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Chapter 1


Xevras



“The gods are ever fickle, and we are but pawns in their world. It is rare for a hero to receive their favour and keep it, but now and then someone comes along who does. These are heroes to be feared.”

Kintel Fevorus, Tales of the Blessed, 1354 AT

Wiping the sweat off his brow, Xevras looked around at the field. He had just finished sowing the last of the seed they had. It only filled about half the field, but it was all they’d had to work with for now.

Xevras knew that he could help the blacksmith the next time he was in the village and get a coin or two to buy some more, but for now, it would be enough to get the crop started. That was all that mattered.

For the farm to thrive, he knew it would need many more hands than himself and his ageing parents, but they had always been reluctant to hire anyone else to work it. For the most part, they kept themselves to themselves, and the farm continued to produce enough for their needs with a little to sell.

Last year, their crops had almost failed entirely, a drought hurting much of the area at the wrong moment. No one but Xevras had appeared worried about it, chalking it up to a phenomenon of the gods. His parents had pulled a small bag of coin from somewhere, declared they had been saving for this sort of thing, and carried on.

A couple of the farmers near them had failed to produce enough, but most had scraped by. A lot of them had helped each other through, but again, his parents didn’t seem to want to mix with others.

They also kept him busy enough that he couldn’t spend much time with others either. For as long as he could remember, Xevras had worked on the farm. At first it had been simple tasks, feeding the chickens and then milking the goats. Digging up the vegetables needed for that dinner, kneading the dough for today’s bread.

But since he had grown bigger and stronger than either of his caretakers, they had put him to work out in the fields. By then his father had been frail, older than a lot of the farmers in the village and struggling with his joints.

There was an almost as old travelling apothecary who came through the village every few months and made up a drought for his father to take. It helped for a while, but they could only ever afford so much, and it never lasted until the apothecary passed through again.

For years now, Xevras had just done everything, not wanting to see his small family hurting. Today, however, he wished he could be anywhere but on the farm.

Only two nights earlier, Xevras had been in the village when some travellers had come through who told stories and sang songs to get a place to rest. Nothing as fancy as a wandering troupe, but entertaining in a way Xevras liked even more. He’d taken one of the small silver coins he’d saved up from helping around the village and gone to listen in the tavern that night.

His parents had told him not to, of course. They often said it was too dangerous for him to be out there, but so far they’d not appeared to notice the few times he had left the farm in the evening. He didn’t like to make a habit of it, and he always felt guilty when he did sneak out, but sometimes he couldn’t resist the lure of the storytellers.

The village would be quiet tonight, no one visiting or passing through. There hadn’t been much traffic on the road for a couple of days, and Xevras wondered if it was a lull before a group came at once. Sometimes people opted to wait and travel as a group, especially when the roads were less safe.

Several times lately, he had heard the people talking in the village about strange times and danger. But that sort of thing never came to a village like this. Only stories of it.

As Xevras picked up the empty seed sack, he looked around one last time. The animals were all in their pens for the night already, and he had no more chores out here on the farm. There were still several to do inside, but he could take his time over those and get some supper first.

He made his way back to the farmhouse just as his mother appeared at the door. She was wringing her hands, although she tried to hide the gesture beneath her apron. Relief relaxed her features as soon as she spotted him.

His ma was a slim woman. The hard years on the farm hadn’t been kind to her. Her face was full of lines, few of them evidence that she ever smiled. There was often affection in her eyes, but lately that had been replaced by worried, darting looks that took in everything, especially when Xevras was outside.

“Did you get the field sowed?” she asked, taking in the empty bag in his hands.

“As much as we had. There’s room for more, but I’m owed a little by the store clerk. I’ll bring it back from the village tomorrow.”

“You’re a good lad.” She stepped back so he could come through the doorway. He caught her scanning the horizon as well before she pulled the door shut behind him and put the wooden bar over it that kept it closed and people out.

Although she wouldn’t tell him why, Xevras had noticed her doing that for the last two weeks or so. It wasn’t all his parents were doing that was strange, but it was the most obvious. They were both afraid.

“Did your day go well?” Xevras asked, knowing she wouldn’t tell him anything if he asked her what had worried her so much.

“As well as any day does,” she replied, not looking at him as she hurried toward the kitchen. “Supper is on the table. Eat up and then sort your evenin’ chores.”

“Yes, Mam,” he replied, knowing that was all she’d say. He stifled a sigh and followed her through to the kitchen. As there always was at this time of night, he found a small plate with a hunk of bread, some cheese and a piece of whatever fruit they had in abundance.

At the moment, the barn had plenty of apples and pears from the late autumn harvest. They would keep most of the winter, although they’d get tougher and less juicy as the winter wore on.

For now, they were fresh enough. He’d eat that last to help ease down the bread that was more stale than not. It had been on the table longer than he’d have liked, the fields claiming most of his evening.

He sat down, tired but not daring to say so, and tucked in.

Not long after he picked up the apple, his father appeared. He was an elderly man, his hair white and a cane in his hand as he limped about the room and fetched himself a pear from the bowl on the table. “There you are, son. Did you get the field sown?”

“Of course,” he replied, wondering if anyone would say anything that wasn’t necessary. “Did you have a good day?”

His father looked up at him, finally giving Xevras his full attention. “Aye, I did. What makes you ask?”

Xevras shrugged. “Nothing much. Just know that the villagers are talking of trouble and Ma is putting the bar on the door. It ain’t nothing major, you keep telling me, and there is nothing wrong, but you’re both being strange too. Checking on all sorts, like you’re expecting trouble.”

Pa looked down instead of at Xevras as if he was intently focused on the pear. He pulled out a knife to cut it up as he shook his head. “It’s all in your mind. Those stories you’ve been listening to have made you imagine a problem that isn’t there. I know you’ve been sneaking out to the tavern when those wandering bards come to town. It needs to stop.”

“Why? It’s just a story.”

Pa smacked his hand down on the table, sending his knife skittering to one side and then off onto the floor. “Because I said so. You’re still my son and you live under this roof and you’ll bide by my word.”

His ma came into the room as Pa finished speaking, a frown fixed on her face. At the same time, his father started coughing. He had been doing that a lot lately, and it was sounding worse and worse each time.

He continued hacking for some time, Ma going to his back to give it a good pat as he struggled and wheezed.

“Now look what you’ve started,” Ma said, glaring at Xevras. “Go get the last of your chores done and then get yourself to bed. You need to stop all this daydreaming and this rebellious longing for adventure. It won’t lead you anywhere good. You’re a farmer. You don’t have the strength or skill to be any more than that. Thinking it might be different will only lead to heartbreak or trouble of your own making.”

Xevras frowned as Pa finally calmed his coughing fit and went still. He was more frail than Xevras had ever seen him and he knew he couldn’t push his Pa any harder. They might even be right. Either way, there was no point in arguing with them. Every time he had ever daydreamed of a different life, they had told him the same thing.

Although he was hungry enough to want the apple still on the table, he left it there and got up. “I’ll get my chores done. I’ll go to the village early tomorrow and get us some more seed. I’ll make sure I’m back by lunch.”

Without another word, he walked away. Neither of his parents said anything in response. They never said sorry. Nor did they change. It was just the same life day after day and it always would be, until he was too frail to carry on and his sons would have to do the same for him.

It wasn’t the life he wanted. Not one bit, but there was nothing he could do. Several times over the years he had considered running away and beginning a life of his own somewhere else, but he had all of three silver coins that he’d scraped to save, and now his parents needed him on the farm, he knew he couldn’t.

Leaving would be a death sentence for them. They couldn’t manage the farm well enough on their own anymore. He would have to keep going, and while his father was worryingly sick, there was no sign either would leave this mortal realm any time soon.

Xevras made his way to the back of the farmhouse and checked on the chicken coup. He counted all the chickens to make sure they were inside and shut them up. He knew better than to miss one, or not fasten the coup door well enough. There were plenty of foxes who would love to feast on them.

That had happened once, not long after his ma had assigned the task to him. She’d told him every day for weeks that he needed to be careful, and he’d still managed to get it wrong. His father had given him a sound beating, one of only a handful his entire life.

After that, he’d had to work extra hard, helping out at the neighbours’ farms to make the coin to buy enough chickens again.

Although he hadn’t been able to sit down for a couple of days, he’d learned to listen to his ma and pa. Xevras had also learned the value of his hard work. Even with all the working on the farm, he took every opportunity he could to earn a little extra money.

For the most part, he had also spent it on helping his parents, but a small amount was saved for the worst times, and the rest he spent on himself, small things here and there, or to give to the travellers for their stories.

It was all he could do with the time he had, and he didn’t regret spending any of it the way he had. All he regretted was that he was needed so much more than he wanted to be. Perhaps his parents were right, though. Maybe it was time to stop listening to the stories that had appealed so much as a child.

Unable to fully decide, Xevras triple-checked the chicken coup and then moved to the pigs to give them the last of the feed for the night. They were in their beds as well, but the largest one gave a soft grunt to let him know his presence had been acknowledged.

For animals, they were surprisingly used to their routines, and for the most part seemed to appreciate the steady sameness of every day at the farm. Maybe he needed to be more like them and take comfort from the consistency.

After all, he was safe, had a warm bed each night, and didn’t go to bed hungry unless he was being punished for foolhardy behaviour. It could be worse.

Once the pigs were settled in, Xevras checked on the horse. They only had one, and he’d need it in the morning to pull the cart into town. Nora, a mare of dubious stock but hardy enough for a farm, was in her stall in the barn. She shifted as soon as she saw him and stomped a little.

“Okay, okay, I’m bringing your feed. No need to get upset. I had a lot to do today.” Xevras grabbed a wooden bowl and scooped some oats out of one of the large sacks in the barn. There were only three left, and he knew it wouldn’t be enough to feed Nora until there was another harvest. At some point, he’d have to find a way to get them some more.

He quickly added the oats and some chopped veg from the kitchen to the nosebag hanging on the front of Nora’s stall. She snorted as if she wasn’t impressed. She then looked toward the barn door at the same time as he thought he heard a shout somewhere off in the distance.

“You heard that too?” Xevras asked before rubbing her nose.

Curious, he walked over to the barn door that looked in that direction. It was already closed, and a wooden bar lay across it, no doubt thanks to his mother’s newfound paranoia that they weren’t safe. Although he placed his hand on it to lift it and take a look, the farm had fallen silent again.

He listened for several seconds, trying to slow the rapid beating of his heart by breathing gently and quietly. No other noises alarmed him, just the nature around and on the farm.

“I’m being silly, like Ma said.” Xevras shook his head and walked away. If he needed any other sign to tell him that it was time to put his childish ways behind him and settle into farm life properly, this was it. A single noise spooking him like this wasn’t normal or okay.

Xevras finished locking up the barn for the night as well and made his way inside the farmhouse. He went in through the back door to the kitchen this time and also shut that up. It had holders for a wooden bar as well, and he knew his mother would want him to put the wooden beam across it.

For a few seconds, Xevras almost didn’t. Maybe if he left it off and his Ma didn’t notice, she would realise she was still safe in the morning and stop worrying so much.

It wasn’t the right way to help his ma, and Xevras knew it. He put the bar in place and made his way to his bedroom. Both his parents had made their way to bed already, but the apple he’d left was still on the table with a small extra slice of ham on a plate beside it.

The food was a peace offering from his parents, and it made him feel a little better about the day. They would be all right in the morning, and nothing would be said of it.

Just as Xevras was eating his apple, he heard another noise. This time, it sounded as if it came from around the front of the house. He hurried over to the window, but he couldn’t see anything at first.

A few seconds later, a knight in armour came around the corner of the barn, carrying a torch in one hand and a sword in the other.

The farm was somehow under attack.


Chapter 2


Xevras



Without a moment of hesitation, Xevras ran to the stairs and then up them.

“Ma, Pa, there’s men outside,” he yelled, knowing that calling them knights would only make his parents less likely to believe him.

He heard them stirring, but he needn’t have worried about them taking him seriously when someone smashed into the front door. Xevras had never been more grateful for his mother’s caution. And at the same time, he wondered if she had known this was coming.

It didn’t matter if she had. All that mattered now was what they did about it. Xevras had heard one of the storytellers say that once. That it didn’t matter what others did, only what you were going to do about it in that moment.

Xevras hurried toward his parents. Whoever was trying to get into the farmhouse, he hoped his pa would make them understand they weren’t any trouble and there was no need for violence. They were simple farmers, and the country was currently at peace.

Anyone wearing armour and being a knight should be working for the throne and keeping them safe, not bothering innocent farmers. Shouldn’t they?

It took a moment for his ma and pa to get back out of bed, both of them pulling on jackets and boots to keep the cold night air off them.

“What is all the noise?” his pa asked, frowning as if he was going to tell off whoever was bashing down the farmhouse door like they were a naughty child.

As Xevras backed up into the hallway again, his ma hurried past him toward the door.

“They’re knights, I think. They had a crest on the chest. And swords.” The words poured out of Xevras’s mouth with a chatter of his teeth. His whole body was shuddering. He was afraid. As much as he had always longed for adventure, having it come knocking on the farmhouse door like this wasn’t the same.

Somehow, this was a lot more real and a lot more deadly.

“They’re here, Hal,” his ma said, rushing back to his pa. The man was still struggling with a boot, but Xevras could only gape.

“Who is here?” he asked as his pa reached under the bed for a long box. He pulled a coin pouch out of it and then a sword, nestled in a scabbard more ornate than Xevras usually saw on anyone near here, even the adventuring types who came through.

Nobody answered him, but his father shuffled over and pressed the coin purse into Xevras’s hand.

“Bessie, help me with my armour,” he called to his wife. “Xevras, you need to get out of here. You can’t let them see you. Head to the nearest town and–”

“Why do I have to run?” Xevras asked, interrupting his father.

“I don’t have time.” His pa pressed the coin purse into his hand even harder, shaking it a little to bring Xevras’s attention to it.

Knowing his father wouldn’t focus on anything until he was satisfied, Xevras took the coins and nodded. “I’ll go to town, but please tell me who these people are.”

His ma grabbed his shoulders and spun him to her, giving him a hug while his father hurried back to their bedroom.

“There’s no time to explain,” Ma added as well. “I’m sorry, Xevras. Maybe we should have told you more, but you need to go now. Don’t run to the village. It won’t be safe. Go to the big town and find a quiet room out of the way. We’ll find you.”

Although Xevras feared they wouldn’t, he nodded. He only got to glance at his father again, the man having pulled another box out from under the bed. This one contained armour.

His mother pushed him away and toward the back door again. “Go!”

He took one last look at them both before rushing back through the kitchen to the door. It was taking a battering as well, no doubt also under attack from the knight Xevras had seen from his window.

Now that there was a real threat, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to be part of an adventure. He was grateful he’d done as his mother asked and put the bar on the door. It was giving his pa time to get on armour of his own.

Xevras briefly considered staying where he was, but more shouting reached his ears, and the smell of burning touched his nostrils. His parents would know what to do, and he could meet them near the town.

With knights at the front and back doors, there was only one other way out of the building. Through the cellar and the shute.

He hurried to the cellar door that opened into the kitchen just as his ma came back. She grabbed the large kitchen knife before helping him get the door open.

“Are you going to follow?” he asked.

“As soon as we can,” she replied, but get out now. It will make this easier. And your pa means his words. Get yourself to town.”

Xevras nodded, although he still didn’t like it, but his ma wasn’t in the mood to entertain argument. She almost shoved him down the steps into the cellar, pushing him to go far faster than he wanted to.

Lots of half-thoughts of things he wanted to say to his parents formed in his head, chased out by the next before each could complete. He felt an urge to tell them that he loved them and he was sorry for being a difficult child, but his ma slammed the cellar door shut behind him and plunged him into the dark.

He had to feel his way down, grateful that he was so familiar with the layout down here. It still took him several minutes to find his way across, the space littered with more crates and sacks of various supplies. Down here, they kept the food that needed to be cooler.

It was damp and musty-smelling at times, but he could also smell the blood of a recently butchered animal. He almost crashed into the carcass, but managed to miss it. He was fairly sure it dripped on him as he ducked under to get to the only exit left to him.

He climbed up onto the wooden slope and grabbed the sides. This was somewhere he had worked enough that he knew where he was without being able to see, but it added to the tension of the moment.

Although Xevras knew to get out of the building and try to do so without being seen, he didn’t know what to do after that. He shouldn’t be seen – that much he could work out – but he hadn’t practised sneaking around a farm. He also had no idea how many knights there were.

Unless he could get outside, it was still not an issue for right now. He climbed slowly, trying not to make any noise, but he needn’t have worried. The knights were making a racket above.

He was sure they’d gained entrance somewhere and were in the farmhouse with his parents now. No matter how much his parents wanted him to leave, his resolve to do as he was told was only so strong. He hesitated, considering going back, but the more shouting there was, the more scared he became.

Reminding himself that his parents had known best when it came to barring the doors and that there was clearly more they hadn’t told him if his pa had been hiding money, a sword and his armour underneath his bed, Xevras carried on climbing the shute.

It didn’t take him long to do so. This was the way he had made his way out of the house when he had gone to town, and he suspected his ma had known that when she’d sent him down to the cellar.

At the top of the shute, Xevras paused, listening for signs of anyone waiting outside the farmhouse. He could only hear the sound of people moving far behind him now, at the front of the building. Pushing fears that it meant his parents might not be okay out of his head, Xevras pushed open the wooden door at the top and slid out of the cellar without a sound.

For a second time, he was thankful that this was the way he usually went. He was practised at doing it quietly. After closing the hatch behind himself, Xevras stood up.

To his dismay, the barn was on fire. The doors had been flung wide open, and as far as he could tell, the animals had made it out. He ran over to the building anyway, looking left and right.

The stall for the horse was wide open, and she was gone. He looked around to be sure she wasn’t simply somewhere else and then hurried back out. He could see some of the knights from this angle. There was one in the farmhouse kitchen, and the back door was broken, hanging half off the hinges and battered into the house.

He couldn’t see his parents, but he hoped they were okay.

As he took off to the side of the building to try to get around and toward the road, Xevras heard shouts from other places and noticed that there were even more fires.

These so-called knights were burning the crops and farm outbuildings in multiple places. It was more than enough of a motivator for Xevras to run. He kept out in the fields and away from any sounds as he tried to put distance between himself and the farms.

After the next house, when he didn’t find any knights, but he did see a woman huddling with a baby, he rushed over to her. It was the young mother two farms down, Cressia. Her eyes were wide, and she had a shawl wrapped around her torso and also the baby, holding it tight against her chest.

As soon as she saw him, relief relaxed her features.

“They’re attacking the farms,” she said. “They killed my boy.”

“They killed Tonius?” Xevras asked, knowing the teenager from helping out on the farm.

She nodded and covered her mouth to stifle her crying. Tears tracked down her cheeks as he looked around.

“We need to get out of here. Get toward the road and away from the farms.” He looked around to check which direction would provide them the most cover.

With fires raging in several places, he knew the best way to go was toward any that were dying out or had been set longer ago. Hopefully, any danger would have gone the other way, working their way in the opposite direction.

It also happened to be the direction the city was in, and not the village.

Cressia didn’t seem to want to move at first, staying where she had crouched, until Xevras took her arm and gently steered her with him.

He took her along the line of a fence, away from both their farms. At first, she went along with him, just letting him guide her.

“We have to go to the village,” she said, beginning to resist his direction. They paused again and crouched, but Xevras didn’t want to stay here. He could still hear knights somewhere nearby shouting, and the sound of horses’ hooves thundering around.

Now and then, there was the odd cry or a scream from the innocent farmers and their workers. It didn’t seem to matter if it was the large farmhouses or the smaller workers’ houses in rows of cottages. The knights were attacking everyone.

“We can’t go to the village. The knights are going that way.” Xevras tried to get her gently going again, but she continued to pull back. He let go of her, frowning, not sure what to say.

“My sister is in the village. I need to warn her.”

Before Xevras could reply that she needed to save her child, Cressia straightened up and ran back along the fence and then toward the road on the most direct route.

Xevras took a few steps to go toward her, but the nearest fire illuminated her too much, and the knights saw her. He crouched down behind a bush and the fence post just as a knight on his horse came rushing up and ran her down.

She didn’t even get the chance to let out a scream or for the baby to cry out before they were dead, the horses trampling them.

It took all Xevras’s courage to get moving again. If he’d doubted the wisdom of going away from the village before, he didn’t now.

He kept low, sticking to the shadows and areas where fires had already begun burning out or gave him a barrier between him and the murderers.

Xevras suspected his parents wouldn’t make it out and had to keep the thought from his head for fear he’d break down himself. He had to hope they would. He had to. If his pa had armour and a sword, perhaps he could get the knights to understand they weren’t normal farmers.

He didn’t know how all that worked, or why knights would be out here killing farmers either way, but he did know he wasn’t going to let them catch him.

As he hurried away, the sounds of the fighting grew fewer and fewer. He could still hear and smell the fires dotting the area, but several fields full of sheep had been left alone. He made his way around the edge of them, figuring out where he was. He was still off to one side of the road, and he suspected it would be better to stay off it for some time. Darkness gave him a way not to be seen easily.

There was a small moon in the sky and a few stars, but they were barely enough to illuminate his passage. Only the knowledge of these fields and where he was aided him in making steady progress.

He was close to a forest, the road winding through it as it made its way to the city. He knew that by then he would be forced to go back to the road, or right by it.

If he had been travelling with no fears, he would never have attempted this at night, but he knew he needed to put distance between himself and all these knights. They hadn’t shown mercy to a woman and child and had killed a boy of a similar age to him.

Still, as he was forced to turn along the edge of the forest and the sheep grazing lands, he slowed. He had never travelled much beyond this part of the road. He’d been into the forest in broad daylight a few times, mostly with his ma to look for a particular herb she needed or to gather nuts from some of the wild trees in the autumn.

Never on his own and never at night.

He crouched down alongside the wall, still in with the sheep. The forest grew right up against the wall on the other side and there was no way into it from here.

The road was the only way in, and he was going to have to brave it.


Chapter 3


Aryanna



“Some heroes gain the following and support they need without trying, their deeds considered worthy and with a god working to champion them before they are even adults, but others gain recognition and the attention of the gods because they follow their heart down their own path. These are often the strongest and most noble of the heroes.”

Kintel Fevorus, Tales of the Blessed, 1354 AT

The sound of the wind in the trees had always been one of Aryanna’s favourites. She listened as it whispered to her, telling her nothing and everything at the same time. Now and then, she thought she really did hear words, but today it was calm and a gentle swish and rustle.

It allowed her to hear the other sounds of the forest. Insects rubbing their legs together, birds calling to mates, and small furry creatures letting their companions know that she herself was coming.

Aryanna knew how to walk among the creatures quietly enough that she wouldn’t normally disturb them, but she didn’t need to be so careful today. She didn’t mind if the smaller, more scared creatures knew she was coming.

She wanted the plants that grew in the forest, not one of them to give her stew flavour or their fur to warm her bed. At least, for today anyway.

Although Aryanna wouldn’t miss a good opportunity if it presented itself, she didn’t have time today to be hunting. The villagers nearby had consumed the last of her tonic for winter chills and autumn fevers, and she wanted to make some more before the winter really hit hard.

Not that it was ever too bad here, but in the village, everything spread far faster.

She knew exactly where the herbs grew that she needed, and was making her way there when she spotted a snake in the branches of a tree. It wasn’t a large one, but she recognised the hourglass patterns down its back. The creature’s bite was deadly if aggravated.

For a moment, she watched it, trying to establish how hungry it might be. Sometimes she came across one whose body was thick from a recent meal, but this one looked less so. If it was lingering in the tree, it was possibly on the hunt for some sort of prey.

If so, she would leave it alone and let it find what it needed. Otherwise, she might capture it briefly and milk the snake’s venom.

After studying it for several minutes, she noticed it ignoring several small creatures that shuffled by and merely remaining in the sun. That was confirmation for her. It wouldn’t need its venom yet and would have time to replenish itself before it was starving.

Moving slowly, and careful not to brush up against too many leaves or stand on any noisy dry leaves or twigs, Aryanna crept closer to it. She was behind it more than beside it, but the shadow of her hand would come across it as she went to grab it right behind the head.

Once she was in reach, she would need to move fast.

She carried the antidote to this particular venom, and she had been bitten a time or two and built up a little resistance to it, turning it from a deadly threat to an irritation, but no matter how likely she was to survive, snake bites hurt, and she wished to avoid them.

Her hand shot out to snatch it up with a precision born of practice. The snake tried to react, but it was far too slow, and she was soon holding it tightly.

With her other hand, she pulled out a small jar from her pouch. It was already prepared with a thin, gut-lined lid to keep the substance inside. She brought it to the viper’s mouth and shoved the fangs of the already open mouth down onto it.

After running her thumb up over the back of the snake’s head, she checked the jar. She had a reasonable amount of venom, and didn’t try to get every last drip out of the snake. It would need to eat sooner than she’d really like to have milked it, but she had enough for her needs already.

This would be used in small amounts as part of other concoctions. What could be venomous in large doses could have other, more useful effects in smaller ones.

Once she had the jar stowed safely in her pouch again, making sure it was strapped in place and would remain upright, she used both hands to get the snake back in the forest without harming it or getting bitten. She hurried back a few steps to also put some distance between her and it.

Thankfully, it was more interested in getting away now its venom was mostly gone, and it slithered off in the opposite direction.

Aryanna smiled and carried on her way as well. Perhaps this would be a much more successful trip into the forest than she had originally hoped it would be.

It didn’t take her long to find the herb she sought either, her small sickle making short work of gathering what she needed. On her way back to the cottage she called home, Aryanna headed past a quieter section of the nearby river, far downstream from the raging waterfall near home, and where it had slowed.

There were several fruit bushes and nut trees in that area, and she liked to gather as many of the nuts and berries as she could when they were in season. Some of the nuts could also be used in her potions, but the berries were more for her to eat and to sweeten any particularly foul-tasting concoction if she needed to give it to a child.

She found the berries were finally beginning to ripen, but there were few nuts on the ground yet from the tree she was most interested in.

A single glance upward let her know that it wouldn’t be long before the forest ground was covered in the cases of nuts. While there, she tried to see if there would, at least, be a few she could harvest, using a large stick to gently prod at the largest of the more brown pods.

There were many that were still drying out and wouldn’t spill their offering yet, but her stick dislodged a few that were almost ready, allowing her to catch the nuts.

She was still doing this when she heard a shout in the distance.

Whoever this was, they were too far away for her to be sure what they had called, but she suspected it was a person from the village and they had been calling her name. No one else would be up here.

Aryanna was also certain it had been a woman’s voice. That boded well. She found the women of the village a little easier to deal with. They were more considerate, polite, and brought her a fair exchange to trade for whatever they needed. The men had to be cajoled into paying what her knowledge was worth, and more than one had acted like they forgot to bring payment the next time.

She didn’t like to go into the village much. She had been labelled a witch since she started learning about the herbs and offerings of the land, as well as what could be done with things like venom. The village appreciated her services enough, however, that they let her be and, for the most part, she did the same with them.

Now and then, she was persuaded by her own desire to teach a man a lesson for trying to cheat her, or by the wives of husbands who needed to learn to appreciate their wives better, to make something that had a less helpful purpose.

A lesson well learned led to a better life for everyone and more peace for Aryanna. She had no remorse for being a teacher in this way.

As she made her way back toward her cottage, the voice called again, this time unmistakably her name.

“Coming,” she shouted back, knowing better than to let one of the village women wander in his forest to look for her. Many of them got lost, and she often had to rescue them, on top of attending to their needs.

After tromping down a very small footpath that was barely visible to the normal person, the animals having created it more than human feet, Aryanna finally found the woman looking for her. She stood in the middle of a small clearing, looking in Aryanna’s direction.

It was one of the villagers Aryanna didn’t mind as much. Lyra was a young woman for being a wife, but also hard-working, and she knew her letters. She had a basket hanging from one arm, and Aryanna was sure it would be payment for the last service rendered.

That was how the exchanges operated. She offered what would help, named her price, and the person in need could see it working before they brought their payment. That way no one could accuse her of trying to fake a remedy or sell a potion that didn’t work. Most remembered the payment the next time. If they didn’t, they were turned away. It was simple.

“There you are. I don’t know how you don’t get lost in these trees. I swear they move.”

“Some might, but my feet know where they can rest, and I simply follow them home.” It was a phrase her mother used to say when the villagers would exclaim in a similar manner to her. Aryanna had thought it was funny at first, but she found herself saying it as well.

The statement deterred more talking, and that was exactly how she liked it.

“I brought you some bread, as you asked last time. Baked it myself this morning. The loaf is a little larger than usual. Figured you deserved a little more. That draught you gave me for the poor mite saw him right as rain again.”

“Good. How is he doing now?” Aryanna asked as she took the offered basket of bread. Yes, Lyra was one of the villagers Aryanna could just about tolerate.

“Very well, thank you. I’ve not come about him. I was talking to Felicia. She said you could help with a different sort of problem.”

Aryanna raised an eyebrow, knowing how she had helped the slightly older woman most recently. Her husband had been laid up with an injury for some time, and instead of helping around the house while he recovered or doing something else of use, he had grown more amorous in a way Felicia hadn’t wanted. She was done bearing children and didn’t want more.

“My husband can be... zealous about certain marital activities...” Lyra trailed off, frowning and suddenly unable to finish her sentence.

“You’d like a break?” Aryanna asked her, putting her out of her misery. It wasn’t that she felt particularly sorry for the woman’s embarrassment at talking about two people making children – or not, as it was willed – but she knew that if she helped the woman explain and get to her point, this exchange would be done sooner, and Aryanna could be back in her cottage and alone sooner.

“Aye, that’s about the long and short of it. Is that possible?”

Aryanna nodded and reached into her pouch to pull out a small vial. “This will do the trick, but be warned, you only need to slip a couple of drops of it into his drink right before bed. Any more than that and you’ll be getting a break a lot longer than you bargained for, and might even kill him. Two drops. No less, or it won’t work. Three and he’ll appear dead for several hours. Four and you’ll be burying him in the morning. Is that clear?”

Her eyes widened, but she took the small vial anyway.

“What will two do?” she asked, swallowing.

“He’ll just sleep for a while, and soundly. Might even be good for him.” Aryanna smiled, hoping to put the woman at ease enough to decide to take it and hurry up about it. “There’s enough there for five or six doses as long as you’re careful with it.”

“Thank you. Is there anything you want me to bring you the next time? Some fresh fruit or veg from the garden, perhaps? I’ve been growing a few basics myself and I’m pleased with how it’s turning out.”

Aryanna shook her head. “No, I am well stocked from the harvest of the forest for now. Do you have a decent hand at darning?”

She nodded, sealing the deal.

“I’ve got a skirt that needs mending. I caught it on a branch and tore it. If you’ll darn it for me, I’ll bring it down to the village in the next day or so.”

“Oh, is it one of those fancy ones you wear, with all the pockets down the front instead of an apron?”

Although Aryanna wouldn’t have called it fancy, that was the exact style of skirt. “I know where to find you. Can you get back down to the village from here?”

Lyra looked around them as if she was trying to work it out. Frowning, Aryanna pointed to a gap in the trees south of them. “Head through there and then keep going two hundred paces more. You’ll find a sycamore tree and several berry bushes with unripe berries. Don’t touch those, but go past them with them on your right. Once you reach the end of the row of them, you’ll see a little dirt track that weaves back and forth down a steeper section of the hill. The bottom rejoins the main path down to the village.”

