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Book 1 of the Lost Reavers Series

 

By Mike Truk

 


Chapter One

 

 

 

Sweat burned in his eyes, ran down his brow and cheeks to soak into his beard. The rhythmic creaking of the bed frame and the knock of the headboard against the wall was like the pounding of a hammer, incessant, unstoppable, accompanying his every thrust as he stared into nothingness. The moans of the woman beneath him came as if from a mile away, her cries rising higher and higher, her nails scoring the flesh of his arms, her body writhing under him, head thrown back as if in despair.

Hugh growled deep in the base of his throat as he sought release. Fought for it. Again. How many times had he come already? He’d lost track. His body didn’t seem to care. One more time, though, one more time might break the fever. Give him surcease, if only for a while. Gripping the sheet in his fist, he buried his face in the woman’s neck and pounded harder, her whole body bucking each time he slammed into her.

She screamed, the sound almost a howl, rising and rising as he fucked her mercilessly, her nails now gouging his back, her hips thrusting back against him, her back arching as she came - and then she collapsed, her head turning from side to side.

“No,” she moaned. “My lord. No more. I can’t. No more.”

A flicker of rage threatened to light an inferno within his chest, but he clamped down on that anger and pulled himself off her. So close. With a grunt he climbed off the bed to stagger back, chest heaving, his whole body glistening with sweat in the candlelight, shoulders rising and falling as he stared at the woman. 

Her name? 

He’d forgotten. Had he? No. Mathera. That was it.

She propped herself up on her elbows, her body as soaked as his own, tremors still causing her stomach to flutter, but there was amazement in her eyes, confusion, something perhaps even akin to shock. 

Hugh had seen that expression far too many times. He turned away and padded to the tower window, shoving open the shutters so that the cool night air could bathe his body. That need was still coiled within his core, that surfeit of energy, of ever-burning vitality. 

Next time he’d ask Johan to send up two women. 

Maybe three. 

“What is it?” asked Mathera, then gave a hollow laugh. “You must have come - what - three times? Maybe four? Surely you must be sated?”

Hugh pressed one large fist against the window frame and bowed his head. “It’s not you. Don’t think that.”

Again she laughed. “Oh, I know it’s not me. This isn’t my first sally. I’ve just never met a man…”

Like you.

He heard the whisper of sheets as she moved to the edge of the bed, the soft pad of feet as she moved to stand behind him. Her hand curled around his stomach. “If you think one more is what you need…”

Her hand drifted down, fingers curling around the base of his shaft, his pubic hair damp with her juices. “Then I can see what can be done…”

For a moment he was tempted. He stared out the window, not seeing the moon which had risen over the distant foothills to cast its gleaming reflection down the length of the Zienko River. The sound of revelry rose up from the Rusałka Inn just below, shouts from the direction of the stables, the distant strains of Micko’s fiddle coming from the common room. 

“No,” he sighed, resting his heated brow against his forearm and leaning forward. “My apologies. I don’t think one more will cut it.”

Mathera pressed her body against him, her breasts soft against his back, her cheek against his shoulder. “You’re a frightening man, Sir Hugh.” Her hand rose from his cock, fingertips brushing up his stomach, lingering on the ridges of his abs, up to his slab-like chest muscles, then out over the boulder-like swell of his shoulder. “Your body. It’s… Mesmerizing. Fascinating. I don’t want to stop touching you…”

She kissed his back, her lips tracing a trail that he knew would bring her around into his arms. Perhaps she was ready to go again. Perhaps he’d bend her over the windowsill and take her again here, a fistful of her hair in his hand, taking her until he finally exhausted himself, her cries ringing out across the trading station and the inn below, quietening conversation as everyone looked to his tower -

“No,” he said, pushing off the wall to turn and grasp her arms gently. Mathera was tall, but still he loomed over her. “I appreciate your company. But our time together has come to an end.”

She bit her lower lip as she studied him, then gave a graceful shrug of one tanned shoulder. “As you will, my lord. Though I’ve never received fainter praise.”

He laughed darkly. “I am no poet. But truly. You have my thanks, Mathera.”

Her smile was mercurial. She stepped back, stretched, her whole body extending, breasts rising, her head turning sinuously to one side as she smiled, then released with a sigh to walk over to her fallen clothing. “Unfortunately, it seems most of the pleasure was mine.” She bent to take up her skirt. “One might almost think I was paying you for the service. Oh. You tore my dress.”

Hugh winced. He’d been… eager to disrobe her once she’d entered his tower-top room. “Apologies.”

She stepped into the skirt, pulled it up over her wide hips, then clucked her tongue over the ripped seam. “No matter. Your payment will more than compensate.” She busied herself with the rest of her clothing. “Will you be turning in now, my lord?”

“No.” Hugh turned back to the window. Stared out over the night-shrouded land. Fields upon more fields on both sides of the Zienko, which was shrouded by a strip of trees that ran along its wide banks. The city of Stasiek was a good five miles up the road. A run, perhaps, to burn off his remaining energy? Along the river, or up the road? Ten miles all told might dim his energy some. 

The sound of laughter spilled up from the distant common room, followed by a crash of breaking plates. Johan’s angry yells followed right after. A good crowd tonight. Strangers with whom to gamble.

“I might try my hand at cards,” he said, moving to where his tunic and pants lay fallen. 

Strangers with whom to drink.

“Normally, I’d join you, perhaps find myself another customer,” said Mathera, lacing up the front of her dress. “But… I think I’m finished for the night.” She winced, rocking her hips experimentally. “I might ask for your arm getting down the stairs, however.”

Hugh pulled his shoulder length hair back to bind it roughly at the nape of his neck, enough long strands falling free to frame his face. Swept his hand over his beard and the twin slender braids that fell from each corner of his chin. Soaked still in sweat. Perhaps a dive in the Zienko first, though it wasn’t like the patrons of the Rusałka would care if he stank.  

The wooden steps affixed to the exterior of the tower creaked. A familiar light tread. Elena? Hugh took up his sword belt and buckled it over his hips as a knock sounded. Tentative. Elena, then. She knew he had company. 

He strode across the square chamber, his own footfalls muffled by the bearskin rug, and pulled the door open. 

Elena stood on the narrow platform just outside, a bucket still in hand. Ash blonde hair fell past her shoulders, locks pulled across her face to cover the old scars that marked each cheek. She’d have been a beauty if not for those, and in Hugh’s eyes was a beauty still, but nothing could convince her that she wasn’t permanently disfigured, and so, as always, she pulled her hair across her cheek with one nervous hand and curtseyed. 

“Excuse me, my lord. There are men down below looking for you.”

Elena was more hesitant than usual. No, not hesitant; frightened. “What manner of men?” he asked.

She glanced past him to where Mathera no doubt stood and quickly averted her eyes. “They’re armed and look dangerous. Iron clubs, ship blades, axes. They’re trouble, my lord. I can sense it.”

Damn it. Whom did he owe that might go to such effort to collect? Hugh ran through his debtors. He’d been careful in one thing at least: to not rack up enough debt with any one man that it’d be worth their effort to collect from a member of the nobility. 

Even a down-and-out excuse of a noble like himself.

Hugh forced a smile. “Thank you, Elena. There’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be right down.”

Elena bobbed her head. “Of course, Sir Hugh. Just… just wanted to let you know.” She tried for a nervous smile, didn’t quite manage it, and instead turned to hurry down the steps to the stable yard below.

“Trouble?” asked Mathera, sitting down to pull on her shoes. 

“No. A misunderstanding, I’m sure.” He pulled on a loose gray tunic, tugged on his boots - he’d need a new pair soon - and slipped his dagger inside the left one. “Ready?”

Mathera stood, blew a lock of hair out of her face, and then winced. “Fortuna wept, I can barely walk. What did you do to me?”

Hugh extended his arm. 

She took it, and together they stepped outside. His tower room was three flights up, high enough that he had ample view over the inn to the great, ancient stone bridge that arched up over the Zienko. No horses were tethered on its far side. Nor was the stable crowded with new arrivals.

They’d have arrived by boat, then. 

Down they went, Mathera laughing ruefully under breath, but Hugh’s thoughts were on his debtors. Who could it be? What if they weren’t debtors? Whom else could he have offended? Nobody came to mind. It had been three years since the debacle in Goat’s Wood. Long enough that anybody with a grudge would have come for him already. 

Then who?

Though the river breeze was sweet and brought with it hints of flowers and the scent of trees, the rich clay smell of the banks, it was still unable to mask the reek of horse manure from the stables, the rich tang of straw, the acrid stench of urine from the darker corners of the yard. A crowd was gathered under the ivy-covered pergola that stood about the Rusałka’s entrance, many of them staring inside through the front door or the broad window.

His arrival caused them to startle. He recognized a fair number of regulars, one of whom, old Berchold, pulled his pipe out of his seamed lips and stepped up, stooped by the seventy decades of fishing along the Zienko. 

“Might want to consider turnin’ round and hiding yerself till this lot clears out, Hugh.” He nodded toward the doorway. “They don’t look friendly to me.”

Hugh patted Berchold on his narrow shoulder, not breaking his stride. Released Mathera’s arm, and entered the hot, smoky room, the sounds and smells washing over him. A large fire crackled in a brick-lined fireplace, the floorboards creaked as men trod on them with heavy boots, though more than one patron did so gingerly; the far side of the room where the cards were played was built out over the water, and though Hugh knew the construction to be sound, it wasn’t too hard to imagine boards snapping and oneself plunging down twenty yards to crash into the river.

Micko was seated on a stool in the corner, swaying back and forth as he sawed at his fiddle, and everything was ruddy light and thick shadows, the high rafters hidden by thick smoke, strings of onions and dried haunches of meat hanging above their heads. The far wall was dominated by a painting of a Rusałka emerging from the Zienko, her long hair green, her face pale and gleaming with river water, her gown clinging wetly to her full body, her eyes cruel, her smile crueler. 

Johan was behind his bar, a freestanding candle-strewn bench. Five heavyset men stood before him, and as Hugh entered Johan sighed with obvious relief and pointed him out.

Micko ceased his sawing as Hugh approached the group. The trick to owing money, he’d discovered, was to owe many people small sums. Never allow a debt to accumulate to the point where it was worth getting violent in order to collect. He did a final, quick revision of his latest debts and assured himself all was in order; the most he owed was a hundred crowns to Chrol, and he was, if not an old friend, than a comrade who understood that a debt to a duke’s younger brother was worth more than the actual crowns owed.

“Gentlemen,” Hugh said, stepping up and placing his hands on his hips. “Word is you’ve a desire to speak with me.”

Elena was right. They were a hard lot. None were familiar, but they shared that brutal, obdurate look of men who’d grown used to relying on force in order to get what they wanted. Large hands; plain, well-used hilts on their blades; functional leather armor; noses that had most likely been broken more than once. No humor in their eyes, nothing more than reflected flames.

“You Hugh of Stasiek?” Their leader was distinguished from the other four only by how many more times his large nose had been broken. 

“Lord Hugh,” he said, allowing some steel to creep into his voice. 

“Lord Hugh,” said the man, making no attempt to hide his sarcasm. “We’ve come to collect.”

“I don’t recall your face, nor borrowing money from you.” Hugh stood lightly on the balls of his feet. Any fatigue he might have earned with Mathera was now long gone. He felt so light he might float off the floor. 

“We work for the Mink. Time’s come to pay up.”

A knot formed in Hugh’s gut. The Mink. Now that was a name he’d hoped to never hear associated with pay up. A notorious smuggler, he was a wanted man along the length of the Zienko river, and as hard to pin down as he was good at making money. Word was that he was as wealthy as most of the landed nobility. An exceedingly dangerous man.

“Well,” Hugh said, keeping his voice even, “there’s been a mistake. I’ve not borrowed from the Mink.”

“He’s bought up your debts,” said the man. “All of ‘em.”

Hugh’s chin rose a fraction. “All of them.”

Without looking away, the man extended his palm. One of his fellows placed a scroll in it. He unrolled the scroll. “Biernat, sixty-seven crowns. Osyp, son of Osiep the Elder, thirty-two crowns. Tinko, boatswain on the Raven, forty crowns. Chrol of Wiercha, a hundred and twenty crowns. The list goes on. The total is a thousand, three hundred and twenty-one crowns.”

The fist in Hugh’s stomach gave a twist. His heart began pounding as if he’d just finished racing up the river stairs. 

“Gentlemen, let’s be reasonable. You don’t expect me to have a thousand crowns on my person. That and I need proof these debts have been purchased. Honorable as you may be, I’m not going to simply take your word on it.”

“We’ve signed affidavits,” said the man. For such a brute he was surprisingly well spoken. “And the Mink says, if you’ve not the gold on your person, then you’re to come with us and explain that to him, in person.”

“I see.” And suddenly Hugh did. It all made sense. The thousand crowns were but a pretext. How much more could the Mink wrest from Hugh’s brother as ransom? 

The situation had grown exceedingly simple. He had but three options. Draw his blade and cut down the five men. Go with them peacefully and allow himself to be caught. Or avoid either bloodshed or dishonor by attempting an escape. 

Cut them down, coward, came Black Evec’s voice in his mind.

The sound of it made Hugh’s blood run cold. He kept his hand clear of his blade. The five men were watching him closely. If he were to fight, this was it. The moment he’d draw. Their own hands clasped hilts. A wrong movement, and the common room would be awash in blood. 

No. Not if Hugh could help it.

He spread both his arms wide. “Very well. You have me at a disadvantage. But what about the parade?”

Brows quirked in confusion, eyes narrowing, five different minds simultaneously asking themselves: what fucking parade?

And in that moment Hugh threw himself back, sliding over a trestle table, spilling cups and flagons, and raced toward the back corner of the common room where a narrow door led out to the perilous outdoor pantry walkway. 

Shouts. The ring of blades being drawn. Cries of excitement and horror. Johan bellowing for everyone to stop. 

Hugh sprinted across the room, darting nimbly around stupefied patrons, and reached the narrow door. A quirk of the inn. An elbow of walkway suspended high, high above the steep bank and swirling waters of the Zienko, leading around the corner to the pantry, a small room without window or doorway and thus inaccessible from the main road and bridge. 

The door slammed open before Hugh’s turned shoulder and he staggered out onto the walkway. The cold wind whipped his hair back. A half dozen plans flickered through his mind - leap up and grasp the eaves, to haul himself up and cross the roof? Barricade the doorway from within the pantry - 

The debtors filled the doorway, their leader at the fore, a surprisingly slender blade gleaming coldly in the moonlight. “Got nowhere to run, Hugh.” His smile was more leer than anything else. “C’mon. The hero of the Goat’s Wood surely has nothing to fear from -”

A deep breath. Hugh ran at the men - but leaped up at the last second, boot finding purchase on the stout railing, and he shoved off, surged out into the night, out past the men, to fall, arms raised, cry trapped in his throat, fall a good seven yards down the stone side of the inn, to come crashing down on the broad river steps that descended from the back of the stables to the Zienko itself, hugging the inn’s rear wall.

The steps hit him like a charging knight, pain flaring up his knees and hips as they took the impact, but he kept his balance, the sheer power and flexibility of his body helping him survive the impossible fall. New shouts - two more men had been stationed at the top of the stairs where they opened up behind the stables - no doubt to prevent his bolting if he’d sought to avoid the common room altogether. 

“Get him!” came the shout from the walkway above. “Get him, you idiots!”

The slap and scrape of boots on stone steps as the men came charging down toward him, axes in hand. The stairway was just wide enough for one. Kill them here? No. Once he started drawing blood, there’d be no end to it. So Hugh turned and raced ahead of them, taking three steps at time, down into the shadows, down to the base of the inn where it met the Zienko, the arches of the bridge rising high and dark above him, the rushing run of the waters louder until he spilled out on the narrow stone dock where supply ships were wont to moor, where he kept his own skiff tied up for those long afternoons where he was too drunk to do anything but drift upon the Zienko’s slow waters.

The skiff was gone. 

Hugh didn’t hesitate. He sprinted down the length of the stone, the waters rushing darkly alongside, under the bridge and out the far side, to leap down onto the muddy bank, amongst the choking weeds and scraggly bushes.

His boots sank to the ankles, but still he powered on, crashing through the undergrowth and up an embankment to spill down the far side and out onto a beach of pale sand made alabaster by the light of the moon.

A barge was pulled up here, a rope extending from her prow to an anchor that had been chucked into the sand. Two guards stood impassively before it, hands on the pommels of their swords, with a third man wrapped in a voluminous cloak a few paces behind.

Shit. 

“Lord Hugh of Stasiek,” said the cloaked man. “I’m gratified that you saw fit to come to me of your own accord.”

Splashing from behind, then the two pursuers came up over the embankment to stagger down onto the sand behind him. 

Four guards, then, with more coming. The sand as compact as cement beneath his boots. A wooden stairway, a free-standing wooden double to the river steps on the other side, rose steeply up the bank to the Rusałka’s courtyard high above. The railing there crowded now and growing more crowded by the second as the patrons spilled out to watch the confrontation below. The moon massive and silhouetting Hugh’s tower against her lambent face.

Had he been up there but ten minutes ago pounding Mathera into oblivion? Madness.

“Mink,” Hugh said, “it’s unwise to threaten the Duke of Stasiek’s brother. Takes either madness or rank stupidity. I came to see in which camp you fell.”

The Mink pushed back the cowl of his cloak. The moon illuminated his features quite clearly. Little by way of a neck, head square, eyes small and deeply sunken under heavy, obdurate brows. Hair cut short up top, shaved almost to the skin by the sides. A mean, old scar snaked its way down a cheek that could have been used as an anvil. A powerful frame, the body of a peasant or craftsman. There was no give to him. No softness. In his way, the Mink was as tough as he was, Hugh realized. A man who’d learned to take whatever he wanted in life, and realized that if he was strong enough, brutal enough, he need never apologize.

“Hugh of Stasiek, survivor of the Goat’s Wood, last remaining member of the Lost Reavers. My my. Given those titles, a sensible man would be afraid. But you’re no longer the man you used to be, are you, Sir Hugh?”

Hugh narrowed his eyes. His hand ached for the hilt of his blade. 

“Word is that the last of the Lost Reavers spends his time drinking, whoring, and losing at cards. That he hasn’t drawn his blade since the massacre in the Goat’s Wood. That his spirit’s broken, his courage gone, and whatever made him a man died along with the rest of the Reavers. That true, my lord? You a broken reed, a cockless echo of the man you used to be?”

“You idiot,” whispered Hugh. “You keep pushing me and you’ll find out.”

“Idle threats,” said the Mink, voice growing brisk. “I’ve made my wager. Men, disarm our lordship and get him aboard the boat. We’ll continue this conversation in greater comfort.”

The two men before the Mink drew their blades and began to walk forward, while the two who’d pursued him closed in from behind. High above from the inn Hugh heard shouts of dismay and excitement. One voice rose above the others, made loud by desperation: “They’re coming down the steps, Hugh! Five more, at your rear!”

Elena. 

He glanced back up and over his shoulder at the narrow stairway that led down from the courtyard. The five original men were hurrying down the first switchback. Thirty seconds at most before they reached the beach. 

That’d make it nine against one. 

Not counting the Mink himself.

“Last chance,” grated Hugh, hand flexing. “Call them off, Mink. You can still walk away from this.”

Despair washed over him. Of course the Mink wouldn’t listen. 

Which meant Hugh had to decide. A choice he’d been avoiding ever since he’d understood the curse that had befallen him in the Goat’s Wood. The curse that had cut down his thirty companions and left him standing. 

Left him standing, but not alone.

To draw his sword and welcome horror back into his life, or draw his knife and cut open his own throat. 

It was one or the other. Blood would drench these white sands. His or that of ten men. 

He closed his eyes, clenched his jaw. No. I swore I’d never summon you. I swore I’d never draw on your strengths. 

Then cut your throat, you miserable cocksucker, came a rasp of a voice. Dragoslav, and oh, how the sound of that old voice caused goosebumps to ripple over Hugh’s skin. Cut your throat, you sniveling piece of horse shit and end this damn charade. 

No, came another voice, familiar, oh by Fate Maker and Fortuna herself, so terribly familiar. Chavaun, his oldest friend, his boon companion, so close once he could have been his brother. No, Hugh. Fight them. Draw your blade, damn you, and fight them!

This last came as a bark. Hugh’s eyes snapped open just as one of the guards reached for the pommel of his blade. They were all about him. Clearly nervous, unnerved by his own immobility.

Time seemed to slow, stop. The guard’s hand extended toward his blade. The wrist covered in thick, wiry hairs. Fingers stubby and powerful. 

Come to me, then, thought Hugh, reaching out, drawing on Chavaun, on Evassier, pulling on Birandillo and Foughtash, on Sweet Severen and Black Evec. Come to me, brothers. Dance with me beneath the light of the moon.

Hugh closed his hand about his sword hilt and turned as he drew it, so that its edge sliced cleanly through the guard’s wrist, up and around in the night air to descend like Fortuna’s displeasure upon another man’s shoulder, cleaving through leather, through muscle, through clavicle, through a mess of ribs and out the other side, a second cut as clean as the first, the gout of resultant blood terrible, obscene, as the man’s arm was lopped right off.

Shouts of alarm and panic as the other two threw themselves back, nearly tripping on the hard sand.

Hugh didn’t give them much more time than that. Allowing his blade to complete its downward arc he charged after the third, hurtling over the pewter sand to bring it razoring through the air in a horizontal swipe. 

The man was trained. Experienced. Instinct kicked in, for no conscious thought could have let him react so quickly. He raised his blade to parry. 

But a parry is only so strong as the wrist behind it.

Hugh knocked the man’s blade aside, snapping bones, and then slid through the man’s neck. Skin, muscle, cartilage, bone. 

A one-handed cut, the strength coming from the hips, a backhand that sent the man’s head sailing up as another torrent of blood erupted blackly from arteries.

The five others had reached the base of the stairs, were slowing as shock and horror assailed them. Hugh noted them, noted the distance, and promptly disregarded them.

There was one man still standing in close. 

Boots digging into the sand, he arrested his momentum, turned, and sighted over his raised elbow at where the fourth guard stood, gaping. His companion was screaming, holding his wrist with his other hand, staring at the stump in rank disbelief.

The Mink in the background, arms crossed, the only man to yet retain his composure.

Hugh strode toward the fourth. Who, seeing him approach, grabbed at what remnants of self-control he had left and raised his shaking ax, clutching it with both hands, to hurl himself at Hugh, ax rising overhead to descend in a brutal chop.

A simple matter to sidestep the attack, kick the man’s lead foot out from under him as he did so, then turn, pivoting, to bring his blade down with both hands and cleave the man’s head off before he hit the sands. 

Four down. Five to go.

Hugh turned to face the remaining guards. Their charge across the sands was faltering, their certainty cracking.

Hard to believe you’re a badass when your friends have all been lopped apart in less than five seconds.

“Boss?” This from the man who’d threatened Hugh back in the common room. He held his slender blade before him, shoulders rising and falling rapidly as if he’d sprinted a mile and not just descended a staircase.

“Get back, Bartoss. Looks like I’ll have to handle this personally.”

The relief that washed over the five men was palpable.

Hugh turned to regard the Mink. The man had shrugged off his cloak and drawn what looked like two bars of metal from a satchel at his hip, each extending perhaps a foot in length from either side of a plain basket hilt that would protect his fists. No edge, no point to them. 

“Strange weapons,” said Hugh, thwipping his blade down and to the side so that blood spattered across the sand.

The maimed man groaned as he sank to his knees, clutching his wrist to his chest.

The Mink drew a flask, thumbed the cork out, and tipped its contents down his throat. Swallowed audibly, then tossed the flask aside. His whole frame shivered, and then he shrugged his massive shoulders, as if settling into his own flesh.

“When you hit hard enough, edges become superfluous.” He slid one massive fist into each basket hilt and then rolled his head about on his non-existent neck, causing it to crack several times. “And I like to do my work in close. More intimate. More… enjoyable.” The Mink bared his broad teeth at Hugh, eyes gleaming in the moonlight. 

“You’re going to die here,” said Hugh, blade still down by his side. “You can’t fight me.”

“You’re fast, I’ll give you that. And your blade has an edge on it. But you’re not the only dangerous man on this here beach. It’s been too long since I’ve had a chance to push myself. Being the Mink has made it so that nobody dares fight back. So come at me, Lord Hugh.” The Mink crossed both rods before him, forming an ‘X’. “Let’s see what you got.”

Hugh could feel the summoned Reavers riding him just under his skin. Felt as if he were about to fly apart, unable to contain the strength, vitality, and speed that his brethren imparted him. Felt as if he could cut down a dozen men, a hundred, could butcher until the sun rose up and the Zienko ran red with gore. 

But something about the Mink’s confidence caused him to approach slowly. To fight for calm, to control his febrile elation. 

The man was stocky, built like a bear, shoulders massive, chest deep like a bull’s. Narrow hips. Faster, perhaps, than one might initially credit. Again, the Mink shivered, his whole frame vibrating, and then he exhaled, a slow hiss like that of a snake.

“There,” said the Mink, voice soft. “Now. I’m ready.”

At the last moment Hugh exploded forward, blade spearing toward the Mink’s chest in a feint. The Mink parried but Hugh twisted his wrist, cutting low, aiming to sever the man’s leg at the knee.

Klang!

The Mink’s other rod dipped down to block. It was like striking the side of the building. Absolutely no give to the parry. Hugh’s blade flickered up, lashing at the Mink from every side, again and again like a darting tongue of flame.

And each time the Mink parried, his hands weaving up and down, side to side, twisting the double-sided rods to catch his blade’s edge and deflect it away. Sweat bathed the man’s anvil of a head, his teeth bared in a permanent rictus, and then he lashed out with a punch of his own, aiming to stave in Hugh’s chest at the sternum.

A magnificent blow.

But not good enough.

Hugh wove to one side, undulating with sinuous speed, and felt the faintest scratch from the outermost tip of the metal rod as it grazed his chest. 

Hugh threw a short punch from the hip, shoulder locked, his blade’s hilt slamming into the Mink’s elbow with ruinous force.

The elbow snapped, bending inward as bone shattered and tendon tore.

The Mink snarled and backed away, eyes wide, good hand still raised, face bathed in sweat. “What the fuck are you?”

Hugh assumed a high stance, sword held in both hands by his temple, point aimed at the smuggler. “You were wrong,” he replied, voice as cold as the steel he held. “There aren’t two dangerous men on this beach. There’re more than thirty.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” The Mink’s voice was strained by pain, but he allowed his broken arm to dangle by his side, keeping his other hand up. “Bartoss! Attack, all of you, now!”

The five men had drifted closer, and at this command burst forward with a roar, weapons raised as they fell upon Hugh. The Mink rushed at him as well, hunched low, good hand trailing behind him.

Shouts and screams from the courtyard above.

Hugh dropped into a crouch and threw himself into a backward roll, hilt held tight to his chest, blade extending out to the side like the speared spoke of a chariot wheel. Men crashed over him like a wave, and he felt his blade shear through shins. Blood splashed him as the hard beach rolled up over his shoulders and head, feet coming around so that he came up in a crouch, the four men who were still on their feet staggering to a stop to turn and stare in horror over their shoulders at him - but then he leaped and was upon them.

They were within him. His brothers. Each swing of his blade was fueled by the might of six other men, warriors all, Lost Reavers, the best of the best. Almost he could see their ghostly arms superimposed over his own, felt their warring instincts meld with his own desires, their battle lust, their rage, their fear. All of it a storm through which he fought, a rushing roar in his ears, an intimacy beyond sex, a bonding beyond brotherhood. He was them and they were him and none could stand before his blade.

The remaining four men did their best. They fanned out, formed a semicircle, attacked all at once. Did everything right. Against anyone else their professionalism and skill would have been too much. Against any one Lost Reaver, even.

But they didn’t have a chance.

Hugh’s blade was alive in his hand, a flashing fork of lightning that parried every stab, blocked every slash, a cage of living steel that encased him and protected him better than any suit of armor. Hugh turned as he blocked, spinning on the ball of his foot, and on impulse lashed out with his heel, a high kick that hooked at the knee to crush a man’s jaw, spin him around into a tight pirouette, the damage done to his face nearly unconscionable. Hugh snapped his leg back in, blade parrying two other attacks near-simultaneously, and then the Mink was there, blasting through the ranks to plow his rods through Hugh’s ribs.

Or try.

Hugh used the momentum of retracting his leg to flip into an armless cartwheel, spinning with impossible grace over the massive fist, the Mink’s eyes flaring wide in disbelief as his foe seemed to fade away before him, and only barely managed to raise his basket hilt to parry Hugh’s riposte, sparks flying, before Hugh’s boots hit the hard sand and he spun away.

Enough of this shit, came Black Evec’s growl. The man had always seemed more wolf than human. End this now.

Hugh snatched his dagger from his boot, spun, loosed. The blade flickered through darkness to embed itself in the closest man’s eye, tip clicking audibly as it impacted the rear inner curve of the man’s skull.

And something within Hugh snapped. Frustration that had mounted over the past three years. The horror, the guilt, the terror, the self-loathing. All of it finally given vent here, now, under this killer moon. No need for pretense, for excuses, for wishing he were other than what he now was: he let slip his fury, his hatred, and descended upon the remaining men like the breaking of a century storm.

He cut one man in half, blade rising to scythe the man from front hips and out his shoulders, a diagonal slash that briefly revealed a writhing mess of intestines, spewing blood, bifurcated heart, the gleam of white bone, the canals and tubes, all of it wet and pulsating as the man collapsed in a spray of gore. 

Blade sliding down his own back to parry a stab at his rear, Hugh kicked the third man’s fist, driving the man’s cutlass into his own face, knocking his head back, staggering him. Hugh fell down into a crouch, leg sweeping out to hook the other behind the ankles, lifting him up off the sand so that for a moment he seemed to hover, horizontal, only for Hugh to rise and hack him in two across the waist, the man’s own rising momentum pressing him against Hugh’s descending blade.

With a scream of incoherent rage, Hugh turned, faster than thought, and grasping the hilt of his blade with both hands, slammed his weapon with zero finesse, zero skill, straight into the remaining man’s raised slender blade. Bent the sword before his blow, drove it with sheer might down into the man’s upturned face, crushed bone, shattered the skull, caused both eyeballs to leap forth from his ocular cavities as he hewed him down to the clavicles.

The man went down without even a gurgle.

Silence from the courtyard above. The watching crowd was - what? Stunned? Aghast? Mesmerized?

Hugh turned, moving slowly now, feeling unstoppable; a force of nature, devouring chaos personified, shoulders barely rising and falling, not winded, not tired, ready for an infinitude of more men to cut down.

Turned to stare at where the Mink stood, paralyzed, eyes wide in shock, sole double-rod fist yet raised before him, face pale in the dark.

“H-how?” asked the smuggler, voice shaking. “That’s… nobody can…”

Hugh cut his blade in a double circle about him, thwipping blood clear of its silvery length. “You’re right,” he said, moving toward the man. “No one man can do what I did.”

Such was the Mink’s shock that he didn’t even raise his weapon. His eyes grew wider as Hugh trod across the leaden sands, approaching with the inevitability of the Hanged God himself. 

“But I’m not one man,” said Hugh, and faster than thought, slashed a horizontal sweep that removed the upper half of the Mink’s head, shearing through skull and brain with surgical precision, so that everything above his bulging eyes vanished in a spray of black mist.

The Mink stood still, as if unaware of his own demise. Mouth working. Throat bobbing as he swallowed. 

Hugh, disgust finally rising within him, pressed the tip of his blade to the man’s chest, and gave a gentle push.

The Mink toppled over backward onto the beach, and lay still.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

 

The corpses were arrayed about Hugh like some childhood game gone terribly wrong. Blood flowed in rivulets down the sloping beach, soaking into the wet sand some but mostly joining into every larger serpentine shape until they melded with the rushing Zienko. Silence from above, from the courtyard. Hugh didn’t look up. Didn’t look anywhere. Kept his gaze down, focused on the blood, watching it ebb in ever slower pulses from the Mink’s head. A great wash of glistening black against the bone-white sand. Kept his gaze fixated, because he didn’t want to look up and see the six other men on the sand with him.

The six men he’d summoned.

Going to ignore us, is he? 

It had been three years since Hugh had heard Foughtash’s rough rumble, deep and cavernous like a bear growling from the depths of its cave. The man himself but a shadow in the corner of his vision, massive with his twin axes in hand. 

The sound of one hawking and spitting. Could ghosts spit? Were they ghosts? Hugh had no idea.

Summoned us for, what? Black Evec’s rasp. Who we done helped you kill, boy? Tell me they were worthy foes. Go on. Lie to my fucking face.

One of the shadow shapes moved, crouched by a fallen foe. Ruffians looks like. Birandillo the bard’s rich baritone. Bandits, perhaps?

Hugh closed his eyes. How he’d loved to hear Birandillo’s voice raised in song, singing the epics of the original Lost Reavers, the hallowed tales of their arrival in the land that would one day become Mendev, the land they would help the first emperor forge. 

Hugh? Chavaun. Cold, distant, and that Hugh couldn’t take, couldn’t stomach at all. 

He looked up to face the specters full-on. 

Looming Foughtash. Lithe, lethal Evassier, off to one side, blades gleaming on the bandoliers that crossed his chest. Birandillo, his poet’s face as sensitive and melancholy as ever. Black Evec, hands on his hips, battered hat pushed back on his head, face lined and carved as if by the very winds. And where - there. Furthest from the group, Sweet Severin, the killer cherub, the youth with the face of a child who’d been sentenced to hang before they claimed him as one of their own.

Chavaun stepped to the fore. Good, earnest Chavaun. Memories flooded Hugh. A lifetime together in Stasiek castle, stealing baked goods from the kitchen, then training in the yard, riding forth, courting women, the first time they’d gotten hammered, how Chavaun had been the only one strong enough to put Ripper out of his misery when he’d been stepped on by a frightened horse - 

Chavaun, his honest face broad and good and three years dead.

Horror arose within Hugh’s breast. His thoughts fled. He could only stand there and gaze upon his former boon companion. Three years since he’d seen them last, and then when he’d summoned them in a moment of desperation, only to swear he’d never do so again. 

Hugh.

“I’m…” Hugh could do little more than whisper. “I’m so sorry, Chavaun. I… I swore to never call you again.”

A laugh from Black Evec. Oathbreaker. And for what? Why’d you summon us, boy? To kill men who’d come to collect? Collect on the debts you’ve accrued for gambling and whoring and drinking?

The words were like heated irons being plunged into his flesh. He looked down and away.

Black Evec didn’t let up. He never had, in life. Wasn’t about to start now. Why’d he summoned Evec out of all the others? He could have called on Blind Igocha, or Terey -

I don’t get it, said Black Evec, stepping up alongside Chavaun. His leer was fearsome. You’ve been trying to kill yourself in the most pathetic way possible. Find the Hanged God at the bottom of a bottle or between a whore’s legs. Why fight back now when you were offered a good death?

The others were staring at him. Their faces shadowed. Hugh felt his gorge rise. “Leave me alone.”

Leave you alone? Black Evec laughed raucously. That’s fucking rich!

Massive Foughtash stepped closer, axes hanging loose in each hand. Release us, Hugh. Release us from this slavery.

“I… I don’t know how,” said Hugh, backing away.

Release us! Foughtash’s scream shook the blue-black skies. The giant lurched forward, and Hugh stumbled back, tripped over his own feet, crashed down onto the sand. Release us, you craven bastard. Let us go, let us go!

“You think I don’t want that?” Fury, rage, despair. “You think I want you fucking tethered to me like bleating goats? I don’t bloody know how!”

“Hugh?” A quiet voice, timid almost, from off to the side. Elena. The only person to have descended the stairs, her form slender in the dark, hugging herself tightly. “Are you… who are you shouting at?”

Hugh pressed his palm to his eyes, grimaced, but when he dropped his hand the specters were gone. No footprints in the sand, no voices in the wind. Alone again. For now. 

“I… nothing, Elena. Foolishness on my part.” Almost he could see Black Evec’s mocking grin. He rose to his feet.

Elena was staring about herself. At the bodies that lay tumbled across the sands. “Are you… are you hurt?”

Reflexively Hugh glanced down at himself. Enough blood had splattered onto him to cause his clothing to hug his form. “I’m unhurt,” he said, tone wondering, realizing it was true even as he said it.

“Unhurt?” Elena stepped up to him, pale hand reaching out as if to touch his chest only to be pulled back. “But… there were ten of them… how…?”

Hugh took her hand, closed his own long fingers around her own, careful to not crush her with his grip. “Elena. Please. Believe me when I say I can’t talk about it. That I never want to talk about it. That I need…”

She stared up at him, wide-eyed, mesmerized. “Need what, Hugh?”

“Wine.” The certainty was irrevocable. Black Evec be damned. “More wine than you can imagine. Now.”

She blinked. “Of course. Yes. Immediately. And these bodies…?”

Hugh looked around. “They can rot here for all I care.” He stopped, pinched the brow of his nose. “No. That’ll only draw more attention. Damn it.” He glanced up at the courtyard for the first time, the crowd gathered at the railing. They were all talking amongst themselves. What rumors would spread from here? Damn it.

“The guards at the gate. I’ll speak with them. Have them take care of it,” he said.

“Strange, that,” said Elena, following his gaze up to the courtyard high above. “Why’d they not come down to help…?”

Hugh’s laugh was mirthless. “Risk their lives to save that of a spoiled lordling? Two against ten? No. Though I expect them to come rushing down any moment now to take control of the situation. I’d rather not be here when they arrive.”

“Then - then let’s climb back up. Let the guard take care of… of all this.”

“Yes. And Elena?”

She looked up at him nervously. “Yes, Sir Hugh?”

“Thank you.”

“Oh.” She pulled a lock of pale hair down over her scarred cheek. “Think nothing of it.”

“But I do.” He strode across the spit of sand, up to the base of the stairs. “And I don’t forget those who have helped me.”

Hugh wasn’t sure what to expect when he climbed the stairs and stepped out into the courtyard once more, and for a moment the score of people gathered in the inn’s torchlight simply stared at him - but then Micko let out a whoop and cried out, “To Hugh, defender of the Rusałka Inn, beloved -”

His next words were drowned by cheers. Hands reached forward to clap Hugh on the shoulders, pull him into the center, then out the other side to the front door of the inn, which stood wide open, Johan before it, hands on hips, shaking his head in wonder.

“What manner of sorcery was that?” demanded the inn keeper, voice powerful enough to quell the crowd, which quietened, and became expectant.

Hugh drew himself up. Felt his body as tempered and powerful as a freshly forged castle blade. Flexible and strong. With reserves deep enough to drown an ocean. You’ve no idea, old man, of what I’m capable.

But out loud he simply said, “Luck. Fortuna smiles on fools, madmen, and children. I’ll leave it to you to decide which I am.”

The crowd erupted into laughter, and he was pushed forward, Johan giving way, back into the smoky, ruddy common room, borne up to the bar like flotsam by a rising tide, to fetch up there and be trapped by the press all around him.

“A drink for Hugh!” cried a voice, and it was taken up by a dozen others. The texture of those voices complex and defying easy categorization; fear and doubt, exhilaration and joy, disgust and gladness that Hugh was their friend and not their foe.

Johan slammed a flagon on the board and filled it with foaming beer, shoved it forward and cried out, “Never in all my years have I seen such fighting, though nine years I marched under the duke’s late father’s banner.”

“You never marched with the Lost Reavers,” called out Micko from his corner, where he was picking up his fiddle. “Never marched with the best of Mendev, did you, Johan?”

The words were like blows across Hugh’s shoulders. He gripped the flagon and raised it high, putting it to his lips so he could drink, drink deep, drain the rich, malted beer in long, practiced pulls, throat working, beer overflowing and running down his beard, shouts rising in joy until they peaked as he slammed the flagon down on the bar hard enough to make every object that sat loose upon its surface bounce and rattle.

“Another for Hugh!” cried someone by his side. “Another for the last of the Lost bloody Reavers!”

Johan lifted his pitcher and poured, though his eyes remained locked on Hugh’s own. And in those eyes Hugh saw sober understanding. An awareness of just how much it was going to take tonight to put Hugh down. A year now Hugh had been squatting in Johan’s tower, and in that time they’d reached an understanding.

But now, staring into the innkeeper’s eyes, Hugh saw the end of that era. A line had been crossed. The violence down on the white sands had changed things. Hugh’s time at the Rusałka Inn was drawing to a close. 

Hugh raised the flagon once more. How many would it take to drown the burning fire within his core? Twenty? Thirty of them? 

There was one way to find out. 

 

* * *

 

Dawn was breaking. The eastern horizon was edging toward a soft, dove gray, the cirrus clouds high above the Zienko caught the first rays so that their edges were burnished gold. The air was cool. The last sounds of revelry had died away. Horses snorted and stamped from within the stable, looking for their morning feed. Chickens picked their way with ludicrous delicacy about the stable yard, strutting and peering at the cobbled ground. 

Men sat slumped against the wall beneath the pergola, framing the common room door. The smell of urine and vomit was sharp in the breeze, mixed with that of sour, spilt wine and the last of the smoke from the fireplace. The whisper of the river far below. The occasional groan filtering out through the windows. 

Hugh stood at the courtyard railing, gazing down at the spit of sand far below. The corpses lay where they’d fallen, but stealthy hands had already rifled through their pockets, depriving them of all worldly goods. Weapons had been collected. The barge itself remained, too obvious an item for casual theft, but no doubt its interior had been ransacked at some point during the night by more enterprising souls.

Hugh pursed his lips. Pondered retiring to his tower room. To try and sleep away the morning, the afternoon, even. It would be the wise course of action. Last night, when he probed his memories of it, was a blur. He’d drunk enough at least to ruin his recollection. A memory of the card table at the back of the room. His borrowed pile of coin disappearing as he wagered foolishly, recklessly. Enough willing new friends to loan him more. Beer after beer, which had eventually turned into tumblers of dwarven whisky. That had almost done the job. 

But no.

The fire within him had been banked for a few hours, but never fully extinguished. Even now it was regaining its vitality, burning away the last of the fumes, clearing his head. 

Why fight back now when you were offered a good death?

Black Evec’s words. And he’d had no good answer. Pride, perhaps? The unconquerable will to dominate? A near bestial refusal to quit while he yet drew breath?

Hugh hung his head. His hair had slipped its thong and fell about his face. He reeked of wine and smoke. Why hadn’t he allowed the Mink to cut him down? For that matter, why didn’t he cut his own throat now?

That would surely end his torment, better than any barrel of dwarven spirits. 

No answer. Hugh stared mutely down at the corpses. The dark shapes that had once been men. Once been youths filled with dreams. Children, even, alive with laughter and daring.

Nothing now but torn, butchered meat. 

Nausea roiled his gut. 

He could feel them. Just outside the corner of his vision. Watching him. Waiting. Judging him. Finding him lacking. Hugh of Stasiek, the rising star, youngest member of their august company besides Sweet Severin. The latest Lost Reaver, and doomed to be the last. Old frustration burned through him once more: why had that blasted Thavma spared him? He slammed his fist down on the wooden railing hard enough to crack the wood. And immediately felt the fool. Bent forward to sink his face into his hands. How much longer could he go on like this? Court oblivion in cards, women, and drink? Court the Hanged God, but too much the coward to take that final step into the Ashen Garden? How much longer could he live this half-life, this shadowed, tormented existence? Where would he go, when Johan told him to leave? Not back to Stasiek, to his older brother, to the castle, his old rooms. 

No. 

He’d leave the empire of Mendev altogether. Travel somewhere nobody had heard of the Lost Reavers, of the Goat’s Wood. Perhaps far to the shadowed west, to the distant coast, where the fabled city of Port Gloom was said to stand, or south to the equally fabulous Paruko. Or perhaps he’d ride east, to the Mendevian coast, and there pay for passage out into the Mirror Sea, to see what lay beyond it, to founder and sink beneath the waves most like, and there at long last find his final rest, a sweet slumber from which he’d never rouse - 

The sound of footsteps, the slosh of water. Hugh turned and saw Elena returning from the stable yard well, carrying a bucket in both hands. 

She’d been watching him, but averted her gaze at the last moment. Moved up to the inn door, was about to go within when he spoke up.

“Elena. I’m leaving.”

She stopped, stood still, then turned, bucket still hanging from both hands. “Leaving?”

“I won’t wait for Johan to give me my marching orders. He’s a good man. I won’t put him in that position.”

“He can’t tell you to leave,” she said. “You’re Lord Hugh of Stasiek. Your brother -”

“Isn’t here, nor would he care if I were thrown out on my ear.” Hugh thought on Annaro, bejeweled and elegant, poised and masterful and deadly. “But regardless, my time here is done. Johan won’t want the kind of people who’ll come here now because of me. Best I move on before the Rusałka becomes the center of that kind of attention.”

Elena set the bucket down between her feet. How old was she? Seventeen? A little older? Hard to tell, given how well she kept her face covered. “Where will you go?”

Hugh frowned and half-turned away. The urge to pity himself was strong. To say something that would invite concern. But he’d not fallen so low yet. “I’m not sure. It’s time I saw more of the world. Perhaps I’ll ride south. Head for the Ambrozi Range, see what’s on the other side.” The words came to him even as he spoke them. He smiled wryly. “See if there really is a city of gold high up amongst the peaks.”

He thought she’d smile, or at least snort in amusement, but no. Instead, she looked down, blonde hair falling before her face, and clasped her hands together. 

“Elena?”

“Take me with you.” Her voice little more than a whisper.

He took a step forward, unsure he’d heard her correctly. “What?”

“Take me with you. Please.” She looked up at him suddenly, eyes wide. “I can help. I’ll - I’ll make your camp each night, cook your food. I can sew, mend your clothes. Help pack your belongings, shop when you come to markets -”

“Elena,” said Hugh, raising a hand. “What are you talking about?”

“Please?” Tears appeared in her eyes. “I know it’s a ridiculous request, but I won’t get in your way, I won’t even speak if you’ve no wish to converse, but don’t leave me here, Hugh, please. Please?”

“Take you with me?” Hugh tried to understand what she was suggesting. “Like - a servant? Or - ?”

“A servant, sure.” She took a quick step forward. “You’re nobility. You need someone to help you with the boring, dirty tasks, don’t you? And if anything, that’s my specialty. I’ve spent my whole life cleaning, cooking, avoiding - well.” She looked away, pulled a lock of hair before her cheek. “But yes.”

“Elena.” Hugh hesitated. How to even phrase his objections? “I’m not riding to a couple of days over to Ibchat. I aim to leave Mendev altogether. To avoid cities. To - I don’t know, see what lies beyond the edges of our maps. The Ambrozi Range, and whatever’s on the other side. That’s no place for a woman like you.”

She ducked her head, gulped, then squared her shoulders and met his eye. “I understand. But I’m stronger than I look. My whole life I’ve been laboring. I’m no fine lady that you need to look out for. I’m -” Tears again, crystalline in her eyes, which for the briefest of seconds he could have sworn shone gold. “Please, Sir Hugh. Please take me with you. I can’t stay here. I just can’t.”

Hugh stood there, nonplussed. “If it’s different work you’re looking for, I can find you a place at Stasiek castle -”

“No.” She then blushed for having interrupted him so brazenly. “Forgive me, that was - that was rude of me. I meant, no thank you, Sir Hugh. I don’t want to scrub someone else’s floors, or avoid a new set of hands wherever I go. If I could - if I could have my wish - it would be to serve you, my lord. In whatever small way I can. Wherever you go.”

“But why, Elena?” Hugh stared at her, as if sufficient scrutiny could reveal the heart of this puzzle.

She looked down once more. Knuckles white where her hands clasped each other. “I can’t quite put it into words, or - perhaps more accurately - would rather not, but you deserve an answer to that question - so.” A deep breath. “You’re different from everyone else I’ve ever met, Sir Hugh. Which, given the company I keep, is no startling revelation, but something tells me even the other nobles are more akin to the men that frequent the Rusałka than you. I respect you. And - well - feel safe with you. I mean, I - Fortuna take it, why can’t I get the words right?”

“Elena,” began Hugh, but once again she cut him off.

“Please. I know you won’t accept my service, but I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t do this. Don’t do my best to convince you. And in a minute you can send me away, and I’ll go scrub the vomit off the tables and floor just like I was intending. But. It’s not that I idealize you, my lord. I know that you have your… your own problems. But I’ve had a series of dreams, my lord. Dreams that I can’t ignore. That urge me to follow you, to serve you, and in doing so, help you achieve -”

The sound of hooves cut her off. They both turned to the main gates that rose beyond the stable yard, and from which the royal highway led five miles across gently rolling farmland to the noble city of Stasiek.

The two guardsmen roused themselves just enough to push off the posts as three dark steeds came pounding up and blew right past them into the stable yard. The horses were caparisoned in the slate blue trimmed with gold of his brother’s personal guard, and immediately he felt tension curdle his blood - had something happened? A dozen possibilities flickered through his mind - an assassination attempt, news of war, an accidental death -

The lead rider slid effortlessly from the war saddle to land lightly on the balls of her feet. Hugh recognized the captain of his brother’s guard just from the way she moved; Morwyn was easily the most dangerous person he’d ever met outside the Reavers, bar none, and her every movement was economical, efficient, and yet infused with a feminine grace that had driven him crazy until he’d learned better.

Her raven-black hair was pulled back from her temples and tied off at the nape of her neck, allowing the rest to fall free down between her shoulder blades. Hair so dark it held blue tints in its depths, but nothing so dark as the cruelty in her blue eyes. Eyes that had such a piercing, crystal clarity that he swore her gaze was sharper than any blade, cutting through artifice, pretense, or defenses as if they were gauze, and promising unending punishment and pain if you even thought to deceive her or harbored any ambition to harm her master.

Hugh crossed to where she stood waiting, and was surprised - as always - at how small Morwyn was. Almost everyone was shorter than he was, but in his mind’s eye Morwyn loomed large, so that she seemed to top six feet whereas in reality she was little more than five foot three in her trim, sober martial uniform, all slate blue and gold trim, the upraised collar starched stiff, the cut severe and buttoned crosswise over her chest, a gold sash wrapped around her flat stomach. All of which was spattered with mud, some drops of which had even flicked across her pale features. 

Morwyn reached up and smeared one away with the knuckles of her hand. “Lord Annaro requests your presence. Now.”

Hugh tried for a mocking smile. “Captain Morwyn. A pleasure to see you again.”

Her dark blue eyes traveled down the length of him, slowly, taking in the blood, the vomit, the beer stains, the rumpled clothing, and then back up to lock with his own eyes. “You have a mount?”

Hugh stifled the shame. Two years he’d not seen her, and she chose now to drop by? No matter. He’d given up any hopes of a friendship with Morwyn long ago when she’d made her loyalty to his brother painfully clear. 

“I’ve a mount. I’ll be with you in a moment.”

He strode into the stables. The shame faded. Hard to feel bad when you had little pride left to begin with. Stepped over the legs of a sleeping stable boy, empty beer jug cradled in his lap, and down past the stalls to where his horse was dozing. A black mare called Blue, she snuffled and swung her head over the stall door to nose at him as he patted her cheek. 

“Ready for a morning ride?” Hugh let himself into the stall just as Elena appeared at the stall entrance. 

“Hugh?”

He effortlessly hoisted the saddle off the shelf and laid it on the blanket draped over Blue’s back. “Elena.”

“I’m sorry, I know you’ve been summoned, but we were talking about -”

“Elena.” He reached under Blue’s stomach to catch the belly strap and slide it through the buckle. “I’m sorry. No.”

Tightened the strap, took up the bridle from where it hung from a hook. 

“Just like that? No?”

Blue whickered as he slid the bridle over her head, adjusted it, draped the reins over her neck. “Sorry, Elena. I didn’t mean to give you a false sense of hope. It’s best you steer well clear of me. Wherever I end up won’t be good, and it definitely won’t be a place for a girl like you.”

“A girl like me?” He could hear the fire in her voice. “What do you know about me, Sir Hugh?”

“Enough.” He lead Blue out the stall, forcing her back. “That you harbor delusions about this world and the people in it. That you think anything can change for the better. That by associating with monsters like me you can somehow avoid your fate. You’re wrong. On all counts. Find another man to pin your delusions on. I won’t be responsible for you. I won’t be responsible for anyone, ever again.”

He undid the cords tying his money pouch to his belt, hefted it, and lobbed it underhand over to her. “There’s not much there, but it’s all I’ve got. Fortuna bless you, Elena. Thank you for all that you’ve done for me. Goodbye.”

Elena snagged the pouch from the air with one hand and stood there, bristling, but Hugh put her from his mind. Led Blue down the length of the stable, ignoring the apologetic blustering from the stable boy who woke up and scrambled to his feet, and back out into the dawn light.

Morwyn was mounted once more. “Where is Avalanche?”

Hugh restrained the urge to wince. “I sold him. He deserved better than to be stabled in perpetuity.”

No expression on Morwyn’s perilously beautiful face. Of course not. The only thing that aroused emotion in her cold heart was bloodshed and licking his brother’s boots. He hoisted himself up onto Blue’s saddle, took up the reins, and stared coldly back. “Is my brother hurt or in danger?”

“If he was, do you think I’d be wasting my time on you? No more questions. Follow.” She wheeled her mount around and spurred it back out the gate with a cry. The other two guards rode right after, leaving Hugh to follow last. An obstinate desire to ride slowly arose within him, to force Morwyn to slow and wait, but he crushed that childish petulance and dug his heels into Blue’s flanks.

She responded gladly; he’d not been exercising her enough of late and was eager for a morning run. Five miles was too far to gallop the whole way, but Morwyn’s impatience was showing through; she gave her horse its head, allowing it to open its stride so that the four of them pounded along the broad highway, the sun just barely cresting to their right over the undulating farmland, the air crisp and clear, the colors of the landscape yet leached of their vibrance due to the dawn flatness.

Hugh felt his heart expand with gladness. He’d not known this, but a dawn gallop was just what he needed. Blue trying to catch up with the first three horses, the thunder of their hooves filling the air, and almost he could imagine himself riding once more in good company, the future bright and filled with potential, no tragedy, no horror. 

Eventually, Morwyn reined in her mount to a canter, but kept their formation strung out, making sure there was no opportunity to talk. Hugh rode at the rear, taking in the familiar landscape, each swell and dip, the occasional knots of small buildings gathered at the side of the highway, the high walls of Stasiek finally coming into view up ahead and turning golden in the light of the sun. 

Carts and peasants already filled the road, many of them having set out from their farms while it was still dark, and as they closed in on the city Morwyn took to riding alongside the road, too impatient to weave a path through the traffic. 

Up to the city gates, massive and capable of withstanding the assault of a small army, but open now and admitting everyone willing to subject themselves to a cursory check and pay the toll. Morwyn didn’t even slow; ignored the salute from the sergeant on duty, and led Hugh inside the walls and along the winding cobbled avenue, winding higher and higher to the castle itself.

Too many memories. A lifetime, a world that he’d lost. Hugh numbed himself to old pains, to old sights, not acknowledging greetings and ignoring the glances and whispered conversations that he left in his wake. Two years since he’d been here last, and he’d sworn to not return unless expressly summoned.

Two years since his brother had seen fit to call for him. 

What by Fortuna’s bounty could Annaro want with him now?

The great market square was bustling with activity, swamped with stalls, the air alive with shouts, catcalls, dust and a thousand aromas from the food stalls. A Fate Maker stood in the central dais, his arms raised, his voice pitched to carry as he lectured the masses. Hugh slowed, lips thinning in distaste as he listened.

“…if you follow the burning path, if you step in the footprints of your forebears, then and only then shall you earn the righteous life, and avoid the cold, skeletal grasp of the Hanged God, thrice cursed be his name! Be true to your heritage, be true to your calling, seek not to raise your station through ambition or avarice! What was good for your father and mother is good for you, and shall, in turn, be good for your children; to stray from the burning path is to invite disaster, to draw the eye of the Hanged God, thrice cursed be his name…”

The Fate Maker caught sight of Hugh from across the crowd, and stared at him, no hint of deference in his eyes. Hugh turned away, irritated. 

Damn the Fate Maker. He was Fortuna’s now, for better or worse.

They dismounted in the bailey, stable boys a cut above those from the Rusałka racing forward to take their reins. 

Morwyn tugged on the hem of her military coat and inspected him with supercilious disdain. “I was instructed to bring you immediately to the duke, but perhaps we should ask the stable boys to dunk you in the trough first.”

“Tell my brother I’ll be with him once I’ve washed.” Damn her if he’d rise to her provocations. “He’s waiting in his study?”

“Of course. Don’t force me to come fetch you.” She snapped her fingers and the other two guards fell in behind her as she marched toward the keep entrance, no doubt to deliver her report.

Hugh tried to not watch her go. The subtle undulation of her hips, the confidence, the utter disregard she exuded for everything around her. You’d never guess from her svelte, minimalist uniform that she had an amazing body beneath it, but -

Hugh palmed his face, sighed at his own frailties, and tried not to imagine what Black Evec and the others would say about all this if he was ever forced to summon them again. Marching toward the kitchen entrance, preferring a quieter approach than the main hall, he composed his face into a studied mask of neutrality, and made his way quickly up to the second floor where his quarters had once been.

Down the hall, forcing himself to not think, not remember. Not allow the past to manifest, haunt him with old dreams, suppressed memories. Down to his door, and there, at last, to hesitate.

Had Annaro given his rooms away? No. Morwyn would have told him if so. A self-imposed exile was not quite equal to actual death and its bureaucratic consequences. He pushed his door inward and was rewarded with the sight of his old room. The bed massive, the windows little more than archery slits, several armatures arrayed against the wall where he’d once kept his various suits of armor, the clasps affixed to the walls above them where he’d hung his weaponry. All gone. All sold to finance his drinking and whoring. Nothing, in fact, left to remind him of his old life.

Which was exactly as he wanted it. He strode to his old wardrobe and flung it open. Mostly empty, but a few court outfits remained, too fine to easily sell, and these he pulled free and laid out on the bed, staring at them with some measure of equivocation.

“My lord…?” A servant girl stood in the doorway, looking ready to flee. “Can I be of assistance?”

“Bring me a bath and as many pitchers of boiling water as you can manage. A bottle of wine. My brother’s best.”

The girl bobbed her head and disappeared down the hall. The sound of her slippered feet was just loud enough for him to tell she was running.

Crossing his arms, Hugh moved to the closest window and peered out the vertical slit over the castle walls and at Stasiek itself. The closely packed roofs, the familiar streets, the sounds of city life: the cries of street vendors, the lowing of cattle in Butcher Square, the rumbling of carts, the clanging of bells, the shouts and bellows of the multitudes below.

Home.

Hugh frowned. 

Not anymore.

Someone ran down the hall. He didn’t bother to turn. 

“My lord? Your wine.”

Hugh extended his hand behind him, still not turning. A bottle was placed in his palm. The cork had already been pulled. He read the label. A Clignancourt, fifteen years old. Ruinously expensive, brought as it had been across the Burning Waste to the west which separated Mendev from the coastal cities. He sniffed at the neck and then took a swig straight from the bottle. The rich medley of flavors after years of downing Rusałka’s swill was heady; he raised the bottle and drank, throat working, needing to drown the pain, the emotions, the memories.

Slowly, steadily, he drank the whole bottle. Part of him, some old vestige of the man he used to be, shied from the way he was consuming this exquisite vintage. But the man he’d become didn’t give a fuck and when he was done he held the bottle out, still not looking. 

“Another.”

“Ah - yes, of course, I’ll set this goblet - uh - never mind.” Hurried footsteps, out the door, and gone.

The wine worked its way into his blood. He felt a faint fuzziness cloud his thoughts, a light euphoria that pushed the world into an ever so slight remove. Ever since the accident. Ever since Goat’s Wood, everything had become… harder to succumb to. Wine was no exception. Where before he’d have been laid out by four bottles, now it took that much just to get him going.

The tub was brought in. Six or seven servants filled it with steaming pitchers. Hugh turned, ordered them all out, saw that the previous servant had brought a crate of wine bottles and made a mental nod to thank her. Clever girl. 

He plucked a bottle free, sank his blade into the cork, twisted, yanked it out, then stepped into the scalding hot water as he raised it to his lips. 

The temperature was perfect. He drank the bottle, finished it, then took up one of the fresh pitchers and poured it over his head.

Best not to look down and see just how much dirt was coming off him.

Twenty minutes later he was done, dressed, beard combed out, hair unsnarled and bound back, blade at his hip, an old pair of boots of much finer quality replacing those he’d worn.

Ready.

Three bottles stood empty on the headboard. A fourth? No. He’d no doubt need some measure of his wits about him. Whatever Annaro had summoned him for would involve more than brotherly reminisces.

Out into the hallway, down its length to the narrow stairwell, up to the third floor. Made his way to father’s study, now claimed by Annaro as his own. An unfamiliar guard stood at attention, clad in mail and armed with blade and shield. He gave Hugh a curt nod, his expression as readable as that of a fish, and knocked on the door before pushing it open.

“Lord Hugh, milord.”

Hugh stepped in. It was like stepping back in time. The huge stone blocks of the walls covered by sparsely filled shelves and interspersed by tall, angular windows filled with stained glass. A faded carpet covered the checkered floor, while a huge, heavily waxed table as old as their family line dominated the rear half, over which his brother leaned, studying a map of Mendev, different figurines standing across its face to represent armed forces. To one side, hands linked behind her back, stood Anastasia, his disciplus.

“Are we at war?” Hugh asked, moving forward after a formal bow.

“Not yet.” His brother straightened. He was a decade older, and had always been a remote, forbidding figure; while Hugh’d played in the hallways Annaro had been training in the bailey, and when Hugh first took up a wooden practice blade his brother had already fought and found distinction in the battle of Agarun. 

Still, despite the difference in years, there was a family resemblance between them; you might have to squint to spot it, but it was there, in the strength of the nose and jaw, the harshness of the cheekbones, the high brow. Yet Annaro had the face of an ascetic, forbidding and prematurely lined, his hair graying at the temples as if the weight of office had aged him before his time. His clothing, as always, was of the finest cut, yet modest in hue; only his heavy gold necklace of office betrayed his true wealth, for as always he was without rings or pearl buttons or other signs of ostentation.

“Brother,” he said, voice stiff as if the familial title were but a variation on court formalities. “Thank you for attending my summons.”

“Of course,” said Hugh, glancing sidelong at Anastasia. Her face betrayed nothing. “I am, as always, at your disposal. How can I help?”

The words were ridiculous in his own ears. How could Hugh the Souse be of any help to Duke Annaro Stasiek, one of the most powerful and feared barons in all of Mendev, a pillar of the empire and supporter of the emperor? Hugh wanted to wince at the charade, break the tension with some self-deprecating jest, but his brother’s gravid air forbade all such improprieties.

“You astutely asked if we are at war. The answer, as I said, is no. Though perhaps not for much longer. The situation in Fraczek has grown fraught. Duke Fracz is dead.”

The news hit Hugh like a fist to the chest. “The old bastard is finally dead? I’d started to think him immortal. He had no sons. Who stands to inherit?”

Anastasia bestirred herself. She was tall, elegant, refined, her black hair pulled back into a chignon. An aquiline nose, finely arched brows over dark eyes, high cheekbones, and enough poise to make even Annaro’s minimalist slate blue and gold uniform look stylish. “There are three contenders, Sir Hugh.” Her voice was husky, composed. “Whether they will all press their claims remains to be seen. A cousin from the father’s line, an uncle by way of the duke’s mother, and Baron Gryk, who claims to be of direct descent from Emperor Konstanty the Second.” 

“Konstanty’s own son gave up the claim a century ago,” Hugh said. “Gryk has no claim, direct descendent or not.”

“Come, Hugh.” Annaro’s smile was pitying. “You know this all a matter of power and politics. If enough powerful men in the Fraczek find it expedient to nominate Gryk, then his claim will be revived.”

“True enough.” Hugh rubbed his thumb ruefully over the bridge of his nose. “How does this effect us?”

“Thus far, it doesn’t. But with our duchies being neighbors, the ripples of this conflict shall surely radiate out to us. With their central authority missing, rogue agents along their border may seek to revive old grudges. We must shore up our defenses, secure our borders, and prepare for any eventuality.”

Hugh raised his chin. “I’m yours to command, brother. After what happened, I’ll… of course, I’ll do anything you deem necessary. But…” His words failed him, throat tightening mercilessly. Don’t ask me to command any men. 

His brother stared down at the map, choosing not to witness his moment of weakness. “I need you to go to Erro, on our far northeastern border. It is a small village but situated just below an important mountain pass that leads into Fraczek, making it of possible military consequence.”

Hugh leaned over the map, mystified by the name, and stared at the small black dot his brother was pointing out. Remote as one could get, in the very hinterlands of their territory. Hugh had never even heard of the place.

“Erro?” he asked, looking up. “How many souls?”

 Anastasia widened her stance just a fraction, hands still linked behind her back. “The last census was held thirty years ago. At that time two hundred men, women, and children were reported to live there.”

Two hundred. That wasn’t a village. That was a fucking hamlet.

Hugh struggled to keep his face composed. “And I am to do what, exactly?”

“There was an old fort there,” said his brother, “built by our great grandfather during the War of Seven Farthings. It is no doubt a ruin at this point, but I wish the site evaluated and, if the expense isn’t too prohibitive, rebuilt. You are to remind the people of Erro as to whom they owe their allegiance, and update the census so that we may better evaluate the accuracy of the tax rolls. The land across the mountains belong to Baron Niestor, a veteran of our own Six Month War, and distant relative of the late duke. More importantly, his family once owned Erro and its environs, though that was centuries ago. I don’t want him thinking he can use this time of instability to recover what he might still think of rightfully his.”

Hugh nodded stiffly. Update the census and tax roll. Rebuild a fort. Out in the middle of fucking nowhere. His brother was taking him off the board. Removing him from play. Why? What else was going on that Hugh couldn’t sense? Why bother with him now after all these years?

Annaro’s expression was inscrutable. As lifelike as the marble bust of grandfather that stood on a plinth to the desk’s side.

“Of course, brother.” Hugh managed to choke the words out without sounding excessively bitter. “As you command.”

His thoughts swirled like leaves before a dust devil. Did he suspect him of treachery? Impossible. Had word reached him overnight of his troubles with the Mink? Now that was a possibility. Would he react by simply banishing him? 

All too likely. 

A simple and effective means of removing an embarrassment from his front door. For years he’d ignored Hugh as he wenched and drank his way to oblivion, but perhaps the Mink represented an escalation he could no longer ignore. 

Hugh corralled his thoughts. “What resources can I avail myself of before heading north? That’s troubled country. Reports of the banditry have reached even the Rusałka.”

Annaro turned away, taking up a scroll and opening it to scan the contents. Hugh had agreed; that was probably all that he cared for. His agile mind was already moving onto other concerns. “You are to travel light and fast so as to not draw attention. Yes, the land to the north suffers under the predations of lawless brigands, but they are not your concern. Slip past them as best you can, and I shall deal with them in due time.”

Light and fast. Code for bare minimum.

“Very well. But to represent the dignity of our family, I’ll need some manner of escort.”

“Yes, yes, agreed.” He set the scroll down and took up another, breaking its seal with brisk efficiency. “Select two members of the castle guard to accompany you north. That should be sufficient.” He paused and looked at Hugh over the top of the scroll. “Surely you can manage the rest?”

Hugh forced a polite smile. “Of course. Thank you, brother. You are most generous. Two members of the castle guard. Understood.”

Annaro frowned. “Don’t upset me with your choices.”

Mystified, Hugh gave a half bow. “Of course not, brother. Why would I wish to do that?”

“Why indeed? My patience is not inexhaustible. Do not make me regret giving you this opportunity.”

“And what an opportunity it is. I shall make the most of it, and send back daily reports.” Hugh’s smile was razor sharp. “Consider Erro already civilized and returned to the fold.”

Annaro’s smile was perfunctory. “Very well. I wish you fortune. Thank you, brother. I expect you to stay there through the winter to truly demonstrate our family’s resolve. Knowing this, I can now rest easy on this matter.”

Through the winter? That was - what - seven months? Seven months! In a remote town of two hundred? They’d not have enough ale or women to last him a week, much less seven bleeding months!

Hugh forced a stiff bow, numb with shock, his dreams of traveling to far and distant lands dying before his eyes. Before he could say something he’d regret he turned and left Annaro’s chambers, only to slow and stop as the doors closed behind him. The Stasiek northern frontier. Despite his brother’s assurances, it was a brutal land famous for the fierce warriors the dukes of Stasiek historically recruited into their armies, and whom Annaro in turn had used five years ago to fight his Six Months War. Warriors whom Annaro had summarily dismissed after signing a truce with Duke Fracz, and who had turned to raiding and pillaging in their fury over not being paid their outstanding gold. 

Hugh sighed. Gold, he knew, which his brother hadn’t had, and which the truce had afforded him the pretext of not having to pay. What a mess.

Still, the north was a land of stark beauty, of towering mountains, of deep, old forests in whose depths mythic creatures were still supposed to dwell, where the old ways and even the Thavma were supposed to yet linger. A naturalist might relish such an assignment, but to Hugh…?

Erro. With minimal funds, two guards, and seven months - minimum - of banishment to the troubled hinterlands of Stasiek.

Hugh sighed, marched down the hall, down the stairwell, back to his room. There was still a case of wine down there, after all. And where else would he go? 

Closing his door behind him, he swiped up a bottle, drew the cork, and moved back to the window before which he’d stood before. This time he didn’t see Stasiek stretched out before him. Instead, he stood steeped in his own misery, replaying his brother’s words, analyzing his tone and expression. How could he get out of this? He’d wanted oblivion, yes, but one of his own choosing; not a forgotten hamlet where he’d have to play resented bureaucrat. 

By the gods, Fortuna was a fickle mistress. To have fallen so low. Somehow being a reprobate at the Rusałka still felt a step above being his brother’s census taker and tax collector. Hugh grimaced and took a powerful slug from the bottle. 

What if he simply leaped on Blue’s back and rode for the southern border? A week’s hard riding would get him out of Mendev altogether. With a little luck he could avoid whomever his brother sent after him. No doubt Morwyn and Anastasia. 

The thought died. There was no way he could evade them both. Which would lead to an inevitable confrontation, during which he’d have to decide whether to kill them or acquiesce to being brought back in.

And… he wasn’t so far gone that he’d choose oblivion if the cost meant murdering his brother’s castle guard. 

The thrice cursed Hanged God take it and shove it up Fortuna’s ass. 

Hugh finished the bottle and tossed it aside. Glass shattered. He walked back to the door, took up the case, and set it on his writing desk. Two bottles left. Could he ride to Erro in a cart, one laden with nothing but wine? 

He pulled the next cork. A wave of fatigue finally washed over him. The hours spent with the courtesan - what had been her name? - followed by killing the Mink and his men, the subsequent drinking and revelry, the ride here, the four or so bottles of wine, and now this dispiriting news - it was finally catching up with him. 

Hugh tapped the neck of the bottle against the wall. A thought occurred to him. Morwyn and Anastasia were technically part of his brother’s castle guard. They both wore the blue and gold, after all. 

Huh. 

He pulled the cork, looked around, and saw where the servant had left the goblet. Slowly poured himself a glass, then sat and leaned back in the leather-bound chair.

Don’t upset me with your choices.

So that’s what his brother had realized. His mind leaping ahead of Hugh’s and foreseeing his own mistake. But he’d doubled down on the permission, trusting in Hugh’s own sense of decorum and propriety to keep his requests in check.

Screw Annaro.

Opening a drawer, he pulled forth a sheaf of yellowed parchment, an old quill, and a bottle of dried-out ink. A few moments work stabbing at the gooey tar at the bottom, a few drops of wine, and the ink was serviceable once more, if oddly colored.

Hugh sharpened the quill with vindictive relish. Dipped the tip in the purple ink, and after a moment’s hesitation, wrote out the first words at the top of the page:

 

Captain Morwyn Vostiev: greetings. 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

 

Hugh was opening the last bottle, leaning back on the rear two legs of his chair, boots crossed up on the table, when his door slammed open hard enough to bounce off the wall and back into Morwyn’s outstretched palm.

“Welcome, Captain. You’re just in time. I was about to finish this off by myself.”

Morwyn strode across the room as he pulled out the cork and kicked out the rear leg of Hugh’s chair. He crashed to the floor, bottle held aloft, but managed to only spill a little.

Sitting up, Hugh turned to glare at her. “Careful! There’s a beverage here.”

In response Morwyn drew a hunting knife from a sheath strapped to her thigh and placed its tip under his chin. She leaned down so that her eyes were but a few inches from his own, and in his state of inebriation and exhaustion he reflected on how amazing they were instead of the death they promised.

“You are wasting my time with this foolish request,” she hissed. “I’d rather march into the Ashen Garden than follow you to Ebro -”

“Erro,” said Hugh, then winced as she lifted the blade a fraction of an inch, forcing his chin up.

“Whatever. Recant your damn order and I’ll not slit your throat.”

Carefully, Hugh reached up and pressed her blade away. Lifted the bottle to his lips and took a swig. “I’m afraid I’m acting within my legal bounds and with my brother’s blessing. He explicitly said I could select two members of his castle guard. Which, I believe, you technically are. So. Given how important he believes this mission to be - otherwise why else would he be sending me? - I’m going to need the best. And while your personality is just shy of being abrasive, nobody can deny your ability with the blade. So.” He grinned at her. “Welcome to the team?”

Morwyn let out a cry of fury, spun on the ball of her foot, her other leg whipping around in a tight circle, heel honing in on his jaw with such precision and speed that he was barely able to lift his forearm and block the blow before she demolished his face.

“That’s no way to treat your commanding -”

She wasn’t done. She brought her knee nearly to her chin before stomping down on his head. 

Or tried to. Hugh rolled aside, the blow missing by a hair’s breadth, and came up on his feet, arms spread wide. “Morwyn, look, this isn’t how -”

She came in fast and hard. Somewhere along the line she’d sheathed her blade, but that wasn’t a comforting thought. Hugh’d prefer to face down a charging boar with his bare hands than deal with a frontal assault from the captain of Annaro’s guard. She kept her arms in close, arms bent and locked, and unleashed a barrage of elbows and tight uppercuts, a flurry that drove him stumbling back, doing his best to take the blows on his forearms.

So fast. Six, seven punches in a couple of seconds, hard enough to numb his arms, a couple slipping by his guard and cracking into his ribs, hard enough to nearly break bone despite the heavy layering of muscle he now carried.

Because the last time he’d fought her he’d been but eighteen and a wiry youth who was taller than he was strong; he’d called Morwyn out, demanding she agree to serve him instead of his brother if he could best her in combat.

Every warrior and veteran in the combat yard had paled as he’d made his challenge, and Morwyn, in the process of ignoring him and walking away, had slowed, stopped, and then looked at him over her shoulder with a gaze that had stilled his heart.

She’d then proceeded to methodically take him apart. It was a near clinical demolition. She’d worked him over for three minutes, humiliating him before the crowd, till he couldn’t push himself off the blood-splattered cobbles. He’d nearly lost his vision in his left eye; she broke his left arm, dislocated his right shoulder, and he’d pissed blood for two weeks thereafter.

And she’d only been sixteen.

Hugh never pressed her again on her loyalty, nor challenged her to a fight.

But that had been ten years ago. He’d grown another four inches since then, added almost a hundred pounds of muscle while losing what little fat he’d carried. Had trained so fiercely, so hard, that he’d risen through the ranks of the Stasiek’s officer corps and been selected by the Mendevian Lost Reavers themselves to join their illustrious ranks. Had turned his back on Stasiek, assured that his future was resplendent with glory and illimitable conquests - until the debacle at Goat’s Wood.

Her initial assault might have dropped him ten years ago. But now it just made him smile.

“That all you got, Captain?” He leaned back against the wall, took a swig of wine as she stepped away, glaring at him. “I thought you could hit harder than that.”

A low growl sounded in the depths of her throat, a sound that wouldn’t have been amiss coming from a wolf, and she leaped at him, her whole body streamlining behind her knee which exploded to the fore, clearing the three yards between them in a sudden attack that blasted through his raised arms to crack him straight in the sternum, knocking him into the wall with enough force to cause him to bounce back.

And straight into a brutal uppercut to his solar plexus, a chop from her shin across his thigh, the blow so precise and hard it caused his muscle to snarl up in pain. Three or four elbows in quick succession to his ribs, a stomp on his foot and then she spun around, faster than thought, and unleashed a backhand that came at him from a world away and collided across his jaw like a comet careening into the face of a mountain.

Lights flared in his vision and Hugh staggered to the side. Blinked away the spots, righted himself, and saw Morwyn glaring at him, fists still raised.

“Rescind the order,” she said.

Hugh wiped his hand across the back of his mouth. It came away bloody. He shook out his leg, easing away the pain. Took a deep breath and rose to his considerable height. Grinned at her. “No.”

“The duke confirmed that it’s a legitimate order. He’ll not cancel it.” She rolled her head about her neck, eliciting a series of pops. “But he gave me permission to be as persuasive as I want in changing your mind. And believe me, Hugh. I’m willing to go to great lengths to persuade you.”

Hugh realized he was still holding the bottle. He’d spilled some across his front while defending, but enough wine was left to make him glad he’d held on. “I’d expect nothing less, Morwyn. But fair warning. I’m not the boy you thrashed so long ago in the bailey.”

“I know,” she replied. “You’re a failed Lost Reaver. A drunk, a wastrel, and a shame to the Stasiek name. I know precisely who I’m dealing with. But it seems you’ve forgotten. Looks like I’ll have to teach you anew.”

Hugh finished the bottle. “I’m always up for a lesson. Come at me, Morwyn. I’ve been looking forward to this for some time.”

She drew her knife. The blade gleamed dully in the morning light. “More fool you.”

Hugh stilled. He’d expected her to attack him. But to draw a knife? That was a completely different level of aggression. This was going to get very bloody, very fast. 

“Careful,” he said. “You’ll hang if you kill me.”

Her smile was pure disdain. “I’m sure I’ll get a pardon. Last chance, Hugh. This time I won’t hold back.”

Hugh took a deep breath. He couldn’t be sure of defeating her without serious injury. In fact, the odds of his dying were incredibly high. Should he just let her go? After all, it wasn’t like he had a reputation to uphold. Let Morwyn scorn him even further. Consign him to a lower hall of humiliation in her view. 

Anger flickered within him. The memory of the beating he’d received, the affection he’d once harbored for her, the disdain she’d always shown him. 

No. 

He’d not back down. Not give his brother the satisfaction, nor confirm in her eyes that he was still little better than that callow youth. 

But if he was to fight her, he’d have to crush her. Assert his dominance so irrevocably that she’d never wonder if she could take him again.

And there was only one way to do that.

Anger washed away his hesitation. He’d pay the consequences later. Right now, it was time to settle some old scores. “You talk too much, Morwyn.”

Her eyes and lips narrowed, and in that moment before she came at him, Hugh whispered forth his summons.

Sweet Severin. Nobody was as good at knife fighting as you. Come to me, brother.

And the shade was there, within him, filling him with that icy cold that came of Severin’s murderous innocence, and the world seemed to slow, dynamics and intimations becoming apparent that had been hidden to his senses but a moment before.

No scream, no shout of rage. Morwyn was all business now. She came at him fast and hard, blade slashing faster than he could follow, an opening sally that would have either opened up both his forearms if he’d blocked or cut his chest to the bone if he failed to react in time.

Instead, there was a discordant CLINK as her blade was deflected by his wine bottle, the curvature of the glass angled perfectly so that her knife bounced off, leaving her open for a blow. Hugh chose not to take it. Morwyn recovered immediately and it was all Hugh could do, even with Sweet Severin’s infamous skills, to block her every slash with the bottle, weaving it back and forth, deflecting each blow, shards and chips of glass flying.

How many blows he parried he’d no idea. A dozen in a second or two? She kept coming, half-crouched, backhands, diagonal slashes, stabs, thrusts - and each and every one he blocked.

With a fucking wine bottle, held by the neck. 

Faster and faster she came, the tendons standing out in her neck, hacking at him now, the sound of each parry louder and louder. Hugh could sense Sweet Severin’s muted amazement; no doubt even that infamously murderous youth had never faced so skilled an opponent, someone as talented as himself, so that when an opening appeared Hugh kicked forward, thrusting from the hips, and planted his boot square in Morwyn’s chest, sending her staggering back, arms cartwheeling gracelessly until she caught her balance.

They both stood there, panting, staring at each other. 

“I’ll admit, I’m impressed,” she said. Strands of hair had slipped free from her clasp and now hung along either side of her face, framing her beauty. “A wine bottle? I guess that makes a poetic kind of sense.”

Hugh considered his implement. It was riven with so many cracks he knew it would take only a few more blows to shatter. “Thanks. Drinking’s a hard business.”

Morwyn reached behind her back and drew a second knife. “Problem with drunks is they have trouble keeping it up.” She threw her second knife up, and for a second Hugh thought she was going to catch it by the tip and hurl it at him, but instead she caught it in a reverse grip and lowered herself into a lethal combat crouch. “Not bad, Hugh. But now this ends.”

Fuck.

Severin was seething. Aching for the knife that lay on the writing desk, its tip still embedded in a cork. Hugh could sense the youth’s anger and embarrassment at being forced to fight with a wine bottle. 

“Fine,” said Hugh to Sweet Severin, setting the bottle down and taking up the blade. “But we keep the cork in. I don’t want you gutting her by ‘accident.’” 

Morwyn’s brows quirked in confusion. “You talking to your knife? Never mind. The less I know about your madness the better. Goodbye, Hugh.” And once more she flung herself upon him.

Evassier, thought Hugh, summoning the melancholic assassin. Akilina. Birandillo. 

The three Reavers manifested within him, joining Sweet Severin, and the blade became a feather in his grip. Morwyn’s attacks were like twin bolts of lightning, one high, the other low, and somehow he blocked them both, arm flickering up and down and then he stepped into her, slamming her with his shoulder, knocking her back.

She didn’t resist; fell into a reverse roll, came up with this insane scissoring kick twist that would have taken him out at the knees and knocked his head off if he’d been any closer, and was upon him. Arms interweaving, blades dancing, face contorted in focus and growing amazement as he parried.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Hugh folded his free arm behind his back and began to press forward. His knife was a falling leaf, a whispering breeze, a waterfall. The clangor of their blades meeting was near constant. Sweat bathed her face, her breath was coming hard now, but he saw no give in her gaze, and then it hit him: by Fortuna’s fickle love, Morwyn’s fighting me and four Reavers and still holding her own.

His skin crawled in amazement, and in that moment his concentration slipped. So quick was their knife-play, so intricate, that even that moment’s distraction was nearly fatal; her blade slid through his guard and opened a wide gash across his upper chest. The pain barely registered, but he saw her eyes light up with victory and newfound confidence. 

Damn! Any chance of intimidating her into submission had just vanished. She stepped back, glanced at the blood that was smeared across her knife, then wiped it off on her cheek, the crimson startling against her alabaster skin. 

“So you do bleed. I was beginning to wonder.”

Hugh grimaced. “I got sloppy. It won’t happen again.”

“That’s what they all say.” She took a deep breath and blew a lock of hair out of her face. “First blood is mine, Hugh. You desist?”

“First, I’m not trying to cut you. Second, never. What do I have to do to get you to concede?”

“I won’t. You can’t. Plus, you won’t win this fight, even if you have developed some… impressive skills.”

Hugh couldn’t help it; he gave a wry grin. “Morwyn. That sounded close to being a compliment.”

Her smile was hauntingly beautiful and didn’t come close to touching her dark blue eyes. “It’s the last you’ll ever get from me.” A final deep breath. She spun both blades about in her palms so that they blurred and then snatched them up. Something shifted in her eyes. Something that Severin sensed, that Evassier confirmed. 

She’s going to kill you now.

