useful,” Katrina snorted. 
 
    “Well, Janina said it was a base desire,” I reminded her. “And it’s not. It’s an honorable desire. The desire to trade, instead of taking by force.” 
 
    “But what if you take gold by force?” Janina asked. 
 
    “Some men do, they’re called bandits,” I said. “But I’m not one of them. I never have been and I never will be.” 
 
    “So you’ll kill for gold, but you won’t steal it?” Janina said skeptically. 
 
    “Right you are,” I replied. 
 
    “How is that morally better?” Katrina demanded. 
 
    “I’ve never claimed to be a moral man,” I said. Well, I hadn’t made that claim since I turned eighteen, anyway. “But I’m not an immoral one, either. I have simply made myself the instrument of others’ desires-- of allaying their fears, or enacting their hatreds, of furthering their ambitions-- whether those desires are moral or otherwise. All I do is provide a service that society demands, just like any other tradesman.” 
 
    “So you don’t think there are any wicked trades at all?” Janina asked me curiously. 
 
    “Trades, no,” I said. “There are wicked actions, to be sure.” 
 
    “Like kidnapping a woman?” Katrina suggested. “Or abandoning your children?” 
 
    “Some might say,” I agreed. “But others might say differently, in the latter case at least. Your father might have thought that not to pursue his wife, would have been to abandon her to the sorcerer’s mercies, and that that was a greater wrong than leaving his children in the care of their grandmother.” 
 
    “If I had known about bounty hunters when I was ten years old, and if I had any money of my own, I would have put a price on that sorcerer’s head,” Janina said. 
 
    “I might have hunted him then, but I wouldn’t now,” I said. 
 
    “Why not?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “Because I have no idea where he is, or if he is even still alive,” I said. “I don’t even have an accurate description of him. No matter how many details the two of you gave me, they would be colored by the doubtful memories of a couple of frightened little girls. That’s not a job with an end in sight. That’s not a job worth taking.” 
 
    “Our memories have always been exquisitely accurate,” Janina retorted. “We never forget a thing. And our memories of everything always coincide exactly.” 
 
    “How remarkable,” I said politely. I supposed that meant they must conspire with each other on all their falsehoods, too. 
 
    The sun had become truly uncomfortable by then. My shirt was sticking to my back. Theo’s flanks were slick, not from exertion, but just from the heat. At the next grove of trees we spotted, I called for a rest in the shade, such as it was, and I poured water into a tin canteen and used my ability to enlarge the canteen into the size of a horse trough for Theo to drink from. The mares watched enviously and shuffled a bit nearer, but they seemed too intimidated by Theo to approach. 
 
    “Go on then, you dumb beasts, I won’t bite,” Theo grumbled at them after he had drunk his fill. They couldn’t, of course, comprehend human speech, but they seemed to understand well enough what he meant to communicate, and shuffled forward to start slurping, while I crouched down and kept my hand against the side of the trough to maintain its magically enlarged size. After the mares were done too, I lifted my hand away and the trough gradually shrank back down into a tin canteen. 
 
    “How very useful for you,” Katrina observed. 
 
    I nodded and pulled out a vial of amethyst-colored potencium to drink. After I had drained it and felt the familiar sense of vitality seep into my veins, I drew out another vial and offered it wordlessly to Katrina. 
 
    She stiffened and raised her eyebrows. She had never confessed to being a magic user herself, not to me anyway. And I wasn’t sure of it. It was just the timing of those little hand gestures interchanged between the girls at dinner the night before that gave me the suspicion.  
 
    After a moment of hesitation, she reached out her slim hand and delicately accepted the vial from me. Her bow-shaped lips curved into a smile as her bluish-green eyes gazed directly into mine. Then she tipped back her shining silvery-blonde head and drank deep of the potencium. 
 
    And then, she proceeded to hand the remaining half of the vial off to Janina, while she arched her eyebrows at me. Janina accepted and drank the rest of it. 
 
    Well, then. Two confessions for the price of one. 
 
    Non-magic users didn’t drink potencium, not only because it had no health benefits for them, but because they tended to find the taste disgusting, and it actually made them ill in most cases, and could even poison them in sufficient quantities. 
 
    Neither of the girls said a word about it besides thanking me, so I didn’t question them about their particular abilities yet. But this meant that we were a party of three magic users and a talking horse. Not exactly conventional, even by my standards. 
 
    The girls continued to chatter almost the entire time as we rode that day, so much so that I could see even Theo’s ears twitching in annoyance. I didn’t mind their chatter myself, though. I would have minded if I had to live with them always, but for a short while, it seemed harmless enough. They gossiped about Dunville and all of its inhabitants, almost none of whom I’d ever even met. They told me stories of their childhood, which made me think that their grandmother had shown remarkable patience and fortitude in persisting in raising them.  
 
    All the while I kept on the alert for any potential threats, for any hostile persons or creatures poised to make me work to earn my money. But no matter how loudly the girls chattered or how heavily their luggage clunked along on the backs of their poor long-suffering mares, no other humans appeared throughout the entire day. The West was a vast place, and we seemed to have this particular patch of it to ourselves for the time being. And there were animals, but only smaller, shyer ones of the sort that posed no threat. Although I did notice quite a few vultures circling overhead. It wasn’t their nature to attack us, but I supposed they cynically assumed that a group of humans so far from the nearest settlement must have lost their way and eagerly anticipated our perishing of starvation or dehydration. 
 
    However, I supposed to the vultures’ great disappointment, the Elliott twins and Theo and I reached the first town on our itinerary a little before nightfall. It was an even smaller town than Dunville, a potencium-mining post from the looks of it, but at least it had an inn. 
 
    “So, you have not failed us as a guide yet,” Janina observed as we approached the scattering of crude wooden buildings. 
 
    I guessed that meant she hadn’t known the way herself and whether we were traveling in the right direction all along. 
 
    “Is this the farthest you’ve ever been from home?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, no, we’ve been to many larger towns east of Dunville,” Katrina replied. 
 
    “But it is the farthest west we’ve been,” Janina said. 
 
    “Me too,” I said, upon reflection, but what I didn’t tell them was that I tended to not go East since there were people looking for me. Some to kill me and some to take me back to my royal duties.  
 
    I would have preferred the former to the latter, but neither to just moving westward. 
 
    So, that is exactly what I did.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    We found our way to the inn, and the twins started unfastening all their luggage from their horses and depositing it on the ground in front of the inn. Then they looked over at me expectantly and waited for me to volunteer to do the gentlemanly thing. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “You’re paying me for protection,” I reminded them. “And protection of yourselves only. If you want me to transport or protect your property as well, you’ll have to hire me for that job separately.” 
 
    They stared for a moment in bewilderment and indignation. Evidently they were very accustomed to men being eager to cater to their every whim. 
 
    “But don’t you wish to cultivate our goodwill?” Janina suggested a little crossly. 
 
    “I’d think it rather more important for you to cultivate my goodwill, considering that your safety depends upon me, but not vice versa,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Well, you can hardly expect us to carry your bags upstairs,” Katrina huffed. 
 
    “My bags don’t need to be carried upstairs at all,” I said. “I’ll unload them from Theo and leave them in the corner of his stall. If anyone tries to steal them, Theo will dash their brains out.” 
 
    “Well, Theo can guard our bags too!” Katrina suggested. 
 
    “No, thank you,” Theo said as he glanced at the luggage-laden mares. “There wouldn’t be any room left for me inside the stall.” 
 
    “Perhaps in the future you’ll consider only bringing a reasonable quantity of belongings, that you are capable of carrying for yourselves,” I remarked. 
 
    “Just because you are not a gentleman, does not mean that gentlemen do not still exist in the West,” Janina said coldly before she turned on her heel and swept off. 
 
    “Janina, where are you going?” Kat asked, but her twin did not respond. 
 
    I unloaded the bags from Theo and started brushing him down. 
 
    “You’ll stay out here with me, won’t you?” Katrina asked nervously. “Until Janina comes back?” 
 
    “I suppose I will,” I said. “It isn’t safe for you to stay out here by yourself. And I can’t be in two places to protect both of you at once, and Janina is the one who chose to go off on her own, so I suppose my duty falls with you.” 
 
    “I am sure that she only went to fetch help with our luggage,” Katrina said reproachfully. “If you had consented to carry it, she wouldn’t have needed to.” 
 
    “If you had made it worth my while, I would have carried it,” I said. 
 
    “What would you consider worth your while?” she asked. 
 
    “Hmm, two gold pieces per piece of luggage,” I said. 
 
    “But that would be-- why, nearly forty gold pieces!” Katrina exclaimed. “I’ve never heard of anything so absurd!” 
 
    “You might say that now,” I said. “But if we encounter a situation when I am the only one around to move your luggage, and you or the horses cannot do it for yourselves, and the luggage will be lost otherwise, well, I imagine you might reconsider.” 
 
    “So you intend to rob us if we get into a desperate situation?” Katrina demanded indignantly. 
 
    “No, I intend to adjust my prices in accordance with supply and demand,” I said. “As is only rational, given that being your valet was not included in the wording of our contract.” 
 
    Janina returned at that point, with a gangly teenager trailing behind her. 
 
    “There,” the beautiful blonde said smugly as she pointed at the enormous heap of luggage piled up in front of the stable. 
 
    “Er, all of that is yours, ma’am?” The teenager looked visibly dismayed. He started chewing nervously on his thumbnail. 
 
    “Oh, heavens, no,” Janina reassured him. 
 
    The teenager looked momentarily relieved. 
 
    “Half of it is mine,” Katrina explained as she stepped out of Theo’s stall, into his view. His eyes widened. 
 
    “She’s my sister,” Janina explained, “and we will be sharing a room. So you can bring all the luggage up to the same room.” 
 
    I’d finished brushing Theo’s coat by then, so I patted him on the flank and stepped into view too. 
 
    “Howdy,” I said with some amusement to the teenager who was starting to look like a cornered animal as he stared down the mountainous contents of the Elliott twins’ travel wardrobes. 
 
    “Good evening, Sir, are you… are you in the company of these ladies?” the kid squeaked hopefully, as he glanced back and forth between me and their luggage. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” I conceded. 
 
    “Are you… er… of some relation?” he prompted warily, after a moment’s hesitation, as none of the three of us volunteered any further information. 
 
    “Nope, I sure ain’t,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I s-see,” the boy’s eyes widened hugely as he appeared to draw some certain conclusions. Now, he glanced back and forth between me and the twins, the daunting pile of luggage momentarily forgotten in favor of the other images that had clearly filled his head. 
 
    “He is in our employ as a guard,” Katrina snapped. I was sure she could read the teenager’s wandering mind as easily as I could. 
 
    “He’s in your employ?” the teenager asked hopefully. His mind had clearly snapped back to the matter of the luggage. 
 
    “As our guard,” Katrina repeated with a sigh. 
 
    “So, can you help us, please?” Janina asked the boy with a sweet, dimpled smile. 
 
    “Yes Ma’am, of course I can,” he coughed and blushed red. “I’ll just… uh… this might, er, take me a few trips. Perhaps you ladies would like to go up and wait in the room?” 
 
    “No, we’d better stay and watch the rest of the luggage,” Janina huffed. 
 
    “But won’t--” the boy looked at me in confusion, then evidently decided not to ask. He heaved a deep sigh, grudgingly sidled up to the mountain of luggage, and grabbed two suitcases off the top. Then he hobbled off toward the inn under their weight. 
 
    “Just what point are you trying to prove, anyway?” Janina turned to me and demanded. 
 
    “Several points, actually,” I said. “I’m glad you asked.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have asked,” Katrina muttered to her twin. 
 
    “Firstly, that it is quite impractical to bring along ten pieces of luggage each, especially for a mere ten-day trip, when you have neither the capability nor the inclination to carry them yourselves, and your horses barely do,” I stated. “And secondly, that the two of you cannot wrap me around your fingers as you do with the rest of the fellows. You’ll get exactly what was outlined in our agreement from me. Nothing less and nothing more. And no amount of begging, complaining, or eyelash fluttering will change that.” 
 
    “Well, I think it is very rude of you to let that poor boy struggle all on his own,” Katrina said as the teenager from the inn came trudging back in our direction. 
 
    “Are you doing any different?” I asked. 
 
    “I am a lady,” she said. 
 
    “That hardly seems relevant,” I said. “The fact that you’re the owner of the luggage seems a lot more relevant to me.” 
 
    “Thank you kindly for your help,” Janina said to the teenager as he slung another piece of luggage over his back, and clung to a hat case in each hand. He made a valiant effort to smile at her as he turned and made his next trip. 
 
    “We’ll be here all night,” Katrina grumbled as soon as the teenager was out of earshot. “Wasn’t there anyone… larger on the inn staff?” 
 
    “The innkeeper himself is a sizeable fellow,” Janina replied. “He was the one I went to first. But when I asked for help, he sent the kid outside with me.” 
 
    “Men are lazy bastards,” Katrina grumbled as she cast me a sideways glare. 
 
    “Then what exactly are women?” I asked with amusement. 
 
    “The fairer sex, and deserving of considerate treatment,” Katrina said haughtily. 
 
    “Deserving?” I asked. “In what sense?” 
 
    “We don’t have as much strength as you do,” she said. “Most women don’t.” 
 
    “Well, disadvantaged doesn’t equal deserving,” I said. 
 
    “It means you ought to help us when you can,” Katrina insisted. 
 
    “It means nothing of the sort,” I said. “The only way I’d owe you my help, is if I had had anything to do with your disadvantage in the first place, which I certainly didn’t. Men aren’t supposed to be the servants of women. The strong aren’t supposed to be the servants of the weak. Where’s the sense in that?” 
 
    “It’s the code of chivalry,” Katrina said. 
 
    “One nonsensical code among countless other nonsensical codes that extinct societies have dreamed up,” I said. “Did you know there have been some ancient Savajun tribes that believed children should be sacrificed to the gods to ensure good harvests? Or that there have been some Tanamoor nations in which it was considered a man’s right to possess at least five wives of childbearing age? Not everything that a society may preach is ‘how things ought to be.’” 
 
    “She isn’t talking about barbarian societies, she’s talking about our society,” Janina interrupted. “Proper society.” 
 
    “Everyone’s a barbarian to someone,” I snorted. 
 
    “But some more so than others,” Janina said as she turned up her nose at me. 
 
    The boy from the inn reappeared then, and the twins’ demeanor changed. They were all smiles and gratitude toward him, because they wanted something from him, and because he was currently demonstrating himself to be obedient to their wishes. As soon as he departed with more of their luggage, they returned to their attitudes of haughty indignation. 
 
    This slow process continued and the pile of luggage slowly depleted, while Theo and I looked on in amusement, and both girls started shivering slightly in the cold night air. 
 
    “You know, I’d be very glad to lend a hand to that poor lad,” I reminded them. “All I ask is to be fairly compensated for my services.” 
 
    “He thinks two gold pieces per suitcase is fair,” Katrina said bitterly to Janina before her twin could respond to my suggestion. 
 
    “Two gold pieces?” Janina scoffed as she wrapped her traveling coat tighter. “Two gold pieces for the entire stack would be more than generous, so I don’t know what you mean by fair. Are you saying that it would really cost you two gold pieces’ worth of effort for every case that you carried?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m saying that it gives me two gold pieces’ worth of satisfaction for every suitcase that you have to wait for, based on the additional amount of time you have to ponder the consequences of your unreasonable obsession with fashion.” 
 
    Neither twin responded to that. Then, the next time the boy from the inn came back outside, he had an announcement to make. 
 
    “Er, they’re about to stop serving supper downstairs in a few minutes, the cook told me to tell you,” he said apologetically. 
 
    The shivering twins exchanged looks of consternation. We had, of course, packed ample dried provisions for the journey in our saddlebags. And I was used to eating stale bread and jerky. But I was pretty sure that wasn’t the Elliott girls’ preferred fare. Not when we were standing twenty feet away from an inn where they probably served hot stews and roasts.  
 
    They looked at the pile of luggage, which still contained seven pieces. That was at least another three trips for the boy, if not four. 
 
    Then they looked at me. I kept my expression completely nonchalant, as if I didn’t give a damn either way. 
 
    Janina reached out and touched Katrina’s elbow. Katrina glanced over at her twin and nodded briefly. 
 
    “We’re not going to pay you in gold for a task that any decent man would have undertaken voluntarily anyway,” Janina snarled at me. “But, we’ll make you an offer. If you bring all the rest of the luggage in quick enough that we can still be served by the kitchen, we’ll buy you whatever you like for supper.” 
 
    “And as much as I care to drink,” I added with a wag of my finger. 
 
    “… Agreed,” Janina huffed. 
 
    “Very well, it’s a deal,” I said cheerfully. “I’ll get the rest, kid, you run along and tell the cook I’ll have a slab of steak and a mountain of roasted potatoes to go with it.” 
 
    Katrina passed the teenager a gold coin, which he accepted gratefully before heading back to the inn. 
 
    The twins lingered for another moment to see how I would handle their luggage. 
 
    I picked up the largest of their suitcases, which probably weighed about sixty pounds and which the kid had clearly been leaving for last. Then I shrank it down to the size of a handbag. Although the clothes inside couldn’t be seen, I knew that they had all shrunk proportionately, into corsets and petticoats tailored for tiny dolls that could fit in the palm of your hand. I picked up another suitcase and shrank it down to the same size, with both handles gripped in one hand. Soon I had three pieces in one hand and four in the other, and I wasn’t carrying any more than thirty pounds or so altogether. 
 
    The twins stared at my luggage transportation strategy with tight lips and wide unblinking eyes but refrained from making any remark, probably because they didn’t want to give me the satisfaction. Then they whirled on their heels in unison and marched toward the inn. I followed behind them, so they couldn’t actually see the smirk on my face, but I was pretty sure they could sense it anyway. 
 
    Dinner was delicious. And the girls spent the first fifteen minutes or so of it addressing each other by name and studiously ignoring my presence across the table from them, but then as soon as they got some warm food and wine into their stomachs, their spirits lifted considerably, and they forgot to sulk about the luggage incident. 
 
    “Have you ever played poker?” Janina asked me curiously. 
 
    “Never,” I answered.  
 
    I’d played other card games with my siblings in our childhood, and sometimes we had wagered possessions of considerable value on them, like bows or falcons or jewel-studded watches. But that was back when none of our possessions really belonged to us anyway, when all of them had been gifts, and all of them could be revoked on a whim if we did anything to displease. Back before I had ever earned a single coin of my own, before I learnt how to value things by the blood, sweat, and toil that had gone into obtaining them. 
 
    “Why not?” Katrina asked. “You ought to. You have the perfect face for it. You’re always just slightly smirking at everything. It’s absolutely infuriating, really.” 
 
    “Because I don’t gamble,” I replied. 
 
    “I never would’ve taken you for a religious type,” Janina purred. 
 
    “I’m not,” I said. 
 
    “Then why don’t you gamble?” Katrina asked. “You love money.” 
 
    “Gambling has a lot more to do with losing money than winning it,” I replied. 
 
    “Not if you do it right,” Janina said slyly. 
 
    “Self-delusion brings gamblers to the table, and dumb luck has just as much influence as skill does in determining which rare exception walks away richer, and which inevitable majority walks away poorer,” I stated. “I don’t see how you can do something like that ‘right.’” 
 
    The twins exchanged shifty glances, and I started to get a bad feeling in my gut about their card playing tactics. But they didn’t choose to enlighten me at that moment. 
 
    “You know, you are a gambling man, Mr. Hale, whether you know it or not,” Janina said instead after a moment. 
 
    “How so?” I asked with amusement as I tore a chunk off a leg of turkey with my teeth. 
 
    “Well, every contract you take involves risk, doesn’t it?” she pointed out. “When you have to fight people to the death a lot of the time-- and strangers, people you’ve never met before-- well, I understand that a lot of it is based on your skill with a sword, but you can’t deny that chance plays a part in the outcome too. Factors that are beyond your control. Circumstances that you couldn’t have predicted.” 
 
    “To be sure,” I agreed. “But on the whole, I take calculated risks with my contracts. And I have some idea beforehand of the respective ‘hands’ that my opponents and I have each been dealt, and if I don’t like my odds, then I don’t accept the job. And the rules of the game aren’t as arbitrary in the real world, and it’s harder for anyone to sustain a bluff.” 
 
    “Why, I think you’re the gamblingest man I ever met,” Janina proclaimed with a laugh as she sipped from her wine glass. 
 
    “If that’s so, I only play games primarily of skill, not ones primarily of luck,” I said. 
 
    “That would make you a very dull man, and besides, it is a lie,” Katrina interjected. “You accepted our contract, and you hardly knew anything about us. Why, you still don’t!” 
 
    “I think I understand you rather better than you realize,” I remarked. 
 
    “Perhaps, and perhaps not,” Janina smirked. 
 
    “Certainly not,” Katrina asserted. “But I must admit, you’re a tricky one to understand yourself. Sometimes I think you have a terribly simple nature, and other times I think you’re made up entirely of shadowy contradictions.” 
 
    “Both descriptions are accurate,” I snickered. 
 
    At that point, there was a loud scraping and then two thumps as two large men with ruddy complexions seated themselves at our table uninvited. I glanced over at them, and then at the twins in an unspoken question. Katrina was staring at the newcomers, her hand pressed over her heart with an expression of wide-eyed bewilderment, but Janina met my gaze and shook her head very slightly, with a faint smile on her lips. So I sat back and continued shoveling hot food down my gullet. 
 
    “Howdy, I’m Jim,” one of the men said as he stuck his hand out at Katrina, who was sitting closest to him. He was wearing a blue vest with grease stains on it. 
 
    “And I’m Jasper,” his companion announced as he extended his hand to Janina. They were rather similar looking, both bearing a striking facial resemblance to an overripe potato, but Jasper had buck teeth, whereas Jim did not. And Jasper’s vest was striped. 
 
    “I don’t recall inviting you to sit with us,” Katrina said coolly without touching the hand that was offered. Janina likewise ignored Jasper’s hand. 
 
    “Well, not too late to remember your manners, Miss,” Jim said with a chuckle, only to receive withering glares from both twins. 
 
    “Begging your pardon,” Jasper said in a conciliatory manner. “It’s only that we couldn’t help noticing your winsome smiles from across the room, you see, and that was about all the invitation we needed. Couldn’t hardly help ourselves from coming over to make introductions after that, you know.” 
 
    “Of course,” Katrina said. I didn’t think the two of them recognized the sarcasm in her voice. They seemed to think she was acknowledging that their explanation made sense. 
 
    “You know, we’re, ah, we’re in town to prospect some land hereabouts,” Jim announced nervously. “We own a potencium mine over in Greenvale.” 
 
    “Haven’t done too shabbily with it, if I do say so myself,” Jasper added as he leered at Janina, who grimaced in response. 
 
    “So we’ve been pondering acquirin’ another,” Jim concluded. He eyed the twins for any signs of being impressed by this boast of wealth. 
 
    They seemed like the kind of guys who might lie about being rich in order to bed women that they knew very well they’d never have a chance with otherwise, but as I studied them, I decided that I actually didn’t think they were lying. Although both of their personal grooming standards left a lot to be desired, they weren’t dressed poorly. They were dressed in expensive clothes that had been chosen in painfully poor taste, and no amount of tailoring in the world could have done their figures any favors. But the silk of their neckties gleamed, the leather of their shoes shone, and the silver of their fob watch chains glinted. 
 
    As I studied them, Jim and Jasper pointedly ignored my existence. They had seen the girls and how finely they were dressed, and how shabby I looked in comparison, and evidently concluded that I was not a threat to them. My sword, if they’d paid enough attention to notice it at all, wouldn’t have meant much to them, as they weren’t the type of men to live by the sword, they were the type of men who tended to operate under the assumption that any hint of violence would be quickly suppressed by the nearest lawmen. 
 
    “How nice for you,” Katrina said. 
 
    “Life has been good to us,” Jim agreed. “But you know what one thing it has failed to furnish us so far?” 
 
    He leaned in uncomfortably close to Katrina, who winced, probably at the smell of his breath, but did not recoil. 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly imagine,” she replied. 
 
    “Wives,” he confided in her with a grin, as he placed his meaty hand over hers where it rested on the table. “Young ladies of suitable beauty, breeding, and temperament, to complete our households and our happiness with their feminine graces. To provide us with domestic bliss and, of course, the precious children that I so long to bring into this world.” 
 
    I glanced over at Janina again when Jim pinned her sister’s hand like that, but once again, Janina subtly shook her head at me. So I just washed down a mouthful of sausage with a swig of beer. 
 
    A moment later Katrina withdrew her hand of her own accord. 
 
    “You are very forward, Sir,” she reproached Jim. 
 
    “Well, you don’t make a fortune in the West by being timid, my dear,” he chuckled unapologetically. “No. This is the land of opportunity, and in order to prosper from it, when you see a valuable opportunity, you must seize it!” 
 
    “I hope you’ll excuse my brother’s crude manner of expressing himself,” Jasper said to Janina. “It’s just the way he is. It’s his indomitable spirit shining through. Once you get to know him, you’ll understand that he is really the most sensitive of souls.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it in the least,” Janina said dryly. 
 
    “So, what brings the two of you to town?” Jasper asked. “You are far finer ladies than anyone here has ever laid eyes on before, I’m sure. Like two tropical flowers dropped in a mud puddle.” 
 
    “We are only passing through,” Katrina replied. 
 
    “On your way to where, exactly?” Jim prompted. “All the decent towns are far east of here! Ladies like you don’t belong on the frontier at all, in truth. If I had a wife like you, I would set her up in a manor on the east coast.” 
 
    “We’re heading to Sunderly for a poker tournament,” Janina told him. 
 
    “Gambling is hardly a suitable pastime for ladies,” Jim said with some evident distress. “But I suppose it is quite understandable, given the tedium and hardship of frontier life, and the lack of superior sources of stimulation, such as ballroom dancing and piano playing. Do you own a piano? Perhaps we could purchase one for you.” 
 
    “We do own a piano,” Janina said, “but I’m afraid that playing isn’t among my talents.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be ashamed of it in the least,” Jim assured her jovially. “We can hire you a teacher. With a few months of steady practice, I am sure you can become the musical equal to any of the young ladies back in the Old World.” 
 
    “We are returning to Greenvale tomorrow night,” Jasper informed the twins. “The two of you ought to accompany us as our guests.” 
 
    “I know you will appreciate our home,” Jim said. “We would love to show you the humble empire that we have built for ourselves, out of the wilderness.” 
 
    “The place is not worthy of you, yet, but the two of you will surely have many wonderful ideas to beautify it,” Jasper added. 
 
    “It’s a very kind invitation, but I’m afraid we cannot miss our tournament,” Katrina said. “And Sunderly lies in an entirely different direction than Greenvale.” 
 
    “Perhaps you don’t comprehend my meaning,” Jim said with a trace of annoyance. “We can offer you infinitely more than some disreputable poker tournament out in the middle of the desert. The winnings to be had there would pale in comparison with our one year’s income. We can offer you the kind of lives you deserve.” 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll stop by some other time,” Janina said breezily. 
 
    “Men like us can have any women we want,” Jim informed her. “And we want sensible-minded, respectable women who do not play coy games.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you all the best in finding such women, then,” Janina replied as she stood up from her chair. “I find myself growing tired. I think I shall retire for the night.” 
 
    “As will I,” Katrina agreed as she stood too. The two blonde beauties towered statuesquely over us for a moment. Then I rose out of my seat to follow them, and the two mine owners did too. 
 
    “I hope I have caused no offense, but I have much more to say to you, so kindly sit back down,” Jim said. 
 
    “My brother didn’t phrase it rightly, but we dearly wish to continue this promising acquaintance, and hope that you will not be so cruel as to cut it off so abruptly,” Jasper added. 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid it’s quite late, and respectable ladies should be abed at this hour, so you must pardon us,” Katrina replied sweetly. Then she turned toward the stairs. Janina linked arms with her. 
 
    “Surely you can make an exception for gentlemen like us--” Jim began furiously as he reached out his hand. I didn’t know which girl or which body part he intended to grab for, but I didn’t wait to find out. I inserted myself between the mine owners and the twins and seized Jim’s wrist to trap his grasping hand in midair. 
 
    “Surely, gentlemen wouldn’t attempt to pursue ladies to their room after they had excused themselves from company,” I hissed. 
 
    “How dare you touch me!” he spat as he tried to wrench his hand from my grasp. All he succeeded in doing was a rather undignified dance, in which almost every part of his rotund body moved vigorously except for that particular wrist. 
 
    “Perhaps it was a mistake on my part,” I acknowledged. 
 
    Jim’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Yes, a gross mistake--” 
 
    “Perhaps I misjudged your intentions,” I continued. “Perhaps you were not attempting to follow these young ladies back to their room at all. Perhaps both you and your brother were simply rising from the table in order to seek the outhouse.” 
 
    I placed my free hand on the hilt of my sword. If Jim and Jasper hadn’t noticed it hanging from my belt before, they sure as hell did now. I saw Jasper swallow visibly, and Jim’s complexion turned a blotchy purple. 
 
    “Is that the case?” I inquired. 
 
    “I don’t know who you think you are,” Jim sputtered. He looked around the room, probably hoping to find supporters. The commotion had indeed attracted the attention of some other patrons, although there weren’t many left in the dining room at that hour, but they were simply eyeing us over the rims of their drinks, and looked rather more inclined to spectate any potential fight that broke out than to intervene to stop it. 
 
    Jasper was looking rather nervous. His buck teeth were showing even more than usual due to his grimace, and he seemed to be begging Jim with his widened eyes not to proceed. 
 
    “The girls, I’m not sure they’d really be the most suitable matches for us in any case,” he remarked. 
 
    Jim merely huffed out a furious breath in response. I knew that at this point he coveted the Elliott twins at least partially because of their resistance to his advances. 
 
    “I’m not going to ask again,” I stated as I tightened my grip on his wrist until I felt a few of the bones pop. “You simply got up to head to the outhouse. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Jasper squeaked as he hovered beside us. 
 
    I didn’t break eye contact with Jim, who was practically shaking with suppressed rage and helplessness. Even I didn’t get my way all the time. It was pretty absurd that this boorish potato of a man still hadn’t learned to accept that he wouldn’t always get his way. After half a minute he finally, grudgingly, nodded his head in surrender. 
 
    I released his wrist. The mine owners trudged away. I turned and climbed the stairs that the twins had already disappeared at the top of. 
 
    The twins were waiting for me outside their room. Mine was the one next door to theirs. 
 
    “You took care of them?” Katrina asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Are they dead?” Janina asked casually. 
 
    “What!” I exclaimed. “I’m not going to go killing a couple of moneybags in the middle of a crowded dining room in cold blood and thereby necessitate our immediate flight from the legal consequences. Not right after we already carried all your damn luggage up the stairs, anyway.” 
 
    “Ah, well, more’s the pity,” Janina sighed. 
 
    “If you wanted this to be a bloody rampage through the West, rather than a peaceful expedition, then you should’ve packed lighter,” I informed her. 
 
    “I don’t see why you object so strongly to women making an effort to look their best,” Katrina sniffed. 
 
    I refrained from commenting that in my opinion, attractive women tended to look better with fewer clothes, not more of them. 
 
    “But anyway, good night, Valiant Protector,” Janina said wryly. “We’ll meet you for breakfast at dawn.” 
 
    “At dawn?” Katrina repeated. “Do we really have to rise that early?” 
 
    She glanced down at the fob watch in her hand. The glint of silver caught my eye. Then I realized that the watch was familiar, but not because I’d ever seen it in Katrina’s possession before. It was a man’s watch, after all. One man in particular’s watch, who was currently suffering from a rotten temper and a sore wrist. 
 
    Then Katrina seemed to realize that I had noticed, and so did Janina. She quickly closed her hand around the watch, too late, and both twins stared at me with wary blue-green or green-blue eyes. 
 
    “Remember what I said about withholding pertinent information from me,” was all I said. Then I walked into my room and shut the door behind me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    In the morning, when I met the girls downstairs for breakfast, they looked as fresh-faced and immaculately dressed as ever despite the fact that none of us had had more than a few hours of sleep, but they were both hiding yawns behind their hands. 
 
    One of the twins was wearing a periwinkle gown, and the other was wearing lavender. Both of the gowns had the same low-cut bodice and suffocatingly cinched corset that they seemed to favor but lacked ruffles or lace, which I guessed was their idea of practical traveling clothing. Their traveling jackets this morning, however, were both cream-colored. I didn’t bother to tell them that the fabric would get visibly dirty by noon. They’d realize that soon enough for themselves. 
 
    I stole glances at them whenever I thought I could get away with it while we spooned porridge into our months, in an attempt to discern any facial differences that I could. I still couldn’t identify any difference except for the eye color, and that was subtle enough that I kept second-guessing myself. I thought, however, that the one in the periwinkle gown had very slightly greener eyes, and the one in the lavender gown had very slightly bluer eyes. My guess was confirmed to be correct when the blonde in the periwinkle gown asked the blonde in the lavender gown as “Kat, can you pass me the cream?” 
 
    Thankfully, the boorish mine owner brothers from the night before were nowhere in sight. There wasn’t any other inn in town, so unless they had slunk out of town with their tails tucked altogether after our confrontation, they were probably in the building somewhere. But I guess it wouldn’t surprise me if they were in the habit of sleeping in till noon. 
 
    There were a handful of other patrons eating breakfast at the same time, though, including a couple of grizzled old ranchers, and what appeared to be a well-to-do family. The ranchers were definitely eyeing the twins sidelong with a wistful look in their eyes, but I couldn’t hardly blame them none for that, and just so long as they weren’t making any move in their direction, which they weren’t, it was nothing to trouble me. Besides that the only other people in the room were only the portly innkeeper and his gangly teenage servant. 
 
    When Katrina spied the teenager, her eyes lit up, and she beckoned him over with a finger. 
 
    “Yes, Miss?” he asked her warily, no doubt remembering his struggle of the night before. 
 
    “Well, my sister and I are about to be heading out, and we were just so awfully appreciative of your help with the luggage last night, and hoping you might be persuaded to lend us your strength again for the same purpose,” she cooed. 
 
    After the teenager had trudged away dejectedly in the direction of the stairs to the upper floor, Janina turned to her twin and giggled. 
 
    “Poor kid, did you see his face?” she said. “Maybe we ought to take pity on him. Mr. Hale could do it in one trip, after all.” 
 
    “Yes, and for more money than it costs to buy a horse!” Katrina retorted crossly. 
 
    “Not a horse like Theo,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Oh? How much would you ask for Theo?” Janina asked curiously. 
 
    “Simple,” I said. “A better owner.” 
 
    “That might be the first selfless thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Katrina mused. 
 
    “It’s all hollow posturing really,” I replied. “Since Theo would never consent to go with someone else, even with my blessing, there’s no danger of my having to uphold that pledge.” 
 
    “I still think it’s sweet,” Katrina said. 
 
    “I bet you’d never recognize someone else as a better potential owner, anyway,” Janina snorted. 
 
    “I’ve met plenty of better horse owners than me,” I replied. “Men who own green pastures. Fruit orchards. Herds of other horses. Whose horses don’t have anything to do but graze to their hearts’ content and roam free beneath the sun. But have I met any better Theo owner than me? No.” 
 
    The innkeeper’s assistant came downstairs with the first two suitcases of many then and lugged them outside toward the stables with a woeful expression on his face. When he looked in the direction of our table, the twins gave him their sweetest smiles, and I gave him my most unapologetic of blank stares. I’d accounted in our travel plans for the half hour or so that it would take him to complete the task, so it was no matter of concern to me. 
 
    “You always write the rules to suit yourself, don’t you just,” Janina remarked as she squinted her beautiful greenish-blue eyes at me. Both girls’ eyes looked like the sea. Those stormy colors were the only wild touch in their otherwise doll-like faces. 
 
    “That’s the whole point of the frontier, isn’t it?” I asked. “It’s a blank slate for pioneers to write new truths on.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Katrina said. “I know folks write new falsehoods every day-- every hour-- every minute! But it seems to me that most truths that really matter, have existed since ancient times. All of the essential truths about humanity and the universe.” 
 
    “A small truth can get you killed just as much as a big truth,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “I mean, ‘Hey, your saddle’s not fastened properly’ is a bit more relevant on a day-to-day basis than ‘Tools have made mankind the master of other animals,’ ain’t it?” I replied.   
 
    “Well, if we were born nobles, then we could think only of the big truths, and leave the small truths to our servants,” Katrina said wistfully. 
 
    “I don’t think that works how you think it works,” I chuckled as I spooned the last of my porridge into my mouth. 
 
    Soon after that we had all finished our breakfasts, and the twins came outside to supervise the luggage that was piling up there and start loading it onto their hapless mares, while I fed Theo his breakfast. 
 
    Truth be told I started to get awfully restless waiting on the scrawny innkeeper’s assistant to finish lugging it all out, and would have preferred to finish the job myself, but if I did that, it would give the Elliott twins the mistaken impression that I was conceding to their whims, which would surely have a very undesirable effect on their future behavior, so I just cooled my heels. 
 
    When the kid had finally carried down the last hat case, the twins each pressed a gold coin into one of his hands-- and then they each planted a kiss on one of his cheeks. I had to suppress a chuckle at watching that, because I’d never seen someone’s face transform from so utterly miserable to so dizzily euphoric before in the space of a second. Then the teenager stumbled back toward the inn, and Janina, Katrina, Theo, and I were finally off on our way to the next town. 
 
    “I just hope you didn’t pickpocket that poor kid,” I remarked as we started to clip clop across the open plain, under a rosy sunrise. 
 
    “I would never,” Katrina exclaimed indignantly. 
 
    “Oh, never?” I said sarcastically. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Not a sweet kid like him,” Janina clarified. “Last night was different.” 
 
    “We have standards, unlike you,” Katrina said. “We won’t target just anybody.” 
 
    “Oh, so you only rob beastly people?” I inquired. 
 
    “Well, no,” Janina admitted, “but we only rob people who are either beastly, or who can afford the loss.” 
 
    “What a noble philosophy,” I said sarcastically. “Practically saints, the two of you are.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, but we have to survive somehow, don’t we?” Katrina demanded. “Just like anybody else.” 
 
    “First of all, from the looks of things, you’ve taken it a bit past merely surviving,” I said as I raised an eyebrow at their aristocratic traveling clothes, and then glanced pointedly at the mountain of luggage strapped to their two extra mares. “And second of all, I don’t really give a damn. Except, that is, insofar as your thieving activities endanger your lives during the span of the next nine days. And third of all, now that I know what I know, I’m going to have a lot less patience for either of you turning up your noses at my moral condition.” 
 
    “Murdering people is far worse than what we do,” Katrina insisted. 
 
    “Sometimes it is and sometimes it isn’t,” I said. “Depends on the person and the circumstances. Sometimes a body needs killing. Sometimes that’s the only way to save the rest of the world a whole lot of grief.” 
 