While Aryanna wouldn’t normally give a villager such a clear route through the area, she knew Lyra would get lost without such clear instructions. She was one of the nicer villagers, but she was hopeless with navigation.

As Lyra walked off, Aryanna lingered, as much to make sure the woman was truly gone from the forest as to be sure Lyra coped with even that short a distance to follow.

Once she was certain the forest was hers and nature’s again, Aryanna continued on her route back to the cottage, knowing which direction it was, no matter where she was. It was beginning to get later in the day now, and she was tired. She was also going to need to make more of the little liquid that she’d given Lyra. That had been the last of it.

Thankfully, she already had everything she needed. It was one more task to do before another villager showed up and asked for her assistance.


Chapter 4


Aryanna



The cottage looked inviting as far as Aryanna thought, but she knew the plants growing around it, and in some cases, on it, could deter people. She let them roam wild, and what some thought were weeds, she knew had their uses.

Once she dropped off her new supplies, she looked around for the skirt she needed mending and noticed she was also low on some of the small vials she needed. One of the villagers had promised to bring her back the empty ones the villagers had finished using, as well as a couple of new ones from the glassblower in the nearby town.

Someone almost always came through to trade and had a few vials on them. Because Aryanna didn’t like being in the village when they did, she tasked the villagers who asked her for help with bartering her own wares for them. It was a simple way they could repay her, and she used that to help anyone who was more poor. A task instead of something that cost money.

Most of the villagers were poor, but there were a few who had wealth. They weren’t the sort to come to Aryanna, though. They thought themselves above her.

She didn’t care for the most part, but now and then they needed a solution, and no one else could give it to them.

After gathering everything she wanted to trade herself and making sure she had some basic supplies on her, Aryanna set out to make her way down the path to the village. It was a decent-length walk, long enough that no one set out on it just for the sake of it, but short enough she didn’t mind making it herself.

The path meandered back and forth a little, making its way around the hillside and ensuring no part of the track was too steep. It wove among the trees at first, too narrow for a cart, but then, as it descended to the farming area of the village, it widened a little.

Despite it being later in the day, the sun still shone, and Aryanna walked quickly, almost catching up with Lyra. The lone woman was still a fair way ahead of her and didn’t notice Aryanna, but Aryanna slowed so she wouldn’t catch up.

It was good to see that she’d made her way back. She didn’t want to have the young woman lost in her forest for hours. She would almost certainly be asked to go look for her, and probably expected to do it for free as well. It would also mean her skirt wouldn’t be mended anytime soon.

She arrived at the edge of the village just as some of the men were coming back from the fields and making their way to the inn to have a drink in the bar. Now and then, she went in there as well, but being seen by them would mean the whole village knew she was here before much longer.

Gossip didn’t spread faster than over a pint.

Her first port of call was the blacksmith’s. She needed to sharpen the blade on her sickle. It wouldn’t take long and wasn’t a big job, but the blacksmith’s wife owed her a favour, and she hoped it would be free.

The blacksmith was hunched over the workbench when Aryanna walked in. The man was large, muscular arms and neck giving his body a disproportionate look. He didn’t look wrong in a setting like this, often sitting down at the furnace or a workbench, sometimes on a stool, fixing a shoe on a horse.

The man shifted as the door swung shut behind her. He looked her over, and Aryanna fought the desire to flee or hit the man for his appetites. He was one of the men who knew the village couldn’t function without him. Too poor to be able to be happy, and too necessary for him to be humbled by it.

Before he could speak, she pulled out her sickle and placed it on the workspace in an open area. “Need this sharpening. Your wife owes me.”

He frowned, looking at it and then up at Aryanna. After that, he called for his wife. She wasn’t in the smithing area, but the blacksmith building was attached to the side of their house. She must be in the house somewhere for him to know he could call to her.

Although she took a moment to appear, her face lit up when she saw Aryanna. “Oh, my, didn’t expect to see you today. You didn’t say what you wanted as payment for the last cure you gave me. I’ve got some fresh whipped cream–”

“No, it’s okay. I just want the blade sharpened.” Aryanna turned her attention back to the blacksmith, who shrugged.

“Sure. I can get it done in between the heatings on this tool here. Shouldn’t take me long.”

“I’ll get it on my way back through.” Aryanna smiled at them both, hoping neither of them would try to ask her lots of questions or invite her to stay and wait.

She didn’t give them much opportunity, leaving before either could say another word. She hurried down the street, past several more houses and the people bustling between them. There were more people out than she’d normally expect, but she also knew she was a little later in the day than she would usually come into town.

If she hadn’t been interrupted and needed to find a price for yet another concoction, she’d not have come down for several days. Instead, she’d have continued with her work, but if she was going to sort her apron, she might as well come to get everything else she needed and was owed.

Her next stop was Lyra, to hand over the apron that needed mending. The woman was swift, no doubt wanting her gone before her husband got back from his work so he had no idea she had been to visit. After that, Aryanna had to decide what mattered to her most.

Although she didn’t want to carry too much back up the hill, she didn’t want the villagers to get complacent or take too long to give her what they owed. She’d need to collect as much as she could carry.

With that in mind, she walked all the way to the mill. The miller’s son had been sick only a week earlier, and she’d asked for some hops for some of her brewing. She liked to make her own ginger root ale to keep the chill off and help settle a stomach, and take the edge off some pains at the same time.

It was one of her best remedies, and she often gave small amounts back to the villagers for other items she needed. The drink was a simple solution they could almost certainly make themselves, but none of them had the intelligence to do so.

She swiftly gained what she wanted and hurried on her way, putting the bag of hops into her side pouch even though it almost filled the main space. Her next stop was with the local butcher. She’d asked him to salt her some pork and jar it for her. He’d been the one to come to her, one of the few men willing to do so.

Although he didn’t appear pleased to see her while he had another customer, and practically ignored her, Aryanna only had to wait for them to leave before the butcher gave her his attention and smiled.

“Salted pork?” he asked. She nodded, hoping he wouldn’t keep her waiting and glad he had remembered at least that much.

He went out the back of the small shop, where it would certainly be cooler, and came back to her with a couple of small jars. As he handed them over, she also tucked them away in her now heavy pack.

“There should be three,” she said when she turned back to him and he was still standing there. He frowned and opened his mouth as if to argue with her and try to haggle it down, but she pursed her lips and folded her arms across her chest. He rethought his actions and fetched her another one.

There was no way this one would fit in her bag, so she tucked it into her apron for now.

“Before you go...” he said quietly, letting her know why she had gained the third jar so easily. “I’ve got a bit of a problem again.”

“You been sleeping with that farmer’s wife again?” she asked without hesitation or keeping her voice down. His cheeks coloured, and he ducked down as if someone would see him, despite them being the only people in the building. It was easy to tell the answer.

She reached into her apron again, rooting around for the right pouch, and pulled out a handful of the herbs there, being careful to make it look like she’d given him all of them. “As last time, grind these down, mix them with a little milk or cream, and apply to the area. Leave for ten minutes and then wash thoroughly.”

The butcher nodded and took the leaves before shoving them into his own apron. Given what normally went in and out of the apron, Aryanna was sure it would reduce the potency of the herb. That they were the dried version and not fresh would also reduce their effectiveness, but she knew the man would be seeing her again for the same thing in not too long. And she’d kept about half of it in her pouch for the other man she knew would be about to ask her.

“Three more jars the next time I see you,” Aryanna added, giving the man a curt nod before leaving. No one haggled with her or didn’t pay her right. They needed her too much, even if they didn’t like it. It wasn’t worth three jars, but she was trying to teach the man a lesson, just as what she’d given the blacksmith’s wife to cure their babe was worth a lot more than sharpening a single blade, but the mother had been beside herself, and she wanted to help a child sick because of fate. The butcher suffered from the consequences of his own choices.

Maybe if the farmer’s wife could get over her shame and own up to her infidelity, Aryanna could get all three of them cured, but she wasn’t about to make that any easier on them either. It was certainly not her responsibility to teach them to have more care.

Her final port of call was the inn. The town had a smallish inn, and it operated as a way station for travellers passing through, but it had a large enough bar area attached that most of the locals spent the evening there when they were done with their labours of the day. The owner’s wife was one of the best in the village at getting stains out of fabrics and making them the right colour again.

Aryanna could have done her own laundry in that regard, but it was hard work and the innkeepers were one of the families who often owed her something for one reason or another. Sometimes they kept some cures of hers on hand to trade with travellers and then they traded with her for them. She didn’t care as long as she got what she needed.

She also knew this was where she would find anyone else who needed her services. If she didn’t appear in the tavern often enough, they would make the trek up to her, but only when they grew desperate. And she sometimes preferred coming down, dealing with them all at once and then getting some peace for a few weeks.

Now and then, she stopped into the inn for her own needs. To see if a traveller might give her a quick roll, assuming one took her fancy, but that was as far from her mind as it got today. She didn’t like to lead on the folks in town. It would never turn into anything, but someone passing through, whom she’d never likely see again and didn’t know her reputation, suited her better.

It was only for peace and quiet’s sake and getting her laundry so she didn’t have to come back down into town again for a while that saw her opening the door and walking into the bar area.

All at once, everyone stopped talking and stared at her. She pretended to ignore the interest and quickly scanned the faces as she made her way to the bar.

“Laundry?” the woman behind the bar asked. Aryanna nodded, not uttering a word.

“I’ve used one of those tonics you gave us for that... lice problem. Could we get another? Doesn’t have to be right now, but when you get a chance to make some.”

“You still got three left? Aryanna asked as a familiar male came up to the bar beside her and put enough coin down for a drink. At the same time, he put down a small bundle of candles where no one but the barkeep would see them.

“Aye, three for now,” she said, taking the coin, giving the farmer beside Aryanna a nod and then making herself very busy getting the laundry and pouring an ale.

Aryanna pulled the rest of the herbs out of her pocket and put them on the bar as discreetly as she could before he rolled the candles over to her. They were of good enough quality she knew she didn’t have to remind him of anything. By the time the barkeep was back with the laundry and the ale, both items were gone, the candles in another pocket of Aryanna’s and the herbs wherever the beekeeper thought best.

“You met the new folks in town?” the woman asked Aryanna before letting go of the neatly tied bundle of cloth.

She shook her head, wondering when there had been new folks and why no one had mentioned them yet. Quickly, she worked out where they would have had to live. There was a small house that had been lived in by a small family earlier in the year, but they had decided to go to the city so he could enrol as a guard. Something about the city paying well in the current times.

Aryanna didn’t pay much attention to that sort of thing, but the man had been strong, and if it made sense for the family, it made sense to them. She didn’t want anything to do with a city.

“They usually come in about now. Husband and wife. No kids yet, but I bet you’ll be on call before long. He’s an attractive one.”

“I’m sure,” Aryanna replied, only half-listening to the idle gossip. She was sure she would meet them soon enough, but she was done in town.

Before she could do more than turn around, the two newcomers came through the door. They didn’t gain the exact same reaction she did, but it wasn’t far off. The silence wasn’t instant, but rolled from around them across the room.

Aryanna met the woman’s gaze briefly, and the woman looked her up and down, distaste crossing her features so rapidly, Aryanna knew they wouldn’t be communicating much.

Both of them were far better looking than the average townsfolk, each having bright blond hair that shone like silk. She was thin but curved in all the right places, and she walked with a sway to her hips that spoke of her confidence in her appearance and the attention it gained.

He wasn’t any better, grinning, chiselled jaw and a muscular body that couldn’t be covered up by a simple tunic. The men all stared at the former, and the smaller number of women in the room were all staring at him.

Aryanna knew it was time to go. These were exactly the sort of people she liked to avoid.


Chapter 5


Xevras



“Different lands have different stories of their monsters, but many share similarities. Humanity is always scared of what it doesn’t understand.”

Gregor Yerald, Monsters and Myths, 256 KR (1378 AT)

His feet hurt. And his head. His mouth was also parched.

Xevras didn’t know if he should keep walking or stop. For the rest of the night and the best part of another day, Xevras had plodded along, putting as much distance as he could between himself and the village he had once called home.

He was trying to make his way to the city as his parents had asked him to do, but he had no idea how far it was. And it didn’t feel like it was getting any closer.

At first, he had walked along inside the forest, a little to one side, but after stumbling over a fifth tree root and hitting yet another branch with his face, Xevras had decided that he could walk a little closer to the road. It helped that he hadn’t seen another soul on the road so far.

When the sun had first come up on another day, Xevras had been relieved, but with each hour that had gone by, the relief had slipped away. The forest had given way to more farms as he came into the afternoon.

All of them told the same tale as his own area. Many fields had been burned, and it had been a miracle that the fire hadn’t spread to the forest or beyond each farm. There had been plenty of rain lately, which probably helped, but still, with crops in the ground and how little there was between the fields and trees, he was surprised that anything had survived.

As a sound on the road disturbed Xevras from his tired plodding, he hurried off the road and tried to find somewhere to hide for a while. There was a section of field that had burned nearby, but the fire was out, and the wall was still standing. He hurried up to it and jumped the wall.

Ducking down, he pulled his cloak around himself and tried to blend in with the burned area. He was a similar enough colour that it shouldn’t be too difficult. He had also walked through enough burned patches recently and more than enough dirt through the years that the cloak had some natural blend with the environment.

He barely dared to breathe as he heard the horse’s hooves getting closer. They were coming from the same direction he had been, and he feared the rider would have seen him well enough to know he had been on the road, but he had been to one side and moving slowly, so maybe he’d be lucky.

They continued to rush toward his position and didn’t slow, giving Xevras some hope he would go unnoticed. Eventually, the horse and its rider went thundering by and didn’t even slow.

Xevras listened, not moving from his spot until the noise of the rider was gone entirely. And even after that, he waited a little longer.

By the time he dared to move, his legs were stiff and his body protested. He had been walking for so long without resting that he had forgotten what it was like to be at ease. His body didn’t want to go on, but his stomach rumbled only a moment later to let him know that he needed to find it food if nothing else.

After stretching and trying to push his legs into cooperating, Xevras looked for any area of the farms that might offer him the hope of food. All the buildings were burned shells and wouldn’t contain anything edible, and the fields weren’t grown enough to have anything to harvest, which just left some trees that might be able to bear fruit.

It was still early for a lot of fruits, but there might be some sour apples on a few trees if he was lucky. Xevras made his way to what looked like it had been an orchard only a few days ago. Some of the trees were still smouldering, and a few were nothing more than blackened stumps. Most had burned, but more were stripped bare of leaves or fruit and small branches, the rest of the tree too wet to have burned for long.

At one end of the area, there were several trees that had survived. Xevras made his way over to these, partially hobbling on legs unwilling to go faster than the plod he’d been using most of the day. It only made him more eager and desperate to find the food he needed.

The first tree bore some small fruits, as he’d expected, not ripe or large yet but edible enough. They were sour and made his lips pucker as they seemed to draw moisture out of his mouth. His stomach growled some more, not entirely happy with the sub-standard meal, but he’d had worse before.

He’d found something to eat, and it wasn’t costing him any of the coin he carried. For now, that was enough.

After eating the first small fruit, he picked several more and filled his pockets. Many of them didn’t want to come off the branches, but he gave them little choice. No one would come to pick them after him, of that he was sure.

Once he had as much as he could carry, Xevras picked his way back to the road. He had given his stomach some food, but he knew he also needed water. For that, he would need to find a stream or perhaps a pond or lake, although the latter could make him sick.

He didn’t know where he was, let alone if there was water nearby. Usually, farms were built reasonably close to water, crops needing more than a little, but that could equally come from a well, or a myriad of other options. Crops didn’t need their water to be fresh and flowing.

No matter what he needed, his best option was to keep going and hope he found water before it was too late. He still had time, and he had a long way to go.

So far, he’d still not seen any kind of mile marker, but the farms gave him hope he might, until he passed his eighth burned building and saw that there was nothing more but trees ahead of him. There was a right-hand turn that wove through some fields, burned hedges and blackened stone, marking the route carts and wagons could go down. Here he found a charred stick that might once have been a signpost.

If it had been, he had no idea what it might have once said. Because of it, he could only carry on and hope he was still going in the right direction. He took some comfort from knowing the knights must have already come through this way and hadn’t left anyone behind. They were unlikely to come back.

As the afternoon slid by, Xevras settled into the familiar, slow routine of putting one foot in front of the other. He had considered stopping to make a shelter, but it was daytime still and he needed water before he stopped to rest.

It was all that kept his feet going, one pace after another, his head down. He made it back into the forest again, heading onward and listening for water. He didn’t think he’d find any as the sun scorched his back and made the afternoon heat unbearable.

He tried to walk to one side, but his feet were now so heavy that he stumbled all the more. If anyone came along the road now, they would see him and hear him long before he saw or heard them, but he wasn’t sure he cared anymore.

More than anything, he wished he could be back on the farm and nothing like this had happened. He knew he couldn’t change it or go back, however.

Still, he wished that his parents were here. They might have been harsh at times and worked him hard, but they had always known what to do. ‘Go to the city and wait for them,’ wasn’t much of an instruction. Not when he wasn’t even sure of the way.

He tried not to think about it too much. The hope that they would find him there was all he had, and he suspected that if he thought about it too much, that hope might vanish.

Slowly, he made his way onward, the sun shifting in the sky enough that the shade from the trees began to cover the road again. It wouldn’t be long before it sank, and then he would sleep. He had finally put enough distance between himself and the farms that he hoped no one would think to look for him out here.

Just as he was thinking of giving up on water and collapsing where he walked for the night, he heard the sound of water trickling somewhere. Without another thought, he turned toward it.

He caught himself against a tree trunk, then pushed past several bushes, fighting onward until he could see as well as hear the life-giving water.

Without a single thought, he sank to his knees at the edge of the large stream and scooped mouthfuls one after the other until his stomach was sloshing and he burped loudly.

Sitting back on his heels, he finally looked around. He was in yet another part of the forest, and it all looked the same to him. He had never been more grateful than he was in that moment to be in it.

The road was no longer a worry. He wouldn’t die of thirst before he reached the city, and he could keep following the stream. It appeared to be going in roughly the same direction as the road, and he knew that villages were often built near water.

Maybe if he followed the stream, he would find some houses a little off the road and they would be able to help him.

He held onto this thought as he got to his feet and forced his body to keep going.

Just a little further and he would find a place to sleep.

No matter how much more Xevras kept himself going, the forest continued to look the same and he didn’t find anywhere that looked as if he could sleep.

He didn’t have a blanket or anything more than his cloak to keep him warm, and now the sun was going down, the forest looked less and less inviting and friendly. Near the stream, he’d noticed the occasional tracks of an animal, many different hoof or paw prints, but now and then he saw something larger that paired with a creature he didn’t know.

It unsettled him even more, and he started to look for a strong tree with plenty of branches that he could climb to rest in somehow. Maybe if he was off the ground, even if he was closer to the road, he would be safer.

Every creature needed to drink, which meant all the animals he didn’t want to meet would also head toward the water. It was a good enough reason for him to move away, and he focused on finding the right tree.

He meandered, not going in the straightest line, but trying to keep the stream in earshot. It wasn’t always very loud, however, the ground flat enough that it moved as slowly as he did now and then.

The darkness grew thicker, giving him little choice but to focus on somewhere to sleep. He couldn’t spend another night out in the forest walking alone. His body needed rest.

With the aches and pains of the day building the more he thought about it, Xevras decided that a reasonable tree with a couple of lower branches he could use to climb up and then a sturdy fork just above his head height would have to do. If he was careful, he could lean against one trunk and wrap his cloak around him.

In this darkness, he had to hope no one would look up enough to realise he was there.

It took him far longer to climb than he’d hoped, and he skinned the palms of both hands, but Xevras made it up into the tree. The breeze, even this much higher, was more noticeable, but he could just about pull his cloak over himself and straddle the opposite branch.

Although it had seemed like a good idea at the time, it was far less comfortable than he’d hoped. The bark was rough against his back, and there was a knot right by the side of one leg. But now he had got up here, he didn’t think he could climb down until he was more rested.

Resting as best he could, Xevras closed his eyes.

Only a couple of seconds later, as an animal moved near a bush, he opened them again. He could just about make out the silhouette of a rabbit as it shuffled around. It didn’t know he was nearby, and so continued about his business.

Trying to ignore it, he closed his eyes again. The next creature that made a noise had him open them to look around. This continued for several more minutes, each time Xevras willing himself to calm down and get used to the sounds of the forest.

Slowly, he managed to slip into a sort of sleep, his body too tired to move much anyway. He grew more comfortable with the forest, but he never got deep enough. Every time his head shifted or he relaxed too much into the sleep, he jolted awake again and slipped a little in the tree.

After an hour or so of this, once the forest was fully dark, Xevras gave up. He was too worried that he would fall out of the tree to sleep up there. With far less light to see by, it took him far longer to climb down, and his thighs, calves and the soles of his feet ached in protest the entire time.

As soon as he was on the ground, he mumbled an apology to the rabbits who would be disturbed by him and curled up at the tree’s base instead.

Only once he had done that did he consider why he had first considered sleeping in the tree. There were larger, more wild animals in this forest than he was used to. The thought kept him looking around himself again, until he settled into another interrupted sleep where every movement of the forest disturbed him from his slumber.

After a few more fitful hours, Xevras gave up. He couldn’t sleep like this either. There were tree roots and bushes and all sorts of wildlife that didn’t want him here.

He got up, yawned, rubbed his tired eyes and tried to figure out what to do now. It didn’t seem to matter how tired he was, he couldn’t sleep more than a few minutes at once. And every moment he was in the forest and not somewhere safer, he knew he would only feel worse.

Perhaps he could find an inn just a little further along the road.

It was only as Xevras tried to go back to the road that he looked around himself. He couldn’t hear the stream any longer, and in this dark, he had no idea which way it was, or which way the road was.

He was lost.


Chapter 6


Aryanna



After sidestepping the pair in the tavern, Aryanna had happily come out into the night. She’d decided not to engage with either of the newcomers, leaving the women to fawn over the man and the men to fawn over the new woman.

It was clear the new woman wasn’t going to be happy with Aryanna. While the majority of the townsfolk were willing to accept Aryanna was good-looking, especially for someone dressed simply, they already knew she wasn’t a threat of any kind.

The men she chose weren’t the husbands of anyone in the town. But this new person wouldn’t know that, and she was beautiful in her own way too.

Jealousy from a woman was the last thing Aryanna wanted.

It hadn’t helped that the new man had noticed her as well. If he liked the gorgeous, strong-willed type, then she might get his attention when she didn’t want it.

“Aryanna,” Lyra said, walking toward the inn. “Didn’t think you’d be coming out so soon after seeing the new couple in town go into the inn. Did you meet them?”

She nodded as she raised her eyebrow. Aryanna had paused outside the inn to gather her breath, calm herself down and figure out what she might need beside the sickle she’d left with the blacksmith.

“He’s a good-looking one, isn’t he?” the young woman asked, smiling that coy smile. “Your type, strong and silent, and who likes to roll with the ladies.”

Aryanna shook her head, wanting to kill that thought before it began. “Not with a wife like that. I’m happy enough on my own rather than taking on trouble of any sort.”

Lyra nodded. “Well, I mended your dress already. It wasn’t hard. And it saves you making another trip for it.”

“Thank you,” Aryanna said as she shifted her bundle of laundry to tuck it under one arm and take the mended apron as well. She almost dropped the bundle, but she just about managed to get the apron dress under the same arm for now.

“Oh, and I’ve got these for you. I bumped into some of the wives and told them you were in the town for a short while.” Lyra pulled out the vials she’d gathered up. “All the ones we’ve used and the extra we’ve traded for.”

Again, Aryanna had to take another item, trying to figure out where to shove them. Thankfully, Lyra helped her get them into her pockets, handing over only a few at a time and even putting one in an obvious spare pocket for her.

While they were doing so, Aryanna heard the sound of male voices coming out of the inn, no doubt to stand outside with their beers and talk away from the women. When the bar grew too busy, there was almost always a group of men outside drinking, so Aryanna didn’t think much of it until Lyra looked over and her eyes grew wide.

“Speaking of the new fella,” she whispered like some sort of co-conspirator.

Aryanna turned just enough to see the tall blond walking over to them both.

“Good evening, ladies. Looks like you could do with a strong arm to carry all that,” he said as he came right up to them. He was already swaggering as if he’d had a few beers, and his gaze was almost entirely fixed on Aryanna. “Why don’t I help you get all that home, miss...”

He trailed off as if he was hoping she would introduce herself.

“This is Aryanna,” Lyra said for her, missing the glare it earned her.

“Aryanna, such a beautiful name. Let me help.”

“No, it’s really fine, thank you. I’m sure you can help Lyra here,” Aryanna replied, looking pointedly at the married woman. If he wanted to find a woman willing to roll in the hay, she was a far better choice.

“Oh, I’d love the help,” Lyra replied, although Aryanna had no idea what she might need help with, even as a pretence to ogle the muscular man.

“There you go then,” she told the man. “Sure she’ll need all those muscles of yours.”

Before the lech could fixate on Aryanna any more, she turned to go to the blacksmith’s. If she picked up her sickle, she could get out of town and put this whole situation behind her. She just wanted to get back to her cottage and read her books, or boil the ingredients she needed. Even explore the forest in peace.

Lyra flicked her a wink and then took the man’s arm. If Lyra had her way, this man was going off with her. For now, however, it cleared her a path.

Aryanna knew the blacksmith could also be a little handsy, but he also fixed problems no one else could. She would be able to get what she needed from him, and then she wouldn’t have to come down to the town again for a long time. She would also be more careful the next time she came down. It was clearly far less safe until the newcomers realised she wasn’t interested.

Thankfully, the blacksmith hadn’t stopped for the day yet, and Aryanna could still go into his workspace.

“All done,” he said, looking toward Aryanna only briefly. She saw the blade lying out on the nearest table and picked it up to inspect it. She still had a big bundle under one arm, and it was already growing heavy, so she only gave it a brief inspection before tucking it away.

“Thank you,” she said, trying to decide if she should find a reason to stick around a little longer. She wanted to give Lyra time to pull the guy out there away and get him to forget about her.

He hadn’t seemed drunk, which made the matter worse. Aryanna didn’t need attention from a man who knew what he was doing and was still happy to do it anyway. He had a beautiful wife on top. He didn’t need to be paying another woman any attention.

Some men didn’t know when to appreciate what they had. If she stayed here too long, the blacksmith might also get the wrong idea. She didn’t want that either. And she had to interact with the blacksmith a lot more than she was likely to need to do with this new couple.

There was nothing to be done but go back outside and hope that Lyra was enough of an attraction. With any luck, this couple would also realise they didn’t fit in and be gone before she ever came down the hill again.

She didn’t say anything else to the blacksmith as she made her way back out into the night. Now she didn’t have anything else to pick up and didn’t need to open or close any more doors, she was able to carry her bundle with two hands and it made it a little easier.

Although she often picked up what she needed from the town, she rarely picked up this much at once. Perhaps she shouldn’t have insisted on the third jar of salted pork. It was done now, and she couldn’t change what she had decided. Only learn from it.

The further she got from the centre of the town, the more she relaxed. She would be home soon, and she knew the way well enough in the dark.

Just as she reached the last few homes in the main town area, the man stepped out from behind a tree.

“Thought you’d just leave without saying goodbye?” he asked.

Aryanna frowned and didn’t answer the question, carrying on walking. She had no interest in this conversation and hoped that he’d get the message.

“Come on, let me help you. I hear you’ve got a way to go.”

“I can manage, and if you’ve heard of where I live, then you know I don’t like to be bothered and I deal with the townsfolk on my terms.”

He let out a chuckle. “They said you were a witch and didn’t take kindly to everyone, but they also said you liked some company now and then.”

“Today isn’t one of those days.” Aryanna still didn’t look at him and kept walking, but she grew more tense. This wasn’t the level of attention she wanted from anyone, even the men she did decide to spend some time with.

She was almost level with him, and he didn’t go anywhere or say any more as she walked past. For a few steps more, she was left alone, and she began to hope that he would accept the message and let her continue on.

“You’re a witch, then?” he asked, beginning to walk along beside her.

Aryanna didn’t dignify the accusation with a response. She didn’t like the tone he used, and she feared he was about to attempt some sort of blackmail.

“The people said that you brew potions.”

“I use the herbs in the forest and my knowledge of them. No magic, just the right ingredients. Anyone could do it if they learned. I’m smart, not a witch.” As she finished speaking, she wondered why she was bothering to explain herself to this idiot. He wouldn’t understand. None of the townsfolk truly did. It was why she kept away from all of them.

“There’s nothing wrong with magic. I don’t mind if you use it.” He still didn’t back off. “Come on, let me help you. We can talk as I walk you home. That’s all I’m asking. I’m new here. I’m... Jarl.”

Aryanna glanced his way, surprised by the hesitation before he said his name, almost as if he didn’t know it. As soon as she looked his way, he reached out to take the bundle of laundry from her.

She tried to pull back and stop him, but she stumbled slightly on the uneven ground and flailed.

It gave him the perfect opportunity to grab some of the laundry bundle, but it slipped enough that neither of them had a good grip on it.

“I really don’t need help,” Aryanna said again. “Thank you, but please leave me to walk home alone. I prefer it that way.”

Jarl let out a slight growl, trying to pull the bundle closer. Aryanna didn’t let go but she was no match for his strength, and it only pulled her closer.

“No one wants to be alone. Especially someone like you. You just don’t get understood by the folk in a town like this.” He pulled the bundle out of her arms, leaving her with just the apron Lyra had mended.

She grew even more angry, no longer wanting to put up with such an oaf.

“Look, Jarl. You may think that because you’re attractive and the women in the town swoon over you I’m just being coy or playing hard to get, but I’m not. I don’t want your help. Now give me my laundry back and go home to your wife.”

“My wife? Why would I want to go home to the wife? She’s at the tavern making friends of her own.” He looked pleased with himself as he said this.

Letting out a snort of disgust, Aryanna reached for her laundry again. She wasn’t going to humour this any longer. “That doesn’t make me want your company any more than I already have it.”

“So you do want my company?” he asked, tilting his head slightly and pulling the laundry closer to himself and higher.

Jarl was a good bit taller than Aryanna, and now she had to reach up to take her belongings back as well. She wasn’t about to let that stop her, however.

He turned to carry on walking along the path before she could grab the bundle again and almost knocked her off her feet.

“Please, give them back.”

“I’m just helping,” he replied, smiling at her.

Aryanna stopped for a second, knowing she was going to have to think of another way to get him to leave her alone and somehow get her laundry back. That he was carrying it anyway would already make her clothes feel sullied. Who knew where his tunic had been and when he’d last washed it? Let alone his hands.

“Wait,” she said. “I dropped something.”

He paused and came back to her position. She scooped down as if she was picking something up, almost dropping her satchel at the same time, but she had done what she needed and brought him closer.

In the same movement, she reached for the bundle and wrapped her arms around it.

Jarl stepped back, almost pulling her off her feet again, but this time she didn’t let go. When he paused, she stamped on his foot and yanked again.

This time his grip slipped, and she managed to pull the bundle away. He still wouldn’t give up, however, and before she could get away fully, he grabbed a sleeve and tore it off a blouse.

“Now look what you’ve done,” she yelled.

“I’ve done?” He held up the sleeve as she hurried past him. “You’re the one being so stubborn about having a man’s attention. Like you think you’re too good for a man like me? You’re not.”