Hugh shook his head, flinging beads of sweat away from his eyes. How was she doing this? How did she have any reserves left? 

He could sense Sweet Severin and Evassier’s urge to kill her. Birandillo was smitten, Akilina’s contempt for the whole situation was sufficiently caustic as to sour his mouth. 

Enough. Kevanir. Jaro and Marko. Come.

Icy cool descended upon him as Kevanir came to the fore, the cold, inhumanly fast second-in-command of the Reavers. The wild brothers Jaro and Marko with their impossible vitality and command of throwing axes and blades. 

Hugh closed his eyes. The sheer amount of power suddenly flowing through him was nearly too much to control. To contain. He heard the whisper of movement, Morwyn hurling herself at him, sensed the blows coming, moved his arms in the right way and parried the first attacks before even opening his eyes.

Just as he’d summoned new reserves, so had Morwyn. She was looking through him, face blank as she fought, blades coming at him from every angle, so that it was as if he faced a blizzard of edges, a storm of needle points, a gale of slashes intent on flensing his flesh from his bones. 

For a moment he was content to parry, his own face expressionless, his arm moving faster than he thought possible, anticipating every attack, and then Kevanir’s impatience arose within him, and he decided to end this fight, and end it now. 

Instead of parrying he punched her incoming knife hand in the wrist, slammed his knuckles into the slender bones, forced her fingers to spring open, the blade spinning free to thwok into the side of the bed. Her recovery was flawless; she flicked her blade from one hand to the other, a move that would have surprised anyone else, but Kevanir and Sweet Severin saw it coming, so that he reached forward and snagged her knife midair before it could complete its journey to her waiting palm. 

No hesitation; Morwyn stepped forward and slammed her brow forward, aiming to shatter his nose. Hugh jerked his head aside so that she instead buffeted his shoulder, her arm wrapping around his neck so that she could apply punishing leverage to her attempt to knee him in the gut, but he twisted, took the blow in the hip. She released, slammed her elbow at his jaw, but he raised his arm, curled it about his face, bicep pressed to his temple, and absorbed the blow.

Morwyn screamed, the sound that of naked fury, went to strike at him but he caught her wrist, dropping his blade as he did so. He stopped her next attack in similar fashion, and held her arms out wide, fingers like iron around her wrists. 

Her eyes were wide with shock and disbelief, brows raised, mouth working.

Hugh lifted her off the floor. He had at least a foot on her in height. His massive muscles coiled along his back and shoulders and she rose, higher and higher, till her eyes were level with him.

Those lethal, murderous, dark blue eyes that seemed to stare right through him and into his wretched soul.

So, of course, she kicked him in the ribs. 

Hugh didn’t even bother to block the blow. Took it, and the next, the third, the fourth, the fifth, and sixth without even flinching.

Registered the pain on some distant realm but didn’t once change his expression. Front kicks, round houses to his ribs, heels to his thighs, again and again she lashed out at him till finally she sagged, gasping, sweat dripping from the tip of her nose, from the line of her jaw.

“You’re done,” said Hugh, voice deep and unequivocal. “You’ve lost, Morwyn. The victory is mine.”

“Never,” she panted. “This… this isn’t possible.” She let out a cry and with a great convulsive movement brought her foot up and swinging at his head. Hugh swayed back, released her arms, her foot scything through where his face had been a moment before, and before she could fall to the ground stepped back in, catching her from behind as momentum swung her around midair, a hand clasping her throat, his other arm wrapping around her arms and chest and pinning her to him.

“You’ve lost,” he said again, voice quiet in her ear. “You will accompany me to Erro. You will acknowledge me as your commanding officer and do as I command. Say it.”

She thrashed in his grip to no avail. Let out a cry through gritted teeth.

“Say it,” said Hugh. “You gave me your best. It wasn’t enough. You will serve me. Say it.”

For a whole minute more she fought him. It felt like an eternity. But his arms were like iron, his grip implacable, and he sensed the exact moment when she finally conceded defeat. No words were necessary. He released her, and she fell, landing lightly in a crouch, one hand planted on the floor, to turn and stare up at him in incredulity. 

“How…?”

“I’m not the man you once knew,” said Hugh, voice hollow in his own ears. “I may have spent the past few years trying to drown myself in wine, but before that, I was a Lost Reaver. Once, that meant something. Perhaps now it means something again.”

Morwyn was staring at him as if he were a revenant or Thavma. She rose slowly to her feet, eyes wide, face gleaming with sweat, strands of jet-black hair plastered to her brow, chest rising and falling. “Impossible. Nobody can move that fast. Nobody.”

“You almost can.” Which was still almost more than he could understand. Was she an exemplar of some kind? Demon-ridden? Enchanted? No normal human could move like that - could they?

She shook her head, blinking rapidly. Something fundamental in her world view was shifting. He could see it happening behind her eyes. It was as if she were truly seeing him for the first time. Him as a person, an entity worthy of consideration. Not just another obstacle to be navigated or destroyed.

Morwyn reached up and wiped the back of her hand across her lips, then stared down at her knuckles, frowning as if expecting blood, then back up to Hugh.

“Very… very well. I’ll follow you to Erro. I acknowledge you the leader of this expedition.” Her words came slowly, as if she were stunned. For a moment Hugh thought she’d follow this up with an insult of some kind, a warning, but she simply shook her head and snatched up one of her blades before moving over to the bed to pull free the other. She stood there, staring at the near shattered bottle on the table, then shook her head again, walked past Hugh and out the open door, her footsteps so light he could barely hear them once she left his line of sight. 

“Fuck,” whispered Hugh, staggering back to sit against the table’s edge. Figures crowded in around the corners of his vision. His bedroom was barely large enough to hold them all. A somber rank of the dead, their gaze leaden, pressing upon him, accusing him, holding him accountable for the misfortune that had befallen them all.

She was good with a blade, said Sweet Severin, voice dreamy, musing. What I wouldn’t have done to have met her while I yet drew breath.

She’d have cut you apart, retorted Birandillo. You were gifted, little brother, but ah, she is wed to the knife. I yearn to learn of her past. What drives her? Did you see how she fought? 

Would have made a fine candidate for the Lost Reavers, said Kevanir, voice sober. 

Hugh glanced up. It was the first time he’d heard Kevanir speak since… since he died. The Reaver’s second-in-command had exuded a quiet, unshakeable authority that had reined in even their maddest members. Hugh had seen him talk Foughtash down from a drunken rage, stop even Dragoslav in the midst of a blood frenzy. And without ever raising his voice. 

Too bad we’re all dead, the Reaver’s destroyed, said melancholic Evassier, who stood by the doorway, arms crossed, face obscured as always by his hood. Too bad we’re denied the Ashen Garden and forced instead to watch the paltry escapades of our newest recruit. 

Guilt flowered once more within Hugh’s soul. He felt his heartbeat stutter, his blood run cold. To summon the greatest warriors of Mendev to aid him in his paltry efforts to - what - subdue a minor hamlet? Shame was over him. 

“I’m sorry.” His voice but a grim whisper. “Thank you. I know it means less than nothing, but -”

“Who are you talking to?”

Anastasia stood in the doorway. The ghosts were gone. No, not quite; they didn’t simply disappear, but as his attention shifted they moved to some background realm, lingering, but no longer forcing themselves upon his awareness. 

Anastasia’s dark eyes were cool with careful appraisal; despite all he’d been through, despite being as old as she was, or perhaps even a little older, the disciplus’ composure still made him feel like a youth. She was impeccably dressed, the slate blue and gold complimenting her olive skin, the black and gold silk scarf that was carelessly wrapped around her long neck adding a soft touch to the otherwise military severity of her greatcoat and bearing. 

But it was her eyes that captivated him. As sternly arresting and classically beautiful as she might be, everything seemed to fade away behind the sharp, almost melancholic intelligence that gleamed within her brown eyes. As if she’d seen tragedies, witnessed horrors, been forced to live through experiences beyond the common run of most people. Had not only lived through them, but absorbed their lessons, made her peace with them, and found a way to move on.

“My apologies,” said Hugh, pushing off the desk to stand tall. Already the pain from Morwyn’s blows was receding. “Just thinking out loud.”

“You’re bleeding,” said Anastasia, moving forward with a frown. “Were you in a fight?”

“I - yes.” Hugh looked down at his chest, saw the wide cut. “Morwyn. She wasn’t pleased with my request.”

“Morwyn?” Anastasia raised one finely arched brow. “That explains it. I’m surprised you’re still standing. I assume you changed your mind?”

“I didn’t. She’s coming with us.”

For the first time, Anastasia seemed genuinely surprised; Hugh realized that it was the first time he’d seen her lose her poise. “She agreed to go? To leave the duke?”

“Yes.” No need to elaborate. “And you, disciplus? I hope you won’t register any complaints with the point of a knife?”

A quiet smile. “No. That isn’t my style. And I have no objections. It’s a legitimate command, and I serve at the duke’s pleasure. It will be good to leave Stasiek and see something of the countryside. I’ve not had a chance to explore since arriving.”

“Well, that’s a relief.” Hugh sat back down and cast around for a bottle of wine. None were left. Suddenly he didn’t know what to do with his hands; her composure was such that he felt almost boorish in her presence. “You, ah, arrived about a year ago?”

“That’s correct. Can I ask why you feel my presence is necessary on this mission?”

Because I want to piss off my brother by taking his favorite toys. “You heard. The duke intimated that there might be trouble. Border issues. Having an actual disciplus there will underscore the seriousness of our intentions.”

Her level gaze was unsettling. “Because sending the duke’s younger brother isn’t gesture enough?”

Hugh snorted. “My reputation isn’t what it once was. My arrival may generate little more than sniggers. Having you and Captain Morwyn by my side, however, will make my brother’s intentions clear.”

“Very well. When do you mean to depart?”

Hugh turned to gaze out the window. It was still early morning. Another wave of fatigue washed over him. For some reason he’d thought it was evening. “After lunch. That should give us enough time to reach the ducal hunting lodge. We can bed there before truly striking out into the wild.”

Another wave of exhaustion washed over him. Had he finally reached his limit? Two serious fights, enough wine to down a bull, no sleep, the shock of the summons and his news, and worst of all, speaking twice with the Lost Reavers for the first time in years…?

“Lord Hugh?” Anastasia’s voice was sharp. “You’re not well. Are you going to see to that wound?”

“What wound?” He blinked at her. “Oh. I… sure.”

“I learned field medicine at the academy,” said Anastasia briskly. “Let me see that cut. If we’re going to travel together I don’t want you fighting infection along the way.”

“Morwyn keeps her blades clean,” said Hugh, but realized there was no give in Anastasia’s expression. He sighed and began unbuttoning the front of his jacket. It felt like he was wearing thick gloves; the buttons kept sliding out between his fingers.

“You arrived this morning, did you not? Who drank all this wine?” Anastasia was frowning at the broken bottles strewn alongside the far wall, at the empty bottles lined up along the back of the desk. 

“I did,” said Hugh.

“You did.” Not a question. A flat, cynical repetition of his own words.

Hugh shrugged and focused on the button. The damn thing… wouldn’t…

“Let me,” said Anastasia, voice all business, and stepped in to unbutton his jacket with brisk efficiency. Hugh grasped the edge of the table and leaned back, then helped her pull the jacket off. She tossed it on the bed. He reached down, grasped the hem of his tunic, and pulled it up over his head, the wound in his chest smoldering deeply, radiating pain as he did so.

Hugh threw the tunic aside, and only then noticed that Anastasia was staring at him. Well, not at him. At his body.

He looked down at himself. Blood had run down his right pectoral muscle, painting it bright crimson, but it wasn’t anything ghastly. 

Oh. Right. His physique. He’d always been in excellent condition, but since the Goat’s Wood, his body had… changed.

“I mean… wow.” Anastasia shook her head, clearly struggling to retain her professional tone. “Your, ah…”

“Yes?”

She frowned, coughed into her fist, blinked. “It’s just that I’ve never, ah, seen a man with such developed… musculature. I’d heard you’d been spending your time at an inn. I expected such a lifestyle to have taken a toll.”

“Hmm,” rumbled Hugh, amused now. It was true. Over the last three years his physique had developed to the point that he barely recognized himself. His torso was a compact mass of ridged abdominal muscles, his chest slab-like in its muscle, his shoulders such that he had difficulty finding tunics that didn’t split when he stretched, with thick veins running down from them along his bicep and along his corded forearms. 

“We could have used you for our anatomy lessons at the academy and not bothered with corpses,” said Anastasia, stepping forward. She reached out, fingertips cool and light as she traced the muscles along his sides. “Even your serratus anterior muscles are defined. Your abdominal obliques….” Her touch was feathery, and Hugh let out a sudden gasp as goosebumps ran up his sides, her fingers having strayed dangerous close to his belt. He smiled, amused at his body’s automatic reaction, but Anastasia stepped back, a flush coloring her high cheeks. 

“I’m sorry. That was rather forward of me. I just… never mind. Let me see your wound.”

Hugh stared up at the ceiling as she examined the cut. A moment later and she stepped back. “It’s shallow. I don’t think you need stitches, but it should be washed and bound. I’ll fetch supplies from my room. One moment.”

The click of her heels as she strode out of his room, and Hugh crossed his arms and closed his eyes. Sank into an uneasy reverie, in which he could feel the accusing stares of the Lost Reavers upon him. 

He scowled. What was he doing? What was he playing at? Why was he obeying his brother’s commands even as they rankled him so? Dragging his curse and cursed self to Erro, and causing so much turmoil in his wake?

A memory came to him. His brother, riding up to the edge of the Goat’s Wood in full plate, the sunlight gleaming off his resplendent armor. Hugh had crawled forth into the sunlight, too weak and shattered to do much more, and when his brother had leaped down to race to his side, to kneel beside him and cradle him in his arms, shouting for assistance, he’d felt the first good emotion since the horrors that had taken place within the wood.

Had felt… comfort. Relief. A bleak and savage gratitude, that in his moment of need his brother had been there, had done everything he’d could to get him to safety and take care of him.

Hugh sighed. He’d never forget that moment of grace. Never be able to repay his brother for that moment of love. Even if Annaro had rankled and pissed him off ever since. Even now that he was sending him off to the world’s end on a fool’s errand.

No. He owed his brother. When everyone else turned away, blamed him for the destruction of one of Mendev’s most revered regiments, only his brother had been there, bringing him back to their castle and seeing to it that Hugh was nurtured and taken care of till he could finally stand and leave of his own accord.

If Annaro wanted him to go to fucking Erro, then to Erro he would go. 

“Here,” said Anastasia, striding into the room, a large satchel over one hip. “Let’s get this cleaned and taken care of.”

“Thank you,” said Hugh. 

“I’m your family’s disciplus,” said Anastasia distractedly as she opened her satchel and set different objects on the desk. “Think nothing of it.”

“Very well.”

For the next five or so minutes she tended his wound, her touch firm, her movements without hesitation, washing out the cut with a liquid that burned like molten fire and then bandaged and wrapped gauze around his shoulder and chest. A few pins to hold the bandages in place, and she was done.

“We should leave tomorrow,” she said, stepping back and examining her handiwork critically. “Or the day after. You need time to heal.”

“This afternoon,” said Hugh, pushing off the desk. Anastasia took another step back. “I’ll be fine once I rest. Could I ask for one favor?”

“Of course. Anything.”

“I’ll be hungry when I wake up. Please ask the servants to send several meals up a few hours from now.” Hugh hesitated. “This might sound strange, but I’ve a… serious appetite. I’ll need enough for four or five men.”

“Four or five… very well.” She glanced at the empty bottles.

“Yes?” prompted Hugh.

“Is there something I should know? About your condition?”

“No,” said Hugh. “There isn’t.”

“Very well.” She concealed her skepticism admirably. “I’ll pass on the word. And more wine?”

“More wine,” he agreed. “In fact, if you could see to it that a cart is prepared with enough provisions and wine to see a troop of ten men to Erro, I’d appreciate that, too.”

“Ten men. But only you, myself, and Captain Morwyn are going.”

“Correct.”

Anastasia licked her lower lip as she nodded slowly, then visibly set her questions aside, expression clearing. “Very well. I will see you in the bailey after lunch, my lord.”

“Thank you, disciplus.” Sleep was calling to him. He’d worked hard enough. He doubted he’d have dreams. A sweet reprieve from his torment. “I’ll… I’ll see you then.”

He staggered over to his old bed and crashed down upon it. The last sound he heard was the disciplus quietly closing his door. 

 


Chapter Four

 

 

 

The cart was serious business. Wheels as high as Hugh’s waist and laden with enough provender that the tarp barely covered the crates and sacks. A large plow horse called Bullnip stood placidly between the shafts, his face entirely obscured by his riotous mane in which nearly a dozen brass charms to Fortuna were braided. Morwyn was already there, arms crossed, leaning against the cart and staring moodily off into the middle distance, while Anastasia stood beside Bullnip, whispering to him as she fed him an apple.

Hugh felt vastly better. He’d eaten enough pork loin, chicken soup, black bread, ale, and cheese to feed a squadron of younger men, and the itching across his chest signaled that he was healing well. His sleep had been profound, and though it lasted only three hours he felt as if he’d slept a dozen. Someone had the foresight to deliver a set of new traveling gear to his room, complete with a wolf-fringed black cloak and knee-high boots of supple leather, and so, smartly garbed and with his blade at his hip, he emerged into the bailey, pulling his hair into a ponytail as he stepped out into the afternoon sunshine.

“The sleeping prince bestirs himself,” said Morwyn. “What foolishness is this, marching out at this hour? Why not wait till dawn tomorrow?”

“He’s set on the hunting lodge,” said Anastasia. “As I already told you.”

“Rather, I think he can’t wait to be quit of Stasiek.” Morwyn pushed off the cart with a shrug. “Scared his big brother will take his toys away.”

“You’re his toy, not mine,” said Hugh, signaling to a stable boy to bring out Blue. “I’m just borrowing you for the nonce.”

“That so?” A dangerous gleam entered Morwyn’s eye. “Then I can’t wait for you to try and play with me again.”

“That sounded distinctly unprofessional,” said Anastasia, wiping her palms on her hips as she walked around Bullnip to join them. “That to be the tone of this expedition?”

“Shove it up your ass, disciplus,” said Morwyn, not looking away from Hugh.

“I guess so,” said Anastasia, unfazed.

“We’re heading out because I say so,” said Hugh, a slight thrill of exhilaration passing through him. “The open road beckons. And yes, they’ll serve us a fine repast at the lodge if we reach it in time. Otherwise, we’d have to pass it by tomorrow and find some roadside inn. Hardly fitting for the captain of the duke’s personal guard.”

The gleam in Morwyn’s eye didn’t fade. “We have to talk to you en route?”

Hugh paused, about to inspect the cart. “No?”

“Good.” Morwyn stepped by him, pulled herself up onto the cart, and deposited herself in a hollow between sacks, crossing her legs and interlacing her fingers behind her head. “Let’s get moving already.”

Anastasia gave Hugh a level look. “You’re sure about having her along?”

He restrained the urge to sigh. “I’m sure we’ll appreciate her company if the cart gets bogged down in mud or we find wood that needs chopping.”

An apple came sailing out of nowhere and clonked Hugh on the side of the head, hard enough to split open and send him staggering, though more out of surprise than pain. “What the - ?”

Morwyn was sitting up in the cart, a look of genuine surprise on her face. “I could have sworn you’d dodge it. You were fast enough this morning.”

Sniggers and whispered comments from the castle folk pretending not to watch as they went about their business in the bailey. Hugh touched his head. Wet with splattered apple. Great. And how to explain - ? Best not to. “Strike your commanding officer once more with a piece of fruit and I’ll have you in the stockade.”

Morwyn rolled her eyes and flopped back into her hollow. “Sure you will.”

Anastasia gave him a significant look, as if repeating her question.

“I’m sure it’ll all work out,” said Hugh. “That and there are several hundred bandits plaguing the northern roads. An extra blade will prove useful. Ready?”

“Yes.” 

Blue had apparently been prepared beforehand, for the stable boy brought her out, already saddled and freshly curried. 

Without any fanfare Hugh mounted and rode out the bailey, through the castle gates, not waiting for his brother to make an appearance and bless their expedition, at once glad he had failed to show himself and yet strangely let down. Guards saluted, and for a moment Hugh thought they saluted him, only to realize it was their captain in the cart they were addressing. 

Out the large gates and onto the broad avenue which speared down the center of Stasiek to the great market that served as the main crossroads of the city, its broad width completely cluttered with stalls, herds of animals, crowds of pedestrians, and street vendors of all stripes. 

Hugh forced himself not to grow frustrated as their pace immediately slowed to a crawl. He glanced up at the angle of the sun. At this rate it would take them an hour to leave the city alone. Had he miscalculated?

“Sir Hugh?” A familiar voice, a slender, hooded figure emerging from the crowd to keep pace with Blue. “I was worried I’d miss you.”

Elena pulled back her hood and smiled up at him, for once not caring about the scars that wrought such havoc on each cheek, descending from nearly the outer corner of her eyes to the corner of her lips. 

“Elena.” Great. “I thought we settled matters at the Rusałka?”

“Hardly. Here. You dropped this.” And she tossed up his belt pouch, which he caught more by reflex than purpose. “Before you ask, all the coin’s there. Not much, but enough that I thought it honorable to bring it to you.”

“I wasn’t about to ask,” he began, then saw the impish smile on her face. Wait. Something was really different about her. Gone was the meek and retiring inn servant, and here instead was a confident, almost impudent young woman. “But fine. Thanks for returning my pouch. Though I didn’t drop it -”

“Oh, you most definitely did. A horizontal trajectory, to be sure, that went from your hands to mine, but I know you didn’t intend me any insult. After all, one only pays women that kind of coin after very specific services are either rendered or agreed upon. Unless that was actually your intent…?”

Hugh blinked. He suddenly felt out of his depth. The meaning of her words hit him, and he found himself flushing. “What? Hardly, Elena, that’s not at all -”

“Then it was an accident, as I thought. And while I must admit myself mildly disappointed - only mildly, may I add - I’m relieved that you have a high opinion of me after all. Given that, I know you won’t mind my accompanying you north. To Erro, is it? That’s a good journey.”

“How did you know about that?”

“Come, my lord. Don’t be naive. Aren’t all servants famous for their gossip? Nothing’s secret within a castle, especially when it’s apparently shouted at some volume with the door left standing open. I imagine half of Stasiek already knows.”

Hugh took a deep breath. There was no escaping her; the press of the crowd kept him firmly in place, moving at a slow walk down the avenue. Her smiling, upturned face betrayed her full amusement; she knew exactly what effect her words were having on him. 

“What’s gotten into you, Elena?” 

“Into me?” She pressed a hand to her chest as if surprised. “Why, I suppose I do feel quite different. Whatever could it be? Oh! I know. I’m not hauling a bucket filled with unpeeled turnips up from the river cellar. Or perhaps it’s the lack of rooms to mop? The ash to sweep out? Johan was a generous soul, but he was on the verge of having me muck out the stables -”

“No, that’s not it.” Hugh studied her, aware of Anastasia’s curious eyes from the cart’s headboard behind them. “Something else has changed.”

“Hmm.” Elena bit the tip of her forefinger, pretending thought. Her face suddenly lit up. “I know! It’s the prospect of journeying north with you and your companions. I see that you’re only accompanied by a disciplus and guard. Which of you will prepare the food? Who will fetch the river water? Keep the fire burning, take care of the horses, hang the bear bags, set up the tents, break down the tents, scour the pots - you did pack pots, did you not?”

“That we did,” called Anastasia. “Given how much food we’re carrying, I thought a half dozen were in order!”

Elena beamed. “A half dozen pots, my good lord! Would you really wrinkle your fingers as you rubbed the burned bits off the bottom for hours on end? Or Fortuna forbid, not clean them at all, and -”

“Enough, Elena.” Her newfound wit was incredibly disorienting. A year he’d known her, or perhaps more accurately been aware of her around the Rusałka, and always she’d been the same: a waif who did her best to remain hidden in the background, who avoided all attention and groping hands, who worked without complaint and never spoke of herself or her past. 

For that matter, what did he really know about her?

“Enough?” Her smile slipped. “Very well. I’ve convinced you?”

“No. I told you already. I won’t take responsibility for your wellbeing. Anastasia and Morwyn are more than capable of taking care of themselves, but where we’re going -”

“Erro.”

“Yes, Erro, it’s far too dangerous. You can’t come. I’m sorry.”

“As am I,” said Elena, eyes glittering. “But perhaps you’ll change your mind.”

“I won’t.”

“We’ll see,” said Elena, and ceased walking, so that the tide of traffic carried him on, leaving her behind. He turned in his saddle and watched the cart roll past her, and then she was gone, swallowed by the crowd.

“Who was that?” called Anastasia.

“A servant girl from the inn.” Hugh had no urge to explain further. He hefted his coin pouch, then tied it to his belt. Yet even as he rode down into the great, chaotic main square, navigating the market for the northern gate, he couldn’t be rid of his feeling of misgiving, and turned to glance behind them more than once.   

 

 

* * *

 

Dusk had fallen by the time they reached the hunting lodge. As with most things in Stasiek, it was a study in contrasts; a few hundred yards from the road and screened by a strand of ancient trees stood the small but luxurious estate in which the dukes of Stasiek customarily spent the night before making their triumphal entrances into the city, while across the road arose the Daughters of Fortuna, an ancient, grim building which housed over two hundred redeemed prostitutes whose quality of life was the butt of many a Stasiekian joke. 

Hugh smiled grimly to himself as they slowed and turned left toward the lodge, eyeing the Daughters and its many lit windows. It was a lie that dukes and dukes alone were given full run of that edifice at any time they chose, and the women held within. Still, the suggestion was too ripe for the people to give up, and so the legend lived on. 

The road wound its way through the dark trees, the gravel crunching under the wheels of the wagon, and before long the great stone posts of the main gate appeared, a lantern hanging from each illuminating both the ceremonial guards and the gleaming iron latticework of the gate. 

It took the guards but a moment to recognize him, and then they nearly fell over themselves trying to both salute and pull open the gate. Hugh graciously nodded back and led the way in, up the winding driveway to the grand lodge entrance, the front door of which was protected by an expansive stone portico large enough to shield a carriage.

Servants spilled out the front doors, looking so alarmed that Hugh felt a twinge of regret for not having sent word ahead. 

Old Miran himself emerged, hair gleaming silver in the gloom and lamplight, to welcome him effusively and apologize that he’d had no warning. What ensued was the business of being welcomed into what was ostensibly one of his own homes; after the simplicity of the Rusałka, Hugh found the process wearying, but bore up as best he could, smiling and thanking everyone as they did their best to prepare suites, baths, a fine repast, and all that accompanied the visit of a lord.

Anastasia took it all in stride, while Morwyn looked somewhere between bemused and bored. In short order they were parted, escorted to their own set of rooms. His own, Hugh realized as he entered, had just been turned out; the windows were thrown open to allow the dust to clear, and the bed looked freshly if desperately made. A fire was already crackling on fresh logs in the private fireplace, candles lit on gold candelabra, and fresh rugs and furs thrown down over the old flagstones, all of them glossy and clearly just pulled from storage.

Hugh waited patiently as Miran bustled around the room, lamenting at the state of the furniture, mortified at the lack of fresh water in the cleaning bowl upon the bedside table, promising better beeswax candles, assuring him that breakfast would more than compensate for this poor reception, and entreating him a dozen times to give him but an hour to prepare a proper dinner which he’d be glad to serve in the main dining hall.

“No,” said Hugh. “Rouse the cooks, stoke the fires, and prepare a full dinner at this hour? Absolutely not. Have a simple platter brought to my room, along with, say, five or six bottles of our finest wine. A bath, as well. Where I’m going there won’t be such luxuries, and I would take advantage of them while I can.”

“But of course, my lord, of course, I ordered water be heated the moment I heard your cart wheels on the drive. And your companions…?”

“Whatever they desire. They can dine where they will, or not. We leave at dawn. I imagine they’ll be taking their ease and preparing for the long journey ahead.”

“As you say, my lord. And may I add - if I may be so bold? And only due to the excess familiarity my decades of services have perhaps allowed me? That you are looking uncommonly well, vigorous, even, as hearty as any friend of your family could wish. It does my heart good to see you in such fine fettle, my lord, it truly does.”

And why shouldn’t I be? he almost asked, but that would have been needlessly cruel; of course, word of his licentious behavior would have reached the lodge. Instead, he inclined his head graciously, and after a few more disclaimers and apologies, Miran let himself out, swearing that the bath would be brought in short order.

Hugh stepped through the great doors that opened to the private verandah, and there stood, arms crossed, gazing out into the dark woods, listening to the sounds of the night, or trying to over the bustle of the agitated lodge. Each summer his father had brought them here, both to get away from the heat of the capital and to engage in clandestine meetings with Mendevian dignitaries from across the empire. The previous emperor had been on his death bed, lingering for years, and his perpetual state of moribundity had acted as a terrible stimulant on every form of intrigue imaginable. 

Sadness fell upon Hugh like a leaden cloak. His father had thrown in with the wrong faction at the last, backed a bastard son of the emperor, and when that faction had fallen, been arrested and beheaded by the current emperor, then but a youth with barely any hair on his chin. Ruthless despite his tender years, and that day in which dukes and counts had been executed for opposing his ascension had become known thereafter as The Day of Black Blood. 

Hugh sighed. Old memories. All of this had taken place when he’d been but a boy. Their mother had ceased coming to the lodge thereafter, a habit only taken up by Annaro when he’d assumed the dukedom following their mother’s death eight years ago. Typical of Annaro, to spurn all emotional or superstitious traditions; he’d reopened the lodge, brought Old Miran out of retirement, and ordered it to remain perpetually ready for a visit.

Memories. So many of them, and most of them bad. Hugh gripped the iron railing and stared off into the darkness, seeing nothing. For a long time he allowed his thoughts to wander, childhood reveries, chases and hunts, the booming laughter of his father echoing down the hall, the pet rabbit Annaro had gifted him when Hugh’d been just a lad, then served to him at dinner only a week later, laughing gleefully in one of his unrestrained bouts of joy.

He’s just a child, he had overhead his father tell his mother as Hugh had wept into her lap. A cruel prank, nothing more.

Servants carried a large copper tub into the room and set to filling it with endless streams of heated pitchers. Soon the panes of the double doors grew fogged, and Hugh turned at last to re-enter, nodding to the final servant girl who was stirring bath salts and scented oils into the water.

“Shall I stay and help my lord bathe?” asked the girl, her voice somewhere between hesitant and daring. 

She was a comely thing, buxom and with freckles across her nose and cheeks, and for a second Hugh was tempted, but then he smiled politely and shook his head. “Here.” He drew a gold coin from his thin purse and pressed it into her palm. “Share this with the others.”

“Thank you, my lord,” said the girl, eyes widening, and curtseyed deeply before leaving, closing the door softly behind her. 

Tempted as he was to bathe immediately, he knew he wasn’t ready to relax. Riding for six hours was hardly enough to weary him, so he cast his eye around the room until he settled upon an old writing desk of worn mahogany.

He grabbed it by a corner and hefted. Good enough.

Without any drawers to worry about, it was a simple matter to lift it onto his shoulders, holding it in place by the front legs, and there stand for a moment, allowing his body to adjust to the weight. A couple of hundred pounds? Exhaling slowly he sank into a crouch, and then, just as smoothly, stood up once more.

For ten minutes he repeated this motion, allowing his muscles to warm, his pulse to quicken, sinking and rising over and over again, never breaking his rhythm. After reaching two hundred repetitions he sank down into his last crouch, tipped the desk onto its rear legs, then crawled out from under it.

Good, but insufficient. He moved back under, lay on his back, grabbed the upper edge, and pulled the desk down and then upside down. Then, hands flat against its underside, he set to lifting and lowering it, moving slowly, allowing his muscles to coil and uncoil. 

He lost track of time. Exercise like this had proven both excellent to exhaust his endless energy and to calm his aching mind. Over the past few years, he’d discovered that if he pushed himself hard enough he could cease thinking altogether, his thoughts narrowing down to the intensity of the exercise, the sheer physicality of inhabiting his body as he forced it to labor for hours on end.

Another couple of hundred repetitions. He righted the desk, moved to the doorway, and used the frame to pull himself up over and over again. By the time he was finished - he lost track of how many chin-ups he’d done - he was bathed in sweat, his muscles aching sweetly, and ready for the bath.

Hugh stripped. A large platter of cold cuts and cheese along with slices of varied fruits were laid out on a side table, a thick roll of dark bread with a crock of butter beside it. For a moment Hugh was torn, but the hot water beckoned. He eased himself in, hissing with pleasure, for Miran had recalled just how hot he liked his water. Hot enough to cook you in, my lord. All we need do is add onions and carrots. Hugh leaned his head back against the turned rim, a smile crossing his face. 

Delicious.

Time seemed to slow. Nothing existed but this glorious moment. This final bastion of civilization before he rode into the wild north. No copper baths in Erro, he warranted; best to appreciate this decadence while he could. 

The hoot of an owl came from the dark woods outside the open doors. The treetops whispered as wind stirred their canopies. In his mind’s eye he thought of Morwyn and Anastasia. His companions for the next seven months. How would they fare? Would they get along? His thoughts took a wicked turn. Anastasia was a disciplus. Was there a chance for something more? Of course he knew the Ballad of the Broken Vow, wherein a disciplus broke her oath so she could elope with her lord, knew the tragedy as well as any other noble. But that was but a song. Could she be enticed…?

He pictured her expression as she’d studied his torso. How she’d reached out to touch him. The wonder in her normally reserved expression. 

Hugh smiled lazily, eyes closed. Yes, there was a chance. Something could happen up in Erro over the course of the long winter months… 

Hands slipped down over his shoulders. Hugh stiffened, then relaxed - feminine hands, long fingers, thumbs digging into the muscles of his neck, squeezing his trapezius. An expert touch, firm and strong.

“Honestly, I said you didn’t have to…” he began, but then cut off as a wave of deliciousness radiated down from his neck. He’d no idea Miran had hired a servant girl with such amazing hands. She seemed to know exactly where to touch him. Thumbs moved in small circles, digging into heavy muscles, then traced down to his shoulders to knead him there, working back and forth, switching to knuckles. 

It was pure heaven. Hugh closed his eyes and relaxed. The heat from the bathwater, the delightful throb of his muscles, the girl’s surprisingly strong fingers - this was exactly what he needed. Had been missing these past three years. Would no doubt dream of over the coming winter months. 

There was a faint scent in the air, something he could just barely detect over the aromatic oils that glazed the surface of the bathwater in iridescent swirls. A subtle fragrance, reminding him of the forest, something akin to caramel, vanilla, perhaps. 

The hands worked without tiring. He was impressed. The few times the whores he’d hired tried to do the same, their fingers would give out in minutes, defeated by the sheer density of his musculature. This girl, however, worked him effortlessly. He felt like he was melting between her probing fingertips. Defeated by the balls of her thumbs. 

She shifted her weight and he felt the gentle brush of something against the back of his head - her breasts? And then her hand slid down his spine, a knuckle on either side, down the curvature of his back, and then slowly back up, the tinkle and splash of water, her fragrance growing stronger as she brought her head closer to his own. Her hand stopped halfway up his back, eased out and around to his chest, nails lightly raking his skin, leaving trails of fire in their path.

Hugh couldn’t help himself. He felt his cock stir, his thoughts rousing from their sluggish stupor as his body awakened to a completely different possibility. He reached up, moving to cup the back of the servant girl’s head, but felt lips on his ear, warm breath, and stilled as she whispered, “Shhh….”

Her hand descended his front, tracing the contours of his body, down over his abdomen, nails teasing and lightly scratching, down to where his cock now strained, rigid and yearning. 

A thought occurred to him. This girl didn’t know what she was getting into. If she got him started, he wouldn’t stop for hours. His curse. More than one whore had laughed, not quite believing him, claiming that a man who could come again and again was a girl’s dream come true, but most couldn’t take more than half an hour of his attentions. 

And that servant girl, she hadn’t seemed that experienced, didn’t… maybe couldn’t…

Her hand closed around his shaft and he groaned. Perhaps she knew more than he thought. Her touch was so damn confident. She tugged lightly at him, teasing, the water making the friction intense, her cheek moving to touch his own, her other hand cupping his chin, raising his head so she could kiss his neck, soft full lips luscious against his skin. Her thumb rubbed gently from side to side across the head of his cock, and suddenly the thought occurred to him - what if it wasn’t the servant girl? What if - who -?

He sat up, water splashing around him, turned, and then let out a shout of surprise. A stranger crouched behind the tub, almond-shaped eyes narrowed in delighted amusement, irises a luminous honey hue, hair a luxurious cascade of spun gold, her frame voluptuous, her nose snub, twin fox ears emerging from her hair, one of them sporting a gold earring.

Fox ears?!

Hugh pushed back, pressing against the far side of the tub, heart hammering, water sloshing everywhere. A thick, bushy tail undulated from side to side from behind her, the fur golden like her hair, the tip darkening to a burnished bronze then black. 

Slowly, the smirk never leaving her heart-shaped face, the girl pulled her arm out of the bathwater and propped her chin upon the glistening palm, elbow resting on the bath’s edge. “Hello Hugh.”

“What - who -” The veranda. She must have come in from the woods. Thavma? No. Something akin to that, a forest spirit, perhaps, or -

“Aw,” said the girl, pretending a pout. “You look adorable all confused like that. Come back over here. We were just starting to understand each other.”

Hugh rose to his feet, water cascading everywhere, stepped out of the tub and over to the table where his scabbarded blade lay. One quick motion and he drew his sword, the sword gleaming in the firelight.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “What are you? What are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here?” She remained crouched behind the tub, cheek cupped in her palm, tail still moving slowly back and forth. An eyebrow quirked in amusement. “I thought that was obvious. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice.”

“Fucking fae,” growled Hugh. Instincts took over. He surged across the room, blade held at the ready. The fox-girl rose, eyes flaring open in alarm, backed away, but he caught her, drove her back against the wall, the length of his sword pressed to her honeyed skin. 

“You’ve come into the wrong fucking bedroom,” he growled, face inches from her own. “I’m the last of the Lost Reavers. You know who they were?”

“Of course I know,” she said, the humor gone from her voice. “All my kind do.”

“Then tell me why I shouldn’t cut your head from your shoulders here and now?”

“Curiosity,” she breathed, voice husky, mastering her fear. “Why would one of my kind approach you? Not defend herself? What would prompt such a suicidal action, given your past? The very curiosity that holds your blade back even now.”

Hugh grimaced. It’d be a simple matter to draw his blade across her neck, sever tendons, arteries, and muscle. Every instinct urged him to do so. One act of extreme violence and there’d be one less fae in the world.

But. 

“Explain,” he growled.

“I will, once you remove your blade.”

He glared at her. She met his stare with defiance.

Why hadn’t he killed her already? What was holding him back? Her obvious physical appeal? His curiosity, as she’d said? 

Perhaps an aversion to shedding blood, after all these years?

He wasn’t sure. But she was right. One false move and he could decapitate her. Grudgingly, he stepped back, blade held at the ready.  

 “Thank you. My name is Zarja.” She placed a hand to her neck and took a step forward, and Fortuna wept, it was mesmerizing to watch, that simple act, the feminine interplay of hips and shoulders, the lithe, animal-like grace, the depths of her honey-colored eyes that yet betrayed a mixture of fear and confidence. 

“As for what I want, Hugh of Stasiek, that should also be clear.” She wiped her wet hands down her front, the motion slow, deliberate, the flimsy white cloth darkening and sticking to her full breasts. “It’s what I’ve wanted for some time now. What I’ve finally decided to take.”

He sneered. “If you think I’ll bed the first fae bitch that wanders into my bedroom, you’re deeply mistaken.” 

“I think you might, yes.” Her voice had grown low, husky. “I’ve been thinking, dreaming of this body of yours for too long now. Listening to the cries that came from your tower, the women who couldn’t take you, not all of you, thinking to myself, oh Zarja, you could take him, take him to the hilt, over and over again, long past when any mortal woman would beg for mercy…”

It was a spell. He couldn’t move as she stepped up and pushed his blade away, uncaring of its wicked edge, her face upturned, inhuman in its seductive beauty, all curves in a tight package, the scent of her filling the air, vanilla and caramel, her tail and ears making the moment surreal, a dream from which he couldn’t wake.

“What do you say, my lord?” She leaned in close, hand cupping his balls and squeezing gently. “That a bet you want to take? See who begs for mercy first?”

Gently, as if about to caress her, he brought his blade up and to the side of her neck. “Nice try, but not good enough.”

She stiffened, her hand going still on his cock. 

“I’m a Lost Reaver,” he said, voice almost soft. “My kind lived to kill yours. And just because you’ve taken a fancy to me doesn’t change what I’ll do to you.”

“It’s not so simple this time,” she whispered. “There’s more going on here than you know.”

“I gave you a chance to explain yourself. Too late now.” A thought. “Wait. You were at the Rusałka? Heard me with women in my tower?”

Fear gave way to amusement in her golden eyes once more, and she smiled, a wicked half-smile, an expression he’d seen but recently, not at the inn, but where…?

“You haven’t figured it out yet?” She stretched languorously, ignoring the sword now, her whole body a marvel. 

“I…” A memory. A mocking smile, his money purse tossed back to him, golden hair hanging down about her face. “… Elena?”

Her golden eyes sparkled. “The very same. At your service, my lord. Got any buckets that need carrying?”

It was too much. He stepped back, heart hammering. “Wait. That can’t be. You’ve been at the Rusałka all this time?”

And then, faster than he could follow, she shifted. Went from being the voluptuous vulpine woman that was all curves and tail to the Elena he knew, face hardening, lengthening, scars appearing on her cheeks, breasts growing smaller, hips narrower, tail vanishing as if it had never been. 

“Hello, my lord.” Elena’s eyes glimmered just like Zarja’s, though they were a plain, normal blue. “Shall I curtsey? Perhaps not. I think it might be a bad idea to bend over anywhere close to you.”

“But why?” It felt like he’d been hit in the head. As if he were seeing double. “Why work as a serving girl? Why spend a year cleaning like you did?”

“Why?” Elena frowned and stepped back to lean against the wall. “That answer’s more complicated than you might think. But I’ll give it to you, and answer anything else you might ask, on one condition.”

Hugh sat up. “You want to travel with me still?”

Her blue eyes locked on his own. “Yes.”

Hugh gave a desperate laugh. “A fae. Travel with me to Erro. You’re mad. I should kill you where you stand, regardless of whom you’ve pretended to be.” 

“Hear me out, my lord.” The amusement faded from her eyes. “I spoke in earnest when I told you my reasons before.”

What had she said? A lot about cooking and cleaning, but what else?

You’re different from everyone else I’ve ever met, Sir Hugh…. I respect you. And - well - feel safe with you.

“Safety? Are you in danger?”

Her laugh was bitter, and startling for the contrast. “All my kind are in danger, my lord.”

“Fox people?”

“The fae, the people of the wood, the children of the Thavma.” Her voice had grown cold, and in her golden eyes he saw a haunted depth, a pained maturity that spoke of many more years spent walking this earth than he could imagine. “Your kind has hunted us, slaughtered us, driven us from our homes. We take refuge in the depths of the woods or flee before you, to ever poorer and remote areas. Most of my cousins and friends are unable to change shape as lisica can, and thus have no choice but to succumb to your blades or go into ever more remote hiding.”

“But you can change,” Hugh said. “And thus you hide amongst us?”

“Just so.” Her smile matched the bitterness of her voice. “It is a solitary life, for we lisica only seek each other’s company when it is time to mate. And with so few of us left, it’s become rare indeed for that to happen. So we spend our time amongst you, learning about you, hiding in plain sight. It is a perilous existence. An accident is all it takes to reveal our true nature. But with you, my lord…”

“With me, what?” It was his turn to laugh bitterly. “Are you so ignorant of my past?”

Her expression darkened. “I’ve already said I’m not.”

“And you think me a safe harbor? You know what we were seeking to do in the Goat’s Wood at the very end?”

Elena disappeared, replaced by Zarja once more. She didn’t respond. The emotion in her large, glimmering eyes was answer enough.

They stared at each other. 

“I swore an oath to drive your kind and all like you from the empire,” said Hugh harshly. 

“An oath you have since broken in many other ways,” she whispered in return.

Anger leaped up in his breast, and he found that he couldn’t sit still. Hugh rose, began to pace. “No matter! I was only a Reaver for a short while, but in that time -”

“There is no need to speak of those atrocities to me,” cut in Zarja, voice sharp. “I need not imagine. I have seen plenty myself.”

“Then you know of what I speak.” He turned on her. “And you feel safe with me?”

She lifted her chin. “Yes. I do.”

Again he laughed. “Then you’re a suicidal fool.”

“I may be many things, but that I am not. I’ve watched you for over a year now, Hugh. I’ve judged you by your actions. You may once have been a Reaver, but that is now behind you.”

Hugh sneered. “Is that right? If you’re so wise, tell me: what am I now, then?”

She shrugged one pale shoulder. “That I don’t yet know. Nor do you. Nor anyone. Because that is something you’ve yet to define. But I know that you are good, that you are decent and honorable and those are qualities not to be disprized in this world. But you are more than that; what, I don’t know, but I saw you betray something of your true power that night you slew the Mink on the beach, and which confirmed something I’d dreamed of, had prophesied.”

Hugh stilled. “Prophesied.”

“Yes. And now we come to it. Why I’ve come to you despite the danger. Why I wish to travel with you, despite the stink of death that hangs about your frame. Because I was vouchsafed a vision, a sense of your future. That you will play a pivotal role in events to come, events that will shape the future of Mendev, of humans and fae. And if you allow me to travel with you, I shall do all that I can to help you survive the dangers to come, to guide you through the perilous waters, and ensure the best for both your people and my own.”

Hugh sneered. “You want to influence me to help the fae, to betray my own kind.”

“No,” she said simply. “That’s not possible. Humanity has won. Your empire cannot be betrayed. But if there’s a chance for clemency, for mercy, for my people to suffer a little less, than I will do all I can to help it.”

Hugh drew himself up. “I should cut you down now.”

“But you won’t. For the same reason you’ve hid in the Rusałka all these years. You’re no longer a Lost Reaver, Hugh. With my help, perhaps we can determine what it is you are to become.”

 Hugh let his head hang, hands on his hips. Shame and guilt, anger and frustration. She was right. He’d ceased to think of himself as a Lost Reaver since the Goat’s Wood. And for her to be vouchsafed a prophecy of his future? What could that mean? Greater shame, or a chance at redemption?

 She stepped toward him, her movements sensual, to gaze up at him, eyes sorrowful and deep. “Sir Hugh. I am no child. I have seen and done more than you can fathom. I don’t know why the winds of fate have brought us together, but I can recognize their pull. I would journey with you, and yes, do so in the guise of Elena, doing everything she promised to do. But more than that. I can help you, assist you with my powers, help you navigate the invisible world around you that will prove as perilous up north as the forces of any rival count. Don’t deny our connection. Don’t deny our growing bond. I know you are hurt, and that such trust must pain you. But please. Allow me to join your retinue and serve you in what ways I can.”

“I…” He passed his hand over his face. What would the Lost Reavers think of him now? He could almost hear Black Evec howling with fury. He gazed into her golden eyes. Never had he spoken at such length with one of her kind. Never had he allowed himself to think of a fae as more than just a monster. There was warmth and fear in her eyes, passion and wisdom, a constellation of experiences and lives lived that he could only guess at. 

What’s more, he believed her. Perhaps that made him a fool. But he was so tired. His soul so wretched. He’d felt so lost for so long that an extended hand, a promise for help, was more than he could turn away from. 

And, in the end, he couldn’t turn away from the fact that she was Elena. Had been Elena, all this time. Cared for him, watched out for him, been a quiet friend when all others had sought to use him.

The words slipped out before he could stop them: “Very well.”

“Thank you.” The relief in her voice was surprisingly strong; clearly she’d not been as confident as she’d pretended. 

Zarja leaned back, a mischievous smile on her pert, rose-colored lips. “And who knows? There may be other benefits to our spending time together after all. I wasn’t lying when I said I’ve spent far too many nights listening to you with other women, and thinking: nobody could pleasure you like I can.”

“I’ve never fucked a fae,” he said, intending it as an insult, but the words came out instead with a tone of wonder that was strange to his own ears.

“I’ve slept with more humans than I can count,” whispered Zarja, smiling still. “And each experience has been unforgettable in its own way. And yet. Something about you. Your vitality. This… body of yours. Tells me that a night spent in your arms would be more astonishing than anything I’ve ever experienced.”

Hugh couldn’t help it. He smirked. “I bet you say that to all the guys.”

“Only one way to find out,” she whispered, leaning in, her wet shirt cool against his chest. Her thick tail moved around to curl about his leg as she raised her free hand, splayed her fingers, and caused talons to spring forth, each an inch long and wickedly sharp.

Hugh startled, but before he could react she lowered her head, bending from the waist, dragging her nails down his chest this time, leaving the finest of red lines behind each one as she lowered her lips to the straining head of his cock, and there planted the most chaste of kisses before lowering herself to her knees and pressing his erection to her cheek, looking up at him with her gleaming honey eyes with a look of mock innocence.

Hugh stared down, eyes wide, unsure what to do, the trail of fire down his chest warring with the sensations coming from his cock and balls as she continued to massage them.

“Just tell me to stop, handsome warrior, and I’ll never touch you like this again.” Her voice rich with her desire, almost a purr. She moved her face slightly up and down, the smooth curvature of her cheek rubbing against the side of his cock, the sight of which, right next to her gorgeous features, was enough to drive him mad. “Banish me from your bedroom and I’ll serve you as a chaste Elena forever. Never to do… this.”

She turned her face and kissed the side of his shaft, full, bee-stung lips pressing against him, then a slender tongue emerged to lick from base to top. 

Hugh groaned. 

Zarja rose to her knees, angled her head just right, and slowly took all of him into her mouth, her lips tight around his shaft, down, down, her ears flicking, and he felt his head hit the back of her throat - and then slip past, so that she pressed her face right into his crotch, taking all of him, all eight inches, and there remain, fingers gently working his balls, tongue moving slowly from side to side beneath him, throat contracting as she swallowed, the convulsive sensation rippling down his cock, in no rush, apparently, to come up for air.

Hugh closed his eyes. A dream. Some sweet nightmare. Madness brought on by shock. His fingers sank into her golden hair, clasping her by the head, the sensation of her silken hair exquisite, and when she finally came up for air with a gasp something moved to the fore, some urge for dominance, to assert himself upon this moment to take control.

She looked up at him with her large eyes, and a wicked smile curved the corner of her lips. “Yes. Yes. You want me, my lord? I’m all yours.”

A growl and he flung aside his blade, reached down to raise her up and turn her around, bending her over the table. She reached back, slipped her leggings over the swell of her ass and allowed them to fall to her ankles, neatly stepping out of them.

For a moment he was nonplussed by the presence of her bushy tail which seemed to emerge from the base of her spine, but looking over her shoulder at him she laughed with sardonic amusement and twitched it aside, revealing the perfect curves of her ass.

Hugh slid his hand into her mane of hair, grabbed a fistful, spread her ass with the other, and then with terrible need slid deep inside her pussy, feeling her swollen lips part and take him. All of him. She arched her back, hissing as he pushed all of his cock inside her, and when he was buried inside, she let out a delighted laugh, squeezed her pussy around him, and did this insane minute gyration, circling from one direction then the other with her hips that near drove him mad.

“Ready?” she asked, raising a brow. “Don’t keep a lady waiting.”

He growled in response and began to fuck her, sliding in and out with merciless precision, pulling back on her hair, other hand on her shoulder, steadying her as he pounded. She alternated between gasps and brief bursts of laughter, not affected by how hard he was going, her whole body shaking.

Hugh lost himself to the need, the desire. A sense of perdition, of falling into a trap he couldn’t comprehend came over him, but it was too late. She felt too good, better than anything he’d felt before, tight and wet, her moans driving him on, her smirks which she cast back at him on occasion part infuriating, all intoxicating.

For how long he hammered over the table he didn’t know, but when he came it was like an avalanche, and the table slamming into the wall. He staggered back, chest heaving, his body slick with sweat and the oils from the bathwater, staring at her wide-eyed.

Carefully, she rose up, slipped her hand between her legs and then raised her fingers, sliding them over each other as she scented his cum and her own juices, then licked her fingertips, reached down and pulled her top up over her head, revealing her full breasts, her nipples the same golden hue as her hair.

“There,” she said, voice rich with satisfaction. “A fine appetizer. Are you ready for more?”

Hugh wiped his forearm across his brow. A deep and powerful affirmative arose within him, his cock already hardening, and when he stormed toward her she laughed again, tail lashing from side to side in anticipation, eyes gleaming in a manner that was at once utterly inhuman and utterly bewitching. 

When they finally finished it was close to dawn. They’d fucked on just about every surface there was. Against the walls. In the bed, across its edge, all over the floor on the bearskin rugs, sitting in the great armchair, anywhere and everywhere that could catch them as they tumbled about like leaves tossed by a gale. 

Hugh was lost to delirium. Never had he fucked so much. So hard. For so long. His body was a haze of aching euphoria, his mind ravaged by carnal delights, and Zarja’s eyes seemed to hang before him no matter which way he took her, like the afterburn of bright lights at night.

She was on her knees, head pressed to the ground, the fingers of one hand digging deep into the flesh of her ass, the other hand clasping her tail by its base, ramming her again and again, when finally she cried out, “Enough!” 

It took him a moment to register the word, but he slowed, stopped, stared down at her in incomprehension, and pulled out, shifting his weight so he fell off her. 

Zarja rolled over onto her side, the muscles of her stomach fluttering, her legs twitching as yet another orgasm rolled through her, jaw trembling, and for a moment she lay simply thus, body given over to the sensations that were cascading through her. At long last she blinked, came back to herself, and stared up at Hugh in disbelief.

“You’re no man,” she said, voice hoarse after the hours and hours of crying out in pleasure. “I knew you were more than you seemed, but to last this long, in my embrace. What are you?”

Hugh staggered to his feet, stumbled over to the cold bath and dunked his head in. Held it submerged, then pulled it back in a rush, water flowing down his chest and back, to rub at his eyes and rake at his scalp. 

It took effort to think in words again. The comeback from that ragged edge. That primal state. But with a deep breath he turned to consider her, the fox spirit, the golden-haired woman who lay staring at him with her honey-colored eyes, and for the first time he laughed.

“I’m being asked that a lot of late.” His legs gave out and he sat on the sodden rug beside the bath. “Funny.”

With effort Zarja rose to sitting, her tail curling around her knees. She reached up to her mussed hair, curling a long strand back, and then grinned lazily at him. “You been fucking other lisica?”

“Lisica?”

“My kind. We’re fox spirits. Of a sort. It’s hard to explain to humans.”

“Huh. No. Not fucking any other… lisica. Just… people. Not understanding me.”

“Hmm.” She looked down at her shoulders where he’d left bite marks. Several of her own marked his own body. “That’s good. I’d be jealous.”

She stretched, her full body so sensual, her curves so beguiling, that it was all he could do to not crawl over to her once more.

“I’ll be going now,” she said, rising to her feet. “But you’ll see me soon enough. Easier to explain my arrival if it occurs naturally outside, instead of my appearing in your bedroom.”

He watched, not knowing what else to say, as she moved to the open doors that led to the balcony, and leaped up to the railing - becoming a golden-furred fox by the time she landed, the transition so smooth that he missed the transformation itself.

For a moment the fox sat on the narrow beam of metal, looking over its shoulder at him, and then it leaped off and was gone.

Hugh rubbed the palm of his hand into his eye until he saw stars, then turned to survey the wreckage of his room. The air was thick with the smell of sex, sheets tossed everywhere, pillows discarded across the floor, half the bathwater spilled onto the rugs, the furniture moved about in a state of general disorder. Zarja’s discarded clothing, he realized, had disappeared.

Exhaustion fell upon him. He sat on the edge of the bed. What had he done? What had he agreed to? The import of his decision loomed before him, too vast for him to understand, the implications too complex for him to fathom in his state.

With effort he crawled onto the mattress, shoved a pillow under his head, and sank into sweet and numbing oblivion.

 


Chapter Five

 

 

 

Hugh awoke to the sound of knocking. Rolling over, he glanced at the open doors that led out to the verandah. Just past dawn. Putting his hand to his temple, he blinked blearily. He must have slept - what - three or so hours?

It was enough.

“Enter!” he called as he rose from the bed, wrapping a sheet around his waist.

The door opened to reveal Anastasia, dressed in a crisp new uniform of the same cut, her hair worn in an immaculate crown braid, her eyes widening as she took in the chaos that had swept through the chambers.

“I…” 

It was almost amusing to watch her wrestle with how to best address the situation. Her disciplus training required discretion and reserve; the sight of Hugh and the shambles of his bedroom seemed a direct assault upon those instincts. “It’s past dawn, my lord.” She was temporizing, still taking in the room. Her eyes returned to him, traveled up and down his figure once and then locked onto his shoulder. “Your injury?”

Hugh looked down at where the bandages had been torn off at some point the night before while wrestling with Zarja. The skin beneath showed only a faint, puckered scar. 

“Doing well,” he said, rotating the arm. “Your skills are exemplary.”

“But…” Anastasia took a few steps toward him then drew up short. “You’re already healed? How - even with my care it should have taken you weeks - ?”

“Lots of rest, plenty of sleep, and a healthy diet,” said Hugh, casting around the tousled rugs and discarded pillows for his clothing. He plucked up a tunic. “Nothing like it.”

“You were apparently up all night,” she said, voice almost helpless with confusion. “You drink nothing but wine, and were injured yesterday. To have healed already - did - ah.” Relief flowered in her expression. “A healing draught. No wonder you wanted to reach the lodge so quickly. Of course. Or the services of an in-house medicus?”

“Yes, exactly,” said Hugh, casting around for his pants. “Just so. Everybody ready to leave?”

Anastasia glowered at him, sensing immediately how he was brushing her off. “We are. I’ll await you in the courtyard. I’m afraid you’ll have to miss breakfast if you want to be on the road by sunrise.”

“We’ve wine in the cart, don’t we?” He grinned at her. “In which case, I’ll be all right.”

Anastasia just stood there, her handsome, elegant features furrowed with confusion and frustration.

“Anastasia?” asked Hugh.

“Yes?”

“I need to get dressed.”

“Oh. Oh! Of course. I was just - this doesn’t quite - I mean, yes. My apologies.” She half turned, checked herself. “What am I apologizing for?” Gave a quick shake of her head and moved to the door. “Never mind. I’ll see you below. Yes.” 

And let herself out.

Hugh grinned again. He enjoyed seeing her flustered. Something, he was sure, that very rarely happened to her. 

In short order he was dressed. It was only when he took up his blade that he stopped. He distinctly remembered tossing it aside last night when Zarja had…

The very memory caused him to stir. He took up his sword. He’d never normally treat a weapon in so cavalier a memory. To have just tossed it down spoke volumes as to the state he’d been in.

Elena was Zarja. A lisica. One of the forest people, a cousin of the fae, beholden, in times long past, to the Thavma themselves.

And he’d consented to her joining their expedition north. 

Another memory: how she’d pinned him to the floor with surprising strength, one clawed foot across his neck, somehow rubbing her sex across his face as she’d reached back to work his shaft up and down, her gasps and taste mingling to -

Hugh looked about, found a wine bottle, uncorked it and drained it. A mild sense of euphoria washed through him, the wine made more potent by his latent tiredness and lack of sleep. 

He set the bottle down with a loud clink on the table. 

The evidence of last night’s marathon session was all about him. He couldn’t pretend it’d been a dream. Which meant Zarja would soon present herself below. 

His one last chance to turn her away. To honor the spirits of the Lost Reavers that traveled with him still. He didn’t want to think how Black Evec would react to all this. 

Fucking Fortuna.

Five minutes later he stepped out under the great portico. The cart had already been brought up, Bullnip harnessed, Blue saddled and waiting for him. Old Miran was lamenting as to the suddenness of his departure, how he was missing out on the ever-so-simple repast that awaited him in the formal dining hall, and how unadvised it was to be traveling north into such dangerous territory without sufficient guards, but Hugh barely paid him heed.

Morwyn was there, dressed in her traveling leathers, watching him with hooded eyes. Anastasia was climbing up onto the cart’s headboard, studiously avoiding his gaze. Where - there.

Elena stepped into view from behind one of the portico’s columns. The guards by the front door stiffened, hands moving to pommels, but Hugh raised a hand. 

“It’s fine, I know her.”

“The girl from Stasiek,” said Anastasia, surprised. “She followed us here?”

“Honorable lords and ladies,” said Elena, moving forward and bowing her head nervously. “Please excuse my daring. I know I trespass, but I had to press Lord Hugh one last time for the honor of serving him on the road.”

Old Miran’s face screwed up in supreme displeasure, looking for all the world as if he’d been forced to drink a full cup of vinegar. “How brazen! What temerity! Give the word, my lord, and I’ll have her escorted off the property immediately.”

Hugh studied Elena. It was her, the girl he’d known this past year from the inn, right down to the way she was pulling her hair before her scarred cheeks. Impossible to reconcile her with Zarja. What sublime acting. She looked up at him, eyes their regular cornflower blue, and curtseyed. 

Everyone turned to him, awaiting his decision.

“She’s determined, I’ll give her that much,” said Morwyn, voice dry. “Though why she wants to serve you is beyond me.”

Elena glanced up at him through her locks of blonde hair. 

“She can come,” he heard himself say, and thought he heard a roar of disapproval from some unseen host. 

Old Miran sniffed. “We have several servants who would be more than willing to take her place, my lord, with years of loyalty to your house, not to mention the fact that you should have a dozen guards at least to protect you in case of attack -”

“Thank you, old friend, but no.” Suddenly he found himself needing at least some semblance of justification for his decision. “She proved a friend and loyal servant during my time at the Rusałka Inn. I know her value and welcome her service.”

“Very well, very well, though I don’t know what your father would have thought…” muttered Old Miran, turning away to look out over the distant trees.

“Thank you, my lord,” said Elena, a bright smile crossing her features, pulling at her twin scars. “You won’t regret it. I’ll work very, very hard. You’ll see.”

Morwyn snorted.

“Well,” said Anastasia with a smile, “I for one welcome a little assistance about camp. It won’t all be hunting lodges from here on out. I am Lord Stasiek’s disciplus, Anastasia. A pleasure to meet you, Elena.”

Elena returned Anastasia’s smile. “No, my lady, the pleasure is all mine. If I can help you in any small way, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

Morwyn climbed aboard the cart and settled into her hollow. “Wake me up when it’s time for lunch.”

“Goodbye, Miran,” said Hugh, turning back to the steward. “Thank you.”

“My reward lies in serving you, my lord, and I need no thanks.” Old Miran sketched an antiquated bow, hands fluttering out to the sides in a manner that reminded Hugh of the courtly scenes he’d witnessed as a child. “I pray you return to us soon, and may the Fate Maker ensure your travels are safe.”

Hugh mounted Blue, patted his money pouch, sword guard, gave the great sprawling edifice one last look, and then dug his heels into Blue’s flanks. “Let’s get moving.”

They rode through the morning without incident, Anastasia and Elena chatting quietly on the cart’s headboard, Morwyn ostensibly sleeping in the back. Hugh appreciated the solitude; riding up front, he allowed his thoughts to wander, and for the first time found himself marveling at his situation: traveling north in the company of three wildly different and equally powerful women, all of them beautiful, all of them beholden to him for seven or more months. 

Fortuna was truly amusing herself at his expense.

The imperial highway speared straight through the farmlands that surrounded Stasiek; endless fields of silvery wheat interspersed with orchards, or furrowed plots of vegetables. Farmhands and other laborers would straighten from their work to watch them pass, a few raising hands in greeting. They rode past countless small hamlets, their borders demarcated by the small stone obelisks of the Fate Maker. 

The sunlight was crisp and clear, the scents of the countryside stimulating, so that when they reached a small stone bridge that arched over a picturesque stream, complete with grassy banks and hunched over willow trees, Hugh decided to stop there for lunch instead of pressing on for an inn. 

Elena immediately leaped down and set to rummaging in the back of the cart for goods, while Anastasia carefully walked to the water’s edge to peer under the bridge and study the current. 

Morwyn startled him as he checked Blue’s hooves, having approached without sound or warning. 

“You’re fucking her, aren’t you.”

“I - what?” He turned to glare at Morwyn. “Who?”

“Who.” The captain almost sneered. “The serving girl, of course.”

Hugh narrowed his eyes. 

Morwyn’s stare was forthright, utterly unabashed, her red lips pulled into a thin line. “I guess it doesn’t matter,” said Morwyn. “But I’ve one request. If you’re going to fuck like that again, please put your tent a good half-mile from our camp.”

Hugh felt his cheeks burn. “Excuse you?”

Morwyn arched a black eyebrow. “I made the mistake of requesting a room close to yours. I am supposed to be guarding you on this trip. When the screaming started, I came running, half-dressed, blade in hand. Only to stop outside your door, feeling the fool, when I realized what kind of screaming it was. And you two were loud. I had to bury my head under a pillow to get any sleep. Though,” a pensive flicker passed through her eyes, “I have to admit to being impressed for just how long you two went at it. And that you’re up and walking and talking this morning with so little sleep.”

Hugh gave her a caustic smile. “Thank you, Captain, for your concern.” What else could he say? Her forthright stare left no room for any excuses or lies. “If I decide to fuck her that hard again, I’ll tell you to take a long, long walk first.”

Morwyn’s eyes narrowed just a fraction, and to his surprise he saw the corner of her lips quirk up just a fraction. “Appreciated. Now, I thought we could get some training in while your little serving girl prepares lunch. What say you?”

Shit. 

Without the help of the Lost Reavers he’d be hard-pressed to hold his own. And he’d not summon them frivolously. No, to maintain what respect he’d earned back in Stasiek he’d have to keep her in awe of him. Familiarity, after all, bred contempt.

“You’ll have to find another sparring partner if you want to improve,” he said. “But if you insist, I could show you some patterns you could use to drill with against a tree.”

Both of her eyebrows shot up. Perhaps that had been a little too harsh. “A tree?” she asked. “You think yourself that far beyond my skills?”

Hugh crossed his arms and stared down at her. By Fortuna’s tits she was hauntingly beautiful. And the angrier she got, the more compelling her beauty became. But it was impossible to see her as a courtesan, as anything other than what she was: a terrifying killer. 

And… he’d just told her to go spar with a tree. 

“I can’t deny you defeated me in your room. I’ve… I’ve never been so handled before.” A flush arose on her cheeks, her brows lowering, a band of muscle appearing briefly over the joint of her jaw. “But there will be a rematch, Hugh. I don’t know what happened back there, but I refuse to believe you can duplicate that… that skill. Watch your back.”

“I thought that was your job,” he said.

She began to walk away. “It was,” she tossed over her shoulder, “until I realized doing so was tantamount to working security at a whore house.”

Elena, who was busy setting a tarp over the grass, a small box of provisions already hauled out and opened, paused to stare. 

Hugh grimaced and turned back to Blue. Maybe traveling with three beautiful, powerful women wasn’t going to be as enjoyable as he’d thought.

Lunch was a quiet affair. Morwyn sat apart, staring out over the farmland, taking no pleasure from her food as she chewed mechanically. Elena, pretending to be intimidated by the company, stayed quiet, while Anastasia lay out on the blanket with a book, turning pages of what looked like complex formulas as she ate. Hugh took advantage of the silence to focus on eating; in short order he cleared away four or five plates worth of food.

A jovial group are we, thought Hugh wryly as he got up to fetch another bottle of wine. Already the energy in his body was building up to uncomfortable levels; he felt uneasy, jumpy, his muscles aching in their need for release and strenuous effort. Perhaps he’d run ahead of the group, jog a dozen miles down the road and then run back. Or excuse himself for a moment as the others gathered their belongings to find a boulder to throw around, or -

Morwyn rose to her feet, drew her blade and strode toward him. 

Hugh froze. Draw his own blade? Her gaze was flat, her entire body radiating purpose. Had she been contemplating attacking him all through lunch? Just as he was about to speak, she changed her angle of approach and strode past him to a young willow. Its trunk was as thick as Hugh’s thigh, and it rose perhaps some twenty yards before blossoming out in all directions with its delicate yellow-green branches.

Anastasia sat up. Elena set down the dirty wooden bowls she’d collected. 

Morwyn stood glaring at the tree. Was she really going to spar with it, work her way through some kind of training rhythm?

Slowly, with careful precision, the captain pulled her blade back. Her whole body was so focused it seemed to almost vibrate, the tension in the air turning the scene from that of a bucolic one to a moment fraught with peril. Hugh felt the hairs on the nape of his neck stir. For a long moment Morwyn stood thus, a yard from the tree, blade still, and then she let out a harrowing cry and burst forward, swinging as she passed the willow, blade cleaving through the eight inches of wood with an explosive CRACK! 

She froze on the far side, sword extended directly before her, body trembling, and the tree groaned, twisted about slowly on the severed stump, and Hugh saw that the cut was clean and parallel to the ground. For a moment he thought the willow might simply balance and remain in place, and then it toppled over, slowly at first but quickly gathering speed, to crash down full length upon the bank, its crown splashing into the stream.

“By the Fate Maker,” whispered Anastasia. “Did… did that just…”

Morwyn stood up straight and stared at her blade, then spun it around and slid it into the sheath over her shoulder to turn and glare at Hugh. “Is that what you meant, my lord?”

“I…” Shit. How was he supposed to respond to that? “That was incredible. I’ve never seen such focused power.”

To his surprise, his words only angered her further. “For all that you were a Lost Reaver, there’s much that you don’t know about the world. Or me. So do us both a favor and watch your tongue moving forward.”

And with that she strode past him, leaning down to snatch up a bottle of wine from the blanket, and climbed into the back of the cart, crossing one leg over the other as she took a long swig of wine and returned to glaring out over the countryside. 

“Incredible,” said Anastasia. “Her blade should have bent, or - perhaps it’s been worked on by a disciplus?”

“I don’t know,” said Hugh. “I’m just glad I wasn’t that tree.”

Elena snorted, then immediately covered her mouth and looked embarrassed. “Sorry.”

“Let’s get moving before we reduce this spot to a further shamble,” said Hugh. And an idea struck him. “And I’ll not let that tree go to waste. Can you tie Blue to the cart?”

“What are you going to do?” asked Anastasia, rising to her feet and taking up her book.

“You’ll see.” Hugh fetched the wood ax that was clasped to the side of the cart and moved to the fallen willow. Found the right spot, perhaps six or seven yards up the trunk from Morwyn’s cut and set to hewing it apart. It took him perhaps six swings of the ax, but with each one, no matter how satisfying it felt to bury the edge deep into the wood, he was reminded of Morwyn’s single blow.

How had she done that? There were blades enhanced by chirography that could do similar feats - Annaro’s own blade could do that and much more - but Morwyn’s sword lacked the sigils. Did she have latent magic powers? Had the Fate Maker gleaners failed to notice her talent when she was a child? Or was her martial ability simply that refined? 

Returning to the cart to replace the ax, Hugh glanced at Morwyn. Her lower jaw was jutting out, the leg that was over the other bouncing at the knee, her arm crossed over her chest even as she raised the bottle to her lips. Still furious. Angry at herself perhaps for having displayed her ability? No way he was going to ask.

Hugh returned to the log, sheared off a few minor side branches, then hauled it up the bank and onto the grass.

“Seriously,” asked Anastasia, settling on the headboard of the cart. “What are you doing with that log? It’s too green to burn.”

“Not going to burn it,” he said, and crouched before it. Slid his hands under the log, and with an easy exhalation he rose and pressed it up into the air, arms straight, then lowered it onto his shoulders, draping his hands over its length. Wriggled it into a better position, and then looked up to her with a wry smile. “Going to take it for a walk.”

“Take the tree for a walk,” said Anastasia. “You can’t be serious. You look like you’re in a stockade.”

“Need to get some exercise,” he said. “This isn’t too heavy - I’d warrant under a couple of hundred pounds. But if I carry it ten or so miles, I’ll start to feel it.”

“Exercise,” repeated Anastasia, then turned to Elena as she climbed up beside her. “He’s mad.”

Hugh laughed. “I’ll go mad if I don’t work out this restlessness in my body. It does me good. And don’t worry. I’ll keep up with Bullnip.”

Anastasia leaned forward. “You slept three hours at most last night. After - well.” She glanced sidelong at Elena and blushed. Apparently, Morwyn wasn’t the only one to have heard. “And yesterday morning you slept only a couple more after being up all night at the Rusałka Inn. Over the last seventy-two hours or more you’ve only slept five or six hours. And drunk - what - a dozen bottles of wine? Killed a dozen men, had a marathon session of - you know - and now need to carry a tree for miles on end to get rid of excess energy?”

Hugh considered. “That sounds about right, yes.”

Anastasia sat back. Elena was staring fixedly at her hands, for all the world looking exceedingly embarrassed over Anastasia’s revelation. 

“Incredible. No. Impossible.” The disciplus glared at him. “What aren’t you telling us, Hugh? Are you ensorcelled? Laboring under a curse? It can’t be chirography, so perhaps fae magic?”

That struck too close home. His smile faded. “I’m just in my prime,” he replied. A flash of memory from the Goat’s Wood: Birandillo screaming, the sound torn from his very depths, as if his soul were being shredded, his face running like tallow -

“Just… just looking for some exercise,” he said, looking away. “No harm in that. Best we got going.” And he walked onto the bridge, each end of the willow trunk clearing the stone walls, up and to the far side, where he set off at a fast pace, pushing himself, wishing he’d drunk another bottle or three before setting out. He glared fixedly at the highway’s terminal point. Forced himself to not think, not remember, not do anything but place one foot before the other, and with each step bring the horizon a little closer.

By unspoken agreement they traveled until darkness was beginning to fall. Nobody wanted to stop early; the mood was sufficiently tense that even Anastasia and Elena had fallen into silence, so that the last few miles were accompanied only by the creaking of the cart wheels, Bullnip’s occasional snort, and the distant sound of Fate Maker bells calling laborers home.

Hugh had ceased to feel the log athwart his shoulders, but when he finally conceded that he was having trouble seeing where he was putting his feet due to the gathering gloom he stepped off the road by a small copse of freshly pollarded trees and shrugged, letting the log roll off his back and thunk into the floor. Pins and needles stabbed into his shoulder muscles, and he realized that he’d carried the damn thing for hours longer than he’d intended; somehow, he’d fallen into a welcome fugue, welcoming the distraction, forgetting the log was even there.

Anastasia pulled the cart off the road and alongside the trees, upon which Elena leaped down and set to making camp. There was no welcome stream flowing nearby, so Hugh settled for tugging off his shirt and washing the dust and sweat of the road away with a water bottle, upon which he took up the wood ax from the cart’s side and set to chopping some firewood, welcoming the way the motion helped stretch out his back and shoulders.

It was dark by the time the tents were erected, the fire built, and the food served. Morwyn spent her time taking care of Bullnip and Blue, while Anastasia settled down cross-legged to read some more as Elena finished cooking a pot of stew, the two of them exchanging the occasional comment and laughing quietly. 

Hugh, pulling on a rough woolen shirt that was loose about the neck, settled down beside the disciplus, smiled his thanks to Elena as she handed him a bowl, and lifted it to his nose.

“Hey, this smells pretty good.”

Elena gave him a shy smile, reflexively pulling a lock of blonde hair over her scarred cheek. “I told you it would be worth your while bringing me along, my lord.”

Hugh snorted - only to realize that for a moment he’d forgotten all about her true identity, had been thinking of her once more as if she truly were nothing more than a serving girl from the Rusałka Inn. Damn, but she’s an amazing actress. His smile faded away as he stirred his bowl. He looked sidelong at Anastasia. “What are you reading?”

“Hmm?” The disciplus placed a finger under her current line and tore her gaze away, smiling with vague politeness as if slowly translating the sounds he’d just made. “What am I - ? Oh. Chymical Harmonics, by Bozhidar.” She considered the creamy pages opened before her, and brushed her fingertips over the tightly written text which was broken only by complex diagrams of intersecting circles and lines of symbols. “I won’t bore you with its contents.”

“No,” said Hugh, waving his spoon airily. “Chymical Harmonics. I want to learn all about it.”

She considered him, raised an eyebrow, then smiled. “Sure you do. Very well. This chapter is entitled On Concurrences and Coincidences in Chymical Structures. Bozhidar is attempting to deconstruct Zhemilir’s classic formulation that the composition of all matter follows the universal organization principle of the Sacred Triad -”

“Fortuna, the Fate Giver, and the Will of the Free,” said Hugh, more to show that he knew something and wasn’t a complete fool.

“Yes.” She gave him a complex smile, part hesitation, part amusement, as if deliberating how far to push this discourse. “That the ratios of chance, order, and self-determination determine the composition of any substance. Regardless, Bozhidar - he was one of my mentors at the academy, incidentally, hence my specific interest - is positing, or trying to claim, at any rate - that the substance of matter can better be classified by the categories of organic, metallic, liquid, and terranean, a quadratic system that allows for greater flexibility and thus more precision.”

“I see,” said Hugh, and thought that perhaps he might. “Quadratic. That can’t please the Fate Givers.”

Anastasia laughed. “If the academy worried about pleasing the Fate Givers, we’d never make any progress.”

Hugh raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure you say that to their faces every time they come by to check on you.” He stirred his stew. Thought back on his own lessons, the obligatory lectures he’d been subjected to as a youth. “But you discipluses work your chirography using Zhemilir’s classic formulation, are you not? The Triad? Why fix it if it’s not broken?”

“Ah, my lord, you are wading into deep waters now.” Anastasia put down her book and reclined onto her side, resting her weight on her elbow, the light of the fire causing the gold trim of her uniform and the bronze patterns in her silk scarf to glimmer. “It’s one reason I’ve no wish to return to the academy. The politics. The backstabbing. The new guard versus the old, which, upon killing the old, replaces their opinions with their own and rapidly become just as ossified.” A slight smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “I could regale you for the duration of our expedition with academy politics, and still only scratch the surface. Because these politics, unlike that of the imperial court, have definite consequences upon Mendev; our philosophies direct our teachings, and our teachings shape our approach to chirography. Thus the factions never give up vying for dominance, and with the ascension of each new Servant Magister a whole constellation of new appointments are made, ushering in new cadres of philosophically united power brokers.”

Elena handed her a bowl. “And what do you believe, my lady? Are you a supporter of Zhemilir or does your old mentor convince you?”

Anastasia considered Elena as she took her bowl, a faint vertical line appearing between her bowls.

You slipped there, Zarja, thought Hugh.

“Let us say that I am seeking to be persuaded by Bozhidar, but am not yet wholly convinced that his formulation is airtight. His four categories don’t adequately explain in my mind the properties of gases or consumptive agents like acid or fire, but perhaps most egregiously I don’t see any attempt in his writings to explain the spirit, and by extension the formulation of magic itself. At the very least he’d need a fifth category, but then again, I’m only four chapters in.” She smiled. “There’s yet hope for my old master.”

Hugh extended his empty bowl for a refill. “And what you come to believe will affect your chirography?”

“In time, yes, as I adopt these changes into my own formulations. Doing so would require extensive experimentation, of course, and in a sense, the success of those experiments would determine the veracity of the theories. Should Bozhidar’s quadratic harmonics result in a noticeable boost in my powers, then - well. That’s answer enough right there.”

“Please excuse me,” said Elena, handing Hugh back his bowl. “I hope I’m not out of place. But I’ve never seen chirography performed before. Is it… I mean -”

Anastasia smiled wryly. “You would like a demonstration.”

“Oh, I’d never presume! But if it’s not too much bother…”

The disciplus sat up. “A small demonstration won’t tax me. That and I’ve not performed anything in weeks. Here.” She took up a twig that had fallen out of the fire, and from a slender leather case at her hip drew her wand. 

Hugh leaned forward to examine it more closely. Hers was a slender rod of dark wood, eight inches long, its tip thinning out to such a sharp point that he couldn’t tell exactly where it ended. Its surface was covered in countless minute engravings, with metallic wires wound about the base to provide a grip. 

“Now, using Zhemilir’s classic theorem, I can choose to strengthen the Fate Giver’s ratio in this twig at the expense of the other two elements. I inscribe my formula like so -” And holding the twig close, she used the sharp tip of the wand to neatly write a series of symbols so small that Hugh could barely see them along the twig’s length.

“There. I complete it with my personal seal, and - here. Try to bend it.”

Elena took the twig with obvious nervousness, examining the tiny formula with fascination. She then tried to bend it - and failed. Upon which she laughed, delighted, and tried again, putting more strength into it. 

“Wonderful! Here, Sir Hugh - surely you can break this twig in twain?”

Hugh took the twig from her and turned it about his hands. It felt normal, but strangely rigid. Grasping it in both hands, he tried to snap it - and failed. The slender twig was as hard as a rod of steel. Gritting his jaw, he exerted more pressure, and then more - until the twig snapped with a clear report.

Anastasia smiled. “Impressive, my lord. But if I’d desired, I could have made it so that no mundane force in Khansalon could have snapped that twig. By varying the formula, a disciplus can change any number of physical properties on anything upon which they can inscribe.”

Hugh considered the twig halves, then tossed them into the fire. They burned just as easily as any other. “You specialize in hardness, then?”

“I do.” She was clearly trying not to sound smug. “I specialize in hardness and velocity, and am slowly making headway in the field of opacity. It’s slow going, of course, so far from the academy. Hence my constant need to read. Without my books and the time to study them, I’ll never develop my powers further.”

“Velocity?” asked Elena. “You could make Bullnip faster?”

“Bullnip? Elena! No.” Anastasia laughed. “That would be awful. No, we never practice chirography on living beings. They’re far too chaotic to be uniformly affected. The poor horse would literally tear himself apart as he raced down the road.”

“What about the cart’s wheels?” asked Hugh.

“Better, but still tricky. The wheels themselves would spin faster, but in doing so would become unnaturally responsive to Bullnip’s pulling. Without careful calibration and time spent training Bullnip to handle the cart, it would constantly be slamming into him as it accelerated faster than he’d expect. It could be done, but it’s not so simple as that.”

Hugh handed his bowl back to Elena for a third refill. “Well - then tell me a useful enchantment you can effect with velocity.”

“Arrows can be made to fly faster, meaning they fly farther before falling to the ground and hit harder. Weapons can be gently enhanced to leap in one’s grasp. Shoes and boots, cart wheels as we discussed, plows and scythes - oh. Here’s a wonderful example of ingenuity. A disciplus by the name of Vsevolod enchanted the stairs of Owl Tower, which is over fifteen stories tall. After much experimentation and padding of the walls, he was able to make it so that people can climb the steps at four times their usual speed, reducing effort and increasing efficiency. That was just five years ago. Last I heard he’d been summoned to the imperial court to explore the possibility of so enchanting certain sections of the imperial highways.”

“Impressive,” said Hugh. “People could flit around town as fast as riding on a horse. You’d want designated lanes, I imagine, to stop people from crashing into each other at those speeds -”

Anastasia raised a spoon of stew. “You begin to grasp the complexities of his assignment. Still, I imagine he is content. What a wonderful challenge to dedicate one’s life to.”

“And you, disciplus?” Hugh handed the bowl back for a fourth refill. “What are you dedicating your life to?”

Anastasia’s smile grew brittle. “Serving your brother, of course. In time, perhaps, I shall make my own discoveries.”

Elena handed his bowl back and smiled warmly at her. “I’m sure you will. I’ve never met anyone as smart as you are, my lady.”

Anastasia gave a bitter smile. “Alas, that may say more about your upbringing than my intellect. But thank you, Elena. I appreciate the sentiment.”

Morwyn stalked over, having finally finished taking care of the horses, took up her bowl, and strode off to sit by herself within the copse. 