    “You’re not God, and that isn’t up to you to decide who lives and dies,” Katrina argued. 
 
    “In my personal experience, you certainly don’t need to be a god in order to decide a thing like that,” I replied. “In fact you don’t even need to be a man. You can be a cat with a mouse. Or a bird with a worm. And be perfectly capable of making your own decision on the matter, without any divine input at all. In fact if that weren’t the case, you’d starve and die.” 
 
    “I meant humans,” Katrina said. 
 
    “What makes us inherently different?” I asked. 
 
    “Our wits and our consciences,” Janina said. 
 
    “Our souls,” Katrina added. 
 
    “If we have souls, then animals do too,” I said. “And anyone who believes in souls, generally believes that they can’t be killed just by killing the body.” 
 
    “I don’t know about a soul, but I know my wits are superior to most men’s,” Theo snorted. 
 
    “Well, yes, but you’re not like most animals,” Janina pointed out. 
 
    “Nor am I unique among animals,” Theo said. “Well, yes, I am, actually. But not in the regard that I can think for myself.” 
 
    “And this is a funny argument for you to pick, anyhow,” I told the twins, “considering as you’ve hired me on to do just that: decide who lives or dies, I mean. And if you think that giving the orders means your hands are cleaner than the one who does the deed, then all I can say is that’s a fool’s opinion.” 
 
    And one shared by many a family member of mine. If you counted the one who gave the order as equally guilty, however, which I did, then I had relatives who’d killed more people during my childhood than I ever possibly could even if I lived to a hundred and maintained a successful career until my dying day. 
 
    “You shouldn’t insult your employers,” Katrina said angrily. 
 
    “My week’s salary depends on you,” I acknowledged. “And your lives depend on me. So who has the authority here, if we’re going to stand on it? Which I’d rather we didn’t, seeing as there’s not much point to a friendly argument if you reduce it to that.” 
 
    “Well, anyhow, those men last night deserved to get robbed,” Janina said after a moment’s silence. 
 
    “I can wholeheartedly agree with you on that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “And from the contents of their wallets, they really were telling the truth about how rich they are,” Katrina said happily. 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to turn around and go marry them?” I suggested. 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha,” Janina said. 
 
    “We’ve made a pledge never to marry anyone,” Katrina said. 
 
    “You take issue with the institution of marriage?” I asked. 
 
    “We take issue with the lifestyle of married women,” Janina said. “We don’t want to raise whelps, or cook and clean for men, and let them tell us what to do.” 
 
    “But you think that men should be naturally obligated to carry your luggage for you,” I said, “and generally treat you as more fragile and precious and in need of assistance.” 
 
    “Well, yes, that’s how it ought to be in any civilized society,” Katrina agreed. 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit inconsistent?” I asked. “To want the privileges of being a lady but none of the burdens?” 
 
    “Why, do you think women should be your servants?” Katrina demanded. 
 
    “Not at all, unless they willingly entered a contract of servitude with me,” I said. “And likewise, I am in no sense their servant.” 
 
    “That’s because you are not a gentleman,” Katrina declared. 
 
    “Well, then, a gentleman, by your definition, is entirely a fool,” I said. “You know, I don’t mind in the least if a woman wants to put on trousers and ride with the cowboys, as long as she can keep up. And I don’t mind in the least if she wants to be a frail and cosseted little domestic creature. But the one will get no pity or special treatment from me, and the other will not get my man-to-man respect.” 
 
    “No matter what you say, plenty of men are happy to treat us exactly as we deserve,” Janina informed me haughtily. 
 
    “I suspect I’m one of the first, actually,” I replied. 
 
    My lovely blonde employers lapsed into silence after that remark. 
 
    When we stopped for lunch, I used my ability to water Theo in the usual fashion. Then he lowered his head and began eating dry brush. 
 
    “Stop that,” I said. “You know it isn’t any good for you, and you’ll just ruin your appetite for supper.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s tasty,” he complained. “Besides, I’m always hungry.” 
 
    The mares were doing the same, although I’m sure they didn’t have the same awareness of the nutritional consequences of their actions, and the twins made no effort to stop them. Instead they pulled out fans from one of their suitcases and started vigorously fanning themselves. They were wearing bonnets to shade their faces from the sun, but their layers of constricting clothing probably weren’t helping them to keep cool. 
 
    “You know, if you stripped down to your chemises, you’d feel a lot better,” I suggested to them. I didn’t expect they’d actually do it, but it couldn’t hurt to put the idea in their heads. And way out here in the middle of nowhere, we weren’t likely to run into anyone who’d care. Even in their chemises and bloomers, they’d still be dressed extremely modestly by Savajun standards. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like that,” Janina scoffed. 
 
    “Yes, I would, because you’d be less likely to faint or die of heatstroke, and your survival would simplify the collection of my fee,” I said.  
 
    “You’ll just have to content yourself with the contents of your filthy imagination, because we are hardly--” Katrina began as she stepped toward one of the mares. Then I heard it. The telltale rattling sound. 
 
    “Stop,” I barked at her. 
 
    “How dare you--” Katrina started to say, but at least she had halted in her tracks. If she hadn’t, then she would have stepped right on top of it. 
 
    I pointed behind her. She turned and saw the thick brown spotted snake coiled a few feet behind her skirts, with its black-and-white striped tail pricked up in the air. 
 
    She let out an earsplitting shriek. Janina heard the shriek, looked around until she recognized the cause, and added her own identical shriek. 
 
    “Shut up and don’t run,” I yelled. I was about ten feet away from her and the rattlesnake. I wouldn’t have time to reach it before it bit her if the creature was provoked, and my approach in itself might cause the snake to feel threatened and attack. But rattlesnakes weren’t naturally aggressive, they feared humans, and that was why they preferred to warn us away and avoid conflict altogether. “Just back away, very slowly.” 
 
    Katrina took a few deep, shuddering breaths. For a moment I feared that she was too terrified to move away at all. Then, she took a tiny step away from the snake. The snake remained in attack position and glared at her, but it didn’t strike. She took another step. The snake allowed it. 
 
    “Slowly,” I reminded her. “You’re doing fine. Just keep coming towards me.” 
 
    Katrina took several more faltering steps, and then the snake relaxed its erect posture, and slithered away into the underbrush. 
 
    “Alright, it left,” I told her. 
 
    Katrina looked behind her to confirm that the snake was really gone. Then she whimpered and flung herself into her twin’s arms. 
 
    “Let’s head on out,” I said. “Best to leave its territory.” 
 
    The girls didn’t have to be prompted twice. We were back on our horses and riding within a minute. 
 
    “I didn’t hear it,” Katrina said as we rode. “I had no idea it was there. I would’ve stepped on it--” 
 
    “Yes, well, now you know what sound to listen for, I hope,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll never forget it,” she replied. 
 
    “And more importantly, you know that you should be paying attention to the sounds of your environment,” I continued. 
 
    “I suppose so,” she agreed. 
 
    “And most importantly of all, you know that you should always follow my instructions,” I concluded. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about always,” she said suspiciously. 
 
    “Would you have been dead if you hadn’t, just now?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, are rattlesnakes very poisonous?” she asked. 
 
    “Not in the least, but they are quite venomous,” I said. 
 
    “I despise smug people,” Janina groaned. Which was fair enough, except that the twins themselves had a rather smug air, much of the time. Except for right then. Katrina was clearly… for lack of a better word… rattled. 
 
    “You can despise me all you want, but your sister would have been dead without me,” I said. 
 
    “You didn’t even lift a finger,” Janina pointed out. 
 
    “I didn’t need to, in order to save her,” I replied. 
 
    The twins had nothing to say to that. 
 
    “I’m not fond of snakes myself,” Theo confided to me under his breath. I chuckled and patted his neck. 
 
    “So, I hope you are beginning to appreciate the value of your investment,” I said cheerfully to the blonde Elliott twins. 
 
    “Thank you,” Katrina said after a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” I said. “Now, back to my previous advice.” 
 
    “Your previous advice?” Janina asked in confusion. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “In this weather, I really think you’d both better strip down to your chemises.” 
 
    The girls groaned in unison. 
 
    I chuckled to myself. So far, so good. This job seemed fairly pleasant and not too perilous at all yet, despite the sly and stubborn ways of my charges. Maybe I had walked right into the best deal of my career, after all. I just hoped my luck would hold up. 
 
    Naturally, it wasn’t long after that that my hackles started prickling.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    There wasn’t any particular reason for it. At least, not any conscious reason. But I’d always had quite a strong sixth sense for these things. Not strong enough to qualify as an actual magical ability, but it almost functioned that way. 
 
    Before I said anything to the others, I tried to figure out in my own head what it was exactly that was perturbing me so. Maybe the birds and small critters seemed to be flitting and scurrying out of sight. But they could’ve just been doing that because of our approach. The twins and their mares weren’t exactly practiced at blending into the landscape, after all. Or maybe the wind smelled just a little different. Not strongly enough for me to be able to identify any particular scent, but nonetheless, it just didn’t smell quite as clean and empty as it had half an hour ago. Of course, that could be attributed to a shift in the currents, or a herd of wild animals a mile away, or a carcass somewhere that was picked clean to bones and barely detectable to the nose any longer. 
 
    Either way, I patted Theo’s side to signal to him to move out of the twins’ way and let them pass us. We were heading into a wide open plain where I could see clearly that no threats lay ahead. Behind us, however, there were some groves of trees and sufficiently dense underbrush to hide something or someone that could be stalking us. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Janina asked curiously as the mares carrying the twins ambled past us. The hapless luggage mares trailed a little ways behind me and Theo. Throughout our trip so far, the twins had been switching off between the four horses so that they could take turns carrying the significantly lighter load of one slim human body each, and the heavier load of about ten various cases of clothing. 
 
    “Most likely nothing at all,” I replied. “But if I say, ‘Run,’ then just start galloping straight ahead, both of you, and don’t stop.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a reassuring thing to say!” Janina scoffed sarcastically. 
 
    “I’m trying to provide you with actual security, not a false sense of security,” I replied. “It’s a simple instruction. Do you understand it?” 
 
    Both she and Katrina confirmed that they did. 
 
    For the next several minutes, we rode on in a tense silence. The twins kept darting glances backward at me over their shoulders, their ocean-colored eyes wide with concern, and their lips slightly parted inquisitively, but I didn’t meet their gazes from beneath the brim of my hat, because I had nothing helpful to tell them. I could feel Theo underneath me starting to sweat with anxiety and guessed that his mood mirrored theirs. Even the mares, who were too dumb to understand the situation consciously, could sense from their riders’ behavior that something was off and started to grow restless. 
 
    As the sun continued to shine, and the golden grass continued to rustle peacefully in the wind, I started to wonder if maybe I’d alarmed the whole group for no reason. 
 
    Then, the ululating war cries burst through the air, echoed by the cawing of birds as they rose up and scattered. 
 
    For a brief moment my initial, irrational reaction was a sense of relief, that I hadn’t gone crazy or lost my touch. 
 
    Then I yelled at the top of my lungs, “Run!” 
 
    The twins shrieked and kicked their horses into a gallop. The luggage mares whinnied and chased after them. Theo and I, meanwhile, wheeled around to face our foes. 
 
    Savajuns. 
 
    I had known that before I ever laid eyes on their bare brown chests and red-painted bodies, adorned with dangling animal teeth, skulls, feathers, and anything else that they thought would make them look fearsome. Their sun-leathered, scowling faces and glossy black hair that hung down to their waists, their lean thighs that gripped the bare backs of their horses as effortlessly as if they had been born to ride. The bows and the tomahawks raised in their fists. 
 
    I had heard their war cries before, and the sound rarely boded well for the listeners. 
 
    Their war cries could be a magnificent sound when they tore from the throats of enemy tribes charging at each other, or one tribe charging at the armed defenders of a white settlement, but in this case I thought they were a bit inappropriate, given that there were five Savajun raiders bearing down on us, and their targets were one man and two helpless women. 
 
    The West was a vast country, filled with thousands of scattered tribes that were as much strangers to each other as we whites were to them, and the odds that I had ever encountered these particular five Savajuns before were extremely slim to say the least. Not to mention that they weren’t even close enough to see my face clearly yet. So there was no chance that they could possibly recognize me, which meant that they had no reason to imagine this was anything remotely resembling a fair fight. 
 
    No. I was pretty sure that what they saw were a pair of defenseless and beautiful women, who were traveling with inadequate protection. And that what they intended was to kidnap them and force them to live as their captive “wives.” Not all Savajun tribes were guilty of this barbaric practice, some abhorred it just as much as the noblest of Old World nations would have. But many embraced it, since their men tended to have a lustful obsession with the pale skin of our women, particularly if they had hair in colors like blonde or red that never occurred among the native population.  
 
    I couldn’t let the twins fall into their grasp, and not only because that would mean I wouldn’t get paid. Every part of me was repulsed by the idea of women, of anyone really, being used in that manner against their wills. 
 
    I glanced over. The twins were galloping away as fast as they could, which wasn’t particularly fast. The mares weren’t all that athletic, and the girls were no more than passable riders. The Savajuns could certainly catch up to them. But they were converging on me instead, with the evident agreement to use their combined strength to neutralize the threat first, rather than splitting up into two parties to fight me and chase down their prey, which is what I would have done in their place. 
 
    An arrow whizzed by my ear, so close that it ruffled my hair. Then another struck the ground by Theo’s front right hoof, which caused him to rear up reflexively. At least there only appeared to be one archer among the Savajun party. The other four all held bladed weapons instead. 
 
    I didn’t want to keep moving in the same direction as the Elliott twins, because that would bring the fight closer to them, but I also didn’t want to move in a completely different direction than them, because that might cause the Savajuns to start following them instead and just let me go. I also didn’t want to charge straight at the Savajuns, because they were coming down a slight decline, and going to meet them uphill would give them even more of an advantage than their numbers already did. But staying exactly in the same spot was the worst idea of all, because Theo and I were both likely to get shot full of arrows that way before we had any chance to defend ourselves. 
 
    So we started to canter side to side in short bursts of varying distances, just to make ourselves a more difficult target for the archer’s arrows. In this way we successfully avoided most of the arrows. One arrow hit one of Theo’s saddlebags, where the gold must have stopped it, because it didn’t pierce through to his side. It did, however, shatter at least one vial of potencium, because after that the saddlebag started leaking purple fluid. Another arrow struck one of his iron horseshoes and bounced off. 
 
    “I guess horseshoes really are lucky,” I remarked. 
 
    “But what if we used up our luck on that?” Theo inquired a bit breathlessly. 
 
    I wasn’t obliged to answer that question, because the Savajuns were on us then. They rode around us in a circle, continuing to ululate, while I drew my sword and waited for one of them to come within stabbing distance. 
 
    Of course, “stabbing distance” for me was a rather flexible measurement, which these men didn’t realize yet. 
 
    So when one of them broke from the circle and veered inward to take a swing at me with his tomahawk, I started to swing my sword in return, and once its momentum was already carrying it in the proper direction, I lengthened it to about six feet of steel and sliced clean through the Savajun’s neck long before he could reach me. Then I quickly shrank the sword back down before its weight could drag it to the ground or pull me out of the saddle. 
 
    The Savajun’s headless body toppled off his horse and was quickly trampled beneath the hooves of his companions as their frenzied circle rushed onward. The bloodied feathers of his headdress scattered like a plucked chicken’s. And his head itself rolled to the middle of the circle and bumped up against Theo’s hoof, to which Theo reacted with a neigh of disgust and by lashing out with the contaminated hoof. He connected solidly with the head and no doubt left a significant dent in the skull, but I couldn’t really tell because it sailed into the air and flew thirty yards into the distance, as the other Savajuns howled with outrage. 
 
    They stopped circling then and charged me all at once. I couldn’t fight in four directions, so I spurred Theo forward, with the intention of barreling straight through the Savajun who was facing us. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of my way you goddamn imbecile,” Theo hollered at the Savajun’s horse, who reacted by pricking its ears back and freezing in its tracks. 
 
    Theo shouldered the horse out of the way, while I couched my sword like a lance and ran its rider through. Then I had to let go of the hilt because I didn’t have time to yank the blade back out of the Savajun’s ribs as Theo ran past and trying to keep ahold of it would have either dislocated my shoulder or pulled me out of the saddle. 
 
    That left me and Theo momentarily clear of our surrounding enemies, with two down and three to go, but it also left me weaponless. 
 
    So I ripped the stuck arrow from out of the saddlebag and expanded it until its shaft fit my grip like the haft of a spear. 
 
    Then after Theo had used his immensely powerful limbs to propel us about thirty feet ahead of the pursuing Savajuns, he wheeled around. The three of them were clumped together facing us trying to catch up. The archer was on the right, with another arrow nocked to his bow. If we charged him, then we would give him a clear line to shoot us without hitting either of his two companions. Obviously it didn’t make sense to charge the Savajun in the middle and subject ourselves to simultaneous attacks from both sides. So without my even needing to tell him, Theo appraised the situation in the same fashion as I did, and immediately charged toward the tomahawk-wielding Savajun on the left. 
 
    I raised the spear-sized arrow in my hand, cocked my elbow back, and drove it forward straight through the face of the Savajun before his tomahawk could reach me, which caused his features to crumple inward except for his grinning teeth which stayed firmly in their place, and his brains to spurt out from the back of his skull. Then as I released the arrow, my hand darted down to the handle of the tomahawk before it could fall from the Savajun’s suddenly limp grasp, and I seized that weapon as Theo’s hooves carried us past our now deceased enemy. 
 
    There were only two Savajuns left alive out of the original five, but one of them was the archer, the one that posed the greatest threat to us. At the moment, however, he was within a few yards of us and didn’t have enough time to utilize the range advantage of his weapon and focus in on us as a target. 
 
    As soon as Theo passed the horse carrying the corpse of the Savajun with an arrow through his face, he turned to bring himself perpendicular to the archer’s horse, so that his left flank was lined up with that horse’s hindquarters. I swung the tomahawk that I’d just taken from the dead hand of the other Savajun and sliced into the back of the archer’s neck. His horse bolted forward at just that moment, so it didn’t turn out to be the clean beheading I had intended. Instead his head swung forward and dangled onto his chest by a few threads of flesh, while blood started spurting out from the stump of his neck and soaking his horse as well as the last surviving member of the raiding party. 
 
    The horse reacted by neighing in panic and running and leaping around in order to disentangle itself from the corpse. The fifth Savajun reacted by taking one last glance at me, then plastering himself to the neck of his horse and urging it to flee across the plains. 
 
    But I couldn’t let that happen. Even though he was clearly too terrified to pose any further threat to me or the twins, there was the possibility that he would report our whereabouts to other members of his tribe, and that they would then try to track us down for unfriendly purposes. Five Savajuns without any extraordinary fighting abilities, I could handle myself. But twenty of their strongest braves? Reinforced by the tribe’s First Sorcerer? That wasn’t a risk I was willing to take. 
 
    “Get him,” I muttered to Theo. All I had meant by that was to request that he use his running prowess to bring me within reach of the fugitive. Theo, however, evidently decided to take a more active role in the task. 
 
    Intelligent, talking animals very rarely occurred among the population of any nonhuman species, and they couldn’t be bred intentionally, since they were usually born to ordinary animals, and usually birthed ordinary animals themselves. The only exception was if two intelligent animals mated-- then, the offspring invariably turned out to be not only infertile, but mentally retarded and physically deformed. Some types of people considered miracle creatures like Theo to be inherently more worthy of respect and luxurious treatment because of their human traits. Other types considered them useful tools to be exploited, just like other farm animals, but with much broader and more sophisticated purposes. Regardless, virtually all Westerners agreed that talking animals were extremely valuable and that their owners were lucky to possess them.  
 
    Savajuns, on the other hand, believed that it was impossible for animals to talk, and that any who did therefore had to be possessed by demons. And they usually tried to defeat these supposed demons by killing their hosts. For that reason, if we were attempting to have civil relations with a group of Savajuns, Theo usually grudgingly held his tongue. 
 
    Not in this case. 
 
    “That’s right, you little bitch, keep running!” Theo screamed. Odds were the Savajun couldn’t even understand the words, unless he had either had trading or political dealings with white settlers and had picked up a few key phrases for the purpose, but Theo’s tone was nonetheless hard to mistake. 
 
    The Savajun didn’t react at all initially. I was the one more startled than him by Theo’s outburst, which he couldn’t possibly have failed to hear. I realized that this was because he must have assumed it was my voice. So I joined in Theo’s effort. 
 
    “You’re just gonna die with a tired horse!” I yelled. 
 
    Upon hearing a distinctly different voice behind him, the Savajun’s head whipped around with a wild stare as he wondered where the second enemy had come from. 
 
    “You can’t outrun a demon,” Theo yelled. His gums curled up around his long horse teeth and spittle sprayed from his jaws as he enunciated each word. I, meanwhile, kept my face perfectly still and my mouth shut as the Savajun stared. 
 
    He finally realized how it was possible that he was hearing two different voices taunting him and turned back forward with a loud exclamation in Savajun that sounded a lot like an obscene word that my half-Savajun ex-lover had once taught me. Then he drove his horse on even more frantically than before. 
 
    I could tell from the horse’s gait that it was quickly getting exhausted, and Theo was probably twenty-five percent larger and more powerful. He wasn’t really built for endurance, but at a dead sprint it was hard to beat him. 
 
    After another few moments of gaining on our prey, Theo pulled up alongside the other horse. He matched it stride for stride as it tried to veer away. But I could tell he was wary of colliding with the panicked other horse and getting his limbs entangled with its, which could cause grievous injury to one or both of them. It was hard for me to reach the Savajun with the tomahawk in my hand as it was, and I didn’t want to expand the tomahawk too much and risk losing control of the much heavier lengthened implement as the horses swerved.  
 
    So, I tapped Theo in the spot we had agreed upon to signal my intentions and to prepare him for the weight shift. Then, I stood up in the stirrups, took a deep breath, and launched myself at the Savajun riding next to me, and tackled him off of his horse. 
 
    He flailed frantically in my grasp, and we somersaulted together as we struck the ground. It took all my effort to just avoid the tomahawk in his hand and try to land gracefully enough not to break anything. As my enemy and I broke apart and I started to roll head over heels, that required flinging away the tomahawk that was in my own hand, so as not to split my own skull open.  
 
    When I finally lost enough momentum to be able to spring to my feet, I saw that the Savajun, across from me, was already upright as well, and seemed just as unharmed by our fall as I was, save for minor bruising and a momentary dizziness that was making him stagger like a drunk. The look of panic had left his face. Instead he was scowling, and there was an elated gleam in his black eyes, probably occasioned by the fact that he had, somehow, miraculously kept ahold of his own tomahawk, and had certainly observed my lack of a weapon by comparison. 
 
    He was a youth of about twenty, well-muscled in a very lean sinewy sort of way, and he had hawkish features and eagle feathers woven into his braid. Stripes of red war paint crossed his cheeks and chest. Strings of yellowing teeth that I couldn’t identify, but that had surely belonged to some quite fearsome beast based on their size and sharpness, adorned his wrists and ankles. All in all, he appeared to be the ideal specimen of the Savajun warrior. Except, of course, for that bit about trying to flee from battle. But the raiding party hadn’t respected the twins’ wish to flee from them and leave us alone, so I wasn’t about to respect his belated wish to flee. 
 
    He let out a triumphant cry and charged me with the tomahawk. I jumped backward to avoid his first wild swing that would have carved my stomach open. Then as he raised his tomahawk for a second time, I ran forward and seized his wrist. He tried of course to yank it out of my grasp. We struggled for a split second. Then I managed to get my hand on the haft of the tomahawk itself, and I knew that it was over for the Savajun warrior. He mustered more force than before to yank the tomahawk out of my grasp, and might have succeeded, if not for one very important factor. His empty hand simply flailed backward into the air, while the suddenly miniature tomahawk remained in my more constricted grip. 
 
    It was barely bigger than a quill pen. I plunged it into the side of the Savajun’s neck, right below his jaw. The tiny blade of the axe, no bigger than a shaving razor, severed his artery and remained implanted there. I let go of it and backed up as he gaped in shock, with his life’s blood pumping out from the small cut that elsewhere on the body could have been of little consequence at all. The tomahawk resumed its usual proportions, and the increased weight caused it to drop into the grass, immediately followed by the thud of its wielder’s, and last victim’s, corpse. 
 
    “We’re not after you, you can stop running, you fucking imbecile,” I could hear Theo’s voice yelling. I glanced over and saw that he was trying in vain to reassure the Savajun’s horse, in none-too-gentle terms. I wasn’t sure if the horse distrusted him due to the major role that he had just played in the killing of its master, or because it didn’t like talking animals any more so than Savajuns did, or because it could sense Theo’s thorough contempt for it, but either way, it was having none of it. Instead it fled into the distance, far enough that Theo gave up trying to follow after. The other dead Savajuns’ horses had already scattered. I guessed they’d become wild horses now. I just hoped they’d all find each other and form a herd. 
 
    Theo trotted back over to me as I searched around the five corpses strewn across the field until I located the one that had my sword jutting out of it. 
 
    “I like talking to Savajuns,” he announced cheerfully as I wiped the blade clean and resheathed it. 
 
    “Just don’t get in the habit,” I warned him. “I’m not the type to kill every Savajun I lay eyes on. Some men are that type, and I’d say they’re a large part of the reason that settlements keep getting burnt down by war parties.” 
 
    Theo merely snorted in response. I don’t think it was because he had stronger homicidal compulsions than I did, it was just because he was always a bit indignant about having to pretend to be a dumb beast, even for the best of reasons. 
 
    Then I heard faint female voices, and looked over to see the twins riding back toward us from afar, two specks of lavender and periwinkle upon their mares, and trailed by the long-suffering luggage mares. I hoped their knees were okay after running under all that weight. 
 
    I mounted back up on Theo, and we trotted over to meet them. 
 
    “What happened?” Katrina gasped when she saw me. She clasped her hands over her mouth in horror. “You need a doctor!” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I blinked at her in confusion, then I looked down and realized for the first time that I was thoroughly soaked in Savajun blood. “Oh.” I grinned. “Not mine, I assure you.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Janina said. 
 
    “You saved us,” Katrina exclaimed. 
 
    “I know,” I said. 
 
    “I do believe we made a fine choice in you, despite everything,” Janina remarked thoughtfully. 
 
    “Despite what, exactly?” I demanded. 
 
    The blonde beauty grimaced as she gestured at me wordlessly. “Well-- mind now, you’re not a bad-looking man beneath it all, but what I mean is, you barely look less presentable now than you did when we set out this morning.” 
 
    “It’s true, we could never take you into polite society,” Katrina agreed apologetically. 
 
    “Even if you had a bath, a shave, and a new set of clothes, the entire effect would be ruined the moment you opened your mouth,” Janina lamented. 
 
    “Well, this is a nice way of thanking me,” I grumbled. Inwardly I was quite amused by the thought that upstanding members of what these frontier belles deemed “polite society” would be regarded as half-barbaric curiosities by the least of my former family’s vassals.  
 
    “Oh dear,” Katrina gasped suddenly as she caught sight of the nearest corpse, lying half hidden in the tall grass, and clasped her hand over her mouth again. 
 
    “Well, I’m quite glad they are dead,” Janina said disdainfully. “Haven’t you heard what animals like these do to white women, when they catch them? The entire race ought to be exterminated.” 
 
    “If every race of men that produced rapists were exterminated, then mankind would be extinct,” I said sharply. “There are worthless Savajuns that deserve worse than death-- and there are noble ones that the world is unworthy of. Just as with our own race.”  
 
    “So you have met good Savajuns yourself?” Katrina asked curiously. 
 
    “Indeed I have,” I said. I’d met chiefs that I respected, squaws who were kind hostesses, traders who were honest, warriors who were brave. 
 
    “But have you met more good ones, or bad ones?” Janina demanded. 
 
    I hesitated. Vera Carlisle’s chiseled, golden-skinned face glowed in my mind’s eye, her cat-like black eyes piercing mine, her luscious lips curving in the tantalizing hint of a wicked smirk, her beauty half cloaked by her waterfall of raven black hair. I certainly couldn’t call her a good person. I also couldn’t pretend that the scheming murderess was entirely devoid of redeeming qualities. That she wasn’t brilliant, passionate, adventurous, witty and playful, independent-minded, and fiercely strong-willed. 
 
    Of course, she wasn’t the only Savajun in existence. In fact, she was only half Savajun, and seemed to despise that identity just as often as she displayed her pride in it. But for as long as I could remember, she had been the Savajun that most haunted my mind. 
 
    “Couldn’t hardly say,” I said curtly. “A lot of folk don’t fall so neatly into either class.” 
 
    And I urged Theo onward, and he passed the Elliott sisters by, to continue on along our previous path to Sunderly.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    I was especially on my guard for the next few hours, in case any other raiding parties from the same tribe might show up, but none did. I hoped that they wouldn’t find the bodies of their five missing warriors for a while, not until our trail had gone cold and they could no longer track us, if they were so inclined. 
 
    The twins, on the other hand, seemed to forget their narrow brush with danger fairly quickly and regain their high spirits. They asked me lots of teasing questions, and when I declined to answer or even answered in ways they deemed unsatisfactory, they contented themselves by inventing answers on my behalf that they preferred. 
 
    “Have you ever been married, Mr. Hale?” Katrina cooed. 
 
    “No,” I answered, honestly. 
 
    “Betrothed?” she suggested next. 
 
    “… No,” I answered after a moment’s consideration. When I was seventeen, there had been ongoing negotiations to marry me to a homely and sullen princess named Georgina. My mother had assured me that the princess in question, whom I had met briefly on a few occasions of state, was a girl of impeccable reputation and unimpeachable maidenhood. Regarding the latter, I had taken another glance at her portrait displayed for my benefit, and remarked dryly, “I don’t doubt it.” That hadn’t gone over very well. But for other, political reasons that had nothing to do with my personal preferences, negotiations had fallen through anyway, and then the year after that I had taken Theo and sailed away across the ocean before a suitable alternative could be determined. So it was true that I had never been officially betrothed.   
 
    “Well, then, have you ever wished to be betrothed?” Janina inquired slyly. She had probably detected my brief hesitation regarding the last question. 
 
    “No,” I answered without any hesitation at all that time.  
 
    “Don’t you ever say anything besides ‘no’?” Katrina demanded crossly. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
    Theo grunted and whickered, which was his version of a laugh. He had an entirely human sense of humor, but his throat simply wasn’t formed to produce the same sounds of laughter. And there was no laughter forthcoming from the throats of the twins, that time. 
 
    “Well, why haven’t you ever wished to be betrothed, then?” Janina asked. “Haven’t you ever met a lass who caught your fancy?” 
 
    “To be sure,” I said, “but what does that have to do with marriage?” 
 
    “So, you’ve never loved anyone?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “Probably not as you would call it that,” I said. 
 
    “But there was a girl,” Janina asserted, accusingly. “There was a girl in particular. Wasn’t there?” 
 
    “There’s never been any girl on earth who made me dream of marriage,” I stated, truthfully. I didn’t think that Vera and I would have survived one year of trying to live like a married couple, although it was a pastime she quite enjoyed. Along with other pastimes involving me such as trying to have me killed, enslaved, or turned into an immortal, sometimes all on the same day. 
 
    “None pretty enough for your tastes?” Katrina asked a little bitterly. I realized that she didn’t really care about my romantic history or the other women who had featured in it. This line of questioning was a matter of personal vanity for her. Even though she had already declared her own resolve never to marry at all, so even if I had reacted by throwing myself on my knees before her and proposing on the spot, she would, presumably, have refused me. Yet it upset her that I had no apparent urge to do so. 
 
    Women.  
 
    “None sensible enough for my tastes,” I said sharply. That quieted both twins. For a few minutes, anyway. Then it started right back up again. 
 
    “What must your parents have been like, to have raised a son like you?” Janina asked loftily. 
 
    “I was raised by wolves,” I snorted. 
 
    “It certainly shows,” Katrina sniffed. 
 
    “Well, what town did you grow up in, really?” Janina asked. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have heard of it,” I said. Unless she was better educated than I suspected, as it was the capital city of a nation across the ocean, and not a minor nation, but not among the Old World’s most powerful either. 
 
    The twins didn’t question that. It was a very natural thing to say in the West, when many of the hastily sprung “towns” existed only for a season, only until the potencium dried up, and then sank back into the desert, without ever having so much as earned official names. 
 
    “Did you always intend to be a mercenary?” Katrina asked. “Or did you ever dream of making something else of yourself?” 
 
    “I slid from the womb with an insatiable desire to crush skulls for money,” I replied dryly. “Did the two of you always intend to be thieves?” 
 
    “We’re not thieves!” Katrina objected indignantly. 
 
    “What she means is, we are ladies first and foremost,” Janina declared. “It’s true that, due to certain hardships to which we were subjected in our childhood, perhaps we must sometimes resort to unconventional tactics in order to maintain a respectable lifestyle, but that--” 
 
    “In order to fill twenty pieces of luggage, you mean?” I snorted. 
 
    “If you don’t look the part of a fine lady, society will never accept you as one,” Katrina informed me. “And a lady does not wear her traveling clothes to dinner.” 
 
    “Who exactly do you expect to meet in these wayside inns, who will judge you so harshly for having the dust of the desert on the hem of your skirt?” I asked dryly. “The President?” 
 
    “The President, probably, would not notice,” Katrina said. 
 
    “Then why--” I began. 
 
    “But his wife and daughters most certainly would,” Janina concluded the thought. 
 
    “And we won’t only be meeting people who are local to the towns we pass through,” Katrina added. “As we draw nearer to Sunderly, we will meet more and more people of importance, who are traveling to the poker tournament just as we are.” 
 
    “By people of importance, you mean people who can afford the entry fee?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s quite a crass way to put it,” Katrina told me. 
 
    “Out West, people have the freedom to say what they mean,” I replied. 
 
    “People like you do, perhaps,” Katrina retorted. “Nobody would expect any different from you.” 
 
    “Well, I should hope not,” I said. 
 
    “Well-bred people know better than to say exactly what they mean,” Janina continued. 
 
    “Then I suppose it’s a good thing I am seldom obliged to interact with them,” I muttered. I thought of my family and all the poisonous flattery, courtly posturing, and duplicitous maneuvering that had been exchanged among its members, and reflected that Janina had a point there. 
 
    “If your clients aren’t… respectable, then how do you know they will pay you afterward?” Katrina asked curiously. “What if they tried to run away? Or kill you instead?” 
 
    “Some do conceive such ideas,” I acknowledged. “In such cases, I do not receive the substantial portion of their assets that was promised. Instead, I ultimately collect their entire estates.”  
 
    “Have you ever killed a woman?” Katrina questioned. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Are you thinking of defaulting on my payment?” 
 
    “Not in the least,” she said quickly. “You have served us well, so far.” 
 
    “We’re very pleased with you,” Janina agreed. 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “The answer is yes, isn’t it?” Katrina sighed. 
 
    “What could you gain by knowing?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, if you answered no, then I would know that you do have some moral principles!” she declared. 
 
    “I see,” I said. “So, you think it would be morally wrong for me to kill a woman? That is, even worse than killing a man?” 
 
    “Of course it would be,” Katrina stated. 
 
    “Then if a woman attacks you or Janina, I should not intervene?” I said. “If a madwoman comes at you with a knife-- let’s say she has been driven into a jealous rage by her husband’s wandering eye-- then because she belongs to the fairer sex, I should refrain from harming her?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Janina admitted. 
 
    “But perhaps you might restrain her without killing her,” Katrina suggested. 
 
    “Very likely I could indeed, if it were only one woman, of ordinary strength and without any magical ability,” I agreed. “But sometimes women travel with bandit gangs, and not only as the bandits’ consorts, but as participating gang members. Often, such women dress in men’s clothes and utilize men’s weapons. If we happen to cross paths with such a gang, shall I pause and check each bandit’s knickers before I engage, just to ensure that I do not unknowingly cause a fatal injury to one of the fairer sex?” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Katrina huffed. “I understand that sometimes maybe you can’t avoid it. But it’s worse to kill women than men because we are weaker, and we don’t pose a threat to you.” 
 
    “Maybe not in hand to hand combat,” I said. “But who does or does not pose a threat has to do with a lot more than bodily strength. Who has a weapon and who doesn’t? Who’s asleep, or falling down drunk, and who isn’t? Who has social authority and who doesn’t? Who has the opportunity to poison food or drink, and who has the misfortune to eat it? You’re doing your own sex a great injustice if you claim that women are helpless to cause harm to men, let alone each other.” 
 
    “Well, if you don’t draw the line at women, then what about children?” Janina asked. 
 
    “I’d kill a child, for the right price,” I said flatly. 
 
    “… Then you never have killed one?” Janina asked. 
 
    “No one’s ever been willing to pay me a fair price,” I explained. 
 
    “Do you ask a particularly exorbitant price for children, due to the strain it would place on your conscience?” Katrina speculated. 
 
    “I ask exactly the same price I’d ask for an adult, under equal circumstances,” I replied, even though it was a bit of a lie. No one had ever asked me to kill a child, and I would have raised the price substantially.  
 
    “Then why--” 
 
    “Because children are less dangerous than men, or women,” I said impatiently. “And people hire me to kill people that they wouldn’t be capable of killing themselves. Think about it. You’re a young unmarried woman, seduced and then abandoned by some fellow who vanished off into the sunset when your stomach started to show. Your family disowned you. You have no prospects. Your only chance of being accepted as someone’s wife and living the life that you always dreamed of, and avoiding beggary or prostitution, is to get rid of the baby once it comes. Do you hire someone like me, with forty gold coins that you certainly don’t have? Or do you smother it yourself? Or leave it in the desert for the sun and the wild animals to get?” 
 
    The twins exchanged uncomfortable glances. 
 
    “Well, surely there must be some cases when children are guarded by others, and that makes them more difficult to kill,” Janina suggested. “Or if the children themselves are magic users, or even sorcerers, then it would be quite a different matter than with ordinary children.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “There may be some cases when people find it necessary to hire an assassin to kill a child. But children are not only easier to kill oneself without any professional help, they are also less likely to have committed most of the offenses that put adults into a murderous mood, or to have acquired the kind of wealth for which adults may be willing to kill, or to be married to spouses whom jealous lovers covet, and so on and so forth. It’s not impossible that I may be hired to kill a child someday. But it just isn’t a common request.”  
 
    “Alright, well, if no life is sacred to you, what’s a line that you wouldn’t cross then?” Janina demanded. 
 
    “I wouldn’t break a contract,” I answered. 
 
    “That’s it?” Katrina asked incredulously. 
 
    “Well, I don’t rape… and I don’t harm anyone who doesn’t deserve it, unless I’m getting paid for it,” I said after a moment’s thought. 
 
    “That’s it?” Katrina repeated. 
 