Aryanna kept going, walking as fast as she could away from him. She would make herself a new blouse or buy one if it meant she could get away from him now. This was everything she feared it would be. The last thing she needed was one of the townsfolk making trouble for her when she just wanted to be left alone.

Despite wanting to, she didn’t run, just walked quickly, her eyes fixed ahead. She wasn’t going to come into town again while Jarl existed. She’d get the people who came for cures to bring her everything from now on. And none of them would get cures and tonics so cheap again.


Chapter 7


Xevras



“Magic has always existed in our world, but through the years tolerance to its power and use has ebbed and flowed like the tides. While we no longer fear it, we certainly do not love it. Those who embrace the seduction and charms of using magic in their lives would do well to learn its history first.”

Darlena Jothren, Magic Through the Ages, 1275 AT

After walking and walking until he could barely take another step, Xevras had lost track of time. It wasn’t morning yet, but he knew it couldn’t be far off.

So far, he hadn’t come across any wild animals who wanted to kill him, but he hadn’t found the road or stream again either. For all he knew, he was also going in the wrong direction entirely.

Now and then, he paused to see if there was some source of light, or if he could hear the water again, but it never gave him any more clarity. Fear kept him from being tired. He was too desperate to find some marker or part of the forest he recognised to sleep.

It was no good. Xevras was well and truly lost. He stopped again and turned on the spot, trying to remember if his parents had told him how to find his direction in a forest. There were too many leaves above him and trees for him to be able to see the stars well enough, even if there hadn’t been clouds as well.

He didn’t even know which way east was. If the sun came up, he might be able to figure out at least that much. Maybe if he could figure out where east was, and he knew the road had been heading east, he could simply walk a little bit more south, and he would find the road again.

At least he hoped that was what would happen.

In truth, he wasn’t completely sure the road continued east. He just knew it went east out of the farm.

It was the only idea he had, however.

With his body tired, even if his mind didn’t want to rest, Xevras sat down where he was. He would start moving again when he knew which way to go.

At some point, he must have drifted off, the sounds of the forest waking him up. He jolted and almost fell over. He had been sitting cross-legged, and both feet had lost feeling.

As he shifted and looked around himself, pins and needles flooded into his toes and made him squirm. The forest was less black. Now it had more shades of grey with a hint of green. It wasn’t dawn yet, but it was finally getting brighter.

He slowly got back to his feet, stretching out his body and trying to get all of it to respond. He yawned before he noticed the forest had gone silent.

Silence was bad. Especially in a forest like this. He’d heard all sorts of rumours about what lurked in a place like this. Knowing he needed to get moving, Xevras picked the direction where it looked as if the light was coming from. It was still too dark to really be sure, but he knew he couldn’t stay where he was.

When he’d sat down, he had been able to hear all sorts of quiet forest noises. Now, there wasn’t even a breeze to move the leaves. It made him want to hurry along, but also to be as quiet as possible.

At first, speed won out, but as he put a little distance between himself and his last resting place, he slowed and did everything he could to move quietly. His gaze tried to pierce the dimly lit forest, but there was still barely any colour and he could only stumble along into yet more unknown.

He kept going, fearing being still more than anything else. If the sun came up, perhaps he would be able to find somewhere safer, or work out why the forest had decided to stop moving.

Maybe it was reacting to his presence. He was hurrying through the forest and making noise despite his best efforts. Maybe the forest was reacting to his noise?

It was unlikely, because it hadn’t gone quiet yesterday, but Xevras tried not to think about that. He was comforting himself.

As his foot caught in something and a net rose about him, lifting him up off the ground and encasing him inside it, Xevras knew there wouldn’t be any making himself feel better anymore.

He had just walked right into a trap of some sort.

For a few seconds, Xevras swung back and forth, the momentum from being gathered up and hauled into the air making him sway. It was almost enough to make him feel sick if there had been much food in his stomach.

Despite being captured, Xevras felt less scared than he had been only moments before. Surely this was a trap meant for beasts, or prey, and another person had set it. Once they discovered him, they would cut him down and let him be on his way.

At least, he hoped they would.

The swaying slowly subsided, and the day brightened over time, making the small clearing he was in visible. Now that he could see better, he understood how he had walked right into the trap. There was no way he’d have seen it at night, but he thought it would have been noticeable during daylight.

It was still twilight when he heard another sound, this time someone, or something, sniffing the air. He tried to shift and look around himself, wanting to know what was in that direction, but it was right behind him in his net, and he struggled to get it to turn and allow him to see.

Suddenly, there was a thud, and the net dropped. He hit the ground with an oof, and for a few uncomfortable seconds, he couldn’t breathe out or fill his lungs at all.

Before he could move and recover properly, someone took hold of the rope they’d cut down and started tugging on it. He was pulled along the forest floor, hitting bumps, roots in the ground, scraping over rubble, catching bushes and almost smacking into trees.

He tried to wriggle and squirm to get free, but the net was pulled tight by the dragging motion. Whoever was taking him away with them, he couldn’t get out of it for now.

His skin burned where they were dragging him across the ground, but he did his best to shift, still trapped and otherwise struggling to gain any kind of traction.

There was enough light now that he should have been able to see who had come to take him in the net, but he was being pulled along in such a way that it made it hard to turn and look. All he knew was that he had been caught and now someone was dragging him away.

This wasn’t a problem he could have anticipated.

“I’m just a lad from a few towns over,” he said. “I work as a blacksmith’s apprentice. I’m heading to the city.”

None of his words gained him any notice or sympathy. Just the same steady drag from whoever was pulling this net. He wasn’t going to be able to work out who was carrying him while they pulled him along.

He tried to reach for the small blade he had, intending to use it to cut himself free, but he took time to get that too, the bumps of the forest making his hands shake and his body hard to contort in the right way to use the blade.

Still, there wasn’t really anything he could do without cutting himself loose.

Bit by bit, he worked the knife over the same section of the rope net. It helped to cut through it, and the terrain with all the bumps and shifts did more. It wasn’t ideal, but it was slow progress toward getting himself free.

He didn’t know how long he was going to be dragged along, or what had him like this, but he hoped he wasn’t about to find out.

“Hey,” a new voice called from behind Xevras.

Whoever was pulling him along stopped and let out a strange screech. It wasn’t a sound Xevras had ever heard before, and it made him freeze up inside. He wasn’t sure if he was going into some strange body response to fear, or if this was some sort of magic and he was paralysed, but he didn’t move.

“Nice try,” the same voice called again, this time from a slightly different location. Xevras frowned, slowly beginning to move again as two cloven feet came closer. They were similar to horses’ hooves, but they were smaller and seemed to grow into a set of normal legs. They even had pants on.

Xevras’s body slowly eased up, but he didn’t begin cutting himself free right away, the creature too close for it not to be noticed. It was staring into the forest, toward the sound of the voice.

“Over here,” again the person taunted. Xevras hoped whoever they were, they knew what they were doing, and he rolled slightly away from his abductor to hide that he had a knife, but also keep cutting if possible. The creature was ignoring him, however and went off after the newcomer, leaving Xevras and he net behind.

As soon as Xevras thought he was far enough from the creature it wouldn’t hear his movements, he wriggled in the net into a sitting position. Despite nothing holding onto the top of it, he wasn’t sure he could get out of the net that way. The top had a thick knot on it that he wouldn’t easily undo.

His best chance to get out of this before the hoofed monster came back was to cut through the rope and unravel the net. At least he hoped that would be fast enough.

Now he wasn’t being dragged, he could put more pressure on the rope, and he sliced through the rest of the way. He pushed at the hole, trying to pull the ropes apart, but they didn’t give easily, forcing him to cut some more.

The sound of the creature chasing the distraction slowly faded into the background. Xevras hoped this meant he would have plenty of time to get out, but it was still painfully slow making his way out of the netting.

Eventually, he managed to cut enough and unknot enough that he could wriggle through a hole. The whole time, he kept his knife in hand, just in case the creature came back and he had to defend himself.

Before he could get fully free and out of the net, the sound of rapid but even footsteps in the leaves drew his attention. He looked up to see a man, not too much older than himself, coming through the trees. He had a blade in one hand and was walking cautiously, staring around the area.

“Was there more than one?” the newcomer asked.

“More than one what?” Xevras replied.

“The fawn. It’s a fae creature. I set that net up to capture it, but it must have caught you in it instead. They can be crafty like that.”

Xevras gulped and looked around as well, still half inside the net. “I only saw one.”

Despite deciding that they were probably safe, Xevras didn’t feel like it. This whole situation was one disaster after another. He had no idea what a fawn was or why one would want to do anything to him.

“I’m Eras,” the guy said as he cleaned his blade on a bush and then put it back in its sheath. Xevras went back to focusing on getting out of the net.

Given everything he had seen and had happened in the last few days, he wasn’t sure he trusted Eras to be anything but another problem, but Xevras also knew he couldn’t do a lot about any problem while still stuck in ropes.

He finished getting himself out and back on his feet before he looked his new company over. Eras had a strange triangular hat on, a basic tunic, and a pack on his back that looked full and heavy. From it hung a couple of water skins, and a blanket was rolled up and tied on top.

“Are you okay?” Eras asked. “Did it hurt you? Can you walk?”

Xevras frowned again, not sure how to answer those questions. It hadn’t hurt him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t hurting.

“I’m a monster hunter. The guild sent me. It’s dealt with now. We can go on to a better place. Where are you heading?”

“To the city,” Xevras replied. “I need to get to the city.”

“Oh, well, that’s perfect. That’s where the guild is, and I need to go collect my reward. These woods aren’t the safest. Want to travel together?”

Xevras shrugged, not sure he wanted to spend a lot of time with anyone, but he also knew he was pretty desperate, and this person had been kind so far.

Although Xevras hadn’t replied, Eras didn’t seem to take no for an answer. He came closer to gather up the net and talked the whole time.

“I’m not sure how much longer I want to walk today. I’ve been hunting this thing all night. I could do with food though. Did you leave your pack somewhere? And do you have a name? If we’re going to travel together, I should probably know what to call you.”

“Xevras,” he said, taking himself by surprise.

“That’s a good name. Now, where’s your pack? Do we need to follow the tracks back?”

“There isn’t a pack. I didn’t have anything on me but what I’m carrying. I was hoping to get what I needed in the city.”

Eras stopped and stared at him for a few seconds. Xevras didn’t appreciate the scrutiny, but he also knew that Eras had saved his life. Even if the fawn hadn’t eaten him, or killed him, or worse, the forest would have done eventually. He was lost, and Eras apparently wasn’t.

“Seems like you’ve got a story to tell, Xevras. No pack, out in the forest, and you’re heading to the city. All that just gives me more questions. But I know someone uneasy and scared all right. Come on, let’s gt my horse, make camp somewhere, and you can tell me what you want or nothing at all, but I can tell you about my guild if you don’t want to talk. Sound like terms you can accept?”

There was something about Eras that made Xevras feel at ease. He didn’t want to pry, and he was accepting Xevras as he was. He pulled a waterskin off his pack and held it out to Xevras.

“Drink while we go. I’m guessing you’ll need it.”

Xevras nodded and took it, hoping he didn’t seem too pathetic, but also knowing he probably did. His parents had tried setting him up for life, but it had only really been life on the farm.

While he drank the water slowly, trying not to have too much at once and upset his stomach, or try to run this new ally out of water, Eras talked.

It was easy to listen to the young man as he spoke of the city and everything he’d find there. They made their way back to where the net had been and the drag marks of Xevras being hauled away started before Eras led them a little further to a section of the forest where there were already scorch marks of a fire within a ring of stones.

“Know how to gather firewood and think you can do so and bring it back here without getting lost?” Eras asked.

Xevras nodded. He could probably manage that if he didn’t stray too far and kept bringing back small quantities.

“Perfect. I’ve got some traps set up. I’ll go see if I’ve caught us anything for dinner. Well, breakfast.” Eras walked off without giving Xevras a chance to say anything, not even a thank you.

He got the impression he had been taken in and that if he stuck with Eras he was going to be just fine. For the first time since leaving the farmhouse, Xevras relaxed.

Maybe he was going to survive this after all.


Chapter 8


Aryanna



It took Aryanna several hundred yards before she could calm herself down. While it was often unpleasant to go into the town and interact with the townsfolk and she drew far more attention than she wanted, usually people left her alone when they found out what she was – or rather, what the town thought she was.

No one wanted to associate with the local witch.

Jarl had worried her. She’d really thought he wasn’t going to take no for an answer, but her blouse sleeve ripping had been enough of a wake-up call for him to realise that she was so far from interested that he needed to back off.

She had walked off and not even looked back, not wanting to give him any hope or encouragement. This was the sort of man who would only understand that she wasn’t interested if she ignored him completely.

Hopefully, she had done just that.

The evening was quiet around her for now, and she slowly relaxed, letting her mind wander and consider the rest of her day. It hadn’t gone the way she’d imagined when she started her work that morning.

After gathering in the forest and making sure she helped her one visitor, she was left with the overwhelming feeling that she had been robbed of a good day. She would have been better off if she had just ignored the villager and let them wander the forest. Maybe she would have had a peaceful day.

The forest path grew even darker, not even a light haze on one horizon to let her know the sun was only just gone or would be back soon. It was her favourite part of the day. The stars were still coming out, but she could see well enough that she walked without hesitation up the path toward her cottage.

She was most of the way back to it and eager to be done with the day when movement to her left caught her eye. Jarl stepped out from behind a tree and into her path.

“What are you doing up here?” Aryanna demanded, shock making her sound angry. “Go back to the town, like I already told you.”

He spread his hands out like he was playing innocent and took a step closer to her. “I just want to spend some time with you. Get to know you. Everyone in the town talks about you being a free spirit. I’m one too. I think we’d like each other.”

“Well, you’re wrong. Right now, I just want to be left alone.”

“You don’t mean that. No one likes to be alone.”

Aryanna couldn’t properly see the man because of all the laundry she carried, and she didn’t want to run the risk he would try to take the bundle from her again, so she put it down on a nearby patch of lavender, knowing it would be safe enough even if she left if there for a few hours and marched past this irritating man.

In her cottage, she had some staves she had been taught to use to defend herself against some of the more aggressive animals that could be out here. The kind that helped you put distance between an animal and you while still allowing you to give it small, sharp whacks to let it know you weren’t to be trifled with. It would work on all but the most aggressive of bears, and those were only usually defending their babies.

Aryanna knew better than to trifle with a bear mother protecting her cubs. It seemed Jarl didn’t have that kind of sense, and if he was going to act like a stubborn mule, she would get her stave and let him know exactly what she thought of his behaviour.

To start with, she needed to get past him, however.

He smiled as she put down her bundle and started heading in his direction. It was a bad sign.

“I’m going home and you’re not welcome,” she added, hoping that he would finally get the hint, although she knew it was unlikely at this point.

“Let’s have a little fun first. We can even do it right here. This tree can brace you.” He reached out to grab hold of her, but she ducked under his arm.

She was almost away from him when he spun, faster than she’d thought possible, and grabbed her again. She shoved at him, but he grabbed her wrist.

“So you like this a little rougher, do you? Playing hard to get so I can have a little chase and get to stretch these muscles out?”

“Nothing of the sort,” Aryanna replied and spun. She caught his arm and took it with her enough to unbalance him and knock him onto his back.

As soon as he was down, she hurried away again. He got back to his feet, but she was already running. She eventually dropped her satchel onto a pile of soft moss, shedding that weight so she could run more smoothly.

Her apron-like skirts still weighed her down more than she’d have liked, but she carried on running. Behind her, she could hear Jarl yelling and the pounding thuds of his boots on the ground.

So far, all she seemed to have achieved was making him angry at her. He was gaining on her, his body faster. Fear gripped her, keeping her running down the path. She knew she wasn’t going to make it to her cottage in time, and doubted a stave would stop him now.

Her only hope was the dark of the forest and her knowledge of it. Out there, she might be able to lose him again.

Despite thinking this, Aryanna didn’t know where was best and was forced to keep running along small tracks and pathways. As the trees came closer around them, the thudding behind her stopped sounding as if it came closer, but Jarl wasn’t giving up.

She stumbled as her own foot caught on a tree root, but she caught herself on a tree branch. It skinned her palm, but the pain only helped clear her head and focus her.

Without thinking, she had been running toward the stream, heading uphill. Although she considered taking a different path, she knew this route and where it led. It wove back and forth among the trees, and then the stream was full of slippery rocks and treacherous paths.

While she knew she could navigate these, she hoped he wouldn’t be able to.

“I’m tired of playing, little witch,” Jarl yelled as Aryanna picked up speed again. “Stop. Let me get this over with, and then you can go back to your cottage.”

Although Aryanna wanted to yell back, she was already out of breath. She had been running hard, and her heart was racing.

She dodged around another tree, knowing it had been coming, and then rushed toward the sound of water. The waterfall wasn’t far from here, and it muffled some of the sounds, but she still heard an oof as Jarl smacked into the tree she had managed to weave around.

The path was certainly helping her.

As she ran onward and upward, the path getting steeper, her tired legs protested. An ache grew deep in her muscles, making each step harder to take than the one before.

Jarl let out a growl of delight behind her, noticing he was catching up. Still, she fled onward.

She grabbed hold of branches, bushes and trees as soon as she saw them, using her arms to pull herself along and eke out a little more from her body.

The water wasn’t far away now. If she could reach it first, she might be able to get across while he slipped and floundered.

No matter how hard she ran and how loud the waterfall became, she could still hear Jarl. He was getting closer and closer. She bit down on her own lip to keep from crying out in despair but her breath was too ragged not to gasp for air right after.

Jarl’s fingers snatched at her, catching in her hair and yanking on the braid that normally kept it out of her way. It pulled several hairs out, but she managed to break free and carry on.

Almost wheezing as she forced air in and out of her lungs, Aryanna tried to get away. She was only a couple of steps from the water’s edge when Jarl grabbed at her again.

His fingers slipped, but it knocked her off balance and she toppled into the water ahead. The jar of salted pork broke underneath her, jarring her hip but stopping her from going down so hard she hit her head on any of the rocks.

The water was icy cold this time of year, and Aryanna was briefly submerged in it. She rolled to breathe, pushing herself up and over.

The first gasp for air was pure relief, but it was quickly followed by fear. Jarl was right over her. She tried to scrabble backwards, but the same slippery rocks that she had hoped would aid her now made her escape far harder.

Jarl reached for her as she began to find the opposite shore, stopping her from getting away. He came down as his own feet slipped out from under him, landing half on her and half in the water.

She pushed at him as he grabbed her waist and used her to haul himself out and over her.

“Get off me,” she screeched, each word coming with a shove as she smashed her hands into any part of him she could to try to push him off.

He had a good grip on her arms, and despite being hit repeatedly, he didn’t let her go. Slowly, he worked one of his legs between hers, trapping her even further.

They were still partially in the water and her skirts were soaked, all the medicines inside no doubt ruined by now. She was surprised she’d even think of them, but anger that this brute had done so much damage simply because he wanted to satisfy a base desire made her even more angry.

“Hold still,” Jarl said, responding to her growing resistance. “I’ll be done with you soon, and you’re only making me want this more.”

She could feel the proof of his statement pressing into her leg, and it almost made her give up then and there. This wasn’t the way this was supposed to happen. She told men if they could or they couldn’t.

Yelling at him, she grabbed at his face and shoved her thumbs into his eyes. He roared in pain as he finally let her go. She scrambled to one side and out from underneath him as he rolled over, one hand over his face.

He tried to reach her as he yelled words so garbled in their anger that Aryanna couldn’t make them out. She looked around for something to defend herself with and considered running. Her clothing was heavy with water, however.

There was no way she could outrun this man. She was going to have to fight him and make him see that he wouldn’t achieve his goal.

Without hesitation, she bent down and grabbed a rock from the streambed, finding one that fit into the palm of her hands. She also reached into her wet apron, hoping to find one of the small vials she carried still unbroken. Glass cut her fingers, but she ignored the pain and found the one unbroken vial left.

It contained a smaller, watered-down dose of the venom she had milked from a snake on a previous occasion. With it, she knew she could stop him. If she could just get it into his body. Even a small amount would give her an advantage. She didn’t need to kill him, just slow him down for a while.

Jarl tried to get back to his feet, but Aryanna knew she had to stop him from coming back up. She smacked his head with the stone while he was on his hands and knees, making him cry out and sag.

She pushed him over, sending him splashing into the water again. As soon as he was on his back, she straddled his torso and dropped the rock so she could grab his head. With deft fingers used to holding animals’ mouths open and those of small children, she pushed into the pressure points that would force his mouth open.

As soon as his mouth was open, she pulled the stopper off her vial with her own teeth and poured it down his throat. He coughed and spluttered, but she quickly closed his mouth again.

He writhed beneath her, his strength returning, but he also swallowed.

It didn’t take long for him to throw her off. He was far stronger than she was, and she didn’t know what to do now she had the venom in him.

Scrambling back once more, Aryanna had to stop herself when she came too close to the waterfall. The current of the large stream was strong here, and she had to jam one hand between the rocks to keep from being tugged toward the drop.

Jarl got to his feet, blood dripping from his head and a murderous look on his face. He took several steps in her direction, his anger keeping him from being cautious.

“Why, you little–”

She kicked out at his shins, hoping to knock him over or even break something. Anything that would buy her time.

He wasn’t expecting her attack, and it wobbled him as he exclaimed again. Aryanna shifted to one side as he fell to his knees toward her. Already his movements were more sluggish, and it gave her just enough time to get to one side and come around him.

Yet again, she shoved him, hoping to knock him down again and finally make a run for it. He twisted, grabbing for her arm, but he snatched at air instead.

He overbalanced himself and landed in the deepest part of the water with a splash. As the water settled, she could see his body going stiff.

The water enveloped him and shifted him along, nothing stopping it from carrying him right off the waterfall.

Aryanna panted for a few more seconds, unable to comprehend what had just happened. Somehow, she had survived.

Fear still filling her mind, she ran, heading deeper into the forest and as far away from her attacker as possible. She had no idea if he would survive the fall, but she wouldn’t be here if he did and came back for her.

She hurried as fast as her tired body and wet clothes would allow, her body already shuddering with a mix of relief and cold. Eventually, she reached one of the thickest parts of the forest where the trees grew so dense no light made it through.

Feeling her way deeper, she let branches guide her until she was sure she was far enough away that no one could find her until morning. She curled up at the base of a tree, wrapping her arms around herself, and waited, listening.

Nothing came to her but the usual nighttime sounds of the forest, but still she sat here, each shiver tearing through her body and keeping her from being able to really rest. If she could just stay quiet for long enough, she would be safe.


Chapter 9


Xevras



“The northern lands are more rugged and the people there hardier. They will attempt to solve matters themselves instead of calling on support. Which is why we listen when they do call on us.”

Letter from Dean Droherin, leader of the Slayer Guild, 1389 AT

As the gates and walls of the city continued to grow on the horizon, Xevras found his feet slowing.

“You having second thoughts?” Eras asked, still walking along beside him, the horse carrying all his hunting gear on the other side.

“No,” Xevras replied. The longer he had travelled with Eras, the more they had discovered burned farms, displaced villagers, and a general despair that there were so many knights killing the lads on every farm. It was clear that they had been targeting the males Xevras’s age.

Eras had helped Xevras learn that much, although the people they had spoken to had been able to give them little else by way of information.

Deep inside, he knew his parents were dead. They had died that night to save him. To some degree, he still hoped he would be able to find them, but Eras had persuaded him that the best his parents could hope for was for him to take care of himself and get on his feet.

Over the last few days they had been travelling together, Eras had explained what he had been doing in the forest and why he was hunting fae. He belonged to the city’s monster hunter guild. Whenever anyone in Argosia had trouble with some kind of creature, or fae, they paid for the monsters’ guild to take care of it.

Sometimes it was a wealthy landowner, sometimes a village came together, or the mayor of a town. Always, it was to help the people.

It didn’t take them long to find the queue of people walking into the city. The gates created a bottleneck and slowed them down, but there were far more carts and wagons than there were people and individual horses, so they managed to bypass a lot of the bustle on the road.

Since being with Eras, Xevras hadn’t been scared anymore, but he felt fear now. What if the people who had been out killing in the farms had come from this city? Would they come after him here?

Eras kept reassuring him that if he joined the monster slayer guild, no one would bother him at all. He’d gain a level of prestige that would make him immune to a lot of trouble. Xevras still didn’t know if he wanted to have to fight fae. The one encounter he’d had already seemed more than enough.

It was an encounter he’d survived, however, and he had always wanted a life of adventure. Eras assured him that his first encounter had been a particularly difficult one, and with a little training, it would go much better.

Although Xevras wasn’t sure he believed Eras entirely, it was comforting to know that the charismatic hunter wanted him to stick around.

Eras was a little taller than Xevras, and Xevras had believed himself to be tall enough. The hunter was also broad-shouldered, had a booming voice, but a face that was often lit up and smiling. Many of the farm lasses would have thought him handsome, and Eras had implied there were plenty in the city who felt similar.

It didn’t take long for them to get through the gate and come out the other side. There, Xevras was assaulted by an array of new sights, smells and sounds.

There were many houses, all tightly packed in together, cobbled streets winding their way around them, and people were on every road as far as he could see. There was a main road down the centre ahead of them that had a queue of wagons and carts trying to get out of the city on one side and the moving flow of wagons and carts coming in on the other.

It was wide enough that people walked on each side, along a raised area between the houses and the cobbles. Eras led them down one of them, deeper into the heart of the city.

The city itself had a scent – partly the filth of so many, smoke and body odour, but also full of the aroma of perfumes, food baking in kitchens nearby, and the many fruits, vegetables and spices sold from carts and wheeled sellers on almost every street corner.

On top of all this was a cacophony of noise. The wheels and hooves on the cobbles, people shouting to each other, or vendors selling their wares, and the hustle and bustle of a hundred feet.

Within a couple of minutes, Xevras was overwhelmed, and he could only look around in wide-eyed, open-mouthed amazement. This was nothing like being on the farm.

“Eras,” a young woman called as she walked along the path with two other women. She waved as well, and Eras waved back. “You’re back! Please tell us you’re going to stick around a little while.”

“We’ll see, ladies. We’ll see. Got to go where the monsters are.” Eras beamed but was already pointing for Xevras to cross the busy street so they could take a side turn on the other side.

Xevras wasn’t sure he wanted to go across, but Eras was already heading out and leading the horse behind him.

“Don’t be a stranger while you’re here,” the woman called again. Xevras just about heard the others with her giggling over the other sounds, but Eras didn’t even look back or acknowledge them anymore.

When the third young woman called out to Eras, greeting him by name and welcoming Eras back to the city, Xevras knew this was more attention than others were getting and nodded to the fourth woman who waved from across the street, although this one didn’t shout.

“You seem to have a lot of friends,” Xevras said, not sure how else to put it.

“They’re not friends. More like admirers,” Eras replied. “They’re just looking for someone to sweep them off their feet and make them feel special.”

“None of them take your fancy?” Xevras considered the most recent admirer and gave her another glance. She was petite and walking along with a maid of some sort. She had a small basket in her arms and was making purchases from various market stalls on that side of the road. She had long brown hair, the colour of chestnuts, and she had a pretty enough dress on that she looked far nicer than any woman Xevras had met while on the farm.

“Not really. I’ve not found the one who truly understands me. None of these women wants to get to know the real me, just the monster-slaying hero they think I am. I want a partner who knows me entirely and isn’t going to push me to be more than I am or to become someone I can’t be.”

Xevras nodded as if he completely understood, but he also saw the attention and knew he’d appreciate it a little more. Although he liked Eras, he certainly didn’t fully understand him yet.

They didn’t have to go too much further before a large building loomed up ahead, with Monster Hunter Guild written in an arc over the front door. There were large pillars on either side of the double door, the entrance set up a small flight of steps.

Others were coming and going from the building, many men of a similar age. Xevras hesitated as Eras made his way to one side with his horse.

“Come on. We’ll go in the side door from the stables. I’ll take you to the dean, and we’ll see about getting you a place to stay for the night so you can decide if you like the place or not. I’m going to tell him you helped me with that fae so they know you’re one of us.”

Xevras didn’t think he was one of them, or that he had helped, but he wasn’t about to say that out loud now. He was just grateful he had somewhere to go and with someone he liked already.

If he had arrived at the city by himself after walking on the road for so many days, Xevras would have been lost and would have stood out. He didn’t doubt he would have parted with far too much coin in only a few hours and might not have found a place to sleep already.

The last thing he wanted was to be kicked out of the guild building until he’d had a chance to get used to the city and figure it all out. Even if that meant he had to pretend to be far braver than he actually felt.

The stable block to the side and just behind the large guild building was big enough that Xevras thought the farm’s barn would have been able to fit inside it. There was already an array of horses inside and several stable boys rushing back and forth, doing tasks for those who owned the horses.

Eras handed the horse’s reins over and then ruffled the kid’s hair before giving him a copper coin. “See he’s fed well and looked after, and I’ll give you two more when I leave again.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy replied, hardly more than ten years old.

Xevras knew that he’d been working that young on the farm, but not in such a responsible way.

All of this was clearly normal for Eras, who then made his way to a large side door. It stood open, and Eras made his way through.

“Most of the time I come in and out this way, especially when I’m first back,” Eras explained. “That way I can keep out of view of as many of the flirts as possible, but I thought you’d want to see the front of the building and know where it is in the city.”

“Thanks,” Xevras said, not sure if he was going to keep it straight in his head anyway, but he appreciated Eras trying to help him.

They made their way down several halls, the floor beneath their feet some kind of shiny stone with a swirling pattern of black within white. It made Xevras’s eyes swim, and their shoes squeaked on it, irritating him further. There were lots of rooms and lots of other slayers walking around, or men in robes, carrying large books.

It was a strange mix of people, but no one paid Xevras much attention. They were all much more interested in Eras.

Just as he had garnered plenty of interest out in the streets, almost everyone here greeted Eras and welcomed him back inside. Some of them then looked at Xevras with curiosity, but none asked who he was or what he was doing here.

Eventually Eras stopped right outside an office, the large, ornate wooden door slightly ajar. It had gold leaf designs on it, but he noticed the odd chip here or there as if it had seen better days and been used a lot.

After rapping his knuckles on the door, Eras walked in. Xevras wasn’t completely sure he should follow so he paused in the doorway.

“Eras, you’re back. Good! How did the hunt go?” The middle-aged man behind a large desk got up and reached out to give Eras’s shoulder a squeeze. “You’re still getting taller and stronger. I swear you’ll dwarf us all soon.”

“Hunt went well. Met this guy on the road. He helped me catch the fae. Pretty handy. Doesn’t have anywhere else to go. I said we’d do him a good turn for the help and give him a hot meal tonight and a place to sleep while he figures out what he wants to do.” Eras motioned to Xevras, just in case it hadn’t been clear he was the one Eras was talking about.

The man looked over his shoulder and finally let Eras go. “Anyone who is willing to help our hunters is welcome. I’m Droherin. Most of the guild just calls me Dro. Dean Dro. I look after all our hunters and hand them assignments. If you got our lonestar Eras here to tolerate you on the road, then you must be a good man to have around.”

“Thank you,” Xevras replied before shaking the offered hand.

“Stick around. Let me know tomorrow if you want to join training. If Eras is vouching for you, I’m more than happy to sign you up.” Dro smiled and patted Eras’s shoulder once more.