“Why… I’m sorry,” began Elena. “Why is she so upset?”

Anastasia slowly shook her head. “I’ve not interacted with her enough to say. I’d wager it’s her being forced to come on this expedition.”

“Yeah,” said Hugh, finishing his bowl. “Let’s open up a bottle of wine? To convince her, I had to defeat her in combat. Completely. I think that’s gotten under her skin.”

“Now, in all seriousness,” said Anastasia as Elena rose to move to the cart. “My lord, you can’t expect me to not ask about your condition. Nobody has defeated Morwyn in combat that I know of. Nobody. It’s a point of great pride for the castle guard. Last year she fought and simultaneously defeated three champions in the informal tourney Duke Annaro held at Subrogation Day. Men of great skill and reputation. Yet you defeat her and only take a minor cut - which you heal, and -”

“Anastasia. You don’t need to list everything you find odd.” There was no avoiding this conversation. She’d keep badgering him until he gave her something to chew on. “I don’t like speaking of it. But you know that I was once a member of the Lost Reavers, and that they are no more. That this caused my - shall we say - fall from grace. Thavma magic was involved. Ever since I have had greater appetites and skill. Please. Leave it at that.”

“Thavma magic?” She grew even more animated. “I find that hard to credit - fae magic, yes, but the Thavma haven’t been seen in centuries.”

“I’m not going to debate you, disciplus,” said Hugh stonily, staring into the fire.

“All I’m saying is that authentic Thavma magic - magothélisi, as it’s called, would have worked far greater changes than merely increase your appetite and so on. Fae magic, wondrous as it may seem, is much more in line with what you’re describing. Did you consult a disciplus on the matter? Do you recall -”

“Anastasia,” said Hugh, voice raw and harsh. “Enough.”

She paled and immediately bowed low. “My apologies, my lord. I overstepped my bounds. I shant do it again.”

“Wine!” said Elena, sitting down with a smile. “My lord, will you pull the cork?”

“With pleasure,” Hugh said grimly. “But we need another bottle.”

“Another - you’ve not even opened - yes. Of course. Which is why…” Her smile brightened as she pulled her hand out from behind her back, “I made sure to bring two to begin with!”

The cork came free with a pop. “You learn quickly, Elena,” said Hugh, raising the neck to his lips.

“That I do, my lord,” said the lisica. “That I do.”

The meal ended shortly thereafter. Hugh finished three bottles of wine in a methodical fashion, draining them with practiced pulls, and then crawled into the tent. Despite the long walk with the log on his shoulders, he felt himself uneasy; Anastasia’s words had stirred up old memories, and he could feel them surging and seeking to break through his iron control, hammering at the locked doors in the recesses of his mind. 

The sounds of the camp were subtle; the shiftings and scuffling sounds as Anastasia and eventually Morwyn entered their own tents; the clacking of bowls, the hiss of the fire as Elena doused it with water, the other, less obvious sounds as she finished tidying up the camp. Then the flap to his tent parted, and the scent of vanilla and caramel filled the air.

“Evening, my lord,” came Zarja’s teasing whisper.

Hugh rose up on his elbows and stared as the lisica crawled into the tent on all fours, little more than a shadowed shape, moving up over his body to press her snub nose against his cheek, the brush of her luxurious mane of golden hair cascading down the side of his face. 

He couldn’t breathe. Such was her presence that he felt at once stifled and aroused beyond measure; she was the enemy, she was of the kind he had sworn to hunt with his brothers and sisters in the Lost Reavers, yet she was also Elena, and her presence here, her sheer physicality, was near overwhelming.

Oneirothélisi, he thought to himself. The magic of the fae. Lesser than that of the Thavma, but powerful, riotous, delirious when compared to the careful formulations of the disciplus. Is she using it on me right now?

“A long day,” she whispered, breath warm and moist in his ear, nose tracing its inner curves. “So much intensity. So much anger, so much pain.”

“Zarja -”

“Mmm, you going to tell me to get out?” She pretended mock hurt, drawing back but a fraction of an inch. He could hear the whisk whisk of her tail against the tent canvas. “Want me to sleep curled up just outside, like a true serving girl?”

“Just - wait.” He took her by her shoulders and pulled her down beside him. She was all soft curves, but mercifully compliant; she slid down so that her head was propped up on one hand, the other tracing curls across his stomach.

“Seeing you carry that tree today… it all made sense. This body of yours. How… impossibly developed it is, for a human. Of course, I’d seen you leave the Rusałka many times before to go for a run, or swim, but never had I appreciated the full extent of your body’s needs. Not till last night, of course…”

“Wait.” He sat up, head brushing across the roof of the tent. “Just - wait.” He pinched the brow of his nose. Her scent was everywhere. Intoxicating. Yet he forced himself to focus. “For how long are you going to keep up this masquerade? Fool Morwyn and Anastasia?”

“How long?” She sounded surprised. “For as long as I can, I suppose. I’m quite good as long as I don’t overdo it. Or let myself slip. Like tonight by the fire. But it was so delicious to listen to Anastasia offer her opinions, her learned thoughts on the subject of magic…”

“And when they find out?”

“Then the usual will take place. Shouting, weapons drawn, accusations, things set on fire, and my running off into the woods as humans turn out in large groups to hunt me down with hounds and horns.” The amusement was growing thin in her voice. “Unless, of course, you can sway them to accept me.”

“Don’t you think lying to them - and the longer you do it - will make it that much harder to have them accept you?”

“What are you suggesting, Hugh? That I emerge from your tent tomorrow in my natural form and ask them if a lisica can serve them pancakes?”

“No, of course not. Just that a relationship based on lies will never grow.”

“Because you’re being so honest with everyone yourself.”

“That… that is nobody’s business.”

“And perhaps neither is my true nature. I’ve chosen to reveal it to you. I won’t stop you from speaking out, but I haven’t survived these past two centuries by blurting out my true identity at every opportunity I get.”

“Two centuries?”

“Two… long… lonesome… centuries…” She finger-walked her hand up his thigh toward his privates, but he caught her in his own.

“You were alive during the founding of the empire?”

“Mendev?” She pulled her hand free. “So you can do math. Yes. Though I was very young. The wars humanity waged against my cousins and I had not yet begun in earnest then. So word only reached us in our havens years after the fact. Accompanied, of course, by fire and hounds and horns and blades…”

“How long does your kind live?”

She sat up then, tail curling around her shins. “I don’t know. My kind has almost universally suffered violent deaths these past two centuries. There are few of us left. None of us believe we’ll have the luxury of growing old.”

Ah. Hugh frowned. The death of her ‘kind’ had been his sole goal as a Lost Reaver. To sit here now, talking like this, as if she were a human lover, to - Hugh pinched the bridge of his nose again.

“It’s not easy for either of us,” whispered Zarja, reaching out to touch his shoulder. “For long years I harbored a terrible hatred for all humanity. There was a time when I lived to hurt your people. And hurt them I did. Countless small wounds against the body of your empire, which lumbered on, oblivious, not caring for what little atrocities I committed. Until I reached a point where I had to decide: escalate my acts to the point of drawing fatal attention, to die as so many of my kind had before me, in grand, futile gestures - or to start searching for a path that led to forgiveness.”

“You’ve forgiven the empire? For what it’s done?”

“No, I never found that path.” She sounded amused. “But what I did find was greater compassion. Age has bestowed upon me a view point I simply couldn’t adopt before; you might call it fatalism. I’ve come to accept that the rise of humanity and all its progress was inevitable, much like the calving of an iceberg or the cyclical burning of a forest. A natural disaster. And in time, much like from a cindered forest floor, new growth may emerge, and the forest will be healthier for the purge.”

“You think of us as a forest fire?” Hugh struggled to understand the scope of such a point of view. “That in - what - a few centuries we’ll disappear?”

“Perhaps. What my kind has learned is that nobody is as good at killing humans as other humans. It’s possible you’ll develop magics or weapons that will allow you to destroy each other. In fact, many of my people fervently await that day. When it happens, we shall steal forth from the dark corners in which we’ve hidden ourselves and reclaim the land that you stole from us.”

Hugh didn’t know what to say. He sat there, arms wrapped around his knees, staring out into the darkness, picturing the vastness of Mendev, its steppes and frozen tundra’s up north, the rich, rolling farmlands of the south, the endless forests that banded its endless expanse, the impenetrable mountain ranges - a land so vast that its disparate peoples often only had the name of the empire itself in common.

“You must love the development of new magic theories, then,” he said at last. “Like this master of Anastasia, refining and empowering their chirography.”

Zarja sighed and lay back down. “Chirography.”

“What’s wrong with it? It’s largely what’s allowed us to push your kind back.”

“Yes, yes. But the way your discipluses use magic… it’s so rigid, so constrained by terror, so limited, so lacking in creativity. Imagine, if you will, a youth intent on becoming a soldier. Yet so terrified is he of cutting himself that he insists on only practicing with a wooden blade, on wearing a helmet that literally blinds him, armor that prevents him from moving, and trains only against a practice dummy. Pitiful. Pathetic.”

“And yet those pathetic warriors have thrown down the greatest of your bastions.” Hugh immediately regretted his words. 

But Zarja didn’t seem to mind. “Yes, as I said. It’s the sheer weight of numbers. For every sublime dreamer of óneirothélisi on our side, there are a thousand chirographers on yours. Believe me, Hugh, being defeated by your kind has felt like being defeated by an army of screaming toddlers. Humiliating.”

“The Lost Reavers were no toddlers.”

Zarja considered these words, tail slowly whisking up, down and the side of the tent. “No. They weren’t. And neither are you. I’m not saying every human is so inept. Just the vast multitude.”

Hugh snorted and lay back down, cushioning his head on his arm. “I can’t argue with that.”

“Though… our companions. Morwyn and Anastasia. They are impressive, in their own ways. For humans.”

He looked over at her. Could barely make out her large triangular ears in silhouette against the tent fabric. “Oh?”

“Yes. Morwyn… there’s more to her than meets the eye, obviously. Yet I get no scent of magic, óneirothélisi or chirography or the more chaotic, dangerous paths that your western cousins use.”

“Western cousins?”

She waved a hand airily. “Those of you who live on the far side of the Great Scar.”

“Great Scar? You mean the Burning Wastes?” asked Hugh. “Like Port Gloom, or Olandipolis.”

“Yes. Morwyn… there is something else going on there. I must admit I am terribly fascinated. She’s strikingly beautiful, for a human. One might almost believe she has a trace of elven blood in her.”

“Yeah,” said Hugh, looking back up into the darkness. “She’s… not bad looking.”

Zarja laughed softly. “And Anastasia is quite fetching in her own way. Her stern composure. Her severe self-control. Her terribly high regard for herself. What I wouldn’t give to see her face as she touches herself, all vulnerable and raw, desperate and yearning, her voice crying out in need…”

Hugh shifted his weight on his bedroll. “The uh, yeah. Probably… I mean -”

Zarja placed her hand between his legs, found his stiffening cock. Gave it a gentle squeeze. “Tell me you haven’t thought about it.”

“Of course I’ve thought about it,” said Hugh, meaning to remove her hand but pausing as she began to massage his shaft up and down. “She’s… she’s a beautiful woman…”

“How would you take her? Would you bend her over, fuck her from behind?” Her hand was slow and patient on him, gently tugging. “Would you take her hard, seeking to shatter her, or slow, so as to make her beg?”

Hugh shifted again. “I…”

“And Morwyn?” Zarja’s voice was husky, her breath in his ear, breasts pressed against his arm. “Have you thought of her?”

Hugh laughed. “Morwyn? I mean - there was a time, but now? Might as well sleep with a naked blade.”

“I don’t believe you. You’ve thought about her. How could you not? What a body she must have under that armor. Such physical perfection. Toned and pale, small, high breasts… I wonder, what would it take to make her admit her desire for you?”

“Admit her desire?”

“Of course. You think she’d be this upset if she simply despised you?”

Zarja’s words were like a jolt of lightning through his body. He felt his cock jerk in her hand as the possibility became real. “You think…?”

Again, her husky laugh. “Oh Hugh. I’ve observed you humans for centuries. I don’t think, I know. But as is, she won’t even admit it to herself. But there must be a way to lower those walls, make it so that she begs for your cock, for you to slide it inside her. Have her lie down before you, part those thighs as she holds your gaze, finger herself as she waits for your cock, whimpering in her need…”

It was almost too much. The very image was a torment to him, a revelation. Hugh bit his lower lip as Zarja began to work his cock faster. Shimmied her body down and brought her lips to the head of his prick. 

“Who are you imagining right now? Licking your cock like this?” She lapped him from the base of his shaft to the head, still slowly working him with her hand. “Taking you in her mouth? Anastasia, her mature self-possession broken, her eyes wild with lust, or Morwyn, tormented by her own need, unable to stop, wanting to punish you even as she can’t wait to take all of you inside her…”

Zarja took his cock in her mouth just then, pushed down, taking all of him, and the riot of images in Hugh’s mind proved too much. His hips lifted off the sleeping pallet as he saw Morwyn’s naked body, saw it flicker and be replaced by Anastasia’s long, athletic frame, back to Morwyn, dark blue eyes looking up at him from his cock, then Zarja herself, her honey-colored eyes, her golden mane of hair that was brushing across his stomach and thighs, her heart-shaped face in all its feminine perfection.

He came explosively, biting back his grunt, aware of the other two women lying in their tents just a dozen yards away, and clamped both hands onto the back of Zarja’s head, thrusting as deep as he could as he ejaculated right into her throat. 

She swallowed, the constrictions sublime, took all of him without a sound, not fighting him, allowing him to fill her throat completely, her face pressed hard into his pubic hair, and only when he sank back down with a low moan did she pull free, completely unfazed.

“Mmm,” he heard her murmur, followed by the slow, lascivious sound of her licking her lips. “Looks like you wouldn’t be averse to their attentions.”

Hugh draped his forearm over his eyes. He’d never come inside a woman while thinking of another. Or two others. Or - but warmth was radiating through him from his core, deep waves of satisfaction. Zarja bent down to lick at his cock a few more times, as if cleaning it, and crawled back up to press her lips to his ear.

“My turn,” she whispered, and parted her legs, settling down upon his thigh so that her wet pussy ground against his muscle. And there she slowly rocked, her whole body tight against his own, holding onto him as if he were a rock and she about to be torn away by terrible waves. 

Angling her hips, grinding back and forth, with every greater urgency, breath quickening, one leg rising up so that she opened a little further against him, rubbing harder, harder, her nails digging into him until - with a gasp - she froze, her whole body trembling, and then shook, chin pressing down hard into his shoulder, only to rub frantically a few times more before letting out a contented sigh and subsiding against him.

“You have the best fucking thighs,” she whispered, nuzzling into his neck, one of her fox ears brushing against his cheek. “And are so… so delightfully innocent for all your experience. There’s so much for you to learn, Hugh. Mmm.”

She nuzzled him again, curled a little bit tighter against his side, and with remarkable speed, fell asleep.

Hugh lay there, eyes wide, feeling her juices run down the sides of his leg, her body warm and soft and voluptuous against him. When was the last time he’d slept with someone by his side? Years. All the women he’d fucked had always left right after, taking their gold with them.

Hugh moved his arm around her shoulders, pulling her a little closer. His thoughts were whirling. Too much had happened in that one conversation for him to process. The way she’d talked to him as she’d licked his cock… that Morwyn desired him…? That she wasn’t ensorcelled, but that her martial power came from something or somewhere else…? That chiromancy was child’s play compared to her kind’s óneirothélisi, which in turn was supposed to be just a pale shadow of the Thavma’s magothélisi… it was all too much.

In the end, Hugh focused on the warmth that suffused him, and the strange comfort he derived from Zarja’s closeness. If she’d been awake he could have gone again - and no doubt again and again - but instead, he felt an unusual sense of peace with her by his side. He didn’t want to figure out why. Didn’t want to analyze this strange sense of contentment. So instead, for the first time in years, he decided to risk the nightmares and fall asleep without exhausting or drinking himself to the point of delirium first, and closed his eyes.

 


Chapter Six

 

 

 

Zarja was gone when he awoke; Hugh rolled out the tent to find Elena cooking breakfast, Anastasia enjoying a steaming drink from a tin cup in the sunlight, but no sight of Morwyn.

“She’s ‘round the other side of the copse,” said Elena, smiling as she sat back on her heels, wiping her hands on the apron she’d tucked around her waist. “I believe she’s training with her blade.”

“Thanks,” said Hugh. Was Zarja hinting at something? On impulse he took up his own scabbarded one and walked off around the trees, nodding to Anastasia who raised two fingers in a minimalist salute. 

Just an hour past dawn. No nightmares. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept so long or so deeply. Consequently, he was brimming with energy. It was all he could do to stop himself from breaking into a run. The dawn light was clear; the knee-high grass damp with dew; a gentle wind stirred the canopy of the copse, and in every direction stretched farmland, the furrowed fields already being worked by distant specks of people.

He heard grunts. Rounded the last trees and saw Morwyn. She was clad only in a sleeveless tunic, leggings, and boots; her ebon hair was bound back, or had been; numerous long locks now framed her face which gleamed with sweat.

She was practicing her forms, though Hugh had never seen anything like it. This was more a dance than a training drill. As she came into view she was spinning around, bending as if to the emperor and twirling her blade across the small of her back, passing it from one hand to the other and then bringing it scything up as she straightened, the blow severing a dozen stalks of grass which fell soundlessly as she turned, blade rising to come to a complete stop, point aimed directly at his chest.

Her chest rose and fell. Tendrils of black hair were caught in her sweat around her neck, across her brow. Mouth closed, nostrils flaring as she glared at him. And yes. He saw it now. The faintest hint to her features, something he’d never pinned down before, a hint of the elven in her eyes, in the near alien harshness of her cheekbones, her impossible beauty.

“What do you want?” she said, blade unwavering.

He lifted his sword, pulled the scabbard clear and tossed it away.

She lowered herself into a crouch, blade held in both hands. 

Hugh set to circling her, not raising his weapon yet, moving through the long grass, watching her shoulders, her hips. She rippled her fingers across the hilt of her sword, knuckles whitening, and turned with him.

Bird song. A high, distant trill. The whisper of grass against his knees. The ground soft, no doubt once tilled and now left fallow. 

Spiraling closer, never hurrying, presenting her with his profile - until he burst inward, spinning around as he came, blade careening in a backhand blow that would have taken off her head if she hadn’t simply ducked. 

No counter. She rose, eyes narrowed. Taking his measure still. 

Again, he circled, and this time his approach was direct, deliberate. A probing thrust, immediately parried, which he turned into an explosive series of chops and stabs, fast, close work, the kind you’d use in a tunnel or castle stairwell.

She didn’t back away. Held her ground and leaned forward, parrying with the base of her sword, their bladework intricate, the clangor causing the songbird to burst from the trees and fly away as Hugh disengaged and began to circle once more.

“Pancakes are ready,” he said.

“Fuck the pancakes.”

He pretended to consider. “Possible, but messy. Ultimately unsatisfying.” He lunged at her, using his superior reach to try a surprise, arm fully extended, but she batted aside his blade and rolled up his arm, a movement so graceful it was almost a pirouette, bringing her fist around in a vicious backhand he recalled from Stasiek castle.

He caught it, stopping it cold.

“We brawling?”

She grunted, and faster than he could follow, stepped on his bent thigh to backflip and kick him under the chin. He felt the lightest of pressure on his leg, a moment’s shock that she’d even try something so outrageous, and then the world exploded into a flare of white as he took the kick square under his jaw and nearly bit off his tongue. 

Hugh staggered back, vision blurring.

“No,” she said, landing neatly. “We’re fighting.” And then she was on him, hewing from both sides, and it was all he could do to parry drunkenly, staggering, left, right, left again - but as fast as her attacks came he didn’t take his gaze off her own eyes, slitted and slate blue, ferocious and unyielding, and the inane thought came to him, spoken as if in his ear by Zarja: she desires me?

He parried her stab, swept his blade down and around, stepping into her attack as he trapped her arm between his forearm and bicep so that they came to an abrupt stop.

Hugh looked down into her upturned eyes. “What the hell was that kick?”

She released her blade. Plucked her arm free, dropped, and spun so that her leg swept around to hook him at the ankles.

Hugh leaped. Somehow, she plucked her falling sword from the air and rose with that upward scything cut he’d seen her practice and nearly took off his leg. He barely parried as he dropped but toppled over as he did so, crashing down onto the grass on his side. 

Morwyn placed her boot on his chest, the tip of her blade at his neck. 

“You’re good,” she said. “Very good. But not good enough. I can beat you easily. Why are you holding back, Hugh?” He could hear her frustration. “Why by the Fate Maker bruised balls are you fucking holding back?”

Because I don’t dare summon help after fucking a lisica, he wanted to shout. Because that strength is stolen, not earned. Because I don’t deserve their aid and never shall. 

“Why do you need to lose so badly?” he asked instead, propping himself up on his elbows.

She recoiled as if slapped, then lunged forward to stab her blade into the dirt beside his head, barely missing him. She leaned in low, supporting her weight on the cross guard of her sword so that her face was but inches from his own, sweat dripping from her nose. “I don’t need to lose. I never lose. But somehow you beat me. I aim to learn your secret, so I’m going to push you until you either fight back or die.”

Before he could respond she pulled back and kicked him across the chin. Again. His vision exploded into stars and he rolled with the blow onto his chest from where he pushed up to his hands and knees. Blood, hot and salty in his mouth. Ears ringing. It took but seconds for his head to clear, but when he got up she was gone. 

“Well, that went well,” he said, wiping the dirt and flecks of grass from his legs. “Last time I come to tell her about breakfast.”

He scooped up his blade, then paused. Defeating her so soundly at Stasiek castle had been a mistake. Perhaps he should have just barely won the bout. Now? She’d never make peace with how thoroughly he’d trounced her. 

Fortuna wept, how was he supposed to handle her? Summon the Lost Reavers and thrash her again? But… he rubbed at his aching jaw. Might that not break something within her? Her pride was so intense, that a second such defeat… maybe that was why she couldn’t accept it. Perhaps her very sense of self depended on her martial superiority. To have lost to him, especially when her last memory of their fighting was that crushing bout in the bailey when he’d been eighteen…

Hugh sighed, rubbed the back of his neck, and made his way back to camp. If he crushed her again he risked breaking her. If he didn’t, she might kill him. What the fuck was he supposed to do?

 

* * *

 

The next week passed in similar manner. Morwyn retreated into silence, giving them all monosyllabic answers if she spoke at all, and always leaving to train furiously by herself - but always giving Hugh a significant glance before walking away, weapons drawn.

As if saying: do you dare fight me at last?

Anastasia was content to treat the journey north like an extended study vacation, working her way through the different texts she’d brought along in a large case, choosing to let Elena guide the cart on the second day on, so that she could lean back, tome in her lap, and read by the sunlight she said was infinitely preferable to the years of studying by candlelight. When she wasn’t reading, she chatted with Elena, the two of them laughing and sharing confidences, the lisica drawing the stoic disciplus out with artless questions of admiration and wonder.

And Elena played her role to perfection; ubiquitous, helpful, thoughtful, demure. The camps seemed to spring into being moments after they arrived, the dishes wondrous given how little she had to work with. Good food and not having to build their own tents won the other two women over; by the third day it seemed inconceivable that they’d have traveled without Elena.

Each night she’d come into his tent to pleasure him and be pleasured in turn, neither attempting an all-night session given the proximity of their companions but exploring each other in a manner that was made more intimate and sensual for their forced silence and constrained quarters. 

For his part, Hugh settled for exercising whenever he could and drinking only five or six bottles of wine each night. Otherwise, the journey was a delight; the farmland of southern Stasiek gave way to rolling hills over which herds of goats were pastured; the mountains finally making themselves known, appearing like ghostly versions of themselves on the horizon, and always they climbed, the highway growing rougher and narrower each day.

The rise in elevation was accompanied by a drop in temperature, and each night Hugh grew more glad for Zarja’s presence by his side. Strips of forest started to appear, the land growing ever wilder, and soon even the goat herders were rare. The air grew crisp even during the middle of the day, the mountains loomed ever closer, and the inhabitants of the villages and hamlets they passed ever more suspicious and wary. Riding by, Hugh saw plainly their fear of bandit attacks, a fear made concrete by the occasional burned farm they sighted off the side of the road.

Fortuna blessed them with her bounty, however, and though they came across more than one scene of banditry along the road, they were themselves never molested. 

The mountains reared high above them by the time they reached the outskirts of Erro. The imperial highway hardly deserved the name, having become little more than a rutted and grass-ridden path that wound its way up the steep, forested slopes, following the banks of the Mandroga. The river was swift-flowing and icy cold, and seemed all boundless enthusiasm as it hurtled over the many rocks and boulders that choked its course in its bid to join the Zienko hundreds of miles below. 

“We should be getting close,” said Anastasia, looking up from her book as the cart bounced over some loose rocks. “What did that tavern keep say back in Vuk? One more day’s ride? And we set out early.”

“You’re generous, calling that place a tavern,” said Hugh, riding just ahead of the cart. 

“An aspiring tavern, then. An aspirational tavern-keep. There is always room for largesse. Regardless. It’ll be dark in an hour. Should we press on or -”

Hugh leaned forward, sighting up the length of the Mandroga. It curved off to the right up ahead, the bank growing higher, rising a good five or six yards above the rushing waters. And was that - yes.

“I think we’ve arrived. Looks like a bridge up ahead.” He took a deep breath. This was to be his home for the next seven or more months. Please don’t let it be an absolute shithole. Please give it something to commend it.

He dug his heels into Blue’s flanks, urging her up the incline, and in the late afternoon light he saw a broad bridge crossing over the Mandroga, taking them from the right bank to the left, and beyond it the rise of buildings hidden amongst the trees, the village itself hugging the length of river bank.

His attention, however, was arrested by the crowd of armed men standing on the far side of the bridge. 

Hugh brought Blue to a stop just shy of the first wooden planks. These were clearly no village toughs; they wore good armor, a combination of large-link chainmail over which metal bands were laced, along with simple metal helms with nose guards. Each man had a war spear in one hand, round beater shield in the other, with short swords scabbarded at their hips.

Despite none of them wearing an insignia or indication of their loyalties, they couldn’t hide their martial nature. The way they stood, their look of quiet competence, all of it betrayed their professional nature.

Something else was immediately apparent: they’d been expecting Hugh and his friends. An advance scout had probably noticed their approach and sent word. Or perhaps someone back in Vuk. Either way, they were tense but not surprised.

“Good afternoon,” said their leader. He was a rakish man, one-eyed, his blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, his smile easy. Unlike the others he wore a long sword on each hip, and his armor was a stylishly cut studded leather. “My lord Hugh of Stasiek. Your visit does us more honor than we can reasonably bear.”

The cart stopped a good ten yards behind. Blue was no war horse; any attempt to charge this crew would result in her rearing and tossing him into the river. But to dismount too soon would give up his psychological edge; always best to converse with enemies from horseback. 

“Good afternoon,” said Hugh. “You have me at a disadvantage. Who are you, and what are you doing in Erro?”

The man bent low in a courtly bow. “I am Istlav, and this is my band of merry companions. We have been hired by the humble town of Erro to protect them against all intruders and monsters, a task that we are only too glad to perform, as truly, the people here are the salt of the earth.”

Morwyn and Anastasia stepped up alongside Blue. 

“Very well.” Hugh didn’t like Istlav’s smirk. Nor the fact that there were a dozen men with spears guarding the far edge of the bridge. “Stand aside, good Istlav. I am here on behalf of my brother, Duke Annaro of Stasiek. Erro belongs to him.”

“Alas,” said Istlav, crossing his arms and rocking back on his heels. “The people of Erro no longer recognize Duke Annaro’s claim. It’s true that once Erro was one of his many fiefs, but it has since declared independence. My condolences. Please throw down your weapons. You are, I fear, to be our guests.”

“Alas indeed,” said Hugh, dismounting. Energy thrummed through his powerful frame. “Duke Annaro does not recognize this bid for independence. I would speak with your employers.”

“They do not wish to speak with you, my lord. Uncouth, to be sure, but who am I to question them? And I see that there is only yourself and three ladies. The situation is not in your favor. I urge you in the strongest terms to disarm. I swear that I will observe the terms of surrender. You shall be honorably treated.”

Hugh laid his hand on the hilt of his blade. Immediately, the men on the far side lowered their spears, six across, with those at the rear lowering theirs between the ranks of the first, forming an intimidating phalanx of bristling spear points. 

“No archers,” murmured Morwyn. 

A good point. Which meant they were no doubt hidden in the woods. In fact, given their knowledge of Hugh’s arrival, it would be child’s play to hide men on this side of the river, up in the undergrowth to their right. 

A neat trap. Such a setup could massacre a much larger force. 

“A moment,” said Hugh, making his voice as haughty as he could manage. “I shall confer with my friends.”

“You don’t have a moment,” began Istlav, but cut off in frustration as Hugh turned his back to face his friends. 

“Thoughts?” he asked, voice low.

“Not good,” said Morwyn, sounding more frustrated than afraid.

“I have an idea,” said Anastasia. “It requires my fetching my cloak from the cart.”

“I must insist!” shouted Istlav. “Drop your weapons now, or I shall be forced to take them from you.”

“I trust you,” said Hugh quietly. He turned to glare over his shoulder. “You would have these ladies enter your custody without even the bare minimum of warm clothing? Elena, throw us our cloaks.”

Elena had remained up on the cart’s headboard. She didn’t hesitate, but turned, dug through the equipment piled at the front of the cart, and pulled free Anastasia’s blue and gold cloak. Bundled it up and threw it down.

“How civilized,” said Istlav, clearly frustrated. “Now, if you are quite ready?”

Hugh caught the cloak, shook it out and draped it over Anastasia’s shoulders. She flipped the hood up with one hand, having drawn her wand with the other. Immediately, she began to whisper and work its tip against the inner folds of her cloak.

“Walk toward them slowly,” she whispered.

“Very well,” called out Hugh, turning back to Istlav. “We’ll hand you our weapons. Come, Morwyn.”

He stepped onto the bridge.

“Leave them there,” said Istlav. 

“I’ll not place my family blade on the ground,” said Hugh, undoing the thongs that held the scabbard to his belt. “I’ll place it in your hands or not at all.”

Istlav glanced past him and up to the forested bank beside the cart. “Very well. By Fortuna’s bulging rear end, you nobles are a pain in the neck.”

Hugh smiled. “It’s a hard life.”

The spear points didn’t waver. Twelve of them packed tightly, filling the far end of the bridge. Istlav standing in their midst like a bee nestled in the petals of a flower. Fortuna, bless Anastasia’s plan with whatever bounty you care to share.

Moving slowly, fighting to exude pained dignity, he crossed the bridge. Wide enough for the cart, solidly built, but without a railing, the wooden logs and planks smoothed down by wear instead of actual polish. 

“What’s your friend doing?” barked Istlav, staring past Hugh, who turned to consider the disciplus. Anastasia had dropped into a crouch, her voluminous cloak pulled all about her, wand neatly inscribing a symbol on the surface of a pebble she held in the other hand.

“I honestly don’t know,” said Hugh. “Anastasia! What are you doing?”

“Hmm?” She looked up, brows quirking. “Oh. This.” And she flicked the pebble off her palm.

It sped faster than Hugh could follow through the air, thwipping past him and Morwyn to disappear into the massed ranks of the spearmen. One of their number screamed, reared and staggered back, blood fountaining from a hole in his stomach.

“Here we go,” said Morwyn, tossing her scabbarded blades up, catching them by the hilts and slashing back with them both so the scabbards flew off.

Istlav backed through the spears. “Let loose! Kill the disciplus!”

Anastasia had finished a second pebble. Flicked it. Thwipp. Another spearman screamed, one from the frontline, sinking back on his ass, spear clacking against those of the men to his left, knocking them askew. 

It wasn’t going to be enough. Morwyn was launching herself forward, blades streaming behind her, a scream tearing itself from her throat. But even with this moment of chaos there were too many spear points trained on them. 

Foughtash! Black Evec! Kevanir! Come! Hugh drew his blade, time slowing as he heard the distinctive twang of bow strings from above and behind, the afternoon light running down the length of his sword. Akilina! Wladimir, Yaros, Bolek! 

A moment of hesitation as time slowed, as the specters came flooding to the fore, summoned by his will, infusing him with their power, their strength, their rage, speed, and terrible killing instincts. A moment’s hesitation as the impossibility of the situation filled him with despair, and then he cried out for one of the Lost Reaver’s true monsters, one of the members he’d never thought he’d summon.

Dragoslav!

Too much. Too much energy. The world swam, sweat broke out over his whole body, immediately soaking his clothing. The wind was roaring in his ears, his heart was racing so fast he couldn’t breathe. His skin was too tight, his bones seeking to tear themselves free of his flesh. He wanted to scream, to scream and never stop, but instead he sprinted at the phalanx, passed Morwyn with two long strides and then leaped.

The logs cracked under his boots from the power of his thrust, and then he was airborne, leaping up, the faces of the spearmen rising to track him in shock. Up and over, blade held out to one side, and his whole body shook, the sky suddenly no longer a limit, and for a mad second he thought: I am a brother to the eagles.

Up and over the spears, a somersault that cleared the entire line, to fall neatly into a crouch on their far side.

Then he rose, no longer rushing, sensing in his heart of hearts that the fight was already over. Turned, expression cold, the warring essences in his mind and soul too much to give vent to. 

The soldiers were good. The back line dropped their spears, abandoning them without hesitation to tear free their short, stabbing blades, locking shields. 

He could have stepped in before they formed their shield wall, but fuck it. He waited. Allowed them to regain a flicker of confidence. To hunch their shoulders, blades at the ready.

Too much. He’d called on too much power. 

He heard Dragoslav’s panting, bestial breath: time to kill.

He stepped forward. Two swords came at him, twin thrusts. A simple matter to sweep his blade across, parrying them both. With his free hand he took hold of the upper edge of the closest shield, tore it free. Heard bones break, saw the splash of blood as fingers tore off. Tossed the circular shield up, caught it by the ironbound rim, then shoved it forward, slamming it edge first into the man’s face hard enough to collapse the iron nose guard and the structure of his skull.

Attacks from all sides. He didn’t need to see them. Could sense them coming. The shield wall was broken, the men folding around him, encircling him. He wove between the attacks, his body a vibrating instrument that responded with perfect speed to his every thought. 

Hugh reached out. Took another man’s shield. Tore it free, ripped it without a problem from the man’s grasp. His own blade moving of its own accord, parrying, deflecting, whispering around him as he stared at the other soldier. Flipped the shield up, caught it by its rim and slammed it forward. Crumpled the nose guard, shattered the cheeks and upper jaw. Embedding the iron rim three inches deep into the man’s skull. 

He went down.

Three left. 

Thwipp.

A stone passed through a man’s chest.

Two left.

Events were happening too quickly for the men to panic. They didn’t even have time to glance at each other before Hugh reached out and took the third man’s shield. 

Tore it free. 

Flipped it, gripped it, slammed its iron edge into the man’s face.

The man went down, taking the embedded shield with him.

Morwyn was amongst the front rank like a fox in a hen house, shearing off spearheads and doing the close, bloody work she excelled at. 

But oh, she was slow. So painfully slow.

The last soldier screamed and charged Hugh, blade coming down in a wide, panicked chop. 

Child’s play to duck and step under the attack, the man stumbling past him. 

To reach around him, take hold of his shield, and tear it free. 

The motion pulled the soldier around, whipped him about in a near perfect hundred and eighty degrees.

Straight into the edge of his own shield. 

Hugh pounded it so hard into the man’s head that he nearly sheared the top of his skull off. 

The soldier didn’t even scream. His feet went out from under him, and for a second he hovered parallel to the floor before crashing down bonelessly onto the rutted remnant of the imperial highway.

All dead.

Hugh lowered his blade. It’s length clean and unbloodied. 

Morwyn spun, a drawing cut across a man’s hamstrings, her other sword rising to parry a dagger stab by cutting off the man’s hand at the wrist.

Four men were bunched about her, and beyond, Anastasia was huddled as before on the far side of the bridge. An arrow sliced through the air, hit her right in the back of the hood.

Bounced off as if it had hit a stone wall.

Thwipp.

One of Morwyn’s attackers fell. 

Hugh crossed his arms. 

Morwyn glanced at him, took in the dead about his feet, and her eyes widened. She faltered, nearly tripped, but recovered in time to parry another stab. Rose, backed away, fighting off three men at once, her blades a web of living steel. 

Her sword flickered out. One of the men screamed and clutched at his face, blood pouring out between his fingers. 

Two left. 

Thwipp.

One left.

Morwyn smashed his blade aside in fury and drove both of her swords into his torso, only to press her boot against his chest and shove him off, twin trails of blood spurting out as he fell.

Istlav. 

Where…? 

There.

The commander had leaped off the bridge onto a large boulder upstream. The waters rushed and roared about its base. 

“Archers! Ignore the disciplus! Kill the lord!”

An arrow sped out of the underbrush in response, flying toward Hugh. 

He swayed aside. 

The seconds drew out. No more arrows came from the tree line.

“Archers!” shouted Istlav. “Loose, you cowards!”

Hugh pursed his lips. Where was Elena? Gone from the cart. Ah. She’d not wasted any time.

Hugh stepped up to the edge of the bridge. “Hello Istlav.”

The man stared up at him, eyes wide with panic and disbelief, then looked about himself, trying to figure out a course of escape. “I… it seems I underestimated your - ah - insistence on your brother’s illegitimate…”

Hugh placed his hands on his hips. “Who are you working for?”

“The elders of Erro, I told you.”

“Things aren’t looking good for you right now, Istlav. You sure you don’t want to try the truth on for size?”

Istlav drew both his blades. “As if you’d spare my life if I did. Get down here and get this over with.”

“Very well.” Hugh stepped off the edge of the bridge and fell the five yards to land on a rough boulder about whose sides frothed the Mandroga. “There’s nothing I can do to make you talk?”

Istlav drew himself up. “My whole life my brother told me I was a braggart and an idiot and an arrogant son of a bitch. Said I’d never amount to anything. Well, maybe he was right. But I won’t die a traitor or a coward. Come at me already! End this!”

Hugh drew his blade. “So be it.” He leaped from his rock to the next closest, sprung up to a higher, more massive boulder dead center in the rushing stream, and from there plunged down upon where Istlav stood.

Istlav sought to parry with one blade and thrust with the other. Hugh turned his downward chop into a lateral sweep, the strength curdling within his arms and shoulders allowing him to smash the man’s swords aside, so that as he landed he was able to deliver a head butt with all the momentum of his fall behind it.

To Istlav’s credit he kept his footing; allowed both blades to sweep around, not seeking to stop them, and turned the movement into a falling swirling attack, dropping into a crouch and seeking to take Hugh out at the knees and waist. 

A downward stab parried both blades; Hugh brought his fist down like a falling rock across Istlav’s bloody face, crunching his nose even flatter against his skull. The man rocked back, roared, and sought to rise; whisked both swords up the length of Hugh’s own blade to slide them clear just shy of his cross guard and into Hugh’s chest.

Or tried to. Hugh swayed back, allowed both swords to slice up and past his face, then kicked the man’s feet out from under him so that Istlav crashed down onto the boulder and almost rolled off into the river.

Almost, because Hugh pinned him down with a boot to his chest, the tip of his blade moving neatly to hover over Istlav’s heart.

“Last chance,” said Hugh, voice quiet over the rushing roar of the waters. “Who sent you here? Are there reinforcements coming?”

Istlav jerked his arms up, a final attempt to slash at Hugh, who dug the point of his sword into the man’s flesh and caused him to cry out and cease moving.

“Go on,” hissed Istlav, face a bloody ruin. “Get it over with. Stop wasting time and send me to the Ashen Garden with a good death.”

“The Hanged God cares nothing for how you die,” said Hugh, feeling that certainty resonate within him. “He’ll welcome you all the same.”

And he leaned forward and slid his blade into Istlav’s heart. The man let out a choked cry, dropped his swords to seize Hugh’s blade, blood spattering over his lips, then went limp and lay still.

Bitter disappointment filled Hugh, only to be replaced by a sense of growing dread. He looked up and saw the specters gathered all around him. Foughtash with his double axes up above on the bridge, the other men crouched or perched on the river rocks, Black Evec leering at him, great hat pushed back from his brow, Kevanir, the others - and Dragoslav himself, hunched and brooding on the far bank, a granite cliff of a man, eyes sunken, cheeks and jowls the color of iron, his worn brigandine armor belted and hanging down over his thighs, shoulders and upper arms covered in rusted plate. 

The sight of so many of the dead drained the fire from his veins and replaced them instead with ice. They all stared at him, and in their hollow gazes he saw the mute accusation of what he’d done. 

The horror caused his gorge to rise. 

His fault. 

His fault they’d all died. 

Morwyn was calling down to him from the bridge. He couldn’t imagine talking to her and the others while the dead looked on. 

Couldn’t imagine standing there, waiting for their accusations to come.

It was a primal reaction. Beyond all thought and reason. A simple, violent need to get away from these dead men. These former brothers whom he’d betrayed. 

Hugh leaped from one rock to the other, onto the bank up whose steep side he scrambled, gripping roots to haul himself up, reached the top, and ran into the woods.

It was a ragged, clumsy escape. He careened off trees as he went, smashed through the undergrowth with all the grace of a wild boar. Deeper and deeper, ignoring the shouts, till at last his foot caught on a root and he tripped, sprawling all out in the leaf rot and loam.

Silence but for the pounding of his heart. How far had he run? The canopy was thick overhead. Dusk wasn’t far away. Hugh rolled over. His blade - had he dropped it?

He’d fallen into a small hollow, too small to be called a glade. Ringed on all sides by old, hoary trees, their roots interwoven like snake coils. 

Someone was there. A large, brutish figure. Others behind him.

The specters. Of course they’d followed.

Hugh levered himself up onto his elbows and crawled backward, unable to tear his eyes from Dragoslav as the giant of a man ducked his head under a branch and stepped into the opening.

His face was all bleakness and craggy features. Few men had scared Hugh as much as Dragoslav. Sweet Severin might have cut an innocent’s throat without a qualm, but Dragoslav - he’d not blink if ordered to burn an entire village to the ground and cut down any and all who tried to run away.

Which he’d done, being the first to set flame to the thatch roofs of that small, nameless hamlet whose residents were supposed to harbor the fae folk and trade with them.

Hugh’s second week with the Lost Reavers, and the memory of that night with the flames raging from cottage to cottage and Dragoslav cutting down men, women, and children as they tried to flee their homes had been carved deep into his mind.

Dragoslav stood over him, expression remote, staring off into the middle distance. By Fortuna he was huge. Foughtash was a bear of a man, but something about Dragoslav made you feel like a child when you looked up at him.

You summoned me at last, he rumbled, voice like rocks shifting deep within the earth. I’m glad. I thought you too scared to face me.

Hugh snarled. His back pressed against a tree. Fear warred with shame and fury.

Dragoslav lowered himself into a crouch, relaxed, hands hanging between his knees. His face was almost kindly. You are and have always been a pissant, Hugh. But here, now, you have a chance to redeem yourself. Take your knife. The one in your other boot. Cut your throat. A bright red smile, ear to ear. Bleed out. Kill yourself. Be a man and let us go.

Hugh’s heart was pounding so violently in his chest that he could barely hear the other man’s words. 

Aye, said Black Evec, stepping up alongside Dragoslav. I’d thought perhaps you’d redeem yourself. But no. You’re fucking a fox girl like some depraved piece of shit. Polluting yourself and what remains of our good name each night. You know what we’d have done with the likes of you while we were still alive?

“I know,” growled Hugh.

Foughtash stepped up on Dragoslav’s far side. His axes gleamed dully in the gloom. I’d kill you myself if I were still alive. Hack you apart. But I can’t. You saw to that. So kill yourself instead. 

Hugh pressed back against the tree. “I’m not ready to die.”

Dragoslav, who remained crouched before him, narrowed his eyes. What’s ready got to do with it? Are you still a man, Hugh of Stasiek? Or are you a sniveling coward? A traitor to your kind? 

The others were standing just behind them. Akilina with her blonde hair shorn near to the scalp. Old Waldimir, the oldest member of the Lost Reavers, gray hair hanging past his shoulders. Yaros and Bolek, each built like an oak but otherwise each other’s opposite, though Yaros’ smiles were all gone now.

Kevanir. Off to the side. Arms crossed, leaning against a tree and staring away into the shadows.

Come on, Hugh. Dragoslav sounded almost kindly. Are you a man or dog?

They were all around him. Stealing the air. He couldn’t breathe. Wanted to answer, but didn’t know what to say. His shame had him by the throat. He thought of Zarja by his side, soft and supple, caressing him, warming him, not judging - and felt his shame increase. 

Kill yourself, growled Foughtash. Enough with this madness. Release us. Cut your damn throat.

Black Evec ran his fingers through his beard. He won’t do it. The boy’s a coward. Look at him. Near pissing himself, he is. You going to go running back to your lisica, boy? Hide behind her skirt?

Fucking disgrace, said Bolek from the back, spitting.

Fox fucker, whispered Akilina.

You think you can keep using our strength to compensate for your own? asked Dragoslav. We’ll find a way to get you. There must be a way to come through the veil and put our hands around your throat. Soon as we do, you’re a dead man, Hugh of Stasiek. Though if I can, I’ll delay our entry to the Ashen Gardens as long as it takes to break your mind. You mewling piece of cowardly shit -

“Enough!” shouted Hugh, drawing his knife. A wild, uncontrollable fury suffused him. For a second he didn’t know if he meant to cut his own throat, and then he threw himself forward, passing his blade through Dragoslav’s impassive face.

Crashed to his knees, whirled about, slashing at the specters who ringed him. “You all died! You’re dead, and I live! You were weak, you couldn’t take the magic – it’s not my fucking fault, you assholes!”

His shout echoed in the small glade, and they were gone. He stood, panting, staring at the shadows where Kevanir had stood, the darkness truly falling now, the sun dipping behind the tree line.

“So leave me the fuck alone,” he whispered, unable to deny the hypocrisy behind his words. He sank into a crouch, covered his face with his hands, and simply tried to not think, to not be, to wait for the world to change around him so that he didn’t have to consider his cursed state of existence. 

Tears burned in his eyes, but he refused to let them fall. Rubbed them angrily away. Remained still and silent, barely allowing himself to breathe, until he heard gentle footsteps approaching through the brush.

Only one person could track him out here.

Zarja.

Hugh dropped his hands and looked up as she emerged from the trees. She wore Elena’s clothing, but stood in her true form, honey-colored eyes gleaming in the dark, blonde hair a dark caramel in the gloom.

“Hugh?”

“Leave me alone,” he rasped.

She glanced around the tiny glade. “A nice spot, but I’m sure there are accommodations in Erro that’ll be more to your liking.”

Hugh snarled. “Don’t mock me.”

“I’m not.” She stepped in, releasing a branch after she ducked under it, and crouched down before him, perhaps only a couple of yards away. Her golden eyes were eerie in the gloom. “I’m trying to understand what’s going on. One moment you… well. I don’t know quite how to describe what you did by the river. There are four men lying on their backs with shields sticking out of their faces. And then you fight… whatever Istlav proved himself to be. Cut off his head. And… run away?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said, “especially not with a fucking lisica.”

“No?” She didn’t sound offended. “You’re not looking too good, Hugh. I think talking about it is exactly what you need to do.”

“Leave me alone!” He burst to his feet and took an aggressive step forward, fists clenched.

“Or what?” asked Zarja, not moving a muscle, simply craning her head back to look up at him. “Or you’ll hit me?”

Hugh didn’t know what to say. Could feel Dragoslav’s eyes on him. Black Evec’s. Were they watching him right now? Did they watch him all the time?

“I won’t stop you,” said Zarja, rising at last to stand before him. “Where do you want to do it? In the face? Break my nose or jaw? Or perhaps you’d rather punch me in the stomach, kick me around this glade till I cry for mercy?”

“Stop,” grated Hugh, nausea passing through him in waves.

She canted her head to one side. “What do you want, Hugh? To kill me? Punish me? For what? For who I am? For mistakes you’ve made in your past?”

His whole body was shaking. He couldn’t keep his hands fisted any longer. The very thought of hurting Zarja was anathema. And yet. And yet.

Fox fucker…

She stepped in closer, placed her hands on his arms. “Talk to me, Hugh. I’ve seen more than you can imagine over the course of my years. Talk to me. I know what you were. I know what you’ve done. But I’m still here. Tell me what’s wrong.”

He worked his jaw, trying to find a way to unlock his throat, to cough out the words. But what words? The presence of the Lost Legion hung in the air like an acrid stench.

You going to go running back to your lisica, boy? Hide behind her skirt?

Hugh took a long, shuddering breath. Forced himself to stand straight. Wiped the back of his forearm across his eyes. Another deep breath. And inch by bloody inch he brought himself back under control. Roughly shoved the horror and shame down, clamped a lid over their oubliette, and forced himself to gaze into Zarja’s golden eyes without expression.

“It’s nothing. I’m sorry for speaking to you that way. I’ve got a lot on my mind. We’d best return to the others.”

Zarja pursed her lips. “Right.”

Despair washed over Hugh as he led the way back to the river. Should he kill himself? Kill Zarja? What manner of man was he? A traitor? A pervert? Could he keep it together long enough to deal with Erro? Was their any salvation from his cursed state?

He didn’t know the answer to any of those questions. But he’d be damned if he allowed himself to break. He wouldn’t be weak. He wouldn’t give up. 

Listen to me, Fortuna. I swear in your name that I’ll answer those questions or take my own life before leaving Erro.

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

 

A fair crowd had gathered at the bridge’s far side by the time Hugh and Zarja - once more in her Elena-guise - stepped out of the forest. Morwyn and Anastasia were standing in the center of the bridge, clearly waiting for his return, and their relief as he crossed the old timbers to stride past them and up to the people of Erro was obvious.

No snarky comment from Morwyn as he passed her; Hugh had expected something, but she simply stood there, arms crossed, expression inscrutable.

The crowd was perhaps thirty strong, and the weathered faces bore a near uniform look of nervousness and fear. Nobody was obviously injured, however; clearly Istlav’s occupation hadn’t been physically brutal. 

An old man stood at the front, his mighty frame diminished by age, his great nose protruding over his luxurious white mustache that fair hid his mouth. But as Hugh drew close, he saw a hesitancy in the man’s porcelain blue eyes that belied the impression of strength that his stature imparted. 

“Greetings,” said the old man, voice reedy despite his barrel chest. “I am Ivanov, former mayor of Erro, and… I…” Ivanov trailed off, blinking in confusion as he smacked his lips under his mustache. “Who… who are you?”

A young woman stepped out of the crowd, placing a hand on Ivanov’s shoulder. She was slender, clad in a bright yellow tunic and baggy striped blue pants, her blonde hair long, her nose pert, her gaze sharp, mouth expressive. A fierce defiance shone in her dark eyes as she stared up at Hugh. “Easy, Master Ivanov. It’s all right.”

The old man rubbed at his mustache and shook his head, blinking again, only to turn and step back into the crowd. “My son,” he said beseechingly. “Where’s Little Ivan? Has someone seen him?”

The blonde woman placed her fists on her hips. “If you are who I think you are, then you took your blessed time getting here.”

Hugh couldn’t help it. Despite his mood, his fractured thoughts, he found himself smiling. “And who might that be, miss?”

She flicked her gaze past where he stood to his companions on the bridge and the cart beyond. “Your entourage is too small for you to be Duke Annaro himself. But your face has that family resemblance. So, I’m guessing you’re his younger brother, Lord Hugh.”

“You guess correctly,” said Hugh, inclining his head, amused further by her defiant tone. “I didn’t realize our features were so well known.”

“No?” Her thin upper lip curled derisively. “It’s on every blasted gold, silver, and copper coin the Stasiek mint churns out.”

“Fair enough,” said Hugh, rubbing at his chin. “I am indeed Lord Hugh of Stasiek. Your name?”

“Branka.”

“Tell me what happened here, Branka.”

Her gaze slid past him to linger on the dead. “Istlav arrived a week ago. Marched out of the woods claiming to be brigands who’d wandered over the mountain looking for easy pickings. Nobody believed him. His men were too disciplined. No looting, no raping, no setting buildings on fire. He told us Erro was under his control for the nonce but refused to elaborate on what that meant.”

“I see,” said Hugh. “Nobody opposed his decree?”

“Our mayor Little Ivan spoke up, as did Bozidara the smith, Dragutin the forester, and old Dusan. Istlav had them strung up. They’re still hanging outside my tavern.” Though her smile grew sharp, her eyes gleamed as they filmed with tears. “They could have used your impressive sword skills a week ago, my lord.”

“Watch your tongue,” said Hugh mildly. “It’s a crime to speak to me in such manner. Moreover, we didn’t know about this occupation until we arrived, so enough with your accusations. We’re here now. Who speaks for Erro?”

Branka hesitated, turning to glance back at the crowd. They were hardy folk, the men bearded and lean, the women handsome and reserved. 

“You might as well, Branka,” said a man, stepping forward. His hair was a mess of brown thatch, his chin cleft, his hands and clothing dusted with flour. “You’ve been near running things since Istlav showed up. I’ll second whatever you say.”

“Very well, Mirco.” Branka turned back and gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I run the tavern, the Mountain Laurel. It’s as close to a city hall as we have this high up in the mountains.”

“Very well.” Hugh cast around, looking for somewhere more elevated from which to address the crowd, and stepped up onto the low stone retaining wall that edged the road where it hugged the Mandroga’s banks. 

“People of Erro. I am Lord Hugh of Stasiek, sent here by my brother the duke to restore order and see to it that your village remains part of his duchy. I am sorry for the violence that has been visited upon you. Banditry is an ever-growing problem in the north. This shall not happen again. My brother has seen fit to post me here through the coming winter, and I shall be working with you all to improve your defenses, restore the local fort, and root out whatever evil may lurk in the woods.”

No applause, little more than exchanged glances. Fair enough. Hugh didn’t feel particularly inspiring, and the fact that the corpse of the former mayor still hung in the town square didn’t help. 

“My companions are Captain Morwyn of the duke’s personal guard and Disciplus Anastasia. Obey them as you would me. I will soon hold court. You may then approach me with questions or concerns. Until then, I appreciate your hospitality.”

Again he stopped, feeling awkward. He didn’t want to be here. He wanted to be alone, mulling over his thoughts, trying to decide whether to live or die. Didn’t want to take care of these strangers, to learn their names and woes, the rhythms of their boring little lives. 

But he had no choice. He nodded gravely to the crowd and hopped down. “Let’s take care of Little Ivan and the others,” he said to Branka. “We will then discuss matters further in your tavern.”

“Aye,” said Branka, turning to lead him on. “My thinking exactly.”

Elena guided the cart over the bridge, Bullnip traversing the worn planks with some trepidation, while Morwyn jogged back to fetch Blue. Anastasia walked alongside him, through the murmuring crowd and along the road that hugged the Mandroga all the way through the village.

Which was, as Hugh had guessed, almost shockingly small. Attractive homes had been built up along the other side of the road, most of them two stories tall and painted in russet or vivid blue; their roofs made with slate tiles and so closely were they built together that Hugh imagined one could run from the first building all the way to the last across their sloping roofs, never once having to come down to the street.

It was, he grudgingly allowed, a surprisingly attractive place; the stone retaining wall along the riverbank was in good repair, with bunches of flowers sporadically along its base. The buildings didn’t lack for rustic charm, and even the road itself was well maintained and without potholes. The Mandroga rushed by below, providing a constant susurrus, with only one large building erected on its actual bank: a small mill, its water wheel slowly turning. Trees and colorful bushes abounded, making it a verdant road and occasionally hiding the river, though always the road swung back to the bank and brought it into view.

Hogs, geese, and chickens meandered along the street’s length. Unlit spear-length torches were embedded every ten paces along the river’s side of the street. Up close, Hugh saw that the paint on the building was often faded and worn through to reveal the bricks beneath; the effect was somehow more picturesque. Up ahead, the Mandroga widened into a large pool into which its upper portion poured in the form of a broad waterfall; a second bridge was built just beyond, connecting the river street to a rambling estate built into the far side into the forested hill.

“It’s delightful,” said Anastasia, turning to him with a smile. “If one forgets for but a moment the horrific bloodshed we just caused by the first bridge, you can almost be swept away by Erro’s bucolic charm.”

Branka snorted and shook her head.

Hugh couldn’t help but agree. Better than he’d expected, and with an actual tavern? Perhaps it wasn’t the end of the world and the terminus of his dreams and hopes.

The road widened into a small square, the mill on the riverside across from the tavern, a covered well rising in the center, beside which a gallows had been crudely erected, beams still raw and half-covered in peeling bark. From the crossbar hung four men, their faces darkened near to purple, their eyes pecked out, black blood darkened over their lower jaws, their swaying forms surrounded by clouds of flies. 

Crows lined the upper bar of the gallows, eyeing the stoic-faced children who stood across the square, pebbles in hand.

They came to a stop. Nobody spoke. Folk watched from between barely opened shutters, from dark doorways. The sun was now dipping behind the far mountains, shadows thickening like dark wood smoke all about them. 

Hugh drew his blade. He knew he shouldn’t be the one to cut down the dead. Knew that he should command Morwyn to do the deed, or even let the villagers take care of it. But he wanted to be the one to let them down. Felt some basic compulsion to undertake the task himself.

“Ladder,” shouted Branka.

Hugh strode up to the gallows. Even in death he could tell which was Little Ivan; he had the same massive frame as his father, but his mustache was a lustrous brown, and the ruins of his face spoke of the authority his father must have once held.

“I’m sorry I was unable to help you,” said Hugh. He was no priest of the Fate Maker in sumptuous robes of gray and purple. He was just a man, a cursed one, and poorly spoken for all that. 

Still.

“I thank you for your service. For doing what was right. For standing up to Istlav and his men. If you can hear me now from the Ashen Garden, know that you have my thanks and my regards.”

Two men approached, tall ladder in hand. They set it up against the gallows, then stepped back, faces impassive.

Waiting to see what he’d do.

Hugh climbed up. It was springy enough to bend under his weight. Up he went, beside the first man. An elder, his neck stretched unnaturally long. Reached up and took the rope.

“Be ready below,” he said.

The two men moved into place.

One cut. He held onto the severed end of the rope with his free hand and lowered the elder to the waiting hands.

Descended. Moved the ladder over a pace. Climbed.

One by one he cut down the dead. They were taken by waiting hands and carried away.

When he was done, Hugh descended. “Fetch axes,” he said to nobody in particular. “Cut down these gallows and burn them.”

A murmur of assent, and a handful of men turned to walk hurriedly away.

“Now,” said Hugh, turning to where Branka still stood, Mirco the miller by her side. “Shall we speak?”

Some of the defiance had gone from her dark eyes. She hugged herself, gave a curt nod, and led the way into the tavern. 

It was a handsome building. Two-storied like the others, but with greater presence, its facade covered in dark ivy, a wooden sign hanging above the recessed doorway portraying a wreath of pale leaves around a tankard. Inside, the air was close and scented with the rosemary that hung in dried bushels from the rafters; the wooden walls were painted in fading red, the floor covered in rushes, and two fires crackled in facing fireplaces, sending the shadows to dancing across the ceiling.

Branka led them to one of the three trestle tables in the small common room and there sat, leaning back and signaling to the young boy who stood behind the bar.

“Six ales, Wlad.”

“Better make it twenty,” muttered Morwyn, opting to lean against the wall, arms crossed.

Everyone remained quiet, agreeing tacitly to await the ales, which were brought out by the youth on a circular tray, hearty tankards filled to the brim. These he set down nervously, casting shy glances at Morwyn all the while till she rolled her eyes and glared at him.

Wlad blushed and practically ran away.

Hugh raised his tankard and then hesitated. Bad form to drain it dry before Branka and Mirco. He decided to limit himself to three hearty gulps, but once he got going he couldn’t stop. When he was done he set the tankard down with a contented sigh, and reached for Elena’s. 

Branka quirked a brow but made no comment. Instead, she frowned down at the tabletop. “Listen, Lord Hugh. I… I didn’t see what happened down by the bridge.  It happened too fast. But from what I heard…”

Mirco frowned. “I saw some of it. It… I can’t…”

Hugh sighed.

Everybody had their fucking questions, it seemed.

“Can’t you be satisfied with being freed?” he asked.

“Subrogation Day is fast upon us,” said Branka, sitting up straight and staring right at him. “Father Jarmoc will soon be here, and he’ll learn of what happened. In detail. And if he decides we weren’t assiduous in our questioning, we’ll pay the price.”

“The way you moved,” said Mirco, eyes gleaming. “Only thing I can reckon in my limited experience is that you must be an exemplar, my lord. And no offense meant, but I have to ask, for fear of my own mortal soul. You wouldn’t be an Exemplar of the Hanged God?” 

Morwyn seized Mirco by his shirt and hauled him off the bench. Turned and slammed him against the wall. “I should slit your throat right here and now,” she hissed. “How dare you insult your lord in such fashion?”

Hugh rose to his feet. “Captain.”

Mirco’s voice shook with terror. “No offense meant! But it weren’t natural, the way he moved, you know it weren’t! What else he supposed to be?”

“What business is it of yours?” she asked, forearm shoved into his throat, other hand at the pommel of her dagger. “You fucking peasant miller. To insult my lord in such manner, to accuse him of being one of the Thrice-Cursed’s chosen –”

“Peace, Captain.” Hugh stepped forward and touched her shoulder. “Put him down.”

Her face was bone white, her eyes wide with fury, and for a moment it seemed she didn’t hear his command. Then, with a jerk, she stepped back, releasing Mirco so that he crumpled down into a crouch.

“I won’t warn you again,” she hissed. “Insult Lord Hugh in such manner a second time, and I’ll execute you myself.”

“I cry your pardon,” croaked Mirco, falling over to bow low, forehead touching the worn boards. “Never! I’ll not even think it!”

Morwyn gave a stiff nod and stepped back, a band of muscle flaring into view over the joint of her jaw. Gave Hugh a strange look – embarrassment? And moved back to the wall.

Elena moved to Mirco’s side and slid an arm under his own, helping him rise. “Please excuse me. It’s not my place to say, but I know my lord is reluctant to discuss this matter. But… he is the last surviving member of the Lost Reavers. Surely you’ve heard of them?”

“Yes,” said Branka, posture tense, spine stiff. “But I never heard anything but that they were people, and the way Lord Hugh killed those men -”

“He is the last surviving member,” said Elena, a touch of iron in her voice as she helped Mirco back onto the bench. “Ask yourself: what does it say about his skill with the blade that only he survived where those other legendary figures failed? Are you really surprised that Istlav’s men fell before him?”

A confused, reluctant silence befell the table. Branka scowled down at her ale. Mirco massaged his neck and avoided all eyes. Hugh met Elena’s gaze and gave her a thankful nod. She stepped back against the wall.

“I think it best if we begin at the beginning,” he said, taking charge. “Tell me everything that happened from when Istlav arrived. What he said, wanted, all of it.”

Branka took up her ale. Visibly set her questions aside as she sipped, then set it aside. “They came from the mountains, walking down River Street from the north. There was no question of opposing them - Istlav had seventeen men with him. You saw how well armed they were. He summoned everyone to the square and declared that Erro was now his, and that we’d do as we were told. Little Ivan defied him and the others defied him. They were taken, beaten, and the gallows built. An hour later they were hung. That broke what little hopes of resistance we had.”

Morwyn stirred. “He declared Erro his? To what end? Didn’t he know Duke Annaro would respond?”

“That’s what Little Ivan argued. That it was madness to think he could take Erro and hold it with only seventeen men. Istlav was deliberately vague and very pleased with himself. He moved into the old imperial estate across the river. But they didn’t spend their days lazing about. Instead, they scouted the woods and sent scouts down to Vuk and Miro. He was expecting trouble. We saw him send a messenger north into the mountains, and they returned yesterday. I don’t know what the message was or with whom he was corresponding.”

“Should be obvious,” said Morwyn. “Baron Niestor.”

Branka licked her lower lip. “You’ll pardon my saying so, but that doesn’t make any sense, either. We’ve spoken of little else, but nobody can come up with a reason why the baron would have Istlav take Erro under a brigand’s guise.”

“Simple,” said Hugh, lifting Elena’s tankard to his lips. “Istlav was probably commanded to destroy whatever force was meant to recapture Erro, using that neat ambush he’d set up by the bridge to massacre the enemy. Then Niestor would send his own men in to drive Istlav away, which they’d do easily, giving him claim to the town by saying Annaro couldn’t hold it.”

“Flimsy claim,” said Morwyn angrily.

“All he’d need is a pretext with which to argue at the imperial court when eventually summoned. But it would allow him to move his forces in, rebuild the fort, and prepare to withstand whatever Annaro sent against him.”

Morwyn nodded grudgingly. “I can see that.”

Anastasia leaned forward. “His wager being, no doubt, that Annaro would not start an all-out war with Baron Niestor over a town so small as Erro. Especially if he knew somehow that our treasury remains depleted after the Six Months War.”

“He could also be taking Annaro’s measure,” said Hugh. “Seeing how stiff his resolve is. Whether he was as confrontational as our father, or more willing to compromise to avoid conflict.”

Branka had watched this exchange with eyebrows raised. “Yes. I guess I can see that. We’d not thought along those lines.”

“You’re not trained in military matters,” said Hugh. “But now that Istlav is gone, Baron Niestor will have to reconsider. Send in his troops to conquer Erro without pretext, or seek a new reason to ‘lawfully’ take over the village.”

Anastasia frowned. “He won’t simply invade. A century ago, perhaps, but Mendev is no longer so lawless. Such an act would attract imperial censure. His disciplus will warn him of it.”

“His blood will be up,” said Morwyn. “He’s ready to invade, thinking Istlav holds the village. Question is: will he hear of our conquest before he marches in?”

“Good point,” said Hugh, warming to the subject and setting down Elena’s empty tankard. He raised an eyebrow to Anastasia, who nodded almost imperceptibly and pushed her tankard over to him. “Istlav was arrogant. I’ll wager he didn’t have anyone posted and ready to send word to Niestor in case of trouble. Branka, do you know if he set up a warning system along those lines?”

She shook her head mutely.

“Then we need to send word to Niestor,” he continued. “Something innocent, telling him that though he may have heard of bandit activity in our area, it’s now taken care of, and he need not worry about his border.”

“Yes,” said Anastasia with a subtle smile. “Perfect. I can draft just the right letter.”

“We’ll need to get that out immediately,” said Hugh. “Branka, do you have someone who could run the message across the pass to the baron?”

“Yes,” said Branka. “I’ll find someone. Not a problem.”

“Good.” Hugh raised Anastasia’s tankard and drained it more slowly than the first two. The ale was good, dark and nutty, almost earthy. Set it down with a satisfied hiss. 

Mirco licked his lower lip. “You had heard nothing of all this down in Stasiek?” he asked. “If I may ask, why were you sent?”

“The duke suspected potential unrest. I was sent to survey the situation, update the tax rolls, and rebuild the fort.”

Mirco sat back. “Rebuild the fort? That’ll… well. It’s a cursed place. Only owls use it now.”

“That will soon change,” said Hugh. “If necessary, I’ll send for masons and architects to helm the project. But with Niestor restless, we’re going to need a fortified base of operations.”

Wlad approached with a full pitcher. He refilled Hugh’s tankard, and was about to do the same for the other empty ones when Branka tapped his wrist. 

“Just set it down,” she said.

He glanced at Morwyn, flushed, and ran back behind the bar.

“Your assistance moving forward will be much appreciated,” said Hugh, raising his ale. “I aim to update the census rolls, re-assess the taxable value of the different holdings, and grow acquainted with the area.”

Brank and Mirco shared a look. 

“Very well, my lord,” said Branka. “I would be happy to assist. However, we’ll soon need to address the issue of there being no mayor. With Little Ivan gone, will you take his place?”

Hugh hesitated and glanced at Anastasia.

“We’ll discuss the matter further,” she said. “No decision needs to be made tonight.”

“True enough,” said Branka. “And - thank you, my lord. For dispatching Istlav so summarily. Erro… is grateful and appreciates your arrival.”

Hugh almost laughed. A more grudging thanks he’d never heard. “You’re welcome, Branka. I only wish I’d arrived earlier. Now, have the corpses of Istlav’s men put somewhere safe for the night. We’ll burn them in the morning. Collect their weapons and armor and set them aside for accounting. If we have need to raise a militia later, that equipment will prove useful. You said that’s an imperial estate across the river?”

“Very well,” she replied. “And yes. It’s said Erro once played a more important role in the empire’s affairs. Something to do with the pass, I suppose. That estate is a holdover from that era. Traditionally, our mayors lived there, but that custom fell into disuse years ago. Now we keep it clean and in good condition as a sign of our fealty to both Duke Annaro and the emperor. Only Fate Maker Jarmoc uses it, and he visits rarely.”

“That’ll suit us just fine,” said Hugh. “If you’ve any food, we’ll dine and then head over for the night. We’ll continue these conversations tomorrow.”

“Of course,” said Branka, rising to her feet and smoothing down her striped pantaloons. “Food. You just killed eighteen men. You must be hungry.”

Morwyn gave her a nasty grin. “Well, yeah.” 

The meal was delicious, a hearty mixture of pickled cabbage, roasted lamb in a tomato sauce, and thick, freshly baked garlic bread. Hugh washed it down with a dozen tankards of ale, and by the time he stood up and loosened his belt, he was just about starting to feel human.

As if the Lost Reavers weren’t just there, out of sight.

It was dark by the time they emerged onto River Street. The Mandroga rushed by below, a black chasm with gray accents where it dashed itself apart on the boulders. Elena and Anastasia climbed aboard the cart while Morwyn and Hugh led the way across the upper bridge that spanned the Mandroga’s waterfall, over the river and to the far bank, up to where the imperial estate stood.

It was an impressive building, a clear throwback to an earlier age as Branka had said. The path split into two; the lower road ran before a series of barred alcoves set straight in the hillside below the estate, while the second ran up to the front door before curving into a covered barn set hard against the building’s left side.

They stopped before the building’s front. It was large, a rambling building held up by thick buttresses of exposed bricks, the main facade painted a dark russet, the windows tall and narrow, the roof’s incline shallow and made of thick slabs of slate. A dozen worn stone steps led up to the recessed front door that was protected from the weather beneath a portico. 

“Home sweet home,” said Hugh.

“Hardly,” said Morwyn. “Let’s see how much of a mess Istlav left behind.”

The next half hour was spent taking care of the horses, unloading essentials from the cart into the main building, and exploring the premises. 

The front rooms were open to the ceiling high above, while steep stairs led to what was a glorified loft that dominated the rear of the second floor. Small kitchen off to the left, pantries, a long living space in the front complete with dining tables, worn cupboards and lots of shelving along the walls laden with dusty bottles and old books; a small living area off to the hard right, and the rear half of the entire building given to a massive bedroom whose expanse was dominated by a truly huge, sagging bed.

Istlav’s men had lined up their pallets in military fashion on the second floor, while Istlav himself had claimed the rear room. Not too surprisingly, everything was neat and well taken care of; even the master bed was made, the sheets tucked and smoothed down.

Elena set to lighting candles everywhere, and soon the ruddy interior of the building was filled with a golden glow that made everything inviting. Istlav’s men had been well provisioned; they uncovered not only strings of onions and garlic, cured haunches of meat and hard-baked loaves by the dozens, but what looked like an entire crate of fortified wine.

Hugh drew out a bottle and laughed. “Istlav was a finer man than I gave him credit: look at this. Bottled in the Duchy of Fraczek at the famous Braslav Vineyard.” He cast around, found a corkscrew and drew the cork. Sniffed at the neck. “Our sojourn here in Erro has just gotten that much better.” 

And he drank deep.

Elena laughed as she sat on a bench set against the wall, the candlelight giving her blonde hair a golden glow. “Thoughtful of them to leave it behind.”

Morwyn took up her own bottle and in short order plucked out the cork. “Not as if you’re going to share.”

Anastasia pulled a bench out from under the dining table and sat on its end, crossing one ankle over her knee so she could tug off her boot. “What a day. But on the whole, Erro is far more charming than I expected. Perhaps this won’t be as grim an experience as you feared, my lord.”

“About that,” said Hugh, leaning against the stone counter where a grill was laid over ashen coals. “Erro has no business being this prosperous and large. Did you see that tavern?”

“Small, but a serious establishment,” said Morwyn, raising the bottle to her lips. “Branka’s no ale wife selling beer out the back of her kitchen.” 

“What are we missing here?” asked Hugh. “Where’s all this money coming from?”

Anastasia worked her thumbs into the sole of her foot. “Did you notice how thrilled Branka was when you announced how long you’d be staying?”

Elena pulled up a footstool before Anastasia and gestured at her foot. “May I?”

Anastasia paused. “Rub my foot?”

Elena’s nod was solemn. “A service I’d often provide back at Rusałka for foot-sore travelers. Nothing like mulled wine and a foot rub to make people feel at home and more willing to spend coin.”

Anastasia hesitated. “If you’re sure…? Unless you expect…?”

“Payment?” Elena laughed. “Hardly. This is something one friend does for another. Unless I presume too much?”

“After what you did to those archers?” Anastasia’s smile was warm. “Hardly. By the way, what did you do to those archers?”

“Yes,” said Morwyn. “I’ve been meaning to ask. It was most welcome, but four armed men… no mean feat for a servant girl.”

Elena laughed, took Anastasia’s stockinged foot in both hands, and began to work her thumbs deep into the sole in expanding circles.

“Ooh… wait, wait,” said Anastasia. “Don’t ask her anything. Let her focus.”

“I fear they underestimated me when they trained all their arrows on you, disciplus,” said Elena as she massaged Anastasia’s foot. “I snuck around the cart, grabbing my frying pan as I went -”

“You did not take out four archers with a frying pan,” said Morwyn.

“- and crept into the woods. I grew up in the Black Forest, just east of Orsuk. My father cut lumber. I guess I’ve not forgotten my childhood skills. They were so focused on Mistress Anastasia here, and her magic cloak, that they didn’t hear me come up behind each of them, and then - whack!”

“You did not!” Anastasia laughed and leaned on the table, Elena’s ministrations seeming to sap her of the ability to sit up right. “With a frying pan? I fear Lord Hugh’s accomplishments have been… oh, right there. Ah. Ah! How did you find that spot? I fear Lord Hugh’s accomplishments have been…”

“Oh, get a room, the both of you,” said Morwyn crossly. “I thought discipluses were all about dignity and reserve?”

“We are,” said Anastasia, closing her eyes. “But this is tantamount to torture. I’d no idea I was so sore.”

“You’re not sore,” said Morwyn. “You’ve been riding on a cart all week.”

“I know,” smiled Anastasia. “And been most brave. Did you notice how I asked for no sympathy?”

Morwyn snorted but couldn’t restrain a smile.

“I think I’ve got it,” said Hugh, setting aside the fortified wine. It was almost too sweet to drink. Almost, but delightfully potent. His head was near swimming. “What’s Erro’s claim to fame?”

“It has none,” said Anastasia, voice dreamy. “It’s small, inconsequential, a pawn between two duchies…”

“Nope,” said Hugh, reaching for another bottle. “It’s located squarely at the base of the pass through the mountains to the Duchy of Fraczek. Thus a tavern here would cater to whom?”

“Those who came through the pass,” said Morwyn darkly. “You’re saying the people of Erro are traitors?”

“Not traitors,” said Hugh. “I learned some things during my stay at the Rusałka. Men like the Mink rose to power and earned their fortune doing what, exactly? The more the emperor seeks to tax goods, the more people find ways to circumvent the tolls, toll masters, and taxation laws.”

“Smuggling,” said Anastasia, blinking rapidly as she forced herself to focus. “You’re saying they’re bringing smuggled goods through here?”

“That’s my guess,” said Hugh. “The question is: what?”

“There’s one obvious good of high value,” said Anastasia, smiling gratefully down at Elena as the serving girl worked off her other boot. “Salt.”

A moment of silence as everybody absorbed that information. 

“Salt?” asked Elena. “I don’t get it.”

Anastasia wiggled the toes of her other foot. Elena smiled and went back to work. “It would explain a lot of Duke Annaro’s current financial woes. But let me start at the beginning: the Duchy of Fraczek has a seacoast along its eastern border. The emperor’s salt tax there is thus hardly enforced, and the official rate is… I don’t exactly remember. But a pittance. Here in Stasiek, we are landlocked and the tax is far higher. The people don’t have a choice but to pay it.”

“Right,” said Hugh, taking up one of the small brown loaves and cracking it in half. “That’s always been a sore spot for my brother. A Stasiek duke needs to both meet the emperor’s levies and raise enough coin to run the duchy. Salt’s always been a great source of income.”

Morwyn took another swig of her bottle. She was but only halfway done with her first. “But… if salt smugglers were bringing in large amounts via the pass, Erro would prosper.”

“And not be that excited to see us,” said Hugh. “Or hear that we were planning to spend seven months looking into their affairs.”

“I saw that look Branka and Mirco shared when you announced as much,” said Morwyn.

Everyone subsided into thoughtful silence once more. Hugh rooted around the shelves until he found a crock of butter covered with a film of congealed fat. Beside it was a string of summer sausages. 

“Branka’s not going to do well when your brother learns of this,” said Anastasia, voice low. “She won’t be able to claim she didn’t know who her patrons were.”

Elena finally set Anastasia’s foot down. “How are your shoulders?”

Anastasia raised a finely arched brow. “You do shoulder work too?”

Elena stood and moved behind her. “You’ve no idea how far my talents range. But a question, Lord Hugh. If I may. What will your brother’s response be?”

Hugh washed his mouthful of food down and wiped his wrist across his mouth. “Depends on the scale of the operation. We’ll need to find evidence. Figure out just how much salt is coming through Erro. But if it’s as much as I think - especially given how prosperous Erro seems to be - then he’d call in Fate Makers, have ring leaders arrested and executed, and shut down the whole operation.”

Elena began to dig her thumbs into Anastasia’s shoulders, working the muscles of her neck while not looking away from Hugh. “That will be the end of Erro.”

“Aye,” said Morwyn. She held up her bottle to examine how much was still left and scowled. “Erro will rapidly become what we thought it’d be. A shitty little hamlet in the backwaters of the duchy. A warning to the rest of the towns to not work behind Duke Annaro’s back.”

Hugh chewed thoughtfully on a slice of summer sausage, the black peppercorns embedded in the meat releasing bursts of flavor. His warm, comfortable feeling of light inebriation was fading away. 

He could picture it: Annaro’s rage, the soldiers being sent in, the purple-robed Fate Makers holding court and interrogating everyone involved. Little Ivan’s death would soon be overshadowed as Branka and no doubt a dozen others were hung. The smuggling would end. With it Erro would be forced to depend on its natural resources; subsistence farming, foresting, fishing the Mandroga. It would change; the charm, the rustic appeal, would fade.

“What are you thinking?” asked Morwyn. 

“I don’t know,” said Hugh. 

“What’s there to - ah. Ah! Not so - ah, that’s… oh wow.” Anastasia’s eyes almost rolled up in her head. “Your hands are amazing. How do you find so many knots?”

“Practice, I suppose,” said Elena. “I apologize for not doing better; it’s hard to really get at the right spots through all this clothing.”

Anastasia blushed faintly and sat a little straighter. “That’s quite all right. As I was saying, what’s there to think about? It’s a simple if unfortunate matter. Erro, charming as it may be, is stealing hand over fist from the emperor and its rightful liege, Duke Annaro. We will report the matter as soon as we collect evidence, and events shall take their course.”

“Such a pity,” murmured Elena.

“They brought it on themselves,” said Anastasia, closing her eyes and rocking with the motions of Elena’s hands. “Nobody compelled them to steal.”

Morwyn was watching Hugh from under lowered eyelids. “Hugh’s not convinced.”

“Hmm?” Anastasia opened one eye. “Of course he’s convinced. They’re stealing from him, too.”

Morwyn drew her dagger, leaned forward, and stabbed a slice of summer sausage off the cutting board. “Then let’s hear it. Hugh?”

“I’ve got nothing to say,” he said, not wanting to delve into the muddle that were his thoughts. “We’re working on assumptions here. Let’s get some evidence first.”

“Fair,” said Anastasia, closing her eye again. “But the reasoning is sound. The question is: how to recover sufficiently damning evidence.”

“If I were Branka, I’d be plotting how to get rid of us,” said Morwyn, taking a bite from the corner of her sausage slice. “Make our lives here sufficiently unpleasant we’d opt to leave? Kill one of us in an accident in the woods? Nothing so overt it would draw more attention… a fine line to balance.”

Elena frowned at Morwyn. “Well, fortunately for us, Branka isn’t you.”

“It makes sense though,” said Anastasia. “Ah… right… there. She must know our presence spells her doom. But I wager she’s planning to flee. I wouldn’t be surprised if she and a dozen other people fade away over the next few days.”

Another beat of silence.

“Hey, Hugh.” Morwyn’s voice. Something subtly different about it. “When are you going to share with us what you really are?”

Everybody froze. Even Elena’s hands. 

Hugh reached down carefully and took up his next bottle of wine. He’d lost count of how many he’d had now. “Well, I’m no Exemplar of the Hanged God, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

Morwyn flushed. “But you are something. There’s no denying it, not after what I saw on that bridge. Elena might be able to satisfy Branka with that Lost Reaver talk, but I saw you leap over those spearmen. Fucking leap over them. And then…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “You took their shields as if they were children, and…”

Hugh pursed his lips and drew the cork. It came free with a delightful pop, and he raised the bottle to his lips.

Only for Morwyn to snatch it away, wine splashing down his front. She glared at him, having closed without his noticing.

Maybe the wine was getting to him.

“Enough, Hugh. We’ve all got our secrets, but what happened on the bridge… if we’re going to work together, if you expect me to follow your orders - then it’s time you told us what’s going on.”

“I find it hard to disagree,” said Anastasia. “I’ve never even heard of someone doing what you did. And the casual nature of that violence…” She shivered. “I’ve been trying hard to not think about it, but why? Why kill those men like that?”

Hugh slowly exerted his strength and tore the bottle free of Morwyn’s hand. She relinquished her grip, stepped back, and he raised it once more to his lips. The bottle was shaking. Drank, gulp after gulp of fortified wine. Damn this body, this vitality that resisted being numbed. Drank until the bottle was empty, and then, with excruciating care, set it down on the counter.

“What I am is none of your fucking business,” he said, voice raw even to his own ears. “I am Lord Hugh of Stasiek, and you have been ordered by Duke Annaro to obey my commands for the duration of this expedition. You don’t like it? Then break the duke’s command and leave.”

Morwyn’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “What are you scared of, Hugh? Why can’t you tell us?”

He pushed off the sideboard. “Who said I’m scared?”

“Your fucking hand’s shaking.”

“Maybe I’m drunk.”

“You should be. Who by the Fate Maker’s bruised balls drinks as much as you do without vomiting out their lungs? But no. That’s not it. You’re scared of something. Why’d you run after killing Istlav?”

Hugh stepped forward so that he towered over Morwyn. “None of your fucking business.”

“I saw your face. You looked fucking terrified.” 

Hugh curled his hands into fists. “Watch yourself, Captain.” His voice was dangerously soft. “You’re pushing it.”

“Or what?” She stared up at him fearlessly. “Enough with the crap, Hugh. This is it. This is your chance to open up and tell us what is going on with you. We’re alone. The three of us are your inner circle here. This is it, right now. Your chance to fucking share before you lose our trust and respect completely.”

She was drunk, he realized. How was that possible? She’d only had four or five ales in the tavern, and a bottle of fortified wine here at the estate - oh. Right. That was enough to make most grown men slur. All it had done to her was bring a feverish gleam to her eyes and a flush to her pallid cheeks. But still.

Hugh glanced sidelong at where Anastasia sat bolt upright, Elena behind her, both wide-eyed and staring. The silence in the small kitchen near ached. 