    “Just about,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Didn’t your parents teach you more lessons than that?” Janina asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said in a tone carefully calculated to discourage strongly that line of questioning. They had indeed. They had taught me a lot about the importance of preserving appearances, of how to present yourself as one thing in one situation and another in another situation, about betraying your rivals before they had the chance to betray you, of keeping your subjects in too much fear to revolt against you and ensuring that they never quite crossed the threshold of misery that would make them deem the risk worthwhile, and about never trusting even your relatives, who often proved ruthlessly willing to sacrifice you for their own gain. 
 
    “I have lots of principles to make up for what he lacks,” Theo piped up. By and large he hadn’t seemed very interested in participating in my conversations with the twins, probably partially because he didn’t like talking much while trekking under the hot sun, since it required extra breath. But I guessed that he either sensed my reticence and decided to step in and kindly provide a distraction, or he was genuinely eager to boast about his moral superiority to me. Knowing Theo, either option was about equally likely. 
 
    “Like what?” Janina asked curiously. 
 
    “I mistrust all strangers until they prove to me otherwise,” Theo said. “I never refuse free food when it’s offered. I never consort with stupid animals unless one of Hal’s contracts necessitates it. I never run faster than I have to. I never allow anyone else to ride me besides Hal.” 
 
    “I don’t know if most of those rightly count as moral principles,” Katrina said doubtfully. 
 
    “Well, only allowing one man to ride you could be interpreted that way,” Janina giggled. 
 
    “Janina, that isn’t good manners,” Katrina hissed as a flush came to her cheeks. 
 
    “And who is there to appreciate my manners, just now?” Janina replied. “Besides you-- and you’re well enough acquainted with my best manners and my worst manners not to be shocked at any of them.” 
 
    “What am I, chopped liver?” Theo demanded. 
 
    “That’s a very good point, I ought to mind my tongue in front of a nice horse like you,” Janina said in a conciliatory way. “But then-- you do hear worse from Mr. Hale on a daily basis, don’t you?” 
 
    “Not every day,” Theo said after a moment’s consideration. “On some days, we don’t really talk at all.” 
 
    “Because you’re angry with each other?” Katrina guessed. 
 
    “No, because we don’t need to,” Theo replied. 
 
    He was right. On countless days we had ridden together from sunup to sundown without encountering another soul, through a golden landscape simmering with heat, and silently observed the gradual ways that it changed across the miles, and I felt the rolling of his muscles beneath me and he felt my familiar heft above him, and had barely spoken a single word even when we stopped to let him cool down, and those were some of the days when our bond had felt the keenest. 
 
    “I guess Janie and I don’t always need to talk, either,” Katrina remarked thoughtfully. 
 
    “We have more ways of talking than one,” Janina said. 
 
    “It’s like that for twins,” Katrina told me. 
 
    “I think you have a bit more going on between you than the magic of twinhood,” I said wryly. 
 
    “You are welcome to think whatever you please,” Janina replied airily. Both girls’ postures stiffened just a little, even though their corsets already held them ramrod straight at all times, and their bow-shaped lips closed and took on a prim aspect. Finally, I’d gotten myself a little peace and quiet from their incessant prying questions. 
 
    The evening was still young when we reached the next town and stopped there for the night. We had a few more hours of daylight left to travel by, but that would have left us out in the open to sleep, and I wanted to minimize the amount of camping out that I had to do with the Elliott sisters. My job was to keep them safe, and out on the plains, without even so much as a covered wagon for shelter, anything could happen. More Savajuns could attack. A bear could eat them. A snake could bite them. In an inn, all I’d probably have to do was defend them from the advances of some drunken ruffians. 
 
    That was how I figured things at first, anyway. 
 
    As soon as we had gotten the horses settled in the stables and walked in the door of the inn, all eyes locked on the twins, two angelic visions in lavender and periwinkle. That was, of course, to be expected. But then I noticed the twins’ own bluish-green and greenish-blue eyes alight on a busy poker table in the corner of the room, and I realized they must be in a card-playing mood. I just hoped they weren’t also in a pickpocketing mood, because there weren’t many settings where everyone paid more attention to exactly where everyone else’s hands were than a card table. Sure enough, as soon as the Elliott sisters had made arrangements with the staff of the inn to have their luggage carried upstairs for them, clearly having learnt by now that I wasn’t going to do it whether they made a fuss or not, they settled themselves at the poker table full of strangers. 
 
    “Will you play, Mr. Hale?” Katrina turned her head to ask as she fluttered her eyelashes at me. 
 
    “No, I won’t.” 
 
    “Whyever not?” 
 
    “I told you exactly why I don’t gamble,” I replied. 
 
    “So you just think Janie and I are a couple of fools?” she inquired with a pout. 
 
    “I think you’re clever girls with some questionable habits,” I replied. 
 
    “Diplomatically put,” she giggled and returned her attention to the table, with Janina equally focused at her side. 
 
    I, meanwhile, seated myself at an empty neighboring table and ordered a beer and some hearty stew with bread. I wasn’t about to participate in the twins’ gambling shenanigans, but my contract required me to stay close by and ensure they didn’t get themselves into any trouble, or at least that I was ready to get them out of it once they did. 
 
    There were seven other people at the table, none of them too ruffianly looking. They were middle-aged gentlemen, some accompanied by their matronly wives. All the sort of people whom the Elliott sisters would probably describe as “respectable society.” All of them looked like they could afford to lose a few rounds, without having to sell their cows or their houses as a consequence.  
 
    As I enjoyed my solitary dinner and observed the game, I noticed a few things about Janina and Katrina’s mannerisms. First of all, they were very vivacious and flirted shamelessly with all the men at the table which quickly had all the matrons seething with barely disguised rage. At first I thought that maybe they didn’t realize the effect they were having, and then I concluded that they knew exactly what they were doing and that they were doing it on purpose to keep their opponents in a distracted state. Secondly, Janina was flirting even more brazenly than Katrina, in the sense that she would actually sometimes reach across the table to touch another player. 
 
    “It’s your turn, Mr. Nielson,” she’d remind a portly widower as she tapped him on the forearm, and then let her fingers rest there lightly for a moment as she continued, “Don’t you think you’d better fold? You can’t possibly hope to beat this.” In her other hand, she fluttered her own cards like a fan. 
 
    “I certainly can, young lady,” Mr. Nielson replied, clearly flustered by her attention. He proceeded to raise. So did Janina, when it was her turn. When all the other players had folded and their cards were revealed, Mr. Nielson turned out to have only three of a kind, and Janina had a full house to claim the pot. 
 
    I kept my eye on Janina very carefully, out of concern that she was trying to pickpocket her opponents and that she would undoubtedly be caught, but despite all the light touches she gave to various hands and forearms and shoulders, I never saw her palm so much as a poker chip. Either she was behaving herself, or she was such an extraordinarily skilled pickpocket that I couldn’t detect the act even while staring straight at it. 
 
    During another round, she taunted another player much as she had the unfortunate Mr. Nielson while she rested her hand on his forearm, but when he likewise expressed his confidence in his hand, I noticed that she decided to fold, and he ended up winning that round with a straight flush. 
 
    Very interesting indeed. 
 
    As for Katrina, I never saw her physically touch any of the other players, no matter how much verbal attention she lavished on them or how many times she leaned toward them in such a way as to make her décolletage threaten to spill over, except for one-- her sister. Every time Katrina received a new card, her elbow would nudge Janina’s, or her heel would slide over and tap her twin’s. That, too, was an extremely interesting gesture. 
 
    Long after I’d finished the last delicious drop of my stew and my first two beers, the twins finally decided to bid their new friends goodbye and retire upstairs with their ample winnings. The matrons clearly despised them, and the gentlemen seemed to have conflicted feelings.  
 
    As we reached the two neighboring rooms that would be ours for the night, I remarked casually, “So. That’s how you intend to win the tournament in Sunderly?” 
 
    “What on earth are you talking about?” Katrina asked as she turned to me with wide, bewildered eyes. 
 
    Janina put a hand on her hip as she awaited my response. 
 
    “This,” I said as I reached out, seized Katrina’s right wrist and Janina’s left wrist, and brought their hands together until they touched. 
 
    “Ow!” Katrina exclaimed indignantly as they both tried to yank their hands away. I released them immediately. My point had been made. 
 
    “By holding hands?” Janina scoffed. “By the strength of our twinly bond? Is that what you’re trying to say?” 
 
    “Don’t play innocent,” I said. “I watched you both all night. You, Katrina, are able to communicate somehow by touching people. If you want to anyway. You can send thoughts telepathically, or something like that. And you, Janina, can do the inverse. You can read other people’s thoughts when you’re touching them. Some of their thoughts, at least, and it only seems to work if they speak aloud at the same time. So maybe you can tell whether they’re telling the truth at the time. That is more or less the gist of your magical abilities. And that is how the two of you plan to cheat in Sunderly and win the tournament.” 
 
    The twins gazed at me in silence for a moment. They had very expressive faces, with an almost childlike openness, but right then it was hard to read them. Janina, however, still had her hand planted on her hip with her elbow jutting out, and Katrina had folded her arms across her chest. That body language wasn’t hard to read. Their defensiveness. Their petulance. Their defiance. 
 
    “You’re very clever, Mr. Hale,” Katrina said finally. 
 
    “But not as clever as you think you are,” Janina added quickly. Her lips quirked up in a half smile, so I knew she wasn’t really upset by my accusation. Just maybe a bit unnerved, and unwilling to share all their secrets yet, despite that clause in the contract that I knew we were all thinking of, the one that stated I wasn’t responsible for any harm that befell them as a consequence of their deliberately withholding relevant information from me. 
 
    Before I could respond to that, the twins quickly vanished into their room and shut the door behind them. 
 
    I chuckled to myself and entered my own bedroom.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    At breakfast the next day, I recognized one of the couples from the poker table last night sitting near us. A portly middle-aged woman with a black lace shawl and dyed auburn hair, and her potbellied, bespectacled mate with a habit of clearing his throat excessively. The couple definitely noticed the twins too and kept staring at them, both with a bit of resentment probably based on different reasons, but they didn’t attempt to approach our table or talk to them. 
 
    “They’re going to the tournament too,” Katrina informed me when she noticed the direction of my glance. This morning, I’d been confident that it was her even before the other girl called her “Kat.” I think I was getting better at telling the two of them apart by then.  
 
    Katrina was wearing a gown of apricot-colored silk this morning, and Janina was wearing spring green. Their gowns invariably became dusty after a few miles on the road, and I had to suppose that their undergarments probably grew sweaty although there was never any visible sign of that, but they insisted on wearing fresh clothes every day anyway. But I suppose it wouldn’t matter much to the twins how many garments they ruined, if they managed to pilfer at least that value from the hapless patrons of whichever inn we ended up at each night, whether by pickpocketing or cheating at cards. 
 
    “Then your reputations will precede you,” I mused. “Is it wise to play poker at inns along the way? If it means inviting additional scrutiny at the tournament itself?” 
 
    The twins exchanged one of their secret, twinly smirks that I’d grown used to by then and giggled. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about us, Mr. Hale, we’re quite used to attracting more than our share of attention,” Katrina purred as she twirled a loose silvery blonde ringlet about her finger. 
 
    “You hired me to worry about you,” I pointed out. I couldn’t exactly argue the second half of her remark, I’d observed the truth of that for myself every time we passed by male eyes. 
 
    “And hasn’t it been a splendid time so far?” Janina inquired. Her ocean-colored eyes sparkled with mischief. 
 
    “It’s been tolerable,” I conceded. 
 
    “You’ve barely had to lift a finger,” Katrina said. 
 
    “Do you happen to recall five dead Savajuns yesterday?” I reminded her. 
 
    “Oh, pooh, that wasn’t any trouble for you,” Katrina replied dismissively. 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. “You didn’t see most of it.” 
 
    “Well, it was over fast, and you survived, and they didn’t,” she pointed out. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it couldn’t have easily gone the other way,” I grumbled. That was always true, regardless of how mismatched the combat skills of those involved might be, in a situation that arose spontaneously like that when I wasn’t able to go in with a clear plan. And when there were five of them, and only one of me, or rather two, including Theo. Who usually enabled my attacks rather than delivering any himself, although he had certainly been known to use his hooves to spectacular effect, when it was needed. 
 
    The twins didn’t really seem to understand that I meant what I said, though. 
 
    “I think you’re just being humble,” Janina informed me with a beatific smile. 
 
    “You know, even though we hardly know anything about you, and we know that you’re a barbaric murderer without any principles whatsoever, I feel quite safe with you around,” Katrina confided. 
 
    “Well, you ought to,” I said, “for about another week, anyhow.” 
 
    “And then what?” Janina asked. 
 
    “And then I go my way, and you go yours,” I replied. “Speaking of which. Seeing as we’re all headed the same way for now. You finished with that egg?” 
 
    Janina spooned the last of it into her mouth. Then we rose from the table and headed out to saddle the horses. The girls had the inn staff carry their bags downstairs for them, just as they had carried them up. They compensated them in gold, at a fraction of the price that they knew I would have demanded for that service. 
 
    Then I fed Theo some special treats saved from breakfast, while the Elliott twins loaded up the mares whose turn it was to carry the luggage, with the assistance of an inn worker. 
 
    “Acquired any fob watches last night?” Theo muttered to me while I did so, low enough so that the inn worker couldn’t hear him speak. 
 
    “Not exactly, but I have observed they have a remarkable aptitude for cards,” I replied, with enough of an emphasis on the word “remarkable” that Theo couldn’t mistake my meaning. 
 
    “So that’s why they’ve invested so much in this trip,” he said thoughtfully. 
 
    “It’s a risky investment even so,” I said. “There’s never any foolproof way of winning at the card table.” 
 
    “If you kill all the other players?” Theo suggested. 
 
    “That doesn’t count as winning a card game, that’s just murder and a robbery that happens to take place at a card table,” I said. “And besides, does that seem like something two girls like that would be likely to do?” 
 
    “Not in the least,” Theo replied. “It sounds like something two girls like that would hire someone like you to do.” 
 
    “You’re getting too cynical,” I snorted. “There was nothing like that in my contract.” 
 
    “You like to play by the rules, they don’t,” Theo said. 
 
    “And whatever are you two conspiring about?” a sweet female voice inquired. I looked over to see the angelic face of one of the twins as she leaned over the door of Theo’s stall. She was silhouetted with the sun behind her, so I couldn’t make out her eye color well enough to tell which one. Then I glanced down at her folded arms and saw that the sleeves were apricot colored. Katrina, then. 
 
    “We were merely remarking on the extraordinary beauty of our traveling companions,” I replied sarcastically. 
 
    “A worthy topic,” Janina declared as she joined her sister outside the stall. “Let’s continue it as we ride.” 
 
    The three of us mounted up and set off again, after consulting the map. We were on course to reach Sunderly the next morning, in plenty of time for the tournament to start the day after that. 
 
    “When was the first time you ever bedded a--” Katrina began as we exited the town, but I decided to interrupt her before they could start up with their onslaught of nosy mainly romance-related questions again like they had during the previous day. 
 
    “What was the name of the sorcerer who kidnapped your mother?” I asked abruptly. 
 
    Both twins, who had been giggling slightly in anticipation of discussing Katrina’s question, abruptly fell silent. Maybe that had been a harsh choice of question on my part, but I’d wanted to make sure I got their attention. 
 
    Then after a moment, Katrina said, “Ernest,” while Janina said, “Razputen.” 
 
    There was another moment of silence after that, of a distinctly different flavor. I turned back to look at them sidelong. 
 
    “Ernest Razputen,” Katrina said. “That was his full name.” 
 
    “He gave his full name when he was in town, but the lawmen, and your father, were never able to track him down?” I asked. “To find anyone who knew of him?” 
 
    “It probably wasn’t his real name,” Janina pointed out. 
 
    “It had a certain irony to it,” Katrina said. “For him to be called Ernest, when he was a treacherous villain.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said. “So your father-- he never sent so much as a telegraph after he left?” 
 
    “Never,” Janina agreed. 
 
    “Our grandmother raised us,” Katrina said. “But eventually, we inherited our parents’ property, once we came of age.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “And this grandmother of yours, what was her name?” 
 
    This time, the twins didn’t both answer at once. Instead, they both paused, seemingly waiting for each other to answer. As if they were wary of repeating their previous mistake. 
 
    Then Janina finally said, “Mary.” 
 
    “Mary Elliott,” Katrina agreed. 
 
    “I see,” I said with a great deal of emphasis on the words. 
 
    I turned to look at the twins. They were exchanging worried glances with each other. When they noticed me looking, they turned their wide eyes to me and attempted to radiate innocence. I don’t think they realized that they were overdoing it. 
 
    “Are your names even really Elliott?” I asked. 
 
    “What!” Katrina exclaimed. 
 
    “Of course they are,” Janina scoffed. 
 
    “Of course?” I repeated as I arched an eyebrow at them. 
 
    “All right, well, maybe some things we say are a tiny bit of an exaggeration sometimes,” Katrina conceded. 
 
    “But our surname really is Elliott,” Janina repeated. 
 
    “I suppose I believe you on that account,” I said. “Not that it makes any difference. So, what really happened to your parents?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” Katrina snapped. 
 
    “I suppose not, but you sure do ask a lot of questions about my business,” I pointed out. 
 
    “You’re right,” Katrina sighed. “And I’m not cross with you, not really.” 
 
    “It just isn’t a very good story,” Janina said. 
 
    “You mean it’s not a happy one?” I asked. “Most stories aren’t, in the end.” 
 
    “No, it’s not a happy one,” Katrina said. 
 
    “It’s not even a beautifully tragic one, like the one we told you about the sorcerer,” Janina added. 
 
    “That was a good story, wasn’t it?” Katrina asked me hopefully. 
 
    “Yes, it was,” I chuckled to myself at her lack of shame at being caught in a lie. 
 
    “But our real father wasn’t like that,” Katrina said. 
 
    “He didn’t love our mother,” Janina said. Her voice was usually lighthearted and teasing but this time I could hear the undertones of pain in it. “He abandoned her.” 
 
    “So you were raised by your mother and didn’t know your father?” I guessed. 
 
    “Actually, we were raised by our father, and didn’t know our mother,” Janina corrected me. 
 
    “He left your mother, but took the two of you with him?” I asked. That sounded like a rather uncommon thing for a man to do. 
 
    “Yes, he did, so we practically were raised by wolves,” Janina said. “He brought us along from town to town with his gang, from the time we were two until the time we were ten. His various girlfriends sort of looked after us, the ones that liked children anyway.” 
 
    “His… gang?” I repeated. “You mean, like a gang of outlaws?” 
 
    “Exactly like that,” Katrina said. Her tone was quite solemn. I didn’t think she was joking. 
 
    “Look here, you don’t have to tell me a damn thing, as long as it’s not going to make a lick of difference for the next seven and a half days,” I sighed. “I’m not some gossip-starved matron. I can accept not knowing.” 
 
    “We’re not lying,” Janina said sharply. “Not this time.” 
 
    “The real story isn’t any less colorful, it’s just less romantic,” Katrina said. 
 
    “Your father was an outlaw, and he took you along with his gang for eight years?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “It wasn’t because he loved us, although we thought that at first,” Katrina said. 
 
    “It’s because when we were small, we were useful to him,” Janina explained. 
 
    “How so?” I asked. Children of an age to be small, weak, easily tired, prone to complaining, incapable of advanced reasoning, and incompetent at regulating their emotions seemed to me like a huge burden and liability for-- well, anyone, really, but in particular for a violent gang of bandits. 
 
    “Dozens of ways,” Janina said. “I bet between the two of us, we still remember nearly all of them, don’t you think, Kat?” 
 
    “Where’s Mother, Savajuns Attacked Our Camp, Please May I Have a Peppermint, My Sister Fell Down a Well,” Katrina started counting off on her fingers. “My Doggie is Lost, I Need a Drink of Water, My Stomach Hurts… ” 
 
    “My Grandmother is Sick, I’m Frightened of the Woods, That Man Tried to Touch Me,” Janina continued. “What a Pretty Dress That Is, Can You Do Magic?, I Can Do Magic, My Sister is Dead, The House is On Fire, We All Have Dysentery.” 
 
    “He used you to lure robbery victims into ambushes,” I said. “And perpetrate swindles on others which willingly caused them to give up their goods.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Janina said. 
 
    “Our being twins was particularly useful to the gang,” Katrina said. “It was like the ability to be in two places at once. One of us could be the decoy, another the thief. And no one would suspect us because they knew they’d been watching ‘the little blonde girl’ quite closely the entire time, feeding her milk and cookies in the kitchen, so she couldn’t possibly have had anything to do with the things that went missing from upstairs.” 
 
    “We did crueler things than that,” Janina said. “A few times we staged our death, with the help of the gang, and then the other one would immediately reappear unharmed. You will find that most people are shockingly amenable to obeying the instructions of a ghost child.” 
 
    “I suppose this makes a sort of sense,” I mused. “This was your… education that prepared you for future mercenary endeavors.” 
 
    “We aren’t like Father,” Katrina said emphatically. “We don’t ever hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Being deprived of their worldly goods can cause folks quite a lot of hurt,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I mean we don’t hurt them physically,” Katrina said. She seemed quite unconcerned by my point. 
 
    “And you hired me,” I added, “someone who has made a career out of hurting people physically.” 
 
    “Yes, but only just in case we need your protection,” Janina said. “We haven’t asked you to attack anyone innocent, have we?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “If you did ask me that--” 
 
    “We’d have to pay you extra, I know,” Janina sighed. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “But go on. I want to hear about your childhood. It sounds like a rather peculiar way to grow up.” Maybe not more peculiar than the way I had grown up, in truth-- but most people would certainly consider it to be so. 
 
    “You know everything important about it now,” Janina said. “Or you can deduce the rest, at least. He wasn’t a good father. He left us behind a couple of times when the gang had to make a quick getaway. Or when he got really drunk, and I think he genuinely just forgot. We would never know whether he was ever going to come back or not. Usually, locals would look after us. We wouldn’t tell them anything about where we’d come from or who we ‘belonged to’ and then after a few days when someone from the gang did come to fetch us, we’d just sneak away from our hosts and vanish.” 
 
    “And he, Father I mean, he had a-- quick temper,” Katrina said tightly. 
 
    “But that made us fast learners,” Janina said. 
 
    “So how did you get away from him?” I asked. 
 
    “It was one of our hosts, that we thought would be a temporary host like all the rest,” Katrina said. “Marianne Elliott. We stayed with her in Dunville, after Father abandoned us again. He came back, but when we tried to go with him, it was different that time.” 
 
    “Marianne stopped him,” Janina said with a slight smile. “She was a little old lady, but she put her foot down. I was scared for her at first. I thought that Father might kill her, or at least knock her out.” 
 
    “She threatened to call the sheriff if he wouldn’t leave,” Katrina said, “and he said he had a right to us, that we were his daughters, and the sheriff would just hand us over to him anyway.” 
 
    “And she said that may be, but that the sheriff would be mighty interested in giving him a good swing on the gallows first in repayment for the various ways he’d spent his time in Dunville, to which all the neighbors could certainly testify,” Janina said. 
 
    “He looked at her like he was going to strangle her, but then-- he didn’t,” Katrina continued pensively. “He just muttered something about us getting too old anyway. He meant by that that we were starting to get to an age where people didn’t implicitly trust us anymore, where we were no longer above suspicion and therefore much less useful to him. And then, he turned tail and left, and that was the last we ever saw of him. I’d be surprised if he’s still alive today.”   
 
    “The last thing he said to us though, I’ll never forget it,” Janina laughed darkly. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “You already know what it was,” she replied. “We told you.” 
 
    “‘Be good girls,’” I repeated. I did recall them saying that, at the end of their invented story about a lovesick father who’d left them only in order to go in search of his beloved wife, kidnapped by a sorcerer. In that context, they had seemed like rather banal parting words. The words themselves were still banal, but they acquired a bitter irony in the mouth of an outlaw father who had exploited and abused them and taught them nothing but how to operate as criminals. 
 
    “That part was true,” Janina said. “It was exactly what he said. The last thing he had any right to say. The kisses on the top of our heads were a lie, though.” 
 
    “Marianne sounds like a remarkable woman,” I said. 
 
    “She was,” Katrina replied. Her face and Janina’s were both aglow with such earnest affection as they thought of her that I knew their story about their adopted guardian must be true, at least in part. “She stood up for us. She was the first person who ever did.” 
 
    “And we weren’t easy children either,” Janina added. “Not after all the nasty habits that had been ingrained in us. Not with our lack of trust and our proclivities for lying and stealing and cheating. We disappointed her so many times, but she never gave up on us.” 
 
    “May God rest her soul,” Katrina said. 
 
    “It’s her house that we live in,” Janina said. “She never married or had children, but she was her father’s only child, so she inherited his estate, and spent very little of it throughout her life, except to provide for us. The people of Dunville knew that we weren’t really her granddaughters, but they thought we had been sent to live with her by our uncle, some wealthy industrialist who was a distant relation of hers.” 
 
    “Uncle Elliott,” I said as I remembered our conversation at dinner that first night I had met them, after collecting the reward for Ermenildo Zabala’s false orange-bearded head. 
 
    “Yes,” Janina said. “That fiction existed all along. But we didn’t hire the actor until after Marianne passed away, on a few occasions when we needed someone to throw around the heft of male authority a bit. No one ever found out that we were really the discarded offspring of a notorious bandit. We wouldn’t have been regarded the same way in town.” 
 
    “You know, that may be so,” I said, “but you’re lucky you live in the West. In the Old World, folks are even less forgiving of each other’s pasts, even for things they can’t help. People are judged on the basis of what their ancestors achieved or failed to achieve in the past several centuries.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Katrina said doubtfully. “But we don’t know any of our ancestors past our father, so I don’t see how that would be possible.” 
 
    “That would be considered even worse,” I said. 
 
    “Some people have no sense,” Katrina huffed. 
 
    “Just so,” I said. 
 
    “Well, what about you?” Janina inquired curiously. 
 
    “Me? I have a great deal of sense.” 
 
    “No, I mean, what about your past,” she said. 
 
    “It’s over and done with, I guess,” I said. “It’s involved a lot of fighting and killing. You can rest assured that I am an experienced professional at my trade.” 
 
    “That’s not why I was asking,” Janina said. Her sweet, youthful face had an unusually intent expression. “I just want to know more about you. Who you are, I mean.” 
 
    “In the hopes that you’ll gain enough material to be able to manipulate me?” I laughed. 
 
    “No!” Janina protested. “I just really want to get to know you. You’re an awfully interesting person, you know.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” I asked. I didn’t have much to hide from these girls. Sure, I liked them well enough, but it didn’t really matter, ultimately, what they thought of me. They had already hired me, after all, and I wasn’t really one for repeat customers. Things could get tangled up fast, that way.  
 
    It was much simpler, cleaner, purer, if Theo and I just took our payment and kept on heading West, onward to whatever laid beyond the horizon. Of course, with girls who looked like Janina and Katrina Elliott, I was well aware that most men would bend over backwards to try to fill their mouths with honey and tell them whatever the hell they imagined they wanted to hear. But I wasn’t that kind of a liar. It wasn’t a matter of honor. I just found it pathetic watching fellows pretend desperately to be something they weren’t, just to bed a girl, when most times I could admit outright what I was, and they’d still let me have my way with them. 
 
    “Well… what kind of family were you born into?” Katrina piped up. 
 
    All right, so that was one question with an answer that I generally tried to keep to myself. I considered for a moment whether it was worth inventing some sort of wild cover story like they’d done to me at first on the same subject. Or how much grief I’d catch from them for the rest of the day if I chose to refuse the very first, seemingly innocent question that they asked me. Then, something else occurred to me. 
 
    They wouldn’t believe the real answer, anyway. 
 
    “The royal family of Delorne,” I answered nonchalantly. 
 
    “How amusing,” Janina huffed. 
 
    I had to turn my face away to hide my smile. I wasn’t sure, but I thought I could feel Theo’s flanks between my thighs shudder slightly with suppressed laughter. 
 
    “Tell us really,” Katrina insisted. 
 
    “Very well, I wasn’t just born into the royal family, I was born first of all the King’s sons,” I said. “I was the crown prince. The heir to the throne.” 
 
    “So you were educated in statecraft, and formal etiquette, and ballroom dances,” Janina said sarcastically. 
 
    “Most assuredly.” 
 
    “Well, at least I believe that knights taught you swordsmanship,” Katrina giggled. 
 
    “I was considered gifted at that, but I wasn’t the most gifted of my brothers… the discipline where I surpassed them all was ballroom dancing,” I said. That was quite true. One of my brothers had been markedly superior at swordsmanship, and another roughly equal. That was, however, when I wasn’t permitted to use my magical ability of manipulating the size of objects. When I was permitted to use it in sparring, none of them could touch me. 
 
    Both Janina and Katrina giggled uncontrollably at that idea. 
 
    “I didn’t know you had such a sense of humor, Mr. Hale,” Katrina remarked. 
 
    “I don’t,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, you shall have to demonstrate your ballroom dancing skills for us sometime then, Mr. Hale,” Janina cooed. 
 
    “Next time we end up in a ballroom,” I promised, but that would not happen based on the unlikelihood of our location out on the frontier. 
 
    “But do we really need a ballroom?” Katrina asked. “We could dance in the grass.” 
 
    “Like peasants?” I replied. 
 
    The twins broke into uncontrollable giggles at that again. Theo also emitted an audible guffaw, but it sounded different enough from a human laugh that I didn’t think the girls really recognized it as such. 
 
    “So I suppose we shouldn’t call you Mr. Hale anymore,” Janina said. “We really ought to call you Your Highness.” 
 
    “No, that would have been my father,” I said. “My proper address would be ‘my lord.’” 
 
    This, too, was hilarious to the Elliott twins. 
 
    “I hope you’ll forgive us for failing to address you properly, and that you won’t have us executed,” Katrina said. 
 
    “Lord of what? The desert?” Janina scoffed meanwhile. “A few tumbleweeds?” 
 
    “I’m glad you find my family history so amusing,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, terribly,” Janina said. “I suppose it doesn’t matter if you don’t want to tell us.” 
 
    “Was your father an outlaw like ours?” Katrina speculated. “Maybe that’s why you don’t have any sort of proper moral code.” 
 
    “Maybe his father was a farmer,” Janina said. “Maybe it isn’t really much of a story at all, and that’s why he won’t tell us.” 
 
    “Maybe he grew up in an orphanage,” Katrina guessed. “Did you, Mr. Hale?” 
 
    I had no interest in trying to convince them one way or the other, so instead of denying any of their increasingly more outlandish speculations, I began casually agreeing with every single one of them. In this way the girls easily amused themselves for a solid half an hour, without any further effort on my part than monosyllabic answers. 
 
    That day’s riding passed uneventfully, without encountering any hazards, and the twins’ high spirits continued into the evening as we settled around a small campfire for our first evening in the open. We were half a day’s ride yet from Sunderly, and it was already dark, so there was no settlement that we could practicably reach. There was, of course, some chance of attracting unwanted attention every time one lit a fire in the dark, which served as a beacon to your location, but Savajuns generally did their raiding during the day, unless they had planned an attack on a specific settlement. It didn’t make any sense for them to rove around looking for hapless travelers all through the night, as chances are they wouldn’t find anything at all but holes to break their horses’ legs and vindictive nocturnal animals with venomous bites. So, we had the comfort and warmth of a fire to gather around. 
 
    “We haven’t slept outside like this since we were children,” Katrina said. There was some sadness and some wistfulness in her voice as she stared into the flames and clutched a woolen blanket around herself. The dancing orange-red light reflected in the twins’ eyes like fire upon the surface of water and played such tricks with the color that I couldn’t have possibly told them apart at the moment, if I hadn’t already known which color dress each one was wearing. Their silvery-blonde hair was also aglow, which gave them an ethereal look against the darkness that surrounded us. 
 
    “With your father’s gang, you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Katrina said. 
 
    “Did you ever like sleeping outside?” I asked. “The adventure of it, I mean. Being under the stars, bound for lands unknown.” 
 
    “I don’t think I ever thought of it as an adventure,” Katrina replied. “It was just hardship and insecurity and all we’d ever known.” 
 
    “It would’ve been more special to have had a house,” Janina agreed. “That’s what we always thought. We daydreamed about owning a house of our own and decorating it however we pleased. Planting a garden and being there to watch the flowers and vegetables grow. Living in the same town for years and becoming friends with our neighbors. Going to all the same shops every week.” 
 
    “We also daydreamed about being princesses and marrying princes,” Katrina giggled. “And living in palaces full of servants, and ordering around the members of our father’s gang who were cruel to us, or humiliating and torturing them.” 
 
    “And having seven children and ten cats each,” Janina added. 
 
    “And a new dress for every day of the year.” 
 
    “And more jewels than a queen.” 
 
    I didn’t respond to their repeated references to royalty. I had gotten away with my strategy of deceit through perfect honesty before, and they hadn’t thought anything of it except that I was a great wit, but if I mentioned my pedigree again in order to try to reassure them that royal life wasn’t as wonderful as they seemed to imagine, then they might start taking my story more seriously than I wanted them to. 
 
    Instead I just remarked, “Well, it seems the two of you are well on your way to achieving a good many of your goals.” 
 
    “We’ve really only just started, in the last two years, since Marianne passed away,” Janina said. 
 
    “What, she wouldn’t have approved of your pickpocketing, or your gambling, or your cheating at cards, or the many other methods of larceny that I am sure you practice?” I asked dryly. 
 
    “There were a lot of things she didn’t approve of,” Katrina said. “She always tried to teach us to be less vain, but that didn’t really work very well. And she didn’t believe that ladies should drink, but I think we have certainly as much reason to drink as men do.” 
 
    “Speaking of which-- we did pack the sherry, didn’t we, Kat?” Janina asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’d forgotten all about it,” Katrina replied. She walked over to the heap of luggage that they had unloaded from the mares, all four of which were now hobbled and grazing nearby. Theo stood close behind me, within the warmth exuded by the fire, and appeared to be dozing off slightly. “Was it the pink or the blue box?” 
 
    “Pink,” Janina said. 
 
    While knocking down a few other cases, Katrina managed to extract one particular round pink hat box. She opened it up, pawed through some lacy garments that might have been stockings or something of the sort, and triumphantly pulled out a green glass bottle of sherry. Holding it high above her head, she walked back over and rejoined our circle around the campfire. 
 
    “But we don’t have any glasses, Janie,” she pointed out with concern. 
 
    “Never mind that-- did Father’s friends ever use glasses?” Janina laughed. 
 
    “But we aren’t like them!” Katrina exclaimed in horror. “We are ladies. Aren’t we?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Janina replied indifferently. She glanced at me with mischief in her stormy ocean-colored eyes. “You won’t mind if we don’t have any glasses to use, will you, Mr. Hale?” 
 
    “My only disappointment is that all you brought is sherry,” I replied. “That’s a drink for grandmothers.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t drink like grandmothers!” Katrina declared indignantly. 
 
    “Then show me.” I shrugged. 
 
    “You think you’re awfully cunning, don’t you?” Katrina said as she planted a hand on her hip. “You aren’t planning on getting us drunk so you can take advan—” 
 
    “Look here, I’m not the one who brought the sherry out in the first place, am I?” I replied. “You’re the ones who wanted to drink it, and if that’s the case, I’m happy to partake. I just hope you don’t sip like grandmothers.” 
 
    Katrina scowled at me, set the neck of the bottle between her lips, tipped her head back, and chugged several long swallows. Then she stopped with a little gasp and handed the bottle off to her sister, who followed suit. 
 
    Janina handed the bottle to me, and I drank, too. I nearly spit out the first mouthful when I tasted it because it was so sickeningly sweet, but I forced myself to down a respectable amount, after which the bottle was half empty by the time I handed it back around the circle to Katrina. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you humans like to drink substances that turn you into fools,” Theo remarked, a tall black disapproving shadow looming over my shoulder. 
 
    “Because it amuses us,” Janina said. 
 
    “It distracts us,” Katrina added. 
 
    “It’s freeing,” I added. “It puts us in a slightly more primitive state.” 
 
    “A more primitive state? That doesn’t sound like a good thing in the least,” Theo said disdainfully. “You couldn’t force me at swordpoint to drink something that would reduce me to the level of those mares.” 
 
    “Slightly, Theo, slightly,” I chuckled. “After downing a whiskey, have I ever run off and left you to go swinging through the trees and subsisting on bananas?” 
 
    “No, but you do get a bit more aggressive with people you haven’t been paid to fight, and a bit more eager to hump mares,” Theo sniffed. 
 
    “Did he just say…” Katrina inquired. 
 
    “He means women,” I explained hastily. “He just calls them that.” 
 
    “I figured that,” Katrina giggled as she took several small sips from the bottle before passing it on to Janina. “But that’s the consequence of your getting drunk? So you mean Janie and I are taking a substantial risk at the moment?” 
 
    “I’ve never done it forcibly, and I never will,” I said. “So you’re not taking any risk at all, if it’s me you distrust. If it’s yourselves, on the other hand… ” 
 
    “You have a lot of nerve, insinuating such a thing,” Katrina said. Then she hiccupped. 
 
    “We don’t have to drink anymore if you don’t want to,” I said. “We could all just go to sleep right now. Then we can get up early and reach Sunderly as soon as possible in the morning.” 
 
    “Can you get the other bottle, Janie?” Katrina asked her twin as she ignored my suggestion altogether. 
 
    Janina handed off the first bottle of sherry to me, which was nearly empty, and then she got up to go fetch another. 
 
    I expanded the bottle to as large as I could comfortably hold in both hands, which caused the dregs of sherry inside to swell proportionately, and then I drained it. 
 
    “I’ve never met anyone with that power before,” Katrina said drowsily as she stared at me as if mesmerized. 
 
    “I’ve never met anyone with your power before, either,” I replied. “Not that I understand it fully--” 
 
    Katrina reached out and grabbed my hand. I looked at her in surprise. Then I heard her voice in my head. 
 
    Do you understand it now? 
 
    I instinctively yanked my hand out of her grasp. My heart was racing. I liked Katrina, but the sensation of having my mind invaded like that was unnerving. Did it work both ways, I wondered? Could she hear anything that I thought while she was touching me? 
 
    “You should see your face right now,” Katrina giggled. 
 
    “You did it to him, didn’t you?” Janina demanded as she returned with the second bottle of sherry that had been hoarded away somewhere in their mountain of luggage. 
 
    “Did what?” Katrina asked innocently. 
 
    “Talked into his mind.” 
 
    “That’s what you call it?” I asked. 
 
    “What else would I call it?” Janina asked. 
 
    “Well, I guess that makes it sound… pretty straightforward,” I said. 
 
    “Pretty normal, you mean?” Janina asked. “It is normal. For us, anyway.” 
 
    “And that’s all there is to it,” Katrina added, as she seemed to read the discomfort in my expression. “I can only send messages that way… I can’t read your thoughts. I’m not in your mind, not really. It’s like your mind is a mailbox that doesn’t belong to me, and I can only drop letters into it. But I can’t open it up and reach inside for myself. That would be a whole other power that I don’t have.” Then she hiccupped and yawned.  
 