“I’d like to sleep on it if that’s all right,” Xevras said, still not sure he wanted to fight anyone or anything, let alone be trained to do so.

“He lost his parents and his home not many days ago,” Eras added. “I told him he could at least meet us all first.”

“Fair enough. I’m sorry for your loss. Rest tonight somewhere safe. If you do decide this isn’t for you, I know a few people in the city. If you’re willing to work hard, we can get you a job somewhere and help you settle in, but I won’t lie, none of them will pay as well or have the prestige of being a monster hunter.”

“That’s what I told him,” Eras said before chuckling. “We’ll get some dinner, and he can sleep in my room tonight.”

Dro nodded and waved them out the door again.

Although Xevras was grateful for the place to stay and Eras being so kind to him, he got the impression that he wasn’t supposed to ask for a job elsewhere. Dro had made it sound as if working elsewhere would be awful and that no one of sound mind would pass up being a guild member.

Either way, he wasn’t ready to decide yet, but he was already feeling some pressure to become a hunter. Could he truly be like Eras?

Eras took him even further down the hallway they were in, and then they came out on one side of the main entrance, at the bottom of a staircase that swept up to the next floor. He took Xevras up them, the carpet on the steps so soft underfoot that Xevras felt as if he was walking on clouds. This was a level of comfort and wealth Xevras had only dreamed of and had even less experience with.

“Do many people get notified that they’ve been accepted into the guild? Or nominated?” he asked Eras as they climbed. It was the first he had heard of any such thing, and he wondered if men were sent by their families to join the hunters’ guild or if they came here through some other arrangement.

“No,” Eras replied, stopping that thought before it could continue. “Most come in the same sort of way as you. We nominate those we find in our travels who have some level of skill already.”

Xevras nodded as if this explained everything, but he still didn’t know what Eras had seen in him. He’d been lost in the wilderness and captured by the fae. It wasn’t a brilliant show of skill.

It didn’t take them more than a few strides from the top of the stairs to find the dining area. There were already a reasonable number of men, some very young and a few older, with a smattering of women, inside.

Eras led him to a set of tables and serving dishes at the far end. Someone had laid out candle-heated metal plates and large pots of food on top of them. There was a stew as well as some kind of pie, mashed potatoes and more bread rolls of various types than Xevras had ever seen at once. After that were all sorts of vegetables, and even salads and fruits. It was a feast.

“Grab a plate and load it as high as you want. Just know you can keep coming up, and the dean doesn’t like waste.” Eras grinned as he picked up a large wooden plate of his own. He was quick to start loading it with food, and Xevras did the same. He wasn’t sure how much he should take, but he wanted to try some of everything.

As soon as they both had the food they wanted and had grabbed beakers of mead to wash it down with, Eras turned to the heaving masses of people. The room was filling up, and Xevras didn’t know where he was supposed to sit, but his guide only hesitated for a moment.

Xevras followed him down between two tables toward the far end of the room, although he had to walk a little slower, not used to juggling a plate this full of food as well as a drink and cutlery. He was overwhelmed by the growing level of noise. Most of the people in the room were talking and chatting as if they all knew each other.

When Xevras was about two-thirds of the way across the room and passing the end of one long table, a guy got up from the last seat and stepped out in front of him.

“Where do you think you’re going, rookie?” the broad-shouldered guy asked. He couldn’t have been much older than Xevras, and he had tousled, brown hair down to his shoulders, and a large, curved nose, with a small kink at the bridge. He folded his arms across his chest.

“I’m going to sit down,” Xevras replied, not sure he understood the question.

“You’re new here, right?” The guy still didn’t move, and others around them started to turn to see what was going on.

“Just arrived.” Xevras tried to look around the bulky guy to see where Eras was, but the guy in front of him stepped closer and almost knocked the plate from his hands. He had to pull it back up toward his chest to keep all the food he’d just gained.

“Then you can’t sit here. Rookies go sit with the babies until they’re really ready to train.”

Xevras frowned, not sure what was going on.

“He’s with me,” Eras called out. “Get out of his way.”

The guy turned to look at Eras, and Xevras took the opportunity to walk past him. Eras had put his food and drink down on one of the emptier tables, then got back up to come back toward Xevras.

“You been out on a mission yet, rookie?” Eras asked, emphasising the last word.

“What’s it to you if I have?”

“That’s a no, then. Xevras here helped me catch a fae only two days ago. So get out of his way and stay out of his way.”

Xevras wasn’t sure he appreciated Eras giving him a reputation as a monster hunter before he had done any sort of training, but he also knew he didn’t have to stay. If it got him through this meal, he’d take it.

“Go carefully, fae killer, then. We won’t take it easy on you in training.” The guy reached out to shove Xevras, but Eras moved faster and caught the bully’s hands.

“I won’t warn you again,” Eras said through gritted teeth. “Back off.”

Xevras turned just enough as he put his food and drink down to watch what was going to happen next.

The bully decided to let go of the matter and go back to his table, but his gaze locked with Xevras’s, and he knew this wasn’t going to be easily forgotten.

There had been a time in the past when Xevras would have done anything to avoid confrontation like this, but he kept thinking of how the knights had ridden through the farms and probably taken not only his parents’ lives, but also the lives of so many others.

This guy was the kind of guy who turned into those knights.

Xevras couldn’t let him exist in the guild alone. He was going to become a monster hunter and make sure there were good ones out there, not just a bully and those who wouldn’t stand up to them.


Chapter 10


Aryanna



At some point, Aryanna had calmed down enough to sleep a little, drifting in and out, but startling awake at every noise.

She had lost track of time, huddled up in the thick of the trees until her body heat had begun to dry out her clothes. She was still damp, but the sun must have risen at some point, and already she was warmer than she’d been all night.

It didn’t take long for her mind to flood with memories of everything that had happened the night before. She didn’t want to think about it and tried to simply listen to the forest.

If she pretended nothing had happened, perhaps she could go to her cottage, retrieve her belongings, and carry on with her day as if nothing had happened.

Now that the sun was coming up and she could hear the forest returning to its usual level of noise and activity, she almost felt as if the events of the night before couldn’t have happened.

Had she simply dreamed it?

Slowly getting to her feet, unfolding her stiff body and rubbing her neck, Aryanna looked at her skirt. There were blood splatters down it, tears where her shattered glass vials had cut through the fabric, and the whole outfit was still wet, especially where it had been further away from her skin.

No matter how much she wanted to think the night before hadn’t happened, her own attire told the tale. She had been attacked by Jarl, and she was going to have to figure out what to do now.

To start with, she knew she needed a change of clothes and to figure out what she had lost. So many of her concoctions and supplies were tucked into the skirts and all the various pockets, so she would need to slowly replace all of them.

Only once she had some idea of what she had left would she figure out what to do next.

It gave her a task she could focus on. And a simple one. She just needed to go home.

Of course, Jarl could be out there. He had gone over the waterfall, but he hadn’t been scared of the water. There was a chance he knew how to swim.

That she had paralysed him wasn’t a factor Aryanna wanted to think of. She didn’t want to accept that she had probably killed someone. It didn’t matter what he had done to her, death was permanent.

Now she was on her feet, she took her first step out of the darker section of trees. Her first footstep sounded loud as it rustled leaves, and she flinched. She needed to be a lot more quiet.

Taking it slowly, she made her way through the trees back to where the path should have been. While she didn’t know exactly where she was, she knew where the sun was and enough of the forest to know roughly how to get back to the river. She grew less cautious as she came out of the thick-set trees and noticed the wildlife was still going about their day as if nothing had happened.

In the light, she could see the damage to herself and the clothes even more. Her hand was cut in several places from the glass, and she had several scratches on her thighs. The skirts were ripped and torn, several pockets empty and others containing a watery pulp of whatever herbs and remedies she had concocted in them.

There were still shards of glass within, and Aryanna had to tread carefully to avoid being cut up any more. Before she did anything else, she needed to get back to her cottage and change her clothes.

Despite knowing where she was now, and sure there was no one else in this part of the forest, Aryanna moved slowly and listened to the forest around her.

If something startled a bird or the forest went quiet, she tucked behind a tree, out of sight. The journey back to her cottage took three times as long as normal, but relief filled her when she saw the welcome building. There was no smoke from the chimney, nor would there be warm food for her to eat when she got there, but it was still safety and a hiding place.

Jarl hadn’t found it. Not that he would be able to miss it if he came after her again, but in here she would find refuge.

She was also famished, having not eaten since the morning before, too busy going about her day to have stopped for food before she went into town.

It didn’t take her long to cross the small clearing in front of it and get inside. She paused by the doorway and listened, fearing that he had somehow recovered and come here to wait for her, but the cottage was quiet and cool.

Quickly, she stripped off the skirt and pockets, dropping it over a rack by the fireplace that would normally be covered in bundles of herbs or whatever else she needed to dry quickly. There was no fire on the hearth, but as soon as she’d found alternative clothing to put on, she remedied this.

After being cold for so much of the night, she lingered by the warm blaze, appreciating relaxing into warm clothes and a safe place. She tended to her cuts finally as well, bandaging her hand and cleaning all the scrapes on her legs. There was a large bruise where the clay jar had broken between her hip and a rock, but there was little she could do with that but wait for it to heal.

Her stomach rumbled as she worked, and she quickly found some stale bread from a couple of days earlier and some fruit that had ripened a little too much. It wasn’t a perfect meal, or as good as if her stew had still been simmering away by the fire, but it would keep her going while she figured out what to do next.

Not only had she left her bundle of laundry out in the wilderness, but her satchel as well. The satchel had two more jars of salted pork in it. It would help sustain her and help her heal.

She kept busy, tidying the mess she’d made and then hurrying to get her belongings. If she stopped for too long, she thought about the night before. It was bad enough that her body bore the marks of Jarl’s attack, but she also kept seeing it in her mind, and her heart continued to race as if he was still there.

Over and over again, she told herself that it was done now and she was safe. She had stopped him, and she would stay away from the town now. With any luck, no one would even question what had happened. If he had returned, hopefully, he would keep his attack and rejection to himself.

If he didn’t return, there was no way they could know where he was for sure. Aryanna gulped as she found her satchel and considered that they might come looking for him. They might even ask her to help in the search. Was she going to have to bury a body to be sure that no one discovered what had happened?

Shuddering, she hurried to collect her laundry and get it back to the cottage. She would hide all the evidence and then go find out what had become of him. Although she had planned to stay away from the river for some time, she knew she had to be the first to know of his fate.

Was he dead? Or had she scared him off?

What secrets would she have to keep?

These thoughts weighed on Aryanna until she could return to the cottage and get her belongings put away. She stared at a jar of salted pork for several seconds, trying to decide if she should eat some to keep her strength up, but her stomach rolled.

Now that her mind was turning to the aftermath of the events, she wouldn’t be able to rest until she knew if Jarl was dead or not. With that in mind, she made her way back to the river. If she started by checking the waterfall, maybe she would be able to work out what had happened to him.

She slowed as she got closer, able to hear it long before she could see it. Although she needed to know what had happened to him, she feared that he might still be alive. There was a chance she had paralysed him, and he was stuck somewhere. The poison should have worn off by now, but she had given him a larger dose than normal.

There was also a chance it had killed him, and not the fall off the cliff. Aryanna truly had no idea what to expect. She had been operating entirely in self-defence.

Bit by bit, she managed to drag her feet forward, listening hard and looking for any sign that she wasn’t alone. There were no footprints beyond the scuff marks she had made the night before coming along this path at a run.

She saw where her feet diverted off, and she used some tree branches to obscure the tracks and make them look like an animal’s, at least for a little way.

With that done, she walked carefully beside the path to the river and the pool at the bottom of the waterfall. She didn’t take this path very often, knowing the water down here would stagnate. Her mother had also warned her not to wash any clothes in this part of the river, and she had done as she was told.

Not once had she questioned her mother’s advice, and it gave her very little reason to come this way. Now, she needed to.

Aryanna grew more cautious the closer she got. There were no tracks coming this way, or obvious markings that someone soaking wet and still trying to work off the paralysing venom would leave behind, but she couldn’t be sure.

After several tense minutes, she could see the shallow pool at the bottom of the waterfall and the river that ran from it. She gasped as she spotted Jarl’s body. Not only had he not moved from where he must have fallen, but he was face-down in the water, and he had taken on a strange hue.

Whatever she feared from the town if they found out, she knew there was nothing to fear from Jarl himself.

At first, Aryanna could only stare, not sure what to do and confused by the appearance of the body. He had only been dead for a few hours, and the water should have preserved him to some degree. There shouldn’t be any discolouration.

It wasn’t the first time she had seen a dead body. One of the downsides of being the person the town came to when they had no one else left to ask for help was that she had been asked to perform miracles and try to stop people dying on more than one occasion. Sometimes, she could save whoever it was. Often, she couldn’t. It was often too late.

Then all she could do was help them with pain relief for whatever discomfort they had until they passed. Her mother had done the same, easing the passing of the dying with a compassion the townsfolk didn’t always deserve. This was the first time she was responsible for the death of another.

Aryanna didn’t feel as guilty or as bad as she’d expected to. He had attacked her and she had defended herself. It was natural enough. If he’d not been so stupid as to believe rumours, and arrogant enough to think she was interested in him despite her obvious protests, he would be alive and she would be at peace in her cottage.

He’d brought this on himself, and she pushed all her guilt away to let her anger replace it. He didn’t deserve any remorse. But she was curious about what was happening to him and why he looked so different.

After slipping off her boots, she walked into the water a little way. Now that her initial shock was gone and she had pushed past her emotions, she was more curious than anything.

She waded closer and closer to the body, noticing that the bottom of the pool was the same colour as the body was turning and that there wasn’t just the body sticking out of the water. Here and there were what looked like sticks and other normal river debris that had come down the large stream and fallen here.

As she got closer to the first stick, she reached out and touched it. It was cold like stone.

Puzzled, she waded over to the body and touched it as well. It was also lightly coated in something that felt similar. It was a thin enough coating that she cracked it where she pushed harder, but it was a sort of stone nonetheless.

Closer to the area where the water was coming down, there was even more buildup that appeared to have once been objects. Over time, they had morphed and fused, but Aryanna could break off some of the sticks and take them with her.

If this was what happened to objects here, she could simply push Jarl’s body closer to the water, and it would turn him entirely to stone and hide all evidence that she had done anything to harm him.

After putting the stick she broke off into her pocket to study it further, Aryanna went back to Jarl and tried to work out the best way to get him under the water without drenching herself. She was just beginning to roll him over toward it, when there was a scream from the bank.

Aryanna let Jarl go with a small splash and turned around. She frowned, seeing his wife on the bank.

“Don’t come in the water,” Aryanna called. “It does something to everything in it. Turns them to stone.”

“He’s dead!” she wailed as Aryanna started heading toward her. “He didn’t come home last night. He came up here.”

“Yes. Last night,” Aryanna replied, trying to think of how to explain what had happened. She hadn’t expected anyone to make it this far yet. But of course, his wife would be more eager to find him. She had come out into the wilderness as if she could track or wasn’t afraid.

“You did this, didn’t you?” the woman declared. “I can smell it on you. I can smell him on you.”

Aryanna paused, still a few steps from the bank. This wasn’t a reasonable person. She was freaking out in her grief.

“I didn’t do this. He fell over the waterfall,” she replied.

“Then why didn’t you fetch someone last night? If I’d got here sooner, I could have saved him.” She came closer, her face screwed up in grief and anguish.

Although Aryanna still didn’t feel as if this was her fault, it was clear this woman loved her husband. She didn’t know how to reply or what to say. Did she tell the truth, or did she act like she had no idea?

“It all happened too fast. And I was hurt too,” she replied, trying to make it sound as if this was all a big accident that had happened to both of them.

“What was he even doing up here with you?” Jarl’s widow demanded as she waded out toward the body.

Aryanna gulped. This was the sort of situation she’d wanted to avoid, and she didn’t know what she was supposed to do.

“He attacked me,” she blurted out, not knowing if she’d be believed or not, but not caring anymore.

“Attacked you?” The widow rounded on Aryanna, her eyes blazing. It was only then that Aryanna picked up on this woman being very different to any of the townsfolk.

Sparks, like lightning, bounced between the woman’s fingers as she turned from the pool and came closer to her.

“You led him on, didn’t you? He’s always been easy to encourage. But he promised me he’d never choose another woman again. Not after I had to kill the last one he got pregnant.”

Aryanna stepped back. “He didn’t do anything. I didn’t want to do anything.”

“Liar.” She yelled loudly enough and with enough force that it somehow knocked Aryanna backwards into the water and mud at the edge of the pool. It wasn’t turning anything to stone here, but it did feel strange and it had a weight to it that made Aryanna think and feel, reducing her panic.

“What are you?” she asked, hoping the question would make the woman slow down and think too.

“We were gods. Some ignorant mortal dragged us into these bodies and bound us to them. We’ve been looking for a way to get home. They said you were a witch. One with power. But you’re not. There’s no magic in you. Just temptation and ruin.”

Aryanna tried to get to her feet, but the woman moved faster than any human could have done. She was soon standing over her, keeping Aryanna from getting up.

“You will wish you’d never meddled with the gods, especially with me, Henera, goddess of the women who were scorned,” the woman declared before she seemed to draw in a sort of energy around her. The skin on her arm blackened briefly, and then she placed the palm of her hand on Aryanna’s forehead.

Pain tore through Aryanna, making her writhe and scream. She couldn’t get away, heat lancing through her and causing her body to shift in ways she didn’t control.

“No more will you be beautiful to men of this world. You will bear a mark for every evil thing you do. You will be seen as the vile witch you are by everyone who looks upon you.”

With that, the goddess let her go. Aryanna was in too much pain to do anything but slump to the ground, still in the shallows of the pool.

Aryanna watched Henera hurry away back to the town, not even trying to take her dead husband’s body with her.

She tried to stand, but she couldn’t, her body hurting too much. Her head pounded, and she lifted her arms to look at them. Her skin had changed, markings visible on it just as she’d been told. They marred her skin, an ever-moving set of lines that seemed to morph into a picture and then just as quickly shifted again.

It was as if her skin was alive.

The ache in her head grew and grew until she could barely see or think. She closed her eyes, trying to will it away, but it continued to get worse until oblivion took her.


Chapter 11


Xevras



“Many myths talk of angels and demons, but few talk of the souls who come to take us to the next life. We are indebted to them for the service they provide. To lay trapped in our graves for eternity would be a greater punishment than any other.”

Kintel Fevorus, A study of other immortals, 1371 AT

Although he had happily parted with the majority of the coin his father had given him to pay for the guild here to teach him to become a monster slayer, Xevras feared it was a choice his parents wouldn’t have approved of. They had always wanted him to be a farmer.

No matter what he wanted long-term, Xevras couldn’t let a bully stop him from doing good and taking the advice Eras had given him. In fact, meeting the arrogant guy in the dining room the night before had helped Xevras decide. Someone like that couldn’t be the only sort of monster hunter that was out here.

And he’d thought Xevras wouldn’t be capable of doing this. He had to prove the thug wrong. He just had to.

That, and Eras had told him that sticking in the hunters’ guild would allow him to travel and keep an ear or eye out for his parents or news of who attacked them and where they might be found. All rumours and information from the far reaches of Argosia came through the guild eventually.

It wasn’t until now, standing in the strange training room, his own personal bully in there with him, that Xevras wondered if he’d made a mistake. Maybe being a monster slayer wasn’t for him.

The bully had noticed Xevras come into the room, and Eras wasn’t here. Eras was a hunter already and didn’t need beginner training. But Xevras did, and so did the brute from dinner.

While the situation was far from ideal, Xevras knew there was no backing out now. He had to learn what he could.

After breakfast, the entire group had been sent to a small room off the main area of the building. That led to an area half outside and half in, where already some hunters were training.

It was a basic sort of combat training, as far as he could tell, an array of weapons and equipment set on a rack at various intervals. Xevras watched several of his companions go to stand near a rack each, and he hurried to a vacant one not too near the front or back.

The bully walked in a few seconds later, two other guys following close behind him. All of them strode toward the back, and Xevras found himself in front of the shorter one with black hair. He couldn’t remember if they had been at dinner the night before, but he suspected they had when one finally noticed him and nudged their ringleader.

He tried to pretend he hadn’t seen them and focused on the weapons on the rack. There was a sword, as he’d expected, but there was also a spear, a net with spikes around the edge, and even a pot of what appeared to be salt. While he didn’t know what all this was for, he was sure he’d find out soon.

“You decided to show your face then, rookie,” the thug called from another rack.

Xevras looked his way briefly and saw him leaning on it like it was here just to prop him up and it wasn’t full of sharp objects. He silently hoped the bully would slip and end his problem, but that wasn’t a thought he was going to share.

Xevras ignored him, looking around for anyone with authority who might be able to contain the developing situation, but he couldn’t see a teacher.

“Talking to you, rookie,” the guy called again. A few seconds later, a star-like disc of metal stuck in the wood of his rack only a few inches from his hand.

“Nezal, these are not toys. You will refrain from throwing them at your fellow trainees until we reach the stage of training where you actually fight each other with real weapons,” an older man Xevras hadn’t noticed said, his salt-and-pepper beard adorning a face that bore several scars.

Although the man wasn’t young, he was still muscular, bare arms sporting more marks that monsters must have left behind.

Nezal. So that is his name. Xevras watched Nezal’s face go a slight red colour before he stopped leaning. Everyone came to attention, straightening up and focusing on the front of the area as their teacher moved into position.

“I’m Professor Thian, and I’m going to be teaching all of you new recruits to fight well enough that you don’t die on your first mission out of here. After that, you’re on your own, but when you’re back at the guild, you’re welcome out here at any point to hone your skills further.”

Xevras raised an eyebrow, not sure that sounded like anywhere near enough training for what they would be doing.

“All right, I know some of you have been doing this for a few weeks, but you didn’t do it well enough, so you’re starting again. Those of you who haven’t done this before, try to keep up. If you don’t learn fast enough, you’ll be charged to train again or asked to leave. Understood?”

There was a series of nods, although a couple of the lads near the front looked less happy about it. Given they reached for the swords and picked them up, Xevras assumed these were the ones repeating the lesson.

He reached for his as well, but it was far heavier than he had been expecting. It slipped from his fingers and clattered onto the ground, drawing attention.

“Perhaps we can wait for instructions and not try to anticipate and make an idiot of ourselves,” Thian said as his eyes, along with everyone else’s, locked on Xevras.

As soon as the instructor stopped speaking, Xevras heard a snigger from behind him. He flushed red, knowing he’d just painted an even bigger target on his back. There would be no living down his lack of skill unless he learned faster than anyone and didn’t make another mistake.

“Okay. We are going to start with the sword. This is a weapon that most of you should already know how to use. Anyone who hasn’t ever picked one of these up must have led a much more coddled life than you’re going to find here.” The instructor paused, and Xevras’s cheeks grew even hotter.

If anyone had asked him if he had led any kind of sheltered life and been coddled by his parents, he would have said no, but he might be about to discover that he was very wrong.

He tried not to drop the sword again as he picked it up off the floor. Now he wasn’t surprised by the weight of it, he could lift it and he kept his grip on the hilt. In his hand like this, it seemed to feel longer and more unwieldy than he’d expected, however.

Several of the other students held theirs out in front of them and seemed to inspect them. Although Xevras had no idea what it was they were looking for, he tried to copy the movement they were making seem so natural and logical.

It wasn’t easy to get the blade where he wanted, his wrist and grip struggling with the weight of it.

“Let me go over the basic grip you have to hold a sword with, shall I?” Thian asked as even more of the students chuckled and looked his way.

Xevras looked around and noticed that everyone around him was holding the hilt in a different way, the sword much more easily angled upward and not down.

Although their instructor quickly showed them what this should look like, he was too brief, and Xevras was still confused. In the end, he studied the grip of the person just ahead and to the left of him. There was a guy who had taken the sword up in his other hand, and it meant Xevras could see what he was doing more easily.

After a little tinkering with the grip and how it felt to him, Xevras could finally lift the sword and make it look like he wanted it rather than that he was trying to get as far away from it as possible.

They went through the basics of how to use every single weapon over the course of the morning. Their instructor also told them which sorts of monsters each weapon was best suited for, but Xevras knew it was too much information for him to remember.

He was just thinking that the lesson had been going on for a long time when the instructor held up a hand and looked around at them all. Xevras had been focused on learning to swing the net properly so the spikes spread out and didn’t all tangle with each other.

The net slowed to a stop, the spikes falling fairly neatly and leaving him with a nice, neat net to put back on the rack. Not everyone else had noticed that the instructor was trying to get their attention. Xevras watched some of them for a moment.

More than a few of them were panting and sweaty, struggling with whatever weapon they carried. The instructor took all this in, and more, before looking at Xevras. There wasn’t a patch of sweat on him, and this hadn’t been much harder than a normal morning on the farm to him.

“It’s good to see that what some of you lack in experience, you make up for in stamina and sense. I look forward to continuing your training tomorrow. Go get lunch and then report to the library for your first lesson in how to spot a fae or monster.”

Xevras paused before he put his net on the rack. He was tired, but he also knew this was going to become his favourite lesson if he could just avoid Nezal and his friends as much as possible. Despite his desire to come back, he was aware of how much everyone else had appeared to know that he simply hadn’t.

“Going to be easy to fight you when the time comes. You’re as green as a skirt,” Nezal said as he came past Xevras. He bumped into Xevras’s shoulder as he did, but it didn’t move Xevras as much as Nezal had probably hoped it would.

He was getting the impression that he might be new to the world of monster hunting and weaponry, but he was strong enough to handle the training. Working on the farm for so long had given him some kind of advantage at least.

Ignoring Nezal completely for now, Xevras waited until almost all of the class had begun heading to the dining hall before he left the area as well. He was famished and hoped the slayer guild put on as good a feast at lunch as they did for supper.

The hallways were fairly busy, men and even a few women coming from all sorts of directions to converge on the one place where they could all get lunch.

Some of the people, trainees or otherwise, were in a hurry, trying to get there first, or so hungry they didn’t want to wait long. It made it difficult for everyone else to get through the hallways as others weaved in and out of them and even pushed past here and there.

Xevras grew more tense and hung back. At least until he saw Eras. The fully fledged monster hunter was in conversation with a couple of other older men and coming down the stairs from the next level of the guild building when Eras spotted him.

“This is the recruit I was telling you about,” Eras said to his friends. “Good lad, and he’ll make a good hunter.”

The two older hunters shook hands with Xevras, and Eras introduced them. “This is Kalwyn, and Alric.”

“You’re a tough kid, from what Eras tells us. We look forward to you getting through training.”

Although they didn’t treat Xevras as inferior in any way, they also didn’t seem to be keen on sticking around and hurried away to leave Xevras alone with Eras.

“Come on, let’s get some food, and you can tell me how your morning went.” Eras motioned his head toward the dining room where most of the people were flowing, but Xevras frowned, not sure he wanted to go in there just yet. Nezal wasn’t that far ahead yet.

“Does that mean I’ve got to sit with the rookies? I don’t think any of them like me.”

Eras paused and studied Xevras. “You’ll have to try to make friends eventually, you know that, right? You’re going to be training with them for a while.”

Although he didn’t want to think about it yet, he nodded.

“I’ll vouch for you sitting with me for meals today, but after this one, you’re on your own, got it?”

It was better than nothing.

They quickly got food as Xevras described his first lesson. The food was simpler than it had been the night before, more bread, some fruit, and a little meat. There were also a lot of grilled fish portions, but they weren’t far from the coast, so it made sense. The main part of the meal was a broth with all sorts of fish in it.

Although Xevras had never seen a meal like it – the farm he had lived on had been too far from the coast to be able to fish – he was eager to try it and noticed Eras took a large bowlful and plenty of bread. He copied his friend and finished his tale with his fear that he wasn’t as proficient as the others.

“You’ll be okay if you pay attention,” Eras told him when they sat down. “I could tell you were stronger than most. You walked all the way here with me and didn’t complain once that your feet were tired.”

“Strength alone won’t be enough. I need to know how to grip a sword properly. I wasn’t bad with the net, but the spear is impossible, and I couldn’t throw any of those small star things to save my life.”

“Shuriken,” Eras replied. “It’s called a shuriken.”

“Nezal threw one at me and almost took my hand off.”

Eras lifted his eyebrow. “How about I teach you extra in the evenings? You’ll have to work hard, but it will help you catch up and might just save your life one day.”

“I wouldn’t say no.” Xevras smiled and then tried his soup. It tasted divine after his hard morning, and he quickly spooned more and more of it, almost entirely forgetting to dip his bread into it first.

“Slow down. You’ll make yourself sick. You need the bread to soak it up, or it will slosh in your stomach. That’s bad in any situation, but especially during a fight.”

Xevras stopped and stared at his friend for a moment. Something like that had never occurred to him.

“Don’t worry. Eat up. And I’ll do what I can to help where I can, but I can only do so while I’m not on missions, okay?”

“That’s fair. Once I’m trained enough to begin missions, can I at least come on yours for a while?”

Eras shook his head. “No. I go on solo missions exclusively.”

“But you had me on your mission before,” Xevras replied, confused.

“Not to start with. And if you hadn’t shown you were brave and stronger than you looked, you wouldn’t have come all this way with me either. Sorry, Xevras. You’ll have to figure out a team for yourself, or become good enough to go solo as well.”

Although Xevras didn’t like the sound of either of those options, he nodded. Eras had already done a lot for him by getting him this far. He’d heard enough conversation and seen enough of everyone else here to know that he’d not paid full price for training and he was being given a good opportunity. That Eras was willing to give up some of his free time as well meant a lot.


Chapter 12


Aryanna



Several days had gone past, and Aryanna hadn’t left her cottage since being cursed. And she had definitely been cursed. Her skin was like a moving picture, scenes of death and destruction playing themselves out again and again wherever she looked, and her head ached almost constantly.

She had never felt so angry and so hurt. All she’d wanted was to be left alone. To live a life of her own and be at peace in the forest.

A fallen god and his fallen wife had ended that, but it was the town’s fault. They had gossiped and spread rumours and lies. They’d talked of her being a witch, and if they hadn’t talked of her like that, Jarl would never have come after her, and she wouldn’t have needed to defend herself.

Now she was cursed, she would make all the town pay. They would learn to leave her alone or they would join Jarl. They would become stone statues.

Because now she was a monster.

And they were the ones who should be scared.

Aryanna didn’t know what to do with herself the first few days, but today everything had changed. She had taken a mixture for her head, easing the pain so she could think more quickly. She had stuck her head out of the cottage door to see an array of snakes in the forest, just in sight.

It was as if they were drawn to her and had come here to rest. Most of them had eaten recently enough she didn’t fear any venom they might have, but she milked them all just the same.

Each one she took venom from had then slithered away as if its work was done and it wanted to be elsewhere. Although it had confused her, she wondered if it was part of the curse. Perhaps the gods had decided that she was only fit to have snakes for company.

Either way, she would make use of the venom. She had already begun making various strengths of paralysing potions and other concoctions.

At first, she had expected the whole town to come after her. The fallen goddess, Henera, must have told them something about her husband. But no one had come, and now Aryanna knew they wouldn’t.

If any of them knew she had killed Jarl, they weren’t about to challenge her. Maybe that was part of the curse. That she would be alone now. She wouldn’t mind that.

She had mended her own clothes as best she could, her fingers and head finding the work soothing, and she had put on her hooded cape to cover the strange protrusions on her head. If she covered her hands and arms as well, she almost looked like her normal self.