And then he became aware of them. Just around the corner of his vision, out of sight. But there, watching, present. The specters of the dead. The men he’d betrayed and doomed. The Lost Reavers. Kevanir, Dragoslav, Chavaun, and those he’d still not allow himself to think about, men more perilous than even Dragoslav, including the captain herself -

His skin prickled with goose pimples as even the thought of her caused fear to curdle his gut. No. He’d never call her, much less even think her name. 

“Hugh?” Elena. Voice soft. Cajoling. “You’re safe with us. We’re bound to you, by command and friendship. What could be so bad that you can’t share it with us?”

Anger seared the fear away. Was he doomed to be surrounded by inquisitive fools who didn’t know to leave well enough alone?

But the kitchen was too small. There was nowhere to go, unless he squeezed past Morwyn and along the dining table, to either go outside or into the back rooms.

His whole body felt feverish. He needed another bottle of wine. 

Why not tell them?

The thought surprised him with its suddenness.

Why not? Shame?

Yes. Shame. Soul-eating guilt. 

Horror.

If he told them, they’d never look at him the same. 

And? Was lying to them any better? Enjoying friendships he didn’t deserve? Friendships he was about to lose?

“Whatever it is,” said Elena, moving around to stand before him, reaching out slowly to take his hand in her own, “perhaps we can help you.”

A flash of memory: Dragoslav roaring in defiance as he staggered backward, the strength flowing from him, his bones collapsing within the sack of flesh and blood that his body was becoming -

Hugh grit his teeth and looked away.

Silence. 

Elena sighed. “I’ll say this and leave you alone. For three years now you’ve been living with this curse. I thought, when I first met you, that you were trying to destroy yourself. The drinking. The women. The gambling. But then I saw you exercising each day for hours on end. Saw how you treated people. Saw an innate goodness in you that was somehow surviving despite your self-destructive behavior.”

“That’s not -” began Hugh, but she cut him off.

“And then that night on the beach with the Mink. You could have chosen to go with him. But you chose to fight. And again, when you convinced Morwyn to follow you. And again, with Istlav and his men on the bridge.”

“What are you saying, Elena?” demanded Hugh.

“That you’ve already chosen to live. That whatever curse you’re carrying, sure it may cause you untold amounts of agony, but when the moment is dire, you take up your sword and you fight to continue drawing breath. This has become your life, and it’s one you won’t give up.”

She stepped closer, faced raised, completely unabashed about her scars. Zarja riding her Elena-guise as close she could to the surface. 

“So, if you’ve already made that decision, there’s nothing to hide. Only dark truths to share. And in that sharing, a chance for reconciliation and healing.”

Hugh stared down at her. Fought to find an argument. A way to refute her logic. The emotional pull of her gaze. Fox fucker, he heard the snarl. Traitor. 

And yet.

And yet.

And like a dam bursting, the tension, the anger, the desire to break free all flowed out of him, leaving him exhausted and still. 

Hugh sagged back against the counter’s edge. 

Elena stepped away, cautiously, as if walking on crackling ice.

“I… when I have need, I can… I can summon…” The words lodged in his throat like shards of broken glass. He tried to keep going, but he couldn’t breathe. Gripped the edge of the counter with both hands, and head bowed, forced them out. “I can summon the Lost Reavers who died in the Goat’s Wood to lend me their strength.”

There.

It was done.

Hugh raised his face, jaw set, and stared defiantly at the others.

Elena was nodding. Morwyn, eyes wide in shock. Anastasia, frowning. 

“A curse then,” said Elena. “In truth.”

“No mere curse,” said Anastasia. “The fae and their óneirothélisi couldn’t cast such a powerful spell. To bind - what - thirty or more souls to your side? To deny them the Ashen Garden? That is magic of a different order altogether.”

Hugh knew what was coming. Looked away.

“What are you saying?” asked Morwyn.

“That such magic is hinted at in our older texts. Was once commonplace, before the creation of Mendev. Was the provenance of the Thavma. Magothélisi, it was called. Hugh, are you saying you and the Lost Reavers fought an actual Thavma in the Goat’s Wood?”

“No,” said Hugh, voice harsh and raw. “We never fought it. I… I argued for a moment to parlay.” Sweat broke out across his brow. He’d spent three years doing his damnedest to not think about that moment. To do anything but relive it. Yet now he found he couldn’t stop his tongue. “Our…. Our leader wanted to attack. We were poised to sweep down upon it. But it lowered its defenses, reached out in a way that I took as a desire for communication. And I used what little influence I had to convince our leader to wait, to hold back, to listen.”

His whole body was shaking. He never wanted a dozen bottles of wine so badly. He couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. Stared instead at the old, warped wooden floor. “And… our leader hesitated, and in that moment the… the Thavma… it cried something out, something I didn’t understand, and the Lost Reavers around me began to…” 

Their screams arose about him. He saw again the great regiment as it wilted, bodies collapsing upon themselves, gouts of blood -

“Fuck,” he hissed.

Nobody spoke.

Morwyn, in a gesture that meant more to Hugh than he could convey, reached down, took up a bottle of wine, uncorked it and handed it over.

Hugh raised it high, drained it in a series of long swallows, then set it roughly aside. 

Morwyn’s voice was tentative. “You can summon the dead?”

“Only the Lost Reavers. And I’ve tried not to ever since. And after I do, they… they linger. And speak to me. They are not… pleased.”

“I’d imagine not,” said Morwyn. “Can you not free them from their bondage?”

“No,” hissed Hugh. “You think I wouldn’t have done so already if I could?”

“There has to be a way to undo this curse,” said Anastasia. “Though… if it truly is magothélisi, then it will be a laborious task indeed. If you come with me to the academy, my peers and teachers could study you, learn -”

“No,” said Hugh. “I will not subject myself to their studies. I’d rather die than go to the academy.”

Anastasia blinked. “Why so vehement?”

“To… to subject myself to their endless questions again, to have them poke and prod, cast their weak magics, to spend months if not years being examined and discussed as if I weren’t there…” Hugh shook his head. “I had enough of that after emerging from the Goat’s Wood. I won’t do it again.”

“Will you consent to let me study you?” asked Anastasia. “Perhaps I could at least determine… something?”

Hugh sighed. “Sure. But the three or four disciplus that my brother summoned were baffled. They tried to encourage me to undergo a process akin to trepanning, where they’d drill into my head. I said no.”

“Well,” said Anastasia, drawing herself up. “I won’t suggest such a course of action. But if you are bound by magothélisi, then perhaps I can begin to determine the contours of the magical knot that binds you and the Lost Reavers together.”

“Are they here, now?” asked Morwyn.

“The Reavers?” Hugh smiled darkly. “No. Though I’m not sure how much they can perceive when they’re not summoned. They’re aware, to a degree, of what I do.”

“And you can speak with them?” asked Morwyn. “After you use their power?”

Hugh nodded.

“Have you asked them for help in releasing them?”

“They’ve demanded that I do so, in a way that makes it sound like they don’t know any more than I do.”

“Where do they reside when they’re not with you?” asked Elena.

“I don’t know.”

“Have you asked them?”

“No,” said Hugh. “Our exchanges aren’t… pleasant.”

Elena frowned. “Can you summon just one and speak with him? The most civil one? Have a conversation with them about what has happened?”

“I… yes.” Hugh thought of Chavaun. “I could perhaps… though… yes. I could do that.”

“I would like to be present,” said Anastasia. “To monitor the magics. See what I can learn. I might also have questions for this shade.”

Hugh nodded mutely.

Morwyn remained self-contained, arms crossed as she leaned against the far counter. Staring at him with piercing eyes. “You blame yourself for this. All this.”

“Of course,” he said bitterly.

“Because you sought to parlay.”

“I delayed my leader’s command to attack. If I’d not, the Thavma might not have had the chance to curse us.”

Morwyn nodded but made no comment, which only deepened Hugh’s unease.

“Such matters are rarely simple,” said Elena. “You cannot guess at what the Thavma was thinking. I imagine there were more factors at play than you know.”

Morwyn arched a dark brow. “And since when are you such an expert on the Thavma, Elena? I thought you were a bucket girl at the Rusałka.”

Elena smiled. “I was a bucket girl. But like the rest of you, I have my secrets.” She dragged a finger across the countertop and inspected it, as if checking for dust. “Though the guise of servant girl is starting to wear thin.”

Anastasia stood up. “I knew there was something strange going on. The way you showed up at the lodge. Hugh?”

“What?” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I know her secret. And… if she wants to tell you, that’s her business.”

Morwyn drew herself up. “What is it, then?”

Elena winked at Morwyn. “I’ll share my secrets if you share yours.”

“What secrets?” Morwyn’s face darkened, and Hugh recalled just how much wine she’d had. Due to her incredible self-control, he kept forgetting. “I’m loyal to Stasiek and that’s it.”

“Uh huh.” Elena crossed her arms. “You swear that by the Fate Maker?”

Morwyn’s face darkened further and she looked down and away.

“What of you, Anastasia?” Elena looked her way. “Anything you want to share?”

The disciplus drew herself up, expression turning severe. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“No? So quick to go after other people’s secrets, yet you play your own so close to the chest. Safe in the knowledge that nobody else will recognize which of your books are illegal for you to possess. Which theories have been banned by the academy. What does it say about you that -”

Anastasia flushed. “Who are you? How do you know this?”

Elena shrugged one shoulder. “I’ll share my secrets if you swear to share yours. No? Morwyn?”

Morwyn’s lips pursed. Anastasia’s eyes narrowed.

“My my,” said Elena. “Such effusiveness. And after Hugh set such a good example, too. Perhaps a gesture of trust is needed after all. I’ll set the example and leave it for you to follow. Ready?”

Morwyn’s hand dropped to her hilt. Anastasia’s to the slender scabbard wherein her wand was kept. 

Hugh bestirred himself. “Elena.”

She looked over to him. “Hmm?”

“I…” He trailed off. His own revelations had drained him of propriety, concern, a willingness to maintain the walls of decorum. He’d exposed his greatest secret; why not force the others to do the same? “Nothing.”

Elena held his gaze for a second, and then her eyes flashed a luminous honeyed yellow. “Then let’s see how far we can push this evening’s revelations. Ladies? Let me introduce myself to you once more.”

And she bowed, foxtail springing into existence behind her, blonde hair turning into a luxurious mane, her figure filling out, turning voluptuous, her balance and grace turning supernatural. She lost an inch in height even as her chest filled out, and when she looked up with a smile, her fox ears pushed through her hair.

“Zarja at your service.”

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

 

Anastasia gasped, stumbling back against the table, wand in hand, while Morwyn drew her blade, smooth as silk, and lowered herself into her combat crouch. 

“Fae,” hissed Anastasia, eyes wide. “A lisica? All this time?”

Hugh pushed off the counter and stepped before the fox girl, arms raised. “Easy. She’s still just as much Elena as before. Put the blade and wand away.”

“Hardly,” said Morwyn, a slight smile tugging at her lips. “The empire of Mendev has sworn eternal war on all fae and Thavma. Looks like I’ll get my chance at bloodshed after all.”

“As if we haven’t seen enough?” asked Hugh. “No. As your commanding office, I order you to stand down.”

“And you were once a Lost Reaver?” asked Morwyn, not moving. “The world has gone mad.”

“Yes, I suppose it has. But you heard me.” Hugh put iron into his voice. “Stand down, Captain.”

Morwyn grimaced and then straightened. Spun her blade around and slid it into her scabbard. “This betrayal transcends my loyalty to you. I’m going to report this to Duke Annaro.”

“Agreed,” said Anastasia, still shocked. “And she was rubbing my feet -”

“Come,” said Zarja, moving up alongside Hugh and pressing her cheek to his shoulder. “Grow up, ladies. Yes, I’m a lisica, but for either of you to take the high ground with me is sweet hypocrisy.”

Morwyn narrowed her eyes. “See? That’s the kind of language that motivates me to act and apologize later.”

“I have abilities beyond your imagination,” said Zarja. “Can sense things you humans have no means of divining. Do you think I’d reveal my true nature so carelessly if I didn’t think it safe for me to do so?”

“A lapse in your judgement,” said Anastasia, though she didn’t sound as confident as before.

Zarja hopped up onto the counter, crossing one leg over the other, revealing a delicious expanse of thigh. “First, know that I respect you both. Anastasia, I’ve seen many disciplus and human magicians over the course of my life, and few have had your potential. If you were to slip the constraints imposed upon you by your academy, I believe you could become a true force of power.”

Anastasia lowered her chin. “Exactly the kind of offers we were warned to be wary of.”

“But why? Did you ever take it another step and ask why your academy fears magic so much? Why it limits you to such narrow constraints? Velocity and hardness? The most basic of physical properties?”

“Magic is akin to fire,” said Anastasia stonily. “Without control it will destroy all that it touches.”

“Words of fear and ignorance,” said Zarja. “I won’t seek to convince you right now but know this: I can help you explore and expand upon your powers far beyond that which your academy has done. But there’s an even more important reason why we should get along.”

Anastasia drew herself up with imperious dignity. “What?”

“I like you.” Zarja’s smile was infectious and disarming both. She cocked her head to one side. “Your dry wit, the deep well of passion you keep so well hidden, your curiosity, your piercing intellect - you are a formidable, beautiful woman, and I would love nothing better than to be your friend.”

Anastasia began to splutter her response, but Zarja turned to Morwyn. “You, however. You’re as likable as a bed of bramble-laced nettles.”

Morwyn’s expression hardened. “That’s an interesting way to win me over.”

“I’m not trying to win you over. Any attempt to do so would only incite you to further violence. No. What I’d like to explore is the stench of death that hangs about you.”

Morwyn took a step back. “My - what? We fought earlier today - I’d say we all could use a bath -”

“No,” said Zarja. “I’m speaking of a spiritual stench. You’re a walking charnel house, Morwyn. Your gods are different from my own, your pantheon alien to my mind, but I’ve spent enough time amongst you humans to recognize this one’s calling card. Only one god reeks of bones and ashes. Only one of your human gods deals exclusively in death. Tell me, Morwyn.” Zarja bounced her leg, leaning forward on both arms. “Why do you reek of the Hanged God?”

Morwyn turned bone white. It was as if every artery and vein had been opened all at once. “I - what?”

“Your dreams. I’ve heard you scream at night. What do you see? When did they start?”

Morwyn took another step back. Hugh stared. She looked terrified. 

“I can help, Morwyn.” Gone was her mockery. Zarja spoke quickly, earnestly. “You don’t need to face this by yourself. And unlike the rest of Mendev, I harbor no biases toward the Hanged God. I can help you, Morwyn.”

The captain backed up against the kitchen wall, causing shelves and plates and cups to rattle. Her jaw worked soundlessly for a moment before she turned and bolted out into the dining room, hooked a hand on the door frame and fled into the night.

“What by the Ashen Garden was all that about?” demanded Hugh.

“Precisely,” sighed Zarja. “Poor girl. I’ve never met someone so afraid of herself.”

“I… I need a glass of wine,” said Anastasia, lowering herself onto the bench.

Hugh cast around, found Morwyn’s bottle, and poured what was left into a mug which he handed to her.

“A lisica,” said Anastasia. She considered her wine then drained it. “Hugh. How could you?”

“I… it didn’t feel like I was making a choice,” he said. Risked a glance at Zarja, who was considering him speculatively. “I was drowning. And Elena - while she worked at the Rusałka - she was this quiet force of support and positive energy that I never appreciated until it was time to leave. And Zarja… I’ve….” He shook his head again, placing his palm to his temple. “I’ve needed her. Like cracked earth needs rain. She’s…” He broke off again, frustrated, trying to force his broken emotions into words. “She’s brought me back from the edge. And I realized… for better or worse, I needed her affection and love more than anything else.”

Anastasia raised an eyebrow. “Given what I’ve heard every night on the way here, I was about to make a cheap joke, but no. Alas. This…. This transcends such juvenile humor. And you, Zarja? You speak of what you can offer us. What’s in this for you?”

“For me?” Zarja titled her head to one side and smiled provocatively. “The sheer, unadulterated joy of your company. No? Then I’ll say this: Hugh has the smell of destiny to him. Perhaps it’s the Thavma magic that draws me, but I think it’s more: I have had dreams, prophetic dreams, that have convinced me he will play an important role in the lives of countless fae to come. I’m drawn to him like a moth to a flame, in part in the hopes of influencing him to be his better self.”

“And the other part?” asked Anastasia.

“He is absolutely amazing in bed,” said Zarja with a wicked smile. “I’ve lost track of the hundreds I’ve mated with over the course of my life, but I’ve never fucked a man with such stamina, hunger, and desire. And have you even seen his body?”

“I see, yes,” said Anastasia blushing furiously and turning away. “Right. Point made.”

Zarja laughed. “I have my motivations, dear Anastasia. But I won’t deny I’m nervous.” She glanced at Hugh, growing sober. “Especially now that I know what happened. Thavma magic warps the very weft of reality. And Hugh… as wonderful as he is, I still have moments where I fear for my life. How this will all play out I don’t know; this road could lead to significant betterment for my people, or calamity. But I know I can’t stand aside.”

Hugh took up another bottle of wine, considered it, then put it aside. Wondered if he should seek to reassure Zarja; decided now wasn’t the time. “You going to write to Annaro, Anastasia?”

“I don’t know.” She stared down at the tabletop. “I should. I am his disciplus. Everything I’ve been taught compels me to report this situation immediately…”

“But?”

“But.” She sighed, looked down at her hands. “To do so would damn you as well, Hugh.”

“And,” said Zarja, voice gentle, “there’s the matter of your own rebellious nature.”

“Rebellious?” asked Hugh. “I would hardly call Anastasia -”

“You haven’t been sitting beside her all the way north,” said Zarja. “Sounding out her thoughts and opinions on everything under the sun. We’ve had long days to get to know each other, and while I’ve dissembled under the guise of Elena, Anastasia was perhaps a little too honest.”

“You played me,” said Anastasia, turning to glare at her.

“No,” said Zarja, slipping off the counter to kneel before her. “Anything but. Our every conversation only raised my admiration for you further. While you’re terribly limited in your understanding of magic, your opinions, your suspicions, your desires - they’ve all revealed you to be someone who could truly blossom into a magnificent person. Oh Anastasia. You’ve impressed me so, even as you revealed your reservations about the world around you.”

Anastasia sat with ramrod stiffness. “I’d never have breathed a word on any of that if…”

“If you thought I could actually understand what you were saying?” Zarja’s eyes twinkled. “But oh, I did. I know how you chafe against the restrictions set on your quest for knowledge. How foolish and short sighted you believe the academy’s politics to be. How much potential you sense out there, just beyond your fingertips. You’re like a songbird whose cage hangs in the forest. You yearn to fly, Anastasia, and I love that in you, for that impulse reigns in me, too. I would help you slip free of your cage, would show you how to spread your wings and take to the air. Could unlock your gifts, if you but let me. If you could but be honest with your own impulses. Your own nature. Your own desires.”

Anastasia’s eyes glazed over. “You speak words of such sweet temptation. So typical of a fae.”

“And who warned you against me?” asked Zarja, voice soft. “The masters at the academy, no? The men who fear the forests, the wilds, who broke your will when you were a child and forced you to channel your gifts into chirography? No.”

Zarja reached out and took Anastasia’s hand in her own. “They tried to break your will. They failed. All these years you’ve been questioning. Wondering. You told me of your adventures. How often you were disciplined. How you never ceased to wonder. And in me you can finally get your answers. I am not alien. I am not dangerous. I am not other, Anastasia. I am merely the logical conclusion to your every thought.”

“No,” whispered Anastasia, drawing her hand back.

“Yes,” said Zarja, kneeling still at her feet, fox tail weaving from side to side. The air around her was magnetic, pregnant with emotion, her sincerity such that Hugh found it hard to breathe. “You can write to Annaro. I won’t stop you. I won’t even flee before his soldiers come to kill me. But you’ll spend the rest of your life dreaming of me. Of what you turned away from. But on some level, you already know what you’ll be sacrificing to duty, and that knowledge will poison you. Extinguish that which is wonderful and brilliant in your soul. Because you’ll not be killing me, but murdering that selfsame spark that fuels your passion for magic. Kill me, Anastasia, and the rest of your life will be a half-dead slumber. You know this.”

Anastasia didn’t reply. She was breathing heavily, staring down at Zarja with wide eyes, her chest rising and falling. “You’re… you’re using óneirothélisi on me.”

“You know I’m not. That bond that’s been building between us all these days and nights - it’s been entirely natural. Our friendship. Our mutual respect.” Zarja’s voice was low, husky. She reached out again and took Anastasia’s hand, and this time the disciplus didn’t pull back. “What you’re feeling right now. It’s what I’m feeling. It’s why I felt safe revealing myself to you. Because I knew you’d understand. That at heart you’d want to protect me. To let this feeling between us grow.”

Anastasia slowly shook her head but couldn’t tear her gaze away from the lisica’s upturned eyes. “No… no, I can’t…”

“Yes,” whispered Zarja, rising to her knees and leaning forward, pushing herself between Anastasia’s knees. “Yes, you can….”

Hugh’s heart was in his throat. He could barely breathe as he watched the two women draw closer together. Were they… was Zarja going to…?

“I swear this to you,” said Zarja, squeezing Anastasia’s hand. “I shall respect your boundaries. I shall not push nor tempt you further. If you allow it, I shall be your friend as before. But. If you ever wish to ask a question of me, of óneirothélisi or my view on chirography, on the wide and wondrous nature of magic that goes beyond your Bozhidar and Zhemilir, then you will have a willing accomplice in your studies. Can you live with that, Anastasia?”

The disciplus forced herself to swallow and pressed the base of her palm to her temple. “I - yes. I don’t even know what I’m saying, what I’m agreeing to - but yes. We can… I shall not… yes.”

“Thank you.” And Zarja leaned forward to kiss Anastasia chastely on the cheek. “I couldn’t ask for more. Thank you.”

“I… I need a moment,” said Anastasia, rising to her feet and backing away. “There’s a lot for me to process. I’ll - I’ll be turning in. Good night.” And she climbed the stairs to the second floor loft. 

Hugh dry swallowed. The tension there had been thick enough to cut with a knife. 

“Outside,” said Zarja, rising to her feet and smoothing down her skirt over her taut ass. Without a backward glance she strode out the front door.

“Damn,” whispered Hugh. Never in a million years would he have guessed the night was going to turn out this way. He pushed off the counter and followed the lisica into the night air. Erro lay across the Mandroga, a few shutters outlined from within by lantern or candlelight, but for the most part already dark and settled down to sleep. The air was cool, and a gentle wind was blowing through the tree tops, tousling Hugh’s hair as he stepped up beside where Zarja stood, arms crossed, staring out over the river.

“That went better than I expected,” she said. “A gamble, but a good one.”

Hugh scratched the back of his neck. “For a moment there I thought it was going to go somewhere else with Anastasia altogether.”

“I could have pushed it, yes. And I believe Anastasia would have proven… receptive. But no. It would have been too much for her come morning. She’d have awoken as if from a fever dream and panicked. No telling what she would have done then. She’s strong, but my nature and what I represent embodies an existential threat. Moreover, it would have been unkind, and I’d never risk hurting her. So, no. We achieved a lot tonight. Now we let her settle, let her own the decision, and then see where things stand.”

Hugh turned to consider the lisica. “I’d never have guessed you were this calculating, Zarja.”

She arched a honey-colored eyebrow. “You could call it that, yes. But doing so leaves out the genuine affection I have for Anastasia.” She glanced sidelong at him. “I told no lies in there. I like her. More than I expected. There’s something about how buttoned up she is that makes me want to tear her clothes off and make her scream. Shatter those artificial walls that damned academy built into the fabric of her soul. I want to set her free. So, while you could call me manipulative, I’d call it nurturing. I want to help her realize her potential and pushing too hard too soon would ruin our chances of making that happen.”

“I stand corrected,” said Hugh. “And Morwyn?”

“You’re going to need to find her,” said Zarja. “I’m guessing she’s crossed the river and is wandering Erro. She’s in an even more precarious place than Anastasia.” Her voice softened. “She only understands strength. What does that say about a human? How they were raised? The lessons they were taught? I can’t begin to guess how hard her youth was. Hers is the language of domination. Yet if you dominate her - as I know you could - she’d only be damaged further. She’d force herself to become submissive to you, but it would come at the expense of her own self-respect. She’s tied too much self-worth to her martial ability. And up until she met you, that worked. Now?” Zarja shook her head sadly.

Frustration arose within Hugh. “I sensed as much. But how do I get through to her then, if my every attempt is met with a dagger?”

“I don’t know. I could guess, but in this I think it best to leave it to your instincts. But tread carefully, Hugh. She’s balancing on a knife’s edge. Push her the wrong way and she could fall into something far more perilous than you can imagine.”

“What were you talking about, back there? About the Hanged God and her?”

Zarja shook her head slowly. “It’s a realm beyond my understanding. Human theology. You worship real powers, but they are alien to my kind, and do not concern themselves with us. What I sense is that she has attracted the Hanged God’s attention in some way. A faint hint of that pale creature’s ashen power surrounds her, fuels her, makes her more lethal than any normal human should be.”

Hugh rubbed at the stubble along the length of his jaw. “Great. The one god that is reviled by the Fate Makers. Anybody who has anything to do with the Hanged God is taken to the Obsidian Monolith and never heard from again. No wonder she’s kept this under wraps.”

“The aura is faint. But there. Hence my caution. We’re dealing with something very delicate and very, very deadly. Speaking of which.”

Zarja turned to Hugh and placed both hands on his chest. Looked up at him with her wide, honey-colored eyes. “Thank you. For trusting us. For sharing what happened to you. A lot happened thereafter that eclipsed your revelation, but it’s what matters most tonight. How are you feeling?”

Hugh gave a hollow laugh as he covered her hands with his own. “Feeling?” He searched for the right words. “Bewildered. Lost. Hollow. Confused.”

“That all?”

Hugh bit his lower lip as he considered. Focused on himself. “I’m… relieved.” And realized it was true even as he said it. “I’ve been carrying this secret for so long that I’d forgotten how heavy it was. Now that I’ve shared it, for better or worse… the weight has lifted. A little.”

A smile curved the corner of Zarja’s full lips. “And notice how nobody screamed or declared you a monster.”

His smile was bitter. “That’s because none of you know the details.”

“Don’t underestimate our understanding,” said Zarja. “I know myself to be biased, but Anastasia and Morwyn had an opportunity to reject you and didn’t. Feel that in here,” she said, thumping his chest lightly. “Yes, there’s room for deeper understanding. And yes, no doubt you bear the responsibility for their deaths. But intuition tells me something much more important was at play. I’ve not heard of a Thavma walking the waking world in decades, if not longer. For one to have revealed itself to you, to have spared you…”

“What are you saying?” asked Hugh, trying not to growl.

“That in time you may reconsider what happened in the Goat’s Wood. As you learn more. As you gain a better understanding of what was at stake.”

“And what was at stake?” Almost he could hear the Lost Reavers howling their outrage in his ear.

“I don’t know. But with my help, perhaps we can figure it out. I’d like to be present when Anastasia probes the Thavma’s spell. Perhaps there is information contained therein that evaded the discipluses that examined you before. Perhaps we can begin to learn what happened to you, and why.”

A clear and strong sensation of hope startled Hugh. He took a ragged breath. “That would be… most welcome.”

“We’re just beginning our adventures together,” said Zarja, giving him a lopsided grin. “Hold onto that hope, Hugh. Because this I swear: I’m on your side. And I’ll do everything in my considerable power to bring our group together, to tighten our bonds, so that we may all help you fulfill your destiny, whatever that may be.”

“You sound like a Fate Maker,” he said, mouth dry.

“Hardly. Those stuffy advocates of predestination don’t understand the first thing about true, dynamic fate.” She rose up onto her tiptoes so she could slip her hand around the nape of his neck and raise her lips to his own. “But I mean what I say, Hugh. I am all yours. You may not even appreciate yet what that means. But in time, you will.”

And she kissed him, her lips as soft as berries, her tongue tasting of vanilla, her scent engulfing him, making his heart race, so that he went to wrap his arms around her, pull her voluptuous body against his own.

But she slipped free with a husky laugh. “There will always be time for that. But for now, you need to find Morwyn.”

“Yes,” he growled, fighting down his desire. By Fortuna’s perfectly globular tits he wanted nothing so much as to bend the lisica over the railing counter and plow her from behind, spread her perfect ass cheeks to -

“Yes,” he said again, asserting his self-discipline. A deep breath of the cool air. “Wish me luck.”

“Luck,” said Zarja, curling a lock of hair behind a fox ear. 

“And Zarja?”

“Hmm?”

“Thank you.”

“Why Sir Hugh, you’re most welcome.” And she gave him a perfect curtsey, deep and effortlessly executed. Her flirtatious grin was all that undid the effect.

Hugh laughed, tapped his hip and found his sword missing. Stepped inside, picked up his scabbard, belted it to his waist, and then gave the lisica a nod as he stepped back out into the night air. 

Now. Where to find Morwyn?

He made his way down the trail to the bridge that passed over the Mandroga falls. And there she was. Standing in the bridge’s center, gazing down at the swirling chaos. Shoulders hunched, elbows on the railing. 

Hugh paused. What approach was best? He’d no idea, so simply strode onto the broad bridge, the sound of his approach masked until the last moment.

Morwyn tensed. “Leave me be.”

“No,” said Hugh, leaning on the railing beside her and gazing down the Mandroga’s dark, serpentine length. 

“The Fate Maker take you,” hissed Morwyn, jerking away and dropping her hand to her blade. “I want to be alone!”

Hugh looked back at the river. “You’re good at demanding the truth from others. Almost as if you feel you deserve to know. But sharing your own? Not so good.”

“You don’t think I have my reasons?”

“I’m sure you do. But we’re past that. I’ve told you my darkest secret. Fuck, Zarja risked being lynched by revealing herself to you. And still you won’t talk?”

Morwyn looked away.

“I know how it feels. I’ve been there since the Goat’s Wood. Alone. Terrified. Hating yourself, but unable to do the right thing, which most often feels like cutting your own throat. Tonight’s the first time in what feels like forever that I don’t feel completely alone.”

Morwyn sneered. “I’m not terrified.”

“Sure you are. You’re just really damn good at hiding it, even from yourself.” Hugh rolled over on his elbow to face her. “I’ve been wondering why you’ve been pushing me to fight you again. Why it’s driving you crazy that I beat you so handily that first time. And now I get it. Because you can justify your existence to yourself if you’re the best. That empowers you. Makes you feel in control. But slip to second place? Maybe that pain no longer feels quite so bearable. Maybe it’s harder to keep that fear and horror at bay.”

Her eyes teared up even as she snarled at him. “Shut up!”

“What’s going on with the Hanged God, Morwyn? What does he want with you?”

Her whole body shuddered and she took a half-step back. “Damn that lisica,” she whispered.

Hugh pushed off the railing. “He want you, Morwyn? He calling you in some way?”

“Shut up,” she growled, lowering herself into a combat crouch. 

He stepped before her, hands on his hips, taking no pleasure in her pain. “It gets better if you talk, Morwyn. Believe me. I just found out.”

With a shaking hand she drew her blade. Its rasp was barely audible over the rush of the river below. “You’d never understand.”

Hugh made no move to draw his own. “Try me.”

“Nobody can understand,” she whispered. “Last chance, Hugh. Turn around and walk away.”

“I won’t leave you,” he said, and a maelstrom of emotion came roaring up from within his core. The fascination and crush he’d had on her when he was young. The respect and awe he’d always felt for her skills. The admiration he’d developed since setting forth on this trip - and compassion, something new, that he’d felt since glimpsing her pain. “I won’t leave you, Morwyn. You can’t frighten me away.”

“Damn you!” She leaped at him, blade scything in a diagonal, but rage or terror made her sloppy, so that he saw the blow coming from a mile away. A simple matter to sway aside.

“I won’t leave you,” he said again, putting fire into his words. “You hear me? You’re not alone.”

“Everyone’s alone,” snarled Morwyn, pivoting and slashing at him again, forcing him to leap back. “Everyone’s alone. All you have is your own strength and the moment that fails you -”

She came at him, discipline and practice asserting itself. Her speed was blistering. He was forced to dance back, pushed to his very limits to avoid her frontal assault, and in a matter of seconds had retreated nearly to the bank. 

A final slash and she stopped, breathing heavily, shoulders rising and falling. “Lies. Anytime anyone says they care. Lies. Anytime someone says they want to help. Use or be used. Kill or be killed. And anyone who says otherwise is a damned fool.”

“Then I guess that’s me,” said Hugh. He began unbuttoning his tunic. For a moment he’d been on the verge of calling for help from the Reavers, to defeat her like he’d done that first time, but no. 

“What are you doing?” she hissed, bewildered. “Stop that.”

He undid the last button and opened his shirt so that the river’s cool breeze wafted over his muscled torso. Spread his arms and began to advance. “Cut me down, Morwyn. I won’t defend myself.”

She hesitated and backed away from him. “Draw your damn blade, Hugh! Stop this idiocy!”

“No. I won’t defend myself. I won’t attack you. Cut me down if you want. But I’m not going to run. I’m not going to leave you.”

She backed away some more. “What by the Ashen Gardens do you want from me?!”

Arms still spread, he advanced. “To show you I fucking care, Morwyn. I always have. Even when you nearly killed me that day in the bailey. But now more than ever. Because I’m no longer a love-sick youth. I’m a man. A man who’s killed, who’s betrayed, who’s seen the dark depths of the world and survived.”

She retreated a few more steps then fell into her combat crouch once more. “Shut up!”

“Cut me down,” he said, voice confident, strong. “Go on.”

Morwyn raised her blade so that its point was aimed at his heart. “Damn you, Hugh! Stop this!”

“No,” he whispered. 

She sprung at him, a wounded cry tearing itself free from her very depths and brought her sword down to hew him from shoulder to hip. 

But it was a ragged, faltering blow, and he caught her wrist, stopping her inches from killing him. 

Morwyn sank into him, brow against his chest, blade still raised, and began to sob, the sound near silent, her whole body shaking. Began to sag, as if losing all the strength in her legs, so that for a second Hugh found himself supporting her weight by her sword arm before he slid his arm around her slender waist and pulled her to him.

Cheek against his chest, she simply stood there, powerful sobs wracking her even as she fought to stifle them. He held her close so that she wouldn’t fall. Didn’t breathe a word. Released her wrist to embrace her more fully. 

Her blade dropped from her limp fingers to bounce on the planks as she drew her arms in, body shivering. 

“Why?” she whispered, voice near broken. “Why are you doing this?”

Hugh didn’t answer straight away. Frowned as he stared over her head into the night. “I… I wish there’d been someone there for me when I was broken. Someone who wouldn’t have let me push them away. Who’d have reached a hand down into the dark to pull me up.”

Morwyn drew back, cheeks wet with her tears, but her gaze had hardened. “That what this is? Pity?”

“No,” he said, disarming her with his smile. “Oh no. I’ve cared about you for as long as I can remember. And traveling north with you now - seeing the woman you are, have become. It’s not just pity, Morwyn. Far from it.”

They held each other’s gaze, the waters rushing below, and the air grew turgid with tension. She blinked, surprised, and something subtle shifted in the way she held herself, the tension changing, a softening as he became supremely aware of how the length of her was pressed against him. 

Her lips parted, her chest rising as she inhaled, the hardness melting in her eyes, something else stealing into its place.

Hugh leaned down and kissed her. 

She didn’t respond, not at first, simply stood there, hands on his hips, and then she kissed him back, hard, hands moving up under his shirt to pull him to her. Lips hungry on his, body writhing against him, moaning as she slid her tongue over his own.

The excitement, the fire that had been running in his veins as she’d attacked him suddenly shifted, and he wanted nothing more than to be with her, inside her. Still kissing furiously, they staggered over to the railing. Morwyn turned at the last moment to thrust him against the wooden beam - hard - and then stepped back to gaze upon him.

“Your body is ridiculous,” she said, tracing the contours of his muscles. Leaned in to lick his nipple, then thrust a hand down inside his pants, callused palm closing around his straining cock.

It was more than Hugh could bear. All delicacy, all finesse, was utterly gone. “Take your fucking clothes off,” he rasped.

She laughed under her breath, a husky sound as she unbuckled her belt hurriedly and shimmied her tight leather pants down over the swell of her hips. A moment later she was stepping out of them, long pale legs gleaming in the dark, the scent of her arousal so strong Hugh dropped to one knee, hooked her thigh over his shoulder, spun her around to shove her against the railing and buried his face in her pussy as he pulled her panties aside. 

Fortuna wept she tasted good, her snatch tight, his tongue slipping between her lips and as deep into her as he could thrust it. Her hands were in his head, her hips bucking forward as she gasped, so that he grasped her by both taut buttocks so as to simply keep her in place as he licked her from the bottom to her clit.

“Fuck,” she hissed, grasping fistfuls of his hair and rubbing his face hard into her pussy. “Lick me. Like that. Fuck!”

Her juices were all over his chin, and he simple couldn’t wait any longer. Rose up, near overwhelmed by his own vitality, his need, the strength and demand of his body. She yanked his pants down, pulled his cock free, and then slid him into her, leaning back on the railing as she pushed down, taking him, all of him, into her incredibly tight pussy.

He grunted as he sank into the hilt, then lifted her up so that she sat on the railing and began to pound her. Morwyn leaned back over the waterfalls, one hand around the nape of his neck, the other on the railing, eyes wide, smile mocking. Her whole body shook as he slammed into her, the railing creaking and swaying under the abuse.

Hugh reached out with his free hand to cup the side of her face, and she took his thumb into her mouth, bit it and laughed when he jerked his hand out.

“When you going to start fucking me?” she gasped. “That all you got?”

Hugh growled deep in his chest, dug his fingers into the flesh of her hips and really let go, pistoning in and out of her pussy. It was so damn fucking tight he couldn’t take it; with a roar he came explosively deep inside her, grinding his hips against her own as she ejaculated again and again.

“That it?” Her eyes widened in shocked dismay. “You already fucking done?”

Hugh leaned back, still luxuriating in her depths. Grinned wolfishly. “Oh no. I haven’t even started.”

And began to thrust into her, slowly now, methodical, inexorable, undulating his hips so that the head of his cock rubbed against the top of her canal as he slid in.

“Oh,” she moaned, eyes growing heavy lidded. “There. That’s not the worst I’ve ever had.”

“You’ve never fucked anything but your sword,” he laughed, working her hard but slow. 

Morwyn narrowed her eyes, chest rising and falling as she swayed atop the railing. “How the fuck would you know?”

Hugh’s grin widened. “Up until me, I bet your sword’s the only thing you’ve found that was hard enough.”

She laughed, half-mocking, half delighted, then leaned in, lips to his ear. “I won’t deny it. My dagger handle fits inside me just right. I’m still waiting for you to feel better.”

It was Hugh’s turn to half laugh, half growl. He wrapped his fingers around her neck, pushing her chin up with his thumb even as he continued to work her. “Look me in the eyes and say that.”

Some dark, fey energy was burning in the depths of her eyes. She stared right at him, one eyebrow raised, body bouncing each time he thrust into her, not caring about the hand at her throat. “You’re not bad, Hugh. You keep fucking that fox girl long enough, maybe you’ll amount to something.”

His half laugh turned to all growl as he squeezed his hand about her throat.

Her smile grew wicked. “Come on, big boy.” Her voice was a wheeze. “I told you to fuck me.” 

And she slapped him. Hard.

Some beast within Hugh slipped its leash. He moved his hand to her shoulder, but she slapped his hand away and moved it back to his neck.

Fine with him. He squeezed, grasp cruel, other hand grasping her hip, and let loose, hammering into her so hard he lifted her off the railing each time. 

She gasped, head flung back, one hand on his wrist. “Harder,” she gasped, and for a moment he thought she meant their fucking. “Squeeze me harder.”

Her neck?

A moment of shock, confusion, but before he could respond, react, the railing broke, snapping under Morwyn.

There was suddenly no resistance behind her. His last thrust pounded her through the shattering wood and they both spilled out into the void, her cry rising in shock.

Hugh pulled her in close, turning his body so that he fell first, and after a second lurching free fall they crashed into the raging waters of the waterfall, down into the pool beyond the falls, the world exploding into bubbles and freezing cold as they crashed deep into the water. 

He swam strongly for the surface, holding her to him, and their heads broke the raging surface with twin gasps, and to his surprise he realized she was laughing, gasping from the cold, and he couldn’t help it, he began laughing too even as he swam to the closest rock that was right beneath the falls.

“Don’t fucking stop,” she shouted over the crash of the fall water. “Or I’ll fucking freeze!”

Her hand found his cock and slid it back inside her, both of them submerged up to the hips, water cascading down behind her shoulders, the cold so piercing Hugh felt numb with shock.

But in the faint moonlight he could feel Morwyn’s gaze on him, the mocking sneer. “Don’t tell me you’re going soft, Lord Hugh!” She laughed again, shivering violently, hands moving to link behind his neck. “Am I going to have to go find my dagger?”

That irrepressible vitality was a raging bonfire within his chest and loins. The strength and stamina that forced him to carry rocks and logs for miles on end, to swim for endless miles, to push himself to his very limit each and every day came burning to the fore, and suddenly the cold, the swirling, turbulent waters, were as nothing.

Hugh grinned at her. “Don’t drown. I’m gonna need you tomorrow.”

And began fucking her again, the rock slippery, the spray making it hard to keep his eyes open, her body lithe and muscular, her waist slender and perfectly toned as he held onto her, her legs scissoring around him with crushing strength as she grasped his shoulders.

Harder. Faster. The world a continuous roar around him. 

Hugh lost track of everything. The world reduced to her tight pussy, her writhing body. At some point she screamed, back arching as she pressed against him. He came shortly after.

Kept going.

She came again. Two more times. He lost track. In her frenzied orgasm she scratched the fuck out of him, leaving trails of fire down his chest, down his back, bit into his neck.

The pain only fueled him further. 

“Enough!” Morwyn pushed him away. “I can’t feel my fucking legs. Enough!”

Hugh blinked, leaned back, lost his footing and fell back into the pool. The water no longer felt cold. Just deliciously invigorating. Down he sank, and then up to float on his back, body feeling terribly alive, his every nerve singing, the cold soothing his feverish need. He stared up into the night sky.

It was so damn beautiful. A smear of stars like crushed pearl paste. The moon itself having risen completely at some point, silvering Erro and the banks. The waters around him shimmering like beaten tin. 

Movement at the bank. Morwyn climbing out onto the rocks. Standing. Unbuttoning and unlacing. Shucking what remained of her sodden armor so that she was a pale, naked figure. A moment as she stood poised on the rock, and then she dove into the broad pool, a perfect knifing into the waters. Hugh remained floated on his back. He wanted to see her naked before him. To admire her perfection. Felt his cock stir, and then hands were on him, and heat enveloped his cock as Morwyn took him into her mouth.

He was immediately hard. Fought to stay level on the water as she bobbed her head up and down, licking the underside of his cock as she worked his length. Fuck, she had to have done more than knife handles to suck cock like this - and for some reason the thought made him angry.

Her head broke the surface, a sharp inhalation for air, and then she went back down on him. And - Hugh’s whole body spasmed as something - her finger? - slid into his ass, the sensation so surprising, shocking, and intense, that a moment later he came.

She came up spluttering, laughing, and swam onto her back, her small, high breasts breaking the water’s surface. 

Hugh cursed as he swam in place, glaring at her, thinking: what by Fortuna’s tits had that been?

“Oh, calm the fuck down,” Morwyn called out. “You never had one of your whores do that to you?”

“No,” he said stiffly.

“Well, now you know.” She swam lazily, floating effortlessly, the water pooling in her hollows, lapping at her sides, spilling over her. “And don’t worry. You’re not the first guy to come like that. You want to feel something crazy, wait till I get at you there with my tongue while pumping your cock.”

Hugh’s mind was spinning. He’d fucked scores of women over the past three years - a hundred? Maybe more? But never done anything like that. Never thought of going - there. Each one had been the same. Throw the woman down on the bed, taste her, suck her, slide inside her, quest for oblivion.

Disconcerted, he swam to the pool’s edge, striking out for the side on which their estate was built. Pulled himself out of the water and sat, shivering for the first time as the wind blew down past him.

Morwyn lazily followed after and pulled herself out to stand beside him, water coursing down her toned body, canting her head to one side to gather her wet hair in both hands. “What?”

“Nothing. I just… I hadn’t realized you’d so much experience in the sack.”

A dark, bitter laugh. “Grow up, Hugh. What do you think it took for me to survive in those barracks growing up?”

He looked up to her. “You were forced?”

“No.” She threshed her hair with her fingers, shivered, and cast around for her wet clothing. “But on some level it was fuck or be fucked. Like everything during training. I could have held back, waited for true love or some shit, and made myself a target.” She bent down to scoop up her scabbard and pants. “Or I could wade into the trenches, enjoy myself, grow up fast, and stay in control.”

“I’d have thought wading into the trenches would have made things harder for you,” said Hugh, rising to his feet as well. 

Morwyn laughed again, that bitter, mocking chuckle. “Oh, some of the guys tried to talk shit. Call me names. Coerce me into doing things for them I didn’t want. But that never lasted long. All I had to do was go hard during a sparring session, break a bone or two, and they’d shut the fuck up.”

She grabbed her tunic and boots. “Now. You done interrogating me about my past?”

“Yeah,” said Hugh. “But Morwyn. What I said on the bridge.”

“I know,” she said, turning to pick her way up the steep bank to the road. “No need to keep repeating yourself.”

Hugh snorted, watching her lithe body as she navigated the rocks, then shook his head. Something huge had happened here. And not just the sex. Some breakthrough. Some forging of a bond. Not that it looked like it was going to make life any easier for him.

But still. 

He began to make his way up the bank. Thought of her up on that railing, the devilish gleam in her eye, the way her muscular body had flexed and undulated as she’d fucked him back just as hard. 

What else had she learned in those barracks? How were things going to change between them? What was her secret, and was she any closer to sharing it with him?

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

 

Hugh awoke early, his body restless, his muscles twitching from lack of use. Without much thought he thrust aside the sheets and stood, stretching and reaching for the ceiling until his spine popped, then dropped to the ground and began to exercise, knocking out a few hundred push-ups before flipping over to do crunches. This he did mindlessly for some spell of time - the sky outside his window lightened as he worked out, until at last he stood, cast around, and saw nothing suitable for him to lift.

Putting on his breeches, he let himself out a side door and moved around to where the stables were built; River Street across the Mandroga was already bustling with villagers at this dawn hour, but the imperial estate was silent. Moving to the wagon, Hugh considered the front axle. The idea had occurred to him early during their voyage north, but some inhibition had kept him from trying it out before the ladies.

Now, however, was the perfect moment.

Bullnip and Blue swung their heads over their stall doors to regard him. 

“Just ignore me,” he said, moving to the front of the wagon and examining the axle. “Just, ah, a human acting really strangely.”

The axle was low, perhaps two feet off the ground. No way he could squat low enough to get his shoulders under it. Lowering himself into a deep crouch, he took hold of the frame. How much would the wagon weigh? A thousand pounds? More? 

Time to find out if he could.

A deep breath, he straightened his spine, arms straight, and tried to rise, doing all the work with his legs, hands latched like iron manacles around the axle. The wagon creaked, shifted, and slowly, very slowly, rose.

Legs quivering, Hugh stood up straight, his thigh muscles writhing, his shoulders straining, till at last he was able to lock his hips forward and stand fully erect, the wagon wheels hovering a good two or three feet off the stable floor.

Down he went, sinking carefully, the wagon groaning and creaking in protest as the wheels touched the ground.

Good. He could just do that over and over again. But he wanted more. A wild idea came to him. Rubbing his hands together, he shifted his feet about for a better stance, crouched, and took a deep breath. Held it, chest full near to bursting, and grasped the axle once more.

He’d taken the wagon’s measure. Time to put some fire into the lift. With a grunt he rose swiftly to his feet, hauling the wagon up onto its rear wheels with explosive force, and as momentum carried it higher, he ducked down and under it, catching the axle across his clavicles on the bunched mass of his shoulders. 

Held it. Grunted again as it sagged down onto his frame - and then he rose.

Inch by quivering inch. All the way to standing, the wagon tilting back to a near 45-degree angle, rear wheels sliding back a few inches. 

For a moment Hugh just stood there, breathing in short snorts through his nose, then he worked his way around, turning until the axle was settled across his back and shoulders in the same manner he’d supported the tree trunk on the voyage north.

Only to see Zarja in her Elena-guise and Anastasia standing at the front of the stables, steaming mugs in hand, eyes wide.

Almost he dropped the wagon, but instinct bade him hold onto it. Legs quivering with effort, he glared at them. “What?”

Elena raised an eyebrow. “Don’t mind us. We came to take care of the horses, but… this is much more entertaining.”

Anastasia’s gaze worked its way down his frame then back up. Very slowly. Hugh felt his face burn. Why had he forgotten to put on his shirt?

“Yes.” The disciplus’ voice was faint. “We, ah… this is very… I mean, please. Continue.”

Grimacing with effort, Hugh considered simply dropping the wagon. But by Fortuna’s perfect tits it had taken so much work to get it up onto his shoulders. He scowled at them both, then focused, staring past them and out over the river. With precise control, he slowly sank into a crouch, the wagon creaking, boards protesting as he did so. 

The front wheels just barely touched the muddy, straw-covered floor when he rose once more, motes of red dancing in his vision, his whole body shaking, muscles quivering. To let out an explosive breath at the top.

“I’m feeling a little faint,” said Elena. “I wasn’t ready for this kind of display so early in the morning.”

“Agreed,” said Anastasia. “I… is he going to do that again?”

“I know!” said Elena. “We should charge an admittance fee. Put up a curtain. A silver for a view, a gold to touch his body. We’d make a fortune from the local women.”

“I’m… I’m not sure I want to let them see,” said Anastasia, then blushed furiously. “I mean, the lord’s dignity would be imperiled by such a commercial venture, and -”

“I know exactly what you’re saying,” said Elena with a smirk. “And I guess I agree. Hugh? Another repetition, please. We’re waiting.”

Despite himself Hugh let out a spluttering laugh. “Enough! Be quiet or get out.”

Elena reached out to clamp her hand over Anastasia’s mouth. 

Hugh filtered them out. Took another deep breath, and sank low, fought to rise, and slowly did so. And again. Each repetition required the utmost focus. He’d never lifted this much. Each time he thought he’d fail, but each time he simply willed himself to stand back up. 

Six. Seven. He decided at that point to go for ten. Eight. Stopped, his body drenched in sweat, legs quivering, gaze reduced to tunnel vision.

Nine. A cry tore itself free from his depths as he straightened.

“Enough, Hugh!” Anastasia’s face was pale. “That… you can’t!”

He ignored her. One last repetition. Quick, shallow breaths, little more than pants, and then he sucked the last one in deep and sank low. His legs were so weak it was little more than a controlled collapse. Down into a low squat, the mass of the wagon looming above his shoulders. 

He tried to rise.

Couldn’t.

Clenched his jaw so hard he thought his teeth would crack. Fought to rise, managed to raise the wagon a few inches, then sank back down.

“I’ll help!” Anastasia drew her wand and hurried forward, went to inscribe something on the side of the wagon.

“No,” growled Hugh. “Stop.”

And thought about the Goat’s Wood. Thought about Dragoslav’s mocking glare. Reached deep into his shame and fury and found the strength to rise, inch by quaking inch, till he locked out his hips again, breathing in furious, deep snorts, whole body swaying like the canvas of a sail before a tremulous wind.

Anastasia backed away, eyes wide.

A deep, final breath, then he bucked the wagon up off his shoulders and allowed it to fall with a crash behind him. He staggered forward, legs so weak he felt as if he’d taken a blow to the head, only for Anastasia to step forward and catch him in her arms. 

She helped him move over to a stool where he sank gratefully, gasping, blinking the sweat out of his eyes. 

“I…” Anastasia was still blushing, her gaze wandering up and down his frame before pulling away only to return as if against her will. “That was… inhuman.”

Elena moved up to crouch before him, one hand on his knee. “Are you all right? Were you calling on the Lost Reavers? I felt no pulse of magic…”

“No,” he said, forcing himself to sit up straight. “Just… just a little exercise to start the day.” And he grinned. “Felt good.”

Anastasia looked to the wagon. “Not sure you should do that again. Near broke the axle.”

Hugh laughed. “Fair enough. Still. You said something about breakfast?”

Elena grinned, drinking in his body much as Anastasia had done. “Yes. Though I’ve forgotten what we made. And oh - Branka came by. She offered her services. Suggested you might like a tour of the closest farms to get a better sense of Erro. Said she’d wait for you at her tavern.”

“Good,” said Hugh. The jellied sensation in his legs was already fading. “I’ve a mind to sound her out on certain key areas. A tour sounds perfect. First a swim in the Mandroga, then breakfast, then I’ll seek her out.”

 

 

* * *

 

“Through here,” said Branka, turning off the high mountain road to step over the narrow ditch and into the undergrowth. “There’s a deer trail that’ll bring us to an overlook with a view over the valley. Much easier way to explain where everything lies.”

She didn’t wait for him to agree, but simply pushed aside the low-hanging branches and slipped into the shadows of the forest beyond.

Hugh considered. Branka had been different all morning: polite where she’d been confrontational; evasive where she’d been direct; flirtatious even where she’d been abrasive. The first three homesteads had proven to be quick visits, their owners out working in the woods. But their goal all morning had been a look-out rock that would allow her to show him more in a few minutes then they’d learn trekking for days.

Hugh stepped off the road, ducked under the branches, and followed the tavern keeper into a gloomy world beneath the translucent green canopy overhead. These trees were old, their trunks wizened, roots grasping like desperate fingers through the leaf litter and loam. Birds called in piercing song from hidden nooks, while vividly colored fungi and shelf mushrooms provided dashes of color. The air was cool, thick with the silty smell of the woods, and the colors were muted all the more by brilliant rays of occasional sunlight that speared through the leaves overhead.

“There has to be an official census roll somewhere,” said Hugh, catching up with her. “Records kept by the Fate Maker when he comes through. Something.”

Branka gave the same one-shouldered shrug she’d been giving him all morning. She wore her blonde hair in a tight braid, thick as her wrist, and this bounced across her back as she stepped over a fallen log. “Perhaps Little Ivan could have told you more. I’m sorry. I’ve not seen any such records.”

“You said the Fate Maker stays at the imperial estate when he passes through. Shouldn’t the records be there?”

“Perhaps,” said Branka.

“But they’re not,” said Hugh. And indeed, Anastasia had spent a good hour that morning going through each drawer and cupboard, pulling out anything that could have been an official record book and found little more than yellowed scraps, a few collections of recipes written in faded inks, and a portfolio of risqué drawings of young women being despoiled by satyrs.

“Fate Maker Jarmoc will be arriving in a few days for Subrogation,” said Branka, climbing the steep path easily, long legs eating up the yards. “Perhaps you could ask him then?”

Hugh didn’t reply. He loathed dealing with Fate Makers. Suffering their gimlet stares, their probing questions, their stultifying disapproval. But without the last official census he couldn’t make sense of the two-decade-old tax roll they’d brought with them from Stasiek, nor be able to gauge how much Erro had grown and changed. They’d have to start completely fresh, a job that would take an immeasurably longer time.

Which in turn would delay raising funds for rebuilding the fort, which would leave them open to an attack from Niestor, which - Hugh sighed. The cascading series of consequences were galling. 

“Up here,” called back Branka, quickening her pace. The path had grown so steep that Hugh had to haul himself up parts of it by grasping onto tree roots where they emerged from the ground and the trunks of slender trees. Branka disappeared up ahead, her striped blue pantaloons momentarily visible through the foliage, and then Hugh climbed up the last stretch and stepped out alongside her.

“The Mandroga Valley,” she said, a hint of perspiration on the bridge of her nose, a wistful smile on her wide lips. “See up there to the north? Those three different falls combine to form the river itself. The pass over to Baron Niestor’s lands is just to the west there, though you can’t see it for the trees, but you can just make out the ruined fort beside it.”

Hugh could barely make out the gray smudge of geometric angularity hidden amidst the trees farther up the valley slopes. 

“Most of the homesteads are built within a stone’s throw of the river, and you can trace its passage down to Erro by the clearings in the woods. See, there’s Iarosh, just a quarter mile below. Beyond it is Kuzma farm, though it’s been abandoned since the fire last year. Demyd farm on the far side there - can you see the plume of smoke? The Demyds are famous for their sourdough seed loaves, and always have their ovens burning. Ship ‘em all the way to Vuk, they do. A triple cluster of farms just below - goat farmers all of them, the Yvas, the Farysas, and the Hapons. You can’t see their buildings from here, but you can see where they’ve cut down the forest for their herds. And then there’s Erro, far below. See it?”

Hugh followed her finger as she traced out the contours of civilization in the valley, most of it barely discernible amidst the thick, dark green forest that cloaked the slopes. Erro was a small smear of rooftops far below, the Mandroga falls and its pool barely visible, the line of houses along River Street reduced to tiny specks. 

“Nobody’s built deeper into the woods?” he asked. 

“Leave the Mandroga’s banks? Well. No. It’s dangerous to stray deeper into the woods around these parts or build higher up in the mountains. To do so is to court the attention of the fae.”

Hugh stepped back from the edge and pulled free his waterskin. Took a deep draught. “Want some?”

“I’ve my own, thank you.” She pulled her own skin from her low-slung belt, shirt riding up to reveal her flat stomach, the points of her hip bones. She raised the skin to her lips, eyeing him speculatively, and drank deep before lowering it and wiping the water from her lips with the back of her wrist.

Hugh stepped back to sit on a fallen log. “Branka, when are you going to come clean and tell me the truth?”

She hid her surprise well; brows quirked down a fraction, her jaw clenched, but then the moment was gone and she assumed a look of innocence. “What truth, my lord?”

“The smuggling. I’m guessing it’s salt. Am I right?”

She stilled, surprised again for a second time, but turned away to hide her reaction as she placed her waterskin on a rugged shelf of rock. “Smuggling, my lord?”

“Come, Branka. My companions and I aren’t fools. How else to explain Erro’s unexpected prosperity? It’s a vibrant, beautiful village, where I expected a mean collection of goat herder huts. You can’t be deriving your income from trade with the closest villages. They’ve not enough wealth to explain your own. The money has to be coming from Niestor’s lands, over the pass. Which means smuggling, with you and your people skimming enough off the top to warrant running a tavern and maintaining such a beautiful hamlet.”

Branka held herself perfectly still, her braid in both hands as if she were about to pull it apart, her blue eyes glittering as she stared at Hugh. The wind blew past the outcropping, stirring her broad pantaloons and momentarily pressing them against her legs, outlining her thighs beneath the fabric. 

“You had to know I’d figure it out. Which means trouble for Erro. My arrival marks the end of an era for you all. Yet coincidentally, I arrived just as Istlav was assuming control of the village. I’m guessing he wasn’t interested in your goat herds. He wanted control of the smuggling route?”

“Yes,” she said, her smile cutting, almost disdainful. “You’re right. He grew greedy. Where before he was content to oversee the pass and ensure it was kept safe for the couriers, suddenly he felt a need for a more civilized life. A roof over his head, a title to his name, and proceeds collected as the couriers came through.”

“And Little Ivan?” Hugh crossed his arms over his chest. “He was fine with the smuggling until Istlav demanded more?”

“Yes,” she said again, and now she did begin taking apart her braid, removing the knot of leather from its tip and beginning to work her fingers through its length. Head bowing to one side, glittering eyes never leaving his own. “He protested that Aleksandr would never stand for it. That your brother would have his own complaints. Istlav, fool that he was, silenced him. The rest of us were trying to calculate how best to remove Istlav - I was in favor of simply poisoning their food - when you arrived.”

“Aleksandr,” said Hugh. “Who is that?”

“He leads the smuggling operation from the far side of the pass,” said Branka. Her hair was kinked from its bondage, and she slowly worked her fingers down its golden length, smoothing it out. “He gave nobody a choice in the matter. Be part of his operation or die. Istlav was his lieutenant.”

“What are you saying?” asked Hugh. “That a bid for sympathy?”

“No,” said Branka, straightening, lowering her arms to her side. Her hair fell down over her shoulders, curled over her chest. Golden on the surface, but with dark, honeyed roots. “Simply an explanation. I’m long past asking for sympathy. What I want instead is to make a deal with you.”

“A deal,” said Hugh, voice flat, arms still crossed.

“Aye,” said Branka, moving forward, glittering eyes still locked on his own, lips curved in an enigmatic smile. “To reach an understanding. After all, you need not make an accurate report to your brother. We can all work together to repair the breach with Aleksandr before it spills into further violence. You can take what Istlav desired. The imperial estate. The profits from the salt smuggling. Enrich yourself, execute your brother’s orders, and also claim the one other thing Istlav desired more than anything.”

She knelt before him, moving slowly, as if not wishing to startle him out of this dream. Yet her expression was not amorous; it was too enigmatic for him to read. There was danger there, amusement, something cruel as well. 

Hugh unfolded his arms. “And what was that?”

“Me,” she said simply, and pulled her tunic over her head to cast it aside. Her skin was golden, but the cold wind brought a swathe of goosebumps out over her arms, shoulders, and small breasts, caused her long blonde hair to wave and swirl about her. She was lean like Morwyn, but without the obvious muscle, slender and sinewy, her breasts pert, looking as if they’d fill his palm perfectly.

Hugh raised an eyebrow. “And you believe I’d betray my brother for a moment with you, Branka of Erro?”

“No,” she said, moving her long fingers onto his knees. Shifting her weight forward, golden hair still stirring about her. Oh, but there was danger here, thought Hugh; she might not have had Morwyn’s lifelong training with the blade, but this was a woman of the mountains, who’d known travail her entire life, and had nothing given to her.

All that she owned she’d taken, by guile or by force.

“No,” she said again, fingertips moving up his thighs only to drag slowly back down to his knees, digging deep into his muscles. “I’m offering myself but to sweeten the detail, and because, after watching you fuck your companion on the bridge and in the falls last night, I’d like a taste of you for myself. No, I believe you’d betray your brother for the gold you could claim for yourself. For the wealth you could quickly build over the next seven months. This body of mine - my tongue, my cunt, my fingers and more - would only… sweeten… the deal…”

She moved her hands to the drawstrings of his pants. Hugh was mesmerized, the shock of having been watched last night passing quickly. He wanted to take her hard, erect nipple between his lips, wanted to kiss her length of neck, to bury his face in her mane of hair. To crush her slender body against his own, and to see if he could change that look of glittering calculation into something more primal, to slip past her defenses, to make her cry out as she lost herself in ecstasy…

Instead, he took hold of her wrists. “You value yourself too lightly, Branka. You shouldn’t barter yourself like this.”

For a moment she looked panicked, on the verge of fleeing like a startled deer. But then she forced her smile to return. “Don’t forget, my lord. I don’t offer myself just to sway your mind. I want this for myself as well.” The look of calculation returned to her eyes. “It’s been too long since somebody fucked me like an animal.”

And she pulled her wrists free of his fingers, slipped the drawstrings free, and then slid a cold, slender hand down under his pants to curl her fingers around his shaft.

Eyes burning, never leaving his own, she lowered her wide lips to his cock as she drew it free, and when she licked the underside of his head, her tongue hot and wet in the brisk mountain air, Hugh almost lost track of everything around them.

Almost.

But the sound of something creeping up on him from behind caught his attention. Could have been the wind. Could have been anything innocuous, and for the barest moment Hugh considered ignoring it, luxuriating in Branka’s mouth -

But it was a simple matter to glance over his shoulder.

And see a wall of matted, heavy brown fur nearly upon him. Something so huge it beggared the mind, wet black eyes focused on him as it broke into a rumbling, undulating sprint, closing the last few yards like an explosive avalanche.

Hugh tore himself free of Branka’s clasp and hurled himself aside into a roll, coming up too close to the cliff’s edge for comfort just as the bear’s paw swiped through where his head had been but a second ago.

Paw the size of a shield. Claws as long and thick as cigars. Enough force behind that attack to have torn his head off, easily.

Hugh drew his blade, but it felt like a futile gesture; the grizzly rose up on its rear legs, rose up and up to tower over them both, twice Hugh’s height, its maw large enough to crush a barrel into splinters. It roared, the sound concussive in its force, lighting up every one of Hugh’s survival instincts, bidding him to turn and run.

Branka rose to her feet, wiping the back of her wrist across the corner of her mouth. She still looked nervous, her gaze turning toward a second figure who emerged from behind the bear.

Mirco, the miller.

“You should be insulted, Branka” he said, uncaring for the ursine terror. “A gentleman would never have been so rude as to take his attention away from what you were doing.”

“Fuck,” said Hugh, the pieces sliding into place. A half dozen questions flashed through his mind, each discarded as he answered it himself.  The bear was too large to be natural; magic was somehow involved, and not chirography. Oneirothélisi. Which made Branka - what? Fey? But she was all too human. 

“Who does that thing belong to?” he demanded. “Brank - that your… familiar?”

Branka stepped back, reaching for her tunic. It was Mirco that crossed his arms and grinned. “Familiar? Does Medved look like a fucking black cat to you?”

Medved glowered down at him, strands of drool hanging from his black lower lip and causing his fangs to glisten. Their points were of pale ivory, but they darkened at the base to a near chicory brown. Each large enough to puncture clean through his chest. 

“Killing me won’t solve your problems,” said Hugh, still fighting to command his thoughts. “You think the duke won’t investigate?”

Mirco shrugged. “But by the time he does, we’ll have tidied up this mess. Removed all signs of Istlav and his idiocy. Tone down just how prosperous we are. Closed down the tavern. It’ll take the duke weeks if not a month to send someone to investigate, but we’ll be sure to send word to the capital as to your tragic death before then.”

Hugh couldn’t help but give a grudging nod. “You know, I can actually see that working. What are you going to say? That I fell off this cliff?”

“Bear attack,” said Branka, voice quiet. “You camped with food in your tent. Can happen to any idiot.”

Hugh grinned. “One problem with your plan, though.”

Branka’s eyes narrowed even as she moved to Medved’s side. But it was Mirco that responded, voice rich with easy contempt. “What’s that, my lord?”

“I’m no idiot.”

And in that moment he spoke out to the specters, the shades of the dead, the brothers he’d slain, and summoned forth their might: Chavaun, Sweet Severen, Evassier, Jaro, Marko - to me!

And they were there, within him, surging just under his skin, filling him with their feverish talents and might. Sweet Severen with his unnatural calm and precision, Chavaun with his dedication and focus, Evassier with his lethal instincts, the brothers Jaro and Marko with their irrepressible vitality and raw athleticism.

Mirco sighed. “So all idiots believe, and that’s what makes them such.”

Branka pressed her hand to the bear’s massive flank. “A true pity, my lord. You seem a good man, and… uniquely endowed. Were there any other way, I’d have taken it. I take no pleasure in your death.”

“Enough, Branka,” said Mirco. “Command Medved to attack already.”

 Hugh tossed up his blade so that it spun in the air, hilt landing in his palm with a satisfying thunk. 

“We can talk about that when I’ve killed your bear. I’m guessing there’s a lot more you haven’t told me. It’s going to be fascinating to learn just how much.”

“Very well. Medved,” said Branka, tone turning flat. “Kill.”

The grizzly bear roared once more, that punishing volume that caused birds to fly up from tree tops for what felt like miles around, and then he fell forward like a collapsing barn, forelegs extended to embrace Hugh, claws gleaming, maw opening, faster than his size would ever have hinted possible.

Hugh threw himself aside, a second roll, just barely slipping under the bear’s arm, and came up surefooted on the loose rocks to turn and cleave at Medved’s shoulder.

A drawing cut. No chop would pierce that thick mat of fur. Channeling all his newfound strength into the blow, Hugh slashed down and across, cutting deep into the grizzly’s shoulder.

Who roared in fury and spun, claws seeking to tear him to ribbons. Hugh leaped, his strength such that he was able to spring three yards up and back onto the side of a boulder, only to thrust off it and onto the bear, one arm looping around its great neck so that momentum carried him around and onto its back.

The bear rose up immediately, jaws snapping over each shoulder. Hugh grinned, holding on with one fistful of thick fur, legs clenching its broad back. With his other hand he raised his blade, flipped it so that he held it like a dagger - 

And was knocked tumbling from Medved’s back as the side of his head exploded in pain. 

Hit the rocks, rolled on instinct, only to feel the earth scoop him up and fling him across the bare expanse of rock like a rag doll. He hit something, bounced off it, lost his sword, but forced himself to stand even as his vision blurred from the strength of the impact.

Medved came at him like a roaring storm, pounding across the tiny clearing, jaws splayed open wide. 

Hugh’s mind cleared. Strength flooded back into his body. His back was to a boulder. Trees to the right. Cliff to his left. No room. No time.

Mikita! Nevkha! Sidorko! Blind Igocha!

Even the rank and file of the Lost Reavers had been terribly skilled, bitterly dangerous, and these four had served as the center of their company’s battle line, massive warriors who’d born tower shields into combat, their forms draped in chain and half-plate, their hands grasping mauls and mattocks, sledgehammers and earth breakers. Men of strength and speed, of deep, almost unnatural stamina, the staying power of the company, the anvil upon which countless foes were broken.

Hugh felt his muscles swell, his clothes tighten, and when Blind Igocha’s might flooded into him, accompanied by a fleeting vision of the giant himself, Hugh let out a roar of his own and charged right at the grizzly.

Who swiped his paw, seeking to behead Hugh - only to have it stopped as Hugh caught it by the wrist, fingers sinking deep into the thick fur, hand nearly disappearing into the fold. 

At the same time Medved’s jaws snapped down to crunch his head, but Hugh ducked and slipped forward, reaching up with his other hand to ram the web between thumb and forefinger into the bear’s shaggy neck.

Such was the strength that flowed through Hugh’s body that he checked both attacks - only to be forced back by the sheer weight of the charging bear, his boots skidding and sliding over the worn rock, back a half dozen yards to nearly be crushed against the boulder.

But at the last his heels dug in, he found his footing, and stopped the giant bear’s attack.

Medved roared right in his face, bathing him in its sweltering breath, spraying him with spittle, head shaking from side to side as it sought to break Hugh’s grip. It’s other great arm wrapped around him, trying to pull him into a hug. Huge muscles writhed beneath its coat, pulling on bones as thick as saplings. 

Hugh grinned up at the bear, the power that flooded him keeping it trapped, and then channeled a burst of strength to push it back but a few inches before stepping in to hammer his fist across the bear’s chin.

Medved’s huge head snapped aside.

An uppercut under its chin, jaws clicking together, and then Hugh placed one fist inside the other hand and brought them both down with everything he had upon the bear’s brow.

The bear’s head cracked down onto the rock. 

A whirring sound from the near distance. 

Hugh moved his head aside so that Branka’s flung rock from her sling missed him by an inch. 

Medved was growling deep in its chest, a protesting moan of a sound, getting its paws under it, blinking in confusion as it tried to gather itself.

There. His blade. Hugh walked over. He was burning up. His skin was about to split over his swollen muscles. He could barely draw breath. Felt as if he were vibrating. Took up the sword, being careful not to bend or break the handle.

Spun it about in his grip, snatched it up so that he held it point down. Walked back to the bear.

Another whirring release. 

This time Hugh raised his hand, caught the pebble mid-flight, allowing it to sock into his palm, closing his fingers over it a second later.

Branka gaped at him.

He bounced the pebble in his palm, tossed it over his shoulder, and turned back to Medved.

He’d hit the bear harder than he’d realized. The hillock of dark fur was slowly rousing itself. It was near the size of a cottage. Vast. Yet still susceptible to terrible blows to the head. Snuffling and snorting it shook its head as if to clear it, then turned slowly to face him.

It still hadn’t managed to stand up.

A clean stab straight down through the forehead would end it. More merciful than plunging his sword into its heart. 

Hugh took a deep breath. Stepped up.

Medved growled, a wet, bubbling sound, blood bubbling up from its muzzle. Fought to stand, failed.

Hugh raised his blade, clasped the hilt with both hands. Rose to his tiptoes, back arching, summoning all the strength it would take to shatter that massive skull - 

- and then froze as Branka flung herself before Medved, covering its head with her body, hugging him tight.

“No! Please! No! Don’t kill him. Spare him, please. I beg of you!”

Hugh stayed his hand, though the urge to kill was nigh undeniable. Branka’s blonde hair was flared out over Medved’s ruddy coat like veins of gold ore in dark rock, her slender body heaving for breath, her fingers dug into the bear’s hide. Who rumbled piteously and gave its massive head another shake.

“Why should I spare your life, for that matter?” asked Hugh, voice cold even to his own ears.

“Why?” Branka dared a glance up at him before looking away. “Because…” She trailed off, clearly trying to come up with a convincing reason. And despite everything, despite her duplicity, her backstabbing, and her attempt to kill him, Hugh found himself hoping she would. 

“Because you need me. We’ve played our strongest hand and failed. Against… against all the odds. You’ve won.” Her voice was raw with emotion. “And… I’ll come clean. Tell you everything I know. About the smuggling operation. Erro. Our gold reserves, when to expect more shipments, everything.” 

With obvious effort she pushed herself off Medved, soothing him with a caress, and turned to face Hugh, chin raised, defiance entering her eyes once more, her slender body shaking with emotion. “I’ll swear it. By whatever oath you require. I’ll swear to obey you and help you to the best of my abilities. Mirco and I – Mirco?” 

She turned, searching the small clearing for the man, but the miller was gone.

“You should pick your allies more carefully,” said Hugh.

Branka’s face paled with fury. “The bastard. It was his plan, his – but nevermind. Not that you’d believe me.” She turned back to him, eyes gleaming. “But the real reason you shouldn’t kill Medved is because doing so will unleash a great ugliness in the forest. An ill will that you’ll never conquer, never overcome. It will grind you down and cast you out if it doesn’t devour you. Medved is… he’s…” She turned to consider the great bear, and her eyes filled with tears. “He’s important. His death would be a greater tragedy than you know.”

Hugh stepped back and lowered his blade. “Be clear. If I’m to spare your lives, I’ll expect straight answers. Who are you that you have this bond with this beast? What is he? How did this come about?”

For a moment Branka bristled at him, but then some inner core of resistance within her broke and she looked down and away. “Everything I’ve told you has been true. My name, my role in the village. I’m nobody special. I can’t cast magic, have no fae blood, can’t summon demons - I just serve good ale. But.”

“But,” said Hugh.

“Medved…he’s been around for a long while.” Branka gently stroked the wounded bear’s head as she spoke, her affection obvious, her tone growing soft. “Longer than I’ve been alive. We were told, growing up, that he was once a cruel Fate Maker. That he punished Erro with punitive taxes and would arrest those who couldn’t pay. Our people dreaded his seasonal visits, and like any petty bureaucrat, he lorded his authority over us to make himself feel more important.”

Medved, as if understanding the gist of the tale, closed his eyes with a sighing moan.

“We were closer to the fae back then. This was before they retreated higher into the mountains. There was a wise woman living in the village who held the title of ‘Ale Wife,’ and she asked the fae for help. They visited Medved while he slept in your imperial estate, and when dawn broke, he’d become a bear. The fae wouldn’t tell us what had happened, but they hinted that he’d failed a test; Medved fled into the woods, but never left Erro altogether. Over the years that followed he became a guardian for the village, always living close by, watching out for us, fighting off the more monstrous threats that would try to attack us.”

Hugh scratched at his jaw. “So he was human, once? Do the Fate Makers know of him? Have you asked the disciplus to take a look?”

Branka shrugged, still running her fingers through the grizzly’s thick pelt, gently scratching him above the ridge of one eye. “He avoids them. Wants nothing to do with them. It’s said they tried in the beginning, but failing that, wanted to kill him for being an abomination. He hid for a long time, till even the people of Erro began to think him a myth, only to return once the Fate Makers had lost interest.”

“And your connection to him? Or does everyone in Erro deal with him?”

Branka gave a wistful smile. “Only me. I was chosen by my predecessor to be the next Ale Wife. I was Little Ivan’s equal in all matters of governance due to my connection to Medved. And before you ask, no, he’s not immortal. And yes, Istlav had heard enough rumors to bring a dozen boar spears with him. He warned me that if I tried to drive him out, he’d kill and skin Medved, and that he and his company would wear his fur as a cloak. And I believed him.”

Hugh studied the giant bear. Medved opened one eye and studied him back, and in those dark, liquid depths Hugh thought he saw a spark of intelligence, of great sadness, that convinced him more than even Branka’s apparent sincerity as to the truth of her tale. 

Hugh sheathed his blade. “Very well. I won’t kill him. Or you. Though you both deserve it for attempted murder.”

Branka’s face paled even as she finally turned back to face him. “Thank you.”

“But don’t think we’re done. I’ve much more I wish to learn, but will continue this interrogation back in Erro with my friends. Will Medved heal?”

“Yes. I’ve seen him suffer far worse wounds and recover. Though never… never seen him downed like that by mere punches.” Her expression became overshadowed with awe. “How… I mean, if you’ll pardon me, my lord, what -”

“None of your business.” Hugh turned to glance over the broad valley. “We return to Erro immediately. And don’t forget, Ale Wife. Your life is forfeit. I can and will collect on your debt if I find you less than forthcoming and helpful in any way. Are we clear?”

A band of muscle flared over the joint of her jaw. Branka breathed slowly through her nostrils, the silence drawing out between them, and then bowed her blonde head. “Yes, my lord. Perfectly clear. I’ll do everything I can to please you.”

“Good,” said Hugh. “Medved? I don’t know if you can understand me, but I harbor you no ill will. I mean to help Erro as best I can. I hope the next time we meet, it will be as friends.”

The giant bear roused itself, rose ponderously to its feet so that it towered over Hugh once more. It gave a powerful snort, clawed at the rocky ground once, then turned and lumbered away, moving back into the tree line.

“Now come,” said Hugh. “Back to Erro. There is much I yet wish to learn.”

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

 

Hugh bid Branka walk a good way ahead of him, so that he could be alone with the specters. Not that he desired to speak with them, but so that she’d not witness his raw emotions as they hectored him from behind, trailing him down the path and calling out for him to stop and turn and face them.

He chose not to.

A few hours later they entered Erro from the north, having not exchanged a word during all that long return, and Branka, without being asked, turned to cross the Upper Bridge and pass the workmen busy fixing the ruined railing to lead him to the imperial estate.

The building was welcoming in the morning light; wildflowers grew beneath the windows and along the high bank, while the once stark paint had weathered and faded away in patches to imbue the building with a softer, more bucolic look. Moss grew thick on the slate roof and ivy spread dark, iridescent leaves across the facade. The shutters were thrown open wide, and Elena stood in the doorway, hair done up with a kerchief, broom in hand, driving out clouds of dust before her.

“Good morning!” she called, but her cheery smile faded quickly. “What happened?

“Let’s talk inside,” said Hugh, passing Branka as her momentum stalled. “The others?”

“Morwyn is training behind the stables. Anastasia’s reading on the second floor.”

“Am I needed?” Anastasia’s voice came from above, followed by the sound of a heavy book being closed and creaking footsteps across the planks. She then appeared, garbed in her elegant navy uniform with gold trim, hair freshly washed and bound back, expression distant and severe as if they were strangers to her.

“Yes. Elena, fetch Morwyn. Branka has much to share with us.”

Elena bobbed in a maid’s curtsy and set the broom aside, moving to a side door. Branka moved to stand uncertainly at the head of the dining table as Anastasia descended the steep stairs, her knee-high boots giving sharp retorts with each step.

“Good morning,” said Hugh, studying her as she approached. Her features were composed, her lips pursed, her gaze distant and detached. As if the intensity of last night hadn’t occurred, as if this were their first meeting, and she nothing more than a disinterested disciplus.

“Good morning, my lord,” she said, inclining her head politely. If she had questions she gave no sign of it; instead, she pulled out a chair and sat, interlacing her fingers before her, as calm and poised as a model disciplus could be.

Morwyn strode in the side door, brow gleaming with sweat, shoulder-length black hair bound in a short ponytail, hand resting on the pommel of her sheathed blade. Her gaze raked Hugh like hot pokers, and he inhaled sharply, the memory of last night hitting him like a fist. Felt himself stir beneath his breeches, aroused by both the directness of her gaze and the wicked yet subtle smile that tugged at the corner of her lips. 

“Good morning, my lord,” she said, reversing a chair so she could cross her arms over its back as she straddled it. “What’s going on?”

Branka had by this point lost what poise she’d recovered on the march down. She looked ready to flee, her gaze darting from person to person as if trying to guess from which would come a killing blow.

“You were right, Morwyn.” Hugh moved past them all and into the small kitchen, where he took up a bottle of wine and considered it. “Branka and Mirco tried to kill me but a few hours ago and make it look like an accident.”

The sudden scrape of chair legs. Hugh took up a bottle opener and sank the curled prong into the cork. Turned to see Morwyn on her feet, eyes locked on Branka who had taken a step back. 

“However, I have forgiven her the attempt.” He twisted the screw around. “She had her reasons, and I believe them to have been sufficiently impersonal that I’m not insulted. Sit down, Morwyn.”

“Sit down?” Morwyn glared at him. “She tried to kill you and you tell me to heel like a dog? She should be bound and -”

Anastasia rapped her knuckles on the tabletop. “Lord Hugh is the presiding source of authority in Erro. If he has forgiven her, then that statement carries judicial weight. I am, however, curious to hear why.”

“And what happened to Mirco,” added Elena softly.

Morwyn pursed her lips and slowly sat.

“Our surmises last night were correct. Salt is being smuggled through the valley. However, Istlav wasn’t an agent of Niestor; it seems there’s a sophisticated operation in place being led by an Aleksandr. I’ve promised to withhold punishment so long as Branka proves cooperative and tells us everything she knows. Her life depends on her impressing me with how helpful she can be. Isn’t that right, Branka?”

“Yes.” Her first word, husky with fear. “I’ve so sworn. I’ll tell you everything I know.”

“As for Mirco, our gallant miller fled the moment I knocked out Branka’s bear.”

“Knocked out…” Morwyn trailed off. “You knocked out a bear?”

“Branka owns a bear?” asked Anastasia.

“Let’s begin with Medved,” said Hugh, enjoying their confusion, “and from there proceed to the smuggling operation, detailing everything you know about Aleksandr and his men.” Hugh popped the cork free and filled a cup. Moved around her to sit on a bench set against the wall. “The more questions we’re forced to ask, the less impressed I’ll be.”

Branka took a deep breath, smoothed down the fabric of her blue pantaloons over her thighs, and began. Told them of Medved, the legend of his origins, and how her position of Ale Wife made her his liaison in Erro.

“Ale Wife?” Elena asked, voice bright with amusement, eyebrows raised. “Really? And that’s why you run the tavern?”

“I - yes?” Branka frowned with suspicion. “Why do you ask?”

For a moment Elena could only stare at them all in delighted disbelief, and then she covered her mouth and actually giggled, hey eyes gleaming. “That is too rich! Ale Wife!”

Hugh tapped his fingers on the tabletop. “Elena? Want to share what’s so amusing?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. It’s just something I heard from that wine merchant who’d come through the Rusałka every fall. Remember the man, Lord Hugh? With a penchant for fairy lore?”

Hugh didn’t, but let that pass.

“Anyway, he told the inn a tale once about how in the olden days - I don’t know quite how long ago, but it was before the rise of Mendev - the human settlements had more friendly relations with the fae. And each town would have a wise woman selected to act as their primary go-between, and she was called the Aelf Wife. She would visit the fae court, would relay messages, and ensure that all was well between the two communities.”

Elena grinned, eyes shining with mischief and joy. “Don’t you see? Most towns and cities long discarded the role, but here in Erro it’s persisted, except over the centuries it looks like it devolved into ‘Ale Wife,’ and the wise women went from spiritual leaders of their community to tavern keepers. Oh! It’s too rich. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t laugh.”