    Janina took a swig and passed me the second bottle of sherry. It really was horribly sweet stuff, and I didn’t care for it at all, but I didn’t want to ruin the twins’ enjoyment of the evening by refusing to participate. 
 
    “We were always able to talk that way when we were children without Father being able to hear us, and then later on, without Marianne being able to hear us,” Janina said. “Well, Katrina could talk to me, anyway. I couldn’t respond in the same way. But most of the time, she knew me well enough to know what my response would be, anyway. Have you ever had that kind of a bond with someone?” 
 
    “Yup,” I said as I glanced upward at Theo’s large black muzzle overhead. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Janina said. “How’d you ever find a talking horse, anyway? They’re so rare. I thought only presidents or kings could afford them.” 
 
    “Theo was a gift,” I said. 
 
    “I am a gift, a blessing, your pride and joy, and a constant delight from sunup till sundown,” Theo agreed. With that, he wandered off to the spot of grass that I guess he thought looked the softest, and folded his legs to lie down for the night. He didn’t always lie down at all when he slept, and he usually didn’t sleep the whole night through, only a few hours here and there, but I guess he must’ve been pretty tuckered out. 
 
    “That’s another dream to add to our list,” Katrina said drowsily to her twin. “A talking horse. Or a talking animal of any kind, really. I should love to have one.” 
 
    “That’s what you think now,” I said. “Talking animals are the most judgmental kind, you know.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Janina asked. “Maybe the mute ones are thinking all kinds of rude thoughts about us all the time, only they can’t say so.” 
 
    “They don’t understand enough to have such particular opinions about human misbehavior of all kinds as Theo does,” I said. 
 
    “What do you consider misbehavior, exactly?” Janina inquired. 
 
    “Er… stealing. Enslaving. Raping. Maiming. Torture.” 
 
    Janina looked dissatisfied by that response. But before she could say anything about it, we both heard the faintest wisp of a snore, and looked over to see Katrina passed out, her silvery blonde hair in disarray, her body curled up in a sort of vulnerable, childish way. 
 
    I reached over and carefully adjusted the blanket to cover her more fully without waking her. 
 
    “Now, there’s something I just don’t understand,” I said quietly to Janina. 
 
    “And what’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “You and Katrina are twins, aren’t you?” I asked. “As close to biologically identical as two people can be.” 
 
    “Sure are,” she said brightly. 
 
    “Then, shouldn’t you have the same level of alcohol tolerance?” I inquired. 
 
    “I suppose that would be logical,” Janina agreed. 
 
    “Then how come a few sips had Katrina flushed and hiccupping, and the third part of a bottle sent her to sleep, whereas you seem almost entirely sensible still?” I demanded. “Well-- what I mean by sensible is, as sensible as you ever are usually.” 
 
    “Hmmm… ” Janina giggled. “Well, I guess I’d have to speculate that’s because I, unlike dear Kat, have not consumed nearly so much as a third part of a bottle. I guess I’d have to speculate that’s because I have intentionally been keeping my lips pressed tight and allowing only the barest of sips to pass, so that it looks like I’m drinking plentifully whereas I am in fact keeping my wits about me.” 
 
    “And why would you do a thing like that?” I asked. “You don’t like sherry? Or drunkenness?” 
 
    “I am quite fond of both,” Janina replied. “But I am even fonder of winning bets. And my dear sleeping sister and I happen to have placed a rather large one against each other, three days ago.” 
 
    “What bet?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “A bet on which of us could bed you first,” she answered sweetly. 
 
    It was hard to surprise me, but I had to admit that that one threw me for a minute. Janina’s eyes glimmered wickedly in the firelight as she met my gaze steadily. 
 
    “I see,” I said. “Well, I understand how Katrina can’t exactly interfere with your progress on that count at the moment, but that particular bet, ah, requires a bit of cooperation on my part, you know, so you haven’t won yet. Making that claim is a lot of damned arrogance.” 
 
    “I see. Are you going to deny me then?” she asked solemnly. Her greenish-blue eyes widened with concern. Her pillowy lips parted slightly. She leaned toward me, which exposed her already precarious cleavage further and sent a whiff of her soft, delicious scent toward me-- lilies, maybe, and peaches. 
 
    “Hell no,” I replied. 
 
    I stood up, leaned over, and scooped her up in my arms for the first time. She didn’t weigh much, and half of that was probably the dress. She flung her arms around my neck and giggled in response, at a pitch that suggested the minimal quantity of sherry had at least had some effect on her. Or maybe it was just the nervous excitement. 
 
    “Keep an eye on Katrina,” I instructed Theo. He snorted in response, which I took as assent. I knew I’d catch an earful from him for this incident later. But right then I just didn’t give a damn. 
 
    Once I judged that we were a safe enough distance away that Katrina wouldn’t hear us and get woken up, I gently deposited Janina in the grass. She looked up at me trustingly, and I proceeded to start ripping her clothes off as fast as I could. Western women’s clothes were, in my opinion, quite unnecessarily elaborate, the more so the wealthier the woman in question was, but luckily I’d had enough practice to know where the weakest seams usually lay. 
 
    “My dress!” Janina gasped as she heard the first tear of fabric. 
 
    “You have twenty others with you,” I growled. She didn’t protest any further about it, so I guess she accepted that reasoning. 
 
    As I got down to her undergarments, her corset and bloomers and stockings, Janina started grabbing for my clothes too with rather clumsy and violent hands, with the evident intention of returning the favor. I pushed her hands away. 
 
    “I only have one set of clothes,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I don’t see why,” she huffed. “You could afford a fine wardrobe, with the money from us alone.” 
 
    “I don’t see why,” I replied.  
 
    I flipped her over facedown and started to unlace the corset. Corsets were serious pieces of workmanship. You couldn’t rip those with your bare hands. But then I encountered a knot that I couldn’t pick apart. So I enlarged the corset until I could simply pull it off over Janina’s head.  
 
    She yelped with surprise and managed to raise her arms above her head, and I threw the corset aside.  
 
    Her pale breasts were as full and round and pert as a man could dream of, even without the corset squashing them flat to her ribcage. And her waist was still impossibly slender, creating a natural hourglass shape only slightly less severe than the corseted version. I reached out and pulled down the bloomers and stockings from her hips past her feet, which exposed her sex and her long, slim legs. 
 
    I stood up to strip my own clothes off, and Janina started to cross her legs and move her arm up across her chest to cover herself shyly. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Spread-eagled. I want to look at every bit of you.” 
 
    Janina’s eyes widened, and she hesitated for a moment, but then she complied. Her curves were perfectly outlined against the grass, ripe for the taking, her cleft visible. I could see her body trembling slightly with anticipation.  
 
    Once I had my clothes off, which only took a few seconds, Janina’s eyes roved up and down my body and fixed hungrily on my throbbing erection. 
 
    I would have liked to tease her further for a while, since she deserved it for making me the subject of a bet like the one she had, but in that moment my physical need for her was so overpowering that all I wanted was to get inside of her immediately, and I couldn’t bring myself to delay the moment. 
 
    I laid down on top of her and kissed her. At the same moment as our lips and tongues touched for the first time, my shaft pushed up between her thighs and prodded her entrance. She gasped into my mouth and arched against me, so I reached down and parted her entrance with my fingers to allow the tip of my cock to slip inside her wetness. But she was so tight that it wouldn’t penetrate farther.  
 
    “It won’t fit,” she whispered between kisses. 
 
    “It will,” I assured her. I reached down to bend each of her legs, with her knees up and her feet planted on the ground. Then I used my hand to hold my tip in place against her cleft, bent my hips back, and rammed them forward. That wedged me in by a few inches. I grabbed Janina’s ass in both my hands and pulled her toward me as I thrusted to force myself in the rest of the way, as she whimpered with both pain and ecstasy. Then she locked her heels behind my back, and I started driving into her rhythmically. After a few minutes of that, she let out a cry, and I could feel her walls clench my shaft as she climaxed. 
 
    Without detaching our bodies, I turned over so that I was lying on my back instead and Janina was straddling me. She leaned forward, planted her hands on my shoulders, and started grinding her hips into me with a slow, smooth, rolling motion, with my cock buried deep inside her. Then, as she started to come closer to orgasm again, she picked up the pace and started bouncing urgently on my cock, letting several slick inches slide out of her and then slamming herself back down to take all of it again. I reached out and started rubbing the pink nub at the top of her cleft while she did that, through the silvery blonde curls of her hair, which were of a softer texture than most other women’s. That additional sensation set her whimpering at a pitch that I knew meant she was about to come. I was close myself, but her bouncing rhythm wasn’t quite right for me. 
 
    So I lifted her off me, flipped her over onto her hands and knees, and quickly reinserted my cock from behind. My right hand closed around her narrow waist and my left grasped along the bone of her hip. The position allowed me to pull the beautiful woman back into me while I thrust deep into her tunnel, and she let out a groan of ectasy when I slowly began to fuck her.  
 
    “Harder,” she whispered after I had teased her with deep and slow thrusts for a good five minutes. “Please, Hal. Fill me up. I need it.” 
 
    “Fine,” I grunted as I began to pick up speed, and then I hammered into her frantically for a few more minutes until the tightness of her trembling walls caused me to explode. The sensation of my seed filling her sent Janina over the edge at the same moment, and her body spasmed as I poured into her. Our climaxes were long and delicious, and I ran my hands over the creamy skin of her waist, back, hips, and ass during the blissful spiral. After we had slid down from our peaks, we collapsed panting into the grass, and I watched my milky seed leak out from between her perfectly shaped thighs. 
 
    “I win,” Janina whispered up at the stars. “Two times. Once because of the bet, and twice because that was the best I’ve ever had.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    In the morning when I woke up, Janina was still deep asleep and completely naked, as was I. When I caught sight of her, my cock hardened instantly, and I was about to reach for her, but then something made me glance over at the campfire where we had left Katrina in Theo’s care the night before. Katrina was sitting upright sipping from a mug in her hand and coolly staring back at me. I sighed. My next round with her sister would have to wait, then. 
 
    I quickly redressed. I could feel Katrina’s eyes on me throughout the process. I couldn’t help Janina back into her previous day’s clothes, because half of them were torn, and all of them were dirty from the ground and damp with dew. So I walked back over to the campfire and picked up a blanket. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said to Katrina, and to Theo as well, since he was still hovering nearby. 
 
    I walked back over to Janina, covered her with the blanket, and gently shook her awake. Most women, when I did that, sort of hummed in their throats and tried to snuggle up to me, or if they were sleep-deprived, maybe to roll out of my reach or swat my hand away. Janina, however, did neither. 
 
    Her eyes flew open, and she sat bolt upright, which caused the blanket to fall off and to bare her breasts again. “I didn’t do it!” she cried out as her unfocused eyes stared past me. 
 
    “Didn’t do what?” I inquired, as Janina blinked in confusion, stared at me in sudden recognition, and started to process her actual situation. 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know,” the disheveled beauty replied calmly. She looked me up and down and smirked. “All I can recall is what we did do, last night.” 
 
    “Well, I’d hope you wouldn’t be forgetting that any time soon,” I drawled, and then I tipped my head in the direction of the campfire, to draw her attention to the fact that Katrina was very much awake and appeared to have drawn the inevitable conclusions about our recent activities. 
 
    “Oh, you’re quite right,” Janina said as she gathered the blanket around herself and stood up. She left her damaged clothes in the grass where they had fallen, and I wasn’t about to concern myself with them. At least that would be a few pounds off the mares’ load. “I mustn’t forget to collect on our bet.” 
 
    As soon as the two of us rejoined Katrina at the extinguished campfire, the more blue-eyed of the twins immediately declared, “That doesn’t count.” 
 
    “What?” Janina asked. 
 
    “You know what,” Katrina said sharply. “Our bet. It doesn’t count.” 
 
    “What on earth do you mean it doesn’t count?” Janina asked impatiently. “I’m sure that Mr. Hale will be willing to attest to the fact that we fully consummated--” 
 
    “I mean, you cheated because you plied me with drink until I fell asleep,” Katrina interrupted. 
 
    “I did no such thing,” Janina scoffed. “You’re the one who asked about the sherry first, in fact. And nobody forced you to keep drinking such excessive quantities of it, yet you did. And at no point did we determine any party’s potential consumption of alcohol to be a disqualifying factor, in any case. So! When we return to the house, I should like, nay, shall expect to receive my hundred gold coins.” 
 
    “Hundred?” I repeated with amusement. I had killed men for less. I had never been paid to fuck a woman, any more so than I had ever paid to fuck one, but I had to admit that if the offer came up, and it was good for a hundred gold coins, I probably would have done it, assuming that she was neither repulsive nor diseased. 
 
    “It’s not fair,” Katrina muttered. 
 
    “No need to be jealous,” Janina purred. 
 
    It was the closest I had ever seen them come to quarreling. In a way, I was a bit relieved that they did quarrel sometimes. If they spent all their waking hours in each other’s company without one cross word exchanged, they wouldn’t have been any kind of natural creatures.  
 
    “Well, are you ever going to get dressed, or do you mean to ride into Sunderly in that blanket?” Katrina finally demanded. 
 
    “There isn’t really anywhere to get dressed, is there?” Janina asked as she looked around at the open plains stretching in every direction, without so much as a grove of trees to hide among. Then she smiled brightly. “But I suppose that doesn’t matter, does it? After all, it’s nothing Mr. Hale hasn’t seen before.” 
 
    She proceeded to drop the blanket and saunter over to their stack of luggage. Naked and sleek as a young gazelle in the light of the dawn, I reflected that she was one of the loveliest sights I’d ever seen. I also reflected that she evidently had a character flaw of rather poor sportsmanship. 
 
    Both girls selected dresses a bit more formal and elaborate than the ones they had been wearing for the past few days, I suppose because of our impending arrival in Sunderly, the site of the poker tournament, and one of the largest towns for hundreds of miles around. 
 
    Janina dressed herself out in the open, and I could tell that she enjoyed the sensation of me watching her. Katrina on the other hand opted to be modest and awkwardly hide under a blanket while she donned her layers of clothing. Out of politeness and concern that her mood already wasn’t the most pleasant, I refrained from pointing out that, while I may not have seen her body unclothed, I did now know precisely what she looked like naked too, given the exactness of the twins’ physical resemblance. 
 
    Janina dressed in a daringly cut ruby red gown, a color that couldn’t fail to attract attention and made her appear paler and more ethereal than usual, and Katrina dressed in an elegant black lace-trimmed ivory gown that brought out the caramel in her complexion and the rosiness in her cheeks by contrast. They both looked as if they were going to attend a formal dinner, and they both looked certain to be the belle of any ball. I suppose it was fortunate that beauty was one regard in which they would never have to compete with each other or envy each other. 
 
    I watered and saddled the horses while the twins were getting dressed and then pinning their hair into place, because that seemed preferable to me than doing nothing, and I was eager to be on our way. I did not, however, touch their monumental stack of luggage. That was their self-imposed burden to contend with. As a matter of principle I wasn’t going to let them escape the consequences of their frivolous and impractical choices in packing for the journey. So once they deemed themselves presentable, I leaned on Theo’s side and sipped a mug of the coffee that Katrina had brewed while I watched them fasten each of their suitcases one by one to the reluctant mares.  
 
    Then, finally, we started off. Theo and I lagged a little behind and allowed the twins to go ahead of us. The landscape was quite barren and it was easy to see that there were no imminent threats within view. It was a crisp and beautiful morning, in a steely blue sort of way, and I could see a pair of eagles circling overhead. My family’s crest had featured lions, and that seemed right for them, with all the infighting that went on among them, and considering the way that any male who reached maturity became a threat, and the way that the females ganged up on their prey. But I had always felt a greater affinity for eagles and hawks. They were predators too. But they lived solitary lives, with only their mates if they so cared to pick one, and they were free and viewed everything from afar unless they spied something they wanted, and then they plunged down just long enough to snatch it and wheel off into the great beyond again.   
 
    I was more focused on the landscape than on them, but I could hear snatches of the twins’ conversation carried back to us on the wind. 
 
    “That isn’t true at all, you won the last bet,” Janina was saying to Katrina, who responded with something inaudible. 
 
    “Well there isn’t any need to get cross about it,” Janina replied back. Again, I couldn’t quite hear what Katrina said, as she seemed to be a significantly more disciplined whisperer than Janina was, although both were clearly making some effort to keep their voices down, but it sounded like an emphatic negative. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Janina said. “And it isn’t as though… ” her sentence continued, but I couldn’t hear the rest of it. 
 
    Katrina whispered back something else, in an indignant tone. Then both sisters faced forward as their mares continued to stroll along side by side and ceased their conversation. They presented matching shapely silhouettes, one in ruby red and the other in ivory, crowned with silvery blonde chignons. 
 
    “You know, I rather suspected you would choose Janina,” Theo remarked to me, also in an undertone, although not quite at as low of a volume as I would have preferred. 
 
    “What? I didn’t, she chose me,” I said. 
 
    “I mean I thought she was the one you preferred,” Theo continued. The twins had started up another conversation by then, so I was less concerned that they were listening in, but I still tapped Theo to let him know to slow down and increase the distance between us and them a bit more. 
 
    “I like both,” I replied honestly. 
 
    “You mean you can’t see any difference?” Theo guffawed. Now that remark, I was pretty sure the twins did hear, although I was also sure they’d heard it a hundred times before. I rapped Theo lightly with my knuckles to caution him to quiet down. 
 
    “No, I mean their personalities seem to me to have different advantages,” I said. “Janina is a bit more fiery, and Katrina a bit softer and more sensitive.” 
 
    “Yes, so Janina’s more your sort of girl,” Theo said. 
 
    “Generally, yes, but I don’t mind a bit of sweetness and normalcy now and then,” I replied. 
 
    “You mean after Vera?” my horse inquired. 
 
    I made a noncommittal sound in my throat. 
 
    “It’s all relative, though, I suppose,” Theo continued. “They’re grifters and seductresses on a professional level. They didn’t exactly have a conventional upbringing, if they’re telling even half the truth about that, and they don’t have traditional ideas about men or marriage either. And, they may not be sorceresses, but they are magic users. So that’s your idea of ‘sweetness and normalcy?’” 
 
    “Just about,” I said peaceably. 
 
    Theo couldn’t argue with that. 
 
    A few hours later, just as the sun reached its hottest point of the day, we arrived in the frontier town of Sunderly. 
 
    It was one of the largest towns I’d seen yet out west, and it almost looked like a mirage, with the way it sprang up out of the barren plains. It was a miracle, without any roads to speak of beyond the ruts formed by wagon wheels and the grass stripped by the hooves of oxen, that so many people had somehow or other found their way there. It had probably about thirty public buildings, places of business or governance, and just about as many houses. 
 
    The signs looked freshly painted, the gardens looked thoroughly weeded, and the people looked exceptionally well dressed and well groomed. The twins were still a striking sight due to their beauty and their identicalness, but their sartorial finery actually didn’t put them much out of place in the streets of Sunderly. Of course, if a good part of the passersby were visitors in town for the poker tournament, that would somewhat augment their collective appearance of prosperity. Only the leisure class could afford to do something as foolish as travel for tens of miles just to throw away their money on a hand of cards. 
 
    Then I noticed there was a bit of a crowd congregating around one building in particular, folks lining up outside, and almost all of them wearing fabrics worth more than a miner’s yearly salary. They were chattering eagerly amongst each other, the ladies clutching parasols and fanning themselves, their male partners holding them by the elbows and tipping their hats to each other. Then I noticed the freshly painted sign propped outside the door of the building, which read “Tournament Enrollment.” 
 
    “There,” I pointed. The twins, at this point, had fallen in beside me. Janina rode to my left, and Katrina to my right, while the luggage mares trailed behind us. The streets were broad enough to allow for this, unless another mounted party was attempting to pass, in which case we all filed out more narrowly. “Shall we go?” 
 
    “Us?” Janina inquired in a tone of mild surprise. “I hardly think so, Mr. Hale.” 
 
    “… If you wish me to wait in line on your behalf, considering such chores to be beneath your dignity, I shall of course require due compensation.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Janina replied. Her bow-shaped lips curved into a slight smile. The girls exchanged glances of amusement past me. I didn’t like the look of that. “What I meant is that Kat and I do not intend to compete in the tournament at all.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, I just looked at her, and then at Katrina. Their faces shone with mischief and their lips were pressed tight with the evident effort of suppressing laughter. They had never looked more identical. And I had no idea what they meant by it, but I was pretty sure that they did really mean what they said.  
 
    They did not plan to compete in the poker tournament that we had just traveled three days to reach. 
 
    They wanted me to ask a dozen questions. They wanted me to be bewildered and anxious for information. Maybe even to get upset about having been entangled in this journey on false pretenses.  
 
    So I just shrugged and remarked, “I sure am glad you’ve finally seen the sense of abstainin’ from gambling.” 
 
    “What?” Surprise flitted across Janina’s lovely, doll-like features, quickly followed by irritation. “No, that’s not--” 
 
    “We don’t disapprove of gambling,” Katrina said indignantly. “We think it is a very fine and profitable endeavor.” 
 
    “Well, that just can’t be so,” I said calmly. “Seeing as here is such a ripe opportunity for the highest stakes gambling event for miles around, or months to come, and here are the two of you, turning up your pretty little noses at it. No one would do a thing like that, who could afford the stakes, unless they saw gambling for the folly that it is.” 
 
    “Look here, Mr. Hale,” Janina said impatiently. “Kat and I happen to be a pair of exquisitely skilled gamblers.” 
 
    “Exquisitely skilled?” I snorted. “That’s one way to put it.” 
 
    We had, by this point, passed by the crowd gathering to sign up for the tournament and strolled into a quieter part of town. We weren’t really heading anywhere in particular, just eyeing the layout of the land. 
 
    “I believe there is a high probability that, if we were to enter the tournament, one of us would win,” Janina continued as if I hadn’t spoken. 
 
    “But, of course, a probability is just that: a mere probability,” Katrina added. “And with such high stakes riding on the outcome, that wasn’t satisfactory to me or my sister.” 
 
    “We wanted nothing less than a guarantee,” Janina purred. 
 
    “But how can you guarantee that you would win a poker game?” I asked. Even cheating wasn’t a guarantee of that. Not only could you get caught, or someone else could have sufficient luck to win legitimately in spite of your self-conferred advantages, others could also be cheating to an even greater effect. Other players could even be magical cheaters, too. I had no doubt that certain people with very specific magical powers had made a career of being cardsharps. 
 
    “You cannot, but the game is however guaranteed to have a winner,” Katrina pointed out. 
 
    “And everyone who’s in town at the time, and paying attention, is bound to find out who it is,” Janina said smugly. 
 
    I was starting to think that I didn’t like the sound of this thought process very much. 
 
    “And someone who was paying particular close attention, might even discover which direction that winner took when he or she left town, and in whose company,” Katrina added huskily. “Might even be able to track that person until they had left the bounds of Sunderly and the oversight of its lawmen. And exert some influence over the eventual disposition of the winner’s purse. If you understand my meaning.” 
 
    “What I understand is that this would seem to activate that particular clause in my contract we discussed, wherein endangering yourselves by withholding pertinent information from me, your hired guard, is your own damn fault and none of my responsibility if it winds up getting you killed,” I answered. “Moreover, you did not hire me to commit a robbery. I am not going to rob anyone.” 
 
    “It won’t be necessary for you to do that,” Janina agreed. “Kat and I will take care of it. And you will do your best to defend us from the consequences, if there are any of the unwanted variety. But of course we do not intend for you to have to fight anyone at all if it can be avoided, by the proper combination of stealth, temporary incapacitation, and other forms of leverage. Kat and I may not be as strong as men can be, but we are very good planners, and that factor can overcome many other factors in a potentially violent confrontation.” 
 
    “You know, this crazed plan of yours isn’t a guarantee either,” I informed them with a shake of my head. “It’s just another gamble, of an even more dangerous sort. At least if you lost the tournament, all you would lose is the money that you bet. But if this scheme goes south--” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Sheriff,” Katrina chirped. 
 
    A sandy blond man with a graying beard who was riding by us in the opposite direction tipped his black hat to the girls. I saw the wink of the silver star pinned to his chest, which must have caught Katrina’s eye too. Then, the man abruptly pulled his horse to a halt and stared from Janina to Katrina and back again as if he had seen a ghost. At first, I thought maybe he’d never seen a pair of twins before. Then, he finally found his voice and spoke. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” he said in a tone of unmistakable bitterness. His face was deeply suntanned. His features were neither handsome nor ugly. His eyes were the only feature that was remotely remarkable, being bright blue with a severe squint, and I didn’t know if that was a reaction to the sun shining in them, or if it was from a habit of scrutinizing individuals for any signs of criminal tendencies. “If it ain’t the deviled Elliott twins themselves, all growed up now it looks like. But I’d wager you haven’t changed a bit on the inside, women like you never do. God help your husbands, if you have deceived any poor unfortunate souls into that bleak position.” 
 
    “An old friend?” I asked my companions wryly. 
 
    “This is Sheriff Cavendish, a more upstanding gentleman you have never met,” Janina said as she rolled her eyes. “We made his acquaintance several years ago, we can’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen at the time.” 
 
    “And yet he wanted to throw us gentle young maidens into jail, all for a silly misunderstanding,” Katrina sighed, as if she weren’t angry with him, just disappointed by Sheriff Cavendish’s evident lack of humanity. 
 
    “It was the only rightful place for you,” Sheriff Cavendish agreed unapologetically. “Indeed I would’ve recommended the gallows, but on account of your youth, and your poor upbringing.” 
 
    “Do you hear how heartless this man is, Mr. Hale?” Katrina asked me with a pout. “I can hardly believe my ears.” 
 
    “It was a solid case, the evidence was indisputable,” the sheriff muttered. His eyes grew, if possible, even more squinted, they turned into the narrowest slits of blue. “The only thing it lacked was a jury with a spine.” 
 
    “This all happened in another town altogether, so long ago that I hardly remember it,” Janina said placatingly. 
 
    “Hardly remember it because there have been so many similar incidents in your life since, I suppose,” Sheriff Cavendish grumbled. 
 
    “The jury, thankfully, had the compassion and wisdom to forgive us our youthful indiscretions,” Katrina said primly. 
 
    “And now, we are entirely different people; we are reformed women,” Janina declared. 
 
    “Oh, is that so?” Sheriff Cavendish scoffed. “And what, pray tell, are you doing here in Sunderly, this weekend of all weekends, during the annual poker tournament? I assure you, the timing of it gets my hackles up. Have you acquired a gambling habit?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Janina said solemnly. “In fact, my sister and I have traveled here, with the protection of our bodyguard, in order to lecture these people on the perils of a dissolute lifestyle, and earnestly preach to them the benefits of earning a living by the sweat of your brow and in accordance with the principles of religion. We do so hope we shall be able to turn at least one soul away toward more honest pursuits, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Do you mock God and those who spread his word?” the sheriff demanded through gritted teeth. 
 
    “We would never do such a thing, Sheriff,” Katrina exclaimed. “I wish there were some way we could convince you of the extent that our hearts have changed since the unfortunate circumstances of our last meeting. We may look like them, but we are not those wayward girls any longer. Our chief concern now is for our immortal souls, and the benefit of mankind.” 
 
    “I will trust you on that account on the day I trust a fox in my henhouse,” the sheriff spat. He tore his eyes away from glowering at the twins to glance me up and down. He clucked his tongue against his teeth and shook his head at me. “I don’t know who you are, Sir, but all I have to say to you is that if you have any sense, you’ll start being more careful about the company you keep.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, Sheriff,” I replied. I couldn’t help being greatly amused by his remark, since he might have been just about the only person who would have laid eyes on me, in my undeniably travel-worn suit of clothes with the sword prominently displayed at my hip, with what I’d been told was a naturally forbidding expression and a harsh stare, and concluded that I was the one who needed to be protected from the waifish, angelically beautiful, regally gowned twins. 
 
    “And how have the last five years treated you, Sheriff?” Janina asked him sweetly. I glanced over at her and saw that her entire demeanor had changed as she shifted to a different tactic of dealing with this unwelcome face from the past. “I don’t see a ring on your finger. Haven’t you met a lady who suited you yet?” 
 
    “My focus is on my duty to this town,” he sputtered. His posture had stiffened at her words.  
 
    “Oh, yes, of course, but such a courageous and hard-working man as yourself surely deserves the tender ministrations of a fair and loving wife, whenever you return home for a brief respite from your tireless crusade against crime,” Katrina cooed as she batted her lashes at him. 
 
    “I’ll have my eye on the both of you,” Sheriff Cavendish snarled. Then he spurred his horse onward and hustled past us. 
 
    The twins burst into giggles. 
 
    “The poor man doesn’t have a humorous bone in his body,” Katrina sighed. 
 
    “And I’d imagine his back must be in a constant state of agony from the weight of all the grudges that he carries around,” Janina added. 
 
    “Although we never did him personally a single lick of harm,” Katrina said. 
 
    “But he takes every transgression of the law, no matter how slight it may be, deeply personally,” Janina reminded her. 
 
    “There’s no more town left,” Theo observed as we passed the last building and stared out into the windswept desert. “Shall I turn back?” 
 
    “Guess so, just give that sheriff a wide berth,” I said. As amusing as the twins might find him, I didn’t need any conflicts with law enforcement to complicate my job. It was easy for them to laugh since they weren’t the ones who might have to fight the sheriff and his officers. Although, I wondered if allowing them to be subdued unharmed and delivered into the Sunderly town jail would count as honoring my contract. After all, I had pledged to keep them safe, not to keep them free. I wasn’t sure how I’d go about collecting my fee in that case, though. 
 
    “We’d better find an inn with rooms still left,” Katrina said. She was right. Sunderly actually had three inns that I had noticed in passing, but with their limited number of rooms and the heavy influx of out-of-town guests, that didn’t necessarily mean we would have our choice of establishments. 
 
    The first inn we made inquiries at informed us that they had no rooms left, and the second had one room left, but not enough stalls in the stable to accommodate our five horses. Theo, of course, would have been equally happy to sleep indoors as out, but I doubted the inn would allow that. 
 
    As we approached the third inn, another mounted party rode toward us from the opposite direction. There were several men, but the one I noticed first was the one in the middle, because he was wearing a blindingly bright white suit with a hat to match and twinkling silver spurs and silver studded everything. 
 
    Then Janina beside me suddenly let out a gasp. I looked over at her and saw that she was also eyeing the white-clad man. 
 
    “Kat,” she whispered urgently. 
 
    “Oh!” Katrina let out a little gasp of horror to match her twin’s.  
 
    “Come on, Mr. Hale,” Janina urged. And they proceeded to maneuver the horses to turn down the nearest alley between two buildings and hurry behind a general store so that the approaching party couldn’t get a good look at them. 
 
    The luggage mares were crowding into Theo’s space with all of their boxes and cases sticking out at uncomfortable angles, and Theo reacted by taking a step back and squishing me against the side of a building. 
 
    “Another old friend I should know about?” I groaned to the twins. 
 
    “A very dear friend of Janie’s,” Katrina replied as she snickered through her fingers. 
 
    “Someone you robbed?” I guessed. 
 
    “She stole his heart,” Katrina quipped. 
 
    “An old suitor?” I asked. 
 
    “Her former betrothed,” Katrina said. “One of them, anyhow.” 
 
    “What made you break off the engagement?” I asked Janina this time. She seemed a lot less enthusiastic than her sister about sharing the story with me. 
 
    “The fact that I had already secured the wedding gift he promised to my uncle in exchange for consenting to the match,” Janina answered after a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    “Two hundred gold coins!” Katrina exclaimed. 
 
    “Once he paid it, we left town for a few days,” Janina recounted, “and our dear uncle informed Mr. Kennedy Cox that my sister and I had both suddenly caught a fever and tragically died within hours of each other. He also mentioned to him that the two hundred gold coins already paid would be used to cover our funeral expenses.” 
 
    “Mr. Cox didn’t live in Dunville, he was just visiting on potencium mining business when he met her,” Katrina explained. “And when our uncle emphasized the rapidly contagious nature of this lethal fever of which we had perished, he decided against remaining in town for another week to attend our funeral.” 
 
    “But you didn’t know he lived in Sunderly?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think he does, I think he must be here for the poker tournament,” Janina said miserably. “I never could have guessed that.” 
 
    “So, Sheriff Cavendish thinks you’re liars and thieves,” I said, “and that man in the white suit thinks you’re… dead?” 
 
    The twins nodded their silvery blonde heads in unison. 
 
    Well. 
 
    This was going to be one hell of a poker tournament.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    As it turned out, the third inn that we checked did have two suitable rooms available, although they were some of its smallest and shabbiest rooms since all the finest rooms had already been rented out to wealthy tournament competitors. Having a roof over my head at all meant that I considered it more than adequate. The twins on the other hand huffed a bit when they saw the quality of the furnishings and the lack of windows, but they accepted that it was our best option for the time being and made arrangements to have their luggage carried upstairs. 
 
    For the rest of that day, we wandered around town and just explored the shops and conversed with residents of Sunderly and poker tournament participants and spectators. We went on foot and left the mares stabled at the inn, but Theo walked next to me, because he was curious to see the town too. 
 
    Men both young and old stared at the twins everywhere we went. Either Janina or Katrina would naturally have been a magnet for male attention on her own, but the fact that there were two creatures sharing the same graceful figure and angelically beautiful face seemed to enthrall passersby even more. The twins smiled at everyone, extended their gloved hands for introductory kisses, and chattered vivaciously about vacuous subjects like the weather or how fine a town Sunderly was or how exciting the tournament was going to be.  
 
    I hung off to the side without involving myself in most of these interactions and occasionally observed the glint of a watch or the leather sheen of a wallet disappearing into the folds of one of the twins’ skirts. None of their victims ever seemed to notice, but I still wished they wouldn’t do it. Whatever they could steal by hand would amount to very paltry sums compared to the cash prize for winning Sunderly’s annual poker tournament, and if that was what they were really in town for, then it wasn’t worth jeopardizing it by potentially getting apprehended for petty thievery before the tournament even began.  
 
    The Elliott twins were clever enough to realize that, but they just didn’t seem to be able to help themselves. They were almost like magpies, compelled to snatch at any bit of shine that caught their blue-green eyes. 
 
    As for me, the twins started introducing me to their hordes of admirers as “our cousin Henry.” I would shake hands or tip my hat to them if they initiated any of those sorts of gestures, but more often than not they barely glanced at me, satisfied that I was a poor relation of the sisters’, and not romantic competition for either of them. My sword, which tended to attract a lot of attention in saloons everywhere, did not really perturb the wealthier class of gentleman, because many of them wore swords too, and they thought of them as an expensive accessory that it was proper to possess, and probably assumed that mine was as merely decorative as their own. 
 
    Theo, on the other hand, in all his towering, glossy black glory, received many compliments from the strangers that approached us. 
 
    “What a fine horse.” 
 
    “Friesian, I presume?” 
 
    “He must be seventeen hands tall!” 
 
    “Are you renting this fellow out as a stud?” 
 
    Theo clearly took great pleasure in these compliments. He pawed at the ground, tossed his long, luxurious mane, and sometimes whickered softly. 
 
    “It’s almost as though the horse understands us!” some of the women kept exclaiming, while their husbands and male relations chuckled indulgently at their childish imaginings. Theo also chuckled, but his form of laughter was so strange sounding that no one else but me usually recognized it for what it was. 
 
    All was well and good, until our party emerged from a milliner’s shop, each of the twins swinging a new hatbox on her arm, to see a man in a top hat excitedly approaching Theo as he waited outside. 
 
    “This your horse?” the man called out as he pointed. 
 
    “Sure is,” I replied. 
 
    “How much for him?” the man asked. Before I could respond, the man patted Theo vigorously on the flank. Theo shifted his weight with an indignant snort. Then the man reached up and jammed his thumb in Theo’s mouth to push up his lip and examine his teeth. 
 
    Theo reacted by chomping down on the invading thumb. 
 
    The man howled in agony and caused every person on the street to whirl around immediately and stare at us. 
 
    “I, Emperor Theodosius the Great, did not grant you permission to defile my mouth with your filthy digits,” my horse intoned unapologetically as the man continued to scream. 
 
    “Your goddamn horse bit my goddamn finger off,” the man yelled once he became capable of forming words again. He clutched his wounded hand with the other hand as blood streamed through his fingers and dripped into the dust at his feet. 
 
    “I don’t think he did,” I said as I squinted at the wound. “It looks to me like he cracked the bone and lacerated the flesh, but did not fully sever all the ligaments. Of course, you will probably wish to have it amputated regardless, in order to avert the risk of gangrene spreading up your arm. I would go seek out a doctor at once, if I were you.” 
 
    “I could sue you for this!” the man screamed. Despite his extreme agitation, his top hat remained securely perched on his head, which gave him a rather comical air. 
 
    “I suppose you could try, if you wanted the jury to laugh at you,” I said. 
 
    The top-hatted man glowered at me through his pasty white, sweating face and his bleeding hand with the stump of a thumb twitched toward the hilt of the shiny sword at his belt, that I would have bet a fortune he had never used in earnest. 
 
    “Please don’t,” I sighed. “It wouldn’t be a fair fight even if you weren’t injured, and I really don’t want to have to explain your bloodied remains to the sheriff who already has an unhealthy obsession with my clients here.” 
 
    The top-hatted man’s bloodied hand hovered in the vicinity of his sword hilt for a few more moments, then dropped away, as I had already known that it would. He wasn’t the sort. If he had been, he would have attacked me already. 
 
    Then he let out an audible whimper and scurried off down the street, presumably in search of medical attention as I had advised him. 
 
    “Good riddance,” Theo snorted with a self-satisfied swish of his tail. 
 
    I looked over at the twins to gauge their reactions. Both of them were wide-eyed, with their hands clasped over their mouths, but as the soon-to-be-thumbless man receded from sight, their posture relaxed and Janina let out a slight giggle. 
 
    After that, we continued browsing shops for another few hours. The twins bought themselves hair ribbons, gloves, and stockings, but at least they didn’t buy any more dresses. Various men continued to approach them hopefully, without realizing that they were being charged for the few minutes of conversation that they enjoyed with them, before they quickly swept away. 
 
    Then, as we started to exit a shop, we spotted the blindingly white suit of Kennedy Cox, surrounded by his posse of half a dozen men dressed in more natural colors, and quickly ducked back inside. 
 
    “What if he sees us?” Janina whispered. “What do I say to him?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” I said dryly. I didn’t know how the white-suited man would be likely to react to the miraculous resurrection of his betrothed and her twin sister, but truth be told, I felt he would be well within his rights to hold a grudge against them both for that particular trick that had robbed him of two hundred gold pieces. Of course, that didn’t mean that I wouldn’t still be professionally obligated to defend them from any form of vengeance he might care to exact. 
 
    “How could we know he’d be here?” Katrina was wringing her hands. 
 