Of course, she knew. She could feel the pictures moving, like ants crawling underneath her skin. Ever changing, almost shifting. It kept her awake at night and almost drove her mad.

The second day, she had tried to paint over them. It hadn’t helped, but it had been worth trying. She’d tried the ointment she had for pain after that. Normally, she used it on an injury before she had to stitch skin back together, but that had done little.

The crawling feeling ran too deep. There was nothing to numb it.

While she kept busy, it wasn’t as bad, so she was keeping busy. It didn’t matter to her what she did, but she would keep going until she was too tired to do so anymore.

She had just finished mixing a smaller-dosed paralyser for anyone petite who came to see her. And she made sure she had plenty of ways to administer it. She would force the townsfolk to accept it if she needed to.

A sound from outside made her pause from checking her supplies of herbs and plants to see if she needed to forage for anything. She’d lost a lot in her ruined skirt, but it hadn’t been her full amount of anything she carried. And if she wasn’t treating the townsfolk – and she wouldn’t, as she’d decided in her anger – she didn’t need more.

She listened carefully before reaching for the sharpened sickle. She had been stupid and put this in her satchel and put it down the evening Jarl had attacked her, but she would carry it everywhere now.

At the same time, she slipped a couple of the vials of paralysing venom into her pockets.

“Aryanna,” a voice called, revealing itself to be the butcher. She frowned, fearing that the town had finally come to attack her or make her pay for killing Jarl. She shifted to the window to get a look outside. It was late enough in the afternoon that the sun wasn’t shining directly toward this part of the cottage, so she could see that the butcher was alone.

He carried three clay jars, and she knew they would be the salted pork he owed her.

For a few seconds, she watched him as he called again and then came to knock on the door of the cottage. He looked around outside, and Aryanna thought about what she wanted to do. If she was going to act, she needed to do so now.

The butcher wasn’t a small man. He was larger than Aryanna and wouldn’t be easy to overpower, although she suspected he wouldn’t be as strong as Jarl had been.

Thinking on her feet, she went to open the door, but she stepped back into the shadows of the cottage. She had obscured most of the windows, and the light was dim.

“Bring the jars in and put them on the table,” she said before he could utter a word or do anything else.

“Oh, you are in,” the butcher said before he hurried through the doorway.

She watched him waddle from behind and then shifted around to keep the light behind her from the one window that shed any. If he noticed anything different about her, this would all be over.

“Payment as agreed. I need your help though. The problem came back again yesterday, and a new one. Now there’s a...” he trailed off, looking down at the ground and making this easy on Aryanna. He was such a fool. So concerned with getting to sow his oats that he never looked at himself as the cause of his issues.

And he had no idea of the danger he was in today.

“I’ll make you some tea,” Aryanna said, turning her back on him to reach for a small wooden cup and to nudge the kettle back on the stand by the fire enough to heat a little. She wouldn’t want it to get too warm, but just warm enough.

She made a big show of preparing something, but it would be little more than tea with the venom in it. All she added beyond that was to help mask the flavour.

Once she had everything she needed in the cup, she added a little water to the cup, pouring it through the tea leaves but keeping them out of the drink, and stirred it to make sure everything was mixed well enough.

“Drink all this as quickly as you can,” she said, aware that even her voice sounded different to before.

The butcher didn’t hesitate. She had helped him for long enough that he trusted her now, risking his life just to be able to keep jumping on the farmer’s wife.

It was disgusting in many ways, but it would end today. Aryanna watched as he drank the entire cup, and then she waited. He handed it back to her and then stood up as if he was going to leave her be.

“What do you want for this? Is this more than the usual?”

“It’s quite a bit more than the usual,” she replied, beginning to smile as the venom began to take effect. “A lot more in fact.”

She watched as the butcher grew more and more confused and tried to figure out why his limbs were beginning to stiffen. He looked down.

“No, don’t do that. You don’t want to get stuck like that,” she said, surprising herself with how eager she was for this. She would make him a statue and it would serve him right. For years, he had been taking her and her cures for granted. He wouldn’t anymore.

Slowly, he froze into place, his eyes wider than normal and his mouth open as he stared at her. It would be a useful position. She wouldn’t have to force his mouth open to administer any more doses while the waterfall turned him to stone.

As soon as it was clear he couldn’t move, she walked closer to him and tried to move one of his arms to be sure. He was still alive, still breathing, and his eyes could just about follow her.

Without hesitating, she lowered her hood. He could finally see her the way she was now.

“Someone from the town attacked me, and then I was cursed by the gods for defending myself. Now all of you are going to pay for what you’ve done. You’ll be the second for my collection. How do you feel about knowing you’re going to be a statue in my collection?” She smiled as if it was a normal question, but, of course, he couldn’t answer her.

She walked around him as she considered the next part of her plan. Somehow, she had to get him to the waterfall. After that, she wanted to get him into the same upright position and make sure he turned to a statue exactly as he looked now. She would also need to keep an eye on him.

While she knew the falls and the pool of water beneath it had turned Jarl to stone, she knew he had been dead not long after he fell, if he hadn’t been already. The butcher wasn’t dead at all. He was simply paralysed. It would be turning to stone that killed him.

Aryanna didn’t want him starting to move before he was locked in well enough. This was the first time she’d done this, but if the gods were going to curse her and mark her skin, then she was going to create statues of all the people they let come to her and mark the world they created with depictions of her own.

No sooner had she thought this than the ache in her head intensified. She took a little more of the tonic that was helping before she made her way to the small area outside her cottage where her firewood dried out under a small shelter and she had a large, tough, waxy sheet to keep the water off.

This wasn’t perfect, but it was the only thing she thought she could fashion into some sort of carrier. She grabbed the axe she chopped firewood with and went to find two long, straight branches to form poles, along with another couple to act as crossbars. She would need to do a little more to begin crafting what she needed, but she went back to her cottage swiftly.

This was a task she wanted to be done with before nightfall.

Slowly, she fashioned a sort of bed to carry a body on. She had two handles that she would be able to drag, or could perhaps fit to a small beast, and then the opposite end would sort of bump along behind her. Although she knew there was something better than this if she took her time to make a solution, she didn’t have time today.

It wasn’t as if she’d planned any of this when she had started the day. She’d considered making the townsfolk pay, but she’d expected it to be far harder than slipping venom into weak tea and getting them to drink it of their own free will.

Aryanna had thought she would lure them there and then kill them.

It took some twine and careful binding to get a usable carrier, and then she had to position it behind the butcher and propped up on something to catch him.

She hesitated before she pushed him over, hoping she had crafted her carrier well enough not to break. It supported his weight, although Aryanna knew it still wouldn’t make it much easier to get him along the path.

The butcher wasn’t the lightest of the townsfolk. Not by a long way. To Aryanna’s surprise, she could lift the two makeshift handles more easily than she would have been able to do before.

Had the curse turned her into a creature stronger than before and not just a monster in appearance and emotion?

She didn’t truly understand what had happened to her.

So much of the evening with Jarl was now a blur in her head that all she could say for sure was that she never wanted to repeat anything like it.

The birds tweeted in the trees, and the forest creatures scurried here and there as she made her way down the path. It was barely wide enough in places for her to get the carrier and butcher through, and even with her extra strength and stamina, she needed to take several breaks before she arrived at the fork, one path going to the bottom of the waterfall and the other the top.

She had to go more carefully from here, the rocks and tree roots more likely to trip her. The path was already becoming familiar, and she was pleased to see that Jarl was still in the middle of the pool and lying where he had fallen. Aryanna would let him become stone a little more before she created a makeshift pedestal for him. He would be the centre of her display, and everyone would eventually be positioned around him.

Although it would ruin the fabric and make it difficult to carry away, Aryanna waded into the water and half-carried, half-floated the frozen butcher where she wanted him.

There were bound to be a lot of thoughts in his head. This whole time, he would have been able to see and hear everything she was doing. He would be able to see her new form and know that she was dragging him into the forest. He might not be able to do anything, but he was aware of it all.

It made her smile to herself. He would know what was killing him as it slowly did so. Bit by bit, she got the carrier into position and then used rocks, branches and anything else she thought might help her prop the carrier up enough that she could wrap a vine around the butcher, and under and around his arms, so she could pull him back up onto his feet right underneath the waterfall.

So far, she had mostly been able to avoid the bottom of the falls and prevent it from getting on her, but she had still needed to wade into the pool and do some of the work to get him there.

She made sure that his head and face were covered briefly for the stone covering process to begin, but then she shifted him just enough forward that his face would be out of the water and he would be able to breathe.

It wouldn’t make it any easier for him to face his death and cope with being turned to stone alive. But she didn’t care about any of that. None of this was supposed to be easy.

Finally, she had him where she wanted him, and she would be able to watch him as he lived out the last few days as a statue.


Chapter 13


Xevras



“Almost two thousand years ago, the mages of our land rebelled against the rulers, forcing them to accept that they exist and mere existence isn’t wrong. The chaos they brought to our lands went beyond this message and threw Argosia into it’s darkest period. It took a strong leader, a mage who understood their limits to bring us back from the brink of destruction.”

Darlena Jothren, Magic Through the Ages, 1275 AT

Every day at the hunter’s guild started in pretty much the same way. It was combat training. Not only was Xevras struggling, but most of the rest of the class was as well. They were being put through their paces, and the instructor was no longer being gentle with them.

All the extra help from Eras had brought Xevras up to a similar level as the others with most of the weapons, but he still struggled with the desire to actually hurt anyone or anything.

It wasn’t that he feared being in combat for his own sake. He was sure that it was like any other task. You could learn to do it until your body seemed to know how to do it all on its own. But hurting someone else bothered him.

And what if the monster they were sent after could be talked out of hurting people? His parents had taught him that violence never solved a problem. It often made it worse.

While some monsters were almost certainly more like mindless beasts, there were fae and all sorts of others. There were even sirens who lured people in with songs and then made them pay for bothering the siren.

What if people were just stupid and the sirens weren’t luring anyone in at all as much as they were simply singing because they liked to? Could they just be tired of the outside world bothering them?

Xevras had learned about sirens only yesterday, and he’d asked if they used magic to lure people in or just sang, and everyone had looked at him as if he had sprouted a siren head. Nezal had laughed at him. Only the professor had treated it like a serious question. And he’d admonished Nezal for not taking it seriously.

As soon as the bully had been reprimanded, Xevras had known he would pay for the comment at some point.

When he walked into the training arena this morning and found that over half the other trainees were there already, including Nezal and his henchmen, Xevras knew the payback was likely to be incoming. No one was standing even close to where they usually did, and there was only one spot to train that he could get to.

It was right behind Nezal and in between the two men who almost never left his side.

Although Xevras acted as if this didn’t matter, he knew it would. Nezal was up to something, and he knew it would be aimed at him. This was payback for earlier. It wouldn’t matter that it wasn’t really his fault. Nezal had decided that he didn’t like Xevras.

This wasn’t the first bully he’d had to face, but it was the most deadly. Now he understood what had been thrown at him on the first day and how bad Nezal was at aiming them, he was sure it wasn’t meant to miss and he had been lucky.

Thankfully, Nezal was in front of him, where Xevras would be able to see if he did anything himself. Unless he’d already done it.

Xevras made his way around the rack, trying not to look too obvious as he inspected the weapons on it. He looked for glue anywhere he wouldn’t want it and other hazards, trying to see if anything was out of place, but he couldn’t see anything.

The teacher strode in before he could be any more thorough, and he knew he had missed his chance to get to the bottom of the matter.

It was certainly something they’d already done, he was sure now. Nezal kept glancing back, and both of the lackeys looked inward at Xevras. He shook his head, knowing they were making this too easy. Their own inability to be smart about it and not make it obvious was what made him the most suspicious.

“Today we’re going to be working on our ability to parry other people’s attacks,” the professor said, smiling as if this was the most wonderful news. “You’re all going to need to get your shields and your spears. No one is going to fight quickly, or with the intention to harm.”

Xevras almost laughed out loud at this. He was pretty sure there would be the intention to harm. This entire group wasn’t the best of friends on a good day, and many of them had already been injured during training. They’d been told to push through pain and reminded that no enemy would give them a break or go easy on them just because they hurt.

No matter what happened during this training session, they were going to have injuries, and someone might even die. Eras had told Xevras that a death or two per year wasn’t uncommon during training, and it was even more likely once a hunter was out on missions.

It made him wonder why Eras was so insistent he go out alone all the time. It sounded as if it was more dangerous. So far, Eras had always succeeded, but the rest of the hunters talked about him.

Whatever the reason Eras wanted to go out by himself, Xevras hadn’t asked him questions. He just let Eras train him and was grateful. It had seemed hopeless at first, and Xevras thought Eras would despair of ever being able to teach him enough, but it was paying off, as he began to get the occasional praise from the professor rather than criticism.

It was laced with a good deal of the latter, no matter what, but any praise was a good step.

Now that Xevras knew the task for the day, he looked more closely at the two items he would need, checking them over more carefully. He didn’t even try to hide it this time. If he was going to run the risk of an injury in mock combat with one of these brutes, he wanted to know what he was up against before he started fighting.

He ran through everything Eras had taught him with the shield and spear as he looked. Finally, he found the defect. It was small. A cut on the inside of the leather strap that would hold the shield on his arm.

Defending against a spear often involved turning the shield in interesting ways, not just taking a full hit straight on. It was obvious that the straps were supposed to fail him at some point, but he wasn’t sure what he was going to do about it.

The lesson he’d had the night before with Eras made a lot more sense, however. Eras had taught him how to parry a spear attack with a spear and made him drill it over and over and over.

Had he known this was coming?

Although he could draw attention to the shield straps and make a fuss about it, Xevras knew it would just lead to another problem later. Eras had given him the best preparation he could. He was going to roll with this as if he had no idea, and trust his mentor and what he’d learned.

This was either going to put an end to the bullying once and for all, or it was going to see him maimed for life.

Or worse.

Xevras strapped the shield on as everyone was assigned an opponent. Now he understood why he was surrounded on all sides by Nezal and his friends. Their professor was pairing everyone up with someone close to them. And Xevras only had three possibilities, no matter what happened to everyone else.

To make matters worse, the professor seemed oblivious to this being a problem. It didn’t take long for Xevras to work out that he was going to be told to face off with Nezal himself.

It only made him more determined to win. He had to.

As soon as pairs were assigned, they went forward to the arena in front of all the racks and lined the sides of the fighting ring. Xevras didn’t have any choice but to follow Nezal up one side and then wait beside him.

“I’m going to fill you full of holes,” Nezal said, not even managing to whisper properly. It drew attention from others but Xevras smiled.

“You’ll have to catch me first, slug brains.”

It wasn’t the most clever of insults, but Nezal narrowed his eyes and clenched the fist on his spear until the knuckles went white. If Nezal was angry, he wouldn’t be thinking clearly. Xevras couldn’t beat the brute with strength. He would have to tire him out and beat him with speed and stamina.

Eras had also had him training to be light on his feet, weaving through ropes and going up and down a single step as quickly as he could. It had made Xevras faster for sure, even if it had also made him a lot more tired at the end of each day. He hadn’t complained, just as he hadn’t when the road here had been tough.

It was better to be tired than dead.

With everyone paired up, Thian came back to the edge of the fighting ring as well and looked around at them. “Who wants to go first?”

“I will,” Xevras replied, knowing he had to get this over and done with before he chickened out.

Nezal frowned as Thian looked at him to see if he was also okay with going first, but too many of them were watching, and Xevras knew his pride wouldn’t let Nezal do anything but say yes.

Not waiting to see if Nezal was ready, Xevras hurried out to the arena and put the sun behind him so he could face the thug and get that in his favour as well.

Although Nezal had wanted this, already he didn’t seem as sure of himself.

“Now, remember, the aim is just to practice. You’re trying to block the spear with your shields as you’ve been doing so far. Aim your spears a little off to one side and ahead of your opponent. Take your time, and I’ll stop you when I think it’s getting too dangerous.”

Xevras already knew the latter wouldn’t happen. He wasn’t getting off this arena without teaching Nezal a lesson or being as stuck full of holes as Nezal wanted.

“You may begin,” Thian said, but even he didn’t sound as confident as he had when he’d started talking. Nezal hadn’t looked away from Xevras the entire time, while Xevras was just trying to remember everything Eras had taught him.

He was going to let Nezal make the first move, and Nezal didn’t seem to mind that idea. He lunged at Xevras.

Xevras shoved it aside with the shield, his body reacting with a speed even he hadn’t expected.

“Aim for the side, Nezal, not straight on. But good block, Xevras.” Thian tried to sound as if he was still in control, but Nezal was attacking again already.

Again and again, Xevras pushed the weapon away, giving half-hearted attempts at jabs back. His shield arm began to tire, but that didn’t bother him.

With the next attack and how he batted it away, twisting the shield around and away from his body, he heard the leather rip slightly. Another good hit and it would almost certainly fall off his arm.

Xevras shifted his stance, not sure that Nezal was tired enough yet.

“I think, perhaps, Nezal, you should back off now,” Thian said. “Give Xevras a chance.”

It only had the opposite effect. Nezal lunged again. This time, Xevras dodged the other way and batted the spear away with his own spear. That wasn’t something that they’d been taught in lessons, and it made the class gasp around the ring. Xevras kept shifting, but he continued to keep the sun behind him as best he could.

Nezal’s breathing was heavier and more rapid, a good sign that this was going to tax him. Xevras decided enough had been enough, and he stopped playing games.

He stepped a little closer to Nezal and made it harder for him to get the reach he needed, and then started to shift his feet faster, to keep moving first one way and then another.

Not expecting this, Nezal’s attacks grew more frantic. Many of them were now wide entirely, but Xevras batted any that were close away with either his spear or his shield. The pace of the fight increased, benefiting Xevras even more.

Nezal wasn’t giving up. And the class around them had grown more animated as well. They chanted, enough of them shouting Xevras’s name that he could hear it among the din. It helped, in a strange way, to know that some of them wanted him to win, even if not all of them did.

Another lunge caught his shield and finally ripped it off Xevras’s arm. The rest of the class gasped, and Thian tried to step forward.

“I think we should stop there.”

Nezal didn’t listen. Not that Xevras had expected him to.

Shifting back a step and putting his weight on his back foot, Xevras brought his spear across his body and adopted the defensive stance Eras had made him drill and fight from.

Thinking he had the advantage, Nezal attacked. Xevras focused on his spear, using it to twist Nezal’s away again and again and then lunge toward Nezal.

“I really think we should stop now,” Thian yelled, growing more animated finally. Xevras knew he couldn’t listen. He had to scare Nezal, or this wasn’t going to work.

He pushed even harder, Nezal still just about in the shadow from the building behind Xevras. He tried to attack even harder, throwing caution to the wind and taking ground.

As Nezal shifted back into the sunlight, Xevras took his moment. He hit Nezal’s grip on the spear with the shaft of his own, making Nezal drop it. Xevras kept pushing. He stepped forward again and again, thrusting and twirling the spear until he’d managed to give Nezal a couple of almost jabs.

Finally, as Nezal backed up so much his back was about to hit the wall, Xevras aimed for the centre of the shield Nezal had forgotten he was carrying. As soon as his spear hit it, he shifted his grip and stance and drove forward until Nezal was pinned against the wall, the shield the only thing stopping Xevras from driving the spear right through his chest.

“Next time you try to sabotage my equipment to hurt me, consider that I don’t even need it to kill you if I want to.”

Thian rushed in to intercept, now that they were still, and suddenly several other professors also stepped in.

Although Xevras hadn’t noticed them coming into the courtyard, he stepped back now and acknowledged them.

“You two come with me,” Thian said. “Everyone else, dismissed until tomorrow.”

Xevras swallowed as he was led away, Thian between him and Nezal. They were taken through the building, several other professors coming with them only a short distance inside before leaving just Xevras and Nezal trailing after.

He was almost all the way to the top of the building, somewhere he’d never been, by the time he saw Eras. The hunter was coming out of the office ahead.

Although Eras raised an eyebrow, he let Xevras go past along with everyone else. Even if Xevras didn’t tell the hunter, he knew he would find out what had happened soon enough. To his surprise, Thian didn’t send him into the room.

“Can I trust you two to stand here without attacking each other again?” Thian asked.

“I’ll watch them,” Eras responded before Xevras could move.

Thian turned just enough to take in who had spoken and then nodded. “Very well. If you’re willing to account for them.”

“I am.” Eras came close enough he wouldn’t have to shout. “Nezal knows that if he touches Xevras in front of me, I’ll kill him, and Xevras knows the same in reverse.”

Although Xevras wasn’t entirely sure he knew it, he was happy enough not to do anything either way that it didn’t matter what Eras would do.

“This the first time you two have fought?” Eras asked as soon as the door was shut.

“Yes. Slug brains here thought that breaking my shield would mean he could skewer me with his spear. He learned differently.” Xevras smiled, knowing Nezal was glaring at him but not even looking at his opponent.

“I’ve warned you before.” Eras stared down Nezal. “You keep doing stupid shit and you’re going to find one of the actual hunters around here teaches you a lesson. You don’t kill another guild member or put them in harm’s way. We need every one of us that we can get. Haven’t you heard all the rumours?”

Nezal shook his head.

“There’s more monsters than ever. It’s like the gods themselves walk among us, cursings, magic, and more problematic monsters along with them. Almost every single one of us trained hunters has just been given a mission, and you’re all going to be called to hunt, and sooner than you think. So stop bickering with each other and realise there are far bigger problems than who has the biggest–”

Eras was cut off by the door opening again. The head of the hunters’ guild, Dean Droherin, looked between Xevras, Nezal and Eras before waving everyone inside the office along with Thian.

Although Xevras knew he should be paying attention to the guild’s leader telling them they were idiots, he was distracted. If the monsters and magic were getting worse, Eras wasn’t likely to be around much longer. His mentor would go on a mission as well.


Chapter 14


Aryanna



Standing back, Aryanna admired the scene she had created. There were now five of the townsfolk in the pool beneath the waterfall. She’d just moved the latest, the only woman, out from underneath the water. All of them were now coated in stone.

They had taken weeks to form, the town growing more wary lately. She suspected that someone from the town had been up here, tracks on the path showing someone had come and gone, but it was several days ago now, and no one had come up since.

It was the men who had come up first, each one a little more wary than the last. She had been challenged to find more and more inventive ways to get the initial dose of the paralysing venom into the townsfolk who bothered her. They were more wary.

None of them knew she had done anything, and she acted innocent each time. It was surprisingly easy.

This last one had been harder. He had come to look for his wife. Aryanna had lured him to the pond on the pretext of showing him what had happened to her.

It had led to her hitting this one on the head with a rock. He went down, and she’d quickly flipped him over. She could have let him die right then and there. Acting on autopilot, she thrust the venom into his mouth, keeping him alive but making sure that he wouldn’t be able to get away.

She’d needed to prop him up to get him under the waterfall.

Each statue, she needed to check several times per day, keeping the person inside from moving before they were stuck. Each one led to another set of marks on her skin, a reminder that she carried everywhere she went.

If they didn’t want to be part of her scene, her monument against the gods who cursed her, then they shouldn’t have come to bother her.

Year after year, the townspeople had relied on her for what they needed, assuming she’d be there to fix any issue, even when so many of them were created by the people themselves. Then they had turned on her. If they’d appreciated her and not gossiped and spread rumours, then none of this would have happened.

At one point, she had needed to come here every three or four hours to administer another dose to one almost-statue or another, but that had only been when there were three still alive. Near the beginning. The butcher had been so strong, and her first, so she had kept him dosed for longer.

Only once he was clearly dead, killed by the process itself, had she let him be. The woman had been the one she’d had to look after least. Her body had coated nicely, and Aryanna had found it easier to get her under the flow of water well enough to turn faster.

It had all been experimenting up to this point. But Aryanna had the whole thing perfected now. She had refined her venom mixture, and she had made it last longer and act in a more subtle way. Her ability to move the people just enough to position them had led to much better statues.

With each one she added to the pool, it seemed as if her body also transformed. Aryanna had no doubt anymore that her headaches were part of the curse and the strange lumps on her head grew more with each passing day.

She wore a cloak all the time now, and had styled her hair to hide them as best she could. With her skin all covered up, she looked different than before. And she had finally grown used to the way her skin seemed to move and shift, each set of marks she bore matching the bodies before her in the pool.

After double-checking she liked the scene from several angles, Aryanna made her way back to her cottage. Snakes moved in the trees and grasses all around her. They often accompanied her everywhere now. Sometimes more and sometimes less, as they went about their own business.

There was never a shortage.

It didn’t make them tame. She didn’t have them in the cottage and they weren’t doing anything other than lingering nearby wherever she went. Now and then, she milked whichever type of snake she needed, her serum a blend of the different venoms and several herbs as well.

She was most of the way back to her cottage when she heard voices and saw movement up ahead. Growing cautious, but still aware that no one had considered her a threat yet in the village, Aryanna made her way along the path and checked that she was covered where she needed to be.

“I’m not sure we should go any further,” a familiar-sounding woman said. It sounded as if it was one of the farmers’ wives, but Aryanna couldn’t be sure which.

“Nonsense,” Lukas responded, one of the middle-aged farmers. His voice had a distinctive gravelly sound to it. “It’s just a forest. What’s the worst that can happen? We’re out here to try to find friends and ask the witch for help.”

“I don’t mean whatever has happened, and don’t let her hear you call her a witch. She doesn’t like it. And she’s not one. Not really.”

There was a silence that followed, and Aryanna almost slipped away and off the path. Lukas and his wife were townsfolk who usually kept themselves to themselves. They were loyal. To each other and to their friends. For the first time since she had begun making her pool of statues, she considered that there might be some she didn’t want to use.

Could she find a way to send them away without them seeing her?

“Go carefully there,” he said a few seconds later, still too far away to see Aryanna but coming closer. “That’s a snake you don’t want to tangle with.”

“Oh my. I didn’t see it in the shadows there.”

“Come closer to me and we’ll find this witch, prove she has nothing to do with these disappearances, and then we can tell the others not to worry.”

“I’ve told you, don’t call her a witch.”

“You call her one all the time when you’re with all the other wives.”

Aryanna frowned and made her mind up. They really should know better. They had been gossiping about her, just like the others. Spreading rumours and calling her names.

Walking forward again, she came around the corner toward the pair as if she had been hurrying along the whole time.

“Oh, finally, someone who might be able to help,” Aryanna said as if she was pleased to see Lukas and she was scared or in trouble.

Lukas paused and looked at her for a moment as if he wasn’t sure what to make of her appearance.

“Forgive me, I’ve been out here a long time. My cottage isn’t safe anymore. It stalks me there. I’ve been growing desperate.”

“See, I told you it wasn’t her.” The wife pushed past her husband on the path, getting close to another snake neither of them had noticed in the branches of a tree.

It knew better than to attack prey that wasn’t its own.

“Please, come help me.” Aryanna stepped back a little and beckoned for them to follow her. Lukas still hesitated, but Aryanna knew that he was beginning to relax as his wife was fine. If she was going to lure them to their deaths, she needed to choose the right moment.

Now was too soon.

“You must have been so frightened.” The woman came right up to Aryanna with eyes full of sympathy, and she found herself wavering again in her resolve. “Has this thing been hurting the townsfolk too?”

Seeing her concern switch from Aryanna to her fellow townsfolk hardened Aryanna to her again. She cared far more for them. Any interest in Aryanna was only a byproduct of wanting to find the others.

“Let me show you,” she said, trying to maintain her look of fear despite the anger bubbling inside her. The pains in her head grew even worse, but she turned from the couple to hide it from both of them.

Lukas had a mace in his belt, and he pulled it out to wield it against any threat, but Aryanna knew it wouldn’t help him. Not when she would render him powerless. They would both be standing underneath the waterfall soon enough.

“This way,” she called again, trying to encourage them both to follow her when Lukas continued to hesitate.

It was understandable that they were wary, but she needed to convince them that she was safe and not the threat, and that there was one somewhere else. She had to be the help.

“I came across this place two days ago, and I tried to help. But I had to flee. I can’t save them on my own.”

“We’re with you now,” Lukas replied as Aryanna led them through the woods. She considered her options. All the ways she could trick them and what she could do to make sure that both of them were taken in.

Although she could take them right to the pool, she could also take them up to the waterfall and push them over the edge. It wasn’t a perfect idea. With two of them to try to defeat at the same time, she needed a better option.

Pushing one over the ledge might work, but with two she would be seen. Somehow, she had to take them out at the same time, or she needed to deal with one without the other noticing.

As she led them further, slowing as if she was scared, Aryanna came up with a plan. She would tackle them together and trick them into helping her.

It would be a game, but one she knew she could win.

With that in mind, she took the lower route to the water. She guided them along it, grateful that it had been dry for a couple of days and there weren’t a lot of footprints on the path. A person could easily believe she might have been along here only earlier that day. Especially if they didn’t know how to actually track.

“What’s out there?” Lukas asked.

“I don’t know exactly. I don’t recognise it. Some sort of beast. It’s in the water...” She trailed off, trying to think of how to explain something that didn’t exist. “It can come out of the water, but it was dark when it chased me earlier.”

It wasn’t a perfect story, but it was enough that they didn’t question it.

“What were you doing out here before sunup?” Lukas asked, picking holes in a part of her story she’d not expected.

“I heard a yell. Sounded like one of you.”

She glanced at the couple to see if they bought the explanation. They nodded, and Lukas gripped his mace tighter. It was enough confirmation.

It didn’t take much longer to get to the water’s edge. They both gasped at the scene, and Lukas almost dropped the mace on his own foot. It thudded into the ground just beside him.

Aryanna had to fight not to laugh at his incompetence. It was another sign that this wouldn’t be difficult.

They both recovered from the shock of seeing their own friends and fellow townsfolk as statues and then rushed forward to help them.

“Don’t!” Aryanna called as if it was hugely important. “The beast has done something to the water. If you’re not careful, it will make you like them.”

She lifted the cloak she wore out of the way so they could see the same element soaked into her skirts. Lukas crouched to get a better look at it.

“I tried to get to them as well. I had to back up and get out of the water before I joined them.”

“It’s as if it is turning things to stone. Only magic can do something like this. I thought you were a witch.” Lukas stood back up, glaring at her.

“I’m nothing of the sort, as I’m sure your wife has told you. I know the plants of the forest and the bounty that nature provides. I don’t know how to perform any sort of magic that nature doesn’t give us freely. My skills are simply knowledge and experimentation. It does give me an advantage, and to someone who doesn’t understand, it can appear like magic.”

Lukas continued to study her, not convinced enough, but his wife stepped forward and put her hand on his arm.

“You know she’s telling the truth. She gives us dried herbs and comes out here to look for the right plants and ingredients. I’ve seen her mix them up right in front of me when Jortho was sick.”

“I don’t know magic. Just information. My ma taught me everything I know, and her ma taught her.”

Finally, Lukas relaxed and turned back to the problem. “What are we going to do about this then, if we can’t wade out there? Can they even be saved?”

“That, I can’t answer. I was experimenting with a tonic that helps with something similar to see. I think it worked. The last time I waded in, it only did this, as you see, to my clothes, not to me.” It was a total lie, but neither of them was looking at her anymore.

She pulled two vials out of her apron. It was the venom that would paralyse them both.

“You want us to drink that?” Lukas asked, but his wife was already holding out her hands.

“Yes,” she replied. “Quickly, before that creature comes back. We have to get them all out of the water and see if we can save them. I can’t do this alone.”