Branka frowned. “Aelf Wife? You’re sure?”

Elena gave an easy shrug. “That’s what the wine merchant claimed, and he sounded positive. And it makes more sense, don’t you think? Anyway, such a curse wouldn’t have been cast by a mere fae. Sounds like the work of a Thavma. The curse must have been a truly powerful one to have lasted so long and prolonged his life. Don’t you think, Anastasia?”

“Yes, that sounds fair. And if it happened so long ago, it’s actually quite possible that a Thavma was involved. Before their great retreat. Though all I’ve read of such curses stipulates that the Thavma wouldn’t have cursed Medved unless he failed a test of theirs, and even then they’d have worked an escape clause into the magic. Something he would have to do to break the curse. No lore has come down about him hinting at such?”

Branka shook her head. “Nothing beyond what I’ve told you. And Medved, expressive as he can be, cannot speak, so…”

A thin, vertical line appeared between Anastasia’s brows. “Regardless. Such a matter is academic. The continued existence of a creature like Medved is a clear violation of the Vornovian Creed. We must send word to Lord Annaro and inform the Fate Maker when he arrives for Subrogation Day.”

Branka’s knuckles whitened on the back of a chair. “Destroyed? Lord Hugh -”

“At ease, both of you. There’s much to deliberate before we start sending off messages.”

Anastasia frowned. “What is there to deliberate? The Vornovian Creed is crystal clear. Either we follow its dictates, or we don’t. What are you suggesting, Lord Hugh?”

“I think we all decided on a little flexibility in matters regarding the Vornovian Creed last night,” said Hugh. “Let’s hear everything Branka has to say before making any decisions.” Hugh sipped his wine and leaned back against the wall. “Now. Branka, tell us of Aleksandr.”

“I - yes.” She curled a strand of her wild blonde hair behind an ear. It still fell in twisting strands down over her shoulders, carrying in its curls the ghost of its former braid. “Aleksandr. He appeared two years ago. There’d always been some measure of salt smuggling going on, but it was insignificant compared to what he orchestrated. Before, the occasional peddler would cross the pass, with perhaps a pound of salt hidden under a false bottom in their pack. Aleksandr changed all that. The man’s a brute but I can’t deny his genius for organization and… well. Logistics, perhaps? Supply lines? I don’t know quite what to call it.”

“He’s organized an army?” asked Morwyn, her skepticism clear.

“Of sorts. But not a military one. And this is guesswork on my part, but the sheer amount of salt he’s had coming through the pass is…” She shook her head in wonder. “Incredible. A dozen couriers come through each week, each of them carrying fifty or more pounds of salt. Little Ivan and I used to spend nights trying to understand what that implied. At a bare minimum, he’s got a hundred dedicated couriers working for him, along with the armed men who protect the routes and keep monsters or worse from killing them. But it’s much more impressive than that. To bring that volume of salt up from the coastline without being stopped by Lord Niestor or caught by the Fate Makers is incredible, especially when you consider how he’s been steadily increasing his volume each month over the past two years.”

Anastasia blinked, her expression one of polite disbelief. “You’re saying almost two thousand pounds of salt comes through Erro each month.”

“About, yes. But there’s a flip side to the coin; just as he’s clearly set up an impressive organization across Fraczek, so has he done throughout Stasiek and even into Chirkov beyond. And though Aleksandr appeared only two years ago, Little Ivan was sure he’d been laying his groundwork for a year or two before that.”

Anastasia sat back in her chair, stunned. “The salt tax in Stasiek is fifty-one gold crowns for a hundred pounds of salt. If one assumes Aleksandr is selling his salt for a little less, he’s making… almost ten thousand crowns a month.”

Nobody spoke as those numbers sank in.

Anastasia’s eyes flicked from side to side as if she were reading an invisible book suspended before her. “Which… explains so much. Salt revenues have dropped so precipitously these past few years that Lord Annaro is considering adopting a mandatory salt purchase from specialized depots, whether our people claim to need the salt or not. His small council has argued against it – I’ve argued against it - as doing so would no doubt stir the people into revolt. We’ve long speculated that salt was being smuggled into Stasiek, but I had thought it dozens if not scores of smaller operations…”

Hugh sipped his wine. “How does Erro benefit from this, Branka?”

The Ale Wife pulled out her chair and sat. “Aleksandr offered Little Ivan a five percent levy on all salt that came through our pass. It’s come out to about five hundred crowns a month, though that sum has gone up and down.”

“Five hundred gold crowns,” said Morwyn, voice flat with disbelief. “What the fuck would you backwater types spend that kind of money on?”

Branka raised her chin. “Restoring buildings, for one. Hiring craftsmen from nearby towns to help rebuild many of the homes and farms that had near fallen to ruin. We created a widow’s fund. But we knew we had to be careful. Spend too much and we’d draw the attention of the Fate Makers. Little Ivan was mulling over the idea of investing our capital in a trading interest in Fraczek. Perhaps a partnership on some merchant ships… we’d not really had time to work out the details.”

Anastasia stood up and began to pace. “This is incredible. Lord Annaro could never have conceived how profitable sending us here would prove.”

“One second,” said Morwyn. “You telling me this Fate Maker Jaroc hasn’t noticed the change in Erro these past few years? Not asked any questions? Just quietly blessed your sudden prosperity as a reward for you all following the burning path?”

Branka stared down at her hands. 

Hugh frowned. “Need I repeat her question?”

“Fate Maker Jaroc… is a worldly man,” said Branka, voice shaking. “Little Ivan discussed the matter openly with him the next time he visited.”

“And?” asked Morwyn, tone acidic.

“They reached an agreement. We all swore an oath to secrecy. Mirco, Little Ivan, Bozik the smith, and old Dusan. He would bless our new trade if we gave the church a twenty-five percent tithe of our earnings.”

Anastasia stood, chair legs scraping loudly across the floor. “You’re shitting me.”

Hugh couldn’t help but grin. “Ah, the fucking Fate Makers. Earning their coin wherever the fuck they can find it. And I’m sure he found a way to explain how this was in line with everyone’s burning path?”

“He did,” said Branka, gaze darting back and forth from Anastasia to Hugh. “He said…” Her voice gave out. She dry-swallowed, tried again. “He said the world had acted upon us, and we were guiltless in regards to Aleksandr’s appearance. But that we did have a choice in how we reacted, and the only way we could remain on the path was to share this new wealth with the church, and tithe to the Fate Maker so as to earn his blessing…”

Anastasia sat down slowly. “Right out from under our duke’s nose.”

Morwyn drew her dagger, began to clean under one nail with studied indifference. “It’s not like the Fate Makers swear loyalty to dukes. They only bow to their god and give lip service to the emperor.”

“But still.” Anastasia was aghast. “If we assume Jarmoc communicated this to the church, then word would have reached our duke’s court Fate Maker. Rastik must have known all about this, yet he never breathed a word.”

“He must have known we’d run afoul of this conspiracy,” said Hugh quietly. “Must even now be waiting for news to be sent to the capital.”

“How will they spin it?” asked Morwyn, looking to Anastasia with a raised eyebrow. “As best you can guess?”

“I’ve no idea,” said Anastasia, words slow with wonder. “Assuming Jarmoc acted with the church’s blessing, they’ll…”

“They’ll do what they always do,” said Hugh. “Stonewall, claim moral superiority, claim we mortals cannot divine the burning path of the church itself, and blame Annaro for not figuring this out sooner.” He gave them a mirthless grin. “Can’t you hear Rastik droning on now? You should be ashamed, my lord duke, for forcing the church to go to such ends to collect its dues. If you had been more diligent in your praxis, we would not have had to stoop so low.”

Despite herself Anastasia gave a snort of amusement. “That does indeed sound like him.”

Morwyn glanced between them both. “More importantly, what will the duke do?”

Hugh sighed and crossed his arms. “What can he do? Chastise the Fate Maker and his church? Cast them out? Powerful as my brother is, he’s but a duke. Any Fate Maker represents the entirety of the church, and that’s more powerful than the emperor himself. No. Annaro will have to grit his teeth and force a smile. Oh, he might show Rastik less favor, but nothing so overt as to invite censure.”

Morwyn gave a wondering shake of her head. “Amazing. A peasant steals a loaf and gets his hand chopped off. A Fate Maker steals – what – thousands upon thousands of gold crowns from the duke and he has to thank them.”

“Sounds about right,” said Branka, breaking in. “Justice is for the rich, after all.”

“You’re rich,” said Morwyn.

“Was,” said Branka with a tight smile. “My lord Hugh here’s going to take all that gold off my hands.”

“And give it to Duke Annaro,” said Anastasia.

“Let’s stay focused,” said Hugh. “We’re not done yet. Branka, you were talking about Aleksandr. You explained his logistics. But why did you call him brutal?”

Branka looked down at her hands. “He’s made several demonstrations in the past that he’ll brook no challenges to his authority. Those who have opposed or stolen from him have been captured and tortured to death. And when he set up his agreements with Little Ivan two years ago, he made it very clear as to what would happen if we betrayed him. He’d destroy Erro completely. Burn it to the ground, dam the Mandroga with the rubble of our buildings, and kill every single person that he could get his hands on. He’d then move his operations elsewhere, find another pass, and resume his business.”

Morwyn leaned forward. “And you believe him capable of such an act.”

“Yes,” said Branka simply.

Hugh finished his cup of wine. “Any idea where he’s located? Where he operates from?”

“Not really. He’s up in the pass, somewhere, but going beyond a certain point has been strictly forbidden to us.”

“What of the fae?” asked Elena, voice soft. “I was led to understand they’d also been driven high up into the mountains. They’re coexisting with this Aleksandr and his men?”

Branka shrugged, expression miserable. “I don’t know. I may be the Aelf Wife as you say, but I only ever see Medved, and he can’t tell me anything.”

“Something doesn’t add up,” said Hugh, reaching out for the bottle. “You say this Aleksandr is a brutal genius that tolerates no dissent. Yet his man, Istlav, breaks away and claims Erro for his own?”

“Istlav was a fool,” said Branka softly. “Little Ivan told him as much. Told him Aleksandr would destroy him for his betrayal. But Istlav didn’t care. Insisted that he was acting alone and seemed completely unconcerned for the consequences.”

“Interesting,” said Morwyn, voice low as she sat back, rubbing at her chin. “A lieutenant would know what he was dealing with. My guess? Aleksandr sent him here to test the waters, just like we thought Niestor had done. See what sort of response the occupation would provoke.”

“But why?” asked Hugh. “He has an exceptionally profitable smuggling operation. Publicly claiming a key village would only draw attention from the authorities, and that’s the last thing such an operation needs.”

Morwyn shrugged. 

Anastasia began pacing, hands linked behind her back. “The scope and professionalism of his organization hints at great talent. A talent, perhaps, that would not be content with just making gold hand over fist. Perhaps he’s set his sights on more than just wealth.”

“War with Stasiek?” asked Morwyn. “Lord Annaro’s forces would crush any resistance he put in place.”

“Agreed,” said Anastasia. “But… an intelligent man would expect such a response. Meaning he’d want to provoke Lord Annaro to war.”

“But why?” asked Morwyn. “A death wish?”

“I don’t know,” said Anastasia unhappily. “But Lord Annaro would definitely respond. He couldn’t afford not to.”

“Yes,” said Hugh. “He would. He’d have advance scouts here within two weeks, and a small army swarming up the valley within the month. They’d punish Erro severely for its betrayal - though perhaps not as thoroughly as this Aleksandr has promised to do - and then drive up into the pass to root Aleksandr out.” 

Nods from all round.

“We should write him immediately,” said Anastasia. “I can act as courier. Perhaps -”

“Let’s review the dangers at hand,” said Hugh. “First, the act of sending an army up into the pass could be used by Baron Niestor as reason to retaliate. Though we could perhaps prevent his using this as a pretext for aggression by communicating our intentions beforehand. Still, if he wanted provocation, this would suffice.”

“Registering our intent with the imperial courts would make it clear that we mean him no aggression,” said Anastasia. “It might delay our action until we received an official response from the capital, but -”

“Agreed,” said Hugh. “Though it would take a couple of months, it would be the wisest course of action. We could mass our army in the valley below, place a holding force in Erro, and await imperial permission. But that leads to the second danger: Aleksandr will no doubt have heard by now of Istlav’s death. And if he has an infrastructure in place for distributing salt, he’ll hear of Annaro’s approach before they reach the valley, and have time to destroy Erro as he promised.”

Anastasia pursed her lips.

“Third, we don’t know why Aleksandr is provoking my brother. Assuming he’s no fool, he must have a plan for how to deal with a small army. We have no idea what it could be, and that is our greatest danger.”

Morwyn draped an arm over her chair back and pushed onto the rear two legs. “No band of smugglers will stop Lord Annaro’s forces. Whatever his plan, we’ll cut through it like a knife.”

“We do know who else is up in the pass and amongst the mountain peaks,” said Elena, voice soft. 

“The fae,” said Hugh. “You’re right. Fae who have not destroyed Aleksandr. Is it possible they’re allies?”

Elena shrugged. “Anything is possible. But marching an army of Stasiek soldiers up into that wilderness will make one thing certain: it will provoke the fae who have nowhere left to retreat.”

Excitement forced Hugh to rise and move to the front door, to gaze out over the Mandroga to the peaceful buildings of Erro. “That might be it, then. Aleksandr must have some treaty with the fae if he’s sending so many men through the pass each week. Mutual self-defense, or something. A human army would find itself in dire straits if attacked by fae deep in the alpine woods. Especially if they’re hunting down an elusive band of smugglers and not fighting a pitched battle on an open field. Morwyn, what sort of army would Annaro muster?”

“For a smuggler? Several hundred infantry. Perhaps fifty mounted outriders and scouts.”

“And if they were completely destroyed, how long would it take for him to raise a second army?”

“That would mean the destruction of his own personal guard and soldiers. He’d have to levy new troops from lesser lords. But the treasury is dangerously low. He might have to issue a new tax to raise the funds to pay for armor and weaponry. What do you think, Anastasia?”

“A new tax, for sure. The treasury has still not recovered from the Six Months War.”

“Most of whose soldiers never returned home,” said Morwyn, “and now infest the northern countryside like fleas on a dead dog. Meaning he’d have virtually no veterans to call on. So, if he lost his standing army? Four to six months to put together a larger force of new recruits. Longer, if there was resistance to his emergency tax. He’d muster perhaps a thousand, a thousand five hundred in infantry, and maybe a hundred mounted knights. Several hundred outriders.”

“Six months, I’d wager,” said Anastasia.

“Six months during which Aleksandr can enact whatever follow-up he’s planned for after his ambush.” Hugh took up the bottle of wine and opted to drink from the neck. “A plan which hinges on Annaro attacking immediately with a smaller force.”

Elena shifted uneasily. “Would he listen to reason? Delay his attack?”

Hugh looked sidelong at Anastasia. “What do you think?”

“He’s been increasingly frustrated with the low taxation yields. Many of the lesser lords have sensed his weakness and been pressing him in the lower courts, refusing to honor agreements and attempting to renegotiate rates. We’ve been unable to rebuild several key infrastructure priorities as a result of the diminished income, not to mention the ongoing problem with banditry in the north. He’s been borrowing heavily from the imperial bank and begun exploring the possibilities of borrowing funds from foreign merchants.” Anastasia tapped her lips. “We’re not facing a financial crisis yet, as there is always the option of collecting and devaluing our currency as a form of indirect taxation… but Annaro swore to the nobility of Stasiek that he’d not repeat the tactics of your father. So…”

Morwyn shifted uneasily. “He’d relish the chance of crushing a band of smugglers who’ve been stealing a hundred and twenty thousand gold crowns from his treasury each year.”

“I could reason with him,” said Anastasia. “Explain the nature of the trap. He’s no fool. He’d realize -”

“No,” said Hugh. “I know my brother perhaps better than any of you. He’s governed by principles of chivalry and honor. He is, in his way, more old-fashioned than he appears. He’d disdain any warnings that hinged on possible alliances with unknown foes. Especially without hard evidence. He’d insist on marching up here himself and investigating firsthand at the front of his personal army. We’d be lucky to get him to write for permission from the emperor before marching north, much less staying back altogether.”

Anastasia scowled. “What are you saying, my lord? Speak plainly, please.”

“It’s clear what he’s saying,” said Morwyn, flexing her foot so that her chair rocked back and forth on its rear legs. “He doesn’t want to tell Lord Annaro about what’s going on here.”

Anastasia raised an eyebrow. “Is that so, my lord? You wish to hide the truth of the situation from your brother?”

“What I want is to ensure Stasiek’s victory over Aleksandr. And sending my brother an incomplete report that might lure him into a trap is not how we execute our duty. We must send him facts. We’ve only just arrived. I want to learn the nature of Aleksandr’s supposed ambush, and only once we are armed with a clear understanding of our foe’s resources notify my brother so that he can act in a fully informed manner.”

Anastasia’s eyes glittered. “You tread awfully close to treason by withholding this information, my lord.”

“I am Annaro’s brother, sent here specifically to ensure the safety and loyalty of Erro, and was given full scope of authority to execute that duty as I saw fit. My actions are geared toward that end. Further, we all know that an incomplete report will most likely spur my brother to a course of action we’ll all regret. What I am saying, disciplus, is that I will send a full report when I have all the information on hand, and preferably when I have hard evidence to back my suspicions. Am I clear?”

Anastasia pushed her shoulders back. “We were sent here to clarify tax rolls and rebuild an old fort. Discovering a duchy-wide smuggling operation that is draining our treasury of tens of thousands of gold crowns when we need them most is far beyond the scope of our orders. We must write to your brother immediately and allow him, as the rightful ruler of these lands, to decide how best to act. To do otherwise is to usurp his authority.”

Hugh set his glass of wine down and moved slowly around the table to stand before Anastasia. She was nearly as tall as he was, and had but to look up a little to meet his gaze. Her poise was admirable, though the tension in the line of her jaw and the pallor in her cheeks betrayed her emotion. 

“Disciplus Anastasia,” Hugh said, forcing his tone to remain soft. “I value your opinion. It is why I brought you with me on this expedition. But the role of a loyal vassal is to do whatever is best for one’s liege. Captain Morwyn agrees. Even you agree that Duke Annaro will march on Erro the moment he learns about our situation. If there is a chance that doing so would result in the ruin of our duchy, and if instead we delayed but a few days to learn more information to send a complete report, do you not think it becoming of us to do so?”

“A disciplus does not presume to know more about matters of statecraft than her liege,” said Anastasia, voice low and quivering with intensity. “Our duty is to report, advise, and allow our liege to decide what is best.”

Hugh studied her. There was more at stake here than simply a matter of reporting partial intelligence to Annaro. What else was at play? Last night’s revelations about Zarja? His own admittance to being the cause of the Lost Reavers destruction? 

Elena moved up alongside him. Her expression was grave, her hands linked behind her back. A submissive posture, Hugh noted. “Anastasia, if I may? Imagine you were on the verge of developing a new theorem of magic. Having thought through the first steps and realized the potential scope of your discovery, what would your masters at the academy have desired? That you run to them with but the first hints of a theory, or that you take a little more time to explore your own thesis, test it, develop it, and bring them something that reflects to your credit as a thorough and mature theoretician?”

Anastasia narrowed her eyes. “A fine point, but we’re not testing theorems. We’re dealing with an active threat to the duchy.”

“Then let us do the following,” said Hugh. “Let us place a limit on how much time we have to uncover more information. Something we both find reasonable. Duke Annaro won’t fault us for doing a minimum of due diligence before reporting back. What say you?”

Anastasia glanced at Elena, took a step back, and crossed her arms over her form-fitting navy coat. “Three days.”

Hugh slashed at the air with his hand. “Insufficient. We can barely reach the pass and return in that frame of time. One week.”

“Three days. And I pen the report in advance, and send it down to the closest Fate Maker temple to be held in trust. If they don’t hear from us by the fourth day, they are to send it on immediately.”

Hugh rubbed at the stubble on his jaw, then looked sidelong at the others. “Clear the room. I wish to speak to the disciplus alone.”

Morwyn rose to her feet. “If you mean to threaten her -”

“I wouldn’t stoop so low. Besides, such threats would mean nothing to a disciplus of her caliber. Clear the room, Captain. Wait for us outside. I’ll call for you when you can return.”

Morwyn glowered at him, then bowed stiffly and walked out the front door. Elena squeezed his arm before turning, with Branka following behind, her face betraying sharp curiosity. 

“There is nothing you can say to me in private that will sway my mind,” said Anastasia stiffly.

Hugh didn’t respond at once. Instead, he poured himself a new glass of wine and leaned back against the wall, giving Anastasia as much space as the dining room allowed. Ankles crossed, arms crossed, he gazed at her pensively until her face colored and she scowled at him.

“What is it, my lord? Don’t toy with me.”

“What are you afraid of, Anastasia? What’s going on here?”

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” she snapped.

“I’m sensing a lot of contradictions. You’re displaying blind loyalty to my brother, but were happy to leave his castle only a few weeks ago for a tour of the countryside.”

“At his command.”

“Morwyn received the same command and she was less than pleased. Yet just now she wasn’t objecting to taking more time to learn about our enemy.”

“I’m not Morwyn.”

“That I know. You’re something else altogether. An intelligent, powerful woman who has been forced all her life to bend her knee to her inferiors.”

“Lord Annaro is not -”

“A woman who is passionately curious about the hidden workings of the world, but who instead is forced to ponder the minutiae of bureaucracy and taxation.”

“My lord, if you think to sway me with mere flattery -”

“Not at all. I’m just trying to figure you out. Ignore me if you wish. But last night you were faced with an existential threat to your training and you agreed to turn a blind eye to Elena’s true nature. Especially when she spoke of your frustration with the academy, with the very nature of your magic. How you yearned for freedom, for the -”

“My lord!” Anastasia took a sharp step forward, her cheeks burning. “Do not take my lapse in judgement regarding a good friend as a sign of general weakness. There is no -”

“I’m sorry, but no. I don’t agree with you. First, I don’t see it as a lapse in judgement. A lapse can easily be remedied. Do you intend to include the truth about Elena in your report?”

Anastasia’s chest was rising and falling as she breathed deeply, her gloved hands closing and opening, the leather creaking as she did so. 

“Well? Is that why you wish to send a missive with such urgency? To reveal that there’s a lisica in our midst?”

Still Anastasia didn’t respond.

Hugh walked forward till he loomed over her. Close enough to scent a subtle hint of perfume from the disciplus. “Answer me, Anastasia. Is that what’s going on?”

“No,” she hissed, and looked down and away. “I was not planning to discuss Elena at all.”

“Then it’s no lapse. Is it?”

“I don’t see what Elena’s confidence in me has to do with -”

“Answer me, disciplus. I am still your commanding officer. If you did not mean to reveal Elena’s true nature, then it was no lapse in judgement. Was it?”

Anastasia looked back up, forcing her expression into one of studied neutrality. “No, I suppose not, my lord.”

“Elena - no, Zarja - said last night that you yearned for freedom. To slip the bonds of academy and chirography. Is this true?”

“That has absolutely no bearing on the matter at hand.”

Hugh’s voice was a near snarl. “Answer me, disciplus.”

“My private philosophies are not regulated by my role as disciplus, and thus -”

Hugh slammed his fist on the dining table beside them, causing Anastasia to startle. “I am your commanding officer and your prime directive is to never lie. I’m asking a direct question, disciplus. Is it true? Do you wish to escape the bonds of the academy and the restrictions of chirography?”

“Anastasia?” To Hugh’s surprise it was Elena at the door. “Is everything all right?”

“Leave us, Zarja,” Hugh snarled.

“No,” said the lisica, stepping through the doorway. “Not unless Anastasia tells me she wants me to go.”

Something flashed through Anastasia’s dark eyes, an inscrutable emotion Hugh couldn’t read. She raised a gloved hand. “It’s all right, Zarja.”

“Very well.” And the lisica stepped back outside.

Hugh crossed his arms. “Don’t make me ask a third time.”

“Very well. Yes. I admit to a certain level of frustration with the academy’s policies and philosophies. I admit that I sense greater potential beyond the circumscriptions of chirography. What of it? Our thoughts only become treasonous when voiced aloud or acted on.”

“You are a failure as a disciplus,” Hugh said, voice harsh. “You bring shame to the academy, to your position, and the role you are meant to play for my brother. Your arrogance is breathtaking, as is your blindness. You think you’ve not acted? That you’ve not committed treason? What would you call agreeing to hide a lisica’s existence from the Fate Makers and your liege lord if not treason?”

Anastasia stepped back, eyes wide, her mouth working. “I - that is not at all -”

Hugh glared down at her. “Hypocrisy doesn’t suit you, Anastasia. I thought you smarter than that. More self-aware. I’m disappointed. You’re as blind as any Fate Maker. Which is a pity. I had high hopes for you. When you agreed to accompany us north, I was thrilled.” He laughed scornfully. “I’d have never asked you north if I’d know you to be so weak.”

“How dare you?” hissed Anastasia, voice venomous.

“How dare I?” Hugh’s voice rose to a roar. “Because I see the woman you could become and lament the fact that you’re too gutless to be yourself! Because I see a brilliant mind that chooses to shutter itself in the dark, that turns away from the world that it so hungers for. A strong, beautiful, powerful, brilliant woman who could be anything she chose if she but allowed herself the agency, but no!”

The high color in Anastasia’s raised cheeks drained away, leaving her pale as she stepped back again, eyes wide. 

“Damn it but I thought you above such self-mutilation, Anastasia! That in you there lay the ability to transcend your brutalization. I thought I caught a glimpse of it last night, but I was wrong. That glimpse of independence terrified you, didn’t it? You’ve been trying to be the perfect disciplus ever since. But tell me. Did you ever feel so alive as when you agreed to harbor Zarja in our midst?”

“I - I don’t know what you’re talking about -” She backed up another step and pressed herself against the wall.

“You know exactly of what I speak.” Hugh moved forward, looming over her still, glaring at her in full wroth. “A direct question, disciplus, from your commanding officer. Don’t you dare lie to me. When you agreed to shelter Zarja, did you feel self-disgust?”

“No,” she whispered.

“Did you feel horror?”

Anastasia turned her face away. “No.”

“Then what?”

For a long, aching moment, he thought she’d not reply. 

But then tears filled her eyes. “Joy.”

“Joy.” Hugh stepped back. “And this morning. When you awoke. It was like the breaking of a fever dream. Returning to cold reality. What did you feel then?”

“Self-disgust,” she whispered, still looking down. “Horror.”

“And those are the emotions that are making you so damn insistent on telling my brother about Aleksandr, aren’t they? You’re trying to do penance for last night’s madness. To balance out that betrayal with an act of supreme, blind devotion. Even if that loyalty damns my brother. Even if your loyalty leads him and hundreds of innocent men into a death trap.”

Tears brimmed and ran down Anastasia’s cheeks. 

“You want to send that report not because you think it best for Stasiek, but to salve your wounded conscience. To feel better about your friendship with Zarja. To prove to the world that you are a devoted disciplus. Even if you know, deep in your heart, that you are no such thing.”

Anastasia lifted her wrist to her eyes, blotting her tears on the gold thread of her sleeve. With a supreme effort of will she met his gaze once more, but now her eyes betrayed nothing less than her wounded soul and the depths of pain that filled it. “Yes. Perhaps. I can’t deny it.”

“Think, Anastasia.” Hugh stepped back once more. “For a moment, right now, while you have this clarity. What is it you want? To be a mindless, devoted disciplus for the rest of your life? Is that what you wish for in the depths of your heart?”

She swallowed, lifted her chin, pushed her shoulders back. Her cheeks glimmered wetly, her eyelashes clumped into triangles by her tears. Her jaw trembled, as if she wished to speak but could not force the words free.

“This is it, Anastasia.” His voice was soft, almost a whisper. “Your whole life has led to this moment of possible truth. Honesty. A chance to speak out loud your greatest desire. I’ll not punish you for it. By the Ashen Garden, I’ll welcome it. Welcome you. The real you. The independent, brave woman of integrity that no band of old men with their spells and lashes could break. Tell me. Is that what you wish? To be nothing more than a devoted disciplus for the rest of your life?”

Tears brimmed in her eyes again, overflowed once more, even as she held her martial stance. “No,” she whispered, voice tremulous, and then again, firmer: “No.”

Relief swamped Hugh. “I didn’t bloody think so.” He moved back to the counter, took up the bottle of wine and drank near half of it in a series of gulps. Exhaled loudly as he lowered the bottle, then looked over to where Anastasia stood, one arm crossing her chest to grasp the other elbow, staring fixedly down at the floor.

“Here,” he said, filling a cup and extending it to her. 

“Thank you,” she said, taking the cup in both hands. She didn’t drink, but continued to stare out at nothing. Hugh watched, nonplussed, and was about to speak when she raised the cup almost convulsively to her lips and drained it. 

He moved over and refilled her cup. “Sit.”

She stepped over to the dining table and did so.

Hugh grabbed another bottle, opened it, and sat across from her. “Look, I was a real asshole there. I apologize. Perhaps someone better at this could have gotten through to you without being such a jerk. But… I’m not that person.”

Anastasia swallowed, encircled her cup with both hands and stared down into the wine.

“But what I said before? About admiring you? I mean it even more, now.”

She made a bitter, scoffing sound.

“No. I swear it by Fortuna’s fickle favor. I can’t begin to imagine how hard it was for you to admit what you just did. How much bravery it took. But I recognize it. And I’ll say it again, with all my heart: you are a strong, beautiful, powerful, brilliant woman, and I’m grateful that you’re with me.”

Anastasia slowly raised her gaze, her brows lowered, her generous lips pursed, her expression searching. As if she sought to find a hint of mockery, to catch him in a lie.

Her voice was bleak. “If you don’t dismiss me and send me back to be punished then you’ll be as much a traitor to the duke and emperor as I am.”

“Yeah,” he said, squinting into his wine before raising it to his lips. “True.”

“True?” Her voice rose with indignation. “True? That’s all you have to say?”

Hugh drained his cup. “Yeah.”

“But.” She gave a quick shake of her head. “You’re a lord of the empire. I may be a broken disciplus, but you…”

Hugh grinned. “Have you forgotten what I’ve been up to these past three years? I wouldn’t say I’m overly concerned with my reputation.”

“This goes beyond reputation. If you don’t report me, you’ll be branded a traitor, stripped of your rank, and sent to a forced labor camp in the frozen north.” She gazed at him in wonder. “You can’t laugh at this.”

“Look.” Hugh leaned his weight on both elbows, hunching his shoulders as he leaned forward. “I bullied you into being honest with me because I want the woman I glimpsed last night by my side, not the shell of a person you’ve been pretending to be. You were brave enough to confide your truth to me. You could have chosen not to, but you chose to speak out anyway. I see that trust as a covenant between us. You’re one of mine, Anastasia. For better or worse, I’ll protect you. The real you. These past three years I’ve been dead to the world. But ever since leaving Stasiek, with you, with Morwyn, and especially with Zarja… I’ve felt something awaken within me. A desire to live. To somehow defy the odds. To make sense of this world. My old life was destroyed in the Goat’s Wood. I mean to pick up those broken pieces and see what new form I can make from them. What new truth. What new life. And the Hanged God take the emperor and my brother and anyone else who’d hold me to those old, broken truths. They only served to break me on Fortuna’s wheel. I mean to forge a new destiny for myself. To continue spurning the Fate Maker as I cut a new path. And I want you by my side. The woman you are, the woman you might become. So - treason? Being branded a traitor?” 

Hugh sneered. “Those are the least of my concerns. I’ve much to pay penance for. I’ve thirty dead souls walking behind me howling for my death. I’ve a smuggler and who knows what else hiding up in those fae-infested mountains awaiting me. My odds of succeeding are inestimably higher with you by my side.”

He reached out and placed his hand over her own, engulfing her long, elegant fingers. “I’ll die to protect you. Because something tells me you’d do the same for me and Zarja. Maybe. And that what we’re fighting here for? The change we’re going to bring? We’ll only succeed if we stand strong together. Trust each other. Respect each other. And if we do, then there’s no telling what we’ll achieve.”

Anastasia stared at him, expression inscrutable, then tossed back her wine, drinking it all in a series of gulps before slamming the cup back down. “I think you’re insane. I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. But.” She held up one finger. “I’ll agree to not telling Annaro about the situation for now. And I’ll follow your lead.”

Hugh sat back. “Good. That’s all I ask for.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And if you ever try to browbeat me like that again, may the Hanged God take my soul but I’ll break you where you stand.”

Hugh laughed. “A deal. Especially since I don’t think there are any further hidden truths to birth into the light of day. Or are there?”

Anastasia drew back her cup as if ready to hurl it at him, and Hugh leaped to his feet, arms raised and laughing. 

He turned to the door, ready to call out to the others, when Anastasia’s low voice stopped him.

“Hugh.”

He paused. It was the first time she’d ever addressed him by his name alone. He looked back over his shoulder. “Yes?”

She was staring down at her fingers. Glanced up at him, then back down. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

She nodded slowly, pensively, as if squaring some new thought, and then looked up and met his gaze.

In her eyes Hugh saw pain, saw weariness, and a faint gleam of something he might have called hope. “Thank you,” she whispered again, the intensity of her gaze and voice causing him to shiver.

No words. All he could do was bow his head, then turn back to the sunlight and step outside.

 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

“About six hundred crowns,” said Branka, sitting back on her heels and looking up at Hugh. “The rest we spent on restoring the more run-down buildings and supporting those in need.”

Hugh gazed down at the chest she’d hauled out from behind the false back of her wardrobe. It was small, neatly built and bound in black iron. Filled to bursting with gold. He crouched beside her, took up a crown, and turned it over. The previous emperor’s face in profile, the Fate Maker’s scales on the reverse. An old coin from the imperial mint. Not seeing his brother’s face on the coin somehow made it a little easier to bear.

“Six hundred. A fair sum. Enough to hire masons to begin rebuilding the fort, at any rate.” The coin clinked as he dropped it back onto the pile. “Any suggestions as to where the best can be hired?”

“Masons? No professionals around these parts. You’d have to send to Zagoskin for a talented crew. They’ve a granite quarry that supplied our grander buildings here.”

“Zagoskin. That’s, what, a three-day journey by foot?”

“About, yes.”

“Two weeks then to get them on site. It’ll have to wait till we’ve learned more about Aleksandr’s plans.”

“About that.” Branka slowly closed the chest. “You won’t be able to rebuild without his knowing. And I don’t see his allowing you to fortify without moving to stop you. The fort’s high up in the mountains. His territory. Those masons would be easy targets for archers or worse.”

“True. Which is why we should begin negotiations with the masons now, but not send for them till we can assure their safety. Do you trust anyone in town to represent our interests in Zagoskin?”

“Yes,” said Branka. “Want me to send them out today?”

“No. I want to meet with them first. That and there’s no sense in heading out now - it’s grown late. No sense in having them camp a couple of miles outside of town.”

“Aye, agreed.” Ran a finger along the hard lines of the chest, her expression grown wistful. “You’ll be taking this with you?”

Hugh stood up. “No, leave it hidden where you had it.” 

She glanced up at him sharply, expression unsure, speculative. “This a test?”

Hugh studied her, aware of how the neck of her tunic hung forward, revealing a tantalizing expanse of pale cleavage. “For some reason I’m not worried about your fleeing. I believe you genuinely care about Erro. So, no. Not a test. A gesture of trust.”

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “So soon? I tried to have you killed this morning.”

“And failed. And have since been given ample reason to side with me against Aleksandr and my brother.”

“Have I though? You’re still going to tell the duke about our smuggling. That’ll mean my death.”

“I’m not sure what exactly I’m going to tell my brother. I won’t outright lie. But I may decide to omit certain facts.”

“And why would you do that?” She shifted about, the neck of her tunic opening just a little further. “You looking for further persuasion?”

And just like that, atmosphere in the room shifted. Something subtle had changed in her features. A gleam in her eye. A slight knowing curve to the smile in her lips. She’d been about to suck his cock but earlier that day. Had grasped his shaft, licked the underside of his head, her eyes locked on his own.

Hugh’s heart began to pound as certainty filled him: he could take her now, if he wished. Could pin her to the floor and have his way with her, for as long and as hard as he wanted - and she’d not object. Would welcome it. Because it would be an exchange based on a currency she understood. But one, perhaps, that she’d not have faith in; no matter how many times she submitted to him, what was to stop him from telling his brother about her perfidy? Which meant she’d engage in the transaction out of desperation, knowing she had precious little other coin with which to wager. 

“Let’s just say I’ve not yet decided what’s best for Erro and Stasiek,” he said, taking a step back. “The obvious course of action isn’t always the best one.”

A flicker of confusion crossed her angular features. Not what she’d expected. She sat back on her heels, lips pursed, and then rose to her feet. “Very well. I’ll do my best to merit your trust and sway your mind.” A quick decision on her part, followed by a flicker of calculation that was followed by a flirtatious, half-lidded look. She placed a hand on his chest. “But if there’s anything else I can do to persuade you…?”

Hugh clasped her hand gently with his own and removed it. “I’m sure you’ll find occasion.”

Footsteps on the narrow stairwell leading up from the tavern below. Hugh turned to see Wlad, face pale. “My lord. Apologies for the interruption. There’s a lady below. I think she’s one of Aleksandr’s.”

“A lady?” asked Branka. “Use your tongue, Wlad. What kind of lady?”

“Very fancy, very fine, dressed all in black, miss. Long black hair. She’s… there’s something uncanny about her.”

Hugh looked to Branka. “So soon?”

“I told you, he operates a very tight network. Istlav’s death no doubt reached him yesterday. What’s this woman doing?”

“She’s drinking a glass of wine, miss. Sitting by the fire like she’s just passing through. But…”

Branka could barely disguise her impatience. “But?”

“But… she’s very fancy, miss. Dressed all in black.”

“Fuck. Sounds like Katharzina.” Branka gathered her mane of golden hair behind her head and pinned it with a clasp so that it fell in a more orderly wave down her back. “She’s a witch of some kind, important to Aleksandr. If he’s sent her, then he’s taking this situation very seriously.”

“A witch?” Hugh paused. “You’ve seen her do magic?”

“I’ve not, no. But she’s said to cross the valley with impossible speed, and to be feared by animals and monsters alike. That and she always harbors bad luck. She’s worse than seeing three ravens.”

“Then we’ll deal with her carefully. Wlad, when we descend, you’re to cross to my estate and summon my companions as quickly as you can. If this Katharzina wields magic, I want them with us.”

“Yes, my lord,” said Wlad, bobbing his head.

Hugh settled his hand on the pommel of his blade and lead them below. Katharzina was seated in an armchair before the crackling fireplace, its flickering light causing tints of blue to flicker in the locks of her lustrous black hair. She was at ease, one black leather-clad leg crossed over the other at the knee, her elegant boots somehow clean of all mud, a ruff of black fox fur thick about her shoulders. She didn’t turn at the sound of their approach, but rather remained still, swirling the wine contemplatively within her goblet and staring into the flames. 

Hugh moved to stand beside her chair, crossing his arms and staring into the fire as well. Her silence bid him speak, so he remained silent, allowing her presence to wash over him.

His arrival went unremarked; she remained relaxed, poised, ineffably elegant in her finery. Her confidence was arresting. She sat as if in a throne, and when she turned her face to consider him, he felt the weight of her gaze.

“Lord Hugh of Stasiek,” she said, her voice a smoky, shadowy purr. “Is it true that you killed Istlav and his men single-handed?”

Hugh smirked, resisting the urge to look at her. To resist doing so somehow felt like retaining an advantage, though he couldn’t pinpoint why. “No. I used both hands and had help.”

“Such modesty. I must admit I disbelieved the report, but here you stand and Istlav sadly gone.”

“Not many here will lament his passing,” said Hugh. “He hung the mayor and three others, made free with Erro’s property and goods, and insulted Duke Annaro with his claims. He was a dead man the moment he emerged from the forest.”

“Few things are so certain as that. And Duke Annaro is so very far away from Erro and these mountains. I can almost sympathize with Istlav and his ambitions. But alas. He has gone the way of all flesh to the Ashen Garden. And what now, my lord? Do you plan to remain, or will you sally forth, your shining deed done, to return to more civilized climes?”

Her mockery was impossible to miss, yet there was also genuine humor in her voice, as if they were old friends and she but gently teasing him. “I find myself enjoying the mountain air,” he said. “Perhaps I’ll stay a while.”

The fire crackled. Branka had opted to move behind the bar on the far side of the room. Of Wlad there was no sign. Katharzina swirled her wine once more. “You do not look at me, my lord. Do you fear what you might see?”

Hugh glanced down. She was as strikingly beautiful as he’d guessed. Her pale skin contrasting with her deep raven locks, her eyes alive with intelligence and humor. She wore a slender black velvet choker about her neck, and black calfskin gloves that reached up to her elbows. Her boots were thigh-high and belted above the knee, and everything of the finest cut. A heavy, hooded cloak was draped over the shoulder of her armchair, and she bore no weapons that he could see.

Her smile was lopsided. “You go from ignoring me to staring like a village boy. You are a man of extremes, my lord.”

Hugh smiled in return. “Something tells me you don’t mind being admired.”

She stretched, twisting slowly in her chair, eyes closing as she extended her arms and gave a slight moan of satisfaction. She held it for but a second, then relaxed and curled back up, eyes opening but remaining heavy-lidded. “Not by so handsome a man. That is true. Your physique is startling. Were you always muscled near to the point of deformity?”

“No,” he said. 

“Hmm.” Her gaze took a lazy stroll down his form and back up. “Don’t pout. I said ‘almost.’ Were this not a business trip, I’d ply you with wine until you agreed to take off your shirt and dance around. It’s so rare to find a man such as yourself this far up in the mountains. You would think the locals feared soap more than a chimera. But never mind.”

“A business trip,” said Hugh, latching onto that phrase like a drowning man might a branch. Katharzina was as beguiling in her own way as Zarja; her sultry voice was mesmerizing, her confidence profound, her body alluring to the point of distraction. Was she using magic on him?

“Yes.” Katharzina sighed and sipped from her wine. “Prosaic, I know. I’m to learn what your intentions are and see how pliable you might be to alternatives. You plan to remain in Erro, then?”

“I’m not used to being interrogated by strangers,” said Hugh, “regardless of how attractive they are. Who are you and whom do you represent?”

“Formalities? Very well. Though I’m sure you already know.” Katharzina rose from her seat to execute a mocking curtsy. “Katharzina of Glěbko at your service, my lord. I represent a certain business interest that is curious as to how amenable you are to financial inducements.” She sat down once more, tucking her boots under her ass as she curled up in the chair. “This is, of course, a delicate matter, and one that should be approached with indirect hints and innuendoes. But I find myself too lazy to do so. Instead, I’ll deliver his proposition, and then allow you to mull it over.” Her eyes gleamed. “But please. Don’t feel obliged to roar your indignations if you don’t like what I say. That would be so tiresome, and I’ve just begun to form a positive impression of you.”

Hugh crossed his arms and rocked back onto his heels. “Your proposal, then?”

“Simple. There is enough gold flowing through this valley to make any man rich. You, despite your lineage, are anything but. In exchange for keeping these activities secret, my employer would be willing to pay you a generous cut from the profits. You’ve no doubt seen how Erro has prospered. You could do much better. Stay, leave, it matters not. Your cut would be delivered to you regardless, and with it, why. You could do whatever you choose.”

“How much are you offering?” 

She smiled. “Oh, I do like you. I was told to begin with an offer of five hundred crowns a month, but after much protesting allow it to rise as high as two thousand. More, if you proved yourself an avaricious but pliable brute.”

“Two thousand crowns.” That was a fifth of Aleksandr’s total monthly gross. Add in Erro’s five hundred, and Aleksandr was consenting to a twenty five percent tax so as to do business. Given the quantities at play and his investment in the infrastructure, it was hardly a damaging sum.

The door to the tavern opened and Morwyn strode in, eyes flashing as she stared at Katharzina. Nobody else followed. The captain moved to stand beside Hugh, hand on the pommel of her blade, her whole body near vibrating with barely concealed distaste. 

“It would seem our pleasantries are drawing to a close,” said Katharzina, her voice losing some of its sultry undertones. She stood and collected her cloak.

Morwyn went to speak but Hugh raised his hand. “Four thousand crowns.”

Katharzina swept her cloak about her shoulders and fastened it. Despite its weight it draped her like liquid shadows, hugging her form and making her hard to discern, even in the firelight. “Four thousand, my lord?”

“The price of my silence.”

“A princely sum. You are, alas, no prince. I’ll put your request to my employer. I do not have high hopes of his agreeing to it.”

“I’m sure he understands exactly what he’s buying with that sum, and what will happen if he fails to meet it.”

“Very well.” She flipped her hood up over her raven locks. “Meeting you was an unexpected pleasure, my lord. I’ll send word when my master has chosen his response.”

Hugh gave a shallow bow. Katharzina turned and walked away, the heels of her boots giving sharp retorts against the wooden floor. She pushed open the door and stepped out of sight.

“Four thousand?” Morwyn turned on him. “You can’t be serious.”

“Obviously not. But Aleksandr wouldn’t take me seriously if I didn’t make an outlandish request. This way he’ll think me a greedy fool and underestimate me.”

“And your plan? To negotiate with him and…?”

“Accept whatever he actually offers me.”

Morwyn’s eyes narrowed. “You’re joking.”

“Come, Morwyn. Think it through. Wlad? Wine!” Hugh sat down in the same armchair Katharzina had occupied. It still bore her scent, a delicate trace that he couldn’t quite pin. He closed his eyes and inhaled; smooth leather, creamy but bitter almonds, perhaps? Something akin to magnolia…

“Here, your lordship,” said Wlad, and Hugh opened his eyes to see a brimming tankard filled with wine.

“Sharp lad,” said Hugh, taking the tankard carefully. Wlad bowed and backed away. 

Morwyn was seated on the edge of her armchair, knees on elbows, glaring at him. “Explain, Hugh.”

“Aleksandr is accustomed to buying people off. I imagine in his world view everybody has a price. I’ve set mine at four thousand. He’ll come in with a hard counter and congratulate himself on reeling me in just like any other mayor or paltry town official. He’ll relax a fraction and begin contemplating how best to spring his trap on Annaro. In the meantime, we’ll have the opportunity to learn more from him; his numbers, his plans, his secrets. Then, when we decided we’ve learned enough, we report back to Annaro and prepare ourselves for war.”

Morwyn sat back, mollified. “A ruse, then.”

“Aye. But a dangerous one.” Hugh sipped from his wine and stared into the fire. Katharzina’s scent was fading, or perhaps he was getting used to it. “If Aleksandr is determined to provoke Annaro, then he’ll want to kill me regardless of what I say.”

“Then you shouldn’t meet with him. When the time comes, I’ll go in your stead.”

Hugh didn’t answer at once, but instead sipped his wine, losing himself in the flickering leaps of the flames. “No. Thank you. We’ll all go. It’ll be dangerous, but the odds of our surviving if we go together are exponentially higher. Where are Anastasia and Elena?”

“They went for a walk.” Morwyn said this with some measure of contempt. “Wanted some time to talk alone. What did you say to Anastasia that shook her up so?”

“I’ll let her tell you when she’s ready.” Hugh felt captivated by the flames. Unable to pull his eyes away. “Just as I haven’t told anybody about what happened on the bridge last night.”

Morwyn stiffened. “What’s there to tell? We had an agreeable exchange. You did passingly well. I’ve nothing to hide.”

“Really?” Hugh’s voice had grown soft. “So your attempts to cut me down don’t figure into your account? Your refusal to discuss your secret?”

Silence from Morwyn. 

“Which, now that I think of it, you never shared.” Hugh looked over to her. “One might even say you covered your moment of vulnerability by getting physical with me. As far as ploys go, it worked.”

Morwyn’s eyes narrowed. “You’re insufferable. Can’t you content yourself with fucking me as hard as you wanted?”

“No,” said Hugh, feeling himself cold, almost cruel. Katharzina’s scent was almost gone. Did he even smell it now, or was that but his imagination? “But I’ll settle for that in the meantime.”

A dangerous gleam entered Morwyn’s eyes. “You’ll settle for fucking me?”

Hugh lifted his tankard and drained it of what little wine remained. “What I really want is to know what you’re hiding. But I’m curious as to what lengths you’ll go to keep it hidden. A deal, then: fuck me now, and I’ll stop asking. Won’t bring it up again unless you urge me to.”

Morwyn shifted in her seat. “How fucking generous of you.”

Hugh shrugged and leaned back in the armchair. “You told me sex was a means toward an end for you back in the barracks. So this is your language. You want me to leave you alone? Prove it.”

The last of Katharzina’s scent. Leather, yes. Almonds. He thought of how her thigh-high boots had hugged her legs. Her mockery. The knowing gleam in her eye. As if it were all a game, and she couldn’t be quite bothered to take any of it seriously.

“Very well,” said Morwyn, voice tense. “Fine. I agree.”

“There’s a pantry behind the bar. Wait for me inside. Hands on the wall, your breeches around your ankles. Go.”

He could sense her furious glare. Didn’t look away from the fire. Waited, unsure if she’d comply or draw her blade. Then she stood, movements stiff, and stalked away across the room.

He heard the pantry door open and then click closed. 

Branka was behind the bar. He ignored her. Continued staring into the fire. What would it be like to fuck Katharzina? What would it take to break her composure? Something told him simply fucking all night wouldn’t do it. No. There was a decadence to her that spoke of far greater experience. 

Feeling almost sullen, Hugh stood. Inhaled deeply, feeling his musculature swell across his chest, shoulders rising. Slumbering strength within him awakening. He wanted to dominate something. Break something. Moved over to the bar and placed his tankard before Branka.

She glanced at the pantry door then over to him. “She’s waiting.”

“I know. Wine.”

Branka took up a bottle, uncorked it, poured. 

Hugh raised it to his lips and drained it dry. Couldn’t even feel the slightest effect.

“Another.”

She complied.

He drained that as well, then stared past Branka at the wall. Had Morwyn lowered her breeches as he’d demanded? Was she standing there in the dark, shaking with indignation, waiting for him?

“Why are you treating her like this?” asked Branka, voice almost a whisper.

“None of your business.” He pushed away from the bar and strode to the pantry door. Paused, hand on the knob, then turned it and stepped inside.

It was a small space. Shelves on all sides. The scent of spices and cured meat. Dark but for the crack beneath the door as he closed it. Morwyn was a presence before him, her breath shallow and fast. He could smell her sex, her arousal. 

Moved closer. All it took was one step and he was behind her, looming over her body. She was leaning forward. Hands on the wall as ordered. He reached down and cupped the swell of her ass. The skin smooth, the muscle taut. 

She’d done as ordered.

A thought occurred to him: how far could he push her before she broke?

Gently, slowly, he slipped his fingers around her neck, cupped her chin, pulled her head back. Felt her shoulder-length hair against his cheek as he leaned down. Slid his other hand down over her ass, pulled her cheek aside, ran his thumb down her crack and felt her puckered asshole.

“Not there,” she whispered.

“You telling me what to do?”

He felt her swallow, the convulsion of her throat against his hand. Gently, slowly, he rubbed his thumb about her asshole, feeling the smooth skin, the tight clenching. His fingers slipped down and under to cup her sex. She was wet, so wet her lips were slick. 

“This what you want?” he asked, voice little more than a rasp, his lips against her ear. 

She moaned as his fingers slipped inside her, exploring her folds. She was hot, slick, and when his fingertips ran up alongside the hood of her clit, she gasped and startled.

He held her steady with his other hand. His cock was straining against his breeches. But still he moved slowly, as if disinterested. 

Would Katharzina allow him to control her like this?

The thought only made him harder.

“Is this how you want it to be between us?” he whispered, slowly working his fingers back and forth, tracing the cleft between her outer and inner lips, thumb pressing inexorably against her asshole. 

Morwyn was shaking, her breath ragged. She didn’t answer.

“It can be,” whispered Hugh. “The chain of command. Me your superior, using you how and when I want. Humiliating you. Pushing you to the edge. Over. And over. And over again.”

Morwyn moaned, her hips grinding back, bearing down on his fingers. He slid one inside her, pushing it right to the knuckle. 

“You’ll come to hate me,” said Hugh. “Lust for me. Want me and hate yourself for being weak. Unable to control yourself. As my demands become evermore demeaning. And you’ll feel you deserve it. To be used. You’ll excuse by telling yourself it’s all but a way to protect yourself. But that won’t be true, will it.”

Not a question. A statement. Clarity was coming to him even as he finger-fucked her. Hand tight about her chin, holding her in place, her arms shaking so that her whole body quivered.

“Because this isn’t about protecting yourself, is it?” His voice low, breathing in her ear. “That’s just a lie you tell yourself. You think you deserve this. Don’t you?”

Morwyn moaned, turning her head from side to side in negation, but not speaking. Hugh moved his hand up from her neck so that he could slide his thumb over her lips. She opened her mouth, but he resisted the urge to slide his thumb inside her.

“The worse I treat you the more you’ll succumb. Until I push you too far. Until something happens that you can’t accept. What would it take? Forcing you to fuck one of the peasants? Chaining you up naked like a dog outside the front door? Whipping you?”

“No,” moaned Morwyn, shaking her head again. But even as she did so, she pushed her ass back, as if seeking his crotch, seeking to rub against him.

“Yes,” whispered Hugh. His heart was pounding, his pulse thunderous in his own ears. He felt as if he were walking on the edge of a ravine with terrible winds screaming about him. One misstep. “You crave destruction. Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me you don’t want to die. That you don’t deserve to die.”

She froze. Her chest was rising and falling. Her whole body quivering.

He stopped fingering her. Held her lightly. 

“No,” she whispered, voice shaking. “That’s… that’s wrong.”

“You want to be broken. You want to be degraded and then thrown away. No wonder you worship my brother. He gives you exactly what you believe you deserve. Disdain. To be treated like nothing more than a useful tool.”

“No.” She broke free, turned around, falling back against the wall. “No!”

“Why, Morwyn?” Hugh stared at her dark shadow. “Why do you loathe yourself? What happened to you? What twisted you so badly you’d let anybody treat you like this?”

“Damn you!” Her hiss seared the air, vicious and violent. “You don’t know me. You don’t know the first thing about me.”

“You’re wrong. I’m understanding you better by the minute.” His words were like great stones being dropped into a dark well. They stilled her, though he could sense an imminent attack if he kept pushing. “I just don’t understand why.”

“Damn you,” she whispered, voice rough as she fought back tears. “Damn you to the Ashen Garden, Hugh of Stasiek.”

“I’ll be there soon enough. But before I go, I want to understand why the woman I’ve admired and yearned for ever since I first saw her is willing to allow herself to be treated like a whore.”

Her blow near broke his nose. He staggered back. Felt hot blood rush down his upper lip. But he steadied himself, kept his hands down, and stepped forward once more.

“Call me that again and I’ll kill you.” Cold, absolute promise.

“Then what should I call it? Where are your fucking breeches, Morwyn? What were you letting me do to you but moments ago? Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me you respect yourself. Tell me you admire yourself. That you’re worth a damn.” A pregnant pause. Hugh took another half step forward. “Go on. Say it.”

He heard her struggle to breathe, the rustle of cloth as she hauled her breeches back up, and then she shouldered her way past him. Flung the door open so that the evening light flooded the shelved chamber, and was gone, fleeing across the tavern room and out the front door.

Hugh sighed. Lifted his wet fingers to his nose, breathed in Morwyn’s musky scent, then placed his hands on his hips.

Where by Fortuna’s perfectly globular tits had that come from? What’d possessed him to push her so hard? He stood there, staring blankly at the shelving, feeling ponderous, a fool, a brutish idiot. 

But he couldn’t take back his words. Nor did he believe he was wrong. 

He saw it, now. Against all sense, Morwyn loathed herself. It should have been impossible to believe, but somehow it clicked. Her years of self-abnegation, her punishing training regimen, her absolute fidelity to Annaro, who in turn treated her little better than a loyal dog.

It was tied to her secret. What had Zarja said? That the scent of the Hanged God hung about her. 

“You have a way with women,” said Branka. Hugh turned to see her leaning against the door jamb, arms crossed, one eyebrow raised. “You reduce your disciplus to tears, and now drive your captain weeping from my tavern. And yet somehow I don’t think they hate you. Or, perhaps they do hate you, on some level, but somehow remain beholden to you. Captivated by you. And it’s not just your…” Her gaze traveled up and down his body. “Your stupidly handsome face and impossible physique. There’s more going on here.”

“You think,” he said, turning to face her, crossing his arms as he did so.

“I do. I’ve never met such fascinating, powerful women before. Or seen them drawn like moths to a flame. It’s as if…” Branka trailed off, seeking the right words. “As if you’re some kind of anvil on which they wish to be broken. Or… remade. Or… I don’t even know.”

Hugh stepped forward. “What of you, Branka? You want me to break you?”

Branka scoffed as she pushed off the doorframe. “Just try it, my lord.”

Hugh smiled down at her. “That sounds like a dare.”

“I may be little more than a humble Ale Wife who owes you her life, but you try and get inside my head and you’ll regret it.”

Hugh cocked his head to one side. “Maybe there’s nothing worth meddling with in there.”

Her eyes widened in a moment’s outrage and then she grinned. “Oh, you really are a cunt. You’re making me want to prove you wrong. And that’s with you standing there with your fingers still wet from another woman.” She paused, then raised an eyebrow. “Impressive. But it’s not going to work on me.”

Hugh patted her on the shoulder as he strode past her. “Keep telling yourself that.”

He could feel her glare on his back as he crossed the tavern. 

“Don’t forget your wine, my lord!” Her voice rich with anger. “Wouldn’t want you to sober up!”

“No worries,” he said, raising a hand without looking back. “I’ve forty or fifty cases of better vintage over at my place. I’ll be fine.”

He heard her spluttering as he stepped outside, and almost smiled.

Instead, he stopped just outside the door and gazed up and down River Street. At the Mandroga rushing by below, a flock of chickens searching through the brush at its edge, the people making their way home after a day’s work. Smelled the rich scents of dinner, saw the first lights being lit within windows, a youth walking down the street with a live brand in hand, pausing to light the spear torches that were stabbed every dozen yards into the loam along the road.

Thought of Katharzina. Of whom she worked for. Of the danger that hung over this small village, the threat of complete destruction, whether at Aleksandr’s hands or Annaro’s. Felt that threat like a guillotine blade that was held aloft by the merest of threads.

And something within him solidified. Where he’d felt a desire to push Morwyn to breaking, he now felt a resolve to protect this place. To extend his hand and shelter it from doom. To pit himself against the fates and exert his will upon this town and its people. 

Without him, Erro didn’t stand a chance.

“Smile down on me, Fortuna,” he said, voice quiet as he raised his gaze to the darkening sky and sought out her moon. “This sorry bastard of yours is going to need all the favor you can spare.”

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

The imperial estate stood empty as if abandoned by his companions, each seeming to have fled in a disparate direction following their encounters with him that day. Hugh took to the kitchen and there sat in a state of ever deepening dissatisfaction, working his way through a crate of wine and only rising to piss behind the building into a bush of mountain laurel. The darkness grew complete, and the night outside the open windows textured by the sound of the Mandroga flowing past and the haunting cries from the forest behind the estate. Hugh thought continuously of lighting a candle, but never found the energy to do so.

At last the front door opened, its hinges protesting violently, and Elena entered the building. Hesitated upon the threshold, saw him sitting in the gloom of the kitchen corner, and strode to the dining table with unerring confidence to light the candle he’d been eyeing.

Its golden glow caused her blonde hair to smolder, highlighted the ridges of the scars that defaced her, and revealed the stern, disapproving stare with which she regarded him.

“Your cheeks,” said Hugh. “If you can pick what you look like, why the scars?”

Elena reached up to touch them, trace their ragged contours. “When I was young I adopted simple, beautiful appearances. But they provoked an endless stream of boorish attention from men of all ages and social classes. To many human males, beauty in a woman is an invitation to transgress. I learned that by adding complexity to my appearance - a missing eye, burns, or scars - I could check the constant assault of thoughtless attention, filter out that which bored me.”

Hugh mulled this over, swirling his wine within his cup. “You could have made yourself ugly.”

“And have. But the experience didn’t suit me. If beauty invites assault, then ugliness is seen by men as an assault. As if those born less than fair should apologize for imposing themselves on the world.”

“You seem to be very focused on what men think.”

“Because I like men,” said Elena, hopping up onto the edge of the table. “I like falling in love and being loved by men.”

“Oh? I thought you were sweet on Anastasia.”

“And I am.” Elena’s voice deepened, took on dark overtones of amusement. “Very much so. But human society is governed by males. Human women must react to how your patriarchal society treats them. Thus, it suits me to interface with your society on my terms, and in the manner that results in my being treated as I prefer. Do you know, the only time I became completely invisible - invoking neither disgust nor embarrassment, curiosity or lust - was when I assumed the guise of an eighty-year-old woman? I’ve never felt so free in human society. For two years I could do as I pleased. For some reason, elderly women are excused of all expectations. But I grew bored. So here I am. Scarred and alluring, demure and servile, watching and approached only by those whose inner sophistication has made them curious about the more interesting things in life.”

Hugh tried to sort through her words. “You’ve put a lot of thought into this. Why bother? Why not stay in the woods with your other lisica?”

A look of fleeting sadness passed over Elena’s features. “Yes. Well. My kind has always been drawn to your society. We enjoy being amongst you humans. Your passions and vagaries. Your petty cruelties and awe-inspiring ambitions. You’re capable of miracles and sordid miseries. At first glance, and from a distance, you all appear the same: wanting nothing more than sex and power, children and comfort. But scratch the surface and every one of you is startlingly different. Unlike my own kind. All lisica are much the same. For example, in all my years, I’ve never met a man such as yourself, Hugh of Stasiek, and once you are gone and dead and dust, I doubt I ever shall again.”

“That’s cheering,” said Hugh.

“Being amongst humanity is like dancing amongst a banquet of flames. Like sipping from a million bottles of wine, finding each and every one distinct and different. It is hard to leave such vital variety and go back to my kind, which is never changing.”

It was still hard to believe she was near two hundred years old. That she’d walked this world when his great, great, great grandfather had been born. “Don’t you grow sad, watching those you grow close to age and die?”

“Yes.” Simply said.

“But?”

“Should one not cultivate roses knowing that they will soon die? Sadness is part of the savor. I cherish those I find worth cherishing all the more knowing they will soon fade and die.” She paused, gazing through him, into some distant memory of her own. Her voice took on a dreamy, distant tone. “One’s capacity to love is limited only by one’s tolerance for pain.”

“Huh,” Hugh said, her words hitting him like a fist to the sternum. “I… I don’t think I’ve ever thought about it in that way.”

“You might have, given enough time.” Elena’s smile grew fond and wistful and sad. “But you’ve only been a mature man for - what - fifteen years? Twenty?”

“Some would debate my having matured at all,” muttered Hugh.

“I know. I amongst them.” Her tone hardened slightly. “Hugh, you hurt Anastasia badly this afternoon. We spent time together in the forest. She confided in me what she felt both during and after speaking to you.”

“What I did -”

Elena cut him off with a raised hand. “I understand why. But you exercised no caution and precious little love.”

“I don’t love her -”

“Then that is your failing. Anastasia is eminently worthy of love, as are all good-hearted people. You attacked the walls of her sense of self with a sledgehammer. Yes, you broke through. But you did it in a manner most violent. It took hours for me to bring her down from the emotional ledge out onto which she’d stepped. A sense of righteousness does not make everything permissible.”

“She was going to send a report to Annaro,” said Hugh, leaning forward, face flushing. “I didn’t have time to pussyfoot around.”

“She was willing to listen to you. That meant you could have taken your time in speaking with her. You could have found a kinder, more delicate way to connect with her, help her understand herself. Instead, you attacked her. It was very masculine of you. Domination. Forcing her to understand herself. And no doubt it felt good. You achieved your goal and made her accept aspects of herself she was hitherto unwilling to do. And yet. You should have seen how she cried on my shoulder, Hugh, as she apologized over and over to me.”

Hugh felt his face grow cold. “What was she apologizing for?”

“She didn’t know, poor thing. But she mourned. Perhaps it was for the death of her own self. Perhaps it was for her loss of innocence, or finally stepping over the boundaries that had circumscribed her existence all her life. Regardless. It took all my skill and tenderness to help her through it. She’ll not come back here tonight. She can’t face you. She’ll sleep at Branka’s and see how she is feeling in the morning.”

Hugh’s face burned now, and he stared fixedly at the ground. “Hurting her was never my intention.”

“But it was an acceptable casualty if it meant achieving your goal, yes?”

Hugh thought of Anastasia, pressed back against the wall, eyes wild. How he’d sensed her weakness, the flaw in her argument, her reasoning, and gone for it like a hound after a wounded deer. “Yes,” he said, voice quiet.

“I am a lisica, Hugh. My kind thrives on harmonious and positive relationships. Relationships that are charged with love and respect and passion and excitement. Humans, as it turns out, do the same. But your kind is so complicated, overwrought, and twisted by your own society, weaknesses, and doubts, that you often do the opposite to each other. Hurt each other, abuse each other, and then claim it was necessary for any number of spurious reasons. It isn’t. You can always choose kindness and compassion. And when you do, you will find that you will be repaid in full many times over.”

“All right, all right, I understand.” Angrily, Hugh drank the last of his wine. Cast around for the bottle. “I’ll be more careful moving forward.”

“Good.” Elena slipped off the table, moved into the kitchen, and drew the wine bottle out of the shadows. “Here. Where’s Morwyn?”

Fuck.

“I don’t know.”

“It’s past dusk. You don’t know? Is she in town?”

“Somehow, I doubt it.” Fuck. How am I going to explain…?

“Hugh?” Elena stepped back and dropped into an easy crouch before him. “What happened?”

He stared stonily at her. “Aleksandr sent an emissary. A witch called Katharzina. I spoke with her while you and Anastasia were off in the woods. She’s negotiating the terms of my bribery. Morwyn came in toward the end of the meeting. When Katharzina left, we…”

He trailed off. How had things progressed to such dark and fraught proceedings? 

“We…?” prompted Elena.

“I don’t remember, exactly.” Katharzina’s scent came back to him, weirdly enough. Hugh fought to focus. “But I called her on the fact that she’d still not revealed her secret to me. That whole thing about the Hanged God. Had seduced me on the bridge last night so as to not get into it. And I made her an offer.” Hugh didn’t want to say the words. Couldn’t meet the lisica’s eyes. But nor would he shy away from the truth. “If she let me fuck her in Branka’s pantry, I’d not press her again.”

Elena simply stared at him, then rose and backed away till her ass hit the far counter. “You what?”

“And she went for it. I followed her into the pantry, and there… well. I guess you’d say I dominated her. And realized… realized that she liked to be dominated. To be hurt. She was getting off on it. So I pushed her, told her to admit she felt worthless. Wanted to be hurt and degraded. And then demanded that she tell me why.”

His words hung in the air between them.

“Oh Hugh,” said Elena softly. 

“I was feeling strange,” said Hugh angrily, rising to pace back and forth. “My mind went to a dark place after speaking with Katharzina. I felt cruel. I’ll admit it. And Morwyn’s provocations, they spurred me on. I’m not saying it was right. But I need my captain of the guard to be strong. I need to be able to depend on her. I thought forcing her to face her secrets might prove… therapeutic, or good for her in some way.”

“What happened?”

“She struck me and fled crying.”

“Struck you and fled crying. And you didn’t chase her?”

“No.”

“So you just let her go.”

Hugh turned and paced down the length of the dining room, suddenly feeling nauseous, feeling angry, resentful. He wanted Elena to leave him alone. To find the right words to shut her up, to defend himself. 

But the words wouldn’t come. 

“Hugh.” And worse yet was the sadness and compassion in Elena’s voice. 

He turned to glare at her. “What?”

“If someone came to you, wounded in battle and burning with fever, would you strike them and curse them for being weak?”

His head rocked back. “Of course not. But that’s not fair, either. Morwyn is a woman grown. What’s eating at her could destroy her, destroy us. And…” He trailed off, groping for words, trying to explain his own anger. “She masquerades her weakness as strength. She’s driving herself out of fear. She loathes herself, Zarja. I can’t stand to see her that way.”

“You can’t stand to see her that way.” Softly said. “This is about you, then, and your needs.”

“No.” He made a cutting gesture. “Of course not. But I want to help her, even if it means forcing her to deal with issues she’s spent her life ignoring.”

“Hugh.” Elena shook her head slowly. “Healing cannot be forced.”

“Then what are you saying?” Exasperation seized him by the throat. “I should just leave her be, even if it kills her or the rest of us?”

“No. I’ve already told you. Choose kindness and compassion.”

Hugh laughed bitterly. “Have you fucking met Morwyn?’

“You are so young, Hugh. Sometimes dealing with you humans drives me to the point of despair.” Her voice hardened, grew commanding. “Come here and sit down.”

Hugh blinked. He’d not heard such authority in her voice before. Curious, he did as he was told.

“I once knew a man. This was - oh - maybe a century ago. He was a veteran of some war or other. Had done horrible things when he’d been little more than a child. Things that had carved his soul into small, bloody fragments. Yet he was a beautiful man, his soul a noble one for all that he’d mutilated it. I wanted to help him, but he scorned any soft touch. Responded only to the lash. To being abused in the most horrific of ways.”

Hugh listened, curious despite his anger. “So you treated him with kindness and compassion?”

“Yes. But that’s not what he needed. He needed to be hurt. But you can hurt people from a place of compassion. You can denigrate them from a place of love. And if they know that, if they know you love them and respect them and are only hurting them because that’s what they need, then that pain, that abuse, can actually heal.”

Hugh mulled this over. “I don’t get it.”

“You hurt Morwyn from a place of cruel dominance. You didn’t build her up. You didn’t lead her through the experience and into a safe place where she could reassess while you held her and comforted her. You attacked, demolished, and then let her flee. Wherever she is right now, she is hurting. With Sigmund, I would do the most terrible things to him - things that gave me no pleasure - but which he needed in order to process his past. But he knew. He knew I loved him. And that no matter what I said or how I hurt him, it was done with love. And that I’d stop in a moment if he asked me to. And that made all the difference. And after each night of abuse, he would weep in my arms, weep like a child, and I would hold him and tell him I loved him.”

Hugh felt his skin prickle with goosebumps. “He’d weep in your arms?”

“Yes Hugh.” Pity in Elena’s gaze. “Weeping can be a way to heal. I did things to Sigmund that I never thought I could do to another living being. But I did them with kindness and compassion in my heart, and that is what Morwyn needs. Not to be hurt further. Made to feel like a broken ruin of a person. To loathe her own weakness more than she already does. She needs someone to lead her out of her own labyrinth, if they can, who can descend into the darkness of her soul and not judge her for it but love her instead, and with that love, help her heal.”

Hugh stared down at his hands. The hands of an oaf. A brute. 

“Damn you,” Morwyn had whispered, fighting back tears. “Damn you to the Ashen Garden, Hugh Stasiek.”

“Shit,” he said, sitting down heavily.

“Yes. Shit is right.” Elena rubbed the base of her palm into her eye and sighed. “You can’t keep hurting those around you, Hugh. If we are to succeed, we must be strong together. We must trust each other. We must love each other. It helps nobody for you to wade into the ruins of their soul with a wrecking hammer.”

“I’m sorry.” He forced the words out. “And I know I don’t have to apologize to you, but… I’m sorry. I thought, in all my asinine wisdom, that I was helping. Giving them… I don’t know. Something akin to tough love.”

“I understand,” said Elena. “You’re a good person, Hugh. I wouldn’t be with you otherwise. But you’ve been through so much yourself. So much pain. So much misery. You’re lost within your own labyrinth.” She moved forward to sink to her knees before him, reaching out to take his hands in her own. Face upraised, her scars catching the light, her eyes glowing a lambent amber, as if Zarja’s true eyes were shining through. “Given that, the fact that you even want to help is amazing. But you must be sure it does help. And doesn’t make things worse.”

“I’ll do better,” he said, voice rough with emotion.

She held his gaze, her expression open, without judgement, and to his surprise Hugh saw tears gather in her eyes. She reached up to caress his cheek.

“Oh Hugh. I see such pain in your spirit, in your heart, in your mind. I’m sorry. I’m sorry you’ve been hurt so much.”

Her words were like a key slotted into his heart, turning and unlocking his own pain so that it arose within him like a conflagration. He inhaled sharply, fighting to keep it at bay. “I’m all right.”

Her thumb moved gently across his cheek. Her eyes glimmered. “So brave. So young. So powerful. You may laugh at me, but I love you. I’ve grown sufficiently wise to understand and accept when I’m falling in love. To not fight it, to try to qualify it, to protest or understand. But simply to accept. To be grateful. That once again, in this long and storied life of mine, I have met someone I can love. And that person is you, Hugh. And perhaps Anastasia. Maybe, in time, even Morwyn. Such talented, brilliant, abused humans. If only I were better at this. I would give you all that I had if it could but alleviate your pain a little.”

Hugh’s throat tightened. He didn’t know what to say. Stared down at her in shock. Love…? Warmth spread within his chest at the very thought, and something akin to relief, to gratitude. That such as Zarja might find him worth loving, that she wouldn’t spurn him and leave him - it seemed beyond improbable, nearly ridiculous.

But there was no denying the burning light in her eyes. The way she was touching his face. The vanilla smell of her, so close before him.

He fought to swallow. Should he tell her he loved her, too? Did he? He had no idea. He cared for her. Despite everything, despite what and who she was. But was that love? Should he say it anyway? Tie her closer to him? No. That would be dishonest. But not if he meant it. Did he love her? How could he? They’d known each other for years now, but only truly these past few weeks. Could he…?

“Shhh,” said Zarja, moving her fingers over his lips. “Don’t worry. I don’t need you to say a thing.”

Hugh wanted to protest. But she rose up on her knees so that their faces were level, her hands cupping his cheeks, her honey-colored eyes but inches from his own, her breath warm and sweet on his face. Her fox ears emerged through her hair, her face changing, the scars fading away, her cheeks becoming fuller, her face more heart-shaped.

Zarja, voluptuous and fey, gorgeous and vulpine, gazed deep into his eyes.

“Why?” he whispered, voice cracked, meaning: why me, why us, why risk everything in our company, why give yourself to such broken people?

Zarja smiled, enigmatic, revealing sharp canines. “I’ll show you.”

And leaned forward, slowly, tenderly, to press her lips against his own. Soft and sweet, the kiss quiet, almost chaste, but which changed a moment later as she parted her lips to probe with her tongue, running its tip over his bottom lip. 

Her hands moving into his hair, her hips pressing forward against his knees. 

Hugh closed his eyes, focused on the sensations, reached out for her shoulders, touched her hesitantly, gently, as if she might break beneath his cruel touch. She turned her head to the side, opened her mouth more fully, her tongue slipping into his own now, slipping over his, enticing him. Sensual, confident, probing.

She moaned, deep in her throat, and he felt it as a vibration. He’d never been kissed like this. Slowly and surely, passionately but with steady calm, her taste, her tongue, her whole body wanting him but savoring this very moment.

Zarja broke the kiss, touched her brow to his, their noses side by side, her face so close he could barely focus on her eyes, and saw her smile.

“We are all of us broken, Hugh. The trick lies in not expecting perfection, but instead celebrating our edges, our scars.”

He drank in her words, hands still on her soft shoulders, wanting to pull her in for another kiss, awed by her, who she was, what she was, what she had seen and done over the many, many years of her life. Words like that from a human girl would have been pretty but quickly dismissed; coming from her, two-centuries-old lisica, they were instead profound, and he inscribed them into his ruined heart.

“Even for my kind, life is short.” Her words were soft. “Each moment a privilege. And the only way to be worthy of this gift is to love each other. Despite everything. Despite the pain. The cruelties. The injustice. You either weep and break, or you laugh and love. And I’ve always chosen love, Hugh. Always… always… always…”

She leaned forward again and kissed him, and he embraced her with something akin to reverence, suffused with wonder. Pulled her into his arms and kissed her deeply, carefully, tasting her, probing her, wanting to devour her but keeping that aching need in check. 

And for a long time they simply kissed, holding each other tight, clinging to each other, as if they might be pried apart at any moment.

Until Zarja once more broke the kiss and stood. Never looking away from him, she shimmied out of her breeches, working them over her round hips to step out of each leg so that she stood in but her underclothes, her musky scent of arousal strong, her chest rising and falling as she gazed at him.

“I want you to love me,” she said, reaching down to take his hand, turning it around, and press his fingers to her sex. The fabric of her underclothes were soaked. He felt her swollen labia as she worked his hand slowly back and forth, tracing the slit between her lips. “Love me, Hugh.” And she stepped back to peel her underclothes down her legs.

He stood, and as if in a dream laid her down on the table, lowering her carefully amidst the bowls and cups, so that her ass lay flush with the table’s edge, where he knelt and gently parted her creamy thighs so he could gaze down upon her sex in the candlelight.

She glistened, her outer lips engorged and parted to reveal her inner labia, so delicate and held together by her arousal. Her smell was arousing beyond anything he knew, vanilla and musk, and she closed her eyes as he ran his fingertips down the inside of her smooth thighs, down to her mons, and there into the thatch of golden hair she’d trimmed.

Delicately, he traced the length of her lips, heard her gasp and smile as she startled under his touch, then moan softly as he leaned forward to trace her slit with the tip of his tongue, tasting her, wanting to dive in deep but holding back. Where before he’d always turned to his fiery need, taking and taking and taking again, this time he found himself wanting to give. 

Carefully, he licked up the length of her slit, right to her clitoral hood. Traced circles around it, avoiding the little nub itself, then back down, along the valley between outer and inner lips, the taste exquisite, her soft breathing of contentment spurring him on. Down to her vagina, where he pressed the tip of his tongue within, causing her to moan, then back up, parting her labia with the flat of his tongue, licking more roughly, up to her clit once more, to circle, circle, circle -

Zarja reached down, fingers sinking into his hair, caressing him as he teased her, explored her sex, sought to make her gasp, to make the muscles of her inner thighs twitch, responding to her breaths and moans and licking deeper and harder whenever she caressed him with greater need.

“Your finger,” she breathed. “Slide it inside me, Hugh. Slowly. Please.”

He did so, marveling as her inner labia bent before it, then stretched out, hugging his digit as he pulled it back, then in again, deeper, to the second knuckle, then the third. Base of the thumb of his other hand rubbing gentle circles around her clit, pulling the skin back to cause it to peek forth. He leaned down, breathed on it, and touched it delicately with his tongue.

Zarja’s whole body jerked. 

“Oh fuck, yes. Move your finger now. Inside me. Stroke up toward my navel. As if you were making a - oh! Yes. Yes yes yes. Like that. There. And lick me, yes, oh fuck, Hugh, yes. Like that. Just…. Like… “

Her breath was coming in quicker pants, her tail working back and forth, brushing across the top of his thighs. Her thighs squeezed the sides of his head, pressed against his ears so for a moment he couldn’t hear her, then relaxed as she pressed her hips up to him, pressing her pussy against his face, working it from side to side. She was getting so wet, her vagina squeezing his finger as he made that come-hither motion, her breath rising, her hands grasping her full breasts, squeezing her nipples through her shirt, her head turning from side to side as if trying to deny what she felt, her eyes closed.

Hugh moved his tongue directly to her clit, licked her now with quick, darting touches, pressed harder with his finger, felt her lift her ass clear off the table, her feet anchored on his shoulders, her cries rising, rising - and then she gave a scream, squeezed the sides of his head again with her thighs, her pussy clenching about his hand, her fingers digging deep into his hair, her body shaking and writhing as she came.

Hugh kept moving, keeping his pace inexorable, and found that she kept coming as he worked her, body shaking and juddering as aftershocks rolled through him, her cry winding down into gasps, her whole body heaving, knees sagging outward so that her lips parted, completely unabashed.

“Oh fuck. Yes. You’re a quick learner. There is… I’m going to…” She dropped her head back, took a deep breath, then looked back at him with a grin. “Try not to look quite so pleased with yourself, hey?”

Hugh laughed, happy, feeling light, at peace. To make a beautiful, near-immortal being come like that was all he wanted. “Now it’s my turn.”

“Oh yes,” she said, wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. “Yes.”

He pulled his cock free and leaned forward over her so as to stare down into her eyes. “I still don’t understand why you’re with me.”

“You’ve got your talents,” she said, hands reaching down to take hold of him and guide him into her wet folds. “One of which… yes. Oh… there. One of which… is actually… quite unique amongst you humans…”

Marveling as he stared down at her, drinking in her beauty, Hugh slid his entire length into her pussy, feeling her wet, creaminess all around his shaft, taking him, squeezing him, till his balls hit her ass cheeks and he couldn’t go any further. And there he stayed, as deep as he could inside her, and slowly rocked his hips from side to side as if stirring her from within.

“Hmmmm,” she said, smiling with her eyes closed, drawing her knees up to her chest and clasping one arm under them both. “Yes. That feels… just like that.”

Pressing her legs together exerted a wonderful pressure on his cock, so that when he drew himself free and slid back in, he couldn’t help but groan from it. Placed his hands on either side of her upturned thighs and fucked her with long, measured strokes. In as deep as he could, then back out till her inner labia barely clasped around his cock head - to pause, wait a second - and then thrust smoothly all the way back.

Again. And again. And again.

It was heaven. Sweet ambrosia. I’m fucking a lisica, he told himself, half in wonder. Fucking a being that’s lived for centuries. Making her pant. Making her sweat.

Her moans were coming faster as he began to increase his rhythm, sweat breaking out across his brow. Faster but with the same methodical intensity, plowing into her again and again without breaking rhythm.

“Fuck, just like that,” she whispered. “By the Oak and Stars I love your fucking cock.”

He reached forward to grasp her breast through her shirt, cup it in his hand, squeeze it gently, its ripe fullness, and found her nipple hard and erect. Took it between his fingers and squeezed, and she cried out, arching her back, hand squeezing her other breast. 

The need was too strong. He couldn’t control himself longer. Began to pound her harder, driving home more forcibly each time, each thrust sending a shockwave through her that caused her breasts to shake and drew a gasp from her full lips. 

Fingers digging into her hips, he leaned back, closing his eyes, and came into her again and again, feeling her flex her pussy, squeezing his cock with each thrust, till the sensation became almost unbearable. 

So intense all thoughts of prolonging the moment evaporated, and he let loose, fucking her as hard as he could, a rising wail of ecstasy tearing itself free from her throat till she come, convulsing around his dick, half sitting up, eyes wide in shock or something like alarm - just as he gave a hoarse shout and came deep within her.

The world brightened, he felt heat come roaring up from his abdomen to spread like flames across his skin, his cock jerking again and again as he shot his seed inside her - and then he collapsed over her body, holding her close, her arms wrapping around him, her pussy still trembling around his cock, hips grinding up as she rode the last of her orgasm home.

They lay there gasping for a long time. Holding each other. Not needing to speak. Until finally Hugh straightened, pulled her up with him, and with her legs wrapped around his waist, his cock still buried inside her, walked into the rear of the house, into his dark bedroom, and there lowered her onto the bed and pulled the covers over their bodies. 

His body was aflame. It wanted more. An unending night of ecstasy. But his soul felt liberated, his heart hammering, and he realized that he simply wanted to hold her, his face in her soft hair, breathing in her vanilla scent, one of her legs hiked up over his hip, his cock still inside her, luxuriating in her slippery warmth. 

And all the heartache and pain and misery of the world seemed locked away, kept at bay by the circle of her arms, the tender kiss she gave him before nuzzling her face into the crook of his neck.

Hugh held her close. Marveled at being able to do so, and drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

Hugh awoke early. The shutters were limned with a soft, gray light. Dawn, or the promise thereof. He lay still, Zarja entwined about him, her leg over his thighs, head cradled on his shoulder, one of her fox ears tickling the line of his jaw. 