    “And Sheriff Cavendish on top of that,” Janina sighed. 
 
    “Circumstances are not optimal,” I agreed. “It’s not too late to call the whole thing off, you know. You could just spectate the tournament and let the winner leave in peace. Even cozy up to other audience members, as you have been doing already since we got here… you could probably still turn a profit that way.” 
 
    “No,” Janina said emphatically. “Kat and I always get what we want. This time is no exception.” 
 
    I said nothing. I had expected as much, but it had still seemed worth asking just in case they decided to be reasonable for once. Then again, maybe I couldn’t judge them too harshly, considering how I had recently determined to pillage a sorcerer’s enchanted castle despite the odds being overwhelmingly against me, and Theo attempting to discourage the attempt. Stubbornness was an emotion I could relate to. 
 
    Soon after that, we returned to the inn for supper. The dining room was crowded with well-dressed patrons, but thankfully, neither Janina’s ex-fiancé nor Sheriff Cavendish appeared to be present. 
 
    We found the last empty table next to a table where an elderly woman and two large and surly looking young men were seated together. She had very few teeth left and was dribbling soup down her chin. The young men appeared to have all their teeth, but they were nonetheless also dribbling soup into their beards.  
 
    The twins and I seated ourselves and ordered food, which took longer than usual to arrive due to the busy kitchen. 
 
    The old woman, who was wearing a floral dress with a huge crinoline skirt that was several decades out of style, started peering at the twins sidelong, and we could all hear her mutter to her young male companions, 
 
    “You see those girls? You’ve got to stay away from ones like that.” 
 
    Well, she wasn’t exactly incorrect, but I still didn’t like her tone.  
 
    “The pretty ones, in dresses that shameless, are full of vanity and make faithless wives,” she continued sharply. The young men glanced over at the twins and back to the elderly woman across from them, with expressions of dull forbearance. The woman herself had a remarkably large nose, even for her age, and a pointed little face with a pinched mouth. I doubted very much that she had ever been comely herself, even in her youth, and evidently she was one of those homely women who resented good-looking ones. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” she asked sharply, apparently dissatisfied with the young men’s mute acceptance of her speech. 
 
    “Yes, Great-Aunt,” they mumbled obediently. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I tell you this so you will not come to ruin. If you want a whore, choose a pretty one. If you want a wife, choose a plain one, who’s modest.” 
 
    “And how did that work out for your husband?” Janina called over to the neighboring table. 
 
    “Very well indeed, you insolent creature,” the old woman said icily. “We had three children who all lived respectable lives. And I was faithful to my husband for as long as he lived.” 
 
    “You mean, the rest of your family is all deceased?” Katrina asked. “What a pity.” 
 
    “It’s very poor manners for you to address me, girl,” the woman informed Katrina angrily. 
 
    “It’s very poor manners for you to disparage us within our hearing,” Janina replied. 
 
    “The two of you are only proving my point about how girls who look like you inevitably have poor character!” the old woman declared. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think that hags like you are inevitably bitter and spiteful, but unfortunately you do seem to fit that pattern,” Janina sighed. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to do something?” the old woman hissed at her grandnephews. 
 
    “What would you like us to do, Great-Aunt?” the blond mustached one asked meekly. Both of them had sort of potato-like features of the imminently forgettable variety, but the other grandnephew was brunet, clean-shaven, and, I presumed, the elder based on his receding hairline. 
 
    “Yes-- what, exactly, do you intend them to do?” I asked quietly. All three of them, old woman and middle-aged grandnephews, turned their attention to me and looked me up and down. Her with annoyance, them with a bit of dismay.  
 
    “Who are you?” she demanded. “Are you married to one of these women? Or are you--” 
 
    “He’s our cousin,” Katrina interrupted as the old woman’s lip wrinkled in a sneer, before she could voice whatever insulting speculation she was forming on her tongue. 
 
    “Well, if he’s going to pardon your behavior, then I suppose all three of you are rotten apples,” the old woman sniffed. 
 
    I said nothing. It wasn’t my job to defend the twins from verbal attacks, only from physical harm. And they relished verbal sparring more than I did anyway, so I’d let them fend for themselves in that regard, as long as matters didn’t escalate beyond words. 
 
    “The same could be said for your grandnephews,” Katrina scoffed. “Why do you put up with her, anyway? Is it because of the inheritance? Since all her children are dead?” 
 
    “We’re loyal to our family,” the balding grandnephew said with a scowl. “But maybe you wouldn’t understand that.” 
 
    “I’ve quite lost my appetite,” the old woman declared. “I simply cannot eat in the presence of vicious harlots. Alfred, Manny, assist me.” 
 
    And with that, the grandnephews quickly sprang up from their seats and went around the table to pull their great-aunt’s chair out for her and assist her to stand. She was quite frail with a badly hunched spine, and the bulkiness of her crinoline did not help matters any. Then, with one grandnephew supporting her by each arm, she hobbled away up the stairs toward the inn’s sleeping quarters. 
 
    Soon after that our table’s food was finally delivered, and all three of us ate with relish. 
 
    “If that woman eats less because of us and wastes away to death sooner, we will have done the world a great favor,” Janina remarked. 
 
    “The world, yes, but her grandnephews in particular,” Katrina pointed out. 
 
    “Do you think she’s come to play in the tournament?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    Both twins laughed at the idea. 
 
    “How could she do that, when surely she considers women who gamble to be vicious harlots?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “Well, I don’t see why else she would have made a journey to Sunderly, at her age,” I said. “If she lived here, and had only come to the inn for supper, then she wouldn’t have gone upstairs afterward. And I hardly think she would have accompanied one of her grandnephews here to watch him play. She treats them like her servants.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t care why she’s here,” Katrina replied. “All I care is that now we have three people to avoid in Sunderly, instead of two.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to avoid her at all,” Janina objected. “I wish to antagonize her into suffering a heart attack.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit unkind?” Katrina exclaimed. 
 
    “I think it’s entirely reasonable,” Janina insisted. “And I don’t even mean that we ought to terrorize her. I mean that she is offended by our very existence to the point that it seems to put a strain on her health. So all we need to do is exist near her and she’s sure to expire soon, as she is already past due to do so.” 
 
    “Let’s talk of something pleasanter,” Katrina pleaded. 
 
    “Oh, very well… ” Janina said as her greenish-blue ocean-hued eyes glittered with mischief, “how about the fact that I won our bet last night, fair and square?” 
 
    “Not that,” Katrina groaned as she looked over at me and flushed. I winked at her, out of amusement at her evident embarrassment, and sipped from my beer. 
 
    “Let’s talk about which fashions we will buy for next season when we return home, then,” Janina relented. 
 
    Katrina perked up at the suggestion of that topic, and I tuned out of the conversation as they began excitedly describing fabrics and colors and cuts that they had seen in catalogues, or worn by other women. I didn’t mind a bit, really. The food was hearty and plentiful and quite deserving of my full attention. 
 
    Once we finished our meal, I went out to carry Theo some choice tidbits and relate the exchange with the old woman to him. 
 
    “She sounds ready to be sent to the knackers,” he snorted. 
 
    “You’re as heartless as Janina,” I laughed. 
 
    Then after giving him a good brushdown which left him blinking with contented drowsiness, I returned to the inn and to the room next to the twins’. I stripped off my clothes, scrubbed my teeth with a brush, and climbed into bed. I was just starting to nod off when I heard a timid knock at the door. 
 
    I grabbed my sword from beside my bed, walked over to the door, and cracked it open, to see one of the Elliott twins standing there in a frilly white nightgown. So I swung the door fully open. I didn’t get a chance to look closely enough at the hue of her eyes to determine which sister it was before she let out a shocked gasp and covered her mouth with her hands, which firstly reminded me that I was completely naked and secondly informed me that she must be Katrina. 
 
    I pushed the door closed except for a crack again and asked, “Katrina? What is it?” 
 
    “I just wanted to… t-talk to you for a minute,” she stammered. “But I’m sorry to bother you.” 
 
    “You’re not bothering me, Katrina,” I said. “Give me a second.” 
 
    I set the sword aside, grabbed my pants, and quickly threw them on. Then I went back to the door, opened it for her, and wordlessly gestured to invite her inside. 
 
    Katrina timidly tiptoed into my room and looked around uncertainly as if she wasn’t sure what to do with herself. 
 
    “Have a seat,” I said and gestured at the bed, which should have been the obvious choice to begin with considering that the room lacked any other furnishings, having been one of the last few still available at the inn. She bit her lip and gingerly perched on the edge. 
 
    “What is it?” I repeated as I stood over her. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, I was just wondering… ” she said hesitantly as she twisted her hands together and looked down at her feet instead of up at me. 
 
    “Wondering what?” I asked and tried not to get impatient. 
 
    “If you prefer Janie to me,” she blurted out and at that, her wide bluish-green eyes flashed up to my face with the urgent need to read my immediate reaction to the question. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “But you slept with her last night,” Katrina said. 
 
    “Yes, I did,” I admitted. 
 
    “Instead of me.” 
 
    “Instead of you? You were asleep. You never offered.” 
 
    “So you would have, if I had offered?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Yes,” a tiny smirk started at the corner of my mouth and I tried to suppress it. I didn’t want Katrina to worry that I was laughing at her. 
 
    “Then do you prefer me to Janie?” she asked slyly. 
 
    “No,” I said flatly. 
 
    “So, you don’t prefer either of us?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “I like both of you,” I said. “I find you quite charming, when you’re not annoying the hell out of me. But I haven’t thought of either of you much in that way, or tried to pursue you, because you’re first and foremost my clients right now. Your safety is my responsibility. I’m not going to get romantically entangled with either of you and muddy that situation. But you’re both beautiful girls, and yes, that naturally rouses certain urges.”  
 
    “I suppose I can understand that,” Katrina said quietly. “I’m just glad that you don’t prefer Janie to me. I’m sorry if I was cross today, I just didn’t think it was fair that, last night… ” 
 
    “That she won your bet, you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, yes, that, she’s been quite insufferable about it,” Katrina agreed. Her eyes roved over my body, from my shirtless torso to my unfastened pants, and she leaned back onto my bed with an expression that was growing less shy by the moment. “But I think I’m more jealous of the fact that she knows what it feels like. With you.” 
 
    That was enough of an invitation for me. More talking would have just been an awkward and unnecessary formality, so I pushed my pants down past my stiffened cock and stepped out of them and left them on the floor. Katrina’s lips parted as her eyes fastened on my cock, and her chest heaved as she inhaled. 
 
    I stepped up to the bed and lowered myself on top of her. My nose tapped hers gently and she arched her neck up to meet my lips for a kiss. 
 
    “She knows what your cock feels like inside her,” Katrina whispered into my mouth as I ground my hips against hers through the thin linen of her nightgown and kissed her passionately. 
 
    I could feel a patch of wetness on the fabric and looked down to see that she had soaked through it with desire. I reached down for the hem and pulled the nightgown up to her arms to find that she was completely naked underneath it. I continued to kiss her and grind against her, but now I could feel her soft, round breasts squashed beneath my chest, and her legs trembled as she wrapped them around me.  
 
    “Put it in me,” she gasped out.  
 
    I just chuckled, because I was enjoying her impatience. Then she reached down and used her hand to insert my throbbing cock between her legs. When I felt my tip prod her entrance, I couldn’t resist anymore, and I started pushing my way in. She was just as tight as her sister, but once my tip was wedged in securely, it was just a matter of time before I was able to force my entire cock inside of her. Halfway down my shaft, she locked her heels behind my ass and started using her legs to assist me. 
 
    Once I was all the way inside of Katrina, I just surged my hips slow and deep and let the waves of pleasure course through us. Her tunnel felt just as perfectly tight around me as her sister’s, and Katrina moaned and writhed beneath me as I slowly dragged my tip against her velvety walls. After a few minutes I started picking up the pace and pulling further out of her with each thrust, so that I could briefly feel the cool air on the exposed inches of my slick cock and the satisfying slap of my balls as I slammed back into her.  
 
    “Ohh, Hal. That feels amazing.” She started whimpering with more urgency. “I’m going to… ohh, please.” 
 
    “Yesssss,” I hissed as Katrina’s climax claimed her body, and she began to groan like a wind storm while her body began to shake.  
 
    Her tunnel clamped around me like a monkey hugging a branch, and she forced her mouth against mine so that she could scream down my throat. I pushed my cock in as deep as I could so that I could feel her spasm around my entire length, and then I kissed her for a few minutes while she slowly descended her climax. 
 
    “Wow,” she finally gasped when her orgasm had relaxed. “That was incredible.” 
 
    “We aren’t done,” I growled as I slipped out of her. “Lay on your side.” 
 
    Katrina did as I ordered, and I laid on the bed behind her, wrapped my fingers around the base of my cock, and then guided myself back into her dripping tunnel. She let out a moan as soon as I was back deep inside of her, but then the moan turned into staccato whimpers when I grabbed her hip with one hand, wrapped the fingers of my other hand around shoulders so I could firmly grab her throat, and began to pound her like a miner who just got yelled at by his foreman. 
 
    “Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh!” she gasped out her throat each time the tip of my cock flicked against the bottom of her tunnel, and her body almost instantly began to tremble again. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I growled in her ear as my fingers slightly increased their hold around her neck. It wasn't anything close to the pressure it would take to choke her, or even leave a mark, but it conveyed the fact that I was dominating her entire body at the moment. 
 
    “Yeeesssssss,” she hissed through her teeth, and then she reached down between her legs to rub the bottom of my cock while I pumped her. That little touch of her fingers sent me over the edge, and My own growl turned into a moan that she correctly guessed meant I was about to climax.  
 
    Katrina’s climax hit her a second before mine, and she pushed her ass back into me so that my length was as deep as possible before I exploded into her.  
 
    “Fill me! Oh, yessss! Oh, godddddd!” Katrina arched her back into my chest as her walls convulsed against my shaft, and my balls tensed half a dozen times as I emptied a copious amount of seed into her accepting body.  
 
    We laid there panting for a few minutes, with Katrina still entrapped in my arms, my cock still buried inside of her, and my fingers still around her throat. Then her hand lazily reached back to caress my face, and I released my grip on her neck so that I could reach down to tease one of her nipples. 
 
    “Well, now you don’t have to be jealous anymore,” I remarked as I slowly slid out of her. 
 
    We both let out a gasp when our bodies were no longer joined, and she turned around on the bed so she could stare into my eyes.  
 
    “No, Janie will just have to share you, for as long as you’re still with us,” Katrina purred. 
 
    Then she shucked off the nightgown entirely, which had still been bunched around her arms and shoulders, and tossed it aside before climbing up on top of me, with her arms around my neck and her legs straddling my lap. 
 
    I looked down at the little patch of fine blonde hair between her thighs, exactly like Janina’s, and her cleft that I could see gleaming wetly through it. Dewy drops of my seed still clung to her hair, so I reached down and stroked her cleft with my fingers. She sighed and tipped her head back. But then she felt my hardening cock prod her from beneath, and reached down to push my hand away, and replace it with what she really wanted. When she had my shaft snugly inside of her tunnel again, she bounced up and down and pleasured herself with it as vigorously as her sister had done the night before, until she climaxed again with a cry.  
 
    Then she slid herself off my shaft, dropped down between my legs, and took it into her mouth. She swirled every inch of it with her tongue and started sucking on it, softly and gently at first and then harder and faster until I warned her that I was going to come. She nodded her head without removing her mouth and continued for another few seconds until I released into her mouth.  
 
    My orgasm was somehow more powerful than my first, but Katrina swallowed as much as she could and carefully lapped up all the spillage that clung to my shaft while her blue-green eyes stared up into mine. 
 
    Then she stood up, retrieved the nightgown and pulled it back on, and sighed as she stared at my naked body.   
 
    “I’d better go back before Janina wakes up,” she said.  
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow, since the look on her face indicated that she wanted to stay the night.  
 
    “Yes,” she sighed again. “But… well… goodnight, Hal.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was a good night,” I said.  
 
    “Yes, it was.” Her eyes lingered in my cock for a few seconds more, she bit her lip, but then she turned and tiptoed out of my room to return next door. 
 
    I collapsed across my bed and slept like a baby until morning. 
 
    In the morning, when we went downstairs, everyone was hurrying to finish their breakfasts, since the tournament was scheduled to start early, and last until the evening as the winners of their respective tables were gradually moved together to fewer and fewer tables for progressive rounds of poker until all but one player had been eliminated. 
 
    After that, the streets were full of people dressed in their finest hurrying over in a throng to the town council building that had been set up to host the tournament, filled with tables and temporary railings set up to separate the spectators from the players. 
 
    Once we got there, and piled into the packed room along with everyone else until the security guards stopped accepting any more spectators, we maneuvered our way to one of the railings and with one twin to either side of me, I watched as about seventy or eighty of the players in total were admitted one by one to the space inside the railings. An official checked their names on a list, and then they filed past and paid their entry fees into the till, while two guards supervised and another official counted the sums. Then, they were ushered along to their assigned tables. 
 
    Most of the players were male, and generally appeared to be dignified gentlemen, averaging about fifty years in age. There were a handful of women among them, mostly matrons, but a few of them young and attractive. And one woman, I spotted immediately due to her huge old-fashioned crinoline as she hobbled to her seat, and recognized as the unpleasant great-aunt from supper the night before. Neither of her grandnephews appeared to be playing, I supposed they were standing by the sidelines watching, and hoping that she wouldn’t gamble away too much of their expected inheritance.  
 
    Then Katrina gave a little gasp and shrank behind me. I looked where she was looking and spotted Kennedy Cox, Janina’s ex-fiancé, although it took me a moment to recognize him since he was no longer wearing the same white suit and hat from the day before, now he was in pinstriped gray with purple accents, and a matching gray hat that he had pulled low on his brow. He had a pleasant enough face, with a luxurious brown mustache, but no beard. He didn’t appear to have spotted the twins in return yet, but I suspected that was only a matter of time. They weren’t exactly the kind of girls who blended into the background, neither in appearance nor dress nor behavior. 
 
    Eventually, the players had all been seated at their respective tables, and the clock chimed ten o’clock in the morning, and the dealer at each table, all clad in matching cream suits over brown vests, began flicking cards around the circle. The players clutched their own hands and stole glances at each other and tried to read each other’s luck, or lack therein, as reflected in their expressions, which were of course as impassive as possible. 
 
    A hush fell over the huge room, punctuated by the quiet, monotone repetitions of, “Call,” “Raise,” and “Fold.” The audience members whispered anxiously, sighed, and groaned on the players’ behalf in the background, but even with that added noise, it was quiet enough to be able to hear a cough here, a chair scrape there. The atmosphere was one of intense focus. 
 
    The first time a player ran out of chips, he stood up and dejectedly trudged out of the railed-off stage, to the polite and consolatory applause of the audience. He tipped his hat to acknowledge the clapping and was swallowed by the crowd. Gradually, more and more players ran out of chips and started trickling away from the tables to rejoin the crowd. Most of them exited with just as much composure as they had forced themselves to maintain during the game, when their thousands were at stake, although a few turned red in the face, clenched their fists, and cursed audibly. One fellow even kicked a vacant chair on his way offstage, which then caused him to yell when he hurt his toe, and the audience’s clapping got interrupted by a spate of repressed titters. 
 
    Eventually, each of the tables only had one victorious player sitting in the company of the dealer. At that point, an intermission was called and champagne was served by waiters who expertly navigated through the crowd with precariously loaded trays, while other attendants busied themselves clearing away chips and rearranging the tables and chairs to consolidate them for fewer games in the next round, the intermediate round of the three that were planned. 
 
    The victorious players gathered off to the side, but still within the railing, as the stage was set for their next round. I noticed that the old lady in the crinoline was among them, and so was Kennedy Cox in his gray pinstripes. All told there were about twenty-five players remaining. 
 
    Both twins sipped at flutes of champagne. 
 
    “I hope he doesn’t win,” Janina whispered as she looked at the former fiancé whom she had never truly intended to marry for a second. “I’d feel a bit sorry about robbing him for a second time.” 
 
    “He might think we were ghosts, drop the money, and run,” Katrina suggested, also quietly enough that no one else could hear her, over the now animated chatter of all the other spectators.  
 
    “Maybe that woman will win,” Janina guessed as she indicated a regal dame with her hair piled high in a gray pompadour. “She has a shrewd look about her eyes, and she never shows any emotion.” 
 
    “No, she has an obvious tell,” I recalled from watching her table. 
 
    “What’s that?” Katrina asked curiously. 
 
    “She cocks her head slightly to the left when she’s lying,” I answered. 
 
    “That man, the short one in the vest?” Katrina suggested. “He looks clever.” 
 
    “Taps his foot,” I replied. 
 
    “Does the bearded gentleman have any tells?” Janina asked. 
 
    “Not that I observed, but he doesn’t know when to fold,” I said. “It was a matter of sheer luck that he won the last round. His opponents were timid.” 
 
    “Are you sure you oughtn’t to have entered yourself?” Katrina teased me. 
 
    “Quite sure,” I replied. “It’s easy to diagnose these flaws from here, without being involved in the game. If I played, I don’t doubt that I myself would be guilty of as many or more.” 
 
    “You’re just being modest,” Katrina cooed as she placed her hand on the crook of my elbow. The gesture seemed to catch Janina’s eye, and she laid her hand possessively on my other arm. 
 
    “Well, then, which player do you believe will win?” Janina asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered. “A lot of it depends on chance.” 
 
    “You’re no fun,” Janina huffed. 
 
    “That’s not quite the impression I got from you two nights ago,” I smirked. Her jaw dropped a little, but she didn’t have anything to say to that. 
 
    Once the second round started, with only five tables of players this time, the elegant gray-haired dame, the short man in the vest, and the bearded man were among the first to be eliminated. Kennedy Cox, on the other hand, was amassing a sizeable pile of chips, that dwarfed the piles in front of his competitors. Every time he glanced their way, the twins nervously hid behind me or covered their faces with their champagne flutes. 
 
    Then, just as the table reached his turn, something made him turn and stare directly at us. Neither girl had the chance to dodge his gaze as they had been doing up until then. They just stared back with matching petrified expressions, a mixture of horror and guilt. Kennedy froze completely. Not even a hair of his shiny brown mustache wavered. 
 
    “Sir?” the dealer questioned him. 
 
    He blinked and came out of his trance and turned back to the game. 
 
    “Er, call-- no, raise,” he muttered and shoved most of his pile of chips into the center. 
 
    “Are you all right, sir?” the dealer questioned the visibly agitated man. 
 
    “Yes,” Kennedy snapped at him. 
 
    The next player stared at Kennedy with evident skepticism that he was, in fact, all right, and proceeded to match his bet. The rest of the table folded. When Kennedy and his neighbor turned their cards over, Kennedy had nothing better than a pair of eights, and his neighbor, who had three Jacks, claimed the pot. 
 
    Kennedy still had a few chips left after that, but he quickly squandered them within two more rounds, as he could barely pay enough attention to the game to decide on his next action, and his competitors perceived his obvious distraction and fully exploited it. Most of his attention was instead fixated on the twins, who clung to me nervously and seemed to be trying to convey their profuse apologies to Kennedy through their facial expressions of eyebrows that peaked high in the middle, bitten lips, nibbled nails, and bowed heads. There wasn’t any point in their trying to hide anymore, he was clearly quite certain of their identities, and their status among the living. 
 
    “Is he likely to get violent over this?” I muttered to them as Kennedy finished out the last of his remaining chips. 
 
    “Oh, I hope not,” Katrina fretted. 
 
    “I don’t believe so, but I don’t really know,” Janina said. “I never really knew him very well, after all… you see, he proposed so quickly.” 
 
    Having been completely emptied out, Kennedy stood up from his table and walked over to the section of railing where I stood with the twins. His face was a storm of mixed emotions and twitched with intensity. Anger, yes, but also longing and hurt. 
 
    “I loved you, and you betrayed me,” he said flatly, to Katrina, who was the wrong woman, but he couldn’t tell the difference.  
 
    Then before either of the twins could respond, he turned and pushed through the crowd to leave the building. The companions we’d seen with him the previous day converged on him and accompanied him out. 
 
    Everyone around us who had been within earshot of Kennedy’s statement was now staring at the twins. 
 
    “He must have mistaken me for someone else,” Katrina said, completely deadpan. “I never had anything to do with that man.” 
 
    There was some amount of muttering and an abundant amount of staring, since once they had caught someone’s eye, the twins’ extraordinary, and perfectly replicated, beauty tended to captivate it, but eventually, the audience returned their attention to the ongoing game, in which people gained and lost thousands through no more than the twitch of an eyebrow. 
 
    Kennedy’s table had been one of the last to determine a victor, and soon, everyone was rising for another champagne-sweetened intermission while the few remaining tables were consolidated down to one single champions’ table. 
 
    “Well, I feel less guilty about him now,” Janina whispered. “Not that I felt terribly guilty before, that is.” 
 
    I made a noncommittal sound of agreement. I wasn’t about to point out that poor Kennedy’s was a mistake anyone could have made, really. I’d already scrutinized the twins’ eye color in the morning and figured out that Janina was wearing yellow silk with sapphires and Katrina was wearing blue satin with some sort of dark pink gemstones, so it was easy enough to tell them apart now. But the particular lighting could easily make either girl’s eyes appear more blue than green or more green than blue, so I wouldn’t have liked my chances meeting one of them alone. 
 
    There were five players participating in the final round. Four were men ranging in age from about thirty to sixty, and the other was the old woman who’d warned her grandnephews to stay away from girls who looked like the twins. 
 
    Once the cards had been dealt and they started playing, the crowd whispered about them with a greater intensity than they had whispered during any of the other rounds, now that this was really it, now that it was about to be determined which individual out of the nearly eighty hopefuls would be walking away with five thousand gold coins in prize money. 
 
    “That’s the fellow who won last year, isn’t it?” one man was asking his companion. 
 
    “Think so… Fred Jefferson wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, in the spectacles.” 
 
    “And Grandma there, that’s Mathilda Hodgson, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. Heiress to her father’s fortune. She’s been playing all the major tournaments for decades now. Nothing else to do with her time, I suppose. She must be over a hundred by now.” 
 
    “Fortune from potencium mines?” 
 
    “No, coal.” 
 
    “Who’s that man with the sideburns? I don’t recognize him.” 
 
    “Nor do I, but look, he’s completely sweated through his shirt.” 
 
    “Well, it is rather stuffy in here,” a lady sighed as she began fanning herself. 
 
    There was a brief lull in the chatter around us as one of the chairs scraped back, a defeated player stood up, and the audience applauded him as he exited. 
 
    “What would you buy with five thousand dollars?” a nearby woman asked her friend. 
 
    “A diamond necklace.” 
 
    “You could get a lot more than one necklace with that!” 
 
    “But I only have one neck, don’t I?” 
 
    “You could get a herd of horses, for five thousand,” a man remarked. 
 
    “A farmhouse and a generous plot of land.” 
 
    “A fleet of carriages.” 
 
    The only thing that I for one could picture was the vast quantity of potencium that five thousand dollars could buy. That was really the only thing I didn’t have that I constantly needed, that I always consumed and craved more of. And five thousand dollars wouldn’t buy vials, it would buy vats upon vats of the purple liquid that clarified my thoughts and invigorated my limbs. I had most recently had a vial with breakfast, but now at the mere thought of it I already wanted more. I wasn’t about to take out a vial to drink with so many people watching, though. Magic users weren’t really very uncommon, but we were still in the minority, and although non-magic users claimed to accept our existence they generally preferred not to be reminded of it. 
 
    Soon there came another scrape of a chair being pushed back, and then another, until only two players remained, and both of them were all in. 
 
    The audience fell silent as the grave as the dealer instructed them to turn their cards over, and both players complied simultaneously. 
 
    One of the finalists revealed a full house. The other finalist, the ultimate champion of the tournament, the destined recipient of five thousand dollars, revealed a royal flush, which evoked audible gasps of awe throughout the room. 
 
    It was the crone in the crinoline.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” I heard ecstatic male screaming verging on sobs of happiness and looked across the railing to see the winner’s grandnephews jumping up and down with glee, as if they were the ones who had just secured the prize money. Which I suppose, in their minds, was exactly the case.  
 
    I felt both twins’ hands tighten their grip on my arms and glanced at their expressions, from which I judged that they were also pleased by who the victor had turned out to be, albeit for entirely different reasons than her grandnephews. Their slight smiles of anticipation had a faintly sadistic cast to them, really, as they must have been imagining Great-Aunt Mathilda’s reaction when she soon fell prey to them.  
 
    Even Mathilda Hodgson herself, whose face was wrinkled into a perpetual scowl, displayed a faint, smug smile when the officials awarded her the chest full of money. It probably weighed more than she did, having withered away to a bag of bones, and she certainly couldn’t have carried it. Her grandnephews, however, rushed over and were more than happy to take charge of it. Even the two healthy adult males, working together, groaned under the weight of the chest full of gold. But I don’t think that any in the audience pitied their struggle. 
 
    They quickly departed, presumably to secure their treasure, and the remaining audience gradually followed suit, although a lot of folks lingered to drink more of the complimentary champagne. It was late afternoon by then, and the twins and I headed back to the inn for an early supper. 
 
    “Well, that’s awfully convenient,” Janina purred as we settled down at a table. “All we have to do is come down especially early tomorrow morning and wait.” 
 
    “How do you know they haven’t left already?” Katrina asked. “I don’t see them anywhere down here.” 
 
    “I doubt she’d want to travel by dark or camp outside, and it will be dark in a few hours,” I said. 
 
    “Because I saw her carriage parked outside,” Janina said. 
 
    “How do you know it’s theirs?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “I saw one of her grandnephews talk with the driver-- not like you would a stranger, but familiarly, and as though he were giving him instructions,” Janina explained. “So all we need to do is have the horses saddled, and wait outside, and keep an eye on the carriage until it departs.”  
 
    “That won’t be the hard part,” Katrina said nervously. 
 
    “There won’t be any hard part,” Janina said confidently. 
 
    “What about… you know… taking it?” Katrina whispered. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find an opportunity,” Janina replied. She cast me a smile which prompted me to remind her of our agreement. 
 
    “I am in no way obligated to exert any force to assist you in conducting a robbery, and in fact I refuse to do so,” I stated. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know,” Janina waved her hand dismissively. “We can do it ourselves.” 
 
    With all the confidence bestowed by knowing that I would fend off anyone who came after them for the crime, was the part that she left unspoken. But I understood by now that that was probably the main reason the twins had really hired me. 
 
    “What about the weight of it?” Katrina asked. “It’s too heavy for the horses.” 
 
    “Oh, now you’re concerned for the welfare of your horses!” I scoffed. “After spending all day yesterday shopping for new clothes.” 
 
    “We didn’t buy anything heavy,” Katrina protested. 
 
    “A lot of light objects add up to a heavy burden,” I countered. 
 
    “But, what about it?” Katrina asked her sister again as she chose to disregard my judgment. 
 
    “The carriage,” Janina replied smugly. “We have four horses. They will fit it perfectly.” 
 
    Soon after that, our food arrived. We had roasted chicken, bread with butter, mashed potatoes with gravy, and cider to drink. 
 
    When we were halfway through the meal, a young man from a nearby table eagerly invited the twins to join in a game of poker, but to my surprise, they declined this favorite game of theirs. 
 
    “Thank you kindly, but we are retiring early tonight,” Katrina informed the crestfallen youth. 
 
    “Now, I understand that you will disregard this,” I said to both twins once the fellow had returned to the poker table, “but for contractual reasons, I must state clearly to you both, that I strongly advise against proceeding with your current plan, in the interest of your safety.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Janina said cheerfully. 
 
    I sighed. I’d probably find the girls to be quite enjoyable company, if only I weren’t responsible for them. 
 
    After we went upstairs and retired to our separate rooms, I lay awake for a few minutes, in the half hope that I might hear a knock at the door from one or, dared I hope, both twins? But no knock was forthcoming, I suppose because they had really meant what they said about trying to get some rest before an early start and the potential for a violent encounter the next day. That didn’t bother me much. It was the end of day five. I still had five more days left with the twins, which I reckoned was just about the right amount of time, neither too few nor too many. 
 
    As it happened, I did in fact wake up to a knock on my door, which was delivered by both twins, but when I opened the door, it was nearly dawn, and the girls were fully dressed and clearly had other matters besides taking turns riding my cock on their mind. 
 
    “Come on!” Janina hissed imperiously. “We don’t want to miss them.” 
 
    I grudgingly threw my clothes on, buckled on my sword, and followed them downstairs. 
 
    After Janina had checked to confirm that the carriage she had identified the previous day was, in fact, still parked in its place, we had a light breakfast of gruel and eggs with a few sausages. Then we sipped on coffee, mine black and theirs practically ivory with milk and cream, while they anxiously eyed the staircase and awaited the descent of Mathilda Hodgson. 
 
    “You know,” I remarked offhandedly, “what if this is really what your father meant by being good girls? Maybe he didn’t mean it in the conventional sense. Because what you’re doing right now is following in his footsteps. Maintaining the family trade.” 
 
    “I know you’re just saying that to irk us, and discourage us,” Janina responded, “and it isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “We’re not anything like our father,” Katrina insisted. 
 
    “You still rely on a lot of the same tricks he taught you, don’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re not heartless and mean-spirited like he was,” Katrina argued. “And, as far as the ‘family trade’ goes… we have far surpassed the mediocre abilities that allowed him to scrape by. We’ve turned it into an art form. We’re not tramps on the road, like he and his gang were. We are real ladies, ornaments of society.” 
 
    “That doesn’t change the essence of how you’re making your living,” I said. “It just means you’re better at it. If you really want to defy your father, you’d have to do something respectable.” 
 
    “But there isn’t anything interesting for women to do respectably!” Janina declared in exasperation. “We can only be housemaids and brood mares.” 
 
    “But I thought you said you always dreamed of having a cozy household, as children,” I said. “You said that sounded like a better ‘adventure’ to you than roaming the frontier and sleeping under the stars.” 
 
    “Yes, but on our own terms, and not being at the beck and call of a husband and screaming babies,” Katrina said. 
 
    “As you will,” I shrugged. I didn’t know how feasible it would be in the long term to maintain a lifestyle of domestic luxury and reckless larceny combined, but despite their supposedly troubled childhood, the twins did seem rather like the sort of charmed people for whom things tended to just somehow turn out well even when all the standard laws of the universe indicated that they shouldn’t, so maybe they would get their odd happily ever after.  
 
    “I’m going to go see to Theo and get him saddled up,” I continued. “One of you should come to ready the mares. And I suppose you’ll need to hire a man to load your luggage again, won’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Janina rose to her feet. They’d stopped bothering to glare at me for refusing to help with their luggage for free, by then. It seemed they’d stopped thinking anything of it at all. “I’ll take care of it. Kat, you keep an eye out, and come out to fetch us immediately if any of the Hodgsons come downstairs.” 
 
    Katrina nodded. 
 
    I walked out to the stable, greeted Theo, and fed him some treats from breakfast as I started readying him for the day. A few minutes later, Janina came out to join me there accompanied by two workers from the inn hauling two suitcases each.  
 
    “I often wish I had another intelligent horse for company,” Theo remarked to me as we eyed the beginning of the daily loading process on the unfortunate creatures whose turn it was to serve as mules, “but, you know, I think I’m rather glad those mares are mute, or I imagine they would complain quite a lot.” 
 
    I drank a vial of potencium from his saddlebags. His saddlebags still carried a lot of gold and potencium from the sorcerer Gorander’s palace that we had raided after defeating him, and Theo had given me an earful about that added weight more than once, but they were getting lighter every day, with the quantities of potencium I had been drinking.  
 
    Then Theo and I stood by idling and waited for the transfer of the luggage from the twins’ bedroom upstairs to the stable to be completed. I held a stalk of grass in my hand and absently shrank and enlarged it. It was just a habit of mine, no different from someone else chewing on tobacco or twiddling his thumbs, but I think it may have alarmed the inn workers a bit when they noticed.  
 
    Then, when half of the twins’ various containers for their extensive traveling wardrobe had been secured to the mares, and half still remained in the inn, Katrina came running out. 
 
    “They’re coming,” she said to Janina and me somewhat breathlessly. 
 
    “Who’s coming?” one of the inn employees questioned as he deposited a particularly heavy valise. 
 
    “Never mind-- we don’t want the rest,” Janina said as she pressed gold into his palm as well as his coworker’s. 
 
    “W-what do you mean, Miss?” the other employee asked in confusion. 
 
    “Our luggage,” she said impatiently. “We don’t want the rest. Keep it, auction it off, whatever you want to do with it, we don’t want it.” 
 
    “I d-don’t understand, Miss, is something the matter--” 
 
    “We do not require your services any further,” Janina informed him imperiously. “Thank you and good day.” 
 
    The inn employees looked at each other in bewilderment, shrugged, and hurried off. They probably didn’t mind being relieved of the obligation to finish their task and still being paid handsomely for it notwithstanding. 
 
    “Our dresses,” Katrina said in dismay. “We should have risen earlier.” 
 
    “Five thousand gold coins,” Janina reminded her. “We can buy as many new ones as we like.” 
 
    Their dresses were very nearly matching that morning, which I didn’t much like, as it made it more difficult to tell them apart at a glance. They were both cream-colored with ruffled hems, but Janina’s had faint peach-colored stripes, and Katrina’s had faint peach-colored polka dots. The twins were also wearing white hats to shield their faces from the sun and white gloves.  
 
    “They’re coming out now, don’t let them see us,” Katrina gasped. 
 
    She and Janina stooped and together they hauled that last valise into the nearest stall, out of sight. Then they huddled down in that stall, while I huddled in Theo’s, and we watched Mathilda Hodgson emerge from the inn, flanked by her two middle-aged grandnephews. Under her ghastly purple gown, she wore a crinoline so huge that it initially obscured the fact that there were two men following behind the trio, other workers from the inn who were red-faced and grunting under the weight of the chest filled with her poker winnings. 
 
    The old lady pointed to indicate which carriage was hers, and with the grandnephews’ help, they managed to maneuver the chest inside before stepping back in exhaustion to stand there awkwardly in evident expectation of a tip. 
 
    “Well, what do you want?” Mathilda practically snarled at them when she realized they hadn’t left yet. 
 
    The workers exchanged glances with each other. 
 
    “Er, is there… any other way we can serve you, Madam?” one of them asked finally. 
 
    “No, you are dismissed,” she replied. 
 
    The workers cast each other disgruntled looks, wiped the sweat from their brows, and trudged off back to the inn. 
 
    The blond grandnephew helped his great-aunt into the carriage and climbed in after her. Meanwhile the brunette one with the receding hairline hopped up into the driver’s seat. Their team of horses had already been hitched to the carriage, probably by other inn workers who had then been denied the customary tip. The grandnephew in the driver’s seat flicked his whip, and the three of them rolled off. 
 