Lukas nodded and was surprisingly swift to drink it for someone who hadn’t trusted her only a few seconds earlier.

She looked to the wife next but the woman hesitated. Although she had unstoppered the vial, she had sniffed it instead of drinking it down.

“It doesn’t smell very nice.”

“No, I’m sorry. It doesn’t taste good either. But, please, drink it.”

“She could wait. Drink it if it works for us.”

“There isn’t time,” Aryanna replied, beginning to frown and not sure she could hide her impatience. “Take it.”

“Do I have to?”

Aryanna stepped closer to help encourage the woman before it was too late. She was most of the way over to her when Lukas let out a strangled yelp.

He was beginning to freeze up, his mace slipping out of his hands again. Aryanna grabbed it before it could hit the ground and then she swung it straight forward. She hit the hesitant woman in the stomach, doubling her over. She dropped the vial, spilling the contents, but it didn’t matter.

Aryanna grabbed her while she was still trying to catch her breath and shoved her into the water. She was stronger than Aryanna expected her to be, but the curse had also made Aryanna stronger, and she got a grip on the back of her neck and kept it below the water level.

“Should have drunk the vial,” she said as she finished her off, waiting for her to stop struggling.

A noise off in the bushes caught Aryanna’s attention, and she saw movement as someone or something ran off toward the south and the town, but she couldn’t be sure what it was.

If Aryanna went after whatever it was to check if it was a person, she would be forced to let the wife live and might even see them both rescued. She couldn’t allow that. If she had just been seen by someone from the town, then so be it.

Now she had a good mace and she had become accustomed to her new strength, she knew she wouldn’t have to be as careful. And there were the snakes. They might tolerate her presence, but they wouldn’t anyone else’s.

It didn’t take much longer for the woman in her arms to go limp.

Aryanna quickly flipped her over, letting her breathe before she died entirely, and then quickly pulled out another vial and tipped it into her open, gasping mouth. Within seconds, she was also paralysed and just about alive.

Leaving her on the bank of the pool, Aryanna surveyed her two newest conquests. Her skin writhed even more, and a pain stabbed at her head as the enormity of what she’d done took its toll. They’d both trusted her, and she’d lured them to their death. It was far more cruel than any of the others had been.

Still, if they’d been kinder or left her alone, none of this would have happened. It was all their fault.


Chapter 15


Xevras



“The fae are not to be underestimated. Not only are they quick, but they have a surprising amount of strength for a creature that appears more frail. On top of that, when they are in their territory their magic is stronger. A slayer needs to rely on their team and trust them to work together.”

Horace Lintarn, Slayer Guild Monster Guide edition VI, 1371 AT

Each day of training that Xevras survived and Nezal left him alone was another day Xevras put down as a success. Since they had been dragged into the dean’s office and told what he thought of their rivalry, Xevras had been keeping his head down.

It hadn’t helped that Eras had needed to leave on a mission. Nor that he had been gone for so long.

Xevras didn’t know how long missions usually took, but two weeks after Eras had left, the hunters’ guild started talking about him possibly not coming back. It wasn’t good news. Not just because Xevras needed him, but because more and more of the hunters were being sent out on missions to deal with issues and so far, few of them had returned.

What had just been vague rumours when Eras had left were now solid facts about the state of the world. Everyone was talking about how the gods had supposedly fallen, but either way, monster attacks were on the rise.

Even the fae were more restless, being sighted in areas they wouldn’t normally show.

But no one had any knowledge of what had happened on the farms and what might have happened to Xevras’s parents. He was in the dark about them. After all these weeks, he had to assume they were dead.

Eras had made sure all the inns in the area would let them know if anyone looked for Xevras out there. And there had been the odd rumour that mentioned the knights who had attacked the farms, but nothing concrete, and certainly no reasoning. He didn’t know who sent them or why they had attacked so many farms. It could even have been part of this fae uprising and something to do with these fallen gods.

Now and then, Xevras caught himself wondering what it would be like to explain his new life to his parents. He wasn’t entirely sure they’d have approved of him joining a monster-slaying guild, but they would appreciate that he was doing something with his life that didn’t involve wasting it.

The training group were almost near the end of their course, but they all knew it had been rushed. They were being asked to turn up sooner, being let go later, and their final exams were scheduled sooner than any of them had expected. Not that the exams were written for the most part.

With all the combat training and the training to take out fae or trap all sorts of creatures, they also had to learn to survive in the wilderness, and it meant they were going to be out in the wilderness near the city for the night. Xevras wasn’t looking forward to it.

Since he had arrived in the city and Eras had brought him to the hunters’ guild, he hadn’t left the guild building unless taken somewhere by a professor. It was better that way. Xevras had very little money and few possessions. While he was at the guild, he didn’t need anything.

Still, he had been given some basic gear, and he had a whole group to go out with. It was far better than he feared it would be to go out. They’d even been given some rations. The pack contained everything they would need if they were sent on a mission once trained.

He had been told he could take any weapons and armour from the guild stores as well. Many of the hunters upgraded their equipment after a while and brought in all sorts, but he picked out only a selection of what he was familiar with and could use on all the enemies he might face.

Xevras was one of the first to be ready to head out, waiting in the guild hall for the rest of the trainees to show up. He’d been avoiding Nezal for so long that he was surprised to find the bully coming into the hall not long after him. It was one of the worst possible times, as the professors who were taking them out for the night also arrived.

“All right,” Thian said, looking over those present. “I’ll take out the first of you to appear and get started. Xevras was only grateful that Nezal’s friends weren’t here, and suspected that might be part of the reason Thian had chosen to leave as soon as he had enough to make up the ideal hunter group number. They were a group of five.

It was more than Xevras had seen in many of the teams who had gone out to hunt officially, but he wasn’t about to point that out. He was here to prove that he’d learned enough, not to question the teachers about what they thought was necessary.

They were taken out of a side entrance of the guild, and Xevras stuck as close to Thian as he could to keep away from Nezal. It wasn’t ideal, but he had three other companions as well. There were a couple of women, both of them a little older than Xevras, although one of them, Thyrasia, was smaller and looked younger than even Xevras.

She was the smarter one, in Xevras’s opinion, and he was glad she was on his team. She knew the plant-life and what to look for in a forest to tell if fae were nearby. It was impressive and knowledge that had earned her place in the hunters’ guild. Apparently, her mother had once been some kind of professor, otherwise they wouldn’t have taken her.

Although she had only shown up in the last week or so, she was being treated as if she had trained with them the whole time. Xevras didn’t know if she was expected to join a hunting team after that or if she would stay to go over some of the combat.

The other woman with them didn’t say much. She was taller and fierce-looking. Most of the time, she simply glared at any of the men who tried to talk to her, to the point that Xevras didn’t even know her name.

Their final teammate was a lad on the larger side, Pharly, who had failed training several times already. His parents had sent him here to try to make a man out of him. It didn’t appear to be working. He knew everything there was to know about a lot of the common monsters and how to treat injuries, which was why he was still training and being tolerated.

It wasn’t an ideal group, and Xevras feared it would leave Nezal trying to act as if he was in charge. Or he would look down on the rest of the team and risk getting them all killed.

Thian seemed happy enough, however, and led them to the waiting wagon they would all ride in on the way to their destination. Xevras didn’t try to climb up into the wagon first, letting Nezal get up and choose his seat. The two girls got up next, and Xevras had to help Pharly, his extra weight making it difficult for him to sit in the back of the wagon.

“You’ll have to ride with me, Xevras,” Thian said when it was obvious there was no more space in the back of the wagon.

It was almost as if it had been arranged that way to keep Xevras and Nezal apart. Not that they would be able to stay separated once they were out on their training mission together.

For now, Xevras was happy enough to sit beside Thian and allow the journey to go by in an uneventful manner.

They had to make their way through the city streets, and several people waved to Thian as they went past or shouted encouragement. It seemed the majority of the city residents knew that today was their training test and why a wagon full of them were heading out.

It even saw them waved through the gate out of the city and past all the other waiting carts and wagons as if they’d been checked already. Nothing held them back, and the task ahead of them became very real.

They were out in the middle of nowhere in another half an hour, the sun lowering on the horizon and their teacher pulling the wagon off to the side of the road in a spot that seemed practised.

“Okay, we’re trekking into the forest from here and making camp near the stream. There, we’ll figure out if there are fae in the area and begin working out how to capture any.

Although Xevras had no idea if there really were fae nearby, he knew better than to assume there weren’t. He grabbed his pack again and helped Thian unhitch their horse. They then all pitched in to hide the wagon a short way off the road. It was partially behind bushes and trees, but they cut extra foliage to hide it even further and make it look even more just like a big bush around the back of a large tree.

It wasn’t a perfect camouflage, but this was part of their training as well. It was unlikely to be seen after a short while longer. It was getting darker, and the sun wasn’t far off the horizon. Under the trees, it was already a lot darker.

With the wagon hidden to Thian’s satisfaction, he encouraged the group of five to head into the forest.

“From here, I’m a part of the group to be instructed. I will help with tasks, but only so much as the team is capable of doing. Your assignment is to make camp for the night and check for fae. If you find any, you’re to deal with them as any hunter would.”

The group of five looked between each other, and Xevras knew that unless he took charge, or one of the women did, then Nezal was going to try to.

“I can hear the water,” Thyrasia said. “And the map showed it was over this way.”

She set off before Nezal could do more than open his mouth to make a comment or demand of the rest of them. Xevras hurried after her, also not waiting for Nezal. It would irritate the bully, but for now, it was the best course of action.

Thyrasia was as good as her word and found the river for them. It was wider than Xevras expected it to be, but it wasn’t making much noise, making him wonder how she could sense and follow it. It wasn’t the first strange thing she had declared, but so far, she had always known what she was talking about.

As soon as they found the river, they looked for a good spot wide enough to set up camp. Eras hadn’t liked camping too close to water, but that made sense when it was just him. The guild had made it clear that having a group made the riverbank more sensible a camping spot. You weren’t trying to hide from the fae, but draw them to you and into your traps.

It created another decision moment when they struggled to find anywhere big enough for the group, but there were two slightly smaller areas with a bush and a tree in between, right near the edge of the river.

“We can cut down the bush in between and use it as firewood. Make a fire right where it is.” Nezal grinned as if it solved the problem, and he unsheathed his sword so he could begin hacking it up.

Everyone else stood and watched for a moment, Xevras wondering who would tell Nezal that the bush would make awful firewood and wouldn’t burn. If it did, it would smoke.

“Nezal. You’ve never done this before, have you?” Thyrasia asked.

“What?” he asked. “It’s coming apart easily.”

Nezal continued to hack at the bush, causing fresh leaves to go everywhere.

“We making this our camp?” Thyrasia leaned to one side so she could see around the brute to look at Xevras.

Xevras shrugged. “It’s about the best location in the area. Or... it was.”

“You got a problem with his plan?” Nezal asked, rounding on Xevras.

Again, he tried to be non-committal.

“You’re not in charge. I am.”

“I think Xevras should be,” Thyrasia replied. “He’s not an idiot, and he knows enough to know fresh green wood won’t burn.”

“Oh, is that what it’s going to be like? You’re going to laugh at me?”

“No one is laughing,” Xevras replied. “But Thyrasia is right. Living wood doesn’t burn easily and smokes when it does. We can make a camp here, but we can’t burn the bush.”

Nezal looked as if he was going to hit Xevras, or one of the others, but Thian stepped forward. “I think we should carry on with the next part of this process, don’t you all? Do you want me to help at all?”

“We should make some traps,” Pharly said, before anyone could argue with Nezal anymore, or focus on the bush again.

“We’re supposed to work out what threats are in the area first,” Thyrasia replied. Their fifth member still hadn’t said a word, but she nodded.

“Oh, right. Shall we split into three groups?”

“Yes. Two go one way, two the other, and two can stay here to make camp. Report back as soon as the sun is down.” Thyrasia grinned, but she gave Xevras a sympathetic look. He knew what it was for, as Thian and Pharly backed up in one direction and the two girls turned to head off the other way.

It left him here with Nezal. And that was the last thing he wanted.

He had little choice, no one else wanting to partner Nezal either.

For a few seconds, nothing happened. Nezal continued to hack at the bush as if the last conversation hadn’t just happened. Xevras decided to let Nezal find out for himself and began making camp, setting up the sleeping areas, putting three of them on each side.

As he went to lay out the three mats on the other side, Xevras had to go past Nezal. There wasn’t a lot of space to go past him, and Nezal was enthusiastic about demolishing the bush still. The second Nezal saw him, he reached out and shoved Xevras.

Xevras’s feet caught on the cut branches and he went sprawling, dropping the thin rolled-up mats they had to sleep on and almost landing in the river. Before he could do more than roll over, away from the river, Nezal was on top of him, throwing punches.

It was all Xevras could do at first to make sure Nezal wasn’t really hurting him and block the attack. His training with Eras paid off, however, and he managed to grab one of Nezal’s fists and twist it around quickly enough he heard a pop.

Nezal was too heavy for Xevras to lift, but he wasn’t stuck under him much longer before Thian appeared and hauled Nezal off by the scruff of his neck.

“You two are supposed to be on the same team and fighting the enemy, not each other.” Thian didn’t raise his voice, but he was shaking with rage.

Xevras scrambled backwards and to his feet.

“You two are going to avoid each other for the rest of this lesson, and when we get back to the hunters’ guild, I am going to recommend that both of you fail.

Xevras’s eyes widened, knowing that would end his hunting days.

“You can’t fail Xevras,” Thyrasia said, also coming back. “He’s the smartest one of us, and Nezal always starts it.”

“I don’t,” Nezal insisted, but Thian glared at him as if he knew it was true. Xevras knew that it didn’t entirely matter. The head of the guild had already told the pair of them not to fight. There was simply nothing else Xevras could have done.

For the first time in his life, he was aware of how the actions of others could impact a life and take away control. He vowed that he would never fail to do good where he could, and if he got the chance to stay in the hunters’ guild, he would find a way to make sure no one ever had control taken away from them or the ability to choose who they wanted to be in life.


Chapter 16


Aryanna



The forest fell quiet as Aryanna slipped behind a tree and out of sight. There was another hunting party from the town out looking for her. It was the third in as many days. Each time, she had quickly escaped into the forest, and each time she had claimed one of them from the group, and the forest had claimed another itself.

She didn’t have to fight them. When she had suspected that they had discovered her secret and that she was responsible for the missing people, she had begun working on a way to defend herself.

It had taken some trial and error, but she had worked out how to make small darts she could blow from a reed pipe, and she’d continued to modify the serums and venoms she had to create a dose that the darts could deliver to also paralyse her victims. It hadn’t been fully ready the first time a hunting party had come after her, but the creatures of the forest, especially the snakes, had warned her trouble was on the way and given her a way out of the area that was unavailable to the hunters.

After trying to hit the hunters a few times with her darts, she had spent so much time practising that her lips were swollen from gripping the pipe to blow into it, and she had calluses on her fingers from whittling darts.

Now that she was getting a third attempt to attack the hunters and see more of them join her growing array of statues, she was almost excited. The group had a few of the townsfolk in it, to add to the couple she’d acquired that had triggered the current situation. She would still need to administer doses to all of them, so she couldn’t let the hunters get all the way to the lake.

If they got there and tried to rescue the statues, then they might just save the most recent ones. She noticed the snakes shifting around the forest, however. It was as if they read her mind at times and made sure she was safe, as well as the statues.

She had begun to be able to manipulate them all in many ways, almost directing them with her mind. That had also made keeping the hunters at bay far easier. The snakes would drive them in the direction she wanted and away from the river.

It helped that she also knew the forest far better than any of the townsfolk.

Today’s group was larger than the last two had been. She had picked off one or two each day, forcing them to gain new recruits willing to come up into the forest to try to fight her. Going back with smaller numbers hadn’t deterred any of the rest from coming back yet. They were also learning. This time, they had snake bags with them and nets to try to scoop them up before they were hurt.

There were ten of them. It was people she recognised. The blacksmith had come this time, having fashioned himself some tools better suited for a fight. He actually carried a sword. But there were also several other farmers, and even one of the older lads.

It was a shame that they’d not learned their lesson. Aryanna wasn’t going to accept the fools coming into her territory without adding one of them to her collection.

She didn’t care which one either. They should all know better. It wasn’t as if they didn’t know what had happened. And they knew it was her doing it.

Not that she had let any of them see her properly. The horns, or whatever they were, on her head were now poking through her hair and obvious if she had her hood down. There was no hiding them. She also had a skin so full of markings that they were up onto her face now.

All of her skin crawled and writhed, especially when she was out here in the forest and actively hunting the men hunting her. She didn’t see herself as prey, even if they were out here to try to attack her. They were her prey.

They just hadn’t realised it yet.

But they would.

Soon.

She watched and listened as the overconfident group came along the path from her house toward the river. The path was obvious now that she’d taken it so much, but already the snakes around her cottage were making it difficult for the townsfolk to continue on. They came at them from all sides, and even from the trees.

While she did appear to have some control over the snakes, she knew that they were also acting on their own. Every time the group appeared, the snakes attacked first. It gave Aryanna the opportunity to assess.

The few men who had survived every encounter had come to expect this, however. They now had strange tools which they used to quickly catch several snakes by the head before shoving them into a couple of large burlap sacks. Aryanna didn’t like this part of the defence.

If they captured all her precious snakes, then she wouldn’t have them for their venom or their help around the forest. She would have to find a way to free them.

Letting the men get ahead of her, she paid attention to the two sacks. More and more snakes went into them, the group sticking together and trying to catch all of the wriggling creatures that came nearer.

She pulled her snakes back from the rear of the group and had them focus on being ahead. If she was going to help the creatures, then she was going to need to draw attention away from herself. She also had them act more evasive than aggressive.

“Seems like they’re learning,” the blacksmith said, one of the more intelligent of the bunch and showing it.

Aryanna couldn’t help but smile. They might have picked up on that part, but she already crept closer, finding her way around to the back of the group. She pulled out her sickle and walked carefully, putting her feet where they would make the least sound. Not that it mattered about her being entirely silent. The hunters were making so much noise that they covered what little she might make.

Despite knowing they were being noisy enough to keep her safe, she knew it was both good practice and safer if she was silent. There was no knowing if they would stop making sounds, or if they were listening for the snakes or her despite their seeming inattentiveness.

This wasn’t hard for her, however. Since being cursed, her body responded better in many ways. She was stronger, faster, and more capable at moving with ease and grace.

Not that she’d been short of the latter before. She had always been at ease in her own body.

With almost a practised precision, Aryanna snuck closer to the back of the group and the nearest hunter with a bag full of snakes. She ran across the path where it was narrow, slicing at the sack at just the right moment that it cut open without hurting the slithering creatures within. She then spun, taking herself around the back, and darted into the trees again.

She was seen by more than one of the men, several crying out in alarm, but she carried on running until she was in the shadows again and could dart behind another tree. There were snakes on this side of the path as well, and they came in closer around her.

The ones she had freed began to cause havoc, stopping any of the men from coming after her without abandoning their friends. She considered cutting another bag open, but she didn’t have to. The hunter dropped it when swarmed by the others.

As she had helped them, they had then gone on to help themselves and free even more of their brethren.

It was good to see, and allowed Aryanna to go back to her previous plan of choosing one of them at least to add to her collection.

The blacksmith was a good choice, but he was nearer the middle of the group now, and it wasn’t as easy to get to him. She was no longer afraid of the men. They were struggling with the snakes, and already one of them had been bitten enough times that they wouldn’t be going home. The snakes had dragged off the victim they’d chosen each day so far, and Aryanna knew they would do the same today.

That person wasn’t hers to claim.

She shifted closer, forgotten by all the hunters. One of them was already trying to flee, heading back down the pathway. Aryanna would let him go. While she didn’t want him to bring lots more day after day, she knew that eventually they would tell of how bad it was, and the town would learn that they weren’t skilled enough. They would grow cautious and leave her alone.

Another couple of hunters were trying very hard to get the second bag of snakes back under control without getting bitten. They were catching snakes and flinging them into the forest in various directions. Aryanna chuckled and had to stifle it. The fling into the bushes and trees didn’t harm the snakes, especially if they landed in a bush not far away.

All of them could then come at the hunters again. They were only giving the snakes another chance to get to them.

The bags to put the snakes in wasn’t a bad idea. It just hadn’t accounted for them needing to protect the bags from her and the other snakes. Because the blacksmith had been right about his declaration. The snakes were learning.

And so was she.

By the time the hunters had managed to regroup, two of them had died and been dragged off into the forest by the wildlife itself. Aryanna was only a little surprised by this. The group had shown more aggression toward the creatures around them than the previous ones had. Nature was simply defending itself some more.

Aryanna moved closer again, pulling out her pipe and carefully selecting a dart from the options she had. Not all of them had the same level of serum or type on the tip. Some of them were milder, to account for the weight of the target. Others weren’t designed to incapacitate the victim, just make them question their sanity and see situations that weren’t there.

It helped get them out of the forest and made it harder for the village to know what was actually going on in the area. She would be using some of that today, for sure.

To start, she needed to make sure she knocked the blacksmith out. If she started by confusing the others, he might run for it, or see the darts flying and become harder to hit. As it was, the snakes had everyone moving around more, and they were going to be harder to hit than Aryanna would have liked.

Moving around the forest carefully again, she tried to position herself so she would be difficult to see and then slipped her dart into her blowpipe. She made sure she could see the back of the blacksmith. He was being more cautious than his companions for the most part, keeping to the centre of the path and looking around slowly.

Although there were snakes close to him, he wasn’t trying to rush away from them and the snakes seemed to know that he was for her to claim. They backed off when he got too close and acted with far more caution than Aryanna had expected.

It made it easier for her to get around behind him and casually blow her dart right into his back. None of them was wearing any kind of armour, so the dart hit him and went through the fabric of his shirt. It didn’t take long for him to notice the sting, but by the time he turned, she had already tucked behind a tree again.

She quickly loaded another dart and hurried to a different spot. Quickly, she fired some that confused and disorientated the hunters. It would make them more dangerous in some ways, but also scatter them. What happened to them after that wasn’t her problem.

The group quickly broke apart, some of the newer men to come up here running away once the blacksmith went down, paralysed. One of them tried to help him limp along a short distance, but when another snake came at them, he ran, leaving the blacksmith where he was.

Several of the snakes protected her trophy. They came over to the man as he fell to the ground, stuck in one position entirely now. Aryanna smiled, knowing he would be a perfect addition to her set of statues.

She let the rest of the hunters go, not interested in their chaos. This was the most scared they’d ever been. There was only one now who had come up here all three times and survived. She’d hit him with a dart this time, and who knew what would happen to him?

Perhaps now the town would work out that sending anyone up here was only sending people to their deaths, and maybe they’d leave her alone. Maybe they wouldn’t, and her statue scene would keep growing.

Either way, Aryanna got to work. She made her way to the bags of snakes and freed the last ones trapped inside them. None of them was a threat to her, and they wouldn’t bite no matter what she did.

Not that she needed to worry if they did. Being able to get so close to them had allowed her to study their venom in ways her mother hadn’t been able to. As well as making different strengths of paralysing venoms and mixing the venoms together to create new concoctions, she had begun to work out antidotes.

The creatures of the forest had been the subject of her experiments, several rabbits living in her cottage that had experienced all sorts. Not that she had all of them figured out yet, but she was getting there.

That work would have to wait, however. For now, she was going to continue her work of art and make these idiotic men into something more beautiful.


Chapter 17


Xevras



“Some monsters only show their true nature under certain conditions. In the right light, at a certain time of day or even when exposed to the right chemical. Some can only prey on specific victims. These are some of the easiest to prevent from gaining the upper hand, but they are also some of the hardest to detect. Monsters who can hide among us some of the time can hide for centuries.”

Gregor Yerald, Monsters and Myths, 256 KR (1378 AT)

With his body aching, Xevras happily got down from his saddle. He had ridden a horse, but this was the first time he had been in a saddle for more than an hour or so.

He had expected to be kicked out of the hunters’ guild by now and find himself out in the city trying to discover some other way to live, but instead, he was on the road as the final member of a hunting team. The only problem? Nezal was here as well.

It had been the guild’s solution to the problem between the two recruits at a time when there was a dire need for more hunters out here. So he had been sent on a mission along with Nezal.

Xevras didn’t think it was going to help solve the problem, but for now Nezal had left him alone. They had been on the road for over a day already, and for the most part, it had been uneventful. The ride through the city streets had gained the accolades, several people cheering them on their way.

The three other hunters with them were experienced, two men and a woman who had all gone out together several times. They had been divided into two so they could take out three other good trainees and form two new hunter groups.

Xevras liked the guy in charge, Isekra, well enough that he didn’t mind this part of his strange punishment. And Ninieve was a no-nonsense woman with a bow. She had a different saddle on her horse and strapped her legs into it so she could ride and shoot without needing reins.

It was cool, but she didn’t talk much, and it was clear she didn’t appreciate her team being split up.

“All right, kids,” she said as she finally unstrapped and also got down. “You can look after the horses while we check this area is safe and see if we can get some food before we carry on.”

Xevras frowned at the instruction, knowing that Nezal would hate it, even if Xevras didn’t. It was often the way with Nezal. And the team they were with kept lumping the two of them together as if they were both incompetent.

In many ways, they still had a lot to learn, which only made Nezal more angry about everything. Neither of them had fully finished their training, although they had only been a few days short.

Everyone knew that they’d never completed their night out in the wilderness taking on simple fae, however. Thian had brought them back in the middle of the night, pissed off at their entire team. In many ways, it had been Nezal’s fault, but that wasn’t how the bully saw it. According to him, no one listened to him, and the professors had opted to put them out in the field together.

Xevras happily took the reins of another horse while holding his own and tied them to the fence post nearby. Ninieve’s horse didn’t have reins, but it somehow seemed to know how to stay with the others. It was a temperamental horse as well. It didn’t let the rest of them get too close, something Nezal had discovered on day one.

“This better not be the way we’re treated the entire time,” Nezal said for the third time today. “We’re hunters too.”

“Barely,” Xevras replied before he could stop himself. In many ways, he was just itching for another fight with Nezal. It was the only way the jerk was going to stop acting so tough. But he also hoped that a fae, or whatever it was they were hunting, put him in his place. The brief had said that a witch had gone mad or possessed and was using her magic to turn people to stone. That she’d become some sort of powerful monster that controlled the forest.

It was one of those stories that the hunter team weren’t taking too seriously. It made Xevras feel fairly calm about it, but he still hoped that Nezal was caught by some kind of forest beast or something. Anything that would teach him a bit of a lesson but not actually kill him.

The three experienced hunters made their way toward the farmhouse nearby. It was a strange rule of the land that if hunters passed through, they could ask for food and at least a barn to sleep in if needed. In return, they made sure everyone was safe.

Not every person they’d met along the way had appeared happy about this, and given how the hunters acted as if they were entitled to be fed plenty, Xevras wasn’t surprised. He’d gone out of his way to be polite to the farmers they’d stayed with the first night, even helping with some of the farm chores. Of course, Nezal had called him soft and a suck-up for doing so.

He didn’t care what Nezal had thought, and it had gained them a good breakfast before they’d left the following day. Especially as he had been up at dawn to help feed the cows and generally make himself useful.

Now they were looking for a little food to keep them going until they reached a town that night, and Xevras didn’t know how he felt about slowing the journey just to take advantage of the locals.

Nezal tied off his horses, not doing so well enough or with the right knots to prevent them pulling loose with time or if something spooked them. It wasn’t Xevras’s problem if Nezal lost his horse, however. He waited for Nezal to walk a little further away and throw himself down in the grass by the side of the road before Xevras retied the other.

He leaned against the fence and looked around at the area. This was the first section of the road that had been open and fairly flat, farmers’ fields on both sides. It was a sign they were coming into the outskirts of the large town the hunters wanted to sleep in tonight.

Xevras was still looking around when he spotted someone waving and hollering down one of the small side roads. They were coming toward Xevras and Nezal. He waved back and took a few steps in that direction before Nezal noticed him moving.

“We’re supposed to stay here,” Nezal said as if he was happy to remind Xevras that he had orders.

It made him frown, but he did stop walking forward. The person came closer until Xevras could see they were an old man and huffing and puffing fairly. He was a little better dressed than the average farmer, wearing a waistcoat and a cap that had a feather in it, although the cap was in his hands instead of on his head.

“Are you hunters?” the man asked as soon as he came close enough to talk.

“We are. What’s it to you, old man?” Nezal asked, coming over.

“I was on a back road from the nearby village after helping a friend, and my cart has broken a wheel and landed in the mud. I can’t get it free again and I fear for my horse. I don’t have the strength to get her free either.”

Xevras nodded, knowing how easily something like that could happen. He reached for his pack where he had some basic tools, and he was about to ask Nezal to watch all the horses, despite knowing it was risky, when Ninieve returned anyway.

“We’ve got some food sorted. Bring the horses and we can–”

“I’m going to go help this man get his horse free. I’ll be back before you’re ready to leave,” Xevras said, interrupting her.

Ninieve looked the old man over and then shrugged. “Suit yourself. We won’t wait for you.”

She turned on her heel, making it clear the group would stick to their haughty attitude. As Nezal went to follow, he even laughed.

It made Xevras shake his head, but he focused on the old man. “If you’re comfortable doing so, we should both ride my horse the short way back.”

The old man seemed surprised that he was being offered such a thing, but Xevras knew the horse could handle it. In truth, he felt as if the horse he had been given was too large for him, and it was certainly fussy. In many ways, he hoped this would wear the creature out a bit and make it a little better behaved.

He also feared the horse wouldn’t want to leave the group, but the old man offered to take the reins and take him where he needed to go faster. Xevras wasn’t about to refuse, and they were soon off, hurrying down what was barely more than a dirt track, although he could see tracks from the various other horses that had been this way on wetter days.

“Thank you. I feared you were going to say you had to carry on,” the old man said when they were a good way down the track.

“The others might have done. I’m not entirely sure I fit in with them. They’re eager to face monsters, and I just want to make a difference wherever I am.”

He chuckled and nodded. “That might be better. I’m Ancillian, by the way. I live in the nearby town.”

“Xevras. Recently a hunter.”

“Well, Xevras, you’re going to be an asset to the hunters’ guild. Just don’t get yourself killed too soon. We could do with more like you.”

It was his turn to laugh. “We’ll see. I’ve not managed to help you yet.”

No sooner had he spoken than he spotted the situation. The small cart the horse had been pulling had got caught on a branch in the road and that had caused it to pull to the side and off the dirt track, into a small ditch. Because of the way it was stuck on the branch, the horse couldn’t pull it free, and it was putting pressure on the horse in such a way that it had the horse trying to shift.

Ancillian rode them close, and Xevras practically leapt off the back of his horse to help. He quickly assessed the problem and checked over the cart. The wheel had splintered but not quite broken, but that was a secondary problem. Xevras pulled his sword from his sheath and risked notching it by using it as an axe.

“Hold your horse still, or it might bolt and break the cart,” Xevras said before he took his first swing.

With two quick hacks, he cut through the branch and freed the cart. It allowed him to pull the rest free and check over the wheel.

“Okay, I’ll push from the back while you walk the horse forward, and we’ll see if we can get this back on the path while still busted.” Xevras was already wading into the ditch to push up. There was some brackish water to wade through, but he had decent boots on courtesy of the guild, and he didn’t mind getting wet feet.

The old man had the sense to also pull as well as encourage the horse to step forward, and within only a few seconds, the cart was up on the dirt path.