He closed his eyes and drank in her presence. Moved his hand so that it rested on the swell of her bare hip. This moment of peace, he thought. Let me drink it in, so I can come back to it later, if I need strength. 

But he couldn’t rest. His ever-burning vitality was roaring within him, demanding release. His legs felt twitchy, his body yearning to rise. To act. So, with great reluctance he slipped free of Zarja’s embrace, moving slowly, carefully so that she wouldn’t waken, and stood and stretched, reaching for the ceiling.

His muscles strained, ribs expanding, and for a moment his own body felt alien to him; so powerful and strong, an instrument of violence, a reflection of the curse that he bore. All his life he’d been in good shape, but never like this. With a quiet exhalation, Hugh relaxed. Gazed down at himself. The ridges and smooth expanses of muscle, the earthworm-like veins that ran down his biceps and across his forearms, his compact, painfully defined waist, the sheer thickness and expansiveness of his chest.

Never like this. 

Putting the thought away, Hugh dressed, belted on his scabbard, and slipped out of the room. Stepped into the front chamber of the house, half hoping, half dreading to find Morwyn or Anastasia there.

Empty.

Feeling relief, and then cowardly for feeling such, he grabbed an apple, laced on his boots, and stepped outside.

Dawn. The Mandroga ran swiftly below, its waters mercurial and metallic. Already cookfires were burning in the homes on its far side, plumes of cottony smoke rising from chimneys. The day started early for the common folk. Bread was being baked, homes cleaned, livestock milked. The men no doubt had already left to begin their labors, whether that was tending their fields or seeing to their herds. 

Hugh felt a pang of sorrow. To have a simple life. With everything predetermined by the Fate Maker. To know one’s lot and have no choice about the course of one’s life; and in losing that ability to determine one’s path to find peace in resignation. To live fully within the limits of one’s scope, never needing to worry about big decisions or self-fulfillment. A simple, peaceful, wholesome life.

Hugh chomped on the apple as he made his way toward the upper bridge. Finished it by the time he was halfway across and tossed it upriver. Moved to the other side and waited, watching, for the core to bob into view and then be lost to the waterfall’s carnage of foam and chaos. 

Smiled, remembering simpler times of his own, when as a child he’d played this very game.

From there he took off at an easy jog, heading north, following the road up into the mountains. The gradual incline quickly warmed him, and he ran easily, not rushing, taking in the forest around him. One hand always on the pommel of his blade so that the scabbard wouldn’t bang against his leg. Bird song was rife in the canopy on either side. Ahead, rounding a curve, he saw a family of bull deer freeze, stare at him, and then leap into the undergrowth and disappear in a flash.

Up he ran, covering the miles without slowing, lengthening his stride, and as always, his thoughts stilled; his mind became fully present in the moment, focused on where to put his next step, on the verdant world about him.

And in that silence, deeper thoughts emerged, stealing forth at last now that they were no longer suppressed.

Regret. Shame. A deep-rooted desire to do better by Anastasia and Morwyn. Gratitude and pleasure at the thought of Zarja, which led to more complex emotions of guilt and confusion. 

Growing up, he’d been told by the Fate Makers that all fae were creatures of evil and duplicity. The truest enemies of mankind, hating people for their successes, their growing numbers, for losing their land to us. Wanting nothing more than to steal back their old homes, to drive all humanity out of Mendev by any means.

But Zarja wasn’t like that at all. Was she the exception? She’d said she preferred humanity’s variability to her kind’s unchanging ways. Were those ways as the Fate Makers had described? 

Hugh ran on, mulling these thoughts in abstract, allowing his mind to wander where it willed. Thought of the years Elena had served as a maid at the Rusałka without complaint. Thought of her words last night, the sheer depth and power of her love. How beautiful she was within. How she ennobled him.  

Memories assailed him. The battles and fights and raids he’d taken part in with the Lost Reavers. They’d been fewer than he’d expected, going in. Just not that many fae left to track down and kill.

A village of satyrs deep in Osberg Wood. How the blood had tinted the stream crimson. Dragoslav harvesting scalps and horns. The tatzlwyrm of Dunaj Gorge. Its scales hadn’t been mithril and silver as rumored, but simply albino hide, more a dusky gray than true white. It had writhed terribly in death, pinned to the old oak by Kevanir’s boar spear. The hag out in the heart of Berl Swamp. Which had ensorcelled them so that they’d wandered for a week, lost in the mists, till Kuryan befriended that little boggart which had led them to the hag’s hut. They’d slaughtered the hag, hard fight that’d been, and then Jacinia had ordered the boggart killed in turn. 

As if in response to his thoughts, the rising path disappeared into a thick fog which clouded the upper slopes of the mountains. Hugh put on speed, gut churning. Even back then he’d felt conflicted. But had obeyed orders, had convinced himself what they were doing was right. Defending humanity. Purging Mendev of evil. The Fate Maker’s sermons ringing in his ears each night, urging them to hew to their liturgy, to honor the Vornovian Creed, to not allow beauty and grace and soft words to deceive them, tempt them from the righteous path.

Would he have cut Zarja down, if he’d met her back then?

Hugh grimaced and ran faster, not wanting to answer that question.

Were all fae the enemy of mankind? Zarja clearly wasn’t. Therefore not all fae were. Which meant that only some were, or might be, which meant in turn that it was far more complex an issue than the Fate Makers wanted to admit, which meant -

Hugh staggered to a stop. A large, stone building loomed out of the fog, wreathed and funereal, a ruin long abandoned but no doubt once grand and imposing.

He stood, hands on his hips, panting for breath. For how long had he been running, now? An hour? Maybe more? He studied the massive edifice. Set just off the path, anybody seeking to pass it by would have to walk right under its walls. Twin towers three stories tall framed a ruined portcullis, the battlements wrapping around and disappearing into the fog, ten or so feet high. The top of one tower was fallen in, but the other still sported a roof of some kind, barely visible in the fog.

The fort he’d been sent to repair.

In the dawn light, shrouded as it was in the cottony white fog, it looked haunted, a place of ghasts and demons. No sound, no movement. The weight and solidity of the walls undone and mocked by the ruined portcullis, which was mangled and thrust aside as if a giant fist had smashed it aside as a child might a spiderweb.

Cautious, hand falling to the pommel of his blade, Hugh crossed the road to stand before it. Timbers lay strewn across the entrance. The remnants of the main gate itself, now covered in moss and rotted away. 

What had happened here? It hadn’t simply been abandoned. How long had it stood thus, neglected and forgotten except by its owner in distant Stasiek?

Gingerly, Hugh stepped over the fallen planks, slipped past the badly rusted remains of the portcullis, and passed through the large archway into the bailey beyond. The gray walls were slick with moisture, dappled with pale lichen and the stone floor strewn with old branches and the mulch of countless autumn leaves. No sign of bones or rusted weapons, however. It hadn’t been abandoned right after a fight.

The bailey was small, barely large enough for a wagon. Two heavily reinforced doors banded in badly rusted metal led into the base of each tower, while a third led into a squat two-story keep that formed one of the back corners. The thick walls were nowhere breached, to Hugh’s immense relief. From where he stood, he could make out doors in the sides of the towers, allowing egress onto the battlements. Should someone break into the bailey, they’d be trapped, the three doors barred to them, and attacked from the walls above where men could rain down arrows or worse onto their heads.

A small, tightly controlled killing field.

Hugh gave a grudging nod of approval. Not a bad design. Too small for his tastes, however; the place couldn’t withstand a siege for long. No stables, no obvious place for a smithy, and it probably couldn’t garrison more than a score of men comfortably. A determined force could take it through sheer numbers alone, or swarm over its mere ten-foot walls. 

He stepped up to one of the tower doors and gave it a push. The hinges were rusted solid. He briefly contemplated kicking the door in, but then backed away. Why bother? He’d only find rot and ruins within. 

Hugh turned in a slow circle, getting ready to leave, and then froze.

A corpse was watching him from a high tower window.

Hugh felt his blood run cold, felt it drain from his limbs as his stomach clenched and his throat closed up. 

It was the emaciated corpse of a woman, shriveled and brown as if disinterred from a bog, her filthy mane of black hair receding from her brow, her body clad in black rags. But her eyes. Milky and sunken as they were, Hugh felt them locked on him, glaring down with a terrifying rage and hatred - and then she vanished.

Heart pounding, Hugh realized he’d drawn his blade. He stared at the dark window, but nothing moved within. Yet he felt something. A sense of being watched. The nape of his neck prickled, and he spun about - but there was nothing there.

Just the moldy bailey, the dank heavy walls, the arrow-slit windows and the darkness that seemed to roil beyond them.

Carefully, casting glances in every direction, Hugh backed past the portcullis and out onto the road.

Nothing stirred. Nothing showed itself.

Yet Hugh was certain of what he’d seen. A ghost? Some manner of fae? He’d no idea. But now the ill-omened aspect of the fortress made sense. 

And with a sinking heart Hugh realized just how hard it was now going to be to restore this fortress to working order.

“Shit,” he whispered, and sheathed his blade. “Well, fuck.”

He backed down the road, never taking his gaze away from the arrow slits that perforated the tower fronts until the whole building was lost to the mists. 

Hugh jogged back down to Erro, moving more slowly this time, pensive, pondering the implications of what had happened. Implications he couldn’t game out, as this was far beyond his depth; if he’d still been with the Lost Reavers, he’d have turned to Birandillo with his encyclopedic knowledge of all things supernatural, or the seer-sisters Nevkha and Nastusia. 

But perhaps he had an even better recourse now.

He was almost upon the village when he espied a lithe figure moving down the road just around the corner. 

Morwyn.

His body responded with almost the same intensity with which it had reacted to the specter or ghoul or ghost or whatever it had been in the keep. Hugh slowed to a walk, thought of retreating up the road, but it was too late. 

She’d heard him.

Morwyn stopped, hand dropping to the hilt of her blade, and looked over her shoulder at him. 

“Fuck,” she said, voice without emotion.

She was in rough shape. Eyes hooded and ringed with purple, hair mussed and with fragments of dry leaves in it, a smudge of dirt across her pale cheek. 

Hugh didn’t know what to say. Her gaze was flat, near venomous. Not that he blamed her. Should he apologize? That’d only make her more upset. Then - what?

“I think I just saw a ghost,” he heard himself say.

Morwyn clearly hadn’t expected that. She frowned then raised a finely arched brow. “A what?”

He gestured back over his shoulder with his thumb. “Up the road, in the old fort. The one we’re supposed to restore. I went inside, looked around.”

Surprise gave way to skepticism. “And you saw a ghost.”

“I don’t know. Might have been. She was in a window, looking down at me. Flesh all withered and shrunken, like she’d been dead for centuries but preserved, somehow. Bones visible under her skin. Then she just disappeared. One second there, then -” Hugh snapped his fingers. “Gone.”

“Sure you didn’t see an old homeless lady?” Morwyn placed her hands on her hips. “Someone squatting up there for a decade or two would look pretty scary to a city boy like yourself.”

She might have been trying to needle him, but Hugh found himself smiling. “Oh no. This was clearly a dead, impossible thing. I could feel her hatred of me. The way she stared at me.”

“Like the way I’m staring at you now?” 

“Yeah, maybe.” Hugh fought to keep his voice even. “Except there’s a difference. That thing up in the keep doesn’t have a good reason to hate me. You do.”

Morwyn lifted her chin, frowned. “What’s this? You apologizing for treating me like a whore?”

“Look, the things I said -”

“Because you shouldn’t apologize for treating me like a whore if that’s what you think I am.” 

“I don’t think you’re a whore.”

“No? That’s strange. Then maybe you think I’m your toy?” She began walking up the road toward him. “Something to play with, to break and throw away? That what you think I am, Lord Hugh of Stasiek?”

“No,” said Hugh. “I don’t think you’re my toy. Anybody’s toy.”

“That’s strange. What was it you said? That you’d force me to fuck a peasant? Oh. No, that’s right. You were going to chain me up naked like a dog outside your front door and then whip me.” She was drawing close, her slate blue eyes boring into his own. “Sure sounds like you think of me as your fuck toy and little else.”

“Morwyn.” Hugh raised both hands. “I was way out of line. I’m sorry.”

“Now I remember.” She stopped before him, hands on her hips, and smiled. “I’m a tool. A suicidal, self-loathing tool that yearns to be used and broken and then thrown away. Do I have that right?”

Her smile was terrible, somehow at once an expression of beauty and tragic, numbing pain. Her eyes glittered as she stared at him, awaiting his denial.

“Fuck,” said Hugh, rubbing one eye with the base of his palm. “I really am a fucking idiot. I’m sorry. I should never have spoken to you like that. Nobody should.”

“Why not?” Her smile faltered, came back. “I had a long night, Hugh. A very long night. And your words, they forced me to come to terms with some truths. Truths about myself. And you know what? You were right. What you said. I’ve finally admitted it to myself. I am a tool.”

“No,” said Hugh, putting heat into his words. “You’re not, Morwyn.”

“No? Strange. What else would you call an object that lives to serve? To be used? To excel in its function? That doesn’t have its own personal life. Hobbies. Friends. Lovers. That doesn’t fucking allow itself to even dream, because those dreams, those dreams, you fucking asshole, they - they -”

Her eyes filmed over with tears. Reflexively, Hugh reached out a hand but she smacked it away with a cry. Reached up to wipe the tears away angrily.

“I’m a fucking tool.” Her voice was a low hiss. “I don’t deny it. Ever since entering your brother’s service fifteen years ago I’ve strived to be nothing else. To be a living blade. Without emotion, without ambition, without pity, without hope. And I’ve been fucking good at it.”

Hugh wished suddenly and desperately that Zarja were here. So that she could say the right thing, help Morwyn as she’d helped Anastasia. 

But she wasn’t.

“Why, Morwyn?” His voice was little more than a whisper. “Why? You were little more than ten years old when you moved into the castle. You were like this even back then?”

“Oh yes,” she said, voice brittle, her smile returning. And to Hugh’s horror there was a hint of madness to its tremulous curve. “For as long as I can remember. But you don’t get to know why, Hugh. You don’t deserve that kind of trust. What’s more, you don’t even need it. All you need to know is that you’ve got an adequate tool in me at your disposal. You want something cut down? A tree? A bandit? A villager? A child? I’m ready. But you don’t get to talk to me about anything else. You don’t get to touch me. You don’t get anything except my blade. We clear?”

Hugh took a step back, dismay flowering in his soul. “Morwyn.”

“I will only respond to ‘captain’ moving forward. Don’t use my name. I won’t answer to it, coming from you. Now, I’ll ask again. Are we fucking clear?”

“Yes,” said Hugh, heart hammering, eyes locked on her own. 

Which, for a second, filmed over with tears again, but then she sniffed sharply, wiped them away one last time, and gave him a curt nod.

“Very well. I’m heading back into Erro for breakfast and clean up. Do you need an escort for the rest of your descent, my lord?” Her voice was mechanical now, without affect, crisp and professional, as if they’d never met.

“No,” said Hugh, voice hollow. “Thank you.”

Morwyn straightened, gave him a sharp salute, her posture impeccable, and then turned and resumed marching down the road.

Hugh watched her go.

Fuck.

He waited till she rounded the curve and was gone from sight, then pinched the bridge of his nose and grimaced. He’d fucked up even worse than he’d thought. He moved to the side of the road and sat on a boulder, burying his face in his hands.

Thought of Anastasia so shook up she’d had to spend the night at Branka’s. Morwyn, sleeping - what - in a ditch or something? 

How had he fucked up so hard so quickly? And thought all the while that he was doing it for their own good? 

Hugh gave a hollow chuckle. What a disaster. 

But. 

He’d make it right. Somehow. With Zarja’s help. And there was no way he’d mess up this badly again. Not now that he’d had his eyes opened. But how to claw his way back from the precipice? How to get them to trust him once more? To even want to be around him?

He’d no idea.

But he was going to find out.

With a heavy sigh, he stood. Set his jaw and began marching back down into Erro. Whatever it took, he’d do it. 

He’d repair the damage he’d done, no matter the cost.

 

* * *

 

The people of Erro were busy decorating the village in preparation for that evening’s Subrogation of the Fates. More than one nervous smile was flashed Hugh’s way, and an air of subdued cheer suffused River Street, clashing with Hugh’s own dour thoughts.

Ladders were propped up against the fronts of buildings so that streamers of one color or another could be laced back and forth across the street, while children raced back and forth, drawing straight lines across whichever surface presented itself, from walls to large rocks to the sides of carts. Family crests, no matter how simple, were being displayed publicly above front doors, usually indicating clearly the line of work in which that lineage historically dealt. A few stalls were being set up from visitors from out of town in the small square before the tavern, along with a miniature stage barely large enough for three or so men to stand on.

Bemused, Hugh stood off to one side, arms crossed, watching the meager preparations. The door to the tavern opened and Anastasia emerged, looking freshly washed, hair neatly done up in an elegant chignon, her slate blue and gold uniform spotless. She caught sight of Hugh, glanced away, then pushed her shoulders back and strode over to join him.

“Good morning, my lord.”

“Disciplus.” Laughter erupted from down the street, and they both turned to see an old man leaning out a window to shake his cane at a couple of children as they scampered off, sticky buns in hand. Try as he might, the old man couldn’t hide his smile. “Happy Subrogation Day.”

“And to you.” Such was her poise that you’d never have guessed she’d nearly fallen apart just the day before. “You’ll partake in the cleansing?”

“No,” said Hugh. “I’ve cast my lot with Fortuna. Folly as it may be, I’ll continue to trust in her patronage.”

“Folly indeed.” A slight smile curved her lips. “Since, by definition, she’ll only care for you half of the time. But I suppose it makes sense. Given your path.”

“Given my path,” repeated Hugh. They stood side by side, watching the preparations. “The Fate Maker’s to arrive today?”

“Correct. Branka says he’s not missed a Subrogation since taking over from the previous Maker.”

Hugh turned to her in surprise. “He doesn’t rotate through the villages?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “Apparently not. Which is curious. I’m sure the salt tithe Branka pays him has nothing to do with it.”

“Fucking hell,” said Hugh. “Why am I surprised? How’ll he react, when he sees us here, and that we know?”

“Not well, I’d warrant. Depends on his nature as a man. There is the option of pretending not to know, however. Allow him to come, perform the ritual, and leave. Duke Annaro could deal with him in due time, saving us the bother.”

Hugh grimaced. “I’ve always found it hard to deal with hypocrites. He’ll read it in my face.”

“Then there’s not much to decide. Most like he’ll deny any wrongdoing and throw his office and church in our face. Given today’s import, I’d advise we not fluster him too badly. If he were to refuse to perform the ritual, the people of Erro would be…”

“Pissed,” he finished for her.

“Quite.”

“There you are!” Zarja in Elena’s guise walked up to them, a cloth-covered basket under one arm. “I bought these from a delightful old man down the street. They’re still warm! Hurry, here, one for each of you, before the syrup congeals.” 

She peeled back the cloth and revealed several sticky buns, dusted with dark spices and oozing with semi-opaque glazing. She handed one to Anastasia, who smiled gratefully, and then extended one to Hugh. “Breakfast!”

The bun was warm, the exterior brittle, the insides hot and delicious. Hugh forced himself to not devour the bun in two bites, and leaned down to kiss Elena’s cheek after his first. “Thank you.”

“Eat as many as you want,” said Elena with a smile. “It’s Subrogation Day, after all.”

“You go for that?” Hugh asked, fishing a second bun out of her basket.

“Not really. But I welcome any excuse to be naughty.” Her grin was bright and transformative. How had he ever thought Elena anything but beautiful?

“Shocking,” said Anastasia, still smiling. “You? Welcoming a chance to break social norms?”

Elena bit deep into her own bun in response, eyes twinkling. 

“Speaking of which,” said Hugh, speaking around the last of the second bun, “I saw something up in the mountains. At the ruined fort.”

“Of course you ran up to the ruined fort this morning,” said Elena. “You’ve no doubt already fixed every broken wall as a form of light exercise?”

“No.” Hugh licked icing off his fingers. “But the place is haunted. I saw a dead woman in one of the windows watching me. Her hatred was so strong it felt near physical. And then she vanished.”

“Well, there goes my happy Subrogation mood,” said Anastasia, drawing a handkerchief from her satchel with which to dry her fingers as she neatly sucked each clean.

“Describe her a little more,” said Elena. “Dead how?”

“Corpse-like. Body shriveled, bones and skull visible beneath her warped skin, hair like filthy straw… dressed in rags…” Hugh shrugged. “Dead. Or undead. Or something.”

“Hmm. Doesn’t sound like one of mine. Though there are fae like the phooka who can take on illusory aspects like my own. But I can’t imagine why one would choose such an awful appearance, unless they were motivated by pure spite? No. Something else, I’d warrant.”

“Anastasia?” asked Hugh.

She folded her handkerchief neatly. “Not exactly an arcane subject. This is outside my area of expertise, though I’ve no doubt heard all the same fairy tales and ghost stories that you did, growing up. But I know someone who would know all about such matters.”

“The Fate Maker,” said Hugh. “Great.”

“Such matters fall within his purview.”

Elena took out a third sticky bun and offered it to Hugh. “I bought ten, knowing your appetite. I thought Fate Makers dealt with the righteousness of the burning road. What’s that got to do with ghosts or the dead?”

“A ghost or the like would have stepped off the road,” said Anastasia. “Badly. To have ended up as a ghost, that is. Every day the ghost lingers is another she’s denied her true fate. The Maker - if he’s of any worth - will definitely be interested in learning more.”

“Convenient, then,” said Elena, smiling impudently, “that he’s arriving today.”

“You could say it was Fated,” said Hugh dourly.

“Indeed.” Elena replaced the cloth over her basket. “The rest are for Morwyn. Any sign of her yet?”

“Yes.” Hugh looked away, not wanting to meet their eyes. “She’s still very upset.” He considered. “Very, very upset.”

“What happened?” asked Anastasia.

“I’ll let Hugh explain if he wants,” said Elena. “Has he already apologized to you?”

“No apology is necessary,” said Anastasia hastily.

“Of course it is. I’ll go find Morwyn and ply her with sticky buns. Hugh, you’d best apologize right away, and tell her about Katharzina. Very well?”

Hugh flushed. He felt like he should be annoyed, or resentful, but instead, after last night’s conversation, he simply nodded. “Of course.”

“Good. I’ll see you both soon. Behave.” And she walked off, up River Street, basket under her arm.

They both watched her go. 

“She’s incredible,” said Anastasia, voice soft. “I’ve never met someone so…” 

“Yeah,” said Hugh. “I know what you mean.”

They stood in silence for a spell. Then he quickly told her about Katharzina’s visit, and then coughed into his fist.  “Anastasia. Disciplus. Um. I know you don’t want or expect an apology -”

“Lords do not apologize to discipluses,” said Anastasia, voice still low. “It’s simply not done. No more than you’d apologize to a spoon if you dropped it.”

“Well, maybe we should all start apologizing more to our spoons,” said Hugh, feeling as if he was clutching at straws. “At least, I will.”

A wry look from under her brows. “So you’re saying that I’m on the level of a spoon.”

“No. Just - look. I’m sorry. For yesterday. I was…” He trailed off, trying to find the right words. “Cruel, and abusive, and arrogant, and… a whole bunch of other such things. An ass.”

“A righteous ass,” said Anastasia.

Hugh blinked. Despite everything, hearing a disciplus call him that was shocking.

Her smile widened. “Oh, those are Zarja’s words, not mine. I’d never dare call you such a thing, my lord.”

“Oh.” He smiled and shook his head. “Sure you wouldn’t. She called me that? Never mind. She was right. I was and am a righteous ass. And - yes. I should never have forced you to admit those things yesterday.”

“But you did, and it’s done, and I - well - I feel strangely liberated by it.” Anastasia inhaled deeply and raised her chin, gazing out over the small market square. “Mostly, I’ll admit, due to the conversation I had with Zarja after. But that conversation might not have taken place without your… ‘intervention,’ or whatever we want to call it. So, in a way, I must thank you, my lord.”

“That’s like thanking an outlaw for stabbing you in the gut because it led to your meeting a lovely nurse.”

Anastasia’s smile turned sweet. “Precisely.”

Hugh snorted. “Very well. Then you’re welcome.”

“And Morwyn? What did you do to her?”

“About the same that I did to you. But worse.”

“Worse?” Anastasia raised an eyebrow. “You stab her in the gut or something?”

“I… something. Yes.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Suffice to say Zarja had some very strong words for me after, and I did my best to listen and learn.”

“Good,” said Anastasia, tone crisp. “Or this expedition won’t last much longer. I was in a bad place yesterday evening. Without her help, I don’t know if I’d be able to have this conversation with you today, much less attempt any humor.”

“Oh, that was humor? Where you called me a righteous ass?” Hugh tried for a grin. “I thought you were speaking from the heart.”

“Those were Zarja’s words,” said Anastasia, grinning right back. “But let us say they resonated strongly with me regardless. That and she said some nice things about you, things I couldn’t quite disagree with. So. Consider yourself forgiven, my lord.”

“Thank you.” There was some manner of commotion taking place at the very beginning of River Street. He turned to study it. “I aim to do better. To be less of an ass. I swear it.”

Anastasia turned as well. Excited shouts, and a boy came racing up, eyes wide with excitement.

“The Fate Maker’s here! The Fate Maker’s here!”

“Ready?” asked Anastasia.

“Why not.” Hugh strode down River Street, allowing the locals to stream past him and form a shifting crowd that gave way before the Fate Maker’s entourage as it progressed up the road.

And parted, at the very last, split by the awareness of Hugh’s presence at their back and the Fate Maker at their fore. Two rows formed, three deep, and Hugh saw the priest for the first time.

A severe, older man clothed in the purple traveling robes of his order, a white stole hanging about his neck near down to his knees, the golden circle stitched large on each end. Tall, with broad, bony shoulders, the Fate Maker had the appearance of a hard man, his nose large and beak-like, his eyes small, his receding blond hair cut short. 

He was leading a mule, yet such was his stateliness that it might have been a magnificent charger. His watery blue eyes fell upon Hugh, and for a moment nobody spoke. The man studied him, his gaze acute, and then inclined his head. 

“My Lord Hugh of Stasiek.” Words clipped and precise, expressing neither pleasure nor surprise. “I am Fate Maker Jarmoc. I was not told you were in residence. Had I known, I would have journeyed here sooner.”

“Fate Maker,” said Hugh. “I am but recently arrived on my brother’s business. Welcome to Erro.”

“You are most kind.” No warmth in those words. “It seems my information is stale. I was told last week that bandits had descended upon Erro. I hurried hence in force to assist.”

Hugh looked past the man at his entourage. A dozen men in mail, each leading his own mule, swords hanging from hips.

Tempting to tell the Fate Maker how his help would have been insufficient to the task, but a childhood at court curbed his impulse. “Thank you. My brother will be most appreciative of your intentions. I’m pleased to say that matter has been taken care of, and Erro restored to its state of feudal allegiance to the duke.”

“Good. I look forward to conversing with you further on these matters, my lord. For now, I shall continue to the market square and offer my conciliatory blessing.”

Not a request. A statement of fact. Ever did the Fate Makers exist outside feudal ties. An authority unto themselves, and answerable only to the emperor himself, if at all. 

Hugh bowed his head and moved aside.

The Fate Maker passed him by, not glancing aside, mule hooves clip clopping neatly on the cobblestones, the crowd falling in behind his men. Hugh remained still, waiting till all had moved on, then looked to Anastasia. 

“Charming,” he said. “He’ll be fun.”

Anastasia frowned. “He heard of the bandits a week ago. In that time he could have sent word to Lord Annaro.”

“Perhaps he did,” said Hugh. “They might have arrived just after we left. Perhaps even before, and been the impetus behind my brother sending us here.”

“Why wouldn’t he reveal it to us then?” Anastasia took her iron disciplus circle in one hand and rubbed its surface contemplatively with her thumb. “Why send us in blind?”

“I gave up trying to understand my brother’s machinations when I was eight years old,” said Hugh. “Hence why I turned out a soldier and him a duke.”

“Or the Fate Maker didn’t send word,” said Anastasia. “I’d like to find out either way.”

“Should prove a delightful conversation, regardless. We’d best follow. Wouldn’t look good for me to miss the blessing.”

“I know you’re thrilled.” Anastasia fell in with him as they moved after the crowd. Hesitated, then glanced sidelong at him. “When did you renounce your burning path?”

“You can’t guess?”

“I suppose I can. But your coming here, doing what your brother asks - doesn’t that mean you’re treading it again?”

“Playing the part of a nobleman? On some level. But I’m not on the burning path. My heart belongs to Fortuna. To her I pray, and by her I curse. I’m here because my brother commanded me, and I owe him my life. Once this obligation is discharged, I aim to leave Mendev and not look back.”

“Oh,” said Anastasia. “So this is a temporary arrangement?”

“Of course,” said Hugh, surprised. “Though Annaro’s dragged it out long enough. Through the winter, he said. But after that, I’ll be quit of Erro and playing his envoy.”

“I see.”

They were drawing close to the market. The Fate Maker was climbing up onto the small stage. People were streaming out of their homes, opening second floor windows, filling out the crowd. Voices raised in excitement, edging in closer.

“What is it?” asked Hugh as they slowed and stopped at the crowd’s very rear. “You knew this was - oh.”

Anastasia looked straight ahead, tall enough to peer over most of the crowd’s heads. 

“Right,” said Hugh, feeling the dunce once more. To press her yesterday on her independence, and then not consider her fate once their mission was accomplished. He’d been assuming all this time that she’d simply return to Annaro. While forcing her to declare herself heretical. 

“Fortuna wept I’m an idiot,” he said quietly. “Look. Turn me down if you want, but once this is over, I’ll ask my brother to transfer you permanently into my service. What you do then will be up to you.”

She startled. “Your service?”

“If we survive all this, I’ll be owed a reward. I’ll ask for you, and then we can leave Mendev.” Hugh couldn’t meet her eyes. Was he making things even worse? “We’ll go somewhere they’ve not even heard of the Academy or the Fate Makers. Where you can just be yourself. Then you can go where you will, do what you want.” He gave an uncomfortable shrug. “If you want, of course.”

She was staring at him, speechless. 

“People of Erro!” The Fate Maker’s voice was stern and loud, silencing the excited murmur of the crowd. A good voice, thought Hugh. Man would have made a decent sergeant. “It is good to see you all once more, to see familiar faces and new. Today is the Subrogation of the Fates, and it is my honor to perform this ritual and shrive you of your missteps. To bring you back to your burning paths, to ensure the wellbeing and vitality of this community, and of each and every soul of which it is composed.”

The crowd settled, comforted and eager. Hugh saw Branka emerge from her tavern, shooing Wlad before her, and disappear into the masses.

“There are yet many hours before tonight’s Subrogation, but let me warn you, as ever, to not bank on that cleansing. The knowledge that you shall soon be cleansed and brought in line with your purpose in the Fate Maker’s eyes can lead to temptation; why not err in full, now, knowing that you shall soon be cleansed?”

Uneasy laughter rose from the crowd. 

Jarmoc raised an admonishing finger. “I can all but hear your thoughts, good people of Erro. What harm in a little misdeed? A small theft, a lie, or to indulge in thoughts or conversations that would be most unbecoming for a devout follower of the Fate Maker? Resist. Hold true. This is no game, but rather a question of your very soul. No matter that you shall soon be cleansed and set straight. The Maker watches you, both before and after the Subrogation, and shall annotate your page in his great book with your deeds and intentions. Earn not his wrath! Stay his pen! Inconsequential as a small misstep may seem, its consequences shall echo throughout eternity. Hold fast to the burning path.”

Mutters and quiet conversations. Hugh watched with amusement. Might as well tell children to not covet candies. 

“Now, do not let my arrival stop you from your preparations. I shall visit with each of you over the course of the day, so as to be ready to begin the Subrogation before dusk. We are none of us unfamiliar with this day’s blessed events, so let us celebrate together, reaffirm our dedication to each other, our burning roads and the Fate Maker himself. I look forward to meeting with each of you, and until then, be well.”

“Be well,” murmured the crowd in response, and the Jarmoc stepped down into their midst. 

“How about we skip Subrogation altogether and go for a picnic?” asked Hugh, turning to his companion.

Who was frowning, eyelids fluttering as she stared down at her hands. 

“Anastasia?”

“Did you mean it? Or were you jesting with me? If you feel guilty for yesterday, I’d infinitely prefer you not dangle such hopes before me as a means of apology.” She looked up at him, expression vulnerable and bleak. “You were jesting.”

“I wasn’t.” Hugh reached out to touch her wrist. “I swear it by Fortuna, may she strap me to the side of her wheel and drown me in the river. When this is all said and done, I’ll ask my brother for your service, and free you from it the moment we’re outside Mendev.” 

Her face paled. Jaw clenched. She looked down at where he touched her wrist. He withdrew his fingers. 

“Despite your oath I still find myself unable to credit your intentions,” she said, voice husky with emotion. “You can’t mean that.”

“Why not?”

“To release a disciplus from their vows is treason to the emperor,” said Anastasia, voice dulled by wonder. 

“Mendev’s laws hold only within Mendev.”

Her eyes filled with tears which she immediately blotted away on her gold-trimmed cuff. “You make it sound so simple.”

“It could be.”

She sniffed, blinked rapidly once more, smiled as if to cover her true emotions to anyone watching from afar. “If word gets out, you’ll never be able to return home.”

“Ask Elena. I hadn’t intended to.”

“Hugh.” Had she ever addressed him directly, simply, in such manner before? “Please. I can’t bear to be toyed with.”

“I’m not toying with you.” He reached out again, took her hand. Her fingers were cold and stiff as he interlaced his own with them. “I’ve already sworn by Fortuna. I’ll swear by whatever else you wish. Zarja said last night you were worthy of love. I don’t know you well enough to swear by such an emotion, but what I’ve seen and learned of you, well. I know you deserve better than this. All of this. And if it’s within my power to free you, then I will. I swear it.”

Her fingers tightened on his own. “I’m sorry. This is - I never expected - excuse me.” She dabbed at her eyes again and strode away.

Hugh watched her go, nonplussed. Well, damn. Was that a good reaction? Had he crossed a line? 

The day passed slowly. Hugh took possession of one of Branka’s tables that she set outside her tavern, and there watched the preparations finalize, turning the market square into a crucible for spiritual cleansing. The stage was to be the center, with concentric circles expanding out from it in which the villagers would stand. The most pious had already claimed the inner circle; slowly, over the course of the day, the rest would fill, with proximity to the Fate Maker indicating devoutness. 

Meanwhile, Jarmoc moved through the village, stepping into homes to consult with each family.

Hugh knew what was involved. Recalled Fate Makers doing the same back home in Stasiek. Of course, in their family, the portraits of their deceased elders were massive canvases with golden frames, the depictions painted by the most talented artists, so that it seemed his grandparents and great grandparents and great, great grandparents were in the audience chamber with them, staring with their flat, critical gazes at the world of the living. 

But the heart of the ritual would be the same. Jarmoc would interrogate the family as to their past year and open a channel through which they could speak with their dead, though of course the conversation was one-sided. They’d either apologize for shaming them or recount with some pride how they’d held to the burning road, honoring their ancestors through righteous living. 

Jarmoc would lecture them, accept a symbolic gift, and take his leave.

“Why so glum?” asked Elena, taking the seat across from him and blowing a lock of blonde hair out of her face. “Everyone else is near bursting with excitement.”

Hugh had claimed one of Branka’s tables outside her tavern. “Not my favorite holiday.”

“Oh? And which is?”

Hugh considered. “None of them, really. I guess I’m not the festive type.”

Elena smiled. “You grump. It’s so fun! Erro’s alive with energy and naughtiness. But nobody seems to really mind. The children are running amok, a surprising number of youths are already getting drunk in the tavern, and their elders are no better - they’re all gambling, drinking, or lying about in the sun doing nothing. Everyone seems perfectly content.”

Hugh snorted. “Wait till tonight when the shadows grow long. Then you’ll really see what people get up to when they think there are no consequences. I don’t doubt there’ll be a couple of Subrogation babies born nine months from now.”

Elena laughed. “You think this my first Subrogation? Hardly. But yes. I’ve always loved how free and impulsive people become. Even the dourest! Except you. Why is that? Fortuna forbid you from enjoying yourself?”

Hugh sighed and leaned forward, rolling his cup of ale between both hands. “Not that. I don’t think she cares either way. It’s more that… you’re never so aware as having strayed from your fate as on Subrogation Day. Normally, I don’t care. But this constant celebrating… it grates on my nerves.”

“Oh, I see,” said Elena, fingers rippling as she tapped the tabletop. “Everybody’s celebrating that which you’ve lost.”

“I prefer ‘thrown away,’” said Hugh. “Still. I don’t plan to be here for the actual rite. Last thing I need is to draw the attention of the Fate Maker.”

“Nor I,” said Elena. “Jarmoc may not know me for what I am, but I won’t tempt a human god. Shall we abscond, then, you and I? There’s a certain thrill to the idea of fucking each other as hard as we possibly can while everyone else gets their souls cleansed.”

Her eyes gleamed with a playful light, and she shifted subtly, drawing his attention to her full breasts beneath her tight smock. 

“Why wait till tonight?” asked Hugh. “If we started now, there’s a good chance we’d still be going by dawn.”

Her laugh was low. “I swear by the Moon and Stars I’ll outlast you yet. How about it? A challenge. But one with consequences. Whomever cries mercy first shall owe the other a boon.”

“What manner of boon?”

She drew a circle upon the tabletop, watching him under heavy-lidded brows. “What would you have of me?”

Hugh leaned back, heart thudding, wishing suddenly that he were an infinitely more creative man. “I’ll have to think on it.”

“Well, I know what I want. If I break you tonight, you’ll agree to pleasure me five times when and where I wish it, without expecting anything in return. If I ask it, you must swear to do so, no matter what.”

“No matter what?” He quirked an eyebrow. “What if you demand I do so in the market square?”

“Then that’s what you’ll do, my lord.” Her smile was wicked. “You’ll bend me over a rain barrel, lift my skirt, and pleasure me while the whole square watches. On your oath.”

“Very well.” Hugh felt himself half mad; to agree to such a thing! But then again, he’d not met the woman yet who could outlast him. “I’ll have to think of something of equal stakes.”

“I’m sure you’re up to it, my lord.” Elena leaned back in her chair, reaching up to pull a lock of hair down over half her face, obscuring the scars on her cheeks. “I’ll warn you, though. There’s precious little I’ve not done after centuries of experimentation. You’ll have to think hard to surprise me.”

Hugh took a sip of his ale, fighting to calm his racing pulse. “I’ll see what I can come up with.”

“Don’t disappoint me, my lord. Or I’ll outlast you out of spite, and have you lick my slit whenever I feel like it.”

He’d never been spoken to in such a manner outside the bedroom. People were walking past, others standing in knots in the square, exchanging tales, many more entering and leaving the tavern. Life, all around them, and a lisica across the table, in broad daylight, talking about her pussy as one might a flagon of ale. 

A shadow fell across their table. A servant pulled out a third chair into which Fate Maker Jarmoc lowered his lean self. “If I may join you?”

“But of course,” said Hugh, taking his boots off the other chair and sitting up. Damn it. “How goes your day, your eminence?”

“Well. The people of Erro are admirable stock. Pious to a fault. My work here is easy. And yourself, my lord? Can I expect you at tonight’s ritual?”

“I think not.” Once Hugh would have never spoken so brazenly to a Fate Maker. Those days were long past. “You know, I am sure, of my beliefs.”

“Yes.” Jarmoc steepled his fingers as he sat back. “Alas. That life should have dealt you so cruel a blow that it knocked you headlong off your path. I pray that you shall return to it, one day.”

Hugh forced a smile. “One day, perhaps.”

“I don’t speak idly. Stasiek and your brother need you, Lord Hugh. If I may be frank?”

“Can I stop you?”

This checked Jarmoc for but a fraction of a second; he gave a wry smile and continued. “Against all advice, your brother remains unmarried and without heirs. He is young yet, of course, but even the life of the righteous man can be unpredictable. Were he to die, the dukedom would pass to you.”

Hugh narrowed his eyes. “My brother is in the best of health.”

“As are all men before they take sick, or fall from a horse, or choke to death on a slice of apple. Please. Don’t mistake my words. I wish no ill will on the duke. May his burning path lead him to an honorable death brought on by age and nothing more. Instead, I wish merely to illustrate how easily you could find yourself in power. And were that to happen, would you entrust the whole realm to Fortuna?”

Hugh’s voice was stony. “I’ve not given that matter thought.”

“Oh, but my brothers and I have. Much thought. You are a loose sword, my lord, one but barely tethered by the love of your brother. We fear for the realm, we fear for your future, and with the death of Duke Fracz, now more than ever.”

“Thank you for your solicitude,” began Hugh, but the Fate Maker cut him off.

“I don’t expect to convince you. You nurse grudges too immense for mere words to assuage. Consider, rather, this a friendly notice. You remain important to the church. We pray for your future, and that you might find a way to return to your burning path. And if necessary, we would be overjoyed to assist you in finding it again. Such, after all, is your emperor-given duty.”

Hugh sat very still. Held Jarmoc’s pale blue eyes. The man’s gaze didn’t hesitate or waver. It was as steadfast and piercing as that of a hawk. 

“Your words give me much comfort,” said Hugh at last. “I’ll keep them in mind. Meanwhile, I remain focused on Erro and what I am learning of its people. Their activities. Their economic fortune. You warn me against entrusting our realm to Fortuna, but I can only imagine it is her blessings that does wonders for this community. Makes them thrive, despite their isolation. It’s enough to make a man wonder. To dig a little deeper, and ask: how is this so? And who else might know about Erro’s surprising fortunes? To reveal any iniquity or breaking of the law is, after all, my duke-given duty. I won’t hesitate to see it carried out.”

“Hmm,” said Jarmoc. “Yes. Admirable. These last few years you’ve cultivated quite the reputation for a fastidious concern for the law. But such matters are not my concern.”

“One way to find out,” said Hugh.

Again they held each other’s gaze. 

“Tread carefully, my lord,” said Jarmoc at last. “You are backed by your brother, but I am backed by the church of the Fate Maker, which is, in turn, backed by the emperor. I may seem but one man, but in truth I represent many.”

“I’ve no idea what you’re implying,” said Hugh. “But never mind. We’re all friends here, are we not? On this blessed day? Let’s behave as friends do. You keep your nose out of my business, and I’ll keep mine out of yours.”

“Friends,” said Jarmoc. “Yes. Quite.”

He seemed about to rise but hesitated when Hugh raised a hand. 

“One more thing, your eminence. My brother tasked me with repairing the fortress high up in the mountains. I visited it this morning and believe I saw a ghost or specter of some kind. A vision of a dead woman who disappeared from the window quite suddenly. Do you know anything about this?”

Jarmoc sank back into his chair. “A ghost?”

“Or so I guess.” And Hugh proceeded to describe the encounter as best he could. Jarmoc asked a half dozen questions, then frowned, running his forefinger back and forth across his pursed lips.

Finally, he spoke. “I’ll have to look into this myself. But not today, obviously.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow I depart for Schai. No, it will have to wait. I’ll return with help in… let’s see. I’m not due to swing back to Erro for another three months.”

“I can’t wait three months,” said Hugh.

“The fort has stood empty for nearly a century,” said Jarmoc. “Why the rush now?”

“I have my orders.”

“And I have mine. The ghost will keep. This matter is my provenance. In three month’s I shall return. Though in truth, it might be best if we wait a year.”

“A year?” Hugh sat forward. “Impossible. Why?”

“The Subrogation, of course. The Fate Maker’s influence is strongest tonight, when all are cleansed and called back to their burning paths. It would mean a ghost or specter would be at its weakest. Assuming, of course, it is derived of human origins, and not some monster or fae.”

“I see,” said Hugh, sitting back.

“Ah,” said Jarmoc. “You’re getting ideas.”

“Not at all,” said Hugh. “I’m just wondering if it’d be intemperate of me to order another ale.”

“It would,” said Jarmoc. “But I also command you to not risk yourself on a venture so far outside your depth. I’ll write the duke if need be to explain the situation. The fortress will keep, my lord. The fortress will keep.”

Elena snorted.

Jarmoc glanced over at her, eyebrow raised.

“Sorry,” she said. “Just the words you chose. Fortress, keep.”

Jarmoc frowned. “And you are?”

“My servant, Elena,” said Hugh. “She traveled here with me and the others.”

Jarmoc studied her. Elena sat back and pulled a lock of blonde hair before her face, averting her eyes in sudden shyness. 

Hugh couldn’t breathe. Would Jarmoc sense her true nature? What would happen if he did? Had they been murderously foolish in tempting Fortuna?

But then just as quickly Jarmoc looked back. “I would shrive you and connect you with your ancestors, my lord, if you would be willing.”

“Thanks,” said Hugh. “I’ll pass.”

“As I expected. Very well.” Jarmoc stood. “They shall have to content themselves with your brother’s faith. I’ll see you at tonight’s ceremony, then.”

“I’ll be seeing you,” said Hugh.

Jarmoc smoothed down his stole, inclined his head in a gesture of minimal respect, and strode away.

Hugh exhaled loudly once the man was gone and sank back in his chair. “Fortuna wept, that was close.”

Elena’s smile was tense. “Indeed. Though I’ve yet to meet a Fake Maker who can pierce my disguise.”

“Fake Maker?”

“Sorry, slip of the tongue.” Her eyes gleamed.

“Let’s not tempt Fortuna further. Best you stay away from him while he’s in town.”

“Very well. But something tells me we’ll not be rutting our brains out tonight.”

“No,” said Hugh. “Alas. I’ve a date with a much, much less attractive woman.”

“The Fate Maker forbade you.”

“The Fate Maker can sit on a rusted sword and spin. I’ll not wait a year to begin work on that fort. And what if Jarmoc is in league with Aleksandr? He’s taking the man’s gold. What if his delay is to prevent the smuggler from being threatened? No. We’ll head up there tonight and face the ghost when it’s at its weakest.”

“I’m not sure that’s wise,” said Elena, voice low.

“I never claimed it was. But between you, Anastasia, Morwyn and myself, we should be able to deal with a paltry ghost.”

She raised an eyebrow. “So it’s a paltry ghost, now?”

“Compared to our combined talents, it is.”

“And how will we fight this specter, knowing nothing about it?”

“I’m going to ask an old friend,” said Hugh, the idea coming to him as he said the words. The words, in turn, caused his gut to clench. “Someone who knows all about this kind of stuff.”

Elena narrowed her eyes. “One of your Lost Reavers.”

“Aye,” said Hugh. “Birandillo. I’ve never tried summoning one to talk with before, but Birandillo could charm a troll out from under his bridge. I’m sure he’ll find it within his heart to speak with me.”

“You’re serious. You mean to visit the fort at dusk. The four of us.”

“Yes,” said Hugh. “I know it’s risky. But if Birandillo gives me the information I need, I’ll not squander the opportunity. We can’t wait a year to fortify the pass. Not with Aleksandr and Baron Niestor breathing down our necks. We’ll drive out this haunt, cleanse the fortress, and set to rebuilding with Branka’s ill-gotten gains.”

“By the Moon and Stars,” said Elena, covering her face with her hand. “And to think Subrogation used to be my favorite human holiday.”

 


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 

Late afternoon sunlight slanted through the slats in his bedroom’s shutters, catching motes of dust as they danced and causing them to blaze like miniature filaments of lightning. Hugh rubbed the palms of his hands against his hips, paced, reached the wall, turned, and glanced at where Anastasia and Elena sat, watching him in turn. 

He scowled, looked away, and paced back across the room.

Nobody spoke. The only sound was the creak of the floorboards beneath his boots. He’d been walking in such manner for five minutes, striving to summon the nerve, to execute his own plan. 

And yet. 

“Enough,” he growled, and forced himself to stop. Closed his eyes. Fought to calm his breathing, to still his racing heart. Failing in that, he reached out, in that strange, ephemeral manner, and summoned his old companion.

Birandillo.

There was a sense of movement, of someone who had followed behind him at every step moving into his field of vision – but, of course, there was nobody there. Instead, he felt his hands grow steadier, his resolve harden, and a new lightness of step enter his frame.

Birandillo rode within him, just below the skin. The weakest of their old group, he didn’t suffuse Hugh with power as Dragoslav might, but still he augmented Hugh’s skills, made his fingers nimbler, his eye quicker, his mind more mercurial.

And then, for the first time ever, Hugh exhaled and relinquished that fusion.

He opened his eyes.

And Birandillo was there, before him, lute slung over his shoulder, foppish hat pushed back on his brow so that his chestnut curls spilled forth, looking surprised and confused both.

They studied each other for a moment, and then Birandillo strummed the cords of his lute, sending forth a liquid ripple of music without form but beautiful all the same. 

My Lord Hugh of Stasiek.

“Is he summoned?” asked Anastasia, rising to her feet, Hugh’s expression tipping her off.

“I… something is there,” murmured Elena, stretching forth her hand, brow furrowed. “I sense… oh, but it is subtle.”

Are we to have an audience, then? Birandillo’s expression hardened. Am I to perform for the deaf and blind?

Anastasia drew her wand. Eyes narrowed, biting her lower lip, she held it before her like a piece of chalk before a board. “I can’t… I mean, I felt something, the merest brush of a breeze, a fluctuating of magic, but nothing now. Elena?”

The lisica closed her eyes and stretched forth her palms. “Yes. There it is. Oh. This is… indeed magothélisi. It has been so long since I touched such a weft…”

Birandillo raised an eyebrow. The fox-girl is going to help us?

Hugh shrugged. “Here’s hoping.”

Elena moved forward and began what seemed a slow dance, turning here, rising and falling from the balls of her feet, turning, pausing. 

Nobody spoke. 

Finally, she stumbled to a stop. “The weft is beyond me. Far, far beyond me. I can only glimpse the merest fragment. My magic is innate; this is externalized casting, a crafting of the world, a deliberate molding of reality to suit the dreams of the dreamer. I… I am sorry.”

Hugh fought not to show his disappointment. Nodded grimly instead. “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

“Nor I,” said Elena. “But I shall contemplate what I have glimpsed here. Perhaps… there may be other ways to enter the dream. It is like a wall of wind before me, permeable but at great risk to myself. But perhaps I can find another means of entering… I will meditate on it.”

Well, that was both short-lived and a disappointment, as the actress said to the Fate Maker. 

“Agreed,” said Hugh. “Ladies? If you cannot help, could I have a moment alone with my old friend?”

A snort from the specter.

“Of course,” said Anastasia, wrestling with her obvious frustration. “My pardon, my lord.”

Elena but nodded, and together both women left the room.

So, said Birandillo his voice containing a plethora of insinuations: mockery, respect, surprise, resentment and anger, and perhaps a modicum of curiosity. To what do I have this most dubious honor? The wenches are gone, I see no foes in need of decapitation. Or perhaps you wish to hear a song to while away the hour, making the most of my slavery by turning me into a songbird within your cage?

“No, old friend.” Hugh forced himself to step back and sit in an old leather chair. “I… I have questions for you.”

And thought me more agreeable than Dragoslav or Black Evec. Most wise, if wisdom can yet be attributed. I’ve questions for you in turn. Perhaps we should play a game. Take turns in interrogating each other.

“If you wish.” Hugh’s throat was dry. Why hadn’t he thought of bringing some wine? “I’ll go first.” And just like that, he couldn’t think of what to ask. So immense the subject, so wide ranging the problem, that words failed him. 

Birandillo hopped up onto the dresser, raised one knee and let the other leg swing back and forth as he plucked a series of chords, waiting, eyebrow raised.

“Do any of you know what… happened?” Hugh asked at last, voice little more than a rasp. “Why you are all trapped in this manner?”

Birandillo’s idle playing turned discordant, a plangent, violent sound, which he stilled immediately with the flat of his hand against the strings. No. Oh, we’ve spent time discussing it, believe you me. Theories abound. Are we being punished by the Fate Maker? Do we labor under a fae curse? If so, how could it be alleviated? Has the Hanged God himself rejected us from his Ashen Garden for being too beautiful, too precious to steal from this world? I fancy that may be the case for me, but when you consider the likes of Dragoslav or Foughtash, the theory falls apart. 

Hugh forced himself to slow his breathing. To relax his shoulders. His heart was pumping mightily, as if in preparation for battle. He couldn’t make out the rest of the room, only Birandillo’s aristocratic features. Disappointment washed over him, profound and wretched. He’d not thought to speak directly with the shades out of terror and self-loathing, but, having made the decision, had suddenly felt a bright and shining hope that a solution could be uncovered.

Alas.

My turn. You harbor the thirty of us within your soul. In effect, you keep us in perpetual darkness and torment. Do you not think it right to end your life, and in doing so set us all free?

Hugh forced a dry swallow. “I never claimed to be a moral man.”

So you agree that you should, but admit that you won’t. Honesty, at least, despicable as it might be.

“My turn.” Had he thought this would be easy? To gaze upon the visage of an old friend and be tormented? “In what state do you all exist while I don’t summon you?”

Ah, you wish to be regaled with tales of our woe? Very well. In darkness, Hugh of Stasiek. We exist in stasis, without notion of time or geography, like stars hanging in the void, with only each other to regard. Has a year passed since you summoned me last, or a minute? I could not say. Time is strange, in the depths. Our thoughts spiral endlessly, leading us to madness. Our conversation, fruitless, drives each other to rage. We have solved this purgatory by turning away from each other, closing our eyes, and seeking, as best we may, a form of death. Stilling our thoughts and seeking to become as animate as stones. It doesn’t work, but it’s better than our infinite torment. There. Does that please you?

“No, of course not. I didn’t want this, Birandillo. None of this.”

You think that salves our pain? We didn’t want it either, but while you romp and play, we suffer. Think on that, the next time you slide your blade into that lisica’s scabbard.

“If you exist in darkness, then how do you know what I do?”

As I said, we seek to emulate death. And those of us who can achieve that state best - Natusia, Nevkha, Kuryan - they are afforded glimpses of your waking world. Like dreams, they say, deprived of logic but rife with imagery and emotion. They’ve caught glimpses of your adventures these past few years. I will admit that I at least am glad you’ve quit the Rusałka. How dull your escapades there were becoming, endlessly repetitive and unimaginative in your pursuits…

Hugh felt his face flush. Thought of Nastusia, with her elfin face, her bright eyes, her propensity for exaltation and mania followed by her terrible lows and dark depressions. Of Nevkha, earnest and forthright, yet capable of losing herself in visions and dreams for days on end, as if she had one foot planted in the land of the fae, and with but a tug could send her mind sailing off into those uncharted waters. Kuryan, the anxious former playwright, whose creations had verged on the heretical and were filled with prophetic utterances whose fulfillment had seen him nearly burned alive until he’d been recruited into their company. Thought of all three catching glimpses of him fucking Zarja, or Morwyn, or any number of women back at the Rusałka.

Hugh passed a hand over his face. 

Galling, but they say you perform admirably. That indeed, you go for hours on end without surcease, like some mindless bull, rutting without thought or creativity, bellowing and bellowing into the night as you seek an oblivion that escapes you. Me, I say you should take advantage of a greased knothole if that’s all you desire, for well I remember the artistry with which I used to ply my ladies, treating their bodies like canvases upon which I’d paint the most -

“You going to ask a question?” asked Hugh.

Very well. Most of what comes to mind are insults. I’ve had time, you see, to compile an incredible list. But, a question. Ah, yes. This one is from our esteemed leader. She wants to know what it will take for you to agree to suicide. Or are you simply persisting out of wretched stubbornness, without goal or ambition?

Hugh bit his lower lip, frowning as he mulled the question over. What did he want? Why was he still alive? Was it in truth little more than some bestial insistence of seeing one more dawn? 

No. There was something more. But how to put it into words?

“I don’t expect you to understand. But I feel as if my life is not my own to take. I haven’t understood this until recently, but in speaking with Zarja - the lisica - I’ve come to understand that… there’s more at play here than I thought possible. Zarja says I’ve some role in important events to come. And seeing what’s at stake here in Erro – the salt smuggler, the future of Stasiek, and perhaps even the fae in the mountains - I owe it to Fortuna, or something, to remain alive. So that when the time comes, I can make a difference. It’s a feeling. A presentiment. But the lisica agreed. Most the time I just want to run away, but beneath that it’s as if the fucking Fate Maker himself has placed a hand on my shoulder. And for all the pain it’s causing you and everyone else, I can’t… I can’t just slit my own throat with that in the balance.”

Birandillo studied him, brows lowered, lips pouting. Then he sighed and strummed his lute, a dark sequence of notes. Sufficiently vague and portentous that I can anticipate the reaction of the others. But I, at least, have always been a sucker for such vagaries. The pull of Fate, the reluctant hero, and so forth. It sounds like an amateur raconteur’s attempt at an epic. But of all the Lost Reavers, I am the most predisposed to applaud of such motivations. Very well. I shall relay your words, and they shall, at least, add a little more grist to our conversation mill. Not, mind you, that it will still our calls for your immediate death. We’ve lost all interest in fate and the happenings of the waking world. We wish surcease from torment, Hugh.

At this Birandillo slid off the dresser to stand erect and gaze upon him, eyes terrible, near lurid with their own inner light.

You have it within you to set free thirty souls from pain. Not all of us are worthy of such consideration, but there are amongst our number those who do not deserve such agony. Chavaun, your old friend. Innocent Dziec. Acipa and Terey. Blind Igocha, Sidorko with his impossible ideals, Orefa with her heart of gold. Think on their faces, Hugh, and ask yourself how you have it within you to torture them even as you chase after some nebulous fate. How can you do it? How?

Hugh lowered his face, pulse pounding in his ears. He didn’t want to think about them. Summon their faces. Didn’t want to consider that right now they hung in the void, suffered, so that he could go about his brother’s business.

But no. It was more than that. 

He didn’t cling to life for Annaro. 

“I told you the truth. There’s something greater out there, awaiting me. I don’t know what it is. But what if what happened to us is part of it? What if this is all leading up to something - I don’t know - important? More important than our thirty-one souls? I promise you this, Birandillo. I swear it on Fortuna’s fickle smile: I’ll do everything I can to find out what, and if I’m mistaken, I’ll slide a blade into my heart there and then.”

Hmm. Dramatic, but specious. Such a quest could take a lifetime. 

“Then - a year.” Hugh felt almost sick. “Give me a year. If on this date next autumn I’ve not discovered this purpose of which I speak, I’ll summon you all, all thirty of you, and kill myself. I swear that on Fortuna, too.”

Better, said Birandillo, expression grave. And I sense the earnestness of your vow. Very well, I shall convey those terms to our leader. Not that we have any say in the matter, but, at the very least, it shall give us something to look forward to, like children awaiting Subrogation all summer long. 

“It’s Subrogation tonight,” said Hugh with bitter amusement.

It is? Confound this sleeping world! And I, here, trapped in your bully breast, prevented from stealing kisses and teasing the lasses, from indulging in honey cake and honey mead, unable to set the people to prancing with my skirling songs and to drink deep of their merriment and joy! Curse your noble head, Hugh. Curse it a thousand times over, and curse the day you joined our band, joined our ranks, and doomed us all to this waking slumber.

He turned away then, shoulders hunched, head lowered.

Hugh felt a dagger of ice slide into his chest, so horrified was he by the other man’s pain.

“I’m sorry,” he rasped, knowing the words meant nothing. “One last question before I let you go. We seek to destroy a ghost that resides in a ruined fort. Do you know how we can best do so?”

Ghosts are tethered to this world by injustice. Birandillo didn’t turn to look at him. Their essence trapped by tangible objects that personify the horrors that laid them low. Seek to learn this ghost’s tale, to understand what it is that binds it to this world, and then destroy those tethers and in so doing set it free.

Birandillo turned, eyes gleaming like dark stars, to glare at Hugh. And I swear by Fortuna’s bellicose breasts that were I yet amongst the living I would stop at nothing to stop your breath and still your heart, Hugh of Stasiek. At nothing.

And then, just like the ghost, he was gone. 

Hugh sank back into his chair, chest cramped as if bonds of iron were tightened around it. Such hatred on his old friend’s face. Such withering despair. He closed his eyes and passed a hand over his sweaty brow. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

 

* * *

 

“Well, that should be easy to uncover,” said Morwyn, sitting on the kitchen counter and slowly twirling one of her throwing knives about her finger by its circular pommel. “You said on our journey here that the fort was built by your great grandfather. That means it can’t be more than a century old. Someone around here will have a memory about what happened.”

Hugh leaned against the wall, arms crossed. Anastasia and Elena sat at the dining table, working on the dinner he’d tried to cook up for them. Part of his diplomatic overture attempt: blackened chicken over a bed of fried potato slices and onion. From the studiously neutral expressions on their faces, it was clear they loved it.

“The War of Seven Farthings,” he said. “Old history. I remember not paying much attention when they lectured me about it. Only lasted a few months, some financial dispute that was used as a pretext for territorial aggression. But no mention of when or why the fort was abandoned.”

Elena swallowed a chunk of pale, glistening potato. “Humans can live to some eighty years, can’t they? Perhaps we can find an elder who remembers being told what happened.”

“Good idea,” said Hugh. “But we’re running short on time. Dusk will be upon us soon.”

Anastasia pushed her dish away. “There’s room for greater efficiency. Let’s speak with Branka and ask her who is the eldest person in the valley.”

“All right.” Hugh hesitated. “Morwyn? Not going to eat?”

No answer. She kept spinning her blade and looking off into the distance.

Hugh restrained a sigh. “Captain? You going to eat?”

“No. Thank you,” said Morwyn, words clipped.

“Very well. In which case I’m ready. Over to Branka’s?”

Nods all round. They rose, tidied away dishes, and then followed Hugh out into the evening sunlight. Music wafted over the Mandroga, played in the market square by a gaggle of fiddlers, drummers, and horn players. Many were dancing, laughing, and as Hugh crossed the bridge and drew closer, he saw that despite Jarmoc’s admonitions that a party was in full swing.

“Same as it ever was,” said Anastasia by his side. “We can’t keep our eye on the burning path when there’s drink and merriment to be had.”

“It’s called living,” said Elena from just behind him. “What’s the point of walking the burning path if it precludes all joy and fun?”

“Careful,” said Hugh. “You’ll get yourself in trouble saying that out loud.”

“But it’s true!”

“Maybe. But if word gets to Jarmoc he’ll stop at nothing to make an example of you.”

Anastasia linked her arm through Elena’s. “You must know this by now. We humans are capable of endless paradoxes. Like celebrating carnal passions before a shriving without allowing admitting what we’re doing out loud.”

Hugh smiled with grim amusement. “As long as it’s an unspoken agreement, folk can drink and dance and screw with impunity. But state it out loud, and you’re defying the Fate Maker.”

“The power of words,” said Elena. “True. I know that power well. I’ll keep my surmises to myself.”

Hugh led them down River Street and into the market square, where the music was loud and rough and infectious, where tables were laden with pies and cuts of meat, small barrels of mead and ale, pots of soup and baskets of freshly baked honeyed twists. Children were everywhere underfoot, laughter was free, and people embraced and danced with each other without stint. 

Smiling ruefully as he declined a couple of invitations from laughing maidens, Hugh led the way to Branka’s tavern, bowing his head as he stepped inside. The place was full, men having come down from the mountain farms to flock to its bar, and the air close and filled with smoke and the stench of sweat. Both fireplaces were roaring, another fiddler was sawing at his instrument in the corner, and everyone was shouting over each other to be heard.

The crowd parted for him, however, so that he reached the bar with ease and there caught Branka’s eye. She and two others were working as fast as they could to fill orders, filling tankards with endless amounts of foaming ale and pressing them into grasping, eager hands. Hugh nodded to the side, saw her hesitate, then lean over to shout something in her assistant’s ear and led them into the kitchen where the sounds of revelry were muffled. Wlad was busy stirring a huge pot while three other youths peeled potatoes and basted meat that was being turned over the fire. 

“My lord,” said Branka, wiping perspiration from her brow. “How can I help? If it’s ale or food you be wanting -”

“Information,” said Hugh. “And I’ll make it quick. The fort up in the mountains. How did it come to fall?”

“The fort? Now? Very well.” She blew a lock of blonde hair from her face. “I heard about that from my grandfather. One of his favorite tales. All of which would take half an hour to tell, what with descriptions of the castellan and his lady, the three dark knights that trod the walls without need of sleep or supper, and the way they provoked the fae into attacking them -”

“The castellan and his wife?” asked Elena, pressing in. “What of her?”

“Her? Oh, that’s the saddest part of the tale. She was darkly beautiful, with raven locks and eyes like stars and all that. But she cheated on her husband and slept with a fae princeling, who asked for her hand. But she grew scared and said no, she’d not leave the human world, arousing his ire. He swore he’d come for her on the night of the full moon, and with his whole army appeared outside the gates, demanding the castellan hand her over.”

“He must have been pissed,” said Morwyn, crossing her arms.

Shouts from the front room drew Branka’s eyes. “When she told her husband the truth, he grew furious. A bad man, he was. He swore to not let her fall into fae hands, but knew he couldn’t fight off the host. So he had her chained to the wall and given to his hounds, who savaged her to death while the guards cheered them on. The fae prince strode in through the front gate, and in his fury turned everybody into rats. The castellan’s wife begged him for mercy, but he sneered at her, and said she’d lost the right to his kindness when she turned him down. He left her to die and returned to his magical castle in the clouds.”

Hugh blinked. “That’s an awful tale.”

“The best ones usually are. Now, what else? I’ve customers waiting, if you don’t mind my saying, my lord.”

Elena reached out to touch her elbow. “If everyone was turned to rats, how did word of the tale get out?”

Branka shrugged. “The best tales don’t worry about such niceties.”

“Is there anyone alive today who was alive then?” asked Anastasia.

“This was a century ago,” laughed Branka. “Medved’s probably the only one still alive, though he was a bear then, too.”

“Who’s the eldest in the village, then?” asked Anastasia.

“That’d be Grandma Hohemias,” said Branka. “Some say she’s near a century old herself, but that can’t be true. Still, she’s our eldest, and doesn’t leave her bed these days. She lives three houses down on Thatch Street. Watches the world go by from her bedroom window. Look for the rose-painted door. Her grandson, Hresko, owns the house, both his parents having died of the sweating fever when it last rolled through. Anything else?”

“No, and thank you,” said Hugh. 

Branka gave a mocking curtsy, eyed Morwyn speculatively, then hurried back out front.

“Wlad,” called Hugh. “There a back door?”

“Aye, my lord. Right through there. I’ll show you?”

“Don’t spare the spuds. I’ll see myself out.” Hugh followed the youth’s finger, into a short hall that ended in a stout door. This he unlatched and stepped out into a shadowy lane that ran parallel to River Street, deep and narrow, as if it had been carved out between the twin rows of houses by a great finger. 

Still, it was nearly as festive as the market square; streamers crisscrossed the space between the houses in a confusion of colored stripes, and doors were flung open and through which portraits of deceased ancestors could be seen, having been brought down so that they could peer outside at the waking world and its festivities. Older folk gathered in the street, mugs and cups in hand, to laugh and chatter and tease each other.

“Down there,” said Elena, pointing out a house. “The door’s open, but I can see the rose trim.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” said Hugh, leading them down the narrow street. They stopped at the bottom of the steps that led up to it. 

“You could make the trim from back there?” asked Anastasia, turning to Elena.

Who smiled. “I’ve got good vision. I know you can’t see well in shadows, but, well, I can.”

A couple sat just within the doorway, having pulled up chairs, and had a small barrel set between them on which two wooden cups rested. At the sight of the arrivals, the middle-aged man and woman stood, expression suddenly anxious.

“My lord?” The man reached for his head as if to pull off a cap, found it missing, and instead folded his hands together over his stomach. “Can I be of assistance?”

“Would you be Hresko, owner of this home?”

“At your service, my lord.” The man bowed low. “This is my wife, Safaera.”

“Is your grandmother in residence? I was told by Branka that she’s the oldest person in Erro. I’d have a word with her, if it’s not too much bother.”

“With grandma?” Hresko blinked. “But of course. She’s watching everything from her window upstairs. If you take a step back, you’ll see her.”

Hugh did as he was told, and saw a wrinkled face watching him from the second-floor window. The old woman’s eyes widened, and she pulled her head back and out of sight.

“Here, please. Up this way.” Hresko pulled his chair aside, his wife doing the same, and bid Hugh follow. Led him into a tiny parlor, up a narrow staircase, and onto a landing just large enough for the two of them faced by doors on all sides.

Hresko rapped his knuckles on the wooden door. “Grandma? Lord Hugh of Stasiek would like a word.”

“Come in,” came a surprisingly clear voice.

Hresko opened the door and stepped aside, bowing once more. Hugh moved past him and into the chamber, which was small but fastidiously clean, the floorboards waxed to such a high gloss so that they seemed covered in a film of water, the candlelight reflected across their surface with eerie clarity.

Icons of the Fate Maker hung from the walls, from his golden circle to abstract depictions of the burning path, interspersed with small, dark portraits and dried flower bouquets. The only piece of furniture was the large bed pressed flush against the wall beside the window so that its occupant could look outside without needing to rise, and it was covered in a clean and well-mended quilt that was pulled up to Grandma Hohemias’ waist.

Grandma Hohemias was a prim, diminutive old lady who seemed lost within her white gown and cap, but her gaze was sharp and her expression clear of all befuddlement. Little larger than a girl, she seemed wizened and shrunken, her face so seamed and wrinkled that it looked like a paper that had been scrunched up and then spread across her skull. Yet her spine was stiff, her manner regal, and she inclined her head with dignified deference. 

“Good afternoon, Mistress Hohemias,” said Hugh, moving forward to stand at the foot of her bed. “Please excuse our unannounced visit. I am Lord Hugh of Stasiek. These are my companions, Disciplus Anastasia, Captain Morwyn, and Elena.”

“You do me too much honor, my lord.” Her voice had a quaver to it, but the words were clearly spoken. “Please excuse my not rising. My legs are not what they once were. How can I be of assistance?”

Elena sat upon the edge of her bed and smiled with such warmth that the old lady blinked. “We’ve questions of the past, my dear. Of events that took place before you were born. The fall of the fortress.”

“Do I know you?” asked the old woman, peering up at Elena. “You seem terribly familiar.”

“I don’t think we’ve met, no.” And, with disarming confidence, she reached out to take the old woman’s liver-spotted claw of a hand. “But I’m glad to meet you now. It’s always such an honor to meet one as long lived as yourself.”

“I see. Well, well. The fort. You have come, no doubt, to rebuild it, my lord?”

“Such are my orders.”

“You’ll have a terrible time going about it, then. You’ve heard the tales?”

“Branka gave us a short version. The castellan’s wife and the fae prince who turned everyone into rats?”

“Pssht,” said Hohemias, waving her free hand. “Those are fairy tales in truth, not what really happened.”

“You know otherwise?” asked Elena.

“I do. But I’m loath to speak on it.” She looked past them to where her grandson stood in the doorway. “Close the door and leave us alone, Hresko.”

“Grandmother,” protested the man. “I’m the master of the house. Whatever you can say to our lord you can say to me.”

“This tale’s not to be bandied about over cups of ale. Close the door, and no lurking on the landing as you used to do.”

Hresko drew himself up. “It’s been thirty years since I ‘lurked’ on the landing, Grandma.”

“The blink of an eye. Now off with you. You’re keeping our lord waiting.”

Hresko bowed stiffly, closed the door, and presently the sound of his descending the steps could be heard.

“Now,” said Hohemias, patting Elena’s hand. “Now I can share the tale. It’s been easier to let people think what they will then to tell them the truth.”

“Branka’s version was bad enough,” said Hugh. “Yours is worse?”

“I had it from my father, who was there that night.” Hohemias pursed her lips. “It’s a terrible tale. It colored my understanding of what we people are capable of. How far we can stray from the burning path.”

Hugh crossed his arms and waited.

Hohemias let out a long sigh and patted Elena’s hand again. “Well. Lady Szidora. Now that’s a name I’ve not said out loud in years. Lady Szidora. I believe my father was a little in love with her, and what’s more, my mother didn’t mind. I think everyone was. But she was wild. Came from Stasiek. Had trouble settling in such a remote place. Would drink, and my father said there were several scandals, of the more mundane kind.”

Hohemias studied her quilt, picked at the stitching with her striated, yellowed nails. “Old memories. I can picture him now, telling my mother by the fireplace downstairs, not knowing I listened from the landing just outside this very room. But Lady Szidora. She fell in love with a bard who came through Erro. Something else, this young man was fair as the dawn and with a voice that could melt pewter. ‘Course, he weren’t no bard. He was a member of the fae. He came for Szidora. She dallied with him, it’s said, her husband blind with jealousy, but when he revealed his true nature, she spurned him. Said she’d rather fuck the dogs then bed a member of the fae.”

“Oh no,” said Elena.

“The bard was properly affronted and left. Szidora told her husband all, but it was too much for the castellan. He was seized with madness. A true rage. It had been bad enough when she’d been sleeping with regular men. But his wife, bedding a fae? Didn’t care for her protests. Didn’t listen. My father said he went mad. Before all the men he had her brought down to the cellar and there bound naked so that she couldn’t move. Ordered his men to smear her with food, and then closed the door and left her to the rats.”

Hugh felt his innards knot with disgust. “But the fae army outside the walls?”

“No fae army. My father was horrified. Said they could all hear her screams. He protested to the castellan, him and three other men. The castellan had them arrested for treason and placed in a cell.”

Hohemias pursed her lips. “Three nights my father was trapped in that cell. Every night he heard Szidora scream. First night he said it was with rage. Second with fear. The third, he said it was with agony. The rats were eating her.”

Anastasia let out a hiss of horror.

“But the fae prince must have heard her screams. At the end of that third night, my father said he heard shouts from the walls. Said it sounded like they were being attacked. Then a terrible racket, which he later learned was the portcullis being brought down. Screams. Screams without number, all bleeding into each other like some horrid tapestry of sound. My father’s very words. But Szidora’d gone quiet hours before. The fae was too late. My father, he said he heard screams of rage come from below, after, and then the door to their cell was thrown open, and there he stood, the bard, all aflame, eyes like pools of fire, a sword like glowing silver in his hand. He demanded to know why they were there, chained up, and my father told him. Was sure his life was over. But the fae cut them free, blade slicing through manacles like they were nothing, and left.”

Hohemias sighed. “The others wanted to flee the fort, but my father insisted on going down for Szidora. Said it was the hardest thing he’d ever done, going down those steps. He found her down there, in the dark. Still bound. But… dead. The rats. They did her in. Three nights, it must have took. His voice, how it shook when he told my mother. He said he’d never seen anything ghastlier. He fled, then, and never looked back. Left that place, and nobody returned to it thereafter.”

“And the castellan?” asked Morwyn.

“Nobody saw what happened to him. There were bodies everywhere. Most likely he died.”

“No bones when I was there,” said Hugh. “No bones or weapons or anything.”

Hohemias spread her withered palms, pulling her hand free of Elena’s grasp. “Don’t know what to tell you, my lord.”

Nobody spoke. Elena stared down at the coverlet. Anastasia had her arms crossed, lips pursed. Morwyn was frowning out the window.

“Thank you,” said Hugh. “That couldn’t have been easy to relate. We’ll leave you now.”

“Old wounds, old evils,” said Hohemias. “People now, they tell it different. Interesting to ask why. But the truth. Nobody wants the truth, so I keep it to myself. I learned that young. But if you’re going back to that fort, then the Fate Maker preserve you, Fortuna smile on you, and the Breaker of Chains keep you free. You’ll need it.”

“Yes. It sounds like we will.” Hugh inclined his head. “Good evening.”

“Good evening,” said Hohemias as Elena rose. 

They filed out, made their way downstairs, parried Hresko’s questions, and left. Hugh led them up the street, weaving their way through the festivities, the darkness now being banished by the first torches, and up to the northern end of Erro, looping around to end upon the north bridge, just shy of the Mandroga Falls. There he leaned on the railing to stare at the square and its proceedings.

The ritual would take place at midnight, or as close to it as Jarmoc could guess. The final hours leading up to that rite would turn bacchanalian, with what little restraint the townspeople had exhibited finally falling before their delirious desire to indulge in whatever joys and excesses they secretly nourished before being cleansed. At the last hour, they’d gather in the square, present themselves in concentric circles about the Fate Maker, with the most pious being closest, having claimed those circles instead of indulging. The closer to the Fate Maker, it was believed, the more potent his shriving. Those last to arrive, drunk and satiated, would form the far outer reaches of the circle, and receive the least of his blessing. 

By that point, however, they wouldn’t care. 

Regret would be saved for the morrow.

“You’re sure about this?” asked Anastasia. 

“No,” said Hugh. 

Morwyn sniffed disdainfully.

“Then why risk it?” asked Anastasia. “Heading up there tonight, in the dark, to face this Szidora. Why not just leave it be?”

“Because we need that fort.” Hugh stared at the ashen froth of the falls which rumbled just beyond them into the pool below. “It’s not just Aleksandr. Not just my brother’s orders. It’s Baron Niestor, too. There’s more going on here than we understand. Aleksandr might just be the tip of it. There are forces moving against us. I think Jarmoc’s part of it. We need that fort, we need it garrisoned, and we need to be ready for trouble. We wait a year, we’ll all be swept away.”

“Send for your brother,” said Anastasia. “Have him occupy Erro. Tell him -”

“What? About the salt smuggling? Have him come rushing into Aleksandr’s ambush?”

“Then let the fort wait. Let’s meet with Aleksandr first, learn what his plans are, and then send for your brother. We won’t need a fort if we’ve several thousand men camped in the forest.”

Hugh rocked back and forth, mulling Anastasia’s words over. “Elena? Your thoughts?”

“This is dangerous,” said the lisica, voice soft. “More, perhaps, than we know.”

“Captain?”

“Whatever you command, my lord. I’ve no opinion on the matter.”

Anastasia gave an exasperated snort. 

Hugh kept his gaze on the falls. “Tonight she’s at her weakest. My brother will need that fort if he comes. We’ll need it if we’re to hold off enemies without him. The Fate Makers won’t move to cleanse it till next year. It’s now or give up an essential piece of our defense.”

“We can wait,” said Anastasia.

“No,” said Hugh. “For better or worse, tonight’s the night. We do this, or we give up the fort. I can’t imagine the havoc a spirit like that would play on troops if they moved in without dealing with her first. We need that fort. We take it tonight.”

“Very well,” said Elena. “Though I fear what’s to come.”

“As you command,” said Morwyn.

“Fine, fine,” muttered Anastasia, smoothing down her uniform. “Though the thought of going up there in the dark is frankly terrifying.”

“Let’s gather lanterns and flasks of oil,” said Hugh. “I’ll find a mason’s hammer and chisel somewhere. I want to be able to destroy whatever tethers Szidora to this world.”

“Poor Szidora,” said Anastasia. “To die like that after confiding in her husband.”

“I’m sure the tale is more complex than even Hohemias knew,” said Elena, voice soft. “There is much here that doesn’t make sense to me.”

“Like what?” asked Hugh.

“Like the fae coming three nights later. Why the delay? My kind is impatient. What we wish for, we take. Perhaps he made a vow to her, or she to him. Perhaps she didn’t spurn him after all, but asked for time to say goodbye to her husband.”

“Guess we’ll never know,” said Hugh. “But no matter. We’ll cleanse it all the same.”

“Or die trying,” said Morwyn.

Anastasia rounded on her. “Do you intend to be this amusing all the way up there?”

Morwyn smiled blithely. “I’m not being paid to be humorous.”

“True,” said Hugh. “So keep your quips to yourself. Be back here as quickly as you can. Fetch what you need for this mission, and then we’ll head up.”

“Very well,” said Elena. “Anastasia? Come with me to the house?”

“Of course,” said Anastasia, linking her arm through the lisica’s. “See you all soon.”

Morwyn leaned against the railing once more. “I’m ready. I’ll await you all here.”

Hugh set off toward River Street. Someone would have a hammer and chisel, and a wood ax wouldn’t go amiss for the keep doors. He thought he saw shadowed shapes off between the trees, heard murmurs and small gasps. The locals weren’t wasting any time. How strange that he and his companions were heading into such horror when everyone else was diving into delight.

Stepping out onto River Street, he thought of the real reason he was pressing tonight’s attack. Thought of Birandillo’s face, his glittering eyes, his unquenchable hate. 

One year. It’s all I’ve got. Either I see this done now, or not at all.

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 

Hugh led his companions high into the mountains as the sun sank below the horizon in a welter of blood-red clouds. The view, when it appeared to them in breaks in the tree line, was magnificent; but the knowledge of what awaited them chilled Hugh’s desire to stop and appreciate it. Up they climbed, following the curves of the road, higher and higher into the deepening gloom, until at last the road straightened out and Hugh saw the dark bulk of the fort off to their left.

“There it is,” he said. “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”

Nobody spoke as they stepped up alongside him. The fort was as ominous at dusk as it had been at dawn. The arrow slit windows were impenetrably dark, the battlements crooked and worn like snaggled teeth, and Hugh saw now that a large, dead vine clung to the fort’s facade like a huge, black vein. 

Nothing moved within the gate. No sign of life behind the arrow slits. Casting around, Hugh saw for the first time twin plinths of stone rising up on either side of the road about which were tied mighty ropes.

“What’s that up there?” he asked, pointing further along the road.

Zarja rose to her tiptoes. “A bridge, it looks like. Just beyond the fortress.”

“Ah,” said Hugh. “That makes more sense. I thought it odd, the fort being built randomly by the side of the road here.”

“Beside a ravine, however, it would command the approach completely,” said Morwyn. “Take down the bridge, and the enemy would be helpless on the far side.”

“My estimation for this place grows,” said Hugh.

“And you’re sure you saw something?” asked Anastasia. “This isn’t a really terrible and extended jest of some kind?”

“I wish,” said Hugh, moving forward. “The place is even worse for knowing what happened here.”

“A long time ago,” said Zarja. She’d allowed her human guise to slip, and now stood in her true form, her bushy tail emerging from under her tunic, her fox ears poking through her golden hair. “I can sense…”

Hugh stopped and looked at her. “Yes?”

The lisica extended her hand and closed her eyes. “Very faint. But the passions here were once so strong. A bitterness, an anger. Like a scent that hangs over it all.”

“You can smell emotion?” asked Morwyn, surprised. 

“Only that of the fae, and only of our more powerful members.” Zarja opened her eyes. “A prince of my kind once walked here, and his fury and sorrow burned with such intensity that even today, a hundred years later, I can feel his passing.”

“That much at least was true, then,” said Anastasia. “Which makes the rest more likely as well. Why does that not cheer me?”

“But the emotions are old?” asked Hugh. “No recent visits?”

“Not by him. He is long gone, whichever power he might have been. No. But I can sense more. The wild does not wish to reclaim this structure. The forest does not seek to tear it down.”

“I don’t understand,” said Anastasia. “Why not?”

“Revulsion, I believe,” said Zarja, voice soft. “Aversion. The fury of that prince scalded the area, rendered the fortress and its land sterile. Little will grow there but lichen and moss.”

“Hence the dead vine,” said Hugh. “I’m starting to wonder if we shouldn’t just pull this place down and build anew.”

“Might be wise,” said Zarja, slipping her hand into his own.

“And ruinously expensive. And probably impossible to justify to my brother.”

“True,” said Anastasia. “Given the duchy’s lack of funds, it would never be approved.”

“So we die for bureaucracy,” said Morwyn. “Typical.”

“Well, let’s get this over with.” Hugh drew his blade. “We need to find and destroy Szidora’s tethers. I’m guessing they’re going to be down in that basement in which she was killed.”

“Of course,” groaned Anastasia. “Of course they will be. Lanterns?”