    Katrina started to stand up, but Janina grabbed her by the arm, and she sank back down out of sight. We let another minute pass. Then we emerged from the stalls, brought our horses out, and mounted up. 
 
    “Don’t let them get out of sight,” Janina cried. 
 
    “I’d advise letting them get out of sight, if I were you,” I said. “If you follow that closely behind them they’ll be able to see you too. It’ll look suspicious at the least.” 
 
    “Then how are we supposed to find them or know which way they went?” Janina demanded. 
 
    I sighed and waited for them to notice the obvious grooves in the dirt left behind the wheels of the heavy carriage. 
 
    “You’re just trying to make us lose our prey,” Janina accused me. 
 
    “Janie, look,” Katrina pointed to the carriage tracks. Janina looked down at them and then back up at me. I nodded once. 
 
    At a very leisurely pace, to allow the Hodgsons’ carriage to roll further ahead, we started our pursuit. Theo took the lead because, unlike the other horses, he understood that we were following the wheel tracks, so he just kept glancing down to check and stayed next to them. 
 
    We meandered, we paused, the twins chattered to each other and waved merrily at passersby. We gave absolutely no indication of purposefulness or urgency, and although men called out greetings to the beautiful blondes, no one asked us any questions or made a serious attempt to start a conversation, and most importantly, no one tried to follow us as we left. 
 
    Eventually, we made our way out of the miraculous desert boomtown of Sunderly and into the open plains. 
 
    The tracks became slightly harder to follow then, because the grass grew taller where people had not cleared it away to make way for their town, but we could still find recently crushed patches. And then, after perhaps half a mile of that, the carriage itself came into view, as a tiny speck on the horizon.  
 
    We could make out just enough detail to confirm by the colors that it was indeed the Hodgson’s carriage. The twins wanted to break into a gallop immediately and catch up, but I reasoned with them that we should first travel far enough to be not only well out of the range of any interference from Sunderly, but far enough out that if we allowed the Hodgsons to walk back, we could be long gone by the time any retributive pursuit by law enforcement might materialize. They agreed to this, and we continued to trudge onward for another two hours and cover several more miles. We stopped when the Hodgsons stopped, which happened twice. We even sometimes stopped when they did not stop, and allowed them to vanish over the horizon for a bit, at times when their direction was clear and the landscape that lay ahead was too barren to conceal them, in order to lessen the chance that they would happen to look backward and notice our presence. 
 
    “Can’t we get them now?” Janina asked impatiently. 
 
    I had already answered that question in the negative several times by then, but that time, I felt that we’d probably covered a sufficient distance for our purposes. 
 
    “I reckon so,” I said with a shrug. The words had barely left my mouth when Janina spurred her mare onward, and Katrina quickly followed suit. Theo caught up to their clumsy canter within a moment. The luggage mares couldn’t quite keep up with the rest of us, but the three horses carrying riders rapidly gained on the Hodgsons. 
 
    Their carriage was white, trimmed in blue. We got close enough to see the texture in the wood before the blond grandnephew finally stuck his head out the window, gaped at us, and yelled to alert his relatives. 
 
    The driver stopped the horses and dismounted, as his brother also got out of the carriage. 
 
    “Who are you and what the hell do you want?” the brunette, and slightly older-looking, of the brothers demanded loudly in a tone of poorly disguised panic as he placed his hand on the sword at his belt. Surely he already knew in his gut exactly what we wanted, regardless of who we were. 
 
    “Hey, I know you,” the blond grandnephew said suddenly as he pointed an accusatory finger at the twins. “You’re the girls from the inn… the ones that Great-Aunt--” 
 
    “Called whores?” Janina inquired dryly. 
 
    “Well, I’m s-sure she didn’t mean--” the man stammered awkwardly. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Katrina said sweetly. “We’re not here to take revenge for that.” 
 
    “We’re here to rob you,” Janina explained, equally politely. 
 
    At this point, the wizened Great Aunt Mathilda herself poked her head out the window. She squinted in the sun for a long moment, without showing any comprehension of the current situation that was unfolding. Then, finally, she seemed to recognize the twins. 
 
    “You,” she gasped. 
 
    “Yes, yes, the vicious harlots,” Janina said impatiently. “Here we are again. We sorely missed you, too.” 
 
    “Leave us alone, or Sheriff Cavendish will see you hang!” Mathilda said shrilly. 
 
    “You know him?” Janina asked. 
 
    “Yes, he is a dear friend of mine,” Mathilda stated triumphantly. She seemed to mistake Janina’s contempt at the mention of the sheriff’s name for consternation. 
 
    “Birds of a feather,” Janina muttered. 
 
    “Pardon me?” Mathilda asked. 
 
    “Never you mind,” Janina said. 
 
    “Why do you plague me so?” Mathilda lamented. “Why can’t you leave an old woman in peace? Why have you made me your victim?” 
 
    “Stop wailing, we haven’t done anything to you yet,” Katrina said. “And, it isn’t anything personal. Do we despise you? Certainly. But that isn’t why we’re here.” 
 
    “We’re here because the simple fact of the matter is that you won the tournament,” Janina stated, with a hand on her hip. Both girls wore smug expressions. They were thoroughly enjoying Mathilda’s dawning misery and rage, and their own sense of security to say and do as they pleased without fear of repercussions. 
 
    “No, you can’t have it, you heartless wretches,” Mathilda wailed. “Sheriff Cavendish will punish you. God Himself will strike you down if you take it from me!” 
 
    “We’ll take our chances,” Janina said dryly. 
 
    The gibbering old woman turned her attention to me then. “And what kind of man are you, to participate in a scheme like this?” she demanded. “A hired ruffian? A bandit?” 
 
    “Ruffian is a subjective term really,” I said. “But no, I’m not a bandit. They are, though.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Mathilda asked. “You’re robbing me right now!” 
 
    “I’m doing no such thing.” I was simply sitting atop Theo, with my hand on the hilt of my sword, and maintaining enough eye contact with Mathilda’s two middle-aged grandnephews whose hands were also on the hilts of their swords to deter them from making any movements in the direction of the Elliott girls as they taunted their great-aunt. 
 
    “Well, you’re about to!” she insisted. 
 
    “I’m not, actually,” I corrected her mildly. “They’re about to.” 
 
    “Get out of the carriage,” Janina commanded her. 
 
    “It’s my carriage, you vile girl!” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Janina said. “Hurry up before we have to remove you by force.” 
 
    “Alfred! Manny!” Mathilda squawked as she looked over at her grandnephews, who still looked uncomfortably undecided about whether they should attack, and if so, if they should go for me or the girls, who were clearly more of the aggressors but also obviously less of a physical threat. 
 
    “Yes, Great Aunt?” they chorused unhappily. 
 
    “Deal with these savages,” she ordered them. “There are two of you, and only the one man.” 
 
    The grandnephews still hesitated. I don’t think they liked what they saw when they looked at me. I looked strong, yes, but I was only a reasonably large man, not an exceptionally large one, so that wasn’t where most of the intimidation came from. It was something subtler than that. Every scrap of fabric on me was well-worn, and every inch of metal was scratched and battered. I wasn’t old yet, but I wasn’t young anymore either, and I knew my face had acquired a sharp weathered look through the years. I looked, in short, like a frontiersman, a creature forged and hardened by the West.  
 
    I looked like a sell sword.  
 
    I didn’t know what the Hodgsons’ family history was, but both grandnephews looked like they’d be a lot better suited to life in a town like Sunderly than to hacking their way through the wilderness. 
 
    Great Aunt Mathilda sensed her grandnephews’ hesitation, and she didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me?” she barked. “Or is it that my wishes no longer matter to you? Perhaps you no longer care to be included in my will?” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” I warned them. “I understand that you want the inheritance, but if you try to fight me, you won’t live to collect it anyway. Five thousand gold coins isn’t worth your lives, is it? Just take your great aunt and go home. She’ll probably forgive you eventually and you’ll still get to enjoy the rest of her wealth once she croaks.” 
 
    “On my sister’s grave, I will never forgive you if you fail me now,” Mathilda shrilled as she shook her knobby, veined finger at the pair of brothers. I assumed that the sister she was referring to must be their grandmother. “Never! You will get nothing from me. Not one pinch of gold dust.” 
 
    That, unfortunately, settled the matter in the minds of the two men. 
 
    “No!” I yelled as they both raised their swords and charged at me. That shout only seemed to embolden them, as if they thought I feared to fight them, rather than that I didn’t want to cut the pathetic creatures down unnecessarily. 
 
    They looked like they were going to slash at Theo to get to me, so I quickly leapt off his back and slapped his flank to tell him to get out of the way, which he did. 
 
    Then I brandished my sword at waist height in both hands so that it jutted out at a slight upward angle. As the grandnephews approached the range of my blade, I expanded my sword suddenly, so that the blade sprouted through the belly of the younger blond one. As his face contorted with several kinds of shock, the increased weight of the blade caused it to drop further, and drag a ragged line through his torso until it came to a stop on his pelvic bone. I shrank my sword back down immediately to retract it from his body and regain my grip on it, while he thumped into the grass clutching his stomach as bloodied pink organs started to spill out of it. He gaped wordlessly like a fish out of water and blood leaked from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Manny, no!” the older brother screamed. He looked at me with a reddened face that looked close to tears, yet his teeth were bared. It was probably the most primal moment of his life. I thought he was about to run at me and readied my sword.  
 
    Then, he instead veered to his left and ran toward the blonde women. 
 
    I had expected the movement, and was already moving toward the man with my sword ready to spear him, but Theo got their first, and fifteen hundred pounds of horse catapulted itself at the unfortunate man’s head.  
 
    His skull shattered like a dropped egg striking the floor, and I could actually see his brain matter slosh out. Then Theo landed on the ground atop the corpse and tossed his silky black mane proudly. 
 
    “Nooooo,” Mathilda was half screaming, half sobbing. Given that she hadn’t seemed to give her grandnephews any care or consideration while they were alive, I had to assume that most of her distress was on her own behalf. 
 
    Katrina yanked the carriage door open, grabbed the old lady’s arm, and yanked her out of it. Mathilda stumbled and fell onto her hands and knees in the grass. At least, I assumed she was on her knees. Her absurd crinoline and layers of petticoats, thankfully, continued to conceal her lower body from view even in that toppled over position. 
 
    Then the two sisters climbed into the carriage in the Hodgsons’ place. 
 
    “Take us home then please, Mr. Hale,” Janina said to me. Her smile trembled a bit, so I guessed she was shaken by her brush with death but trying not to show it. 
 
    “My pleasure,” I said as I prepared to shut the door for them.  
 
    “God will curse you all,” screeched Mathilda Hodgson between sobs. 
 
    “Oh, shut up, you old hag,” replied my horse. 
 
    Mathilda stared up at Theo in disbelief and wailed harder. That was how we left her there. 
 
    I closed the carriage door, hopped up in the front seat, and started driving the Hodgsons’ team of carriage horses, while Theo corralled the Elliott sisters’ four mares and ensured that they followed along with us. In this way we rode on until we could no longer hear the screams and curses of the miserable old woman, with her chest full of five thousand gold coins in prize money tucked safely away in what used to be her carriage.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The Hodgsons’ horses turned out to be exceptionally docile and compliant. I concluded that they either didn’t even notice their sudden change in ownership, or they just didn’t give a damn. 
 
    “Hello there,” Theo said to them as he trotted alongside them. Sometimes it amused him to talk at other animals without expecting a response, in the same way that it amused certain humans to do so with their pets. “Hello, new friends. Hello, you practically-pony little miniature bastards. Hello, you mute imbeciles, don’t you have anything to say for yourselves?” 
 
    The horses did not, as it turned out, have anything to say for themselves. 
 
    So far, the twins’ plan seemed to have gone off about as well as we could have hoped, except for the grandnephews’ refusal to surrender. I didn’t feel guilty about killing anyone who attacked me, I just thought it was a waste for any not particularly evil strangers to throw away their lives like that.   
 
    Janina and Katrina were certainly pleased with themselves. I couldn’t hear every word over the sounds of the horses and the carriage, but snatches of cheerful voices and bright laughter from inside the carriage drifted to my ears, and a few times even verses of songs. They had airy soprano voices, which clearly lacked the benefit of training, but had a natural prettiness, nonetheless. 
 
    After about an hour we stopped, unhitched the Hodgsons’ horses, and hitched the twins’ own horses into their harnesses instead, while redistributing all their luggage over to the Hodgsons’ horses. The Hodgsons’ horses remained meek and cooperative throughout this process, despite Theo jeering at them the entire time. At least they weren’t as badly off as the twins’ mares had been, since their traveling wardrobe was now distributed between four horses instead of just two. Theo also requested to offload some of my gold and potencium to the new team of horses we had acquired, so I did that as well, and with all nine of our equine companions reasonably contented with the new arrangements, we continued on our way until evening started to set in. 
 
    We started a campfire. I was in the company of two beautiful women who’d both demonstrated themselves to be more than willing to have sex with me, and I was more than halfway done with the most lucrative single contract of my two-decade-long career, with the hardest part over with, so I couldn’t help but smile a bit when I laid out my bedroll.  
 
    “Want any sherry, Kat?” Janina asked her sister with a mischievous smirk as we warmed our hands by the fire. 
 
    “You won’t get rid of me again that easily!” Katrina retorted. 
 
    “I don’t see why either of you need to go to sleep,” I drawled as I leaned back with my hands behind my head and stared up at the lonely stars that studded the vast universe. I was confident that Janina knew by then about the time I had spent with her sister, and they both seemed to have a lighthearted attitude about the whole affair. So, I didn’t think it was implausible that I might be able to maneuver both of them into bed with me at the same time. “You’re accustomed to sharing everything with each other all your lives, aren’t you?”  
 
    “My goodness, Hal, what on earth are you suggesting?” Katrina exclaimed, but she clearly knew full well what I was suggesting. 
 
    “What kind of girls do you think we are?” Janina chimed in with a tone of equal delight. 
 
    “Lawless ones,” I replied. “Forces of chaos and hedonism.” 
 
    “Well, that isn’t a very nice thing to say about a pair of proper ladies, is it now?” Katrina rebuked me as she slid closer on my left side. She lay on her stomach and propped herself up on her forearms and gazed down into my face as I continued to lie on my back and stare up at the sky. 
 
    “I consider it a compliment,” I assured her. 
 
    “Our father told us to be good girls, he would be so disappointed,” Janina sighed as she crawled closer on my right side. The twins were exchanging conspiratorial glances with each other over me. With their fair hair and wide ocean eyes and bow-shaped lips, the girls really looked like a pair of goddamn angels. If it hadn’t been for that, I don’t think they could have gotten away with half the shit that they did always somehow seem to get away with. 
 
    “He’d be turning over in his grave,” Katrina agreed happily. 
 
    “You don’t even know whether he’s dead, do you?” I inquired. 
 
    “I’d wager that entire chest of gold on it, and even if he isn’t, he might as well be,” Janina replied. 
 
    “And your mother?” I didn’t want to ruin the mood with them, I just found myself genuinely curious about the circumstances that had produced these remarkable creatures. 
 
    “We were two when he took us from her, I don’t remember anything about her and I wouldn’t recognize her if I saw her,” Janina said. 
 
    “She couldn’t protect us,” Katrina added. 
 
    “We’re not her daughters, we’re his,” Janina stated grimly. 
 
    “You’re lucky you’re twins,” I remarked. 
 
    “You mean because we’ll never be alone?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    Unless something happened to one of them, which given their decidedly risky life choices, seemed like a distinct possibility, but I didn’t see any reason to mention that. Surely they were aware of it on some level. Although they probably didn’t really believe it, since they still shone with that teenage conviction of personal invincibility. They were a few years past being teenagers now, but I could easily imagine that they might go on feeling invincible well into middle age at least. They just had those kind of dispositions. Cynical about how the world worked, yes, but perpetually optimistic about how their own fates would turn out, and with a gleam of childish innocence that had somehow never been fully extinguished.   
 
    “You’re lucky you have Theo,” Katrina remarked. 
 
    “I sure am,” I agreed, in a low voice so that my horse, who was grazing a little way off, wouldn’t overhear me. He never seemed to get fat physically, but he certainly had the sort of ego that was highly susceptible to overfeeding. Truth was though that without Theo, I never would have survived to that day, in more ways than one. 
 
    “And, you’re lucky that the two of us are twins,” Janina said with a devilish smile. 
 
    “And that we’re ‘forces of chaos and hedonism,’” Katrina quoted me. 
 
    “And how, exactly, does that concern me?” I decided to play dumb and keep them in this mode a little longer. They were like cats stalking their prey, and I was rather enjoying watching it. 
 
    Janina reached down and ran her thumb along my jawline. “Well… ” she began. 
 
    Katrina, meanwhile, got up on her knees and placed her hand on my chest and leaned onto me. 
 
    Then, one of the horses let out a panicked whinny. 
 
    I sprang to my feet and caused Katrina to topple over. 
 
    I saw immediately what it was that had caused the horse, I wasn’t sure which one it was, to whinny. There were another five horses rapidly approaching us out of the darkness, and they weren’t alone. They were each carrying riders. 
 
    “Get in the carriage,” I instructed the twins as I drew my sword. 
 
    “Stay where you are!” barked the foremost of the strange riders. His voice was somewhat familiar, although his face was half obscured by the low brim of his hat. Then the light of the campfire reached him, and I recognized him immediately. 
 
    It was Sheriff Cavendish. 
 
    The twins were frozen. They stared up at him in shock and dismay while he glowered down at them from horseback. 
 
    “I always knew exactly what the two of you were made of,” he hissed. “I never forgot it for a second. And I never took my eyes off you.” 
 
    “Mathilda Hodgson reported to you?” Janina asked. “I knew we should have killed her.” 
 
    “You did kill her,” the sheriff retorted. 
 
    “What? No we didn’t,” Katrina protested. “She was alive--” 
 
    “We found her body beside the bodies of both her grandnephews,” Sheriff Cavendish stated. “All three of you are under arrest for a robbery and a triple murder.” 
 
    “Ahem, no marks on the old dame, Sir,” one of the four lawmen who flanked him muttered. “Maybe she died of a heart attack? At her age… ” 
 
    “The means doesn’t matter,” Sheriff Cavendish barked at him in annoyance. “Place them under arrest. Now.” 
 
    “How do you know we had anything to do with these corpses you found, anyway?” Katrina demanded indignantly, in a belated attempt to play innocent. 
 
    “Because we found them by following you when you left town this morning,” the sheriff explained dryly. “As soon as I saw you, I knew there’d be trouble. So I instructed the staff at your inn to alert me as soon as you left.” 
 
    I laughed suddenly. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    “What’s so funny about a triple murder?” Sheriff Cavendish turned the ire of his squinty blue eyes on me. 
 
    “Ah, it’s just… well, the innkeeper and his wife hadn’t come downstairs yet, and no one was watching us at breakfast… ” I said to the twins as they stared in bewilderment, “so, you see, it must have been the fellows who carried your luggage down for you who made the report. It was your excessive quantity of gowns and hats that told on us.” 
 
    “Indeed, I suppose you could say that,” Sheriff Cavendish replied coldly as the twins cast me identical glares. “But you have nothing but your vile criminal natures to blame for getting you into this situation in the first place. For causing the deaths of three innocents.” 
 
    “Actually, according to your account, you could have stopped us if you really wanted to,” I said lightly. “But you didn’t. You let us have a head start. Because your primary concern wasn’t really protecting the Hodgsons, was it? Your primary concern was getting revenge on the Elliotts for having eluded your grasp all those years ago. So, you waited. You believed they were poised to commit a crime, and you intentionally waited to give them the opportunity, so that you would have something to charge them with. A reason to prosecute them. You sacrificed three lives to get that reason. Way I see it, you’re just as guilty, maybe more so.” 
 
    His jaw clenched as I spoke. This was a man who truly defined himself by his adherence to what he considered righteous ways. I knew that my accusation stung. 
 
    “I knew you were thieves and liars and whores,” Sheriff Cavendish addressed the twins, “but I didn’t realize that you were capable of murder. I expected that you would try to take the chest. I didn’t imagine that you would slay a defenseless old woman to do so.” 
 
    “We didn’t kill her,” Katrina repeated stubbornly. 
 
    “You can tell that to the jury, back in Sunderly,” Sheriff Cavendish declared sneeringly. 
 
    “You know sir,” I said. “I believe you do have sufficient evidence, and even without that, sufficient local influence, that a jury would surely declare against us. I’m about as confident as you are that we would be sentenced to swing from the gallows.” 
 
    “So, are you waiving your right to a trial?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Well, in a certain sense, I suppose you could say that,” I said. “I am declining to stand trial. I also decline on behalf of my two friends here.” 
 
    The sheriff blinked his narrow, piercing blue eyes as he seemed to process what I meant by that. “You can’t refuse to come with us,” he scoffed in disbelief. He looked at the lawmen he’d brought with him under his command, as if to reassure himself that there were, in fact, still four of them, five including himself, as compared to one of me. “You’ll just be cut down here and now. It will be a much messier end if you force our hands that way. And if you stand trial, there is always the chance you might be imprisoned instead, you know. The court of Sunderly is not without mercy.” 
 
    I turned to the Elliott twins, who clung together and clasped each other’s hands. Their eyes were even wider than usual and their usually faintly caramel-hued skin was porcelain white. 
 
    “It’s your choice,” I told them. “Where would you like to throw your lot in? With me, or with Sunderly’s judicial system?” 
 
    “With you,” Katrina answered. 
 
    “We too decline to stand trial,” Janina told the sheriff defiantly. 
 
    Two of the lawmen had already produced silver handcuffs. Now, the handcuffs just awkwardly dangled from their hands and glinted in the darkness with reflected firelight, as the lawmen awaited instructions from their superior. 
 
    “Kill him,” Sheriff Cavendish sighed as if I were a distasteful chore. 
 
    “Run,” I told the girls. 
 
    Still holding hands they dashed off into the night, not very quickly, and unfortunately as luminous as moths in their pale gowns. 
 
    At the same time, the muscled black colossus whose name was Emperor Theodosius the Great cantered over and presented his back for me to leap onto in passing. He was bareback and I had to grab onto his mane in that first instant to secure my seat, but he permitted that on an emergency basis, and I felt that this situation qualified.  
 
    I had my sword drawn, and was prepared to do battle with the lawmen from horseback, but for some reason, they didn’t charge me, despite Sheriff Cavendish’s direct command. Instead all four of them cantered toward the fleeing girls. I wondered if maybe they had the same thought as the elder of Mathilda’s grandnephews, which was to use them as hostages and neutralize me without having to fight me at all. Or maybe it was simply that they were cognizant of their boss’ particular, long-standing, and deep-seated grudge against the admittedly chronically criminal twins, and prioritized them as prisoners over me, a stranger whom Cavendish only really cared about in relation to my wayward clients.  
 
    As Theo chased after them, they tended to scatter and then reconverge. The trouble was that if we pursued any one of the four, he would lead us away from the rest of the group who would then catch up to the twins while we were distracted. A bow and arrow would have been ideal in this situation, but that wasn’t a weapon that I carried, or was particularly skilled at using. 
 
    I got an idea. I pulled my shirt off, sliced one of the sleeves off with my sword, and then made the sleeve longer at the same time as I twisted and knotted it into a hasty lasso. 
 
    Then as Theo again ran for the center of the herd and they started to scatter in all directions, I whirled the lasso above my head, threw it, and looped the nearest lawman. It tightened around his arms and torso. Then I leaned far left to counter his weight so that it wouldn’t yank me off of Theo’s back, clenched with my thighs as hard as I could, and yanked him off his horse. One of his companion’s horses immediately trampled over him before the rider could prevent it, and its hooves punched through his ribs and then smeared his head into the grass. I had lost hold of my makeshift lasso in the process, so I started turning my other sleeve into another lasso. 
 
    But before I could utilize it, the lawman who had just inadvertently trampled over his comrade, and in his horror was probably seeking whatever redemption he could get, immediately turned away from the chase after the Elliott sisters and charged straight at me.  
 
    I had my sword at the ready, and he had his at the ready. I swung at him, and he was competent enough to parry. Then I had to duck as he responded with his own swing, and nearly fell off due to Theo’s lack of a saddle, but I managed to cling on by grabbing his mane again. 
 
    “I swear to God… ” my horse grumbled as we barreled past our opponent. 
 
    We both wheeled around and charged at each other again. This time the lawman swung first, and I parried. Then as we passed each other by, although I was no longer in a good position to swing the blade at him without twisting around and falling out of my seat, I flung my sword arm backward and conked him in the back of the skull with the hilt of my blade.  
 
    Theo quickly circled around, and as the badly dazed but still conscious man struggled to stay in his saddle, I drove my sword into his back until the tip of my sword protruded from his chest. Then I yanked it free and he collapsed onto his horse, who whinnied in panic as it sensed that something was wrong. As his blood started to pour onto its pelt, the horse reared up a couple of times until it had shaken the corpse loose. Then it stopped and nuzzled its rider’s motionless corpse as if trying to wake him up. 
 
    The two other remaining lawmen also gave up the chase and charged straight at me. I thought I was going to have to try to take both of them at once. But then as they approached, they went wide of me to either side, not within a sword’s reach, and I realized that they were staring past me, not at me. I turned my head to see Sheriff Cavendish, who had hung back from the fray the whole time, beckoning them silently to leave. 
 
    His glaring blue eyes met mine. 
 
    “We’ll be back!” he yelled as he pointed his finger at me. I don’t think he even knew my name. “You’re making a fatal mistake! You’ll pay for this!” 
 
    “See ya later, pardner,” I replied with a cheery wave. 
 
    The three of them galloped off into the night. 
 
    It was already dark, which made it dangerous for Theo to run, not to mention that it would be dangerous for the twins to leave them behind on their own, where I wouldn’t easily be able to find them again, so I did not pursue them. 
 
    Besides, they had already promised that they would deliver themselves back into my hands, eventually. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Theo walked up to the twins, whose cream-colored skirts created two large pale shapes in the darkness as they huddled together. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked. 
 
    “Y-yes,” Katrina stammered. 
 
    “You are safe now.” I dismounted, took each of their hands, and led them back toward our campfire. I saw no reason to extinguish it. The sheriff and his men weren’t trying to find us immediately, they’d have to go back and fetch reinforcements from Sunderly. By the time they returned to the same spot, we’d be long gone. 
 
    I took a metal canteen, poured some water into it from my waterskin, and enlarged it into a trough for Theo, so he could recover from the exertion he had just had. Once he drank his fill, I enlarged my waterskin since it was starting to run low and took a few gulps myself. 
 
    Then I settled back down next to the campfire with the twins. Their giddy and mischievous air from before the sheriff’s arrival had completely evaporated. Now they looked a bit like frightened children. 
 
    “I didn’t realize how much Cavendish hated us,” Janina spoke up after a silence. “I thought that confrontation back in Sunderly was mostly bluster and bravado. You know, he always wants to show off what an aggressive keeper of order he is. How far he’ll go in the line of duty.” 
 
    “But it’s starting to feel a little personal,” Katrina sighed. 
 
    “What did you even do, to inspire this vendetta?” I asked curiously. “You never said exactly.” 
 
    “We stole a horse,” Janina confessed. 
 
    I sucked in air through my teeth. Horse stealing was a serious business and warranted execution on the frontier. 
 
    “Not the sheriff’s horse,” Katrina clarified. “Just somebody’s. A rich lady who couldn’t even ride well.” 
 
    “Such a beautiful horse,” Janina recalled, dreamily. “All silvery with white speckles.” 
 
    “What happened to the horse?” I asked, since clearly they didn’t own it anymore. 
 
    “Nothing happened to her, she just went back to her owner after we got caught,” Katrina answered. “So it was like they undid the crime, anyway.” 
 
    I decided not to argue that particular interpretation of legal philosophy. 
 
    “We never harmed anyone by it,” Janina insisted. “But they still put us on trial.” 
 
    “I think the reason Sheriff Cavendish hates us so much is just that we got away with it,” Katrina mused. “He threw a fit. He said it was a moral outrage… something about how beauty shouldn’t grant degenerates immunity from justice.” 
 
    “Some nonsense like that,” Janina agreed. 
 
    “What nonsense,” I agreed. Neither twin appeared to detect my sarcasm. 
 
    “What do we do?” Katrina asked me. 
 
    “Well,” I said. “If he were like most sheriffs, we’d have several options. Bribery would probably be the simplest one. Eluding him long enough that he just got sick of the chase might work too. But, he seems to be an honorable man. So that leaves us with only one option.” 
 
    “Kill him,” Janina said. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “But not tonight. Tonight, we get a few hours of sleep. Then we start out at first light.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can sleep,” Katrina said. “What if they come back?” 
 
    “How about you both drink a little sherry to help you sleep,” I suggested. I had no intention of sleeping myself. I’d have to stay up to stand watch, after that. But those hours would pass a lot more peacefully if I wasn’t required to spend them reassuring two fearful fugitives from the law. 
 
    The twins accepted that idea. It only took half a bottle shared between them, and they were soon curled up under a blanket breathing slow and deep. 
 
    Theo, who liked to take naps but rarely slept a whole night through anyway, came up behind me once the Elliott twins were sound asleep. 
 
    “What if Sheriff Cavendish doesn’t find them within the next four days?” he asked. “What if he comes for them on the fifth day?” 
 
    “Then it won’t be any of my business,” I replied. 
 
    “They’re starting to grow dependent on you,” Theo observed. 
 
    “A most unhealthy mistake,” I said. “That’s why you can’t feed wild creatures for too long… they get used to you. They forget how to fend for themselves. As everyone must, in the end.” 
 
    “Is that why you refuse to renew contracts with previous clients?” Theo asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “It’s for the converse reason. I won’t let anyone keep me on a leash, no matter how much money it’s made of.” 
 
    “You keep me on a leash, of sorts,” Theo said after a moment’s consideration. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I snorted. “You keep yourself on the leash that’s in my hand. You like me too much to leave.” 
 
    “Well, you are an asshole, but you do give me apples and treats, so I suppose we are stuck with each other.” Theo hummed thoughtfully. 
 
    I knew he’d never leave me. Unless, perhaps, he ever found a mare of equal intelligence to himself, whom he considered a worthy partner. I don’t think the thought of that occupied his mind much, he didn’t conceive of it as a remotely likely possibility, but he did mention it occasionally as a sort of wistful daydream. 
 
    I kept watch for the remaining hours of darkness. Creatures stirred all around me, but small ones that meant us neither well nor ill. Insects flitted by or scuttled through the grass. Rodents scurried from safe spot to safe spot. I heard the rustling of grass, the snapping of twigs, the crunching of brush, but none of these subtle disturbances were ever man-shaped.  
 
    Then, as soon as it was light out enough for our herd of horses to be able to see where they were going and not risk breaking a leg, I hitched four of them to the carriage, and roused the twins to tell them to load up another four with their luggage. They were yawning and clearly still tired, but for once they cooperated readily and without complaint, all the while glancing around as if they expected Sheriff Cavendish to pop out of a bush. 
 
    Meanwhile, I brewed a pot of coffee for the three of us to share, along with some biscuits from our saddlebags that we ate for breakfast. I poured a vial of potencium into my coffee mug, swirled it in with a twig, and drained the entire mixture within a few glugs. After that I felt nearly as good as if I’d had a full night’s sleep. 
 
    “You know,” I remarked as I watched the girls tying and buckling one case or valise or satchel after the next to the begrudging horses, “my advice is to leave all the luggage here and travel light. I’d say to leave the carriage too, because that will slow us down and make it much easier to track us, except that we wouldn’t be able to transport the chest without it.” 
 
    They looked at me with wide bluish-green and greenish-blue eyes as though I had proposed severing a limb. 
 
    “But Hal, we’ve almost finished,” Katrina protested. 
 
    “Well, carry on then,” I scoffed. If I took the time to argue with them, they still wouldn’t change their minds, and it would just end up delaying us further. “But leave room for yourselves on two of those horses. And arrange it so that you can easily cut the straps of all that luggage and drop the extra weight if necessary. If something happens, I want you to be able to ride away. And if you’re sitting in the carriage, you’ll be caught at once.” 
 
    They nodded their white-bonneted heads.  
 
    When we set off a few minutes later, the twins rode two of the unsecured horses and pranced alongside me while I drove the carriage. Theo trotted along on my other side, and his duty was to mind the two unsecured luggage horses and ensure that they were staying with us. 
 
    It was a clear day, a mild-weathered and beautiful day even, but the robin’s egg blue of the sky, the cheerful chirping of the birds, all of that took on a distinctly ominous cast under the circumstances. Sheriff Cavendish himself wasn’t such a terrifying creature. It was more the facts that we had an enemy and we were expecting him, but didn’t know when or where to expect him, and that we didn’t know whom he would be bringing with him this time. 
 
    Even the twins’ constantly vivacious spirits seemed dampened. I wondered if the whole incident had inspired them to reconsider their lifestyle choices at all. It wouldn’t have been difficult for girls like them to find wealthy and indulgent husbands who could provide for all their material wants, of which they seemed to have so many. I knew they dreaded the thought of being turned into domestic drudges, but I reckoned they could avoid that if their husbands were old or eccentric enough not to want any children by them. Or if they really didn’t want to marry, they could learn a trade. They could be milliners or dressmakers, perhaps. Almost any other career seemed to me to be less ill-fated than the one they had chosen. But then again, who was I to lecture anyone on their choice of career?  
 
    When we stopped, it was only for the shortest possible breaks, just long enough to allow the horses to cool down so that we wouldn’t be endangering their health. 
 
    “What if he follows us to Dunville?” Janina asked. “What if he figures out where we live?” 
 
    “Given that there are several towns between Sunderly and Dunville, he won’t necessarily know to look for you there, unless he tracks you directly,” I said. “And that would require exceptional tracking skills, even considering the carriage. We just need to roll over stone where we can find it, and paths so well-traveled that our tracks will be covered before they arrive.” 
 
    The twins were silent. 
 
    “I have to ask,” I said, “haven’t you ever attracted enemies before?” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course,” Katrina replied cheerfully. “But they’ve always been the people we’ve robbed.” 
 
    “People who aren’t directly affected don’t usually blame us much,” Janina said. 
 
    “I see,” I said. 
 
    “Sometimes, even when the people that we did rob catch us in the act, they don’t get all that angry,” Katrina added. 
 
    “They tell us we can repay them in kisses, or that they’ll give us presents and we don’t have to steal them, or ask if we’re really in such desperate need… ” Janina twirled an ash blonde ringlet around her finger as she reflected on these past encounters, I supposed with their pickpocketing victims. 
 
    “And even if they do fly into a rage at first, oftentimes they’ll change their minds if we start to cry and beg them not to call the authorities,” Katrina giggled. 
 
    “I don’t think most people really mind thieves all that much,” Janina concluded. 
 
    “You mean they don’t mind thieves who look like you, so long as you only choose males of a certain temperament as your victims,” I corrected her. 
 
    “Of a certain temperament?” Katrina echoed. Her tone turned slightly flirtatious. “You mean you wouldn’t let us get away with robbing you, Mr. Hale?” 
 
    “Not a chance,” I replied flatly. 
 
    “Even if we asked very nicely?” Janina chimed in. 
 
    “If you ask someone’s permission to steal from them, it’s not stealing, it’s begging,” I said. “And I do not do charity.” 
 
    “Why not?” Katrina questioned. “You have lots of money.” 
 
    “So do you,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, yes, but you see the trouble is, we always seem to spend it,” Katrina sighed tragically. 
 
    “To feed another creature food it hasn’t earned is to weaken it, to make it depend on you,” I said as I recalled my conversation with Theo on that subject the night before. “And besides, I don’t like to owe anybody anything, and I don’t like anybody to owe me anything.” 
 
    “We owe you our gratitude, for having saved our lives several times already,” Katrina told me earnestly. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” I said. “Maybe you would, if I were some stranger who happened to pass by, and intervened on your behalf. But you purchased my protection of your lives. So I was doing no more than the job I was hired for, and you owe me nothing more than the payment that you already pledged me.” 
 
    “That’s such a cold, peculiar way to look at things,” Katrina huffed. 
 
    “It’s a clean way to look at things,” I responded. 
 
    “Don’t you ever help someone just because you care about them?” Janina asked. 
 
    “Sure I do-- ” I began. 
 
    “Besides Theo,” Janina interrupted. 
 
    “… Well, I don’t know about that,” I said. There was only one thing that stopped me from saying no outright. A certain half-Savajun sorceress who always seemed to haunt my deepest thoughts, no matter how many times I threw her out of my mind. I guess I’d helped her more than a few times, even when there was nothing in it for me. Well, nothing besides the continued potential for the delights and frustrations of her company… the pleasures of her body… the challenge of her intellect… the dangers of her lunatic scheming… the thrill and bittersweet longing of knowing that she existed in the world, even if I never saw her again. 
 
    Luckily, the twins seemed oblivious to the direction of my thoughts. 
 
    “Of course you don’t,” Janina sighed. 
 
    “But you know, if the only thing that motivates you is greed, we have lots more money now than ever before,” Katrina said as she pointed at the carriage that contained Mathilda Hodgson’s chest of gold. “We could afford to extend your contract quite a long while.” 
 
    “That’s not how I operate,” I replied shortly. 
 
    “What do you mean it isn’t how you operate?” Katrina pouted. “Isn’t money the only thing you care about?” 
 
    “Freedom is the only thing I care about,” I said. “Money is a means to that end.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make-- ” Katrina began. 
 
    “Hush!” I held up my hand to silence her. 
 
    She was silent for a minute, while I listened intently to our surroundings, but then she quickly started back in again. 
 
    “That wasn’t very polite,” she informed me indignantly. “Just because you don’t agree with something I say doesn’t mean I don’t have a right to say it.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I agreed. “My hushing you had nothing to do with any kind of argument. I thought I heard something. But perhaps I was mistaken.” 
 
    “Perhaps you weren’t,” Janina said nervously as she looked around at the golden plains that surrounded us. Seemingly peaceful for the moment, but so eerily lonesome, and full of potential treachery. 
 
    “Well, do you hear or see anything?” I asked her. 
 
    “No, but the fact that you think you did makes me certain there must be someone near,” she replied. 
 
    “My instincts aren’t infallible,” I said. “No one’s are.” 
 
    “Well, I trust your instincts,” Janina said. 
 
    “Right now, they’re saying that we should keep going, and that there’s probably nothing the matter, but that you should be prepared to cut the luggage loose and break into a gallop if I say so,” I told her. 
 
    The twins’ white bonnets bobbed up and down as they nodded. They were dressed more plainly today than I had seen them during the entire trip, Katrina in a light brown gown and Janina in an olive green gown and no jewelry on either of them, as if after last night’s run-in with their old nemesis, they were trying to blend into the landscape. What with the carriage and our accumulated herd of nine horses, it would be hard to miss us, but nonetheless I appreciated their effort. It suggested that their mindset had at least improved to taking matters of safety a bit more seriously than matters of fashion. 
 