It still wasn’t going to roll well without being fixed, but Xevras looked around for a few sections of the branch that were straighter and a similar width to the wheel spokes. Two of them were broken, and another was splintering.

While Ancillian checked on his horse and calmed it down, Xevras braced each of the damaged spokes and used twine to tie a straight piece of branch to each one. It wasn’t a perfect job, but it would hold long enough to get to the town.

“Thank you,” Ancillian said and shook his hand. “You’re clearly a handy fellow to have around.”

“You’ll still need to get it fixed properly,” Xevras reiterated. As far as he was concerned, he had only done what anyone would.

He walked along beside the man and his cart to make sure he’d be okay until they were back on the road and he could see the farmhouse where his hunters were eating and no doubt making a nuisance of themselves. From here, Ancillian felt confident he could ride in the cart and his horse would be able to carry the weight.

“And you said you’re heading into town tonight too?” the old man asked Xevras before he could head to rejoin his group.

“The rest want to. They reckon there’s some tavern by the market square that does ale like no other and can cook a spit roast of lamb to die for.” Xevras smiled, having repeated Jannor’s words from that morning.

Ancillian smirked. “I know the one. They’re not wrong. It’s good lamb.”

With that, he rode away, leaving Xevras to figure out if he should wait by the road or go and rejoin the others. He was hungry, but he also didn’t want to make the poor farmers more work. He knew the team were likely to take a while, so he went to find them.

Thankfully, the farmers seemed pleased to see Xevras as well, especially when he explained that he was late because he was helping a traveller on the road with his broken cart. They got him some food too and sat him down at the dining table in their large kitchen.

It was almost normal for a while, but Nezal continued to glare at him.

“You’re too soft, Xevras,” Ninieve said when he started tucking in.

“I disagree,” Xevras replied. “We’re supposed to help.”

“No, we’re supposed to kill the monsters, so normal people can take care of normal people.”

Xevras shrugged. “So I’ll do both, I guess. I don’t see what’s wrong with it.”

The group let the matter drop, but he knew it wasn’t going to win him any points and this wasn’t the hunting team for him long term. If Eras had gone with the attitude these hunters had, then he’d still be stuck in a net at the mercy of the fae. It wasn’t what he believed was right, and he knew he wasn’t alone in that belief.

Once he’d eaten, he didn’t get any time to help on this farm before his team wanted to carry on, and Xevras knew it wasn’t worth arguing. After talking to Ancillian, he was also eager to get to the town.

He rode at the back of the group for the next couple of hours, lost in his own thoughts and trying to ignore his aches until they were in the town. This one didn’t have walls, and they could ride the same road toward the town centre. It was bigger than the town back home, the streets beginning to get busier and several young women waving to the hunters as they rolled in.

The more attention the men got, the more Xevras was sure this was the real reason they wanted to be in the town tonight. They made their way to the inn, and once again, Xevras and Nezal were left to see to the horses while the other three swaggered into the inn and demanded rooms. He got the sinking feeling that he would be sharing with Nezal tonight as well. He would find himself somewhere else to sleep once it was all settled.

It was one thing to sleep among everyone else on the road, but he wasn’t going to be behind a locked door with Nezal if he could help it. The problem went away when he went inside and discovered Ancillian waiting for them.

“There you are, lad. I’ve just paid for you to have good rooms for the night. You and your hunters. And dinner and drinks are on me over at the tavern as well. They know to expect you. I’ve got the cart with the smithy, and the horse is going to be okay after a few days’ rest.”

Ninieve turned to Xevras. “Maybe you’ve got a point after all, farm boy.”

He grinned as his teammates. All except Nezal clapped him on the shoulders. As he looked over at Ancillian, the old man flicked him a wink, and he got the impression that Ancillian had known this might be an opportunity for him to help Xevras prove his point and make his team a little kinder another time.

Positive reinforcement was certainly an aid he’d not expected, but he would take it and be grateful someone had helped him smooth the situation over.

And anything that irritated Nezal even further was also a bonus. Tonight, they would feast and drink, and Xevras wouldn’t feel guilty. He’d earned it from a grateful person.


Chapter 18


Aryanna



As Aryanna looked around her cottage, she knew she had to leave the four walls. She had been to the pool with the statues a couple of times today, but there was little to do. Since the town had lost their blacksmith and she had sent several of their people roaming in the forest, hallucinating and getting themselves into trouble, no one had come up the hill to bother her.

There certainly weren’t any townsfolk daring to ask her for help anymore. For a while, she had been grateful for the peace. She could perform her experiments. But her statue scene wasn’t growing either.

In some ways, that was fitting. The pool had several in now, and it would only be able to take a few more before she’d have to rearrange them. Not that she’d mind if she had to. It had become an obsession. Something to do to them after everything they had done to her.

All she had wanted was to be left alone, but the town had to talk about her. Now they were avoiding her, and she didn’t know how she felt about that either. If she could, she’d have put it back the way it was, but they’d seen her as a monster long before she had become one.

It made her curious what they thought now. Did they see her as a bigger monster? Did they fear her?

She made her way out onto the porch at the front of the cottage. Several snakes were curled up or draped on the furniture out here, and she had to step over one to get to the ground. The seasons had begun to turn, and the wind had a chill to it. She didn’t mind it, but she kept her hood over the majority of her hair and head. For now, while she had been working on making statues out of the most recent of her captives, she hadn’t been too bad, and the protrusions in her head had stabilised.

Over the months they had been growing, she had suspected they were forming snake-like structures. Or some form of horn. She couldn’t be sure.

It was part of what made her who she was now. She knew that curses from the gods couldn’t easily be broken, and she had come to accept it. But that didn’t make her less angry at the townsfolk. At times, she wanted nothing more than to kill them all. At times, she blamed the fallen goddess who had cursed her and no one else, but it came back to one thing.

If the townsfolk hadn’t talked about her the way they had, then none of this would have happened.

She was a monster to them, so a monster she had become. In many ways, the gods had a sense of humour.

Deciding that she wanted to know what the town thought now, she grabbed some of her darts, venom vials, and other items she’d made lately to defend herself if another large group came after her. She packed them all into her pockets and satchel. Then she took her sickle and made sure that was easy to reach as well. If she encountered anyone who threatened her, she would make them regret it.

“Stay here,” she told the snakes, not wanting them to follow her down into the town. They went everywhere else with her, but this wasn’t the time for them to be her companions.

The sun was setting, but Aryanna didn’t mind if it was dark before she reached the houses in town. If anything, it would be better. It would help to hide the changes, the way her body moved now. But most importantly, her skin. She kept it covered except when she was checking to see what had been added. Once upon a time, she had flaunted much of herself, but she couldn’t do that anymore. Not now.

No one would find her beautiful now, or even pretty. That much she would never get back.

There would be no more seducing the travellers because she could. No more turning heads in a good way.

It almost made her stop walking. What did she hope to achieve by going into the town?

Something made her feet carry on, taking her closer. Curiosity mixed with loneliness, perhaps? It was what it was. She had to know what they were doing now.

Had they learned to deal with their own problems?

She had plenty of questions. And she could stay near the edge of the town. Go see who came and went from the inn. None of them would recognise her anymore. Perhaps she could even take the hood down and pretend to be more of a monster than she was.

And if someone attacked her, she would have another statue for her collection.

This thought kept her going no matter what she could expect. They were going to learn who she was if they didn’t already know.

By the time she reached the edge of the town and the farms, it was almost fully dark, the walk longer than she remembered but not tiring at all. She looked out across the fields, expecting to see farmers and their wives and workers still doing the last of the chores for the day, shutting chickens up, taking horses into stables.

Instead, the farms were all quiet, shutters pulled across windows keeping the light in except for cracks here and there.

Another part of the curse was being able to see better in the dark than ever before, and it helped her now. She could tell when there were lights on inside the buildings and when there weren’t. She could also see people slipping into the shadows, thinking they were hidden, moving about in the dark, carefully, as if they knew there was a hunter out here and they were the prey.

It would be almost amusing if Aryanna hadn’t hoped to feel less like a monster by coming down here. She had wanted to find the town the way it usually was in the early evening. Bustling with life.

Walking carefully toward the inn, she also kept to the shadows, off to one side of the road, by the wall. She missed the snakes, despite being the one to get them to stay in the forest where they were safe. They were the only real company she had these days.

Still, she knew that there would be a gathering of people inside the inn. They were always gathering there. It had a bar where they could all drink and chat together. No matter what was going on in the lives of the people here, they gathered to talk about it.

Aryanna had spent time there as well, especially when there were travellers. It tempted her toward it, toward the normal enough life she had led before.

As she grew closer, she noticed that wasn’t the same either. There were now shutters over the windows as well. The door was shut, instead of open and streaming light into the street ahead of it. She couldn’t see any horses hitched in front, and there certainly weren’t any voices.

If she hadn’t walked down here while the sun was up, she would have thought it far later in the night and everyone to be in bed. Instead, they were in there. She was sure of it. Especially as the person she had seen sneaking about made their way quietly to the square as well. They looked around themselves, their head turning one way and then the other, but it was as if they were blind to Aryanna.

Far more obvious than they realised, they pushed open the door to the inn, letting light out briefly before they hurried inside and shut the door behind them.

It was another sign that everything had changed and the town was a scared fragment of what it was before. Had she killed and scared so many of them that this was how they were going about their lives? Terrified of their own shadows?

Not once had she come into the town to make them think that she would attack them here. Only when they had come to her. And yet they were scared here.

It made her wonder if something else had happened. After all, they were also unaware that they had a fallen goddess among them. Perhaps she had done something to make them all scared. She had cursed Aryanna after Jarl had died.

Maybe she blamed the town as well. Could the townspeople have been blamed as much as her?

For the first time since she had begun killing them all and adding them to her circle of statues, she wondered if she had focused her ire on other victims of this fallen goddess.

Perhaps she had made enemies of allies and the real person they should all be ganging up on was Jarl’s wife, Henera.

Aryanna considered this carefully, her head calm for the first time in many weeks. She was going to see what this woman was up to. And she wanted to know now.

Walking back the way she’d come, she made her way to one of the nicer cottages, fairly sure she knew where Henera would be. It didn’t take her long, her anger growing with each stride she took. She wasn’t hiding now, not that there was anyone else out to see her.

Everything was the fault of this woman. Aryanna was sure of it.

Not thinking about anything except to reach into her pockets for the first two weapons she could grab hold of, Aryanna sought her adversary.

The fallen goddess was coming out of her house as Aryanna drew close, carrying a lantern and wearing a shawl around far more revealing and tight clothing than the average woman in town. Henera stopped in her tracks as soon as she spotted Aryanna.

“You must be either stupid or have a death wish to show your face here,” the goddess said, but she was too late. Aryanna threw the flask she had in her pocket. It had a flammable mix of chemicals in it, and it splashed across the lantern and her arm.

Henera screeched and dropped it. The lantern oil splashed out and the fire spread even further.

Dogs barked as the woman yelled and began blasting something out of her fingertips.

Aryanna had to dodge to avoid being hit by whatever magical fire the woman was blasting her way. It set fire to more of the area. Nearby townsfolk started to react, dogs barking and people shouting.

“She’s here, the witch is here,” the goddess shrieked, amplifying her voice before focusing on Aryanna again.

Aryanna frowned and pulled out her dart gun while rummaging for her darts. It wasn’t easy to do when she was also dodging attacks. The fire was also spreading, and it was clear that the people nearby weren’t pleased to see her either.

After shooting some darts that would confuse and disorientate into the first few men who came over, Aryanna fled around the side of the house and away from them.

Her upgraded body gave her more speed and she could see well enough in the dark that it wasn’t difficult to get away from the goddess, especially as the woman had fire all around her now. She considered attacking her, and using one of her darts to poison the goddess and hopefully life the curse, but she wasn’t sure she could actually hit her with so much fire and chaos. She also feared the goddess’s magic.

So far she had been cursed, but magic could do even worse and Aryanna wanted to be sure she would have the advantage if she took the woman on.

Instead, Aryanna flung another of her fire grenades to encourage the fire to spread some more around this side and truly trap the woman inside her own house. It wasn’t a foolproof plan, but with the first few men to arrive on the scene about to start seeing things that weren’t there and many other townspeople too scared to go and help, it was the distraction Aryanna needed to get away.

She sprinted at first, marvelling at how good she felt when she wouldn’t have done before. Hurting the fallen goddess and making her angry made Aryanna happy, and she giggled to herself when she thought of how surprised the woman had been.

If she was followed, she couldn’t tell, but Aryanna suspected she wouldn’t be. She had started a fire, and after the summer they’d had, it would spread unless the entire town came together to stop it. They would be fighting it for some time, and Aryanna could go back to her life.

While she hadn’t known what to expect from a visit to the town, this hadn’t been it. She hadn’t expected to terrorise them further. Or to appear to have done. In truth, she had simply defended herself. That was all it had been. Defence.

The fallen goddess was the crazy one. Not her. And eventually, the town would see that. At some point, they would have to.

As Aryanna made her way back up the hill, she slowed. Despite her command, some of the snakes came to meet her. It wasn’t until she was with them and slowed enough not to be panting that she noticed her headache was back, the hood on her cape feeling tighter around all the protrusions. They had grown again.

She could also feel a familiar itch, as if another mark were making its way onto her skin.

That certainly wasn’t supposed to happen. She had acted in self-defence, not attacked unprovoked this time. But she had been angry, and she knew that it was still anger that drove her transformation.

Yet again, Aryanna’s anger washed over her, heating her up and making her want to hurl even more weapons and make even more fire. She hadn’t asked for any of this. All she’d wanted in the first place was to be left alone.


Chapter 19


Xevras



“My mother’s knowledge is often wasted on the townsfolk. They think they know best and believe in all sorts of superstitions and nonsense. If only they understood that knowledge is enough. Magic isn’t needed when people learn to better themselves.”

Diary entry, Aryanna, 1388 AT

It was always good to reach the crest of a hill and see the destination on the other side of it. Xevras was especially tired of this journey, and he knew the rest of the team was similar. Even Nezal was too tired to be rude, and Ninieve was no longer making wisecracks at everyone else’s expense.

Although it had taken most of a week, Xevras had finally got used to his horse and being in the saddle so much, but it still was enough for him to want to be in a nice soft bed or sitting on a cushioned chair.

He was also looking forward to a hot meal that wasn’t cooked over a campfire in the semi-darkness. They’d not had one of those in several days either.

This was their destination and the place where they would find their reason for being out here. The job they were hopefully going to be paid to do.

On their way here, Ninieve had told stories about hunters going on missions they thought they’d be paid for, only to find that the target was already dead, or wasn’t really fae, just someone people didn’t like, but the vast majority of the time, they came upon issues that had only grown worse.

Now and then, they were essentially too late, and hunters arrived to find an empty village or house, the fae having already taken the occupants wherever the fae took people. Xevras feared this outcome more than any other.

All his companions had told him the job they were here for was that the town was being harassed by a local witch whose powers had grown suddenly and who made a nuisance of herself. And it didn’t look as if it was the only problem that had befallen the people. From up on this hill, it was clear to see a section of burned land, and possibly a house in ruins just on the other side of town.

It was a black stain on the otherwise colourful countryside.

“Almost there. And then we can do some good and see if we can get a warm bed and good food for the night,” their leader, Isekra, said. He didn’t say a lot, but Xevras could hear the hope in his voice. It would be good for all of them to sleep somewhere safe and inviting tonight.

Assuming they could solve this hunting task without having to be out in the wilderness tonight, anyway.

Isekra carried on riding and Ninieve was next. Xevras hung back, not wanting to get in Nezal’s way. With Nezal in a tired mood, there wasn’t likely to be anything Xevras could do right. It was better to just not draw any attention to himself and hope for the best.

Despite being able to see the town so clearly, it still took the best part of half an hour to be riding through the town streets. He found the town to be little more than a village, although it appeared to have a few shops, like a town, and other buildings a town might not. It was mostly a farming and milling community. There were some more industrial areas, and there were a couple of much larger houses as well, one where Xevras expected some kind of mayor lived.

Here and there, people hurried from one place to another, but none of them tarried long, and despite the group being hunters, they were largely ignored.

Isekra led them all the way to the inn, where they found a few people milling about. A boy came running out to get their horses and took them inside the stable so fast, Xevras wondered if they were scared of being talked to or something.

They made their way inside the inn and found a similarly quiet situation. The woman behind the bar at the end lit up when she saw them, however.

“Are you the hunters?” she asked. “Come in, come in. Let me get you some food and get my husband. He’ll tell you about what’s been happening.”

It was a warmer welcome than Xevras had been expecting, especially given how quiet the town was.

It wasn’t long before they had food in front of them, mugs of ale and the reassurance that the horses would be looked after well. News of them being in town must have begun travelling through the town because it didn’t take long for several more people to appear and come over to their large table.

“You must be the hunters we’ve sent for,” a butch man said, a long, jagged scar down his left arm.”

“Did your problem give you that?” Nezal asked.

The man shook his head and scoffed. “No, of course not. That’s an old scar. This new problem is the town witch. This was a stag. I got in its way one day, and it tore me arm open with an antler.”

Isekra glared at Nezal as if to tell him to shut up and stop being an idiot. It made Xevras smile before he reminded himself that wasn’t an appropriate look when hearing about someone else’s tragedy. No matter what he thought of Nezal, he needed to be present and help get the job done. If he could just get through this mission, he stood a chance of never seeing Nezal again. At least, unless they were both back at the guild at the same time.

Whatever this problem with a witch was, Xevras was going to deal with it and collect his share of the reward.

“Why don’t you tell us about this witch and what’s changed?” Ninieve bit into a chicken leg, not stopping eating just to get down to business.

“She was a sort of healer at first. So was her ma. Part of the town, but separate. Live up on the far hill, by the forest and the river. It’s a quiet spot. If any of us needed anything, she would do what she could. Sometimes she charged a lot for her services, but her wares did whatever she said they would.”

“Doesn’t sound like much of a witch,” Nezal replied. “Aren’t they supposed to do magic?”

Isekra gave him another glare.

“Sorry. Carry on.” Nezal swallowed and tensed. No doubt he would be seething underneath. He hated being embarrassed more than anything else.

“It all started about a moon ago. She isolated herself. Anyone who went to see her didn’t come back. And then one of the older lads went up after a couple of farmers decided to ask her what was going on.”

“And he didn’t come back?”

“He did,” the farmer replied, shaking his head. “But the couple didn’t. He says she turned them into stone. Put them in the river like some theatre or real-life painting.”

“She turned them into stone with some kind of spell?” Isekra asked.

The farmer shrugged. “I don’t know if it was turning them into stone with magic. But that’s what the lad said when he came back.

“Can we talk to him?” Xevras asked, speaking for the first time.

“Aye, I guess so. He hasn’t said much more than that, but he’s sheltering at the farm just down the way. I’ll tell Lenny to go get him.” The farmer got up and walked to the back of the building, calling as he did. The kid who had taken their horses appeared and nodded vigorously when given instructions, although Xevras couldn’t hear exactly what they were.

While they waited for the lad to be fetched, the team ate some more, and not only did the farmer sit back down, but another man came in and joined them. They went over the time span of who disappeared and when, while Isekra asked questions about anything these occurrences had in common.

Xevras did his best to listen and remember all the details, and even ended up pulling out some parchment to write it all down. The hunters’ guild had talked about wanting reports, even if only brief, so it made sense to him to be able to have information already.

It got him another look of irritation from Nezal, but he easily ignored it.

“There haven’t been any more since we stopped letting anyone go up the hill,” the farmer said. “Although the witch came into the town a week or so ago. Set light to one of the cottages.”

“Set light to it? And didn’t turn anyone to stone?” Xevras asked, raising his eyebrow. This was strange behaviour for someone who had only been harming people if they reached a certain point. She had to have had a reason for acting that way.

“Yeah. We heard a scream. The new lass in town, a redhead from over yonder, called us out to her. The witch had set light to her house and the field around.”

“New person?” Xevras asked.

The farmer nodded, but before he could explain or talk about her any more, the lad who had apparently seen the whole situation came in. He was a little shy and didn’t approach the hunters right away, the farmer going to him near the front door instead.

“What are you trying to do, Xevras?” Isekra asked, hissing the words out between his teeth.

“I’m getting answers and working out what’s happened here. This isn’t clear-cut.”

“They’ve got a witch turning people to stone. What’s not clear-cut about that?” Ninieve asked.

“I don’t think that’s obvious.” Xevras frowned. “No one has actually seen her turn anyone into anything. If she was helping these people, why stop?”

He looked around the table. The majority of the hunters clearly didn’t care. Ninieve rolled her eyes, and Nezal folded his arms across his chest. The latter didn’t bother him, but otherwise, he had hoped for more support.

If they were going to kill or apprehend someone, he wasn’t going to do so until he had enough information to be sure there was a good reason for it.

“Just promise me that we’ll ask enough questions to be sure we’re not killing an innocent woman and leaving some other sort of monster out there. She might still be just a healer.” Xevras fixed his gaze on Isekra as he spoke, knowing that it didn’t really matter what the rest thought anyway.

Isekra looked as if he might tell Xevras to shove that promise somewhere uncomfortable, but eventually dipped his head.

No one got a chance to say any more before the farmer brought the lad over.

“Tell this lot what you saw the other week,” the farmer said, pulling back a chair for the lad to sit in. “They’ll listen.”

“Lukas and his wife went to see the witch. His wife said that she would help. That it couldn’t be her.” The lad paused and swallowed before looking at the farmer, who encouraged him to keep speaking. “I knew Lukas weren’t convinced she was safe. Said I’d follow and keep an eye on them. But there were all these snakes. I had to go around them. It was like they were all gathered near the witch. Or her cottage.”

“She has a cottage?” Xevras asked, noting the details.

The lad and farmer nodded, the older of the two taking over again. “Up on the hill. Near the edge of the forest. If she didn’t come down to the town and we needed her, we could head there.”

“So Lukas and his wife went there?” Xevras tried to ignore his team as Ninieve sat back, not hiding her huff of impatience.

The lad glanced at her, but then focused on Xevras again. “Aye. And I had to go to the side. I ended up by the river. The noise from the waterfall kept me from being noticed by those snakes. I got all the way to a sort of pool. It was full of statues. People from the town. Then she showed up with Lukas and his wife. The three of them talked on the bank for a bit, and then she gave them something.”

“To turn them to stone?” Xevras asked.

The boy shrugged. “I don’t know. I couldn’t hear the conversation. But she gave them something and they took it.”

Xevras wrote down the details, hoping to understand, but he still didn’t. Could she be some sort of alchemist?

“Then Lukas got sort of weird, and his wife and the witch fought. I didn’t see what happened to them after that.” The lad looked down, and the farmer put a hand on his shoulder.

“Anyone else would have run as well, lad. Ain’t no shame in knowing you can’t help, but finding folks who can.”

“That’s why we’re here. We’ll take care of the bitch,” Ninieve promised.

This time, Xevras rolled his eyes. “Did you see her turn them to stone?”

“No, but–”

“The lad isn’t lying,” the farmer interrupted, glaring at Xevras.

“Oh, I’m not suggesting he is lying. I’m sure he’s telling the truth. I’m sure something is turning the people to stone, and we’re here to deal with it. But the more completely accurate information we have, the better we can help. The fae can do a lot of strange things. Even control others.”

Xevras had lied a little bit about that last part, but he needed the information to be given to him without bias.

Ninieve opened her mouth, no doubt to tell him he was an idiot, but the door to the tavern opened and in came a redhead who looked around the room with eyes that seemed to want to devour or burn everything in it.

Everyone else shifted, the farmer even getting up to offer her his chair as her eyes locked on them. “You must be the hunters here to kill that monster.”

Isekra got to his feet as well, and Xevras had to fight not to roll his eyes again. This woman was stunning compared to everyone else they’d seen in the village, but Xevras wasn’t going to fall over himself to make her feel special.

“She attacked me. Burned down my cottage.” The woman looked distraught for a moment as she was helped into a chair, but the look vanished almost as quickly as it appeared.

If this was supposed to be a woman distressed, then she seemed more as if she was manipulating the situation.

Isekra ate it all up, giving the woman his undivided attention. She spent ages then recounting the tale of how she had noticed her husband missing and that this woman had been in the village that day. How he’d not come home and she’d gone to investigate. How she’d barely gotten away from the angry witch. How many others had gone missing.

“Of course, I told the townsfolk that they shouldn’t go up there anymore. They were such brave men. Wanted to keep all of us safe, but it was too much for our men. More and more of them were lost to us.”

“Well, we’re here now and they won’t get past us.” Isekra smiled and took the woman’s hand.

Even Ninieve rolled her eyes at this one, but she was still generally willing to listen to the woman. Xevras didn’t buy it. Something still didn’t make sense. Why would this healer suddenly start turning everyone to stone?

There was no one else to ask yet, and the redhead wasn’t done, so Xevras listened as she got to the part where the witch had come down to the town finally. It was another tale that didn’t fully make sense. If the supposed witch was guilty, why would she risk coming to town and being caught by the angry people?

Xevras was going to have to investigate this on his own if he was going to get anywhere. Even Nezal was staring at the woman. Somehow, he’d figure out what was really happening here.


Chapter 20


Xevras



More time ticked by and Henera, as she’d finally offered her name, continued talking about everything this witch had supposedly done to her. Xevras noticed that more and more of the townsfolk were showing up at the inn. Some of them came over and joined the conversation, but it was far more the men rather than the women.

The circle grew bigger until Xevras let himself be pushed right out of it and ended up giving up his seat for an elderly gentleman with a crutch. It was easy to back off after that. For several more minutes, he stood near the bar, leaning against it and pretending to focus more on the ale. It was what the people around him expected from a hunter, and it let him blend in and observe.

Eras had taught him that. He’d said that sometimes fae could appear almost human, blend into a crowd and lure away others. That other monsters and even sometimes human predators could be caught out by appearing to be drunk, or more interested in getting that way, but actually be watching and waiting.

It was how Eras did so well as a hunter alone. All these little tips and tricks, he’d given Xevras while they were training weapons, getting his muscles to remember moves. It had all been part of a training that Xevras was only now beginning to understand. He had heard every word that Eras was saying, but until he could actually try it out and see what it was like to be out here himself, he hadn’t truly known what to expect.

He was also beginning to understand why Eras hunted alone. His team were a liability in many ways. Ninieve had her head screwed on more than the other two, and Nezal was a bully who had become a hunter to look good and lord it over others.

None of them truly cared about doing the right thing.

Still, Xevras knew that he couldn’t let this be beyond his control. It was a promise he had made to himself. He would figure it out and stop his team killing someone innocent. But if this was what they were doing on his first quest with them, what had happened on previous ones? Were the hunters out here killing people in the name of monster hunting?

He had to believe it wasn’t that bad and most of them were like Eras. It was possible that this was an exceptionally strange situation. The rumours at the guild were full of talk of it being more complicated now. Of there being more fae and more issues than ever before.

No one had mentioned someone being able to turn people to stone. This wasn’t a normal fae situation. The fae led people to their deaths, or other such things. They didn’t do this as far as he had ever heard.

There was always a first time, so he wasn’t going to rule out the fae. And there could be a monster. Someone or something was making the people in the town go missing.

It didn’t take much longer for several groups to form in the main room of the inn. There were all those around the hunters and Henera, then those who wished they could be but were too shy. Or awkward. Who wanted to be here to listen and find out what might happen next. They were curious but not of interest.

Xevras noticed one more group. A small one. There were several other women, and they were gathered together off to one side. They were talking in a more hushed way, and they side-eyed Henera now and then, especially if she said anything more loud, or laughed, or did anything obvious to draw attention to herself.

Given how stunning the woman was and how much attention she had, it was possible the women were simply jealous, but they would also be the best place for him to get an alternative perspective, and he wanted to see where that led.

He asked the barkeep for another round of drinks on a tray and even used a little of the coin he had to pay for it, despite the protests from their patron. He carried the tray over to the women, skirting everyone else and staying quiet so no one noticed him.

As he placed it down in front of the women, he sat himself down in the only other empty chair at the table.

“Hello, ladies. Perhaps you could all help me, and in return accept these drinks.”

“You one of the hunters?” the nearest woman asked.

“That I am. But I will admit, this is my first mission. I was a farmer until very recently. And while my... team,” Xevras deliberately stared at the lot of them as if he didn’t quite approve, “seem to be rather interested in everything Henera has to say, I’m not sure she’s really my kind of person.”

“You make it sound like they’re all going to try to marry her.”

Xevras chuckled. “I think one of them wants to. But we’re monster hunters. And I’ve got a bit of a grudge. Seems like you lovely lasses might be able to help me better. Why don’t you tell me what you think is happening here, ‘cause everything she says is clearly exaggerated and out to make her look like a damsel in distress.”

He smiled and looked around at the four women.

The one who had spoken to him folded her arms, sat back and studied him. “And why should we trust that you won’t make fun of us like the others?”

“’Cause if I was like the others, I’d be sitting over there ogling the redhead.”

The women looked between each other and then back at him.

“We’re not sure it’s the witch doing all this,” the spokeswoman said eventually.

“Lyra, not so loud,” one of the others, a thin woman with a babe in her arms, said, before she looked up the room toward one of the men standing around the table with Henera.

“They know that’s what I think.” Lyra folded her arms across her chest.

“Well, Lyra, I really do want to hear it, ‘cause I’m not convinced it’s the witch either. Why don’t you tell me what you think happened?”

Lyra nodded and then told him about the first man to go missing. Jarl, Henera’s husband, had been admiring the healer and followed her up the hill. It painted a slightly different picture of the situation. For the most part, he listened as the women told him what no one else was willing to say out loud.

“We should have never told the new pair about the witch.” Lyra shook her head. “And to think I encouraged him to flirt with her when I introduced them.”

“Hold on,” Xevras said, raising an eyebrow. “Jarl and Henera are new?”

“Aye. They’d only been in the town for a week or so before Jarl went missing. He had been flirting with all of us. Chased any skirt that moved. Kept Henera on her toes. But they were both the good-looking ones. Only Aryanna was as beautiful as Henera. I thought it would bring the lady over there down a peg or two if Jarl chased a new skirt as stunning as she is.”

Although Xevras wasn’t sure he understood the logic and jealousy behind the actions, it made some sense. The witch wasn’t the new factor in the area. It was the two new people.

“How soon did others go missing after Jarl?” Xevras asked.

Lyra continued to list off all the people who went missing, and it wasn’t lost on him that they were all men until the couple had gone up.

“Kendra was like us,” Lyra said. She thought Aryanna was innocent. Said she would know how to help, and probably didn’t even know these people were missing. She persuaded Lukas, her fella, to take her up and for the two of them to work together.”

“And that’s when the farmer’s boy over there came back and said he’d seen Aryanna attack both of them?”

“That’s the thing,” Lyra replied, leaning in and speaking a little softer. “He said Aryanna gave them both something, and Lukas took it willingly. She’s been giving us potions for years. Cured us of all sorts of things.”

“Then she apparently attacked Kendra though.” One of the other women frowned.

“She swung the mace. What if she was trying to hit something else?”

“He said she was holding Kendra under the water after that, drowning her.”

“And that’s where the statues were, according to the kid. What if something came out of the water? What if she was trying to save them, and from a distance it just looked like it was her?” Lyra shook her head. “I don’t think she’s evil. Not after all she’s done for us.”