“Lanterns,” said Hugh, unhitching his from his belt. In short order they had them lit, and their warm, honey-yellow glow pushed back the shadows. Holding his lantern aloft, Hugh couldn’t help but feel that in truth the lanterns did little more than mark them out as targets.

“Here we go,” he said, and moved into the dark archway. The portcullis lay as before, a ruined, twisted mesh of rust and iron. The lantern light illuminated the dark curvature above his head, and Hugh saw the arrow slits therein from which guards could attack with impunity. 

Was that movement behind one of the slits? Impossible to tell - and gone, now. He resisted the urge to call on the Reavers. There was no cause - yet - and he didn’t want to fall into the habit of taking comfort in their power. No. He could face this with his companions.

For now.

Their footsteps echoed hollowly off the damp masonry, and then they emerged into the tiny bailey. Hugh looked up to the window in which he’d seen Szidora before, but it was a dark, soulless portal. 

“Up there,” he said, pointing the window out with his blade. “That’s where she stood.”

“That some manner of keep?” asked Morwyn as she studied the building in the back corner, voice tense now and without scorn. “Or a particularly large and squat tower?”

“Both,” said Hugh. “It must have housed the living quarters for the castellan and his wife. Kitchen, storerooms, perhaps a chapel to the Fate Maker. Soldiers would have been garrisoned in the twin towers.”

“No well that I can see,” said Morwyn, turning in a slow circle, lantern raised. Shadows fled from her light, every imperfection along the walls and the buckled bailey flagstones leaping into sharp relief. “Though there has to be one. In the cellar, perhaps.”

“Right,” said Hugh. “Notice how strong those doors are. If the enemy won through, they’d find themselves trapped in this bailey and attacked from above. There’s no room to bring a battering ram into play down here. They’d have to hack the doors down with axes, all the while being shot with arrows.”

“Neat setup,” said Morwyn. “Small, but lethal. ‘Course, the walls being only fifteen feet high means that a determined force with ladders could swarm the place.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Hugh.

“Can we save the architectural admiration for after?” hissed Anastasia, swinging her lantern from side to side as if expecting to catch the ghost creeping up on her. “Please?”

“This place smells foul,” said Zarja, voice cold in a way Hugh had never heard before. “Rotten emotions, rotten deeds. Can you not sense it? Great evil happened here. It will take much effort to cleanse these stones.”

“Yes,” said Anastasia. “I can really, really sense it.”

“Easy,” said Hugh, placing a hand on her shoulder. “We’re more than capable of handling this threat. I won’t leave your side.”

“I’m sorry.” Anastasia forced a smile in the gloom. “This just reminds me of the worst of the Academy. The sublevels. The cells where we’d be placed in solitary confinement.”

“The more I hear about the Academy, the less I like it,” said Zarja.

Anastasia gave a low laugh. “Oh, you haven’t heard anything yet.”

Morwyn stalked forward. “Let’s try the door to the keep.”

Hugh sheathed his blade and unslung the wood ax from his shoulder. Stepped up before the old door. It was broad, its stout timbers having weathered the decades, the heavy bands of iron rusted but so thick they’d held true.

Morwyn reached out and gave the door a shove. “Locked on the other side.”

“More like the timbers have swollen within the doorframe, and given the state of these metal bands, the interior hinges must be rusted to the Ashen Garden,” said Hugh. He swung the ax back, then brought it down with a grunt in the door’s center. The wood was swollen with moisture, and the blade sank an inch with barely a thud, and there stuck.

Gritting his teeth, he yanked it out through main force, and swung again. Another dull thud. Six times he swung, and each time the damp, wretched timbers absorbed the blow with seeming indifference.

“Going to take all night at this rate,” said Morwyn, stepping in, lantern held high. “The wood’s too thick and swollen. I can barely make out your chops.”

Hugh grimaced. “Too damp for fire. Hinges are on the other side. Looks like I’m going to have to brute force this.”

“Or not,” said Anastasia. “Step aside?”

Hugh and Morwyn did as they were told and watched as Anastasia picked her way back to the crumpled portcullis. There she peered through the wreckage till she found a large spear of twisted metal which she pulled free.

Over this she crouched, murmuring, wand tracing runes down its warped length, each of which glowed for a second and then faded away. When she was done, she glanced around the bailey, making sure everyone stood clear, and then made a wiping motion across the spear of metal, as if flicking a card across a felt table.

The twisted spar shot forth through the air, faster than Hugh could track, and smashed into the doorway. The huge planks crumpled before it, metal bands bending, and with a cacophonous crash the whole of it collapsed into the keep beyond. 

“There,” said Anastasia, wiping her hands together and trying not to smile. “That should make things easier.”

“Well, shit,” said Hugh, looking at his ax and slinging it back over his shoulder. “Nicely done.”

“Nicely done?” Zarja rose to the balls of her feet and clapped. “That was amazing!”

Anastasia lost her battle to not grin, and instead tried to cover her expression by smoothing her hair aside. “I have my uses, I suppose.”

“Do you ever,” said Zarja, hopping over to her and squeezing her hand. “I can’t wait to see what you’ll be able to do once you slip your restrictions.”

Morwyn raised her lantern as she stepped over the wreckage of the door and into the hall beyond. The doorway seemed to exhale damp, fetid air, rich with the tang of silt and mold and rotting wood. Hugh drew his blade and followed, footsteps muffled, lantern swaying side to side, skin prickling with nerves, throat constricted, eyes darting at every shadow.

The hall was the entirety of the ground floor, low ceilinged, with badly rotted furniture here and there. A large table ran down the room’s center. Chairs on their sides or shattered altogether. Old banners and tapestries reduced to rotten ropes or faded rags. Tarnished pewter candle holders. A massive trapdoor in one corner. Stairs leading up against the far wall. 

No rats. No insects. No old cobwebs. No signs of life whatsoever.

Yet despite that, Hugh felt watched. The skin on the nape of his neck crawled, and he had to fight the urge to spin around. 

Anastasia and Zarja stepped in behind them. 

“I’ve not been in a place this foreboding in a long, long time,” whispered Zarja, as if reluctant to disturb the ghastly silence. “Not since the catacombs beneath spider-haunted Zochna.”

“Nothing here,” said Morwyn, reaching the far wall and turning back to them. “Upstairs? Down?”

The darkness behind her roiled, a shape coalescing from nothing. A mane of writhing black hair, eyes that gleamed like pockets of black oil, teeth bared beneath splitting lips, skeletal hands reaching.

“Morwyn!” cried Hugh, leaping toward her.

The hands grasped Morwyn’s shoulders and yanked her back into the seething shadows. 

Her lantern and blade crashed to the ground, the light going out. She was gone. Hugh staggered to a stop, casting around for some sign of her. It was as if she’d never been. 

“Morwyn!” His bellow echoed off the walls. 

Somewhere within the keep, the sound of screaming began.

“Oh gods, oh gods,” moaned Anastasia. 

Zarja raced up and placed her hand against the wall, snatched it away. “Where are those screams coming from?”

Hugh tried to pinpoint the sound. Upstairs? From below? Outside? He couldn’t tell. It was Morwyn though, screams rising higher, causing his gut to roil, his gorge to rise, his fury to seize him as frustration and helplessness mounted.

“Morwyn!” he shouted again and ran to the door that led out into the bailey. The screams echoed off the walls - and then went silent. 

Sweat drenched Hugh’s brow, prickled down the slope of his back. “Damn it! To the cellar, hurry!”

He dashed past Anastasia to the great trapdoor, and with a heave yanked it free and hurled it back so that it crashed against the ground. Broad, shallow steps led down into the darkness as if into a pool of ink. 

“Stay close!” He led the way, ducking his head to peer under the floor, but the darkness seemed supernatural, resisting his lantern light. “Morwyn? Morwyn!”

No answer. The air was dense, frigid, and pressed in at him like a damp sheet. Down he went, the stairs sinking three, four, five yards into the earth - and then opened into a broad cellar, as wide and deep as the room above.

But here his lantern light barely illuminated a few square yards around him. Showed the bare dirt beneath his boots and nothing more. 

Footsteps behind him, Anastasia and Zarja creeping down, lanterns held aloft. Anastasia’s eyes wide, Zarja’s narrowed. 

“The darkness is unnatural. I can’t see through it as I should,” said the lisica. 

“The tethers,” said Anastasia, face pale and gleaming with sweat. “We must find them, destroy them.”

Hugh nodded and moved forward. It was as if he moved in a bubble of his own light, constrained by an ocean of night all around, with the others visible in their own bubbles, but illuminating precious else. Anastasia pressed in close, her light joining his own, Zarja but a step behind.

“Can’t scent anything either,” muttered the lisica. “But she’s down here with us, I can sense her. Szidora! We mean you no harm! We’ve come to release you!”

Her words were taken by the darkness as if eaten by hungry maws. Hugh crept on, lantern swinging from side to side, heart pounding, pounding, pounding. The silence was unnatural, total, swallowing even their footsteps, so that all he could hear was his pulse and Anastasia’s quick, shallow breathing by his side. 

Old crates covered in dust and sagging under mold. Hugh turned from them, walked on. A barrel on its side, holes chewed through the staves by what looked like a thousand tiny daggers.

Rats’ teeth. 

“Szidora!” Zarja’s voice raised again. She stopped and turned in a circle. “We grieve for what happened to you. We’re here to right old wrongs. Please! Let us help!”

“Zarja!” Anastasia’s scream shattered the darkness. “Behind -”

Hugh saw it at the same time. The gleam of eyes over Zarja’s shoulder, darkness uncoiling. He drew his dagger and flung it, an underarm toss, as wizened, corpse-like hands clasped Zarja by the throat, clamped over her mouth, and yanked her back into the dark.

Her lantern flame snuffed out, and a second later Hugh heard his dagger bounce off the cellar wall.

“No,” whispered Anastasia, pressing close into his side. “No no no. This can’t be happening. Zarja! Zarja!”

Hugh fought for calm. Took deep breaths. No new screams sounded out. “Hold onto me,” he said, voice grim. “We’ve got to stay close.”

“Where are they?” Panic was just beneath the surface of her words. “Hugh, where the fuck are they?”

“I don’t know. But we’ve got a job to do. Come on.”

He led Anastasia deeper into the cellar. How damned big was this place? On they walked, lanterns held high, until a contraption came into their view, set against the wall.

A wooden frame like a strange trestle, but adorned with leather straps and buckles. At one end, a mask of black leather, a strap hanging loosely from the temple. The whole contraption large enough to bind someone over it, as if on all fours. Straps for ankles, wrists, neck. 

Give her to me, came a voice from the darkness, a slithering, metallic sound, like a blade being drawn over a whetstone. Bind her and leave her and you can walk free.

Hugh whirled. Nothing there. Anastasia’s grip on his arm was so tight he couldn’t have shaken her off if he’d tried.

“Release my friends! Give them back!”

Death to you all if you do not heed my words. The one by your side. So weak and so scared. Give her to me. Bind her, strap her, and leave her here in the dark. 

“Never,” growled Hugh, still searching for sign of Szidora.

“Hugh,” whimpered Anastasia. “Please.”

I have your friends. Already they bleed. I will kill them, then kill the scared one, then kill you. Unless. Bind her. Strap her. And the three of you can walk free.

“Hugh,” whispered Anastasia. “Please. No.”

“How’s this for an answer?” asked Hugh, and quickly sheathed his blade and took one of the oil flasks from his belt. Thumbed the stopper free, and poured the oil out over the wooden frame, causing it to glisten as a sharp tang filled the air.

No response. 

Unwilling to release Anastasia, Hugh simply dashed his lantern against the wooden contraption, and with a whoomph the oil lit up, leaping and dancing along the wood and straps.

Hugh bared his teeth in a feral grin. “Like that?”

No answer. 

The flames leaped and danced, turned from yellow to blue, sank down, and after a few moments went out. 

In the light of Anastasia’s lantern, he saw the frame was unsinged. 

“No,” whispered Anastasia. “It didn’t burn. How did it not burn?”

“Let’s be more direct, then.” Hugh unshouldered the ax, and still gripping Anastasia’s arm with the other hand, brought it down with all his might upon the contraption.

The ax blade bounced off with a ring as if he’d struck metal.

Fool, whispered Szidora, so close that Hugh startled, swung around. There was nothing there. Your time runs out. Bind her. Strap her. Leave her. Or die.

“Fortuna fuck you sideways,” growled Hugh.

She already has. Now, it is your turn.

The flame in Anastasia’s lantern began to dwindle.

“No!” Anastasia brought the lantern to her chest, began turning the spoke that lengthened the wick. “No!”

Hugh brought the ax down again and again, to no result. 

The flame dwindled. Guttered. Went out.

The darkness became total.

Anastasia let out a scream. There was the sound of breaking glass. She clutched his arm with both hands. 

Hugh turned in a slow circle, ax held before him. Sweat was pouring down his face. He listened, thought he heard a sound off to the side, and hurled the ax as quickly as he could.

Heard it strike the wall.

You are in my place of power. Choose. One death, or four. 

Hugh drew his blade.

Bind her. Strap her. Leave her. I shall not ask again.

Anastasia was gasping for breath by his side, but then, with a sharp intake, released his arm.

“Anastasia!” He groped for her, flailed in the dark.

“Leave me!” Her voice was wild, desperate. “Save the others. I’ll - I - this is what I am for.” Her voice was wretched, near tears, grief-stricken. “I am a disciplus. I live - I live -”

“No!” Hugh waded forth like a blind man, reaching, snatching at the dark. “No!”

The wooden frame became visible, as if it alone were illuminated by candlelight, its stark angularity and brutal straps limned by pale fire. 

She has chosen. 

“She chose wrong,” hissed Hugh. “Come out here and fight me!”

Footsteps, faltering, dragging, and Anastasia appeared beside the frame. Eyes wide, glassy, mouth sagging open in horror as she gazed down at it. 

And all at once, a thousand red eyes opened from the far reaches of the cellar, tiny and beady and bright. 

Rat eyes. 

The air swarmed with the sound of their sinuous movements. The whispering chitter as they pressed closer. 

Hugh cursed and strode toward Anastasia, but found his way barred by some invisible wall. “Ana! Come here!”

She didn’t hear him. Looking dazed, almost locked in a fugue, she swung a leg over the frame so that she straddled it.

“No!” Hugh pounded the pommel of his blade against the invisible wall. “No!”

Her sacrifice will be in vain if you do not leave. Will you watch as she is devoured for nothing? Turn away. Walk away. Only then will I free your friends.

Hugh reached out into the darkness of his own soul. Dragoslav, he called. Blind Igocha. Foughtash. Yaros. Bolek!

 The mightiest of the Lost Reavers. Their strength swelled within him, caused his shoulders to hunch. He took a step back and then roared and charged the wall, slamming his shoulder into it.

He might as well have charged stone.

Anastasia slowly lowered herself into the frame, shivering so strongly that her whole body shook. Lifted her feet and placed them against the sides. Lay down upon the axle and placed her hands within the straps.

Which animated and coiled tight about her limbs.

She will die for nothing if you do not turn. The voice was growing furious, Szidora’s impatience scalding the air. Forsake her! Save yourself and your friends!

“Ana!” Hugh reached for greater strength. Hrynco! Kevanir! Old Wladimir, come!

His blood roared in his ears. His body strained to contain its power. Feeling fell, feeling perilous, Hugh seized his blade with both hands and struck at the wall.

Sparks of light flew, and he felt his blade bend. 

Anastasia lowered her face toward the leather mask. She was weeping now, weeping in sheer terror. 

The rat eyes were closing in all around.

You bound me there, came Szidora’s whisper. Bound me and used me and used me again until I was near broken, then slathered me and left me in the dark. To the rats. For three nights I screamed, begged for mercy. But you showed me none.

“I am not your damned husband!” roared Hugh. He struck at the wall again, felt his blade bend further. “I didn’t bind you!”

The black leather mask groped for Anastasia’s face like some great leach, curved about her head, the band of leather looping around her chignon and pressing it cruelly tight as it buckled itself. Anastasia’s sobs grew muffled, but her whole body heaved in despair and revulsion. But she couldn’t move. Could do little more now than writhe.

Leave, or I shall devour you all, one by one, down here in the deepening dark. Her voice rose to a scream, a shriek that near shattered his mind. Leave her!

“No!” roared Hugh, and felt the rats swarm about his boots, felt them climb his legs, their teeth piercing his clothing, a swarm so thick it was as if he waded in horror. He swept his blade down, cutting through a score of them, but more flowed in to replace the dead, up to his thighs now, cutting and slicing at him, his legs burning with pain as a thousand incisions were carved into his flesh, and in the depths of his mind he knew that he was doomed.

Knew he couldn’t fight off so many, not with a mere blade.

They were about Anastasia now, a rippling blanket of svelte, brown and black bodies, a carpet so thick they swallowed up the floor. Swarming about her, tails lascivious and naked. 

Hugh roared, thrust the pain from him, and with everything he had left threw himself against the invisible wall.

Bounced off it, fell to his knees.

And was engulfed by the rats.

About his shoulders, over his arms, talons scrabbling at his face, claustrophobic, cloying, their stench in his mouth, their shrieks and shrill cries in his ears. 

Leave, whispered the ghost’s voice, her tone broken, pleading. Please. Leave her. Save yourself.

Hugh spat and cursed, shook his arms and forced himself to his feet, dislodging what felt like hundreds of rats. They bit his ears, wriggled inside his clothing, gnawed at his neck, fought to climb into his mouth. 

All he had to do was turn away. Take one step in the other direction. Leave Anastasia down here in the dark.

To the rats.

To Szidora’s madness.

No.

Swaying under their sheer weight - knowing the attack was supernatural, impossible, a manifestation of Szidora’s power - Hugh grit his teeth, lumbered toward the invisible wall, and with the last of his will struck it with his shoulder.

“Anastasia!”

The wall shattered. 

The rats fell away. 

Silence replaced their mad chittering. The wounds on his body faded, the pain disappearing. Hugh staggered up to Anastasia. Her lantern flame was burning once more. She lay across a warped and rotted frame, the leather cracked and broken, her face pressed into a ruined, shrunken cup of a mask.

“Anastasia.” Carefully, aware of the terrible strength that coursed through him, he pulled her free.

“Hugh.” Her voice was little more than a sob. She clutched at him, pressed her cheek to his chest. Her whole body shook. 

“It’s over,” he whispered, holding her close. “Almost.” He poured the oil from another flask over the wretched, rotten frame, then disengaged from Anastasia enough to set the lantern flame to its edge.

The whole of it whooshed up in flames, which crackled and leaped as they devoured the horrific device. Hugh stood back, Anastasia slipping into his arms once more, and together they watched the contraption burn.

And in the distance, beyond the leaping flames, barely visible in the shadows, Hugh thought he saw a figure. Not a wizened, corpse-like hag, but a beautiful woman, her face in shadow, her cheeks wet with tears. 

When he squinted, peered closer, however, she was gone. 

The frame burned quickly, quicker than he thought possible, and soon collapsed into chunks of cindered wood. 

The light of Anastasia’s lantern swelled forth. Revealed a filthy, dank basement, much smaller than he’d expected, filled with old crates and barrels and little else. 

“Zarja!” Anastasia tore herself free and ran to where the lisica lay curled on her side. Crouched, shook her. “Zarja, please, wake up!”

The lisica’s eyelids fluttered and then she sat up, hand going to her head. “What… what happened?”

“Morwyn,” said Hugh. “Maybe she’s -?” He pulled Zarja to her feet, clasped both their hands, and pulled them after him, up the stairs, out of that horrid cellar and into the dark hall.

Morwyn lay on her back, one arm flung over her face, deep in slumber by the wall.

Hugh crouched and touched her shoulder. “Captain?”

“Hugh?” Morwyn shifted her arm, blinked. “I had the strangest dream…”

Relief washed over him like a tide of icy water. “Thank Fortuna.”

“The strangest dream…” whispered Morwyn as tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. 

Hugh took her hand and pulled her up to sitting, then, not questioning his impulses, he embraced her.

For a long moment she sat still, shivering in his arms, and then she sniffed, wiped her nose across her arms, and stood.

“I’m all right,” she said, voice rough with emotion. But she composed her features and drew her blade. “The ghost?”

“Gone,” said Zarja, voice wondering. “I don’t sense her darkness. What happened?”

Anastasia looked at him from across the room, one arm around Zarja’s waist, her eyes gleaming. “Hugh set her free.”

“I’ll tell you the tale on the way to Erro,” said Hugh, heart thumping still. “Even with her gone, I’d rather not be here a moment longer.”

“Agreed,” said the others together, and to Hugh’s relief they cracked smiles, amused at their own synchronicity.

Hugh took one last look around the dank hall, then at the cellar door. “Rest in peace, Szidora,” he whispered. “May the Hanged God welcome you into his Garden.”

 

 

* * *

 

“She needed you to abandon Anastasia,” said Zarja, wonder in her voice. They were back in the imperial estate. Candles lit and stuck on the corner of shelves, center of the table, in the mouths of empty wine bottles.

The ruined fortress seemed a hundred miles away, and the specters of the Lost Reavers he’d summoned had not appeared to bedevil him. Perhaps they’d approved of his using their strength to defeat a ghost. That was as close to honorable Reaver work as he’d done since the Goat’s Wood.

Hugh leaned back in his chair, staring into a tall, wavering flame. “Yeah. Begged me to, at the end.”

Morwyn stood by the front door, arms crossed, looking uncomfortable. “I don’t get it. She took Zarja and I without any difficulty. Why not finish you two off in similar manner?”

Anastasia had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders and was staring at the cup of wine in her hands. “It wasn’t about killing us.”

“Then what was it?” Morwyn’s impatience intensified. “Making friends?”

Zarja bestirred herself, tail swiping to one side to curl around her shins as she brought her knees up under her chin. “She wanted Hugh to treat Anastasia as the castellan had treated her.”

“Ok, sure.” Morwyn’s frown deepened. “But why?”

“I think,” said Hugh, feeling it out, speaking slowly, “that she needed me to repeat the crimes that were committed against her. To re-enact the abuse. To prove that I was no better.”

“Than her long-dead husband,” said Morwyn, skeptical.

“Yes,” said Zarja. “I think if Hugh had done so we’d all be dead. She didn’t hurt us, otherwise. Scared us, yes. But she merely put you and me to sleep. The rat bites were phantasmagorical.”

“Like, what - she needed Hugh to act like a complete ass to kill us? Thank the Fate Maker and his twelve-inch golden rod that she didn’t see any of his previous deeds.”

Hugh shook his head slowly. “She needed me to fail Anastasia. Wanted it so badly. Maybe… maybe on some level she needed to think all men are so twisted.”

Zarja nodded, her heart-shaped face solemn. “Perhaps that would in some way absolve her husband of his evil. If all men were evil, then her husband wouldn’t have done anything exceptionally bad.”

“Or,” said Anastasia, voice low, staring out at nothing, “or she couldn’t bring herself to hurt good people.”

“Regardless,” said Morwyn, tone brisk. “The fortress is cleared. Mission accomplished. Will there be anything else, my lord?”

Hugh considered her. Thought of the tears she’d cried when she’d awoken. That dream she’d had. Decided not to press her. “Thank you. That will be all.”

“See you in the morning,” she said, saluted, and let herself out.

“She going to sleep in the woods?” asked Zarja as the door swung closed.

“Fortuna knows,” he said. 

“Hugh.” Anastasia’s tone was dreamy, detached. She was still staring out at nothing, and with some effort brought her focus back to turn and look at him. A single vertical line appeared between her brows. “Why didn’t you leave me?”

Hugh sat up. “You can’t seriously be asking me that?”

She gazed steadily at him, not elaborating.

Hugh scowled. “Leave you in a dark basement to be eaten by rats? You think I could?”

“I’m a disciplus,” said Anastasia, voice soft. “I live to serve. And I know -” She gulped. “I know that things between us all have grown looser, in a sense, that - formalities haven’t been observed. But. I am a disciplus. To all effects your disciplus. A tool. Especially in a situation like that. Especially with your life on the line. Zarja’s. Morwyn’s. Why didn’t you sacrifice me?”

Zarja frowned. “It was a trap. The ghost would have killed us all if he had.”

“But he didn’t know that. Did you?”

“No,” said Hugh, looking down at his scarred, callused hands.

“Then… why? You barely know me. Why risk your life? Why risk everything?”

“Because…” Hugh trailed off. Became supremely aware of how important his next words were. Could feel Anastasia’s gaze boring into him with terrible intensity. How to put it into words? How to explain actions he hadn’t had time to deliberate, instincts that had impelled him to act?

“Ever since I lost the Reavers,” he said, “life has been… hard. I fought to numb myself. To not feel. Not think. To just… exist, day to day. Drinking, fucking, gambling. A living death, since I was too cowardly to die.”

Complete silence. Candle flames wavered, causing warm shadows to slowly dance against the walls behind them. 

“But then my brother sent me here, to the north. And I picked the three of you to join me. Caprice, I thought. To spite him. Take his disciplus and captain. But now, I’m not so sure it was just chance that guided my choices. Moreover, I don’t care what it was. Because for the first time in forever, I don’t feel alone.”

He dry-swallowed. Clenched his cup hard. Forced himself to keep going. One word at a time. “You’re right. I don’t know you. I don’t know Zarja or Morwyn either, really. Not in the conventional sense. But we’ve fought together. Saved each other’s lives. I trust you all. I care for you.” Stopped, the words not sitting right. Fumbled at his emotions, as if they were priceless, delicate objects and his hands encased in smithing mitts. Took a deep breath and risked a glance at the two women.

Oh, but they were perilously beautiful, and rapt, utterly focused on him, both their eyes gleaming, both leaning forward, listening intently. 

He reached for his cup of wine, tossed it back. Still the two women listened, so he felt compelled to continue. Feeling the fool. “I feel like Fortuna brought us together. That we’re meant for each other. That with you by my side I can accomplish the impossible. Achieve… my fate. Or destiny. I don’t know. But I need you. Want you. Cherish you.” He’d never spoken like this before. Didn’t know where the words were coming from. Glanced up, saw Zarja give him a subtle nod of encouragement. From her, perhaps. Her influence.

“Anyway. That’s why I’d not give you up. That’s why I’d die for you. For Zarja. For Morwyn, even, much as she hates my guts. Because, while I don’t know you, I really, really want to change that. You’re brilliant and strong and beautiful and smart and so many other things. I’ll never give you up. Never abandon you. I’d die for you, for Zarja, for Morwyn. A hundred times over.” 

His voice was raw, his heart in his throat, his face flushed. “Having come this close to killing myself, I recognize in you a reason to live. And a reason to die, if it came to it.”

There. He’d said. No more words left. He sat there, cup in hand, eyes downcast, feeling an idiot, a crude mockery of a poet, waited to hear Anastasia snort in amusement, to ask him if he was really being serious.

Instead, she stood up. 

Walked around the table to where he sat, footsteps silent, to stand before him. Lowered herself into an easy crouch before him, slate blue jacket unbuttoned and parting to reveal her dark shirt, the gold and blue scarf knotted at her throat. Tall and elegant and effortlessly poised on the balls of her feet. Her dark eyes liquid with emotion, her lips parted, her high cheekbones flushed. 

She placed both hands on his thighs to balance herself. Studied him. Stared as if into his very soul, and then leaned forward, slowly, oh so slowly, as if giving him all the opportunity in the world to rebuff her. Shifted onto her knees between his legs, hands rising up to cup his cheek, her face rising to his own, hesitant to the last, lips parting again, head tilting subtly to the side.

Hugh couldn’t breathe. The very slowness of her approach robbed him of all mobility. Her lips pressed gently against his own. Dry and soft, the gentlest of touches. She stopped, her breath warm against his upper lip, fingers light against his cheek, the scent of her hair around him, the brush of her coat against his thighs, and then she kissed him again.

Firmly, this time. Hand sliding around, fingers sinking into his hair, cupping his head now, kissed him hard, and he saw her eyes close.

She tasted of wine, her lips soft, her mouth alien, unlike Morwyn’s, unlike Zarja’s, different and exciting for being so, her body angular and elegant between his thighs, her chest rising and falling. 

Anastasia broke the kiss, pulled back, eyes wide, blinking. “I’m - I’m sorry, that was - I don’t know what came over me -”

Now it was Hugh’s turn to cup her face in his hands, her skin so smooth, the long line of her jaw, the flutter of her pulse against the blade of his hand on the side of her throat and lean forward to kiss her. She froze again, taken aback perhaps, but he didn’t care, pulled her to him, between his legs, kissing her with a rising passion, his lips parting, her own parting in turn, so that their tongues touched - and then intertwined. 

Hugh closed his eyes. The candle-lit parlor with all its subtle gradations of gold and black fell away, and there was only Anastasia’s hungry mouth, her questing tongue, sliding over his own, across his lips, retreating, inviting him into her own mouth, her taste, her wet heat. 

A hand slid across his hair, a third hand, and Hugh startled, pulled back, and saw that Zarja had moved forward to kneel beside Anastasia, under whose chin she’d slid her fingers, turning her face away from Hugh, toward her.

Anastasia’s eyes went wide with shock, with alarm. Hugh thought Zarja would talk, say something, and in doing that give Anastasia the opportunity to collect her thoughts, to think, and in thinking, reject - but instead Zarja leaned forward, supremely confident, her full lower lip between her teeth, raising Anastasia’s chin as she did so, to kiss her, softly, lovingly, full on the lips.

Hugh’s breath stopped in his chest. He sat there, watching, as the two women kissed chastely, both of them on their knees before him, Zarja’s eyes closing in sensual delight, Anastasia’s opening wider in shock.

But she didn’t pull away. Didn’t kiss back, at first, simply stared at Zarja, brows rising ever higher, while the lisica kissed her gently. 

There was no hiding the passion behind that kiss. When Zarja pulled back, she smiled, delighted, at ease, and that very confidence seemed to wash over Anastasia, whose face had flushed even more, and who raised her fingers to her lips in wonder.

“So soft,” said the lisica, voice dreamy with contentment. “Your lips, your skin. I’ve been wanting to do that since I saw you.”

“Since you - back outside the walls of Castle Stasiek?” 

“Yes,” said Zarja, reaching up to run her fingers over Anastasia’s dark hair, trace her harsh cheekbone, down to her jaw, then ghost over her lips. “I knew at that very moment I had to kiss you. Saw in you such rich passion, such fractured strength, such beauty, such sweetness, such… innocence.”

Anastasia gave a shaky laugh, began to pull back, but Zarja leaned in again, one hand sliding around to cup the back of the disciplus’ head, and kissed her once more, hungrily this time, mouth opening, her head turning slightly to one side, her tail lashing back and forth. 

Anastasia froze again, eyes widening - and then slowly they closed as she melted into the kiss. Moved her own mouth in response, hands hesitantly stealing up to the lisica’s shoulders, to at first just rest there, then - as Zarja moaned into her mouth - squeeze.

Hugh couldn’t move. Felt like doing so would ruin the magic that was taking place, shatter the moment. So he watched, cock straining in his breeches, drinking in the passion, the love that was evident between the two women. 

Anastasia broke the kiss, pulled back just enough so that she could study Zarja’s face, their foreheads touching, and then laughed, a soft sound of joy as tears filled her eyes. “I’m going mad.”

“Not mad,” said Zarja, once more caressing her cheek. “Becoming yourself. Living. Allowing yourself to be loved.”

“Loved?” asked Anastasia, as if the word were alien.

“Loved,” said Zarja firmly, then turned to look at Hugh. “Right?”

And then both women were looking at him, between his legs, cheeks pressed together as they considered him, dark eyes and honey amber. 

“Yes,” he breathed. And knew it to be true. What was love if not putting another’s happiness before your own? What was love if not being willing to die for another? “Yes. Love.”

This time it was Anastasia’s turn to bite her lower lip, tears brimming in her eyes again. She wiped at them angrily. “I’m sorry. I’m such a fool.”

“Shh,” said Zarja, reaching up to move Anastasia’s hands away and wipe the tears herself. “What is foolish about being moved to tears by joy? You are loved, Anastasia. If that is not worth spilling tears for, then I don’t know what is.”

“It’s just - I never expected, not in this life, that - that I would -”

“But you have,” said Zarja again, with that easy, loving confidence, “and this is just the beginning. If you let it. Will you?”

Anastasia wiped at her eyes again. “Let what?”

Zarja’s smile was amused, indulgent, affectionate. “Let yourself be loved, silly.”

“I - yes.” Anastasia’s smile was raw, vulnerable, beautiful. “Yes. I - I will. If -”

“No ‘if’s,’” whispered Zarja, leaning forward once more. She kissed Anastasia’s cheek. Rubbed her nose against the whorls of her ear, then purred into its deepest recesses. “Just ‘yes.’ Nothing more.”

Anastasia half closed her eyes and quivered. “Yes. Yes, yes, a thousand times yes.”

Zarja bit her earlobe, tugged at it gently, then released and kissed a trail down Anastasia’s neck till she reached the line of her kerchief. Hugh thought she’d pull that away, but instead she lay her cheek on the disciplus’ shoulder and considered him.

“And not just by me,” she said. “By our lord as well. Will you let him love you?”

Anastasia turned, startled again, swallowed, and then gave a tense nod. “If he wills it.”

“If you will it,” said Hugh, leaning forward to take her face between his palms. “If you will it, Ana.”

“Ana,” she said, voice barely a whisper. “I heard you call me that. In that basement. When I thought - when -”

“Ana,” Hugh said again, and leaned down to press his lips to her own. Zarja’s confidence was infectious. Her surety. Her assurance that this was right. “Do you will it?”

She inhaled, then gave a jerky nod. “Yes,” she whispered. “I do.”

Zarja rose to her knees, hand on each of their shoulders, smile wide, glad. “Oh good,” she said, pressing forward, to kiss Anastasia, giving a soft moan of delight as she did so, then turning her face to kiss Hugh, her lips fuller, her taste subtly different, her scent intoxicating.

Anastasia leaned forward, her lips hovering just beyond their own, then, guided by Zarja’s hand, she leaned in, turning her head slightly, so that she could kiss them both at the same time. 

Hugh’s heart was hammering at the inside of his ribs. He felt lightheaded, near delirious. Both women kissed him and each other, Zarja opening her mouth so that her tongue could emerge, Anastasia licking it in turn, their lips rubbing against his own, and for a moment there was madness, both women kissing each other ever more passionately, with him there, between them, their tongues sliding over his own - until Zarja placed her palm firmly on his chest and thrust him back.

Hugh allowed himself to be pushed, and sat back, startled. Had he been rejected? Told to sit this one out?

But no. Zarja’s eyes gleamed wickedly. “Ana, my love. Have you ever sucked a man’s cock?”

Hugh had thought the disciplus past blushing, but she did again. “Of - of course. Once.”

“Once?” Zarja’s incredulity was equal parts delighted and shocked. All the while her fingers worked on the lacings at the front of Hugh’s breeches. “When I said you had much to learn, I had no idea.”

Anastasia pressed her fingers to the corner of her lips, wiping at a spot of gleaming spit. “They kept us busy.”

“At all the wrong things,” breathed Zarja, and then her fingers insinuated themselves through the front of Hugh’s breeches to trace the outline of his cock. “But oh, there’s time enough to learn. Lift your hips, my lord.”

Hugh did as he was bid, and Zarja pulled his breeches down, over his knees. Anastasia tried to yank his boot off, but it wouldn’t come, so that Zarja had to help, both of them holding it tight, yanking, until with a scream and a laugh they fell over onto their asses, boot leaping free.

“See?” Zarja held up the boot then tossed it aside. “You’re a natural. Pull on it till it comes. It’s all you need to know.”

Anastasia smiled bashfully, pulled off Hugh’s other boot, casting nervous glances at his cock under his small clothes all the while. That free, Zarja pulled his breeches away, then slid his small clothes off so that his cock sprang free at last.

“Oh shit,” said Anastasia, clearly taken back.

“It’s beautiful, is it not?” Zarja leaned forward, grasping his cock by the base and rubbing her cheek against it. 

“It’s… it’s much bigger than I… imagined.”

“You give it a lot of thought?” asked the lisica, and then grinned up at Hugh as the disciplus blushed beet red.

“No, I mean, sometimes, I mean, when I saw the rest of him -”

“Hush,” said Zarja, reaching for her hand. “Come. Touch him.”

Hugh leaned back, forcing himself to relax, and watched, his whole body afire with desire as Anastasia worked her way back in beside Zarja between his legs, and reached out, hesitant once more, to touch the side of his cock, trace its rigid length. Her touch was so light he could barely feel it, but that very lightness made it almost unbearable, and he shivered, his whole body jerking in his chair.

Anastasia jerked her hand back. “I’m sorry, did I -?”

“Just like that,” said Zarja, voice growing huskier. “Try again. Grasp it.”

Anastasia did so, gaze flicking up from his cock to Hugh’s eyes as she closed her long, elegant fingers about his shaft, her hand overlapping Zarja’s smaller one. 

“Now, pump it slowly. Down till the head grows taut, then back up.”

Anastasia nodded, frowning with fierce concentration, and together they began to pump his cock, slowly, methodically. 

The sight of both their faces between his legs was almost too much. Hugh wanted to close his eyes and lean his head back, but also to drink them in, imprint this vision in his memory forever. 

“It’s not as good when he’s dry,” said Zarja, voice huskier yet.

“Then?”

“Then, this.” Zarja leaned forward and licked the side of his cock, her eyes moving up to playfully lock on his own. “You do the other side.”

Anastasia nodded and moved down. Her chin grazed his inner thigh as she extended her tongue and ran it up the length of his shaft, Zarja’s own descending as she climbed. 

Hugh groaned, wanting more, wanting to grasp their heads, but held back, fascinated, aroused beyond measure. 

Up and down their heads bobbed, Zarja’s honeyed perfection, Anastasia’s elegant, cool beauty. Tongues tracing the length of his cock, their tips wet and warm, until at last Zarja reached the top, and instead of descending, moved her mouth over his head and took him within her lips.

The wet, tight heat was indescribable. Down she went, taking his shaft into her, till his head hit the back of her throat. She undulated her tongue back and forth across the length of his shaft, then rose up, tilted her head, and took him into her throat, all the way, her lips traveling down, down, until she buried her nose in this pubic hair, all of him lost inside her.

“Fuck,” groaned Hugh.

Anastasia’s eyes were open wide in shock once more.

With a gasp Zarja pulled free, a strand of spit linking her lips to his cock, and then gave her a wink.

“You try.”

“I couldn’t,” said Anastasia. “He’s too big -”

“Just try,” said Zarja with a smile. “You never know.”

Anastasia nodded and moved closer. Then, dark eyes rising to lock on his own, she took him into her mouth, slowly, with extreme focus, and there sucked on him, her cheeks hollowing out.

Zarja had more practice, but there was something about seeing Anastasia with all her cool reserve suck his cock that was even more arousing. 

“Now,” said Zarja, hand moving to the back of Anastasia’s head, “relax, let him slide deeper. Breathe through your nose.”

Anastasia did as she was bid. He felt his cock slide deeper into her mouth, heard her breathing rapidly through her nostrils, till he hit the back of her throat and she suddenly choked, coughed, and pulled back, off of him, to cover her mouth, eyes watering.

“Beautiful!” said Zarja, cupping her chin to kiss her cheek, then pull her around to kiss her lips, kiss away her embarrassment. 

“I’m sorry,” she said to Hugh, but he waved her apology away. 

“Ana. I… I don’t fucking know what to say. But that was…”

She gave a hesitant smile. “Only my first attempt.”

Hugh grinned. “I like the sound of that.”

“Now, together,” said Zarja, and moved to take Hugh in her mouth, sliding all the way down with practiced ease, then back up to pop his cock out with a slurp. “You.”

Anastasia nodded, did the same, till his cock head hit the back of her throat once more. This time she was ready and pulled back, sucking on him all the while, till he sprang free. And in such manner did they continue, taking turns, faces pressed close together, cheeks rubbing, his cock glistening from their mingled spit, as they sank down and up, down and up, over and over again.

Hugh groaned, sprawled back in the chair, and now he did close his eyes. Lost track of who was taking turns, felt fingers grasp his balls and gently massage them, and then a hand go under his knee and raise it up, looping it over the chair arm with practiced confidence.

Hugh blinked, looked down at both women by his cock.

Zarja’s eyes gleamed. “Ana, keep at it. I’ll be back.”

And her face sank down, her head moving under Ana’s, her tongue traveling over his balls, teasing them, hot and lurid, even as Ana worked his cock, sucking and licking with evermore confidence.

Zarja’s head lowered further, only her ears visible now, and then Hugh felt her tongue circle his ass, the touch electric, his body convulsing in surprise.

“Pump him as you such,” came Zarja’s command, and Ana did so, closing her fist about his shaft, moving more rapidly now. Hugh clenched the arms of his chair as Zarja’s tongue probed at him, lapped, then teased and wriggled in.

“Fuck,” he groaned, not knowing what to do. Sit up? Protest? Sit back and enjoy it?

Zarja’s nails lightly scored the skin of his thighs. The sensation was intense, and then she rose back up, grinning, to kiss his inner thigh.

“Ana? You want a turn?”

Hugh’s breath stopped.

The disciplus glanced at Zarja, blinked, and then nodded. 

“You don’t have to,” said Hugh immediately.

“I want to,” she said simply. 

Zarja took his cock into her mouth, sinking slowly down as she went, his head sliding into her throat with ease, her lips stretched around his girth, and Ana’s head lowered, her nose tracing a fiery trail over his balls, until he felt her breath hot and humid against him.

Anastasia the Disciplus is going to lick my ass, he thought with incredulity, the very thought nearly pushing him over the edge. With all her reserve, her elegance, her dignity, her haughty distance, the thought of her down there, nose and lips, about to kiss him, to lick his hole - it was nearly too much. 

Then she touched him, the tip of her tongue, her hands clenching his thighs, squeezing hard, around and around, even as Zarja began to swallow, working her throat, constricting his cock, not pulling back, not seeming to need to breathe.

Anastasia lapped, then pressed her lips to him and pushed her tongue inside his ass as deep as she could go.

It was too much. Hugh felt a ball of fire rising up from his core, felt his whole body stiffen, gripped the armchair so hard he thought they’d snap. 

“Up,” said Zarja, pulling free and pumping his cock, “Ana, come here!”

The disciplus rose just as Hugh came. Grinning, Zarja pressed her cheek to that of the disciplus as Hugh sat up, cock jerking, and shot streams of glistening come over their faces. Ana jerked back, surprised, but then leaned forward again, blinking furiously, lips parting. Zarja had no such qualms - she opened her mouth wide, pumping him still, not flinching when his cum landed across her cheeks, the bridge of her nose, the lashes of her left eye.

Hugh couldn’t stop. Seeing them both there, eyes gleaming, half laughing, delighted as he came on them, was too much. He groaned as if mortally wounded, came one more time, and then fell back.

“That was,” began Ana, reaching up to touch her wet face. “Unexpected? I - um.”

“Here,” said Zarja. “Let me.”

And she proceeded to clean Ana, licking her tenderly, wiping the cum from her face, lapping it up. Ana closed her eyes, and when she was done, did the same to Zarja, more hesitant, blushing, and finishing with a deep kiss.

“Fuck,” said Hugh, his cock stirring at the sight of them. 

Ana’s eyes slid over to him, and then she broke the kiss, to stare in shock at his stiffening cock. “He’s…?”

“Pretty fucking magnificent,” said Zarja with a grin.

“But I’d heard - that men, once they -”

“Not this guy.” Zarja stood smoothly, took Ana by the hand, and raised her up. “Are you ready?”

“For?”

In response, Zarja unbuckled the disciplus’ belt, undid the clasp of her pants, and slid them down to her ankles. Ana’s legs were long and lean. Her underclothes were clearly wet with her arousal, her musky scent immediately filling the air.

“Oh, Ana,” said Zarja, leaning in close. “You are so beautiful.”

“I, well. I don’t know about that,” said Ana, blushing all over again and looking away.

Zarja, as if unveiling a magnificent gift, reached up to pull Ana’s panties down, revealing her vulva as she did so. 

Hugh blinked. Ana’s pussy was shaved bald but for a path of hair just over her clit. Her inner labia emerged from between her swollen outer lips, all of it glistening with her arousal.

“Oh Ana,” said Zarja, reaching up to trace the contours of her pussy. “You shave?”

“Oh, kill me now,” said Ana, voice strangled.

“Oh no, not yet. Not yet,” said Zarja, and leaned in to lick her slit with languorous, indulgent delight. Ana startled, the long muscles of her legs tensing, and she sat back against the table as if her knees had suddenly gone weak.

“We’re going to have to explore this in much, much greater detail,” said Zarja, pulling back with reluctance. “But we’ve friends to entertain.”

Ana blinked, grasping the edge of the table on either sides of her hips. “My lord?”

Hugh rose to his feet. He felt as fell and powerful as if entering battle. His cock as rigid and shivering as if he’d not fucked in a year. That small, dark patch of her beckoned him, drew him in. He lifted Ana up so that she sat on the table’s edge, and then hooked an arm under each knee and parted her legs.

“May I, disciplus?” His voice low and hoarse.

He could see her pulse racing in her throat, her face flushed, her pupils dilated with desire. “Yes, my lord.”

Zarja took his cock and guided him in, parting her lips with the fingers of her other hand. Slid the head into her vagina, so tight Hugh could almost not bear it, Zarja’s fingers around the base of his cock to the last, and then he was in, all the way in, and he groaned to feel such ecstasy, Ana’s startled cry rising up to meet his own.

Slowly, carefully, he withdrew, then slid back in. So tight. So fucking creamy and tight, the perfect fit, stretching to accommodate him, her breaths fast and shallow, her hands on her own knees as she constricted her abs to watch, mouth open, curls of dark hair escaping her chignon.

“Is that all right?” he asked, voice little more than a growl.

“It hurts - but in a good way,” whispered Ana.

“Slowly,” said Zarja, climbing up onto the table to lie alongside Ana. Smooth her brow, clear the strands of hair away, and then lean down to kiss her. “Slowly, my lord.”

Hugh did as he was bid. Slid inside with agonizing slowness, and then withdrew, the edge of his cock head rubbing against every ridge and plane in her pussy. Only to slide in, a little deeper each time.

Sweat stood out on Ana’s brow. She closed her eyes and kissed Zarja feverishly as he fucked her, her jaw working, her moans muffled by the lisica’s lips. 

Slowly. By Fortuna it was sweet torment. But he kept his rhythm and lost himself in watching the two women kiss, Zarja’s hand stealing under Ana’s coat to cup her breast, pinch her nipple, tease it so that the disciplus gasped again, pressed her hips up to meet him.

Hugh obliged, moved a little faster, feeling unstoppable, a slow-motion avalanche, wanting to split her in two, to make her scream. But working her over instead, pistoning in over and over again.

Zarja pulled back. Shimmied out of her own leather breeches, then climbed up onto the table. Smiled down at Ana, and then swung a leg over her face to straddle her head, facing Hugh as she did so.

Ana froze, unsure, and then opened her mouth, tongue extending to graze Zarja’s honey-colored hair. 

Hugh couldn’t help it. He clenched his teeth and began to fuck Ana harder. Zarja slowly lowered herself, biting her full lower lip again. “Yes, there. Oh Ana. Anastasia. Lick me. Lick me from top to bottom. Yes. Oh. Deeper. Can I - rub myself - against your - oh - oh yes. Oh fuck yes.”

Hugh watched, mesmerized, as Zarja began to rub her pussy back and forth over Ana’s face, grinding it down with ever greater intensity as the disciplus suckled and probed and lapped at her snatch, Ana’s moans rising to meet Zarja’s, who grasped her own full breasts, pressed them tight to her chest, head thrown back, panting now in pleasure, riding Ana as she rode him in turn.

Ana’s cries were growing more desperate, wilder with each thrust, her pussy clenching him, and it was finally more than Hugh could manage. Lowering his hands to her hips, he began to pound her in earnest, felt her expand to take all of him, again and again, her whole body shaking each time he rammed home, so that she was forced to reach up and grasp Zarja’s thighs to steady her mouth against her pussy. 

Zarja reached down to fondle herself, lifted her glistening fingers to her lips, licked them, moaned, reached down again to fondle her clit.

Sweat running down his face, Hugh fucked Anastasia, fucked her hard, her screams muffled by Zarja’s cunt, pounded into her long, elegant body, then reached down to rub his thumb in slow circles over her clit.

It was too much. Ana screamed, squeezed her legs about his hips, sank her nails into Zarja’s golden thighs. Who cried out in turn, head thrown back, tail suddenly extending rigid as if shocked, clenching her thighs about Ana’s face, pressing down, fingers nearly blurring as she worked her clit.

Hugh felt Ana’s orgasm hit like a falling boulder, her pussy convulse around his cock, her hips lift right up off the table as her heels pushed down on the edge, straining, yearning, and with a roar of his own he came, deep inside her, pulling her onto him as hard as he could, digging his fingers into her olive flesh, straining, a white sun exploding behind his eyes, the room falling away as stars and lurid flashes of color burst before his eyes. 

How long they strained like this, each lost in their own ecstasy, he couldn’t tell, but when he finally sank back down onto his heels and gasped, wiping sweat from his brow to gaze at the other two women, he saw Zarja swing away to sit beside Ana’s head. The lisica was laughing weakly under breath, hand cupping her sex, while Ana turned her head from side to side, blinking, her face wet from chin to brow, tongue licking her lips, trying to catch her breath.

“What…” began Ana, inhaled sharply, tried again. “What… what was that?”

“The beginning,” said Zarja, sinking two fingers into her pussy and slowly working them back and forth between her lips. 

Ana propped herself up on her elbows, stomach still clenching and relaxing from the aftershocks of her orgasm, pussy clenching and releasing Hugh’s cock with each one. “The… the what? The beginning?”

“Oh yes,” smiled Zarja. “Hugh, be a dear and carry her to the bed. I want her to suck my tits as you fuck me.”

Hugh lifted Ana up, her legs scissoring around his waist. Her eyes were wide with astonishment. “Again?”

He kissed her. She tasted of Zarja, and the lisica’s taste on the disciplus’ lips was almost more than he could bear. “Oh yes,” he rumbled. “We’re just getting started.”

“Oh no,” moaned Ana as he turned and began striding toward the rear room. “You’ve got to be joking. You can’t… Zarja? Is this a jest? I can’t - I need a moment -”

“Don’t worry.” Zarja slipped off the table and padded along behind him. “You’re in good hands, Ana. We’re going to fuck you like animals. We’re going to make things you never thought you could. And when you’re broken and quivering and unable to draw another breath, we’ll hold you close, hold you tight, and whisper how much we love you.”

Ana moaned, ground her hips against Hugh again as they entered the darkness of the bedroom. “Light, then. Candles. If you’re going to break me, then I want to see it being done.”

Zarja laughed, delighted. “Oh Hugh. Did you hear that?”

Hugh threw Ana down onto the bed. She elbowed her way back then dropped her head upon the pillow. Reached down, almost experimentally, to touch herself, smoldering eyes locked on his own.

“I did,” said Hugh. “But words are cheap.”

“Then get over here,” said Ana, voice growing strong, a smile curving her generous lips. “Come here, my lord, and fucking break me.”

Hugh grinned. Reached up to pull his tunic off and cast it aside. 

Ana’s eyes went wide at the sight of him. 

“As you command,” he rumbled, and moved onto the bed. “As you command, my lady.”

“Oh fuck,” whispered Ana, reaching up to curl her fingers into his hair. “Call me that again.”

“My lady,” growled Hugh, pressing his face into her neck as she arched her back and moaned. “My lady.”

 


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 

“This is Baric and Morov,” said Branka, gesturing at the two woodsmen who lounged at one of the tavern tables. “They’re familiar with the pass and know how to get us there without taking the main road.”

“What I don’t get is, why avoid the road?” asked Baric. He wore his beard in close cut, shovel-blade triangle, his forehead made higher by his receding hairline, his nose a hatchet, his eyes just as sharp. “It’ll triple the amount of time it takes to reach the keep and Fystov Bridge.”

“The trail will be watched,” said Hugh. “I want to enter this meeting with as many cards in my hand as possible. Their not knowing how many we are or how we got there will give us an edge in the negotiations.”

Baric smiled cynically as he turned to his companion, as if sharing a private joke. “Aleksandr. He’s not as all-knowing as you think. Morov and I hunt high up, many times, and we are never seen or troubled. Aleksandr is intelligent, yes, but he is a city man.”

“What are you saying?” asked Hugh. “You won’t take us by another way?”

“No, no, we’ll take you through the woods if you want,” said Baric, raising both hands in a placating manner. “It is just unnecessary. But then, you are not paying me for my opinion, are you?”

“No,” said Morwyn from the corner of the room, her voice all coiled lethality. “We are not.”

“Then we go by deer trails. There will be some parts where we must climb the mountain face itself. The main trail is the main trail for a reason, after all.”

“That’s fine,” said Hugh. “They’re expecting us there by dusk. Will that be a problem?”

“Then we should leave now,” said Baric, rising to his feet. “It is a three-hour journey on the trail. Off it? Nine. We will have to move fast.”

“Not a problem,” said Hugh. He looked to his companions. “This is short notice. Anastasia? Elena? Ready?”

A round of nods.

“What about me?” asked Branka. “You’ll need me if you want Medved.”

Hugh rubbed at his chin. Damn, he really needed a shave. “You stay. You’ve no military experience, and Medved is better used protecting Erro than heading up into the mountain passes.”

Branka’s expression was inscrutable, but she nodded.

“Very well,” said Baric loudly, slapping the tabletop and rising to his feet. “If you are ready, so are we. We’ll swing by our hunting lodge on the way to check if there’s any news from the pass - Luciv was due down this morning. Don’t worry. It’s on the way.”

“I’m not worried,” said Hugh. “Long as you get us to the fort and this Fystov Bridge by dusk.”

Baric bared his teeth. “I’ve been walking these mountains all my life, my lord. If I say I’ll get you there by dusk, you can count on it.”

Morov stood. He was a small, compact man with narrow shoulders, close-cropped hair, and a perpetually bitter expression. “Less bragging, more doing,” he said. “Let’s go.”

It was still early morning, the sun having barely cleared the eastern peaks, and Hugh felt invigorated as they left Erro behind to climb the road a mile before they’d leave it for the lodge. Three days had passed since Subrogation Day, and with Jarmoc’s departure and his newfound intimacy with Anastasia and Zarja, life had become - well - pretty damn good. Better than it had been in years. Days were spent exploring the valley, reviewing tax rolls, meeting locals, eating well and swimming in the Mandroga pool, and nights… Well. They were up all hours, the three of them, getting to know each other very, very well.

Morwyn, however, had kept her distance. Despite numerous overtures, her professional exterior had remained inviolable. 

Ah well. Perhaps today’s mission would provide an opportunity to get through to her.

It was a gorgeous day. The air crisp, the sunlight clear, and the valley was verdant and alive around them. 

“This lodge of yours,” asked Hugh, pitching his voice to carry to their scouts just ahead. “An organized brotherhood? Just folks from Erro?”

“Nothing so fancy, my lord,” said Baric, who walked on the far side of the trail by himself. “Just a place for us wilderness-loving types to gather and swap tales. You won’t be impressed.”

“The valley has many woodsmen,” said Morov. “The lodge is where we convene to share information. Bear sightings, washed-out trails, good hunting, signs of inclement weather over the pass. It usually stands empty. With luck we’ll see Luciv there.”

They left the trail at what seemed an arbitrary point; no obvious side path, no clear marker either, strode into the forest, weaving their way between the trunks as they steadily climbed the mountain’s lower slope. They entered a large grove of black balsams, the ground becoming bare but for their carpet of fallen brown needles, their trunks knobbly and protuberant like the grasping fingers of wizened men. 

The lodge was on the grove’s far side. An ancient building, it looked to have near sunk into the ground, its walls short, its windows shuttered, its door painted a faded crimson with a white stag’s head emblazoned across the front. The roof was so covered in moss that it appeared more a part of the forest than anything made by man.

“Luciv!” Baric kicked the door open. “You in there?”

A young man with straw-colored hair emerged, his face and hands tanned, his expression sober. He looked a man of the mountains, his gear well-worn and practical, a coil of rope at one hip and a set of throwing axes upon the other. There was a stillness and watchfulness to his gaze that made him seem more a wild creature than a man.

“This here is Lord Hugh of Stasiek,” said Baric, bowing with exaggerated deference to Hugh. “We’re heading up to Fystov for a meeting with Aleksandr. Any news?”

Luciv didn’t answer immediately. He studied Hugh and his group, expression blank, and then glanced over to Morov, who gave a curt nod.

“Weather is fair. Pass is dry. Saw some activity while coming down. A dozen men, it looked like, marching single file. Not toward Fystov, though. Heading toward higher ground.”

“Interesting,” said Morov.

“If they’re not heading toward Fystov, it’s none of our business,” said Baric. “Nothing else of note?”

Luciv looked like he would speak, then shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Then we’ll press on.” Baric clapped Luciv on the shoulder. The young man might have been cast in bronze from how much he moved under the blow. “We’re heading up Itrik’s trail to stay off the path. Should be at Fystov’s by dusk. If we’re not back tomorrow by midday, let Branka know.”

“All right,” said Luciv mildly.

Morov hawked and spat. “We’ve a long ways ahead of us. Best be off.”

“Lead on,” said Hugh.

Morov did so.

They hiked through the woods for another two hours, sometimes following a faint trail, other times veering off to weave through the forest. The approach seemed haphazard, but they always avoided the thickets and denser undergrowth that would have slowed them down.

They marched in silence. Hugh tried to find a way to approach Morwyn, dropping back to hike alongside her for a while, but her stony expression and steadfast refusal to answer his questions ended his hopes of making an apology.

Up they climbed, the way occasionally becoming so steep they had to grasp the slender trunks of saplings to haul themselves up, the ground sliding out from under their feet, only to reach ridges along whose length they’d march till finding another near vertical ascent. The trees thinned out. The underbrush grew scarce. More and more often they were afforded sweeping views of the valley.

They stopped by a splashing waterfall for a quick lunch. Morov and Baric sat to one side, speaking quietly to each other. The mood amongst Hugh’s companions was somber. Not, Hugh thought, munching on his hunk of dried summer sausage, because of what lay before them. Rather, some natural ease had been shattered. Their respite had ended, and now they were going to confront their enemy. Thoughts no doubt strayed ahead to what awaited them.

Fortunately, their lunch break was short.

They resumed climbing. Switchbacks. Trails that were literally used by mountain goats. Narrow defiles that would open onto mountain meadows, each small and precious like a handful of emerald gems cupped between two palms, hidden until you stumbled upon them. Flowers and pools of standing water so crystalline they were hard to discern. 

The sun began to make its way down toward the western horizon. They reached the first of the rock faces they had to climb, and Hugh found the experience invigorating; Morov led the way, pointing out handholds, and they scaled a height of some thirty yards. 

No incident plagued their ascent.

The next climb required ropes. Morov went up first, affixed his cord to an old piton, and lowered the other end which Baric expertly tied about Hugh’s chest and thighs so that it formed a harness. Hugh climbed, feeling no fear, pushing himself to move quickly, not hesitate when handholds seemed insufficient, using momentum to carry him up the sixty yards and haul himself over the ledge. 

Morov gave him a grudging nod of approval. Hugh kept his expression neutral but couldn’t resist feeling some modicum of pride.

Shadows lengthened. They were high enough now that the wind was cutting, the trees reduced to evergreens that had grown dwarfed by the altitude, the mountain peaks themselves seeming within reach, their tips capped with glittering ice that smoldered like guttering coals as they caught the dying sun’s last rays. 

“We’re almost there,” said Morov, turning to face them as their trail wound its way past a fork, the other path climbing precipitously to what looked like a large ledge overhead. “Two hundred yards past this point we’ll pass the rear of the fort to come out over the Fystov Bridge. It’s a scramble down, perhaps a dozen yards of loose rock. There’s a small clearing before the bridge itself. What’s your plan?”

“Elena will scout for us,” said Hugh. “Do Aleksandr’s men know about this approach?”

Morov and Baric shared a look, then both shrugged.

“Regardless. Elena will scout, and if all looks well, I’ll take the lead. Anastasia, Elena, you both keep to the high ground. Morwyn, you come down with me.”

“And us?” asked Baric, his voice tense.

“You’re not being paid to fight.”

“No, we’re not,” he said. “So, we’ll keep to the high ground as well.”

Hugh studied the man. Had he hoped he’d volunteer? He couldn’t say he was surprised. 

“If I raise my fist,” said Hugh, “that’s your signal to send stones amongst their number, Anastasia.”

“Very well,” said the disciplus, her voice as tense as Baric’s. 

“With a little luck we’ll learn something useful and soon turn around to go home with a nice bag of gold,” said Hugh, forcing himself to sound encouraging and amused. “Remember, this is a parlay. They think they’re dealing with a greedy younger nobleman and will treat us with the same contempt. We’ll gather our intelligence, return to Erro, and make our plans from there.”

Nobody spoke. Only Elena gave him an encouraging nod. “I’ll be on my way, then.”

“Why her?” asked Baric. “You want someone to scout, send me or Morov. We’ve more experience.”

“Elena is up to the task,” said Hugh. “Good luck.”

She smiled at him and walked ahead, down the trail, disappearing around the curve of the cliffside moments later.

To shift, as agreed earlier, into her fox form, and reconnoiter anonymously.

Their group stood in tense silence. The wind was a constant, blowing past them and causing their cloaks to ripple, hair to stir. Cold fingers probed through Hugh’s clothing. He ignored it. Waited, watching the far curve of the cliff.

Not many minutes later Elena returned. She approached them silently, lowering her hood as she stepped in close.

“They didn’t learn from Istlav’s defeat. There’s only a dozen men down there, though they’re all gathered on the far side of the bridge. I couldn’t get closer without being spotted. The fort looks empty.”

“A dozen,” said Hugh. “How many can cross the bridge at once?”

“Four or five,” said Elena.

“Then we’re all right. Shows that they’re more interested in talking than fighting. We ready?”

Nods. 

“May Fortuna bless this venture,” said Hugh gravely, and strode past Elena.

Dusk was upon them. Details were being washed out in the gloaming, but there was no mistaking the group of men with their lit torches on the far side of the bridge. A hard lot, standing with quiet focus, without any of the usual banter you’d find amongst a casual militia that had been forced to wait for who knew how long. One man stood at their front, his form silhouetted by the torchlight behind so that Hugh couldn’t make out his face.

The bridge itself was an impressive feat of engineering; about twenty yards long, it spanned a terrifying chasm that seemed to have been cloven into the mountains by the Hanged God’s own blade. Ancient, furred ropes as thick as Hugh’s thighs held it aloft, their ends tied to huge plinths that flanked the approach on each side. 

I’d not fancy my chances crossing that on a cart, thought Hugh as he surveyed the planks laid across its length. But on foot? Sure.

The ruined fort rose on their side of the ravine, dominating the approach. Even now, knowing that the building was free of Szidora’s spirit, Hugh felt a shiver as he gazed upon its damp stones. Given its reputation, he doubted anybody was hiding within it.

With no way to descend the steep slope of scree without betraying his approach, Hugh took his time before attempting it, crouching up on the narrow trail, studying the environs, seeking out some sign of an ambush. No movement. The pass here all bare rock. Plus Elena had scouted it out in her fox form; her nose was no doubt infinitely sharper than his eyesight in the gloom.

Time to go.

Hugh stepped down and slid as gracefully as he could down the slope, pebbles and dirt skittering about him as he left deep furrows behind, to step out onto the firmer ground. The group on the far side oriented on him, tension obvious amongst their ranks. No spears, this time. Blades at hips, bows in hand.

That could be problematic. 

Confidence was key. Morwyn stepped down beside him, and together they approached their end of the bridge. Someone had placed torches in the ancient sconces affixed to the plinths, so that there was no chance of creeping across without either being seen or dousing the flames first.

No matter. This was a parlay. Hugh moved into the firelight. The flames streamed and raged in the wind that poured lonesomely through the chasm’s length, crackling and sending sparks dancing into the darkness. 

Movement on the far side. Their leader was approaching, stepping out onto the bridge. 

Perfect. 

And coming by himself.

Covered, no doubt, by the archers he was leaving behind. The plinths would provide excellent cover if needed. The enemy must have realized that. Perhaps their motives truly were pacific. 

“I can’t move,” said Morwyn, voice vibrating with panic and strain.

Hugh wheeled to regard her. She stood frozen by his side, eyes straight ahead, cords of effort standing out in her neck. 

Zarja’s cry broke the night. “Sorcery!”

Hugh drew his blade. The man was halfway across the bridge and still approaching calmly.

“Hugh! We’re -” Elena’s voice cut off. The sound of scrabbling high up on the hidden trail, and then the shadows there seethed with movement.

The tromp of boots coming up the main trail from the direction of Erro. Another dozen men, marching into view around the fort’s far corner, still a goodly distance but closing fast.

“My lord.” The voice was gravelly and pitched to carry, weighed down with an almost melancholic authority that twisted Hugh’s gaze back to the approaching man. He’d entered the torch light on Hugh’s side; an impressive chestnut mustache hid his lips, and one eye gleamed with cold calculation, its partner covered by a black patch. Dark hair shot through with runnels of silver, his face carved by deep lines as if by some vast grief or private sorrow that made it hard to pin down his age.

“My lord, put down your blade. This meeting is not what you thought it would be, and in truth it is already over.”

Hugh licked his lower lip. He couldn’t back away and leave Morwyn defenseless. She yet struggled by his side, straining fruitlessly against her invisible shackles. No more cries from the hidden path. A dozen men behind. A dozen bowmen across the chasm. He could kill them all. 

“I argued in favor of doing you the courtesy of explaining what was happening,” said the man. He continued to approach, uncaring of Hugh’s blade. “You are outmatched and insisting on fighting will see your friends killed. Put down your blade, my lord.”

Take the man hostage. Use him to have the others released. Turn him toward the bowmen -

“I’ll ask the one last time,” said their leader, stopping at last but a couple of yards beyond the plinths. “You do me insult by not returning my courtesy. Will you force my hand?”

Hugh burst forward, not calling on the Lost Reavers yet, sure that he could take an unarmed man - only to stagger to a halt, frozen in place.

It was as if he were sheathed in ice. Encumbered across every inch of his skin by an unyielding force that held him in place with perfect exactitude. He cried out in fury and strained against it. 

There was no give.

“Alas. It seems even the nobility of this age act like peasants.” The eye-patched man stepped off the bridge, past Hugh, and out of his field of vision. He didn’t go far. His voice remained close. “The world insists on disappointing me. No matter. You and your friends are to be our guests. More will be explained when we reach our camp. Zubar, bring down the others.”

The sound of scrabbling, the hiss of rocks, overlaid by the marching tromp of the approaching boots from down the trail.

This can’t be happening. To be trapped so neatly. Men in place anticipating our arrival, and up on the hidden trail, too. Down the road and out of sight. A force nearly thirty strong. We could have taken them were it not for this magic -

Katharzina. 

His field of vision was locked on the bridge and the far bank. The archers stood at the ready, arrows nocked but aimed at the ground. They were never seriously concerned. Where was she?

A hand reached out to curl along the line of his jaw, the touch gentle and feminine. The smell of leather and magnolias. 

“Don’t resist, Lord Hugh.” Katharzina’s shadowy purr. “I can sense your frustration. To fall so easily into our little trap. How galling.”

Her fingers on his chin turned his head around, the rest of his body following, so that he could see her at last, clad as before in her leathers and cloak, smile somber, hood up over her raven hair. Beyond her the others were descending the scree, Elena and Anastasia blindfolded and bound, escorted by only four men, Baric and Morov -

Baric and Morov were unbound. 

Traitors. 

Baric’s eyes were wide, his face flushed, his grin nervous and insulting. “Sorry about that, my lord,” he called out. “But what you offered couldn’t compare to what my lord Aleksandr’s paying.”

Morov kept his mouth shut. 

The dozen soldiers formed a wall just beyond them. One of their number, a large brute of a man wearing a balding bear skin and with a chin like an anvil stepped up to glare at Morwyn. 

“This the bitch that killed my brother?”

Baric’s grin grew wider. “That’s what I heard, Boletin, from at least three different people who saw the fight.”

“Give her to me,” Boletin rasped, turning to Eye-Patch.

“No. They’re all to be taken to our lord.”

“He specify in what condition?”

“Lord Hugh was not to be harmed.”

Boletin grinned, revealing massive teeth so filthy they seemed green in the torchlight. “Excellent.”

Hugh strained against his restraints once more. Yaros! Bolek! Mikita, Nevkha, Sidorko, Blind Igocha! Come to me, lend me your strength!

The shades invested him. He felt his muscles cord with power. Felt Blind Igocha take residence just beneath his skin, as powerful and indomitable as the mountains. 

Strained.

Sweat coursed down his face. His muscles felt like they were tearing.

There was no give.

Hugh reached deeper. Called on Chavaun, on Evassier, pulled on Birandillo and Foughtash, on Sweet Severen and Black Evec. Felt the crowd within his being multiply. Inhaled deeply as Boletin stepped over to where Morwyn stood shaking. Felt terrible strength flood through him, his vision grow hazy. Bent his will against the constraints. 

Katharzina turned toward him with a frown.

Boletin backhanded Morwyn across the face, hard enough to spatter blood.

Hugh’s vision was darkening, turning red. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Fought the icy constraints - and felt himself slowly begin to move. Inch by agonizing inch.

“How is that…?” Katharzina’s frown deepened. “My Lord Hugh. Hear my voice.” She moved around to stand directly before him.

“What’s the problem?” asked Eye-Patch.

Boletin laughed and buried his fist deep in Morwyn’s gut. Frozen, she was unable to do anything but let out a terribly wounded sound of pain.

Hugh felt his bones begin to bend as they strained beneath the demand of his musculature. More, he thought to himself. I need more. Dragoslav -

“My lord, hear my words and obey: cease to struggle against your binding.”

It was as if a wall slid between his mind and his body. His muscles went slack. Within him howled a dozen Lost Reavers, and Hugh’s voice was raised amongst theirs, so that they cried out in despair and fury like a pack of wolves.

But for all the power at his command, Hugh couldn’t command movement. Couldn’t so much as lean forward against the magics that held him.

“Katharzina?” Eye-Patch moved to stand before her and stare at Hugh. “Speak to me.”

“He… Lord Hugh was defying my spell.” Her voice prim with displeasure. “That should not have been possible. I don’t understand it.”

“Is he still a threat?”

A scream from Morwyn. Boletin had her by the throat. Punched her square in the face with his other hand, then leaned down to lick blood of her split lips and broken nose. His grin was feral, and the cheers of his men rose up in the night. 

“No longer,” said Katharzina. “There is more to him than we can see, however. That was… that should have been impossible. Best we knock him out to ensure no more problems.”

“Very well. Boletin.” His voice was a whip crack. “Hurt her too badly and you’ll pay.”

“I’m just having a little fun with her,” came the massive man’s response. “Teaching her what happens when you kill one of my blood. Teaching her what the word consequences means.”

Hugh hurled himself against the glass wall that kept him from his own body again and again, like a raging dog against an iron collar. Felt his mind spinning with such sickened fury he couldn’t think, couldn’t reason. 

Have to stop this. Have to free Morwyn. Free them all. Kill Boletin. Kill Katharzina first! Kill -

His whole body was aflame, and around him he felt the roiling specters of his fallen comrades, felt their indignation and outrage. Like an ocean they threw themselves at the glass wall - and felt it start to break.

“What the fuck,” said Katharzina, a wild look entering her eyes. “How by the – Quick. Knock him out. Now.”

Morwyn let out another scream, a sound that seemed to be torn from the depths of her soul, and which rose, and rose, rising up into the night sky into a tormented wail.

Eye-Patch nodded. Drew a dagger from his hip, stepped forward, and dealt Hugh a savage blow across the temple.

The blow was blinding, but Hugh shrugged it off. Suffused as he was with power, it felt negligible.

It was Eye-Patch’s turn to frown. To strike him again. And again. And again. Each blow harder, the pommel of his dagger cracking down on Hugh’s temple. 

“Here, my lord,” said Baric, stepping up with a large rock in his fist. “Been wanting to do this since I saw the stuck-up prick.”

“Wait,” said Eye-Patch, “don’t kill -”

Baric’s grin widened as he swung his arm around, Morwyn’s scream still rising, rising. The rock closed on Hugh’s head, there was a flash of light, and then he and the other Lost Reavers fell tumbling into the abyss.

 

 

* * *

 

 

Hugh awoke inside a crude hut. The roof was made of leafy branches laid across a central spine, while the walls were little more than wattle and daub, the mud was sufficiently fresh that it hadn’t yet begun to crack. 

He lay in a bed, still unable to move. That invisible force still constrained him. He expected his head to pound with pain but felt clearheaded. Rested. 

Forcing himself to remain calm, he thought over those final moments back at the bridge. Baric and Morov’s betrayal. Luciv must have run back up the trail to warn Eye-Patch of their approach. Giving them plenty of time to set up their ambush. Move a contingent of men down the road and out of sight. Place another group up on the hidden trail - but where?

Hugh recalled the fork just before the bridge, the steep climb to that ledge overhead. 

They’d never stood a chance. Especially with Katharzina on Aleksandr’s side. 

A deep breath as panic and anger washed over him. Where were his friends? How badly had that bastard Boletin hurt Morwyn?

He closed his eyes. That much, at least, he could do. Lay in the dark, fighting to conquer his thoughts. To still his fear. To think. They’d spurned the chance to bribe him. That had simply been a lure, then. No counteroffer even made. Katharzina had been fishing for him. Trying to get him to climb up here with his friends.

Why? If they’d wanted to spur Annaro into attacking, it’d have been a simple matter to slit his throat there and then and leave his body to be discovered. Annaro would have reacted predictably, deprived of all intelligence, and raced up here with his army to be ambushed and slaughtered.

No. Aleksandr had changed his plans. He no longer simply wanted to provoke his brother into a foolish attack. 

Then - what?

Though there was nothing to say Aleksandr couldn’t kill Hugh the moment he was done with him. Did he mean to interrogate him? Learn what he could of Annaro’s defenses, probably responses, and so forth? Perhaps. That would make sense. Interrogate him, learn all that could be learned, and then kill and dump his body.

Hugh tested his bonds. Sought to lift his hand. Nothing. It wasn’t even that he was struggling against the restraint; that glass wall between his will and his body was firmly in place. Only his eyelids remained under his control.

Where were the Lost Reavers he’d summoned? Had he been unconscious sufficiently long that they’d faded back into the realm of the spirits, or wherever else they dwelt when not called upon? Should he summon them now? He’d felt the glass wall begin to break at the very end there. 

Foughtash, he called, reaching out into the darkness for the bear-like fighter. 

There was no response.

Foughtash? Black Evec! Evassier!

Nothing. 

Sweat prickled his brow. For three years he’d lived in fear of those shades. Had wished them gone, wished himself dead, anything to be free of his curse.

And now? 

Now he’d give his right arm for their return.

He called out almost every member of the Lost Reaver’s company. None responded. 

Magic. Katharzina had done something to him. 

No chirography, this. She wasn’t working with mere physical properties. Oneirothélisi? Was she fae? She hadn’t seemed to be. Had seem incredibly human, instead. A foreign magic user, then? 

Hugh couldn’t even grimace. He lay there in a state of forced relaxation as his thoughts spun and tossed out endless, fruitless questions.

Finally, he calmed himself. Forced his mind to still, and to look at what few facts he knew. He was alive. They wanted something from him. That gave him leverage. From the utter lack of light showing through the branches interwoven into the ceiling, it looked to be night. He was able to conclude little more. Suppositions, theories, half guesses - but precious few facts.

Other than that he’d walked blindly into that ambush. Had thought himself so clever, Aleksandr so foolish, that he’d not even considered the very networks Aleksandr was famous for creating and which Hugh sought to destroy. 

Did Branka betray us? Was she working with the woodsmen? Was this a neat way for her to get rid of me and win back Aleksandr’s favor?

No way to know until he faced her. 

Time stretched. There was no way to measure its passage. His thoughts looped endlessly, repeating the same questions, pondering his mistakes, crying out his fury, until at last he forced himself to focus on the classic sword forms, working through each one slowly and with great exactitude in an attempt to keep his fears under control.

The door opened. 

Katharzina entered, followed by Eye-Patch. Her hood was down, her raven hair held back by a diadem of delicate silver wire, and her expression was sober. 

They moved to stand by his bed.

“Remarkable,” said Eye-Patch. “His wound’s healed over already.”

“There’s something inhuman about him,” said Katharzina softly, her fingertips tracing his brow. “I can’t pin what it is. Master Arasim would know.”

“In truth, it matters not,” said Eye-Patch. His voice was soft, reflective. “It will all be rendered moot. Are you ready?”

“I am.” Katharzina bent over Hugh to gaze into his eyes. “I’m sorry, my lord. You won’t believe me, but I am. Were that this were another world, another place, another time. That you were not so useful to Aleksandr. But alas.”

She caressed his cheek, and Hugh could do nothing but gaze up at her, thoughts roiling with fury. Let me speak! At least that! Ask me something, demand answers from me - but unhinge this jaw of mine, let me speak!

Hugh heard Eye-Patch lie next to him.

Katharzina placed her hand upon Hugh’s brow. Looked over to Eye-Patch. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Yes,” said Eye-Patch, voice warm with affection.

 “Goodbye, Hugh,” said the witch. “I hope it’s been a good life. Sleep well.”

 

 

* * *

 

Hugh awoke once more and found himself chained to a metal chair. He was in a stone room, the air damp, the walls made of massive blocks of obsidian whose sharp edges were tinted green. A small chamber, but whose very air was oppressive, weighing down upon him as if he sat a hundred miles beneath the earth. Illumination came from a single torch. Hugh watched its flame leap and curl and give of a thin, slender wisp of black smoke that rose sinuously as if alive.

One door. Made of rusted metal, bolted into the stone frame, no handle or grill. Hugh realized that he was breathing deeply. Sweating already. He leaned forwards, yanked on his wrists. They were chained to the chair’s arms. Feet as well. He bucked his hips forward, more for a sense of movement than anything else. 

“Morwyn!” His cry rang out against the walls. “Zarja?”

Drip.

A puddle against the far wall rippled and stilled. Hugh looked up. The ceiling was slick, moisture gathering to pucker and form another drop. 

He couldn’t catch his breath. The walls felt as if they were closing in on him. He struggled against the chains that bound his arms. The links were wrapped so tight the rusted metal bit into his flesh.

There was no give. 

“Katharzina!” His roar echoed off the brutal walls. 

Hugh grunted as he forced himself under control. Inhaled deeply, chest expanding, and closed his eyes. Chavaun?

Nothing.

They were still denied to him, then.

Footsteps. Coming down the hall. Slow. Unhurried. Echoing. The rusted rasp of a key being inserted into a lock. The grind and give of the bolt sliding back.

The screech of the tortured hinges.

A brute of a man stepped into the room, ducking his head under the frame. A black sack was pulled down over his head. Eyeholes cut out.

Was he even human?

No shirt. Skin sallow and pale like the flesh of a mushroom. Massive muscles under a thick layer of fat. Narrow shoulders, simian arms, hands large enough to crush apples. Bandy legs. Trousers, poorly fit, stained beyond telling what color.

The reek of blood and iron.

The door clanged shut behind him.

Hugh pressed back into his chair. The brute filled the room. Seemed to suck all the air out of it. Simply stood there and stared at him.

Simple eyes within the slits. Brown, plain, without cunning or the gleam of intelligence.

Hugh forced himself to swallow. “Who are you?”

No answer.

“My name is Hugh of Stasiek. Free me and you will be - fuck it. Who are you? Where is Katharzina?”

No answer.

The brute just stared at him. 

Hugh pressed his head back against the metal chair. “Can you talk? Can you even understand me?”

The brute moved, but out to the side, past Hugh’s chair to reach down and grasp hold of something. A case. He pulled it easily into view, along the smooth stone floor, leaving a smear of grime behind it. 

No, not grime. Blood.

There was blood leaking out of the case.

Hugh’s heart was pounding in his chest, powerful and vital. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t swallow.

“What is that?” he asked, expecting no answer.

The brute opened the case.

Inside was a mess of rusted metal. 

No body.

Dirty, bloody metal.

The brute rummaged about the detritus, selected something, pulled it free.

A small knife. Blade rusted and filthy.

Filthy with blood and hair.

“What do you want?” Hugh tried to sound reasonable. “You’ve got to ask me something before you can make me talk, right?”

The brute held the small blade up to the torchlight. Turned it back and forth. Was it sharp? Hugh couldn’t tell. Too gummed up with blood. Whose blood? Why the fuck was their hair on it? Had somebody been scalped?

“Where is Katharzina? Aleksandr?”

The brute turned to consider him, lowered the blade.

“Yes, Aleksandr, good, good. You know the name. Can I speak to him?”

The brute stepped forward and placed a hand on Hugh’s knee. His grip was like iron. Unbreakable. Pressed Hugh’s leg down, trapped it.

“Listen to me. Aleksandr! Where is he? He here? He - Fortuna fuck you blind, will you just -”

The brute pressed the blade into Hugh’s thigh. Pushed it down an inch into the thick muscle.

Hugh cried out, not so much in pain but rage. “Ah, fuck! Fuck you, fuck you, you piece of -”

But the brute wasn’t done. He pulled the blade down toward Hugh’s knee, opening the wound, a deep incision, four inches long.

Hugh screamed. Banged his head back against the chair and thrashed against the chains. 

The brute released his knee, stepped back, cocked his head to one side as if considering his handiwork.

Hugh bit down on his scream. Hissed violently through his clenched teeth, spittle flecking his lips. Looked down at his leg. Blood was pouring into the fabric of his breeches, welling up thickly, dark and crimson, the color of night. 

Hugh swallowed. Forced his voice down to reasonable levels. “What is it you want? Tell me that. What is it you fucking want?”

The brute looked at the blade, as if confused as to its presence in his hand, then tossed it down into the case. Stepped forward.

“Talk to me, please. Just - can you talk? You mute? What do you want? What do you fucking -”

The mute leaned down and pressed the fingers of both hands into the wound. Pushed them in to the second knuckle, then tore the wound open wider. 

Hugh screamed again, slammed his head back against the chair, seeing red, the pain washing over him like the end of the world, the whole thigh muscle being split in two, and over his screams he could finally hear the brute, hear the sound the man was making, and it only fueled his horror, fueled his pain, because the brute was chuckling, a wet, coughing noise of pleasure, a mindless, idiotic sound utterly devoid of reason.

Blood was everywhere. 

The brute closed his fingers around the bone of Hugh’s upper leg. Gripped the femur tight.

And then began to pull.

 

* * *

 

 Hugh awoke and found himself still chained to the metal chair. Within the same stone room, the air yet damp, the walls of the same massive blocks of obsidian whose sharp edges were tinted with green. He awoke with a gasp, lurching forward, pulse pounding in his ears, the gasp tearing at his throat, to stare down at his leg - 

And see it whole. Untouched.

Unwounded.

He sagged back. A dream? A nightmare? No. His mind wasn’t sufficiently twisted to dream that up. 

Then what? Magical healing?

Footsteps.

Footsteps coming down the hall. Slow. Unhurried. Echoing. The rusted rasp of a key being inserted into a lock. The clang of the bolt sliding back.

Hugh was breathing in short pants.

Please. Please be Katharzina. Anybody. Anybody else.

The brute bowed his head as he stepped in under the doorframe.

“No,” moaned Hugh. “Come on. No. No no no.” 

Heart lurching in his chest, he twisted around violently to stare behind his chair.

The case lay in the shadows, blood leaking from his corners.

Hugh turned back. The brute had straightened up and was considering him.

“No,” said Hugh, but without conviction. “No.”