    We continued on mostly in an uneasy silence for the next few hours, interrupted only when the twins wanted to ask if I’d heard or seen something, and I had to keep reassuring them that it was just a harmless animal passing by or even just the wind whipping through the grass. I considered that it was entirely possible that I had overestimated Sheriff Cavendish, and that he either wasn’t competent enough to find us again once he had lost our trail, or that he wasn’t truly that determined after all and had decided to cut his losses and stay home in Sunderly, where I was sure there must be plenty of petty crimes to occupy his attention. Maybe the last four days of my term of service with the twins would pass uneventfully after all, and soon I could just collect my well-earned thousand coins and kiss them a fond goodbye. 
 
    I kept on thinking that until the early evening, about an hour or so before the sun started to sink, when the light had started to grow dimmer but hardly enough to notice it yet. 
 
    Then, as we passed through a grove of trees, from the corner of my vision I caught sight of a furtive shape moving by. I didn’t catch any distinguishing features of the shape, the glimpse was so brief and so obscured by greenery, and couldn’t have said what it looked like, so I would have assumed it was simply some kind of animal, but it had a distinctly human gait. Like a human prowling on all fours, which we humans were simply not designed to do as gracefully as predatory cats and many other kinds of beasts could. 
 
    The twins didn’t seem to have noticed anything. As the day wore on and nothing bad happened, they were gradually regaining their usual confidence and cheer. 
 
    I considered my options. I could send the girls off at a gallop. I could dash off with them, and we could hope to outrun this mysterious stalker and leave him behind in the trees. At least, if he continued to pursue us, he’d have to do it out on the open plains instead, and we’d have a better chance of seeing him coming from afar. But something stopped me. 
 
    I doubted that he was alone. 
 
    The question then was, where were his companions? If they had been in the trees, then our best course of action would have been to run, since we had just walked into an ambush and were surrounded on all sides by enemies that we couldn’t see. But I didn’t think that was the case, simply because we would already be dead, or at least captured. We were already in the most vulnerable position possible. If we continued traveling in the same direction, we would soon be clear of the tree cover. 
 
    Which made me suspect that this fellow refrained from attacking because he was alone. A spy or a scout for a larger party in waiting elsewhere, to which he would report back our whereabouts. And I wasn’t going to let him do that if I could help it. 
 
    So I said to the twins, quite loudly, “Wait here, I’m going to take a piss.” 
 
    Then I crashed clumsily through the brush while whistling a merry tune and headed in the general direction of where the mysterious skulking figure had vanished into the foliage. 
 
    I passed the spot by a little while trying to appear as oblivious as possible and even unbuckling my belt. Then, I spotted it. 
 
    The tawny color blended almost perfectly with the dry golden grass. But the texture was different. It was sueded leather, cut into a fringe. Then, peeking through the fringe, smooth human skin the color of mahogany wood. 
 
    I tromped through the brush still whistling loudly and staring straight ahead as if I didn’t see the huddled form there. Then, at the last moment, I veered right, shrank my sword down as I whisked it from its sheath to turn it into a half a foot long dagger, and tackled the stranger, and placed the blade to his neck. At first he thrashed wildly in my grasp, but he quickly stopped when he felt the sharp steel against his neck. 
 
    “Drop it,” I commanded him. I could see the glint of his own knife in his fist. He didn’t immediately comply. I repeated the same command in Savajun. My command of the language was rudimentary at best, but Vera had taught me many useful phrases. Again, the words seemed to have no effect. The knife remained clenched in his fist, although he wasn’t making any immediate attempts to use it against me. I pressed a little harder with my miniaturized sword, not hard enough to slash his throat open, but just hard enough to nick the skin. Like magic, his fingers unfurled and his knife fell into the grass. I stepped on it firmly with my foot to make sure it stayed there. 
 
    “Get me a rope,” I yelled at the twins who were waiting about ten yards away. They had had to use abundant quantities of rope to secure all their luggage to their beasts of burden, so I knew there was plenty of it on hand. 
 
    After a minute they walked over warily, each holding one end of a generous length of rope, as they peered down to see who or what I had captured. They gasped a little when they realized it was a human man, and a Savajun at that. 
 
    “Now tie his wrists behind his back,” I instructed them. 
 
    “Us?” Katrina asked fearfully. 
 
    “Yes, my hands are occupied at the moment,” I said impatiently. 
 
    The Savajun let out an inhuman growl. I was pretty sure he understood every word we spoke, but he was just doing his best to terrify the girls. 
 
    They did shrink back, despite the fact that the man couldn’t make any move toward them without getting his throat slashed open by my tiny sword, but then they darted forward and hastily began performing their task. Their fingers were actually quite deft at looping, tightening, and knotting the rope, I suppose from all the practice they’d had so far securing their precious dresses and hats. 
 
    Once I was confident that the man was properly secured and couldn’t work himself loose again, at least not without some kind of extraordinary effort that would certainly attract my attention and give me the chance to stop him, I nodded to the twins and gestured to them to step back. I kept ahold of the end of the rope that wasn’t knotted around the Savajun’s wrists to ensure that he couldn’t run away, either. 
 
    “Now,” I asked him as I removed the blade from his throat, allowed him to get up from his huddled crouch into a kneeling position, and moved myself around to stand facing him, “Where is the rest of your party?” 
 
    I judged from the way his face flickered as I spoke that he did understand my language. However, his only response was to tighten his lips and look away. 
 
    I slapped him in the face, and he glared at me with hatred in his dark eyes. He was young, probably only about twenty or so. 
 
    “Your raiding party,” I barked. “Where are the other braves?” 
 
    At first I thought he wasn’t going to answer again. But then his lips parted in a sneer and he replied, “There are none.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I demanded. I didn’t believe it for a second. “Then what the hell are you doing skulking about here on your own?” 
 
    “Watching you,” he answered calmly. He tipped his chin to encompass not only me, but the Elliott twins, our carriage, the horses. 
 
    “Watching us to what purpose?” I snarled. 
 
    “To confirm that you are the ones they wanted,” he replied. 
 
    “That who wanted?” I yelled. I had a feeling I already knew who he meant. 
 
    “The palefaces,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Which palefaces?” I asked through gritted teeth. “And where are they now?” 
 
    “Ones like you,” he said disdainfully as he looked me up and down, then glanced over at the twins. His glance held no admiration or desire when he looked at them, the way that almost all men’s did. His expression was closer to one of resentment. Resentment for their elaborate clothing, their timid mannerisms, their fair complexions and soft bodies, for their very existence. Some Savajuns were like that. They despised all whites for the crimes that some of our number had committed against their tribes. Just as far too many whites despised all Savajuns and sought to annihilate them, for the atrocities that certain members of their warriors had committed against their settlements. 
 
    There wasn’t any way I could convince them that these other palefaces, whomever they might be, weren’t just like me or just like the twins. In his mind, any differences between us were irrelevant. He clearly despised his employers just as much as he despised me, his captor. The fact that he happened to be working for them at the moment was a matter of chance, not principle. 
 
    “How many of them? And where are they now?” I hissed. That was what I really wanted to know. Needed to know at once. 
 
    “Many of them,” he repeated. Maybe he was refusing to give me an exact number, or he simply didn’t know how to count. I hoped that was it, considering that the alternative was that there were too many of them to count. But I didn’t think that was likely. There was no such thing as a standing army here, not on the frontier. 
 
    “And where are they now?” I took my sword, still in miniature form since that was most practical at such close quarters, and placed the tip against his throat. 
 
    The Savajun youth met my stare unblinkingly. There was bitterness and hatred and despair in his face, but no personal fear for himself. Even if his worldview had poisoned his spirit, I had to admire at least that trait in him. 
 
    “They are already here,” he announced as a mirthless smile curved his lips.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “They’re already here?” I repeated. 
 
    “Yes,” the Savajun’s smile acquired a gloating aspect. “I led them here.” 
 
    There wasn’t anyone immediately in the grove, so I handed off my sword to Janina, and it quickly returned to its normal size which startled her momentarily. 
 
    “Don’t let him escape,” I warned. 
 
    Then I quickly climbed the nearest tree that had a sufficient number of branches in order to peer above the foliage. I looked around in every direction, across the spreading plains, the endless unexplored land, until I caught a hint of movement from the east. Tiny black specks cresting the horizon. It was halfway dark already and hard to make out details, but I shielded my eyes with my hand to help them focus, and squinted hard. The specks materialized into horses and riders. Fourteen of them that I could count. 
 
    “Tie him to a tree!” I yelled as I scrambled down the tree. “As fast as you can.” 
 
    The Savajun was clearly a tracker, working for these mounted pursuers of ours, whom I reckoned must include the sheriff who was so devoted to my clients. My first thought had been to kill him to prevent him from tracking us any farther, but then I had another, better idea. One that would render him equally useless and perhaps further slow the pursuit, if Sheriff Cavendish was the kind of man I thought he was. 
 
    The twins heard the urgency in my voice and sprang to obey. Janina retained my sword, just in case he decided to resist them. Of course she didn’t really know how to use it, but nonetheless it wasn’t particularly hard to damage a person with a sharp blade when his hands were tied securely behind his back. 
 
    Meanwhile I took the knife that I had disarmed the Savajun of and sliced through all the straps that fastened the twins’ luggage to our horses. The sisters could see what I was doing even while they were busy at their own task and cried out in dismay as their petticoats and beribboned hats spilled out into the grass. 
 
    “It’s a matter of life and death,” I said before they could launch into a protest. Their frightened jewel-like eyes were indistinguishable from each other in the evening light as they gazed back at me. 
 
    But then, when I moved to the horses that were hitched to the carriage and started slicing through their harnesses, the twins let out a gasp. 
 
    “The chest,” Janina exclaimed. “It must weigh nearly three hundred pounds. How can we possibly transport it without the carriage?” 
 
    “Magic,” I said. “I’ll show you. But first I need to do something else, that you might not want to watch.” 
 
    I walked up to the prisoner they had just finished securing. He glared at me with his dark eyes and bared his white teeth. He had a sort of cornered animal look to him now. He didn’t want to reveal any fear to me, but he couldn’t help the primal sensations that must have been racing through his veins at that moment. 
 
    “Are you going to kill him?” Katrina whispered. I was sure that must have been the Savajun’s question, too. 
 
    “No,” I said shortly. I wanted to remind the twins to avert their eyes, but I decided that my consideration in that particular instance should be more reserved for the tracker, and he didn’t need a reminder that I was about to do something gruesome to him. I took two steps toward him, lashed out my leg, and smashed my heel into his kneecap. I heard an audible snap as the bone cracked, and the impact reverberated through my own leg. 
 
    I shouted at the top of my lungs in order to be heard over the man’s screams as they filled the sky, “Now ride!”  
 
    The riders were only about a mile away, and they’d probably pick up pace now that the screams had surely carried to their ears. I could have gagged the Savajun, left him tied, and waited for them to find him. But this way, he wouldn’t be able to sit a horse on his own. He was also bleeding copiously from the ruined leg that I had just cracked almost in half. They would have to either tend to him and bring him with them, thereby slowing down the entire party, or leave a couple of men to look after him and thereby subtract from their number, or leave him to die, which I didn’t think Sheriff Cavendish would be willing to do to someone who was injured while working for him. 
 
    The twins leapt onto the nearest mares. Theo was hovering at my side waiting for me to mount, but first, I ran over to the carriage that was now unhorsed and now stranded in this grove of trees. I opened the door, found the chest full of five thousand gold coins, which did weigh near three hundred pounds just as Janina had said, and laid my hand on it. The chest shrank down to the size of a hat. The coins inside shrank proportionately, as did its weight, so that it weighed probably about thirty pounds at its new size. 
 
    Then, I leapt up onto Theo’s back, while keeping the chest in my lap with one hand wrapped securely around it, and we chased after the fleeing twins.  
 
    The other two mares belonging to the Elliott sisters galloped with us to keep up with their companions, and so did one of the Hodgson’s horses, but the other three, freed from both harness and rider and even Theo’s usual guidance, kind of just stood and watched us go. That was fine, we had no further need of them, and if they preferred to be wild horses now, I wished them the best of luck. I didn’t think that Sheriff Cavendish and his party would bother to recapture them. Horses were valuable, but unfortunately my clients were his obvious priority. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Katrina shouted at me over the wind. Theo, despite being the only one of the horses now still carrying any additional load besides his rider, was easily in the lead, and holding himself back from attaining full speed in order not to leave the twins’ struggling mounts behind.   
 
    “I don’t know!” I yelled back. “We need to find some kind of defensive position. Or at least more tree cover to hide in.” The ancient oak forests of Delorne had been majestic. It was one of the few things about my childhood home that made my heart ache when I remembered it. The West had thick forests of its own, of the pine variety, but this particular region of it had little more than cacti and shrubs. “I can’t fight fourteen men on my own.” 
 
    “You won’t fight alone,” Janina replied while galloping by my other side. 
 
    “I, er, appreciate the sentiment-- ” I began as I glanced over at her in surprise. 
 
    “You have Theo,” she concluded as she flashed me a grin. 
 
    I had to chuckle at that one. At least her self-awareness and the fact that she hadn’t lost her sense of humor were reassuring. Still, I couldn’t help thinking that it would be nice if the Elliott twins had been gifted with the kind of magical powers that could make them useful in combat. 
 
    We rode hard, at what amounted to a canter for Theo and a gallop for the mares, for another two miles or so, and then we had to slow, or risk the horses collapsing from exhaustion. The same would be true for our pursuers, though, even if they hadn’t stopped for the Savajun tracker with the broken leg, which I hoped that at least a few of them had. 
 
    We maintained a brisk trot after that for another mile. It was getting dangerously dark now for the horses. My senses were on high alert as I waited for some sign that our pursuers had caught up to us. Our horses’ hooves were trampling down grass and leaving prints in the dirt, so I knew we wouldn’t be able to lose them easily, when there was no river to ford, no hard wood or stone to cross. We had three extra horses, so I did consider sending some of them off to create false tracks and cause the pursuing party to split up, but the horses weren’t intelligent enough to do that, not without Theo’s guidance, and I wasn’t willing to take the risk of being parted from him.  
 
    “What’s that?” Katrina spoke up and interrupted my grim thoughts. I looked at where she was pointing and could see a dim shape looming out of the darkness on the horizon to our left. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. The shape wasn’t moving, and it was far too large to be a living creature of any kind, so it had to be either a building or a natural landscape feature of some kind. In other words, our present best hope for survival. “Let’s go find out.” 
 
    We changed course for the mysterious shape. As we drew closer, it became obvious that it was a rock formation in the middle of the desert. A huge one, probably fifty feet tall at its tallest point and about that wide across at its widest point, although the shape was too irregular for such measurements to give an accurate conception. And then, when we reached this rock formation, the true miracle occurred. 
 
    It turned out to be a system of caves. 
 
    “Well, ladies and gentleman,” I said, so as to include Theo in my address, “Here it is. The solution to our present woes.” 
 
    “It’s… a pile of rocks?” Janina asked skeptically. “I suppose we can hide there, but won’t they still find us when they see the horses’ tracks?” 
 
    “Those caves look so dark inside,” Katrina shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. Somewhere along our flight, the twins had either lost their bonnets or cast them off intentionally, and now their ash blonde hair fell in disheveled waves around their pretty faces. 
 
    “Not as dark as the inside of a grave,” I said sharply. “Which is where you’ll end up if-- ” 
 
    “What if there’s someone waiting inside?” Katrina worried aloud. 
 
    “I’ll go in first and make sure it’s clear,” I said. “And deposit this chest.” The chest of gold wasn’t terribly heavy at its current reduced size, which was as small as I could make it, but it was certainly awkward to hold on to, and it made me nervous to carry on horseback, because if my hand ever lost contact with its surface, it would instantly start growing again, and probably cause serious injury to both Theo and me. “You two wait out here, and I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    “Maybe you can build us a fire inside, so it won’t be so dark?” Katrina suggested. 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said. “If you want to suffocate on the trapped smoke.” 
 
    “You aren’t very polite, you know,” she huffed. 
 
    “Yes, I do know,” I said. I swung off Theo’s back with the chest still clutched to me, drew my sword with the other hand, and headed into the entrance of the lowest cave. 
 
    Once my eyes adjusted to the darkness inside the rock formation, I was able to figure out that it was composed of five interconnected caves, three on the ground floor and two above, that could only be reached by climbing ladders made of handholds carved into the rock. Most of the formation was solid rock. Only those five caves had been hollowed out. Likely by some ancient Savajun tribe that had long ago vanished from the earth. They weren’t currently in residence, anyway, and neither was anyone else. This small cave system really was as dark and quiet as the grave. I couldn’t blame Katrina for finding it a bit eerie. Once I was satisfied that it was safe, however, I left the chest of gold in one of the upper chambers to grow back into its actual size, and hurried back outside to rejoin my companions. 
 
    Janina and Katrina each clung to one of my arms and used their other hands to draw their horses in by the reins. Theo and the three loose horses gently clip clopped in after us. 
 
    “I can’t see anything,” Katrina whispered. 
 
    “You’ll be able to soon, once your eyes adjust,” I said. 
 
    “There aren’t any skeletons in here, are there?” she asked nervously. 
 
    “Not unless they’re buried,” I replied. That caused her to look down at the ground, trip over her own feet, and nearly fall if I hadn’t caught her. 
 
    “The safest place for the two of you would be upstairs,” I said as I pointed toward one of the upper caves. “That one has a window, so you can act as lookouts and alert me if you see anyone coming. I’ll stay down here with the horses.” 
 
    The girls went over hesitantly to the carved handholds. 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Katrina said. 
 
    “It isn’t very high up,” Janina told her before I had to say anything. 
 
    I watched the two of them struggle to climb up. But then after a few false starts Janina figured it out and managed to pull herself into the upper chamber, and Katrina did too. 
 
    “How many exits are there?” Theo asked me. 
 
    “Two, on the ground level,” I answered. “But I think I’ll cut the harness from the carriage off that horse over there that’s still wearing it, and store it upstairs as a makeshift rope that we could use to climb down from the second-story window if we needed to. And I’m going to seal up both of the openings on the ground level.”  
 
    “How?” Theo asked. 
 
    “I’ll bring back some boulders,” I answered. “There are a few that I saw outside, not too far away. Make sure the other horses stay inside, all right? And the girls, of course, but I don’t reckon they’re thinking of leaving.” 
 
    Theo grunted his agreement. 
 
    There was just enough moonlight that I could still see my way around outside as I left the cave and walked over to a huge boulder the size of a horse. I placed my hands on it and shrank it down to a more manageable size that I could carry in my arms, although even then, not easily. With the boulder in tow I waddled back to the rock formation and positioned it strategically in front of the larger of the two cave openings. As soon as I let go of it, the boulder started growing, until it had filled most of the opening. I made a few more trips and used my magic ability to collect a few more rocks that I used to block the rest of that larger cave opening completely. I also found a boulder large enough to block the smaller of the two cave openings all on its own, which made it a relatively easy door for me to open or close, although even at its smallest possible size, it was too massive for one man to lift, so I had to roll it. 
 
    Then I climbed up to check on my worried clients. 
 
    “I’ve sealed off the cave openings downstairs,” I informed them. I held up the harness that I had taken off the horse. “This can be used as a rope to evacuate from the window here if necessary. But I’m pretty sure that inside the cave will be the safest place to be.” 
 
    “You said there were fourteen of them?” Janina asked. 
 
    “That’s what it looked like to me, not counting the tracker,” I said. “But it was sort of dark, and they were far away. It might’ve been thirteen, it might’ve been fifteen.” 
 
    “But about fourteen,” Janina repeated. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t understand it,” Janina said. 
 
    “What don’t you understand?” I asked. I appreciated her confidence in my abilities, but I hoped she wasn’t delusional enough to think that it was a good idea for me to try to take on fourteen men single-handedly out in the open, where I’d be sure to get overwhelmed by sheer numbers despite my best efforts. 
 
    “Even a town the size of Sunderly rarely keeps more than half a dozen lawmen on the payroll,” she said. “And there were those two men that you killed last night. So how can there be fourteen of them coming after us?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” I said dryly. “Do you have any other enemies you haven’t happened to mention to me? Now might be a good time.” 
 
    “Oh, lots of them, I suppose,” Katrina said casually. “I mean, they don’t usually get quite as angry as Sheriff Cavendish, but if you just mean anyone who might have cause to be a little cross with us? We could go on listing them for days. And you can’t possibly expect us to remember every name.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like we’re lucky it’s just fourteen,” I muttered. 
 
    “Well, what about you?” Katrina asked as she crossed her arms across her chest defensively. “Don’t you have lots of enemies?” 
 
    I considered the question for a moment and then shrugged. “Not really. Most of ‘em are dead.” 
 
    “You can’t just solve all your problems by killing them!” Katrina declared. 
 
    “Don’t suppose I can,” I agreed as Vera’s features flickered across my mind’s eye. “But I can solve all of your immediate problems by killing them.” 
 
    When I’d first met the twins, I might not even have qualified that statement with the word ‘immediate.’ They seemed like some of the most carefree girls I’d ever met. But hearing them talk about their troubled past, and the vague terms in which they envisioned their unconventional and precarious future, made me change my mind about that. Whether they were telling me the full truth about any of it didn’t much matter. It was plain enough for me to see that the Elliott sisters didn’t fit easily into common society any more than I did, although they were a damn sight better than me at pretending to. Or maybe their oddness was just more readily accepted since it came in blonde, hourglass-shaped, pert-nosed packages, and it didn’t travel armed with a sword. 
 
    “Maybe you won’t even have to fight them,” Janina mused. “If you’ve really sealed up the cave openings so well?” 
 
    “There are enough of them that they’ll probably be able to get through by brute force eventually,” I said. “But even if that weren’t so-- have you ever read up on castle sieges in the Old World?” 
 
    Janina raised her eyebrows and wrinkled her cute little nose as though I had just asked her whether she’d ever considered perfuming herself with skunk juice. I took that for a no. 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you, sometimes the attacking army got through by scaling the walls, or knocking the walls down, or digging tunnels underneath,” I said. “But sometimes they didn’t get through at all. The castle was too strong for them and withstood all their efforts. And yet they still won, and the people inside surrendered or died.” 
 
    “How could that be?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “They ran out of food or water,” I answered. “Safety from attack isn’t worth shit, without that. And we have nothing but our waterskins and the jerky and biscuits in Theo’s saddlebags.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t last us more than a few days at best,” Katrina said quietly. 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t. We didn’t come here to hide out,” I stated. “We came here to make our stand.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad it isn’t in Dunville,” Janina sighed. 
 
    “If we had led the sheriff all the way back to Dunville, you could never live there in peace again,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, but I mean, everyone in Dunville who knows us as Mr. Elliott’s nieces… I’m glad they can’t see us like this, and that if we get captured and hanged in Sunderly, they’ll never know what became of us, and what we were really like,” Janina said. 
 
    “They’ll always remember us as perfect angels,” Katrina agreed. 
 
    “It seems to me the two of you can’t make up your minds whether you do want to be respectable ladies, or have no interest in that at all,” I observed with a bit of amusement. 
 
    “Well, of course we don’t want to live like they do!” Janina exclaimed as if it should have been obvious. 
 
    “But we do want to have the nice things they do, and we want to be loved and respected by everyone the way that only proper ladies are,” Katrina added. 
 
    “I for one have no interest in proper ladies,” I remarked. 
 
    “That’s because you’re not a gentleman,” Janina informed me. 
 
    “Nothing even close,” Katrina agreed. 
 
    “No, I’m not a gentleman, I’m a prince,” I reminded them, just to make them laugh. It worked. 
 
    “Then don’t you like princesses best?” Katrina teased. 
 
    “Not in the least, they tend to be quite inbred with lunatic tendencies and hideous underbites-- merely cross-eyed, at best,” I replied. “Not to mention, they’ve been trained all their lives to be as dull as possible.” 
 
    “Ah, perhaps I should be glad that we aren’t princesses then,” Katrina said with a giggle. 
 
    “Yet you do have lunatic tendencies regardless,” I replied. 
 
    “Absolutely everybody does,” Janina declared. “It’s just a matter of how far people act on them.” 
 
    I guessed I couldn’t really argue that. 
 
    Not when, according to nearly an entire kingdom, I had acted on my own lunatic tendencies by sailing across the sea, never to return to my “rightful” place. 
 
    The twins and I lapsed into a dreamy silence as our own thoughts carried us off for a bit. 
 
    “Do you know the constellations?” Janina inquired after a while. 
 
    “Ah, I recognize a star, here and there, for navigating purposes,” I said. I pointed. “Like that especially big one. I know that one. He’s a friend to me.” 
 
    “But I mean, do you know their stories?” Janina persisted. “Do you know about the gods and goddesses that they represent?” 
 
    “Those five specks right there, that’s, er, the god of war kneeing the god of commerce in the balls. And that little cluster over to the right, that’s the god of wine fucking the goddess of fertility from behind.” 
 
    The twins giggled at that. 
 
    “So you don’t know?” Katrina asked. “A prince should be educated in the science of astrology!” 
 
    At some point, I had indeed been taught the official stories of the stars. But I’d long ago forgotten them. And I’d never considered astrology to be a true science in the first place. Not the version taught to me by the court astrologer of Delorne, and not the completely different body of lore that Savajuns assigned to the stars above. I didn’t think there was a damn thing written in the stars, except for what mortals chose to perceive in them. 
 
    “That was one of my great shortcomings as heir to the throne,” I deadpanned. “No subject could place faith in a future monarch who failed to properly identify the specific piece of divine anatomy associated with each ball of burning gas in the galaxy that’s visible from this earth.” 
 
    “You’re a strange man, Mr. Hale,” Janina said. Her greenish-blue eyes were luminous in the darkness, and her bow-shaped lips curved in a slight smile. The twins seemed to have momentarily forgotten their fears. 
 
    Then, as all three of us gazed out the window and I started looking for shapes in the stars despite myself, I noticed a sudden movement rather closer to earth. 
 
    “Looks like we have company,” I said grimly as a group of men on horseback meandered slowly in our direction. They paused frequently and dismounted to check the ground. I knew what they were looking at. The trail of hoof prints that we had left behind. 
 
    “What do we do?” Katrina asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. I handed Janina the Savajun knife that I had taken from the tracker whose leg I had broken. “Take this, just in case.” 
 
    She nodded with wide eyes and a tightly closed mouth. 
 
    I crawled over to the hole in the floor where the ladder led up into this upper chamber. 
 
    “Theo?” I called down. 
 
    He walked over and stuck his huge black muzzle through the hole. “They’re here?” he guessed. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. There wasn’t any window on the ground level, nor were there any openings left now that I had sealed both entrances with boulders, so I knew that Theo couldn’t see to the outside. 
 
    “Ready when you are,” Theo said with a twitch of one of his tall, pointed ears. 
 
    “There’s nothing to be done yet,” I said. “Let’s wait and see what they do.” 
 
    Theo nodded and retracted his head from the hole in the floor. 
 
    Slowly but surely, the group of strange riders approached. As they came closer, they started pointing at our hideout. They couldn’t see us inside, but surely it was quite an obvious spot to choose for refuge. Probably the only suitable spot available for many miles. 
 
    Eventually, they came right up to us and stood outside, at a distance of about twenty feet, as we hung back from the window and tried to peer at them without being spotted. We could more or less see their faces now, although it was too dark for a clear view, and hear every word that they spoke. 
 
    I recognized one of them immediately as Sheriff Cavendish, just as we had suspected. It was too dark to see his distinctive eyes, but he was wearing a tall white hat that marked him out from the rest, and a silver star glinted on his chest. He was accompanied by five deputies, it seemed to me. Based on the fact that five of the men wore similar hats, vests, and matching belts for their swords. One of them carried a bow and arrow, I noticed. 
 
    The other seven of the men out of the thirteen in total, however, did not appear to be officers of the law. Except for one, they were dressed mainly in dark-colored, ragtag clothing and wore matching red kerchiefs around their necks. The one exception was dressed in an expensive-looking blue suit, with a black gambler hat and a luxurious brown mustache. 
 
    It was Kennedy Cox. 
 
    I turned to Janina. She had clearly noticed the same figure I had. She stared at him, with her hands clasped over her mouth. 
 
    “I thought he was over me!” she whispered. 
 
    The group examined the hoofprints just long enough to confirm that they did, indeed, lead into the network of caves, but not back out. They could also see, however, that the entrances were blocked. One of Kennedy’s men gave one of the boulders an experimental push, but of course it didn’t budge. I wouldn’t have been able to budge it myself either, not while it was at full size. 
 
    Then they retreated back to about twenty feet away and resumed staring up at the window of our cave, although we had pressed ourselves far back enough that I didn’t think they could actually see us inside. The two contingents of men, officers of the law and Kennedy’s-- hired thugs? personal friends? worshipful followers?-- maintained a slight, unconscious distance between them. 
 
    I noticed that the injured Savajun tracker wasn’t among the men, and also that there were thirteen rather than the original fourteen I had counted. So either I had miscounted their number from afar, or my ploy had worked, and they had sacrificed one man to stay behind and aid the tracker. 
 
    “We know you’re in there!” Sheriff Cavendish hollered up at us. 
 
    They did have enough evidence to know that, and I was sure they weren’t just going to walk away anyway, so I decided I might as well have a conversation with them. 
 
    “And what are you going to do about it?” I replied as I stood up at the window. Then I ducked, and an arrow twanged back and hit the rock wall behind me as Katrina let out a little shriek. 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Janina hissed. 
 
    “Figuring out our enemies’ plan,” I answered. Although I wasn’t so sure that they actually had one yet. They looked quite confident that they had us cornered now, but they also didn’t look like they were in any desperate hurry to start smashing down the sealed doors.   
 
    They lowered their voices to keep us from overhearing them as they discussed the situation amongst themselves, but I could still hear a few important snatches, including “Donny can use his power,” “… no, wait till morning… ” and “… yes, they’ll still be there then… ”  
 
    They started setting out bedrolls and building a campfire. Two separate campfires, in fact, one for Sheriff Cavendish and the lawmen, the other for Kennedy and his companions. 
 
    “Who are those men with Kennedy?” I asked the twins. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Janina answered. “I don’t really know anything about him.” 
 
    “Except that he was willing to pay two hundred gold coins to marry you, you mean?” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, with that and the fact that he competed in the poker tournament, he must have money,” I remarked. 
 
    “I suppose so,” Janina said. 
 
    “But those men aren’t dressed like servants in uniform, they’re dressed more like a gang,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose he might have made his money in an illicit way,” Janina replied. 
 
    “If you ever really consider marrying someone who’s mysteriously wealthy, maybe you should ask a few questions about that first,” I suggested with amusement. 
 
    “I don’t really care about a person’s past,” she responded. “I only care about who they are today and who they’ll be tomorrow.” 
 
    “You can say that,” I said, “but how are you supposed to predict who someone will be tomorrow, without knowing what kind of person they’ve been so far? Are you going to take their word alone for it? Does that seem like a clever idea to you?” 
 
    Janina didn’t have to answer that, because we all heard raised voices outside then, and fell silent in order to listen better. 
 
    “You’ll be the first wave-- ” Sheriff Cavendish was saying. 
 
    “Fuck you, we’ll be the first wave!” Kennedy seethed. “You’re officers of the law, ain’t you? Don’t those shiny stars of yours mean a damn thing? Supposed to stand for your commitment to upholding the law, aren’t they? You’re all supposed to be a bunch of damn heroes putting your lives on the line to protect the rest of us from the wickedness of man.” 
 
    “That was the deal,” Sheriff Cavendish snarled through gritted teeth. “You get your pardons, but only for helping us apprehend these people.” 
 
    “Helping you,” Kennedy repeated. “Not doing the damn job for you.” 
 
    “What does ‘apprehend’ mean?” one of his red-kerchiefed followers inquired innocently. 
 
    “Killing,” Kennedy said. “We kill the bitch, we kill her sister, we kill the guy who’s helping them.” 
 
    “That isn’t what ‘apprehend’ means,” Sheriff Cavendish said irritably. 
 
    “Do you have an objection?” Kennedy demanded of him. 
 
    “No, no, not at all, dead or alive will suffice… but, that simply isn’t the definition of the word,” Sheriff Cavendish insisted. 
 
    “Well, that’s our definition,” Kennedy replied sharply. 
 
    “You can’t just decide on your own definition-- ” the Sheriff sighed. 
 
    “He wasn’t like this at all when he was courting me,” Janina whispered in horror. 
 
    “Willfully misusing words like that, you mean?” I asked. “You’re right, it’s quite shocking.” 
 
    “Who is the guy, anyway?” one of the sheriff’s deputies asked as he glanced up at the window. “A lover to one of the girls?” 
 
    A lover to both of them, I thought, but decided not to correct the misconception aloud. 
 
    “Heard he’s their cousin,” one of Kennedy’s men replied. “That’s what someone in town said.” 
 
    “He’s a nobody,” Sheriff Cavendish stated impatiently. “Just one man, and no one even knows his name.” 
 
    Lots of people know my name, I thought, just because you don’t doesn’t mean otherwise. 
 
    “But… he killed two of your guys, didn’t he?” one of the Red Kerchiefs asked. 
 
    “Two officers of the law lost their lives during an engagement with this individual,” the sheriff admitted stiffly. 
 
    “And then the rest of y’all turned tail and fled?” another Red Kerchief asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the twins chorused quietly beside me. Sheriff Cavendish disregarded the question, but he stood with his hands on his hips facing the questioner in such a way that I suspected he must be glaring at him. 
 
    “It’s just one man, and two women,” the sheriff snapped. “You go in and take them out. We’ll reinforce you. And then you get pardoned. That was the deal.” 
 
    “You asked us to reinforce you,” Kennedy argued. 
 
    “This man is a menace to society,” Sheriff Cavendish said. “If you want to redeem yourselves for your own crimes against society-- ” 
 
    “I don’t care about the man,” Kennedy snapped. “I just want Janina Elliott dead. If I can’t have her, no one can.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t have any woman if we arrest you and try you for your crimes!” the sheriff retorted. 
 
    He backed up a few steps and seemed to realize his mistake as the Red Kerchiefs’ hands all sprang to their sword hilts. 
 
    “I didn’t mean that that was our intention,” he said. “As long as you uphold your part of the deal, you will be free men, at liberty to pursue whatever women you choose.” 
 
    “Look here, do you fear this one, nameless man?” Kennedy asked slyly. “Are all you shiny-starred bastards pissing your pants at the thought of busting into that cave there?” 
 
    “That is not the problem,” Sheriff Cavendish answered coldly. 
 
    “Oho?” Kennedy replied. “What, exactly, seems to be the problem then, Sheriff?” 
 
    “The problem is that my men and I are not expendable lowlifes,” the sheriff answered. “We are valuable, contributing members of society. Unlike you and your ruffians.” 
 
    “If you want to talk about that, we can talk about that,” one of Kennedy’s Red Kerchiefs, the largest of the lot, came up to stand beside his crisply blue-suited, black-hatted boss. “Where were y’all when my cousin’s wife got murdered on your watch? Right in the middle of town?” 
 
    “I don’t know who your cousin’s wife is, and I don’t know what this personal tragedy has to do with the present situation in the least,” the sheriff sputtered. 
 
    “Annabelle Locksley,” the man responded immediately. “That’s her name. Annabelle Locksley. And you let her die. You let her get murdered. You never even caught the man. That ugly son of a bitch, Zabala. Everyone within a hundred miles of Sunderly has heard of him, but you never nabbed him, did you?” 
 
    “Think he’ll switch sides if I tell him I got Zabala?” I muttered to the twins. 
 
    “No, he won’t believe you,” Katrina said. 
 
    “Look here, you’re being completely unreasonable!” Sheriff Cavendish declared. “It doesn’t matter how hard-working a man is, or how ready with a sword. It isn’t possible for mortals to be in every place at once. To predict a crime before it happens. To chase down every piece of scum that ever wanders through town and rides off into the horizon by sunrise. Do you think our job is easy?” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn if it’s easy or not, you’re the idiots who chose it!” Kennedy yelled. “The idiots who think a bit of shine on your chest gives you the right to lock up whoever you want, to hang whoever you want. You’re murderers too. You kill people’s fathers, their sons and daughters, their brothers and sisters. The only difference between you and lawless killers is that you’re so damn self-righteous about it! You get your hands bloody and think you’re doing God’s own work!” 
 
    “We are carrying out the will of, and ensuring the safety of the citizens who duly elected us,” one of the deputies said angrily. “It’s not murdering to kill a murderer! It’s the only way to protect the innocent.” 
 
    “Yeah?” one of the Red Kerchiefs snorted. “And who are you protecting right now, miles away from town, while there isn’t a single lawman left in Sunderly?”  
 
    “Of all the damn fool things to say!” one of the lawmen scoffed. “You have the understanding of a child. Do you think that good order in Sunderly would last for long if criminals discovered that we never pursued them beyond the bounds of the town? If they took one step into the desert, we let them go, since we didn’t want to leave the populace unattended?”  
 
    “What if they kill each other?” Janina asked hopefully. 
 
    “Wouldn’t mind it,” I said. 
 
    “Enough!” Sheriff Cavendish shouted, as if he had heard us, although we were speaking far too quietly for that to be the case. 
 
    As both the lawmen and Kennedy’s thugs converged on his tall white hat, the sheriff lowered his voice far enough so that I could no longer hear it from up in the cave which I am sure was his intention. 
 
    Shouting and protests immediately arose from the surrounding crowd, and they dispersed a bit and gesticulated at each other. Again, hands darted toward sword hilts, but no steel was actually drawn. 
 
    “Come speak with me, you and I,” Kennedy demanded of the sheriff as he jabbed his finger at him. 
 
    I could see the sheriff hesitate. He glanced around at his men. But then he realized that the entire party was watching him, and that he had no choice but to accept the one-on-one conference, without losing face. 
 
    The two leaders went off a little ways. They were still within sight, but they walked off just far enough that not only could the twins and I not hear their conversation, their respective followers couldn’t hear it either. 
 
    Both contingents of men that they left behind looked uneasy in their absence. They stopped arguing and sat down a little ways apart, by their separate campfires. Some of them started smoking pipes. 
 
    After probably twenty minutes, Sheriff Cavendish and Kennedy Cox finally returned to the group. They conferred, quietly, with their men at their own campfires. This time, there was no outbreak of shouting. It was clear that a decision had been reached. 
 
    I didn’t think we would find out what it was that night, because they really did seem to intend to wait until morning light to launch their attack. But, for a second night in a row, I would have to stay awake and keep watch, just in case. Given that that was the case, I went down to the lower cave right below the ones where I had left the twins, and gave Theo water and brushed his coat. Then I took half a dozen vials of potencium, put them in my pocket, and climbed back up to rejoin the twins. 
 
    I handed a couple of vials to each of them and drained the first of my two vials. 
 
    “Thank you,” they chorused, with widened eyes. Potencium was expensive, worth as much as if I had just handed them jeweled necklaces. 
 