 

* * *

 

Hugh awoke with a scream. Sat there, every muscle clenched, shaking as the phantasm of pain faded away. Sweat bathed him. He stared down at the rusted chains and thrashed. Fought them with everything he had. The memory of his jaw being split in two, pulled apart, and his tongue torn out was so vivid, so fresh, he couldn’t even speak. Couldn’t work his mouth, even though it was healed. Just grunted and fought the chains, fought them until another sound impinged upon his mind: the sound of footsteps.

Slow. Unhurried. Echoing.

 

* * *

 

The eighth time the brute built a fire beneath his iron chair. It took Hugh over three hours to sear to death. 

 

* * *

 

Hugh lost count. Hours bled into each other, became days, became weeks. The demarcations between wakings broke down. Collapsed into each other. Blood poured from the corners of the case. The torch light leaped. The footsteps echoed. Blood. Blood and screams. They were the only constant. The idiot eyes of the brute. The wet chuckling. The pain. The pain that went beyond anything he’d ever known.

 

* * *

 

“They’re breaking you,” came a voice. Familiar. Once-loved. Long lost. As soothing as a wet cloth over a fevered brow.

Hugh kept his eyes closed. If he didn’t open them, he wouldn’t see the chair. Wouldn’t see the room. Could delay the inevitable. 

But he wasn’t bound.

“They’re breaking you, Hugh. There’s precious little of you left.”

Hugh opened his eyes. It was hard to process what he saw. He knew this place. Her study. He’d once thought it odd how much she loved books. Given as she’d been to violence and action. Had been unable to imagine her reading, an activity that required stillness. She’d been so energetic. So filled with life. 

She watched him from across her desk. Reports neatly filed, as always, on one corner. A crossbow, partially dismantled, dominating the center. A book, small, the edges of its pages painted gold, balanced across one knee. 

Jacinia, captain of the Lost Reavers, leaning back, one finger across her upper lip, regarding him with that fierce, terrifying gaze of hers.

No. No longer quite so terrifying.

“They’re not breaking me,” he rasped. “They’re killing me. Again and again and again.”

No emotion. No flicker of pity. She’d never had a shred of that. For anything, or anybody, including herself. He’d hated her for it, once. Before he’d learned better.

“They are. But that isn’t their goal. They’ll keep doing it till you break.”

“I don’t understand.” He shifted on the chair. How many times had he sat here, across from her, in this study in the Reaver’s Tower in the capital? A dozen times across all three years? Each and every one indelibly marked into his memory. 

“That much is clear. They’re not giving you time to think. I can only imagine how much abuse it’s taken to drive you down here. Soon you will be broken, or dead, or both, and my Reavers and I shall be free.”

Hugh hung his head, anger and shame burning within him. “I can’t let that happen. I have to save my friends.”

Her tone considered, curious. “Were we not once more than friends? Where’s your drive to save us?”

“You’re dead,” he said, voice harsh. “There’s no saving you. My friends might still number amongst the living.”

“Without us you will die. I tell this to you true. Only our strength allows you to hang on.”

“Then why haven’t you withdrawn it? Allowed me to die? Why waste both our time with this conversation?”

Her smile was lazy. “There’s some fire in you still. Good. Why? Because they anger me, these people who have you. You are yet a Lost Reaver. It grates to see you so foully used.”

“Then give me more strength. Help me free myself.”

“Perhaps. But there’s a condition.”

Hugh gaped at her. “Negotiations?”

“Of course. Three years I’ve waited for a moment like this. We’ll assist you. But in exchange, you must do better than the oath you swore Birandillo. If we help you out of this predicament, you must swear to take your life the moment your friends are safe.”

Hugh stared at her, mind numb. Saw again the bloody fingers slipping around his glistening femur, and his whole body convulsed. “Yes. I swear it.”

Jacinia’s eyes narrowed. “I witness your oath. And declare myself pleased. But to escape, you will need more than strength. Think, Hugh. Are your captors capable of reviving the dead?”

“No,” he said automatically. “That’s impossible.”

“Then?”

He stared at her, feeling as much the callow recruit as he’d been on his first day with the Reavers. Inadequate, cloddish, a fool who’d not earned his way into that hallowed company, whose connections and gold had opened doors that should have been barred to him. And oh, how he’d regretted that favor once he’d finally stepped into the tower.

Once he’d been forced to sit down for the first time across from Jacinia, captain of the Lost Reavers, and gaze into those merciless eyes.

“Then… then I’m not really dying. They’re healing me just before I die.”

“No. Think harder.”

Hugh wanted to break her gaze. Look away. But he couldn’t. Never could. He felt like a mouse pinned by a golden serpent’s stare. Forced himself to think. To move beyond the pain. The sheer, world-eclipsing enormity of the pain.

“Even a wealthy man like Aleksandr wouldn’t use so many healing potions on me. It must be magic. They’ve put me under some kind of spell.”

“Better. For what reason?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do they want?”

“I don’t know!”

“Then you will break.”

Hugh blinked. Jacinia was gone. He was back in the stone room. Bound to the chair. Chained. The torch burned. Footsteps. Unhurried. The sound itself now so dreaded that he writhed horror. 

Think. Why do they want to break you?

What do they want?

The scrape of a key in the lock.

Eye-Patch lay next to you. Katharzina put her hand on your brow. Why? What do they want?

Sweat was pouring off him. He stared at the door with mute horror. He’d never feared pain in battle. Wounds. Death. But this. This unending cycle of anguish. 

The bolt clanged back.

I don’t know. I don’t know why they want to break me. But I can’t free myself. I can’t fight back. I can’t summon the Reavers’ strength. I’m trapped. I can’t do anything.

The door swung open. The brute lowered his head as he stepped in.

Hugh began to shake. Can’t fight. Can’t escape. They want to break me. Why? I don’t know, I don’t know!

The brute straightened and stared at him with his idiotic eyes.

Hugh inhaled, chest stretching, drank in as much air as he could.

They want to break me. I can’t stop them. Only one thing I can do. Only one way to beat them. 

He screamed. Thrashed. Allowed his fear and terror to flood forth. Gave full vent to his basest instincts and screamed, shrieked at the brute as it stared down at him.

Finally, he subsided. Allowed his head to hang as he stared at the floor. His voice too hoarse for more screams. And instead allowed himself to weep. Tears of fury. Tears of horror. Tears of helpless rage. But weep regardless, and not move when the brute took a step forward.

Not move when the brute reached out to touch his shoulder, not scream until the moment of contact at which he began to scream again.

The brute turned and left the room.

Hugh subsided once more.

Waited. 

Footsteps again. Two pairs. Purposeful. 

The door stood open. Two people entered. 

Even here, he scented leather and magnolia. 

He didn’t look up.

Closed his eyes tight and pressed his cheek against the chair.

“Looks ready,” Eye-Patch.

“What a waste. A man this fine. Strong in body and mind. Now… look at him.” Katharzina’s voice, bitter and angry.

“A casualty of war. But at least we can put his suffering to an end. Ready?”

“Yes. I’ll render him immobile, but you must act fast. You’ll be in his very core. There’s no knowing what strange urges or monsters his fear and pain may have created at those depths.”

Clear distaste in Eye-Patch’s voice. “This is all so barbaric. Very well. I’m ready.”

“I’ll await you here. I’ll empower you as best I can so you can resist the dark tides of his mind. But don’t pause to gloat. In, eat his heart, and be done.”

“I’m not an idiot. Summon me a chair.”

A strange sound, almost a scrape. The sound of Eye-Patch sitting. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Yes. Very well.” Resignation? Hugh didn’t have the presence of mind to parse it. He focused on being little more than the wreckage he was presenting. The shattered remnant of a man.

“Here we go. May Fortuna bless you,” said Katharzina.

Darkness. The chair, the room, the light of the torch - all of it fell away and was gone.

Hugh lay on a wet stone floor. No walls. Endless night all around. A flickering light from somewhere above illuminating where he lay. No obvious source. And the pain. 

The pain was tremendous. All encompassing.

The wounds the brute had dealt him were back.

Hugh couldn’t breathe. Forced himself upright with his one good arm. Stared down at the wreckage of his body. The open wounds. The blood. The torn viscera. The gleaming bone. Wounds that should have killed him a dozen times over.

But which now assailed the very walls of his sanity.

Footsteps.

Eye-Patch appeared at the edge of the light. He was enhanced somehow down here; seemed grander, more heroic, his physique ennobled, his eyes burning with command. He gazed down at Hugh with glittering eyes. 

“This will all be over soon. I’m sorry. If there were any other way. But there isn’t. This pain, this torture - it sickens me. Sickens me more than you know. But we all have our commands, Zina no less than I. We all have our role to play.

Eye-Patch drew his blade. It gleamed like living silver. “And yours, moving forward, shall be mine.”

Hugh couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t do more than sit there, holding his torn and flayed and shattered body together by sheer force of will.

Eye-Patch stepped forward and pressed the tip of his sword to Hugh’s crimson chest. “It’s almost over. May the Hanged God speed you to his Ashen Garden.”

A sound. A footstep from beyond the edge of light. Eye-Patch whirled about to stare imperiously into the gloom.

Silence.

He turned back. Raised his sword -

Another footstep.

Hugh stared up at his captor. Saw the man’s jaw clench, his eyes narrow with determination, the second before the thrust - and then a dagger blossomed in his chest. 

Eye-Patch stepped back, stared down at the weapon with complete incomprehension.

Black Evec stepped into the light, his battered hat casting his face into shadow, hands on his broad belt. “Hello, fuck-face.”

Eye-Patch pulled the dagger free, tossed it aside. The wound in his chest sealed over. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Me? I’m a right bastard. Always have been, always will be. Name’s Black Evec.”

“Black… whatever. A manifestation of something or other. That’s all you are. Never mind. Begone.”

“Begone?” Black Evec looked down to Hugh with a grin. “He really just say that to me? Down here? In my fucking home?”

Eye-Patch glowered. “Then I’ll dispatch you.” His blade gleamed with white fire. 

“You know, when I was alive, I could’ve eaten you for breakfast. Without pulling my cock out of the whore I’d slept in. Little shit like you wouldn’t have even warranted getting out of bed for.”

Eye-Patch growled and strode toward him, blade raised - and then stopped.

More figures emerged from the darkness.

Hugh could only turn his head, rendered mute by the agony, and watch as Foughtash, Dragoslav, Blind Igocha and others appeared. 

A wall of armed men.

A dozen of the Lost Reavers.

Their dead eyes trained on Eye-Patch.

“What was that, fuck-face?” Black Evec reached into his pants to scratch at something. “You were saying something?”

“Katharzina,” barked Eye-Patch. “Bring me out.”

“Oh no,” said a voice from behind him. A lazy drawl. Eye-Patch turned slowly, eyes growing wide with nascent horror. “You aren’t leaving us that easily. Not after you’ve worked so hard to force your way down here.”

Jacinia, hands on her hips, flanked by the other Lost Reavers. More than Hugh could count. They walked out to close the circle. Sweet Severin, Terey and Old Wladimir, Birandillo and Evassier, Acipa with her broken great sword, Sidorko shuffling his deck of cards. Kevanir, focused and silent; Chavaun, face somber with pity; Maska and Orefa, Hrynco and Bolek, and all the others.

The entire company of the Lost Reavers.

“Katharzina!” Fear in Eye-Patch’s voice now. “Get me out!”

“You’re ours, fuck-face,” rasped Black Evec. 

“You hurt one of our own,” rumbled Dragoslav. The monster of a man loomed out of the dark, face as forbidding as a granite cliff. “Much as we despise this fox-fucking coward, he’s still one of us.”

“A fucking Lost Reaver,” said Black Evec, grinning so that all his yellowed teeth showed.

“Katharzina!” Eye-Patch’s bellow rang in the darkness. “Katharzina!”

“Lost Reavers,” whispered Jacinia, eyes narrowing to slits. “Cut him down.”

Eye-Patch lashed out with his blade of fire, but he didn’t stand a chance. The Lost Reavers swarmed him from all sides. He didn’t even have a chance to scream.

Jacinia stepped up to where Hugh yet sat. “Stand.”

“I… can’t,” rasped Hugh.

“You’re in your own damn mind,” said Kevanir, voice quiet with disgust. “Do you think those wounds are real?”

Hugh looked down at his entrails and shattered bones. The pain - what pain? Kevanir was right. With fierce concentration he pushed the agony away. His body became his own.

Hugh stood.

The Lost Reavers stared at him. 

No friendship there. Glittering animosity on all sides.

“Thank you,” said Hugh.

“We don’t want your thanks,” said Jacinia, voice as hard as flint. “You may be many things, Hugh of Stasiek, but you are and always will be a Lost Reaver. Unlike you, we don’t forget that easily. Nor shall you forget your oath to me.”

Shame. But after what he’d just been through, he was too drained to drink deep from that poisoned well. Hugh pushed his shoulders back. “No, I won’t.” He turned to where Eye-Patch lay, hacked to pieces across the black floor. “What happens now?”

Jacinia gave him her infamous, merciless grin. “That’s up to you. Better think fast though.”

The darkness began to shimmer, as if invisible curtains were rippling. 

“Here she comes,” said one of the Reavers from the back. Maska?

“Jacinia,” Hugh cried out as his captain began to turn away.

She looked back at him, over her shoulder, gaze as pitiless as the sun. “Actions, Hugh. Not words. Remember your oath.”

What he’d about to say died in his chest.

The shimmering grew more intense, and the darkness and the Lost Reavers fell away.

He awoke. 

Back in the crude hut. 

Looking up at the leafy ceiling, his body at ease, his pulse steady, his mind crystal clear and composed.

Katharzina’s face appeared above him, brows raised, a look of uncharacteristic nervousness flickering across her brow.

“Demian?” she asked. “Demian, is that you?”

 


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 

“Demian?” Katharzina’s voice was tense, her face pale. Flickers of power danced about her raised fingers like slivers of a shattered rainbow. 

“It’s me, Zina,” said Hugh, closing his eyes and relaxing. Mind spinning in a maelstrom of thoughts. Lash out at her? Grasp her by the throat, demand to know where his companions were, make her pay for - no.

One wrong move and she’d freeze him again.

“Thank Fortuna.” Footsteps as she moved away. “We’ve little time. This process has already taken far too long. Can you move?”

Demian. Hugh summoned Eye-Patch to mind. His mannerisms, his careful self-control. His stiff dignity and command. 

“Of course I can move,” he growled, opening his eyes and swinging his legs down over the side of the bed. His body felt fine, his energy rampant, his breathing deep and slow. No sign of the endless wounds he’d suffered in the depths of his mind. No scars, no trace of the agony. Just his body, resilient and hale. 

An idea, and he turned his hands about, pretending to examine them, then extended his arms as he studied his musculature. “An incredible body. I’ve never seen the like.”

“You’re telling me.” Katharzina’s purr was affected; she spoke as if filling an expected role. “Perhaps when this is over we can explore it with greater leisure. But for now: up!”

Hugh complied. She had her back turned to him, was going through the contents of a velvet sack. To strike at her now? Cross the small chamber and seize her by the neck?

Even as he inhaled, preparing to lunge, she glanced over at him. “Collect his blade. It’s against the wall there. I’ll have the spell ready in moments.”

“Very well.” Hugh focused on keeping his voice clipped, his tone severe. Strode over to where his scabbarded sword leaned against the hut’s wall. Felt some measure of satisfaction as he buckled it around his hips. 

Too many questions. But asking would betray his ignorance, an ignorance Eye-Patch - no, Demian - wouldn’t have. So Hugh kept his mouth shut. Luckily, Demian hadn’t been the garrulous type. 

“There,” said Katharzina, cinching the neck of the sack tightly closed. “Ready.” A complex smile; overtones of bitterness, fatigue, regret, and determination. “You?”

“Of course.” Hugh rested his hand on his pommel, tried and discarded a half dozen different lines of inquiry as to what they were about. Opted, in the end, for the simplest approach. “Let us proceed.”

“Very well. I’ll look for you in Vuk tomorrow at dusk. I’ll update you there on whatever refinements Aleksandr will have undoubtedly made to the plan.”

Hugh attempted a wry smile, something close to a sneer. “Aleksandr and his refinements. Very well.” Could he risk asking about Morwyn? The others? The words were choking him, forcing themselves forth. But no. Demian wouldn’t ask that right now. Concern would only arouse suspicion. Which would lead to his needing to justify himself, which would no doubt make matters worse.

Hugh swallowed the questions down. “I’ll see you in Vuk.”

“Don’t look so grim!” Katharzina forced a smile that didn’t reach her dark eyes. “This is all for the best. An unexpected bounty. The game grows more complex, the stakes higher.”

“What happened… in here.” Hugh tapped his temple. “That was distasteful.” He didn’t have to feign the disgust in his voice.

“Yes.” Katharzina lowered her gaze, studied her gloved hands. Still too far for him to reach. Could he move toward her? Seek an embrace? Were Katharzina and Demian lovers? No. Friends, companions, but there was a distance, an emotional remove…

“Yes,” said Katharzina again, voice brisk. “Distasteful is one way to put it. But necessary. And done. We shouldn’t dwell on it. Step over the rune, Demian.”

Rune. Hugh searched the dirt floor, saw that there was indeed some complex diagram carved into the ground. Careful to not smudge any of the lines, he moved forward, stomach growing taut with tension. What manner of spell was this? Something to solidify Demian’s supposed hold on Hugh’s body? Something to - what? This was no chirography.

“May Fortuna smile on you always,” said Katharzina, raising the black bag to the torch that burned in a sconce by her side. 

“She always does,” said Hugh, unable to resist himself. To keep the note of grinding malice out of his tone.

Katharzina frowned, but the bag was already aflame. In moments it was being consumed, and Katharzina tossed it down onto the rune. “Breathe in the smoke. Quickly now.”

To resist? Make the spell fail? But why would Demian do such a thing? To attack now? No, still too far. She’d freeze him mid-lunge! 

Panic, uncertainty, and then Hugh inhaled and the thick, cottony smoke flowed into him, tasting of evergreens and mint, of burning hair and meat. 

“Vuk, tomorrow,” said Katharzina, taking a step back.

“Tomorrow,” said Hugh. He looked down at himself. What was happening? The room around him shimmered, the walls undulating as if painted on canvas. Katharzina herself darkened into a shadow until only her eyes shone like stars, and then she was gone.

Smoke was boiling out of the burning bag, obscuring everything. Too much smoke. Hugh felt the world about him spin, felt a strange lurch in his stomach as if the floor had fallen out from under him, bent his knees, reached out for something - anything. Smoke everywhere. A rushing, roaring sound. 

Hugh drew his blade just as a fresh breeze blew the smoke away, causing it to thin and wreath about his limbs. Trees emerged from the gloom. 

Dawn lighting. The air chill. Silence all about him. Conifers rising all around, old, hoary trees. The ground quilted with fallen needles. 

Hugh turned in a circle, bewildered, heart hammering. Where - ? And why to this place? And how to get back? 

There were runes carved into the trunks around him. He was encircled by them. Complex runes akin to that on which he’d stood.

A transportation circle of some kind.

So this was how Katharzina moved so quickly about the valley. 

But where had she sent him? We’ve little time, she’d said, and had acted fast. He was to be in Vuk tomorrow. That was a day’s journey from Erro. And judging from the subtle slope to the needle-covered ground, he was still in the mountains. Somewhere. 

Hugh sheathed his blade. 

He had to get back to Aleksandr’s camp. Cold fury coiled in his guts like a snake curling tighter about its prey. 

Revenge.

The desire to wreck his vengeance upon everyone involved in the events of the past night beat within him in time to the pounding of his heart. His body wasn’t large enough to contain his fury. His shoulders rose and fell with each burning breath. 

This is all for the best, she’d said. An unexpected bounty. The game grows more complex, the stakes higher.

“You’ve no fucking idea,” growled Hugh, casting around for any sign as to which way to go. 

There. A hint of a path winding down between rocks. This space had been frequently used. Hugh strode down the near invisible trail, losing it quickly but allowing momentum to carry him forward, down the slope, between rocks and trees. Picking the easiest path until he stepped out on the main road north of Erro.

Stopped. 

Looked up the trail in the direction of Fystov Bridge. The urge to race back up there was near overwhelming. But to what end? He didn’t know where their camp was. 

But he knew who did. 

Where along the path had he come out? 

He turned downhill. Began to jog. 

Far sooner than he expected, the trail turned, took a familiar cast, and the woods peeled back to reveal Erro, the path crossing the bridge over the falls to River Road. A few windows were lit, but the village yet slept.

Hugh stopped, surprised at how quickly he’d reached the village. Of course. Why would Katharzina wish to hike farther than necessary to reach Erro. Almost he turned to head back.

But no. Since he was here. First things first.

He jogged down the trail, crossed over the mended bridge, the sight of the fresh wood where he and Morwyn had broken the railing causing a shaft of pain to leap into his heart, his throat to close with panicked fear. 

Let them be alive. Let them still live. Please please please don’t let them be dead, but if so, I swear by the blood that roars through me -

Down the road to the tavern. The door was locked. Hugh stepped back, took a breath, then plowed his foot straight into it. Shattered the crossbar on the other side. Stepped in through the wreckage.

Wlad was climbing to his feet from where he lay beside the dead fireplace, eyes wide with shock. “M’lord?”

Hugh ignored him. Strode across the room, to the stairs, and took them three at a time. Burst into Branka’s room as she climbed out of her bed, her body pale and nude in the half-light.

She was going for a blade.

He leaped over her bed and knocked it from her hand. Pushed her by the shoulder against the wall and found his own dagger up and against her throat. 

“Hugh?” She could barely choke out his name. “What - ? Why - ?”

“Are you with them?” His voice was hoarse with rage. 

“With… who?” 

“With Aleksandr!” His roar must have woken half of Erro. 

“With…” Her confusion was plain. “I… no!”

“Don’t lie to me!” He leaned in, searching her face for some hint of duplicity. 

“By the Fate Maker I swear it!”

Nothing there but fear and naked honesty. For a terrible moment he wrestled with his need for an enemy, with his conviction that she’d set them up, and then he stepped back, released her. Branka stared at him, eyes wide. 

“Swear it,” he whispered, gut churning. “Swear it by the Fate Maker. Swear it with the Final Vow, or I’ll take off your head right here and now.”

“I swear it,” she said quickly. “May the Fate Maker hide my burning path if I lie, may he lose me to the darkness and consign me to the thrice cursed god, I swear in his name that I’m telling you the truth.”

Hugh stepped back again. Passed his hand over his face. “Baric and Morov betrayed us.” His voice sounded alien in his own ears. A harsh, bitter rasp. “We were ambushed. I don’t know if the others live.”

“I didn’t know,” said Branka, voice urgent, desperate. She made no move to cover her nakedness. “I thought Morov dependable, Baric’s an ass, but he’s always been one of ours. An ambush?”

Hugh gave a bitter laugh. “Like lambs to the slaughter. Where do they live?”

“Morov has a small house up on the slopes. Baric spends most of his time at the lodge since his wife left him.”

“Then that’s where I’ll look for him,” said Hugh. Turned to leave, then stopped. Closed his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Branka’s voice was quiet. “I understand.”

“It made…  I could have sworn you betrayed me. In choosing those two. But no. I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you.”

“I’ll get dressed. I’ll come with you.”

“No,” said Hugh. “I’m going to move fast.” Another moment’s hesitation, and then he made his way down the stairs, out the tavern, and back onto the trail.

Began to run up the street.

People had emerged from their homes to stare. They drew back as he passed. Opened up his stride for speed. Devoured the uphill slope, ran across the bridge, then back to the road. One hand on his sword to keep it from bouncing against his leg. Up to the lodge. The eastern sky starting to lighten further. The air wet and crisp. Frost across the ruts and icing the potholes. 

Up. His breathing deep, sweat prickling his brow. His stride devouring the distance. Higher and higher he ran, never slowing, furiously studying the forested side of the trail, searching, searching for the spot that marked the approach to the lodge.

He stopped. Nothing obvious leaped out, but this was it. The innocuous spot where Baric had led them into the woods. Hugh was certain. He leaped over the ditch, pushed aside the undergrowth, and in a matter of moments found the deer path.

Followed it.

Felt his fury mounting. But he’d learned his lesson. He couldn’t let it dominate him. Make mistakes. So he leashed it tight, brought it to heel, and forced himself to approach with caution. 

Birdsong overhead. The rush and rustle of animals in the undergrowth. The forest alive at this dawn hour. And there. The dull, squat shape of the lodge. Windows dark.

A moment of fear: what if the guides hadn’t come back? What if they rested still up in Aleksandr’s camp? It was only a three-hour march down, but why would they have made it in the night?

Fuck.

Best pray Luciv was still home.

Up to the door. The windows tightly shuttered. Hugh stopped, held his breath, strove to hear anything within.

Silence.

Once more he kicked in the door, shattering the old portal into fragments of mossy wood, and into the dark interior he stepped, blade drawn.

Movement off to his left, the darkness shifting. Hugh lunged. He saw a figure rising from a cot, reaching for a blade beneath his bed. 

Hugh swung his sword down, hard, as the man raised his blade, and knocked it out of his grasp. Moved in, clasped the man by the neck, and lifted him bodily out of the bed to slam him against the wall.

There was fight in the other man. He lashed out with a kick against Hugh’s ribs. Hugh didn’t even feel it. Placed the edge of his sword against the other man’s pale throat and leaned in, barely able to make out the other’s face. 

The man stilled. 

“Good,” snarled Hugh, then he stepped back and hurled him across the room, at the open doorway.

The man hit hard, rolled, came up with admirable dexterity. But Hugh was on him, and thrust a kick right into his chest, lifting him up off his feet to fly out the door into the dawn light, crashing down onto the path and lie there gaping and wheezing.

Hugh emerged from the lodge, blade yet in hand, to stare down at Luciv. “You. You took word to Aleksandr.”

Luciv had the dignity to stare up, fear and defiance in his gaze, and not attempt a petty denial. Then his lungs unlocked and he sucked in a shuddering gasp.

“You know where their camp is,” said Hugh, leaning down, placing the tip of his blade at Luciv’s gullet. “You’ll take me there.”

Calculation in the young man’s eyes. “All right.” Quietly spoken. “I’ll need my boots.”

“Get them.”

Hugh moved aside. Luciv gingerly rose to his feet, massaging his chest, and casting dubious glances behind him, moved back to the lodge.

Hugh followed behind.

Into the gloom. 

Luciv crossed over to his bed, bent over. Hugh lunged forward and kicked the man in the hip, hard enough to send him sprawling over the bed and crash down between bed and wall.

A flash of metal. A dagger he’d been pulling from inside his boot. Hugh snarled and kicked the frame of the bed, driving it into Luciv and slamming the man’s head against the wall. 

Luciv cried out in pain.

Hugh reached across, grabbed a fistful of flaxen hair, and wrenched the ranger back over the bed to hurl him across the floor again. Followed with kicks, driving him back outside.

“March,” snarled Hugh. 

“Fine,” said Luciv, voice hard, expression sullen. “Can’t blame me for trying. But I still need my damn boots if I’m to lead you up there.”

“You’re going to have to march without them.” Hugh’s voice brooked no denial. “You’ll not slow down because if you do I’ll cut a piece off of you.”

Luciv stared at him, jaw working, then nodded. Turned. And marched along the trail toward the main path.

Hugh was ready when the man broke into a sprint.

Chased right after him, blade flashing back and forth. The pair of them careened through the woods, both fleet-footed, but fury and power lent Hugh greater speed. At the last, just before the trail proper, he leaped and rode Luciv to the ground, roaring his anger as he seized the man by the back of the neck and slammed his face into the rocky path.

“Enough!” He slammed Luciv’s face back down. Once, twice, three times. Rose to his feet, so furious he was forced to pant for breath. Grasped Luciv by the neck and hauled him up off the ground. Raised the man a good foot off the ground, fingers a vice around his neck.

Luciv’s blood and dirt-inflected face darkened as he gripped Hugh’s wrist.

“You’re mine,” growled Hugh, bringing the man close. “Mine to do with as I will. Keep giving me cause, I’ll start cutting pieces off you. Ears. Fingers. Your fucking cock. Anything you don’t need to lead me up this mountain. I’ll fucking strew the trail with pieces of your flesh. You hear me, you miserable piece of shit?”

Luciv gave a desperate nod.

Hugh released him. The man fell like a sack of stones onto the path and lay there gasping. But he stood up quickly enough. He was strong. Massaged his throat, then bowed his head. 

“I’m done. I’ll lead you up there. You’re… you’re going to kill me when we reach the top, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” said Hugh. 

“Fuck.” Luciv stared off to the side, blood running down his upper lip and from a cut under his eye. “Fuck.”

“Consequences, asshole. Now move.”

Something in Hugh’s voice. Some absolute certainty. A promise of blood. Luciv drew himself up to his full height, body trembling, and nodded. Turned, stepped out onto the path, and began to climb. 

Luciv was strong and in excellent shape. But Hugh was powered by an unnatural fury and drove Luciv before him, his very presence causing the ranger to never slow down to more than a jog. Up they climbed. Up the trail curled, curved, occasionally looping out wide along the mountain face so that a break in the trees showed the morning valley below.

Hugh didn’t spare it a glance. 

How dare they take him and his companions like that. How dare they seek to break him, to humiliate him, to torture him in that stone cell, seeking to shatter his very sense of self. 

The bastards. Hugh had killed in anger before. But what he was feeling now transcended those moments of heated passion. His was a vast and coruscating anger, turning ice cold in his breast, freezing his higher sensibilities, making him capable of anything. 

The bastards.

Up Luciv ran, feet cut to bloody ribbons. Up he staggered, panting after an hour. On he ran, ever higher, the trees changing, the air growing brisk and frigid. 

“The fort,” panted Luciv, coming to a stop and bending over, hands on his knees. “Up ahead. Nobody will be guarding the bridge beyond. But there’s a chance. After what happened last night.” He forced himself to stand upright. “Look. I didn’t have a choice in last night. But I’m warning you now. Not just leading you into it blind. I’m helping you, understand?”

“I understand,” said Hugh. “And the camp?”

“Another half hour past the bridge.” Luciv wiped the gleaming sweat from his brow. “Though you leave the road pretty quickly after crossing over.”

“Very well.” Hugh marched past the ranger. “Then let’s see who they left behind.”

Were they dead? Had they been stabbed and tossed aside? He thought of Boletin hammering his fist into Morwyn’s face. What other use could a band of soldiers have for gorgeous, young women?

Hugh’s fury grew colder.

If they dared.

If they even thought of it.

He rounded the curve. There was the fort, beyond it Fystov Bridge, barely visible. Hugh marched past the fort, glancing up at it, and then up to the chasm. The bridge looked different in the early morning light. Innocuous. Yet it was all too easy to recall last night’s scene. The fury and terror. The soldiers. Morwyn’s cries of pain. 

Four men were lounging against the far posts. Bows propped up alongside them, arms crossed against the chill, muttering to themselves.

“Look sharp,” said one of them, pushing off to stand straight. “That his lordship?”

Hugh didn’t change his speed. Shoulders back, chin raised, he marched onto the bridge.

“Heard he was one of ours now,” said a second one. “Commander Demian?”

“Greetings!” The first man forced fake cheer into his voice. “Care to identify yourself?”

“Sure,” said Hugh. Kept walking. 

“Then go right ahead,” said the first. The others took up their bows, expressions nervous. 

“My name’s Demian,” said Hugh, not attempting to convince them.

Unease. “Stop there, if you will, your lordship.”

Hugh kept coming. The wind swirled and howled below in the chasm. The bridge rocked slightly. The board reverberated under his boots.

“My lordship?”

Bows came up. Arrows put to strings, but not drawn. 

Hugh forced a smile. It didn’t seem to reassure them. “What’s the matter? You look scared. No sorceress to do the hard work for you?”

“Shit,” said their leader. “Ready, boys. Stop right there! One more step and we’ll fill you with arrows.”

Hugh rolled his shoulders. Didn’t bother drawing his blade. Sweet Severin, he whispered. Evassier. Akilina. Kuryan. Zovhna. Acipa.

And they came, filling him, suffusing him, so that the world seemed to fade away, the howling of the wind to grow muted. Hugh shivered, his body feverish, suddenly feeling light as a feather, as if a particularly strong gale might lift him up and blow him away.

“Fuck this! Loose!”

Four fingers released. Four arrows sped toward him, faster than thought. 

Hugh tore his blade free, sliced upward and across at precisely the right moment, shearing through the shafts, sending their halves tumbling past him to spin out into the void and fall out of sight.

The faces before him went blank with astonishment.

And then Hugh was upon them. 

From upper right to lower left. Cutting through bows, forearms, six inches of abdomen above the hip. 

Screams. 

Men scrambled backward. 

Blood fountained. 

Hugh strode on. 

Reverse cut. Put some muscle behind it. Grunting as his blade sliced through the leader’s hip and up through ribs, lungs, heart, out from under his shoulder, through his upper arm, the cut continuing, removing the top of the next man’s head.

The meaty thud of bodies falling, screams cut short. The rocks slick with crimson. 

The remaining man backed away, face waxen, clutching the stump of his arm. “Please,” he gasped. “Please, no, don’t, I beg of you -”

Hugh stabbed him in the chest, the tip of his blade sinking in effortlessly, skewering his heart, punching out the back. Hugh kept walking, the man leaning forward as if into a hug, only to fall away, his weight pulling him off the blade.

Hugh never changed his stride. “Luciv!”

The rumble of running across the bridge. Luciv entered his peripheral vision. “That was… how did… Fortuna wept…”

“The camp,” said Hugh, voice pitiless. “Lead me there.”

“Yes,” said Luciv, his tone different, extreme violence having made of him a fresh believer. “This way.”

Up the path a few hundred yards, and then off to curl behind a plinth that hid a trail that wound up between the rocks. 

“There’ll be lookouts posted,” said Luciv, turning back to him.

“Not a problem.”

Up they climbed. The ascent effortless. The Lost Reavers hovering within him, caressing the inside of his skin, making him shiver with pent-up energy and anger. The urge to leap forward and sprint up the trail was nearly impossible to restrain.

“There,” said Luciv, pointing up. “See him? Top of the cliff?”

Hugh bent down and palmed a rock. Looked up. Sixty yards up. Saw a lookout peering right back down at him. Horn in one hand. 

Three short skittering steps forward, and Hugh hurled the rock. Large as his fist. It sailed up, sped from his hand, to crack into the man’s face. The man didn’t even cry out, but simply fell back and out of sight. 

Luciv stared. 

“Keep moving,” growled Hugh, thinking of Anastasia, her thwipping rocks. Anxiety roiled within him like a storm-lashed sea. 

The ranger tried to swallow, near choked, hurried on. Bloody footprints in his wake. Up they climbed, the path wide enough for two, but clearly couldn’t be the main approach; they’d never bring enough goods this way with which to build a camp. There were other entrances then. Exits, at this point. For those who survived his initial attack.

Hugh took out two more lookouts in similar manner. They reached the top, crested the ridge, and Luciv pointed out the trail that wove through scrubby bushes toward a hamlet of tents and improvised wooden structures. It was located in a shallow bowl, a small plateau that hugged the mountain’s peak. A stream trickled down one side to fill the very base with a small pond. Stumps of trees radiated out around it. Precious little activity at this early hour. A half dozen campfires lit, men gathered around them, cooking and talking quietly to each other.

There. That would be Katharzina’s home. The right size. The right angle to the roof. One of the grander buildings. But a grander yet stood flush against the pool. A solidly built log cabin. Smoke rising from the chimney. Three men lounged before it, sitting on stumps, sharpening knives. 

No sign of his companions. 

“Where would they keep my friends?” asked Hugh, lowering himself into a crouch behind a rock.

“I don’t know. I swear it. I avoid this place like the plague. I hate everything about the smugglers. I know you won’t believe me. But I wanted nothing more than to work the woods. Hunt for my family, help the people of Erro with whatever problems came up. This? This is poison. I only come when summoned and leave as quickly as I can.”

Hugh nodded, drew his dagger from his hip, and slammed it into Luciv’s neck. Lowered the gagging man into the dirt and held him down, one hand on his chest, waiting as the ranger gasped and spat blood. And finally went still.

Drew his dagger, cleaned it on Luciv’s pants, sheathed it.

The camp had grown complacent. Put too much stock in their lookouts. No patrols that he could see. There were several buildings that served as depots of some kind. Open windows, no chimneys. Guards placed before the doors. Salt stocks? Would the women be kept there?

Time to find out.

Hugh rose to his feet. Began walking down toward the camp calmly, openly. Furtive movements draw the eye. This way, he’d be ignored until the last moment.

Maybe thirty people here, all told. Hugh memorized details without bothering to mull over it. The maturity of the organization. The implications in terms of food and support. 

A man came out from behind a tent, lacing up his breeches and whistling under his breath. Stopped, eyes going wide. “Hello.”

“Hi,” said Hugh, turning to march right into him. Before the pisser could react, Hugh seized him by the throat and stiff armed him back around the tent. The man’s cries as he choked were muted. Hugh drew his dagger and held it to his eye.

“One false word and this goes into your head as far as the hilt. Understood?”

The man went still. Nodded.

“Where are the women who were brought here last night?”

“Aleksandr has them in his cabin.” The man’s voice barely a whisper.

“Has he hurt them?”

“I don’t know.”

“Katharzina?”

“In her house, I reckon. She sleeps in late.”

Hugh slid the dagger into the man’s eye to the hilt. The man spasmed, went slack. Hugh let him fall. Cleaned the dagger out of habit, sheathed it, walked on around the back of the tent, angling toward Katharzina’s. Picked up a crate before he’d taken six steps, lowered his head. 

Nobody challenged him. Everybody focused on rolling their smokes, taking a piss, edging closer to the campfires for a little more warmth.

Hugh reached the back of Katharzina’s house. The very sight of it looming before him gave him chills. Hit reflexive triggers of trauma, so that he shuddered, a primal part of his being recoiling from what had happened to him in there.

He shut that shit down, moved to the closest window.

Shuttered. No latch. A simple matter to crack it open an inch.

Dark inside, but he knew the layout. There was the bed. A figure lay in it, wreathed in black sheets, head outlined on a pale pillow. 

Heart pounding, Hugh bent down, picked up a stone as large as a potato and pulled the shutter wide.

The figure on the bed muttered in annoyance as light streamed in, sat up.

Hugh hurled the rock with every ounce of strength in his being. The rock flew impacted the figure’s head. Shattered it, caved in the skull, blasted brain and blood across the wall behind it.

The figure keeled over to bleed out over the sheets.

Hugh closed the shutters, heart pounding yet. 

Drew his blade.

With that taken care of, it was time for some base butchery.

Walked out from around the back of the house into view of the campfires. People turned at this, glancing over their shoulders only to turn away, then back in a double take. 

Much different, seeing a man with a drawn blade instead of a crate.

“Hey, who the fuck are you?” 

Four men who’d been warming their hands by the fire turned as one to confront him, drawing their blades as they did so. 

Hard men. Faces seamed and weathered. 

Hugh walked right at them. Alarm, confusion, and the quickest of their group fell into a combat stance, blade held before him in both hands.

Hugh slammed his sword as hard as he could into the man’s weapon, right above his hilt, and knocked it free of his grip with a clang. His return swing took the man’s head off.

The other three bellowed and leaped at him, their cries taken up by the others in the camp. Movement and excitement all around now. 

Hugh focused on the three. They didn’t have time to spread out, but came at him like a trident, trying to rush him, overwhelm him.

He smacked a stab aside with the palm of his hand, cut the second man’s arm off, turned sideways so the third missed him by a quarter inch.

Hugh’s arms flickered. Their blades clattered into each other, a head came free, trailed by gore, a second man staggered back into their campfire, gutted, screamed as he caught fire. Hugh stabbed his thumb and forefinger into the eyes of the third, deep into the jellied mass of his eyes. Pinched his fingers together as if popping a grape, and shattered the bone between his eyes, causing the front of the man’s face to burst outward in a slurried mess of blood and sinuses.

Left the man behind as he strode toward the next group.

His hatred was vast. His fury unassuageable. 

Footsteps coming down the hall. Slow. Unhurried. Echoing. The rusted rasp of a key being inserted into a lock.

Hugh felt his gorge rise as he slipped into a mass of men who charged at him. Some yet in their nightclothes, a few in chain, one bearing a shield. Longswords and short stabbing blades. Eyes wide, mouths great wet ragged holes as their shouts turned into screams. The give of their flesh. The way bone broke. Men falling, blood spattering, the shock of blade chopping through shield, through armor, through anything and everything that got in his way.

 

 

In his mind’s eye Hugh saw the brute’s fingers close around the bone of his upper leg. Grip the femur tight. Felt that terrific, overwhelming, sun-shattering pain again, and screamed his disgust and horror.

Ten men dead. Hugh turned, orienting himself. Others were spilling out of cabins, out of tents, buckling on armor, drawing weapons. Men shouting at each other, demanding answers, looking for more attackers.

Unable to believe it was just Hugh.

Clever ones nocking arrows, sighting at where Hugh stood.

Old Wladimir. Blind Igocha. Kevanir. Terey.

Colors smeared into each other. Hugh couldn’t feel the ground beneath his feet. He inhaled and dreamed he need never breathe again.

Arrows came at him like turgid rocks tumbling down a hill. 

He moved between them. Moved toward the next closest group of men.

Cut them down. 

His blade shattered as he cleaved a shield in twain. Shards of metal flew, one opening a gash under his eye. 

No matter. Hugh reached out, took the sword from the closest man, tearing fingers loose as he did so, crushing them to rank ooze under his iron grip against the blade’s hilt, and killed the man before he could scream.

More arrows. He cut them down, but too many had been loosed. Two hit him, one high in his shoulder, another in his lower back.

He barely felt the pain. 

Bent, took up a handful of pebbles. In quick succession, even as other men charged at him, hurled the small rocks at the archers where they stood, some between tents, others on the far side of the pond, others before Aleksandr’s cabin.

Faces erupted in blood. Men staggered back, screaming, bows falling, hands going to eyes, to broken jaws, to shattered cheekbones.

Hugh leaped to meet the onslaught.

Felt as if his skin were iron, his eyes blazed fire, his heart an ever-revolving sphere of death-giving might. 

Hacked his way toward Aleksandr’s cabin. 

Twenty or more dead now. 

Not all had gone down easy. Sheer weight of numbers had meant some cuts got through. Hugh ignored the wounds. His blood was indistinguishable from the gore that slicked him now from head to toe. 

He thought of Luciv’s bloody footprints as he strode around the pool, his own now puddling behind him. Pushed the thought away and looked up to the cabin. 

Whose door had opened. A man emerged. His face was broad, strong, bestial. There was something of the bull to his features, his brow muscled, his cheeks like anvils, his mouth a great slit. Where Hugh had expected some slender mastermind, he found himself confronting a beast of a man, shoulders massive, hair sleek and black like the pelt of an animal.

Eyes that glittered as they fixed on him, expression somewhere between avarice and amusement. 

“Aleksandr,” said Hugh, pointing at the man with his blood-drenched blade. “Where are they?”

Aleksandr looked past Hugh at the trail of dead that he’d left in his wake. A lonesome wind blew over the plateau, setting tents to flapping, fires to streaming under the pots, bringing the sound of men groaning and weeping past them both. 

Hugh’s breath was visible as puffs of fog. Steam rose from the gore that caked his frame.

“Hugh of Stasiek,” said Aleksandr, and his voice was a low, basso profundo rumble. “I thought you made mine. Where is Demian?”

“Dead.”

Aleksandr rubbed at his bare chin, gazed over to Katharzina’s cabin. 

“Also dead,” said Hugh. “Just you and me, motherfucker.”

“So I see. Your power beguiles me. What are you?”

There was no fear in the man’s voice. Something more akin to idle curiosity. Hugh wiped at his brow as blood began to drip into his eye. 

“Doesn’t matter what I am. Where are my companions?”

Aleksandr jerked his head over his shoulder. “Inside. Unharmed. Mostly. We were speaking. But our conversation will have to wait. Many surprises today, but I always welcome a good fight.”

Hugh felt his rage overwhelm his reason. No more room for talk. For conversation. He would cut this brutish man down and kick open that door. He spun his blade about once in his hand, thwipping blood across the ground and into the sky, and began to march toward his foe.

Who reached behind one of the supporting porch pillars and pulled his own weapon into view. A massive, broad-bladed weapon whose upper portion curved in a manner most strange, its inner curve serrated. 

Should have been a two-handed weapon, from the size of it, but Aleksandr wielded it with but the one.

Hugh inhaled deeply, felt his ribs expand to creaking, and then, when he was close, drew on the power of the Lost Reavers he’d summoned, felt them swell his muscles with their might, felt their screams of rage and defiance echo within his own as he roared and leaped up the steps, faster than thought, his blade coming around like a meteor plunging down from the heavens, enough might behind its sweep to hew through rock.

Aleksandr flicked his blade up and blocked his attack cold.

Metal screeched, and his own blade would have bounced right off were it not for his double-handed grip. Hugh found himself stymied, his blade crossed with Aleksandr’s, their faces but a foot apart.

Hugh clenched his jaw, teeth grinding, and leaned into the parry, feeling so fell and unstoppable that he feared the hilt of his blade would bend, the tang of the sword give way. 

Yet Aleksandr held his own blade forward with but the one hand, seeming without effort, studying Hugh with more avid curiosity now, his gaze dark and brooding, his broad mouth pulling into something of a smirk.

“Fearsome. An inhuman blow. I should by all rights be dead.” The man’s rumble was felt more in Hugh’s chest than heard by his ears. “However, I have tricks of my own.”

And with a heave Aleksandr took hold of his blade with both hands and swept it forward, sending Hugh staggering back down the steps, onto his heels, precariously off-balance just as the smuggler king leaped into the air, following through with his own blow, to come crashing down, blade screaming overhead.

Hugh had barely enough balance to hurl himself aside.

Aleksandar’s blow shattered the rock on which Hugh’d stood.

Faster than Hugh’d have thought possible, Aleksandr was upon him hammering blow after blow upon his defense, sending Hugh’s sword flying in different directions with each parry, impossibly fast, the man’s expression never changing from studied curiosity.

Outrage. Fury. Hugh’s fevered might was at odds with what was happening. Each blow launched by Aleksandr was powerful enough to cleave him in two. Each parry was just enough to stave off death for another second. He could sense Evassier’s mind-numbing speed, Blind Igocha’s indomitable might, all of the Reavers’ strengths flowing through him - and it wasn’t enough.

Instinct saved him. The intuitive urge to move his blade here just before the next blow came, then to retreat and parry to the left, then to duck, then to hurl himself into a roll. Each keeping him but one step ahead of the Hanged God, who seemed to ride the smuggler king’s attacks, grinning his death’s head grin as he strove to collect Hugh’s soul.

Hugh rolled back to his feet. Aleksandr was already pivoting, about to hurl himself into his next attack. Ten Lost Reavers already rode under his skin. 

Not enough.

Yaros! Bolek! Mikita, Nevkha, Sidorko! A moment’s hesitation. Dragoslav!

The world darkened, his vision narrowing as if he gazed at everything from the depths of a tunnel. A rushing, roaring in his ears, as if he fell into a chasm without end. His body was distant, strange to him. 

Aleksandr was descending upon him, falling like a scythe, blade glimmering with its own fell light. 

Hugh raised his sword, hesitant, as if experimenting with the movement for the first time, and parried the blow.

It was his turn to stop the attack cold. 

Aleksandr crashed down upon the upraised sword, failed to budge Hugh’s arm, and fell back, staggering. 

His brutish eyes widened. 

A dozen thoughts whirled in Hugh’s mind and fell apart. His mind was a chaotic jumble. He couldn’t focus. Aleksandr was the only object on which he could concentrate. The rest of the world was madness. 

The smuggler king charged. A dozen blows, his scimitar flicking out like a flame, but Hugh parried them all. Such was the force behind the attacks that each parry sent a shiver up Hugh’s arms, but now he could see them coming with enough warning to move into the attacks, drive Aleksandr back.

“It’s over,” Hugh heard himself say, voice clotted and strange. “Time to die.”

Aleksandr snarled, backed away, then laughed. “Die? Me? That’s rich! We’re just… just getting… started…”

The man’s voice grew deeper. Husky, almost unintelligible. His whole frame shivered, his shoulders hunching, his head lowering. 

Hugh stayed his attack, nonplussed. 

Fascinated.

The man grew. Swelled up in size, and in a matter of moments went from being six feet tall to almost nine. Tendons popped. Bones groaned. Skin stretched over bulging muscle as Aleksandr’s physique became monstrous. 

His face, when he raised it, was sufficiently horrifying to curdle the soul. His nose had flatted into non-existence, his jaw turned lantern-heavy, his maw now filled with triangular teeth. Skin had darkened to a crimson so black it was as if night and life’s blood were smeared across him wholesale. Fists as large as mattocks, chest deeper than a bull’s, and so corded in muscle that he made Hugh look like a waif in comparison.

“Oh yes,” laughed Aleksandr, stretching his arms wide, causing more joints to pop. His scimitar now looked a toy in his grip. “What pleasure to indulge in Arasim’s gift. My thanks, Hugh of Stasiek. I’ve cause for sport.”

Hugh gripped his blade in both hands, lowered himself into a combat crouch. Madness yet flickered through his mind as the souls and power of sixteen Lost Reavers swirled through him. 

The minutest twitch of Aleksandr’s posture. The barest hint of an attack.

Hugh spun away, and barely avoided having his head cleaved from his neck. 

Instinct once more. Hugh leaped up and back. An invisible blade swooshed past. A flurry of parries. The man’s strength had increased tenfold. Their blades were rapidly becoming notched and ruined, mangled and bent. 

Hugh blocked six attacks in midair, landed, and despite all reason hurled himself forward, slamming his shoulder into Aleksandr’s chest.

Bone shattered. The demon smuggler flew back, crashed into the steps leading up to his cabin’s porch, shattered the steps, slammed back into the porch itself, shattered its boards, fetched up against the stone foundation of the cabin.

Hugh was upon him, blade descending like Fortuna’s own judgement.

Aleksandr reached up, caught the blade mid-swing.

Closed his fist, bent the metal to scrap.

Hugh released the blade a moment before it was torn from his grip and hurled away. Grabbed Aleksandr’s meaty wrist as the demon brought his own weapon to bear.

For a second they were poised there, each gripping the other’s wrist, struggling, striving.

Fire burned deep in Aleksandr’s black eyes. His grinned, revealing fangs once more. “You’ve no idea what hell comes for you and your kin,” growled the demon smuggler. “What tide of infamy shall wash over Stasiek. I am but the first. A hundred more shall soon be birthed, and Stasiek’s storied past shall be lost in flame and blood. Screams will sear the night sky, and every building shall burn.”

Slowly, massive frame shaking with effort, Aleksandr sat up. 

Drove Hugh back.

“You are formidable. I give you that. But you are unique. Who will stop us when you are dead, and we come for your people?”

Aleksandr rose to his feet, towered up over Hugh.

“None. The land shall groan, the sky be choked with smoke, and you will watch and weep from the Ashen Garden. Fool.”

The demon smuggler’s might was such that Hugh felt as if he were seeking to keep a cliff face from crashing down upon him. His muscles tore. His joints were screaming. His back bent, his knees gave way.

Aleksandr loomed over him, muscles writhing across his huge frame, eyes ablaze, lips writhing. 

“Die,” whispered the demon smuggler. “Die!”

Jacinia, whispered Hugh to the void. The name he’d sworn to never call. The leader of the Lost Reavers, their most fell commander, the most lethal being Hugh had ever seen, before or since. Jacinia. Come to me.

Mocking laughter.

And then she was there, taking her place amidst the others, foremost and singular even in that terrible company.

Let us dance, he heard her whisper, and an intelligence, cruel and infamous, took over his own.

Hugh collapsed beneath Aleksandr, folding and bowing as he spun and ducked under the demon’s great arm. Drew his dagger with his left hand as he spun behind the sloping back and slammed the blade to the hilt into Aleksandr’s sacrum.

Blade shattered bone, dug deep.

Aleksandr roared, buffeted an arm around.

It was all Hugh could do to cross his arms before his face, take the blow, and be sent flying up against the cottage’s wooden wall, to smash through and blast inside.

Gray, morning light was swapped for the golden glow of lamp and candle. He fell across a thick carpet in a shower of massive splinters, rolled, and saw his companions chained against the back wall, eyes wide, a slender man of impossible grace and beauty staring at him in shock.

No time to react. The hole through which he’d burst exploded as Aleksandr charged right in after, arms wide, caving in the whole side of the cabin as he roared, sword abandoned, claws reaching.

“Hugh!” screamed Zarja. She was unbound. Unbound?!

No time. Hugh ducked under Aleksandr’s arm and slammed a fist into the monster’s side. Stove in ribs, embedded his arm to the wrist inside the monster.

Aleksandr didn’t seem to feel it. Raked his claws through the air, caught Hugh just off the temple, sent him spinning into the chimney.

Stones shifted, dust sifted down, Hugh felt something break in his side and shoulder. Fell limp beside the fireplace. Eyes unfocused, he reached into the fire, seized a flaming brand, and with a roar launched himself at Aleksandr, smacking away a clawed fist that reached for his throat to bury the brand deep in the demon’s left eye.

Aleksandr screamed, fell back, seized Hugh by the arm and swung him around, into the wall, the arc of his passage plowing him into and then through the planks which exploded in his path, to slam into the stone frame of the doorway and shatter that.

Hugh felt himself released, fell in a welter of stones and blood and planks, half buried as the very bones of the cabin groaned and the structure swayed.

Then Zarja stepped forth. Her tail was a dancing flame behind her, a golden light burning off her body as if she were an embodiment of the sun.

"Zarja Lythgraefen el-Abeian grasyndir fathaath!” The strange, elegant man’s voice pierced the air, even over the roaring in Hugh’s ears, but Zarja paid the man no mind.

She oriented on Aleksandr and rose into the air, her tail splitting into a flurry of copies, nine of them forming a backdrop to her body, a canvas upon which she burned, her eyes like twin stars as she extended her hand to the demon smuggler and began to sing.

Aleksandr slowed, resisting, but turned at last from Hugh to regard the lisica, chest heaving, shoulders rising and falling with each pant.

To simply stand there and gaze at Zarja, who sang on, her voice like liquid fire, the sound mesmerizing, beguiling like nothing Hugh had ever heard.

But he’d no time to rest. To recover. His body was itching, burning, healing itself, but still near ruined. He’d a fraction of a second. Summoning everything he had, he rose from the wreckage of the wall, planks sliding and falling off him to sway and search for a weapon. 

There. 

Morwyn’s own blade, half hidden under rubble. 

Four steps. He seized it, twisted, flung it at Aleksandr.

Impossible flight. Yet the blade pierced the demon smuggler’s neck, sank deep, punched out the other side.

Aleksandr howled, snapped out of his trance. Backhanded Zarja with enough force to slam her into the wall, then turned, swaying, to regard Hugh.

Who spoke with a dozen voices interwoven through his own, the sound fey and strange to his own ears, resonating with supreme power: “Bring your demon army. You’ll find us waiting.”

Aleksandr staggered toward him, blood pouring from his maw, swung his claws in a bid to tear off Hugh’s face.

Hugh, guided by Jacinia, by Sweet Severin, by Evassier and a dozen others, swayed under the blow, stepped in close, seized Morwyn’s blade by the hilt and then spun, tearing it free in a cut that severed arteries, windpipe, flesh and muscle.

Blood sprayed.

Aleksandr toppled forward to crash against the floor and lie still.

Hugh reeled. About him teemed the ghosts of the dead. Yet despite his pain, he turned to his companions, to stare aghast at where Zarja lay.

And felt sweet relief when she raised her head, eyelids fluttering as she fought for focus.

“Zarja,” said the strange man, stepping forward and seemingly unconcerned for what had just transpired. Lithe, impossibly graceful, his face hauntingly beautiful, ears elongated, eyes like broken emeralds. His voice hummed with power, with command, and despite everything, despite his wounds and pain and grief, Hugh felt his attention captured and held. “Zarja Lythgraefen el-Abeian, you have broken our pact. You are declared anathema amongst our kind, enemy of our people, and your life is now forfeit.”

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 

Hugh wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and allow his consciousness to melt away into the storm that burned beneath his skin. To let the pain and fatigue swallow him whole. To rest his brow against the splintered floor, if only for a second. 

To let the weight of responsibility slip to another set of shoulders. Let someone else deal with this problem. 

To just stop.

Instead, he gritted his teeth, pressed his hands flat against the floor, and pushed himself erect. His every muscle protesting, his joints flaring with pain, the countless lacerations and contusions screaming back into frantic life. 

No time to question how his every bone wasn’t broken. His skull staved in. His life’s blood bucketed across what remained of the walls. 

Hugh rose, swayed, the maddened chorus of the Lost Reavers raging within his mind, and forced his eyes to focus on the svelte, elfin man who was glaring at Zarja.

“Hey, asshole.” His voice was a rough, broken rasp, as if he’d been gargling with broken glass for a minute too long.

The elfin man glanced over his shoulder in irritation at Hugh, and the depths of his eyes were mesmerizing, a shifting kaleidoscope of metallic green and purple hues like a peacock’s feather brought to lurid life. 

But Hugh was too fucking beat up and brutalized to care. He ran his hand through his hair, combing a mass of blood and splinters free, and forced his shoulders back.

“You talk to Zarja like that, we’re going to have problems.”

An empty threat? Possibly. But battered and near-broken as his body was, the Lost Reavers that coursed and thrummed beneath his skin didn’t care. They’d answer his call, allow him to push himself to the point of no return. Abuse this vessel till there was nothing left to break. 

The stranger turned to regard him fully. “You know not of what you speak. Of in which matters you meddle. Zarja is not your kind. Shut your mouth, human, lest I shut it for you.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” said Hugh, casting around for a weapon. “I’m past beating my chest and making threats. You want to fight, let me know. I’m sure there’s something around here I can shove so far up your ass you’ll taste it coming up the back of your throat.”

The man’s face tightened with displeasure, and suddenly Hugh couldn’t begin to guess at how old he might be. Not the thirty or forty years he’d guessed, but perhaps something vastly older, the face a disguise, a distraction, from what lay beneath his skin. Just like Hugh himself, he thought.

“Humans.” The word said like the greatest indictment, as if there could be nothing fouler. “Zarja, I will bring word of your actions to the queen. She will render judgement. Do not hope for clemency.”

“I know what I did,” said Zarja, pushing herself up to sitting, tail curling around her hips. “And I’d do it again. Tell the queen I send my regrets and love.”

The man sniffed. “Don’t tell me what to do, scyeathxa.” And with that he swept out of the cabin, picking his way with delicacy over the ruins.

“Fortuna wept,” said Hugh, passing a bloody hand over his eyes. “Zarja? Everyone? You… alive?” 

“Hugh,” said Morwyn, voice choked with emotion. Her face was bruised, one eye near swollen shut, her lip split. 

Zarja winced as she rose to her feet and limped over to the dead Aleksandr, who was slowly shrinking, losing his monstrousness, returning to his human form. A key of rings was at his belt, and this she liberated, turning quickly to unlock the manacles which bound their friends.

“Hugh,” said Anastasia, voice aghast. “How are you… you must…” She pulled her hands free and hurried to Hugh’s side, an arm slipping around his waist, and then urged him over to a chair which had somehow survived the destruction. “Are you…?”

“Dying?” Hugh forced a grin. “No. Little sore. Need to catch my breath, is all.”

Morwyn slipped free of her manacles in turn and hurried to the cabin’s edge, to peer out over the camp. “By the Hanged God,” she whispered, voice numb. “You killed… everyone.”

“Not everyone,” said Hugh. “Some had the sense to run.”

“Aleksandr,” said Anastasia, crouching by Hugh’s side, his ruined hands cupped in her own. “Zarja, what by the Fate Maker was he?”

“I can’t say for sure,” said the lisica, lowering herself into an easy crouch. “He was invested, by the absent magus. Katharzina’s master. Speaking of which?”

“Dead,” said Hugh, fatigue darkening the edges of his vision. “Stone to the head. Leastwise, I think that was her.”

“We should get out of here,” said Morwyn. “Talk where we’re safe.”

“I don’t know,” said Anastasia, voice wondering. “Looks like the camp’s ours for now.”

“Invested,” said Hugh, forcing himself to focus. “What do you mean, Zarja? And why weren’t you bound?”

“Aleksandr was entertaining a guest,” said Zarja, voice troubled. “Apthelion, a prince of my kind, a higher fae. Old as rock and bitter as mandroga root. His voice has often been raised over the centuries in support of violence, war, revenge. It seems he has found a welcoming court in Queen Vispethia’s domain. When he recognized me, he ordered me freed. Aleksandr obliged. They were negotiating the terms of my release when you arrived.”

“Terms you weren’t accepting,” said Anastasia.

The lisica smiled. “Of course not. You think I would abandon you?”

Hugh fought the storm that whirled within him. That battered at the insides of his body, the force and untrammeled power of the sixteen or so Lost Reavers he’d summoned. He held onto their strength. Knew that the moment he released it he’d collapse. “Apthelion. Aleksandr. Allies?”

“I think. Of a kind.” Zarja frowned. “Unlikely as it sounds. There is much more going on here than we first thought, Hugh. For a prince of Apthelion’s standing to visit a smuggler’s camp - well. And Aleksandr, clearly not merely a smuggler. Invested as he was with a xaomagraather.”

Hugh raised an eyebrow.

“Demon,” said Zarja. “This magus. Arasim. It must have been his doing. Katharzina didn’t have that kind of power.”

“The missing magus,” said Morwyn, voice venomous. 

“Yes,” said Zarja. “Katharzina’s mentor and the man who elevated Aleksandr to his terrible strength. Whom, I warrant, negotiated the truce between Vispathia and Aleksandr to their mutual benefit.”

Hugh lowered his head. It was growing harder by the moment to marshal his thoughts. “To what end? What were they working toward?”

Zarja sounded troubled. “I’m not sure. Apthelion was going to tell me if I agreed to his terms. But his words. Apocalyptic. He said that this truce had changed everything. That our time was come again. The dawn of a new age. That no longer would we have to skulk in the shadows of the highest peaks, but would soon be able to come down once more to claim our hallowed ground.”

“Aleksandr,” said Hugh. “He said much the same. Some rot about swamping Stasiek with blood and smoke.”

“Fae and smuggler, leading an attack on Stasiek?” Morwyn sounded too tired to sneer. 

“No mere smuggler,” said Anastasia. “What a horrible, fascinating man.” She was staring fixedly at Aleksandr’s corpse. “No denying his power and authority. He was running a truly sophisticated operation, but it wasn’t the gold he was after. To have forged an alliance with the fae… what could he have offered them? Not gold. He didn’t have political power or an army.”

Zarja sighed. “It had to have been something truly unique for Vispathia to deal with a human. If Apthelion is a poisonous spider, then she’s an asp. But we’ve stalled them, for now. Aleksandr is dead, Katharzina dead, and the smuggling operation has been dealt a mortal blow. Whatever they were planning is finished.”

“Not so,” said Anastasia. “The magus is still out there.”

Morwyn nodded somberly. “The one who ‘invested’ Aleksandr.”

“Then we should force an audience,” said Hugh, rising with a grunt. “I’d have a word with him.”

“You aren’t having a word with anybody,” said Zarja, rising and hurrying to his side. “We’re getting you into a bed. You should be…” She trailed off, shook her head.

“Dead,” said Morwyn, voice muted. She’d turned back to stare at him, eyes glittering. “Your coming here. Madness.”

“I was never accused of having much common sense,” said Hugh.

“But to take on a fully armed camp, a powerful rogue mage in Katharzina, and that without even knowing what Aleksandr truly was?” Morwyn shook her head in wonder. “That isn’t gallantry. That’s suicide.”

“Apparently not,” said Anastasia.

“I had to come.” The walls were closing in on Hugh. He took a step toward Morwyn. “Had to come for you. Couldn’t leave you here. The thought of your suffering. Drove me mad. I’d have done… anything.”

“You fool,” said Morwyn, but tears were standing in her eyes, and her voice trembled. “You stupid, stupid man.”

“Aye,” he said, the dark waters of oblivion flooding in. “Sounds about right.”

“Catch him!” Zarja’s voice, rising in alarm. 

Arms under his own. His legs giving out. The world spinning. Hugh fell, and darkness rushed into his eyes and swept him away.

 

* * *

 

Silence. Hugh opened his eyes. He lay in a cot, the world hushed outside the narrow tent in a manner that convinced him immediately it was night. Thick blankets were piled over him, and he felt cocooned in heat, his whole body throbbing with pain. 

But he was alive.

Flickers of memory came to him. His body being swung through a wall. The blows he’d taken from the Aleksandr demon. The men he’d killed. 

How was he still alive?

Evening, sunshine.

A jolt of fire raced through him at the sound of Jacinia’s voice, and he sat up, only to sink back with a groan as muscles spasmed and wounds tore open. She was there, seated on a stool at the foot of his cot, one leg crossed over the other, hands around her knee. Sitting upright, a wry smile on her lips, perilous and beautiful as ever. 

Fortuna wept, but to be haunted by such a lethally gorgeous woman was monstrously unfair. 

“Jacinia,” he whispered, fighting to calm his breathing. 

I must admit to being impressed. It’s invigorating to see what a Lost Reaver can do with the help of his fellows. 

“You’ve come for my oath,” said Hugh, voice a low rasp.

That was my intention. Her voice of flint, her features expressionless. But.

Hugh’s heart leaped. “But?”

We heard what your fox friend said. A fae court. What I wouldn’t have given to lead a strike against such while I yet drew breath.

Hope flourished in Hugh’s breast. “You’re going to let me live.”

On the condition that you move against this court. That you exert yourself to bring it down and slay every inhuman member of it. We’re Lost Reavers still, my fallen brethren and I. We yearn even now for the death of the fae, and if we can help protect the emperor and his empire from the shadows, then we shall do so.

Hugh shivered at the intensity of her words. “Vispathia was allied with Aleksandr. With this mysterious magus. I aim to learn more and destroy them.”

Good. Then I shall hold your oath in abeyance. We shall watch from the shadows. Lend you our strength as your move against this queen. And once her court is destroyed, her domain reduced to ashes, and her blood smeared across the ground, then shall I collect on your life. Am I understood, Hugh of Stasiek?

“Yes, Captain,” said Hugh.

She stood. Good. Who knew death could prove entertaining at last? But a word of warning, Hugh. We are inside you. We catch glimpses of what you do, what you say, what you think. Don’t believe you can betray us. That you can turn fae sympathizer without our knowing. We will turn a blind eye to your fox fucking, nauseating as it is, but this Vispathia. You shall destroy her, or I shall call you on your oath.

“Agreed,” said Hugh, voice leaden.

See you around, Hugh. Dark amusement in her voice. Don’t disappoint me.

“Thank you.” And he meant it. “Thank you, Jacinia. This… all of this. It’s fucked. But without you and the Reavers…”

Her smile was cruel. Don’t thank us. Just kill, Hugh. Slaughter. Without discrimination. And I shall declare ourselves content.

And then she was gone.

Hugh dropped his head back on his pillow. To think that she was within the recesses of his mind even now. Her and the others, waiting, watching. Biding their time.

He draped his arm over his eyes and bit back a groan. 

“Hugh?” Morwyn ducked into the tent, her tone guarded. “You’re awake?”

“Yes,” said Hugh, dropping his arm to his side. 

“I heard you speaking…” She trailed off. Sat awkwardly on Jacinia’s stool, as if unsure she was welcome. “The Reavers?”

“The Reavers,” he said, tone wry. “They’re always up for a chat.”

“Do they… hate you?”

“Yes. And no. I’m still one of them. But.” He paused, considering. How much to tell her? He wished he could make out her features in the gloom. “I made them a promise. In exchange for their help with Aleksandr and Katharzina. I thought they were going to collect tonight, but… well. They’ve decided to delay till I destroy Vispathia’s court.”

“Collect,” said Morwyn. “Collect what?”

Hugh didn’t answer.

“Oh,” said Morwyn. Even in the gloom he could see the deeper darkness of her hair slide forward to cover her face.

They sat in silence for a spell. Then Morwyn shifted, sat upright once more. “Thank you.” Her tone had turned brisk. “For saving me. At such expense to yourself. Though, of course, I don’t presume you did it just for me.” Something bleak entered her voice, a grim humor he didn’t believe. “I got lucky there, having Zarja and Anastasia trapped alongside me.”

Hugh forced himself up onto one elbow. “I’d have come for you regardless.”

A snort. “We’re past needing to lie to each other, Hugh.”

“I’m not lying.”

“Right. You’re saying you’d have done all this - for me?” Skepticism.

“Yes.”

Bewildered silence. 

Then: “Why?”

“You’re my captain, Morwyn. You represent Stasiek. Your loss would have reflected badly on both my command, my brother, and the duchy.”

“Oh,” she said, confused and relieved and distraught somehow all at once.

But before she could speak, he continued. “But that’s the least of it. We’re connected, you and I. I’ve always felt it. Since I was young. Since you trounced me in that training yard. I’ve been fascinated by you.”

She scoffed, but he spoke over her. “And since leaving Stasiek together, I’ve felt that feeling grow. That fascination, that attraction. Can you not feel it?”

“I -” She looked down, cutting herself off. In a more composed tone, “I don’t know what you mean.”

“I care for you, Morwyn. Laugh if you wish. And it’s not just because you’re a startlingly beautiful woman. I care for you, the Morwyn behind the walls.”

“You don’t know who I am.”

“No, not really.” He lay back, the pain too great to remain propped up. “But I’ve caught glimpses. And I want to know more. To understand your pain. To help you, if I can.”

“I don’t need your fucking charity.”

“Not charity.” He thought of Zarja. “Because I love you.”

He might as well have slapped her. Morwyn gave a startled laugh, rose to her feet. “That’s the most ridiculous bullshit -”

Hugh spoke over her again. “A friend of ours once said that one’s capacity for love is limited only by one’s tolerance for pain.”

Morwyn stilled.

“I’m learning that I have an immense capacity for pain.” He smiled grimly. “And not just physical. When the world is this dark, this fraught, and when our lives could be ended at any moment, I think it’s bullshit to hold back. So, I won’t. Laugh. Mock me. But I love you, Morwyn. I have since I first saw you. I know that now, just as I know I don’t understand you. Know I don’t understand your secrets. But I don’t have to. I love you, even if it hurts me. If you hurt me.”

His words hung in the darkness between them. He could hear her breathing, rapid and shallow. 

“Take that back,” she whispered.

“No,” he said. Then, almost as an afterthought, “sorry.”

“You don’t know a single thing about me. You’re just like a young boy, infatuated. You want to fix me. To feel better about yourself. A pity project.”

“No,” said Hugh, gazing up at the ceiling of the tent. “It’s much more than that. I want to help you because I love you. I want to see you happy. To hear you laugh. A good laugh. A joyous laugh.”

Helpless confusion. “But why?” Heartbreaking vulnerability in her voice. “What about me is there to love?”

“I don’t know.” He sighed. “But there you have it. Some strange alchemy has worked its magic on me, Morwyn. Some fatal combination of your wit and strength, your beauty and mystery, your pain and allure. I’d risk my life for you. Actually, technically, I have risked my life for you.”

“Fuck,” whispered Morwyn, lowering back onto the stool.

“Yeah,” said Hugh.

Again they sat in silence. Despite the pain, Hugh’s mind felt clear. He felt at peace. He’d spoken his truth. A truth he’d wrestled with since Morwyn had nearly broken his bones so many years ago. A truth he couldn’t explain, and, finally, no longer needed to. He accepted his passion for her. His love. For Anastasia and Zarja as well. His heart, battered by loss and pain, had grown sufficiently large to encompass them all.

“I don’t love you,” she said, voice hard.

“All right.”

“All right?” Anger. “What is wrong with you?”

“I mean, that’s a long list. But in regards to you? Not much.”

“I don’t want your love.”

“I don’t particularly want to love you either. It’s clearly a dangerous proposition. But I don’t have much say in the matter.”

“How can you be so matter of fact about it?” Wonder and fury in her voice. “What am I supposed to do with it?”

“Nothing, I guess. Maybe understand why I did what I did, and why I’d do it again. And maybe stop insisting on my calling you ‘captain.’”

She laughed, surprised. “Fine. I guess you’ve earned it.”

“I love you, Morwyn.” He said it softly, to the ceiling of the tent, fingers interlaced behind his head.

“Don’t say that.”

“But it’s true, and it’s good to say out loud. Liberating. And fucked up. But true. I love you.”

“For fuck’s sake!” He sensed her stiffen, felt her shudder. “Stop. That… that hurts me to hear.”

“Hurts?” Surprise. He forced himself to sit up, sheet puddling around his waist. He was bare-chested, the blood washed away. “Seriously?”

She’d raised a hand to cradle her head, as if against a blow. “Like twisting a dagger.”

He thought of her in that pantry, legs spread, wet to his touch, waiting to be used. The words he’d hurled at her. The truth he’d sensed then. Sensed now.

“Then I’ll stop,” he said, voice soft. Hesitated. Took the plunge. “There are… other ways for me to show my affection.”

She stiffened. “You’re serious? Now? With you near dead?”

“No!” He laughed. “I mean, well - probably better not. What I meant was…” Damn. How to put it? Again, he wished Zarja was here to whisper words in his ear. “I would like you to trust me. I want to earn that trust. I know I’ve been a complete ass so far -”

“You just saved my life,” said Morwyn quietly. “That’s not completely reprehensible behavior.”

“Well. Maybe. But I want to earn your trust. And then see where that takes us.”

“Takes us?”

She sounded curious. Open. Hugh sensed she was really listening. “I don’t know what happened to you, Morwyn. You don’t have to tell me. Ever. But I want you to trust me, right down to your bones. To know I’m on your side. Absolutely. And then. If we can get there. Maybe we can go places. Maybe we can… explore… what it might take for you to feel better. For my words to not feel like the twisting of a dagger. Or.”

His throat was dry. Felt as if he were walking on thin, cracking ice. Could feel her gaze upon him, the sheer intensity of it.

Fortuna, please don’t let me fuck this up.

He took a deep breath. “Or. If it’s a dagger you need twisted, maybe you could show me how to twist it just right.”

Again his words hung between them. He could barely hear anything over the thudding of his heart. Had what he said even made sense? 

Morwyn sat in silence. The longer it drew out, the more excruciating it became. Hugh was about to apologize, to take it all back, when she stirred.

“I think I understand.” Her tone guarded. Pensive. “And I do trust you. But you’re talking about a different kind of trust.”

“Different how?”

She shifted on her stool. “You’d risk your life for me, wouldn’t you, Hugh?”

“Yes.”

“But the ‘me’ you’d risk it for is the one you understand and see sitting before you. If I were to trust you, as you ask, and let you in - share what I’m… what I’m concealing, then I would change in your eyes. I’d be a different person. And you can’t promise you’d feel the same way about that Morwyn. You can’t know.”

Hugh absorbed this. Considered. 

“So I can’t trust you, not down to my bones, as you said.” She sounded miserable. “Your love is contingent on who you think I am. I change that at my peril.”

Hugh bit back a curse. Felt as if he’d waded into a swamp of metaphysical arguments he couldn’t parse. Instead, he struck out for solid ground. “Fuck that. I’m not some fickle boy. I’m a man grown, Morwyn. I’ve seen death, I’ve seen horror, I’ve seen…” Bloody fingers closing around my living bones. “I’ve seen enough to know my own mind. And I tell you straight. Count on me. Take that risk. I’m reaching out my hand to you, Morwyn. Enough of being alone. Enough of fear and misery. Take my hand. It might still be a gamble, to trust a man who’d risk certain life for you, but by Fortuna it’s a wager worth the making.”

Silence. 

The darkness between them seemed to ache. He could sense how she strained, fought herself. Wrestled with fear, doubt, and perhaps something even worse.

His relief, when she spoke, was total. “Very well,” she whispered. “I’ll trust you. A little.”

“Thank you,” he said.

“Doesn’t mean I’ll tell you everything,” she said quickly. “But… perhaps we can… explore. What works for me. What I need. What I’ve never dared ask for.”

“Ask it of me,” said Hugh. “I’ll not judge. And this time ‘round, whatever it is I do to you, I’ll do it with love.”

He heard her swallow, saw her shadow stand. “We’ll see. Words are but words. When you’re healed. When you’re whole. Then perhaps we’ll find a moment. And in that darkness, together, I’ll whisper what I need in your ear, and see if you don’t turn away in disgust.”

“One way to find out,” said Hugh.

She stepped over to the side of his cot. Leaned down, her hair brushing against his cheeks, her smell about him, her lips pausing but an inch from his own, her eyes two dark glimmering pools that collected what little light there was and set it afire in their depths.

“Thank you, Lord Hugh of Stasiek.”

“You’re welcome, Captain.”

She hesitated, breath coming quickly once more, then leaned down an inch further, pressing her lips to his own, a chaste kiss, yet a lingering one. Before he could even think of raising his hands to her shoulders, to pull her closer, she drew back.

“Rest. We head down to Erro at dawn.”

“After that kiss? I’ll be up all night.”

“Then suffer,” she said with a dark laugh, and strode toward the tent entrance. Paused. Looked back at him over her shoulder. “Who would have thought. That you would be the man I opened myself to. What a strange, strange world.”

“Strange indeed,” he said.

He thought she smiled. Couldn’t be sure. Then she pulled the tent flap aside and stepped back out into the night.

 

* * *

 

Hugh awoke at dawn and found himself sufficiently recovered to rise from his cot. Legs shaky, body a tapestry of purple and green bruises, he staggered out into the frigid mountain air and saw that they’d made camp just inside the tree line beyond the smuggler’s base. 

The three women were already up, sitting beside each other on a fallen log as they warmed a small pot of coffee over a tiny campfire. 

“Hugh,” said Zarja. She was still in her true form, tufted fox ears and swishing tail, her eyes glowing golden in the pale, pewter gray morning air. “Why am I not surprised that you’re already up?”

“Zarja. Anastasia. Morwyn.” He sank into an easy crouch across the fire from them, arms looped around his knees. “Anything I should know?”

They exchanged a look that made them look complicit in some secret. 

“There’s a lot of gold in the camp below,” said Anastasia. 

“Little movement,” said Morwyn. “I’ve been keeping watch.” And indeed, she looked worn out, dark shadows beneath her eyes. “A few men crept in under the cover of darkness, but only to retrieve packs or personal goods. I didn’t think it worth killing them.”

“The crows and vultures have kept their distance,” said Zarja, sitting back down. “Probably due to Aleksandr’s corpse. They’ll conquer their fear soon enough.”

Hugh nodded, rubbing at his stubbled jaw. “I’m feeling fit enough to carry a chest or two of gold with us back down. Soon as we reach Erro, I’ll conscript a couple of men to come back up and fetch the rest.”

“You’ll need a cart,” said Anastasia. “There’s a lot of gold.”

“A cart it’ll be, then.”

“We’ll need to send a report to your brother,” said Anastasia. “That’s his gold, technically.”

“About that,” said Hugh. “I’m thinking of not telling him about it at all.”

Anastasia raised an eyebrow and glanced at Morwyn. “Not telling him?”

How she’d changed. There was no outrage there, no shock. Just curiosity.

“We need that gold to repair the fort. And we need to start yesterday. If this queen decides to attack us, we’ll need a way to hold her off.”

“It’ll take months to repair that fortress,” said Morwyn.

“To make it habitable, sure. But we just need a new portcullis and to patch some holes in the walls. We can refurbish the rest at our leisure.”

“There’s more gold here than is needed for a portcullis,” said Anastasia.

“True. But that’s not where I plan to spend the bulk of it.”

“Then?”

Hugh stared into the flames, so clear as to be almost translucent. “We’re going to need our own armed force to garrison the fortress. Not in three months’ time, but tomorrow.”

Morwyn frowned. “Our own army? What are you talking about?”

“I mean to kill two birds with one stone. The north is being despoiled by bandits.”

“You can’t be serious,” said Morwyn, rising to her feet. “Recruit bandits?”

“Who were once proud soldiers of Stasiek.”

“Who have since turned to rape, pillaging, and raiding.”

“My brother gave them a taste of violence and blood, then abandoned them on the field without pay. I aim to harness them to the yoke and put them to work once more.”

“Your brother will have a conniption,” said Anastasia, shaking her head in dumb wonder. 

“Maybe. But his anger will ultimately be tempered by his gratitude.”

“I think it a good plan,” said Zarja. “They were once soldiers and can be soldiers again.”

“They’re rabid dogs,” said Morwyn. “And are led by the infamous Black Floriana herself. You don’t welcome a rabid dog back into your home. You kill it.”

“No,” said Hugh. “I’m going to recruit them. Try to, at any rate. We need this fort garrisoned and ready for battle as quickly as possible. I’m also going to reach out to Baron Niestor and see if we can’t enter a truce while we both wage war against Vispathia.”

It was Anastasia’s turn to stand. “Enter a truce? Without your brother’s permission?”

“Annaro can hang me if he’s displeased. But yes. You saw what Aleksandr turned into. Heard what he and Apthelion promised. We need to marshal the forces of men if we are to defeat this fae court.” Hugh looked to Zarja, who was studying her hands. “Will you be able to see this through, Zarja?”

“I don’t know.” She sighed. “I’ve been declared anathema by Vispathia’s court. It’s a verdict that won’t hold everywhere, but it carries weight. The local fae will try to kill me on sight. That doesn’t necessarily mean I’ll rejoice in their slaughter.”

“Understood,” said Hugh.

Anastasia sat down and slid an arm around Zarja’s shoulders.

“Promise me this, Hugh.” The lisica raised her golden eyes. “We’ll try to learn more about Vispathia’s ambitions before destroying her. Fae courts are never monolithic entities. If there’s a chance of sparing innocents, we shall.”

Hugh could almost feel Jacinia’s gaze upon the nape of his neck. 

“I promise we’ll learn what we can in the process of preparing for battle,” he said.

Zarja held his gaze, her own probing, seeking, but then she slowly nodded. “That’s a start.”

Morwyn rubbed the heel of her palm into her eye. “By the gods, I thought things were going to grow simpler with Aleksandr’s defeat.”

“Nothing in life is simple,” said Anastasia. “Ever.”

Hugh rose to his feet with a grunt. “Life may not be simple, but I aim to live it to the utmost until some bastard cuts me down. Aleksandr wasn’t up to the task. Let’s see if there isn’t some power up in those peaks that’s more equal to the challenge.”

Morwyn snorted. “A reason to get up in the morning, I suppose.”

Hugh couldn’t restrain a smile. “Luckily, I’ve got plenty of reasons right here to go to bed. Anastasia, lead me to that gold.”

The women exchanged amused glances, and then Zarja’s laugh was joined by Anastasia’s. Morwyn simply shook her head, a sardonic smile playing on her lips.

“He’s bold, I’ll give him that,” said Zarja, rising to her feet.

“If he’s half as good at fighting wars as he is at lasting all night, then the fae will be in real trouble,” said Anastasia, blushing even as she spoke.

Morwyn scoffed. “Wrong kind of sword, disciplus. Though I’d pay gold to see him charge the enemy while wielding it.”

Hugh grinned. “Who knows? Maybe that will prove the best way to defeat Queen Vispathia.”

Zarja put her hands to her head as she slowly shook it. “The Moon and Stars save me from human foolishness.”

Hugh grinned at his three companions. The knowledge that they’d survived the night, survived the impossible odds, and were young and filled with energy and passion made even the daunting prospects that lay before them seem distant and manageable. Despite it all, the pain, the torture, the horror, and the promise of more to come, he felt light at heart, joyous almost, and had to resist the urge to gather the three women into a tight embrace and hold them close.

“Come,” he said. “The dawn’s breaking. We’ve much to do, and it’s going to be a long day. Let’s get started.”

The women rose. Gathered their weapons and set off into Aleksandr’s ruined camp. 

And with a grin, Hugh set off after them.
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