    “You may as well get some sleep,” I told them. “I’ll wake you if anything happens.” 
 
    “I don’t think I could fall asleep,” Katrina said. Janina murmured her agreement with her sister. 
 
    I just savored the lingering taste of potencium on my teeth and tongue and made no response. Within a few minutes, they had curled up together and their eyes drifted closed as their lips parted slightly. 
 
    I stayed at their side. Once the attack started, I planned to go down to the lower chamber, since the sealed doors would probably get assaulted first, and I wanted to be there to greet the intruders. But for now, it made more sense for me to stay by the window, so that I could keep an eye on our besiegers and be aware of it as soon as they made their move. 
 
    It was easier said than done. The hours crept by. I watched the twins toss and turn in their sleep. I stuck my head downstairs to check on the horses, who were half asleep, and quite content with the coziness of their new quarters, all of them except Theo entirely oblivious to the threat outside. I stared at the stars, which started to blur as my eyes glazed over with exhaustion, until I blinked them back into focus. I didn’t know how long it had been since the sun set. Maybe only an hour. Maybe I was the victim of a curse that had condemned me to an endless night, and I was now on the hundredth year of my lonely watch.  
 
    By the end of the night, I would have been willing to trade a hundred gold coins for an hour’s sleep. But then just when I thought it never would, the desert sun finally started to peek over the flat, sweeping horizon in all its fiery glory. And the lawmen and the outlaws, most of whom had been dozing by their fires while a few took it in turn to keep watch, started to shake each other awake. 
 
    Sheriff Cavendish got up and jammed his tall white hat on. Kennedy Cox clapped on his black gambler hat, and I’m pretty sure I saw him smooth his mustache out with his fingers. 
 
    Then, four deputies walked up to the front entrance of the lower cave. 
 
    I shook the twins awake. 
 
    “Don’t panic, but it’s starting,” I said. Then as they blinked at me, before they could fully process my words, I scrambled down the latter into the lower chamber. I drew my sword and stood behind the door. 
 
    “Go on, Donny,” I heard a voice say from behind the wall of boulders between me and my enemies. 
 
    Then one of the smaller rocks, which was about the size of a melon, started glowing like a hot coal. Before my eyes, it turned an incandescent orange red, one of the most beautiful colors I had ever seen. 
 
    Then it started to vibrate as if there were an earthquake, despite the fact that none of the other rocks were moving, and shattered into a hundred fragments. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Well. That was an impressive magical power, especially if it applied to all objects, not just rocks. 
 
    Especially if it applied to humans and other living creatures, unlike my power. 
 
    Thankfully, they didn’t immediately start shooting arrows through the hole that opened up, since they might easily have hit the horses if they had. I suppose because they didn’t want to waste arrows by shooting at targets they couldn’t see. I, for my part, stayed to the side out of view of the hole and waited. 
 
    “Do another one, Donny,” someone shouted. 
 
    I wondered how taxing this power of his was. Making objects explode would have cost most sorcerers a lot of energy, and wasn’t the sort of thing that could be repeated indefinitely, but that wasn’t necessarily the case when it came to natural born powers. We natural magic users couldn’t accomplish a fraction of the feats that a skilled sorcerer could, but oftentimes what we could do, we could do better than even the greatest of sorcerers. 
 
    Either way, Donny raised no audible objections to “doing another one.” Soon enough, another boulder started to glow cherry red until it became blinding to look at. This one was larger than the last. If it exploded, the other rocks on top of it would fall, too. It vibrated for longer than the first rock had, for so long that I thought maybe Donny’s power wasn’t strong enough to destroy it. 
 
    Then, I threw my arm up just in time to shield my face as the boulder exploded into smithereens just like the first. The flying shards were, at least, of the right size not to cause any worse damage than cuts and bruises. If larger chunks had flown at that speed, they would have broken the bones of anyone standing nearby. If smaller chunks had flown any faster, they might have been able to penetrate flesh, tear through organs, and cause people to bleed to death from the inside out. 
 
    When the rubble hit the ground, I found myself facing a somewhat dazed looking sheriff’s deputy. He gripped a sword in his right hand, but his left hand was still outstretched, his palm pressed against empty air where the boulder had been a second earlier. 
 
    Before Donny had time to react, I drove my sword through his heart. 
 
    He gurgled blood, and his eyes opened with surprise as I planted my foot on his chest and kicked off to dislodge my sword from his ribs. Then, the surrounding lawmen screamed as one and charged me.  
 
    The barrier that I had created out of boulders was open now, since the recently deceased Donny had destroyed half of it, but there was still a smaller boulder in the way about waist high that you had to squeeze past or vault over in order to enter the cave. That meant that only two could enter at once.  
 
    I clashed swords with the first lawman to get through. As we exchanged blows, the second deputy climbed over the boulder and attempted to rush past me. I didn’t want him to reach the twins upstairs, so I forced my opponent’s sword back with my own in order to buy myself just enough space to step sideways and then stuck out my foot just in time. 
 
    The second lawman tripped over my foot and fell face down on the floor. His resulting scream made me suspect that he had smashed his face into a pile of the rubble that was now strewn across it. 
 
    I slid my sword free of my opponent’s while ducking low to allow his sword to complete its natural downward arc without striking me. Then I ran to the left with a brief pause to stab his fellow deputy through the back of the neck before turning back to face him again, over the fresh corpse. 
 
    He let out a roar and charged me. I swung my sword, and he parried it. But then I stepped back just the right amount so that, if he wanted to press his attack effectively, he would have to step directly on top of the corpse of his friend. It would have been the intelligent thing to do. I don’t doubt that it’s what his dead friend would have wanted. But it’s not what he did. 
 
    Instead he took an exaggerated step forward so that he could plant his foot on the ground, on the other side of his friend’s body. That way he avoided disturbing the corpse. But it caused him to throw his balance off slightly and lurch forward farther than he intended and thereby impale himself on the end of my sword as I extended it to twice its length for that purpose. I stepped forward to meet him and slide my sword in all the way to the hilt. He collapsed, and I tore my sword free with a spray of blood. 
 
    That was three deputies down so far. Three more survived, including Cavendish. 
 
    The one remaining man on the other side of the door backed up slightly, his face filled with fear from having witnessed the fates of his three comrades, as Sheriff Cavendish started shouting instructions. 
 
    “Get them!” he yelled. He wasn’t addressing the one surviving lawman near the door, or the one that he had retained by his side. He was facing Kennedy and his gang and wildly beckoning them with his arm toward my cave door. 
 
    “Gentlemen first, Sheriff,” Kennedy drawled with amusement as he folded his arms across his chest. “We second-class citizens know our place. We’ll follow after you.” 
 
    His Red Kerchiefs hung back behind him, their posture lazy and unconcerned. They were too far away for me to see their faces, but I imagined that they probably wore smirks. 
 
    The two surviving deputies looked desperately back and forth between the unhelpful outlaws, to Sheriff Cavendish, to the cave opening where I awaited them over the bleeding corpses of half their unit. 
 
    Sheriff Cavendish hesitated. I think he knew that the decision could easily be a matter of life and death. And I don’t think he liked his odds. But his pride wouldn’t allow him to slink back to Sunderly in defeat for a second time. And maybe he also reckoned on the Red Kerchiefs getting shamed into joining the fray, if they saw the lawmen leading the charge.  
 
    Whatever it was that spurred his decision, he arrived at it swiftly. He looked to the deputy standing beside him, and to the one who was awkwardly stranded between the cave and the campfire as he waited to see whether he would be called to retreat, or to charge. And this time he only addressed them, not Kennedy and his men. 
 
    “We don’t need these worthless pieces of shit!” he screamed. “Do your job, men!” 
 
    And Cavendish himself drew his sword and ran with them. 
 
    As the trio approached, all in line with each other, I backed up to defend the ladder of holes leading up to the twins’ hideaway. Theo came to stand beside me like a huge reassuring shadow, and he snorted and pawed the ground in anticipation. 
 
    They all scrambled past the remaining boulder that partially blocked the way still and charged at us. 
 
    “Wrong move, motherfuckers,” Theo screeched. 
 
    The deputy on the right was so shocked when he heard that come out of not my, but my horse’s mouth, that he froze completely in his tracks. It was only for an instant, but that instant was long enough for me to swipe his head off with my sword. As the head toppled off, it struck the deputy next to him in the chest who let out a girlish scream and jumped backward as though he had been burned. I lunged forward, and we clashed swords furiously. Four strokes later I won past his guard and slashed his stomach open. He dropped his sword and doubled over clutching at his bleeding stomach. It was already a mortal wound, but I had no personal grudge against the man and no reason to wish him the additional suffering of the slow death that a stomach wound would bestow, so I did him the favor of cleanly removing his head too in one swipe.  
 
    That left only one lawman in the room with his head still attached to his shoulders: Sheriff Cavendish himself. 
 
    Face to face, I could see those squinting blue eyes of his again, and his grim mouth. He didn’t look ferocious exactly, but he didn’t look like a man cowering for mercy, either. If I had to describe his expression, I’d say that he mostly looked resigned. 
 
    With his sword at the ready, and his pale hat somehow still impeccably clean and crisp and set straight across his brow, he opened his mouth and addressed me. 
 
    “You know, Mister,” he said, “a man of your talents could do so much good in the world. And yet you choose… this… ” 
 
    “It’s too late to save yourself with talk, Sheriff,” I said. Not harshly, and not kindly either. Just matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I know that,” he replied. “But maybe it isn’t too late to save you.” 
 
    “I don’t need saving,” I said. 
 
    Theo chose that moment to rear up and then bring his fifteen hundred pounds of weight crashing down on top of the sheriff. He probably pounded the poor man’s skull all the way down into his pelvis, but damned if I could tell, from the gory flattened lump of blood-soaked flesh, fabric, and sinew that was left behind after Theo gingerly removed his hooves and pranced backward a few steps. 
 
    “I just said I don’t need saving,” I chuckled to Theo. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” my horse replied. 
 
    I walked back over to the door to see Kennedy and his gang waiting. I don’t think they could see everything that occurred inside the cave, but they could tell that the sheriff and his men had gone in, and that they hadn’t come back out.  
 
    When they saw me appear at the doorway, the one archer among their number nocked an arrow back, and I ducked when it twanged overhead. After that, I pressed myself to the side of the doorway and peered out without exposing myself to see what they would do next. 
 
    “Thank you kindly, my friend, for ridding of us of that twat Cavendish,” Kennedy shouted. “He and his men had been dogging us for years!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I shouted back. “Does that mean you and I are on good terms?” 
 
    “It could mean that,” Kennedy replied. 
 
    “On what terms?” I asked, since it sounded like there were definitely terms. 
 
    “Hand over those treacherous bitches that you’re guarding!” Kennedy yelled. “They’re the ones I want. I don’t even care about the prize money. My men are entitled to half of it, but you can have the rest if you like. Two thousand five hundred gold coins. All yours. For a couple of worthless she-dogs without a faithful bone in their bodies.” 
 
    “Can’t do that, I’m afraid!” I yelled back. 
 
    “Why not?” he demanded. “Are they really your cousins then? Or is it that you want one of them for yourself? I’m sure they’d be a good fuck, but you can’t keep a woman like that. They’ll promise you the world and leave you with less than nothing!” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry the engagement didn’t work out, but I can’t let you kill my clients,” I told him. 
 
    “Clients? What the hell do you mean, clients?” 
 
    “I mean that I’m a mercenary, and they hired me for protection,” I answered. “Name’s Halston Hale. If you walk away from this, and you ever happen to be in need of an extra sword, I’m sure you’ve seen for yourself today that mine’s more effective than most.” 
 
    “Is this really the time?” Janina yelled down at me from the chamber above. 
 
    “You never know!” I called back up to her. “I’m a businessman!” 
 
    “Well, your career’s about to be cut short, unless you give them up,” Kennedy snarled. 
 
    His six red kerchief-wearing ruffians all had their swords out by now. They were all on foot and ready to run at me. Their horses, and the horses that had belonged to the now deceased lawmen, were all hobbled and grazing peacefully a little ways off, just as happy to be uninvolved in the whole situation as were our horses inside the cave. 
 
    “Giving them up would be bad business,” I replied. “I’ll just have to decline.” 
 
    “They’d be dead!” Kennedy yelled at me in exasperation. “No one would ever know! It wouldn’t affect your reputation!” 
 
    “You’d all know, and I would know, and I gave my word I’d protect them.” I replied. “So if you want them, come and take them.” 
 
    So instead, I threw myself up the ladder handhold by handhold and into the upper chamber with the twins. They were clinging together in fear in the corner. I grabbed the chest of gold, shrank it down so that I could lift it, and balanced it on the edge of the hole that provided passage between the two caves. Then I expanded it back to its actual size of about four feet by two-and-a-half feet so that it covered the hole almost completely. You could stick a hand or a sword through the gaps at the edges, but you certainly couldn’t fit your body through without moving the chest aside first. Which you couldn’t do unless you could lift three hundred pounds-- not up from the ground, which some men could certainly do, but above your head, which I didn’t think many at all could do, and furthermore, in this case, while hanging from the side of a wall and unable to plant your feet firmly on the ground beneath, which I didn’t think anyone could do without magic. 
 
    Meanwhile the Red Kerchiefs converged on the cave entrance. The entrance was directly below our window and I could see the tops of their heads, which gave me an idea. I used the hilt to smash open the lock on the chest of gold. Then I grabbed a gold coin in each hand and enlarged them to the size of dinner plates before hurling them, one after the other, into the clustered knot of men below. 
 
    One gold coin just hit the ground at their feet and rolled off into the dust and shrank back to its actual size as it went. The other, however, conked one of the men in the skull and he went down like a sack of bricks. Whether unconscious or dead, I didn’t know, but either way he was out of the fight.  
 
    The others looked up and shouted and the archer aimed his bow, so I had to duck out of the way. Then they started storming into the lower cave and they were no longer below our window anyway. I could hear the horses whinnying in panic, not because the outlaws were after them, but just at the sudden intrusion of their space by so many strangers at once. 
 
    The twins shrieked as swords started to stab up through the narrow cracks around the chest. They clung to the opposite side of the wall, and I could hear grunting and knocking on the chest below as the Red Kerchiefs struggled in vain to move it. 
 
    After a minute or two had passed, and we could still clearly hear the struggle of the men below, but the chest still didn’t budge, the twins seemed to gain a bit of reassurance. 
 
    “You may as well go away now, Kennedy,” Janina yelled. “I’ll give you back your bride price if you want. All two hundred of it. But I’ll never be yours, dead or alive!” 
 
    “I don’t want your money, I can’t be bought!” his enraged voice yelled back. “You’re the one that presented yourself as a thing to be bought! And I paid the price, and I got nothing!” 
 
    “I’m sorry I deceived you,” she said simply. 
 
    There was a pause. I did wonder, for just a second, if that was all it would take. But then Kennedy shouted back, 
 
    “It’s too late for apologies! And it doesn’t change what you are. Wretched creatures like you have no place on this earth.” 
 
    The thumping on the bottom of the chest became more rhythmic. Then, I heard an ominous sound indeed. The sound of cracking wood.  
 
    I grabbed the leather harness that I had taken off the horse earlier for just this purpose and gestured silently but urgently to the twins. 
 
    I looked out the window again, and confirmed that there was no one left outside the cave, except for the Red Kerchief whose forehead had been dented by the giant gold coin. He still lay prone in exactly the same position he had fallen in, and there was now a pool of blood spreading from his head, so I mentally updated his status from uncertain to definitely dead. In other words, no threat whatsoever to the twins. 
 
    So I dangled the leather harness which I had already cut apart strategically in a few places to elongate it into a sort of rope, out of the window, and wrapped one end around my hands and braced myself, while Janina lowered herself out the window and climbed down the harness, pushing off with her feet from the outside of the rock formation. Luckily, all the men below were so entirely focused on the chest, and so convinced that they had us all trapped, that they didn’t look out the door and see her descend. 
 
    Katrina followed after that. I could tell she was nervous to trust the rope, and trust herself to hold on, but she could hear the cracking of the wood just as well as I could, and knew that the option of staying in the cave wasn’t any more safe. When she reached the bottom safely and joined her sister, the two of them ran off toward the horses in the field.  
 
    Meanwhile, I could see a shallow depression appearing in the center of the chest of gold, as the coins started to fall out of the crack that had been created in the bottom of the chest, and that was steadily enlarging. The chest was bound in iron, but it was made of wood, and it couldn’t withstand the furious efforts of six strong men forever. The gold was already gradually spilling out on its own, and the chest didn’t guarantee my safety for much longer. So I started grabbing handfuls of coins and hurling them down at my attackers through the cracks, just to irritate and distract them. I didn’t think they were poorly disciplined enough to stop what they were doing and start scrounging for the coins on the ground, but there was always a chance. And even if they weren’t, no one liked having small metal discs thrown at their faces. 
 
    Then, when I calculated that it was a matter of minutes left before the chest gave way altogether, and I figured I had bought the sisters sufficient time to unhobble a couple of horses and make their getaway, I decided to make good my own escape while I still could. 
 
    There was a small, roundish rock in the corner of the chamber, that I had noticed Katrina using as a seat earlier. It wasn’t very heavy, probably only about forty pounds or so. Certainly not heavy enough to hold my weight. But I could fix that. 
 
    I dragged the rock near the window. Then, I started to enlarge it as much as I could. I quickly stopped and shrank it back down when I realized that one side of the rock was about to become visible through the cracks around the chest.  
 
    I couldn’t let the men below see what I was doing, or my plan would be ruined. I scooted the rock farther over to the side away from the chest of the gold so that it would be safely out of view. Then, I hastily enlarged it again, to about five times its actual size. At two hundred pounds, it would weigh about the same as me, which would be sufficient, especially with the added consideration of the friction of the harness against the window sill. So I proceeded to loop the harness around the base of the rock and tighten it down. Even those few seconds that it took with my hands off the rock allowed it to shrink slightly. So I put my hands back on the rock and willed it as big as I could once again. 
 
    Then, I grabbed the loose end of the harness, and flung myself out the window. 
 
    It was about thirty feet down from the window to the ground. I slid just about as fast as I possibly could without tearing the skin off the palms of my hands, but even so, I tumbled down the last ten feet or so as the harness rope came flying loose out the window after me, as soon as the rock above became too small to keep it pinned in place. 
 
    I hit the ground rolling and sprinted for the nearest boulder that I saw of sufficient size for my next purpose. It was about twenty yards away, and when I reached the boulder I shrank it down, scooped it up, and sprinted back to the cave opening. 
 
    “Hey!” one of the Red Kerchiefs yelled from inside the cave. 
 
    Shit. I’d been seen. 
 
    Just as I reached the door from the outside, he reached it from the inside, sword extended. My sword was sheathed, because I’d needed both hands to descend the rope, and right now, I needed both arms to be able to lug the miniaturized boulder I was carrying. 
 
    I sort of raised the boulder just in time as a very clumsy shield to protect myself, and his steel blade struck rock. But I couldn’t effectively parry or knock the sword out of his hand with just the rock, since it was too heavy for me to maneuver fast enough. I dropped the rock, drew my sword, and engaged with the Red Kerchief. 
 
    Meanwhile I set my hand on the other boulder that was still wedged in the doorframe which came waist high and served as a sort of barrier between us as we dueled, and shrank it down and rolled it out of the way, while continuing to use my body to block my opponent from exiting. 
 
    “Theo, get the horses out!” I yelled. 
 
    My opponent glanced backward in reflexive confusion for an instant. He didn’t know about Theo, of course, and his thought must have been that there was another man behind him somewhere that he somehow hadn’t known about. He wasn’t stupid enough to turn his head away from me completely, or lower his sword, but the instant of distraction still gave me enough of an advantage to run him through. Then as I yanked my sword back out with a wet squelch, I had to jump out of the way to avoid being trampled by fifteen hundred pounds of glossy black muscle. 
 
    Close on Theo’s heels came the Elliott sisters’ four mares. 
 
    Kennedy and his Red Kerchiefs had by then realized that something was wrong, that I had escaped and was no longer inside the chamber that they were fighting so hard to access. A shower of gold coins poured down from the now finally broken chest as the five men rushed for the exit. But the last horse to exit, the Hodgsons’ horse that had chosen to continue tagging along with our party, pushed past them and knocked down and trampled the foremost outlaw beneath his hooves, I think quite unintentionally. The horse vaulted past me and joyfully joined his fellow horses out under the open sky.  
 
    Then I pushed the first boulder back into place and expanded it to waist height. After that I grabbed the additional boulder that I had just carried over, miniaturized it so that I could lift it, and stacked it on top of the first. Just as I did so, Kennedy himself, in his shiny blue suit, dashed up and swung at me wildly with his sword. I ducked down behind my wall of boulders without letting go of the upper boulder, or pausing in the process of expanding it back to its natural size. Kennedy’s blade ended up getting wedged between the boulder and the cave opening, so tightly that he couldn’t get it back.  
 
    “What?” He howled in fury.  
 
    I could no longer see most of his body through the boulders between us, but I could tell that he was tugging at the sword hilt frantically-- as if the loss of his sword were his real problem at the moment, which it certainly wasn’t. 
 
    “They’ll betray you,” he screamed at me. “You might think you’re different, but they’ll betray you!” 
 
    No, they won’t, I thought. Not because I’m different, but because I’ll never give them that chance. But there wasn’t any point in arguing with Kennedy Cox. First of all because he wasn’t a rational being. Second of all because he was a dead man walking. 
 
    “How can we help you?” a familiar feminine voice drifted to my ears. I turned away from my frantic captives to see the twins standing there hand in hand a few yards away. 
 
    “I thought you rode away,” I said. “That’s what I meant for you to do, that’s what I was trying to gesture for you to do, upstairs. To get to a safe distance until I finished with this business.” 
 
    “How can we help you?” Katrina repeated with a faint impatient sigh. 
 
    “Go over to one of those campfires, get some branches lit, and bring them back to me,” I instructed. I knew that Kennedy and the four Red Kerchiefs trapped inside the cave could hear me, but I didn’t care. There wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it now. 
 
    The twins hurried off to follow my instructions. I hoped they knew how to light a fire. I was sure their valet had been doing it for them ever since they moved into Marianne’s fine house in Dunville, but probably as children they had been obliged to perform such chores for their father’s gang of bandits when they were living on the run. 
 
    Meanwhile, I guarded the window. It was about thirty feet up, which was certainly a low enough height to be a survivable fall, but it was also a tall enough height to make a broken ankle or worse likely, and a broken ankle for Kennedy or one of his Red Kerchiefs-- if it occurred in such close proximity to me and my sword-- would not be a survivable injury. 
 
    None of them tried to jump just yet, though. They just clustered around the entrance at ground level and pushed at the boulders with all their might and raged at me first with threats, and then with promises that I wasn’t enough of a moron to trust. 
 
    “Just let us go,” Kennedy said as he made a visible effort to compose himself. He spat on his fingers and started to smooth his mustache down, even. I didn’t know if he thought a perfectly slick mustache would impress me, or if it was just a habit that made him feel better. “Just put your hand on it and do that nifty little trick you do with rocks. We won’t hurt ya, friend. We’ve thought better of it. You just let us out and all we’ll be wanting is our horses, to ride far away from you and never trouble you again. Nor those sweet girls either. Those angels. I don’t know what came over me… I must have been out of my senses… momentarily blinded by love, you see, I’m sure you understand how it is… ” 
 
    He was still talking, and I was still listening with amusement without deigning to respond, when the twins returned, one burning branch in each of their four hands. 
 
    “Still think they’re angels?” I inquired of Kennedy as I gestured toward the girls with their beacons of what would be his imminent demise. 
 
    “… Y-yes,” Kennedy stammered as he swallowed hard at the sight. “Beautiful-- beautiful angels-- ” His hand couldn’t fit past the boulders, but he reached toward the sisters pleadingly. 
 
    They giggled in unison. A more pitiless sound, I had never heard. 
 
    I took the first of the four branches from Katrina, backed up, and hurled it through the window of the upper chamber. I did the same, one by one, with the next three branches, while Kennedy and his ruffians looked on helpless to stop me. I had no way of seeing exactly how the branches landed inside. At best, they would catch on the wooden planks from the broken chest. At worst, they would be snuffed out when they struck the cave floor. 
 
    But it didn’t really matter, because the six men trapped inside weren’t going anywhere. If those four torches didn’t succeed in starting a fire, I could just send the twins back to fetch more. 
 
    As it turned out, that wasn’t necessary. After I threw the third torch, I heard yelling from inside the cave, and a commotion as the men attempted to snuff out whatever fire must have caught on. I could tell from their continued shouted curses and instructions to each other that they weren’t succeeding in extinguishing it, either. 
 
    The twins stepped closer to me and each of them took one of my arms and clutched it as we waited together. 
 
    Of the six trapped men, two did eventually jump from the window of the upper chamber, only to be finished off with my sword. Another three must have succumbed to either burns or, more likely, suffocation by smoke somewhere inside the cave system where we couldn’t see them at all, or where they were only vague, floundering shapes to our sight. 
 
    Kennedy Cox, however, never stirred from his post directly on the other side of the boulders. Where he could stand and stare at the three of us, with an intensity that never faded even after he gave up trying to talk to us and change our minds. I guess he thought of it as a sort of last reproach. Soon, he started coughing. There were gaps between the boulders, so he was still receiving some air, but it clearly wasn’t enough, as the cave filled up with swirling particles of ash. Gradually, he started stumbling and having difficulty standing upright as he wheezed for breath. Eventually, while staring at us with bulging, bloodshot eyes, he croaked out two words, and then fell down out of sight. 
 
    “What did he say?” Katrina asked. “I didn’t quite hear him.” 
 
    “… ‘Beautiful angels,’” I answered.  
 
    The twins made no response to that. 
 
    We waited for a while longer, after all the voices and movements from within the cave had ceased. Then I shrank down the boulders from the entrance of the cave for long enough to move them aside and allow the smoke to dissipate. I was still wary at that point and guarded the entrance with my sword at the ready, just in case any of the Red Kerchiefs had been sly enough to survive somehow and was just waiting for his chance, but none of them ever rose again.  
 
    I held my breath and darted into the cave system for just long enough to check the four bodies inside. Then I ran back outside and confirmed to the twins that our enemies had expired. 
 
    We’d won.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “You really did it,” Katrina marveled as she gazed at the rock formation across from us. “When so many of them showed up like that, I thought we were done for. I mean, I knew you’d do your best for us, but… ” 
 
    “It was all thanks to you, really,” I remarked. 
 
    “Me?” she echoed in bewilderment. Then her manner turned flirtatious. “I suppose you mean that you were inspired to acts of such great courage and ingenuity by the sight our flawless beauty?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I mean I was inspired by your dumb idea last night about starting a fire inside the caves, to make it less dark.” 
 
    Katrina wasn’t quite sure how to react to that and whether she should pout about it, but Janina had a little laugh at her sister’s expense. 
 
    Theo leaned down to nuzzle my hair, and I stroked his muzzle with my hand. He already knew that I couldn’t have survived that predicament without him, he didn’t need me to tell him so out loud. 
 
    After I felt confident that the air had cleared enough in the caves, we went back in and started carrying out all the gold. The twins were reluctant to enter now that the caves were strewn with corpses, which filled up the stagnant air with their sickeningly sweet stench, but when I shrugged and said that in that case we could let the five thousand lie where it lay, they agreed to help me transport it. The girls used their skirts to carry heaps of coins in. I used my hat. We started piling it up outside the cave opening. 
 
    We had an obvious dilemma, however, that wouldn’t be easily solved, even if we managed to retrieve every single gold coin from inside the caves. The chest was broken beyond repair from the assault to which the Red Kerchiefs had subjected it, and we had nowhere to store the gold now, no way to carry it with us on horseback, no container that I could use my ability to shrink down to a manageable size. 
 
    Nor could we build a new one. There were trees, yes, if we walked far enough to get to some, where we could obtain wood. And I carried certain tools in my saddlebags, in miniature size so that they wouldn’t be heavy or cumbersome for Theo, and I could just expand them to a normal size when I wanted to use them. But I had no nails to build a new chest with, and the twins had nothing at all besides their horses and the clothes on their backs. 
 
    “We could put it in your saddlebags,” Janina said hopefully. 
 
    I snorted. “Even Theo has limits. Not to mention, the cloth itself has volume limitations. I don’t want to load him any further up than he already is, and even if I filled the bags to bursting, they wouldn’t contain a fraction of what that chest held.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Katrina asked in dismay. “Was that all for nothing?” 
 
    “You bury the gold,” I said, “and come back for it later, with a carriage and a great big empty chest. I don’t mean next week. I mean months from now, maybe even a full year from now, once this whole incident with the lawmen of Sunderly has faded out of memory for most, and there won’t be people coming around this spot anymore. When there won’t be anyone looking for you.”  
 
    “Will you escort us back here?” Janina asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I won’t be around anymore. I’ll be hundreds of miles away, I don’t know where.” 
 
    “But leaving is a choice for you,” Katrina said. “A choice you don’t have to make. You could stay in Dunville, you could stay with us. We have enough money-- ” 
 
    “I’m not a household servant,” I interrupted. “Bring your valet with you next time, if you think you’ll need help. Or hire another mercenary.” 
 
    “I guess I thought you’d say that,” Janina sighed. “But you ought to consider it, at least. And if you ever find your way back to Dunville, years from now, look for us, won’t you?” 
 
    “If I ever find myself back in Dunville, I will,” I promised. Both the twins and I knew that that was an easy promise for me to make, given that I had no intention of ever returning to their town again, once I had brought them safely back there and taken my leave. 
 
    “Well, if we don’t have any better option, let’s dig a hole and bury the treasure, then,” Katrina said glumly. 
 
    I went and fetched the tiny shovel, not much bigger than a ladle really, from Theo’s saddlebags. Then I came back and handed it to her. 
 
    “I-- er-- what do you want me to-- I mean,” she stammered as she held the tiny shovel at arm’s length as if it might bite her. 
 
    “Ohhh,” I said innocently. “So, you didn’t intend to dig the hole for the treasure yourself? You intended for me to dig it?” 
 
    “Well, that would be-- I mean I would very much appreciate-- ” Katrina tried to say. 
 
    “How much?” Janina interrupted sharply. 
 
    “So you are getting to know me better,” I grinned. “Ten percent. Five hundred gold coins. On top of the thousand you already owe me.” 
 
    “Five hundred!” Janina squawked indignantly. 
 
    “Or you can bury it yourself, or leave it out here in the open, it’s all the same to me,” I said with a shrug. In fact, given the circumstances, I surely could have demanded quite a bit more. But there really was a limit to what Theo could reasonably carry without putting a strain on his back. 
 
    Katrina took Janina’s hand, I guessed to send a silent message to her sister’s mind. Janina whispered something back in her ear. They went back and forth a couple of times and then turned to me with resigned faces and nodded. 
 
    “Fine,” Janina grumbled. “Five hundred.” 
 
    “Very well, let’s begin,” I said. 
 
    I chose three spots with reasonably soft sand, each about half a mile away from the rock formation. The twins protested at having to carry the gold over to three separate locations, and also at how “terribly far away” my chosen spots were, but I reminded them that once Sheriff Cavendish and his men failed to return to Sunderly and people figured out what had happened here, they were going to be searching like mad for the stolen gold. Dividing the loot into three spots reduced the chances that all of it would be discovered. 
 
    While I dug, they kept carrying me gold in their skirts. Even once I had finished all three holes, and made them deep, as deep as a grave, they still hadn’t managed to carry over nearly all of it. I had to start helping them. We emptied Theo’s saddlebags of my belongings, filled them back up with gold, and had him join in the effort too. Even so, it took us all morning and afternoon to complete the task. 
 
    Finally, in the early evening, the three hoards had all been securely packed in with dirt. I then positioned boulders strategically, not on top of the buried gold, which would invite anyone sensible to search there, but near enough to it, that the twins would be able to estimate where it was in relation to the marker boulders. 
 
    At last, I replaced my belongings in Theo’s saddlebags, and we set off on our ways, with just a couple hours left before dark to cover enough ground that we wouldn’t have any unfortunate encounters with anyone from Sunderly who came seeking after the sheriff and his deputies. 
 
    We managed to cover enough miles without incident that I felt fine about stopping for the night, and then we built a campfire. 
 
    The girls snuggled up to me almost immediately. Janina draped herself against my back, rested her sharp little chin on my shoulder, and folded her arms across my chest, while Katrina curled up in the grass on her side with her head resting in my lap. 
 
    “We only have three more days with you, after this,” Katrina sighed. 
 
    “And two more nights, after this,” I said as I stroked her back with my hand. 
 
    “So three nights, including this… which is an odd number,” Janina remarked. I couldn’t see her face since she was behind me, but I could hear the mischief in her voice. 
 
    “Does it matter that it’s an odd number?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, yes, because that means it wouldn’t be fair,” she replied. 
 
    “What wouldn’t be fair?” I played along with her little game. 
 
    “For Kat and I to keep taking turns with you,” she purred. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said nonchalantly. “Well, then, I suppose all three of us will have to abstain for a night. In the interest of fairness, I mean.” 
 
    “Or… ” Janina suggested. Her hands crept up to trace my jawline, while Katrina started to stretch herself like a cat in my lap. 
 
    “Or, yes, I suppose you could draw lots for the third night,” I said.  
 
    “Or this,” Janina suggested huskily as her hands crept up beneath the hem of my shirt. Her hands were chilled from the night air, but I didn’t make any complaint as she proceeded to pull it off over my head, while planting little kisses up my spine. 
 
    Katrina, meanwhile, busied herself unlacing my pants and pulling them off. I laid down flat on my back in the grass to make the task easier for her. Soon I was completely naked, and my cock was already stiff and throbbing with anticipation, although both girls remained fully clothed. 
 
    I was about to ask them to remedy that circumstance, but then they stood up of their own accord, and Katrina turned her back so that Janina could unbutton her dress for her. Then she unlaced the corset underneath. Once Katrina stood there topless, with her full, perky breasts exposed, but her stockings and bloomers still on, they reversed positions and she returned the favor for her twin. Once their light brown and olive green dresses had been shed, I could no longer tell the difference between the two of them. It was dark by then, and I had only firelight for illumination, which was too inconsistent to reveal the exact colors of their eyes. But to be honest I wasn’t really looking at their eyes, especially once they started shucking their bloomers and then stockings to reveal matching triangles of pale hair. 
 
    They stepped out of the piles of clothing left behind and walked over to me, their slender curves glowing with reflected firelight. Their legs were long and sleek, like gazelles’, and they looked a bit wilder with their ash blonde hair tumbling down their backs this way, instead of elegantly pinned up like usual. They reminded me of some kind of forest nymphs, something not quite human, that lacked human inhibitions and reveled in all the primal delights of nature. 
 
    That effect was only enhanced when they dropped to their hands and knees and crawled the last few steps to reach me. Then they bowed over my manhood, and one of them took my cock in her hands and started to suck on it, while the other fondled and licked my balls. Their curtains of hair flowed together as their heads bobbed up and down in united focus. There was a gentle intensity to their demeanor as if they were playing a flute or something. They had two mouths and two sets of hands, but they coordinated their movements as if they shared one mind. And together, they could achieve effects that it wasn’t possible to achieve with only one mouth and two hands. 
 
    Then, one of them moved around with her backside facing me in order to lick the top side of my shaft, and I reached out to push my hand between her thighs and slide my finger into her tight wetness. She moaned slightly when she felt it enter her, but then I added another finger, and she cried out with pleasure as it split her open wider. I rocked her back and forth on those two fingers while she continued to assist her twin in pleasuring me with her mouth, but eventually the sensations became too much for her to maintain control, and her mouth left my cock. 
 
    At that point, I withdrew my fingers and gripped her by the hips with both my hands and pulled her toward my face. When she understood what I wanted, she positioned herself on her elbows and knees, with her legs splayed wide and her engorged pussy hovering barely an inch above my face. It gave off the unmistakable musky scent of sex, but it still smelled fresh and clean, so I started to lap at her juices while she moaned and her thighs started to tremble. 
 
    Meanwhile, her sister was able to see what was happening and evidently decided that it was her turn to receive pleasure from me as well. She stopped sucking on my cock, and I felt the night breeze on its slick surface for a few moments before I felt the tip meet with the slick lips of her pussy. I couldn’t see her at all, since my face was still buried between her sister’s legs, but I could feel her fingers flutter against my shaft as she used them to open herself up to receive my cock. Then I felt the vise-like grip of her tunnel slide slowly down to the base of my shaft, with slight rocking movements as she bucked her hips. 
 
    I started plunging my tongue deeper into the twin that was straddling my face and pushing it harder against her walls until she climaxed with a cry that lasted a good minute. Then she rolled off me, and I was finally able to view the other twin riding my cock.  
 
    The sight of my face, and my gaze meeting hers, seemed to excite that twin. She lowered her hands to my chest to brace herself and started grinding even harder against me and forcing my cock even farther inside of her, with low groans as the tip hit the end of her tunnel at the deepest point of each thrust. Then I started bucking my hips to meet her, and after half a minute she cried out and I could feel her walls convulse against my cock.  
 
    No sooner had she lifted herself off than the other twin eagerly took her place and impaled herself on my dripping wet manhood. Her tunnel felt exactly the same as the other one that had just encased me, but she rode harder and faster than her sister had been doing, though, and after a few minutes I started gasping from the pressure that was building up in my shaft.  
 
    “He’s going to come,” the one who wasn’t riding me urged her sister, but she only moaned louder as she increased her pace so that her breasts bounced across her chest.  
 
    “Fine,” the one who wasn’t fucking me groaned, and then she bent down to kiss me savagely.  
 
    The dual stimulation was what I needed to tip me over the edge, and I moaned into one sister’s mouth while I sprayed my seed deep into the womb of the other one. 
 
    She let out a gasp when she felt my cum fill her, and then her body began to spasm as her climax shortly followed.  
 
    When she dismounted, both girls again bent their heads to lap at the seed that had leaked back down my shaft. With their combined attention, it wasn’t too long before it hardened again. 
 
    When that happened, I just grabbed the twin that was nearest, flipped her over onto her back, and rammed my cock into her dripping pussy. Then I hooked her legs over my shoulders to enable deeper penetration and hammered into her until she whimpered with ecstasy, all the while making direct eye contact with her sister sitting cross-legged in front of me, whose ocean-colored eyes burned with lust as she watched me fuck her twin. 
 
    In that moment I thought to myself that this was the best job that I’d ever had, the night was just getting started, and I had two more nights to go.  
 
    And hell, maybe I’d stay with the twins for a bit longer once I got them back home.  
 
    But not too much longer. 
 
    The West would always call to me, and there were more jobs, coin, and women waiting just on the horizon. 
 
      
 
    End of book two.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Sellsword 2! As soon as I have 100 reviews, I’ll start working on book 3, so please leave me a nice review here. Thank you! 
 
    So, here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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