The four women talked among themselves for a moment while Xevras sat back and considered all they had said to each other. They were debating if Aryanna, the witch, had actually hurt Kendra, and Xevras had already heard enough to know that he couldn’t be sure the witch had done it.

For a few minutes, he watched the room again, appreciating being able to see them from a different angle and still be out of the way and not focused on himself.

The conversations were beginning to die down everywhere. Many of the people present had come to see what the hunters would do, and so far, they’d not decided to do anything. Xevras suspected they would want to wait until dark.

It was a strange sort of desire of the hunters and part of what they were taught. If you did business like this at night, it allowed you to sneak up on enemies better. There were far fewer innocent and good people out at that time of night, so chances were, anyone you did come across was up to no good. Plus, it gave the hunters an air of mystery to operate at night and appear to be victors in the morning.

Xevras was starting to suspect it also allowed the hunters to fake success and get up to no good themselves. He wasn’t going to let that happen this time, however, not if he could help it.

As some of the townsfolk decided to go home and carry on with their lives for now, Isekra started to talk about getting some rest and figuring out a plan so they could get on with the task.

It was a way to get the others to leave them alone.

One of the men offered to walk Henera back to her temporary house, and she shot up to take the man’s arm as if she’d never get home without help. Xevras was pleased to see her go, although it meant he needed to go back to his team.

For a few seconds longer, he stayed where he was, trying to think of the right words to explain what he thought had happened, or at least to make his team consider that it wasn’t the witch turning everyone to stone. It wasn’t going to be easy, but they had to see that the lad’s account was one side of the story, not both sides.

Some of the folks leaving triggered many of the others to leave, and soon Lyra got up, giving him her attention again.

“I hope you can sort this mess and you don’t get turned to stone as well,” she said before giving his shoulder a squeeze on her way past. He blinked a few times, not having yet considered that he could end up as a victim too. He shuddered before he hurried back to his teammates. He took his mostly full ale with him, no longer interested in drinking the rest of it.

“You actually interested in being part of this hunter team?” Ninieve said as he sat back down with them again.

“I am. I was talking to the other women over there. One of them in particular was very helpful.”

“Oh, I bet they were. Thought you’d go have a flirt and impress the ladies, did you?”

Xevras snorted. “You mean like Isekra here and the newcomer – who also showed up right as the problem started, by the way?”

Isekra raised an eyebrow and glared at Xevras. As soon as he’d finished speaking, he had regretted his words. This wasn’t the way to win his team over.

“Are you suggesting that woman is behind this?” Isekra asked, speaking more loudly than Xevras would have liked. It certainly drew attention.

He shrugged. “I don’t think the witch is. At least, not alone.”

“Everyone says it’s her,” Isekra said.

“Actually, they don’t. That’s what the others over in the corner were talking about. They don’t think it’s her at all. She’s a witch, yes, but she helps the people here. Or she did, until Henera and her husband arrived.”

Ninieve narrowed her eyes, studying Xevras, but the three men in the group called him an idiot and various other unpleasant names. It was clear that he wasn’t getting through to them. How could he make them see that there was another possible catalyst here?

Before he could think of a better way to put it, there was another commotion at the door, and a woman came rushing in.

“Is Grellion here?” she called, looking around, eyes wide, wringing her hands together.

“No, haven’t seen the kid,” the woman behind the bar said.

“He’s missing. I left him with...” she trailed off, not uttering the name of the person who should have been responsible. “He could be anywhere.”

“We’ll get folks looking for him.” The woman looked around as several of the men in the tavern sighed and stood up. It made Xevras frown. None of them appeared to care much.

“Have any children gone missing before now?” he asked.

The woman shook her head. “Oh my, do you think the witch has him?”

It clearly hadn’t occurred to her before now, and Xevras felt bad for having given her that fear, but he knew it was now or never to put his viewpoint forward.

“I don’t think the witch has him at all. I’m not sure it was her causing these people to go missing. But I can understand you being upset.” Xevras got to his feet, not sure he was handling this very well. He might have learned how to handle monsters from Eras, but not scared mothers.

Isekra stood up as well and clapped Xevras on the back. “He’s not very good with words, this one. He’s just volunteered to help look for your kid and bring him back safely. Haven’t you, Xevras? That’s your kind of thing.”

Although Isekra wasn’t wrong, Xevras got the impression this was the hunter’s way of getting Xevras out of the way so they could carry on with the mission.

Xevras knew it could give him a chance to solve this whole situation on his own as well, though.

He knew exactly what Isekra would do. Could he get there first and find the kid?

It was worth a try.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Xevras declared, smiling and hatching a plan at the same time.


Chapter 21


Aryanna



“After studying magic for most of my life, I can only conclude that magic isn’t good or bad. It has checks and balances. Every magical act costs something. Therefore the heart of the magic wielder is the most important element. Yet who gets to decide when a heart is true or not, but the gods?”

Darlena Jothren, Magic Through the Ages, 1275 AT

With her head pounding and a plan to finally end her misery, Aryanna was out in the forest. She had her largest apron on, her satchel and a cloak that even had pockets on the inside as well. She was too hot when she was under the gaze of the sun, but she had spent most of the day under the trees, where it didn’t matter as much.

Over the last few days, she had been doing the same thing – gathering supplies, making darts, collecting venoms, plants and mushrooms. Whatever she thought would be useful.

None of the statues needed her to tend to them anymore, and she had only gone to check on them a few times in the last week. The scene had lost its delight for her. She was simply angry that it had all begun with Jarl and his wife.

She’d been in the same haze of angry activity since her clash with Henera. Aryanna didn’t know if she had done any permanent damage to the fallen goddess, or started a blaze that the town had been able to control or not. While a part of her hoped the latter had spread, she also knew she was more angry at the goddess.

This was a situation that Aryanna was going to rectify. She was gathering the supplies she needed to kill or confuse every one of them and burn the entire town down. She had asked for none of this but the town had rushed to the rescue of the goddess. Whether they knew what she was or not, they clearly didn’t care about Aryanna.

Although she had been out in the forest most of the day, Aryanna was on her way back to the cottage, a long way from home and partway down the hill, when she found some more snakes.

A lot of them had been keeping their distance since she told them to stay behind and she had then got herself into a fight. It was as if they were sulking because she’d stirred trouble with the town and didn’t invite them to the fight.

Of course, Aryanna had no way of confirming if this was true or not, but the creatures did appear to have some sort of personality. They made their way away from her.

Given that she had been milking them for venom a lot lately, that also possibly had something to do with why they weren’t as keen to be around her. She was using them, and they knew it.

She tried not to let this bother her, but she still needed a lot more snake venom if she was going to achieve everything she wanted. The venom from the snakes was different enough that she didn’t want it from all of them, but they were all avoiding her or bothering her in other ways.

A couple of times, she had been almost tripped by the snakes as they came across her path right as she was trying to go somewhere. The first time it had happened, she had thought she would hit the ground with a smack and break all the glass vials she carried, but she’d managed to catch herself on a nearby tree instead. Afterwards, she had apologised to the snake.

It wasn’t until it had happened again and she’d caught the snake seeming to laugh and then slither off that she had suspected the snakes felt anything other than indifference to her. Now she was having to watch her step and make sure that not only was she doing what she needed and going where her supplies grew, but she was also having to avoid traps and pitfalls from the creatures that were supposed to be helping.

“Will you behave?” she declared when another snake tried it for a third time. “I’m not angry at you, but I will certainly get that way if you keep being mischievous.”

Although she wasn’t sure what the snake thought of being told off, it slunk away and hid in the grass nearby. It was enough to make her shake her head and move on. It wasn’t a snake she wanted to milk.

There were a few she still needed, however, so she kept walking. She was going downhill a little and knew she needed to be careful as she got closer to the path down to the town. Until she had all the supplies she needed, she wasn’t going that way.

Aryanna also feared that the people from town might come after her again. After a while, they might grow braver, or the crazy fallen goddess would want retribution. And she wasn’t ready for that.

Both times Aryanna had come face-to-face with her, she had underestimated the woman, and she wasn’t about to do that again. She had a plan for how to handle her and intended to make sure she didn’t bother anyone else ever again. She certainly wouldn’t be cursing anyone else.

Continuing on more cautiously, Aryanna spotted several of the type of snake she wanted making their way around trees and toward a particularly bushy yew tree up ahead. It was one that she had played under a lot as a child, the canopy good for hiding under and the branches numerous and easy to navigate.

Slipping through a small gap, she let her eyes fix on the snake she needed. It didn’t appear to have noticed her as it slithered across the ground toward the tree. There was another snake in here of the same type, and she suspected one wished to court the other.

Not that she minded, but she would milk them both first. Darting out a hand, she grabbed the first one just below the head and quickly got a glass jar. She milked it straight into the jar, stroking the back of its head.

It thrashed its tail a bit, trying to find purchase to move and wriggle out of her grasp, but she wasn’t about to let it go until she was sure she had enough and she could get it away from her.

They may not have bitten her, or even attempted to since she was cursed, but she would never assume she was safe with them. Not ever.

As soon as she flung that one across the small clearing under the canopy and through the lower branches, she grabbed the next one and milked that as well. It wasn’t until she was milking it that she considered why this one hadn’t slithered away and where it had been trying to go. She wasn’t about to look around until she had the venom she needed and could send it in the same direction as the male interested in it.

Aryanna saw that this snake was a little more thin, and she didn’t feel entirely comfortable taking its venom when it would need to eat soon, so she didn’t squeeze every last bit of the liquid out of it as she could. Instead, she just took a decent amount and then flung it away from her as well.

With that done, she carefully stoppered the little glass jar and stowed it in one of her many pockets. Her head still ached, and it was growing more painful. The herbs she had been chewing on to help with the aches in her mind had lost any potency several hours earlier, and now the pain was coming back full-force.

She didn’t have any more on her, not expecting to need this much, but she also knew it could grow around here. Maybe she could find some more?

Although she planned to leave, movement toward the centre of the tree caught her eye.

“Was that the only one?” a young boy asked her. His eyes were wide, but they rested on her with a softness and hope she hadn’t seen on anyone’s face in some time. For a couple of seconds, Aryanna froze, not sure what to do.

This child had been in this tree the whole time she had been milking the snakes. And he could see her face, see her afflictions, and wasn’t running away in fear.

“What are you doing there?” she asked, surprised enough to converse.

“There were snakes and they wouldn’t leave me alone. I thought if I climbed the tree I’d be safe. Like with the dogs. But I wasn’t. They kept coming. You aren’t scared of them, though. They were trying to get away from you.” The boy climbed down even further and stared up at Aryanna.

There was no fear on his face anymore, despite looking right at her. Did he not see the monster she had become?

“Thank you,” he added.

“You’re welcome,” she replied instinctively, remembering the many times she had uttered those words to the people in the town. Often she helped the children, and she didn’t doubt that she’d helped this boy before, even if she couldn’t remember his name.

“What were you doing to them?”

“Collecting their venom. I can use it to make potions.” With that, she nodded. “You should go back to town now. I have more work to do.”

As she turned away, she realised her head wasn’t hurting her at all anymore. The pain hadn’t just waned or eased. It was gone entirely.

Not sure what had saved her from it, but grateful all the same, she began to walk back out from under the tree, slipping through a gap in the canopy. The light shone down on her, and she looked up at the sky for a moment. It made her hood fall back and revealed her head to the child.

For some reason, he had followed her out rather than going back to the town.

“There will be more snakes this way,” she said, but it sounded too matter-of-fact to make the kid leave. Was he going to follow her to her cottage?

“Are they all scared of you?”

“Not scared of me, no. But we have an understanding.”

“You can talk to them?” His eyes widened again, but there was no hint of fear this time either.

“No. Well, I can talk to them like I’m talking to you, but I don’t think they understand human words.”

“Oh. I just thought with the way you seem to have snakes in your hair that maybe you were a snake person or something.”

She raised her eyebrow and leaned down a little to get a better look at the boy. He couldn’t have been more than eight or nine, but he had a light behind his eyes that spoke of more intelligence than a lot of the children his age.

“If I were part snake, wouldn’t that make me a monster?”

He tilted his head to the side. “Maybe. Adults see monsters everywhere. Are you the one they are talking about? ‘Cause you don’t seem like a monster. You stopped that snake hurting me.”

Although she hadn’t done it deliberately, she was fairly sure he was right. Whether she had intended to or not, she had saved the child. “Sometimes even bad people do good things.”

“True.”

“You really should go home. I have to carry on with my work.” She backed up, putting more distance between her and the child, not liking how this conversation was going or that she didn’t feel the usual anger at him. She couldn’t soften now. The town had created the monster she was with their gossip and the way they’d led the fallen goddess to her.

The boy looked around and frowned. “I don’t know the way from here. I don’t recognise where I am.”

Aryanna let out an exasperated breath and considered telling the kid to get out of here. To yell. Possibly even shoot him with one of her darts, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Something about fate had sent her in this direction, or the child closer to her. She had saved him, even if she hadn’t intended to. And in doing so, she felt more at peace than ever before.

“How about I lead you back to the path? Then will you go home?”

The kid tilted his head to the side. “If there aren’t any more snakes. My mum is probably worried about me.”

“I’m sure she is. Especially if she knows you came up here.”

He shook his head. “Of course not. I’m not stupid. I didn’t mean to come all the way up here though. The snake chased me.”

Although Aryanna didn’t particularly want to lead the boy anywhere, and it was clear he wasn’t going to stop talking, she knew that the snakes could be tricky, and given they were avoiding her a little, he was actually safer with her.

She also appreciated the lack of pain, the calmness in her body, and the way it eased her mind to do something simple. With all the anger, she had been so driven and pushed so hard that she had forgotten to take time to just be.

For a couple of seconds, she considered that there weren’t any children in her scene by the pool. There was nothing this child could do if she decided to add him, but she couldn’t bring herself to think of it further. He was a child and, no matter what his parents had done, it wasn’t his fault. And there was something different about him. He didn’t look at her and see a monster, or danger. Even with her hood down.

Was this fate? A reprieve, or maybe a blessing from another god who didn’t like that Aryanna had been cursed?

She had no idea what was happening, but she would see the boy back to the path and tell the snakes to leave him alone. After that, he was on his own.


Chapter 22


Xevras



Muttering under his breath, Xevras continued to walk through the wilderness. His tracking skills from being with Eras and the guild teaching were being useful already, but he didn’t appreciate that he was out in the middle of nowhere tracking a child.

It hadn’t taken him long to work out that there was a boy’s set of boot prints that led out of the town and up toward the forest on the hill. He had followed it over a small stream and up into a wild area. There had been some very easy tracks to follow near the water’s edge, the ground soft but not too muddy.

After that, they had been more difficult to see, but here and there, he spotted another mark that could only be the kid. He also thought he saw some older, less defined prints, and was fairly sure the child had come this way before.

Given there was supposed to be some sort of monster in the area that was turning people to stone, Xevras was concerned for the safety of the boy, but he was also comforted by knowing nothing had happened to him on a previous occasion. It wasn’t much comfort, however.

He was fairly sure the witch was innocent, or, at least, not the full aggressor in this situation, but he also wasn’t sure he wanted to meet her. Even if she had looked after the people in the town, it had certainly only been the women talking well of her. All the men had agreed that there was something wrong with her, or she was the monster.

Going out to investigate the problem on his own wasn’t the way he’d hoped to solve his either. He might have thought it would be good to be like Eras, but he wasn’t an idiot. He knew he still had a lot to learn and needed a lot more experience if he was going to be as good as Eras.

Maybe he was good enough to help old men get safe and rescue kids from nothing but wildlife.

Trying not to be too hard on himself or let his fears get the better of him, Xevras focused on the marks in front of him. They had changed in style and spacing. Somewhere around here, the boy had started running. At least, that’s what Xevras thought the difference meant. He remembered Eras saying something about the heels being deeper and the whole print being a little longer when people ran.

And further apart.

They certainly appeared that way.

Frowning, Xevras also tried to pick up the pace, but he also needed to keep an eye out for the tracks to know where to go. He couldn’t sprint the way the kid had. And he was soon glad he hadn’t tried. The tracks darted off to one side, swerving around seemingly nothing.

He shifted direction.

Not long after that, the footprints went to the side again. He paused to be sure and then carried on. The child’s behaviour had gone from normal to possibly a reaction to danger, and Xevras didn’t need lessons with Eras to tell him that much.

Trying to go a little faster, Xevras bent down and hurried up. He scanned the ground and noticed a couple more direction changes, but the general pattern was the same.

It was almost as if something was herding the child up the hill and away from the town. The tracks even curved in a couple of places before darting whichever direction took them further from the town again.

This wasn’t a good sign.

He paused for a moment to see if there were any other adults out here looking, even if it was just to have another person helping him to spot the tracks, but he couldn’t see anyone. Given the situation, he didn’t dare yell, either.

“Kid, you picked a bad time to run off and go explore on your own.” He shook his head at the bad luck and carried on. No matter how stupid the decision was, Xevras got the impression he was this boy’s only hope of coming home alive today, and that was enough to keep him following.

He might be scared, but the kid would be even more scared. At least he knew what he might be dealing with.

Several more minutes ticked by as he carried on, struggling to follow the tracks as they got to firmer ground and more among the trees. Until he reached a large yew tree. It had lots of large branches covered in leaves, and he hesitated on the outside of it, trying to peer inside the enclosed area obscured by all the leaves. Its branches must have dipped at some point in various places and rooted, forming new trunks that made the tree look even bigger.

It was an impressive tree. It gave the impression it was aged and had a safe look to it. He didn’t doubt that the kid would have run in here to gain a level of protection. He took a few steps sideways, still wanting to see inside.

There were some strange markings in the old leaves, and mulch on the ground around the tree. A scuff mark as if something had brushed across the ground, and then a thin trail that wove and curled through the lighter leaves.

Xevras had no idea what left tracks like that, but he didn’t know if he wanted to find out.

This was the first time he had hesitated to do what he thought he needed to. Was he blindly walking to his death, just as many of the town had done?

Perhaps he was. But every time he thought about not doing so, he remembered that this was a child and they were relying on an adult caring enough to help. It might get him killed, injured, or worse, but he had to try.

After taking a breath and setting his jaw, Xevras pushed through the canopy. He didn’t find anything inside but a small snake off to one side. It lifted its head to look at him.

“I’m just passing through,” he told it before he thought about it not being able to understand him. He shook his head and spotted the boy’s tracks again. The kid must have climbed the tree and then come back down again at some point.

Xevras followed the tracks in a different direction after that and paused when they joined another set. Someone else had come in here. Someone barefoot. They had small feet, but bigger than the child’s. Deeper footprints as well.

He bent down to study it better and noticed that the tracks went off together. Raising an eyebrow, he followed them back out of the tree canopy again. They meandered down a gentle slope, not directly back to the town, but certainly going in a better direction again.

The child’s tracks shifted from over the top of the small, older ones to beside them in places. Neither of them was moving quickly now. It made Xevras relax. Even if he’d not found the boy, someone else had, and they appeared to be helping him get back to the path.

It helped him to relax, and he looked around at his surroundings a bit more. He noticed an abundance of snakes, but they were all relaxed and out of the way. He didn’t recognise all of them to know if they were dangerous or not, but he wasn’t going to take the chance of getting too close.

Thankfully, his path didn’t go near any of them either. As he walked after the kid, he got the impression that the person guiding him was aware of the snakes and avoiding them as well. The route they took still wasn’t fully straight, meandering around the areas where a lot of snakes were resting and even going past a bush with ripe berries. It looked as if a section of the ripest ones had been picked recently.

Not only was the child safe, they were getting food out of it. Xevras chuckled and plucked some of the berries as well, and added them to a stash of other foods in his pack. He wasn’t sure how edible they were, so he wasn’t going to eat them himself, but if they were unsafe, he’d at least know what the kid had found. And if they were good to eat, he had a snack for later.

The footprints were almost at a path up ahead, when he noticed a snake nest across the gap between him and the path. He didn’t know where the tracks went from here, but there weren’t any people ahead, and he couldn’t go this way anyway. Not unless he wanted to tangle with the snakes. And they had noticed him.

One slithered in his direction, making him back up. With rocks to his left and a steeper decline in that direction, Xevras hurried to the right, toward a thicker grove of trees, and hoped that there weren’t more waiting in there.

Despite knowing the child appeared to be safe, and probably heading home of his own accord now, Xevras was still on edge. He was in an area that he didn’t know, and even if he wasn’t being turned into a statue by a monster, it did appear as if there was an alarming number of snakes in this area. And some of them looked hungry.

He didn’t know if he would make a very good snake dinner, but now that he’d seen so many of them, he was sure it was what had made the other tracks he had seen. The snakes had chased the child into the canopy of the yew tree, and then someone with no shoes on had come to help him and guide him out, helping him avoid yet more snakes as if they knew the area of the animals.

At least that was his best theory as he continued to hurry along.

Finally, he didn’t just see a print in the dirt or scuffs on tree bark and exposed roots, but he saw a young boy in the middle of the grove.

The child was looking around as if he was trying to see someone while also not moving from his spot. He had his back to Xevras. The kid couldn’t have been more than ten at most and had an unruly mop of brown hair. He had on a simple tunic, pants, and boots that showed him to almost certainly be the child Xevras was looking for.

He was still shifting and trying to peer into the gloom beneath the trees ahead of him as if he wasn’t sure what to do. Then he looked down toward the path, but he didn’t move.

“Grellion?” Xevras called softly, not wanting to make the child jump or panic.

The kid turned and blinked a few times.

“Are you the monster?” the boy asked, still not moving from his spot as if he’d been told to stay there or was doing so out of some sort of fear of the world around him.

Xevras chuckled and shook his head. “No. I’m here to help the town. Keep it safe.”

“Oh. Well, the town is down the hill.”

He nodded, trying not to laugh at the kid again when it was clear he was earnest and meant to be helpful.

“Your mom asked me to look for you. I’m Xevras.”

“My ma sent you?”

“Sort of. She was worried about you. Is it okay if I come closer?”

The boy nodded and looked over his shoulder for a second or so.

“You okay?”

“Yes. The snakes were bothering me, but they’re not now.”

He smiled as he had his theory confirmed to some degree. “They were making me worried as well. The path home is only just down the hill. Shall we go that way together?”

“Can you make the snakes obey you as well?” Grellion asked, still not moving.

Xevras shook his head. “No, but there’s ways around them. And I don’t think there are any on the path. I got this far without bumping into any of them.”

The boy didn’t look convinced so Xevras took a couple more steps closer.

“Is ma going to be angry?” he asked, frowning before looking over his shoulder again.

“Maybe, but if she is, it will only be because she loves you and she’s been worried. Love can make people do funny things sometimes.” This wasn’t the conversation Xevras had expected to have with the kid. He feared that the other person was out here somewhere, and there was more going on than he understood, but he still knew his current mission was to get the boy safe. Then he could worry about monsters, witches, and what was up with the snakes in the area.

Finally, the boy seemed to find his legs and walked closer to Xevras. “I am getting tired and hungry again.”

“Did you eat some of the berries?” he asked as he reached out to take the kid’s hand.

“Yes. She gave them to me when I told her I was hungry too.”

“She?” Xevras asked, trying to sound casual as the boy hesitated to put his smaller hand in Xevras’s far larger one.

Grellion nodded. “She talks to the snakes.”

It was all the explanation he got. Before he could get the child to come with him and get out of here, he heard a sound off where the kid had been looking. He saw a figure lingering by a tree. She had snapped a twig and now hesitated.

Xevras couldn’t see her properly in the darker area, some of her wrapped in a cloak, and the tree covering part of her body.

He didn’t know who she was, but Grellion smiled as soon as he saw her. This had to be the person who had helped him get out and away from the snakes. But if that was true, why had she left him here? Xevras was more than a little confused.


Chapter 23


Aryanna



“The Slayer Guild is one of the kingdom’s largest indirect expenses. But it is one of the most necessary. It is my recommendation that we continue to keep the people safe by providing the funds they seek.”

Jothro Bretin, Treasury advisor to the throne, 1389 AT

For a short while, Aryanna had been happy to entertain the child, help him find food, teach him a little of what she knew, but after a while, she began to grow impatient. The snakes scared him enough that more than once, he stopped entirely, staring at the slippery creatures.

She had taken him most of the way back to the path when she thought she heard a noise behind them. Was someone else in the woods? If they were, she knew she couldn’t be found with the child.

“The path is just down there,” Aryanna said when she was sure someone was behind them. She pointed down to their right, where the path could just about be seen among the other plant life and growth. Because far fewer people had been coming and going on the path lately, it had overgrown a little. The route was still visible, however.

Although she’d pointed out the route, the child stopped. It was as if he couldn’t work out how to move without someone guiding him. But he’d made his way up here somehow.

“Just go that way and you’ll be home. I have to go.” She hurried forward, deliberately putting distance between her and the kid as she heard more noises behind. There was definitely someone else in the forest with her.

She picked up the pace and ducked behind the trunk of a tree. Her heart was pounding, and she frowned. After weeks of being in control of these forests, what had made her scared? Was it being seen with a child while she looked like a monster?

All she could hope was that the boy didn’t try to follow her and actually went home. He didn’t need to be here with her anymore. She’d done enough. He could see the path and get back home.

Waiting where she was, she calmed herself down and listened to the sounds. At first, there wasn’t any noise she could pick up on above the breeze in the trees, and it gave her some hope that the kid had just left and she was finally alone.

She wanted to get back to her tasks. If she was going to harvest everything before dark, she needed to carry on. A voice speaking made her stop and listen again. She blinked and barely dared to breathe. Was it the boy, or was someone else out there?

As she listened, a male talked to the boy. She didn’t recognise the voice or the accent, and that let her know there was a stranger here. Reaching into her pockets, Aryanna selected her blowpipe and a dart that would paralyse him instantly.

No one was allowed up here with her. She would capture him and scare the kid off.

Before she could even load the dart, a pain lanced through her head so sharp that she could barely move. She tried to breathe through the pain and focus anyway, but her hands were shaking so badly she didn’t know if she could load the weapon without risking piercing her own skin with the dart.

She paused and considered her option, but it didn’t take her long to put the pipe and dart back in her pockets, stowing the latter comfortably. As she did, her body relaxed.

The pair continued to talk, and Aryanna grew more curious. There was something about the stranger’s voice. It was almost soothing. He continued talking to the kid, asking him questions and trying to encourage him to go home.

If Aryanna just waited a little longer, they would leave and she could pretend none of this had happened. With any luck, the boy wouldn’t even mention her. He would go home, his mother would be angry and forbid him leaving the house for a while, and then he wouldn’t dare to actually talk about this or how he spent time with the monster and she fed him fresh berries or talked about snakes.

Her hopes were quickly dashed as the kid began to tell this stranger about her talking to snakes. She reached for her blowpipe again and came out from behind the tree with the intention of getting it over and done with. She would kill the stranger and make the boy run. Then the town would remain scared of her and think twice about coming up here.

As she spotted the man, she found she froze, however.

The boy smiled and gave her his attention.

Somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to shoot him as he took a couple more steps and put himself beside the kid. He studied her appearance as he placed his arm around the kid. It was almost protective.

“Sorry if he’s bothered you,” the newcomer said. “His mum sent me to find him and take him back home.”

“He got lost,” Aryanna said.

“The snakes scared me. I knew where I was until then.”

“Snakes can do that. Most of them stay away, though, if you go around them and leave them be.” He looked down at the kid, not seeing Aryanna as a threat enough to ignore her for a bit.

She frowned, her blowpipe still in one hand but her arm loose by her side. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This man wasn’t afraid of her. He also wasn’t part of the townsfolk she knew.

Her hood was down. He could see everything she was and had become, but he still looked at her as a normal person. Not with the lust Jarl had, and with no fear at all.

“Did this lady help you with the snakes and getting past them?” the man asked, before looking up at her and smiling.

“She did. The snakes listen to her too.”

“I... don’t control them. I don’t think,” Aryanna said, surprising herself.

“It’s not a problem if you do,” he replied. “In fact, that would sound useful to me.” He grinned again.

There was something about the way he smiled. It was genuine but innocent. He couldn’t have been much older than a child himself, but he carried himself in a way that made him seem at ease. With himself and with his surroundings.

“Thank you for looking after him,” the man continued. “I’ll take him down the hill now and let you get on with your day.

“You’re welcome,” she replied, still not moving.

“I’m sure he’s bothered you enough when you’re probably up here just wanting to be left alone.”

She nodded, wondering if he could read her mind, but she also wanted to add that it wasn’t a problem. She hadn’t minded finding the child, and only grew irritated at the thought of being responsible for him because she didn’t want to take him back into town.

“Grellion, isn’t it?” he asked the child. The boy nodded. “I’m Xevras. I’m in town with some friends, and I think I should get back to them and let them know that I’m all right as well. Shall we go see if my friends are as cross as your mom?”

The boy shrugged, but Xevras was already turning and heading toward the path. Aryanna watched them go, still not sure what to make of him. He had managed to track the child all this way and somehow avoid the snakes. And he wasn’t from the town.

She didn’t move for some time, the peaceful forest letting her watch and ponder. When the pair of them reached the path, she shifted so she could watch them go longer.

At first, she could hear them talking about snakes and what the child had been doing out here, but she didn’t hear the child’s response to the latter.

They did as Xevras had said, however, and made their way back to the town.

Aryanna found herself following, keeping at a distance and among the trees so they wouldn’t see her if they glanced back. Now and then she paused, wondering if she was doing the right thing, still trying to get herself to use the darts. The child would be able to get home without help now, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Instead, she continued to watch them go until it began to get dark and she couldn’t see the pair as easily anymore. She was most of the way to the farms on the edge of the town when she stopped following.

If she wanted to go any further than this, she would need to come out of the tree line. A single glance back would make her detectable.

As much as she wanted to find out who this newcomer was and what he might know about her, she couldn’t. And it was too late to stop him leaving the forest alive without chasing after him to hit him with a dart.

Her indecision, curiosity and confusion about him had let him get away. She only hoped she wouldn’t come to regret it.

Even as he got smaller and smaller and she couldn’t make him out properly, she didn’t move except to finally put her weapon away. She shuddered as the breeze blew and chilled her bones.

This didn’t bode well.

There was no attraction. Aryanna didn’t have any level of desire to do anything or say anything in particular. Instead, there was almost a calm understanding.

He wasn’t here to bother her, and she didn’t need to be worried about him. But at the same time, she wanted to talk to him more. She had so many questions.

And it surprised her that a stranger was even out looking for someone else’s child in the first place. Why did he even care?

Definitely had a lot of questions. She couldn’t follow without being prepared for a fight, however, and she wasn’t ready to take on the whole town yet.

Aryanna also didn’t know if she wanted to fight this man. He wasn’t like the others. Wasn’t like anyone in town even.

They were all scared and simple, but there had been not only a wisdom to Xevras, but also a kindness and the ability to look on her and not be bothered by her appearance.

Still perplexed, and not only by him but her reaction to the child, she backed up and started to make her way up the hill again. Although she could have gone up via the path and wasn’t afraid of being seen, she went back to the large tree where she’d met the child.

It didn’t take long to get there, the tree still easy to see even as it was getting dark. She looked around the area, seeing where she had thrown the snakes after she had milked them.

She had been so set on the snakes that she had walked in on the child and then everything had gone wrong from there.

After the forest had been so quiet and she had focused on preparations to go attack the town, she had grown complacent and didn’t factor in finding anyone again.

And the child had been so much more scared of the snakes than he was of her. It had felt good to help someone again.

The snakes were still in the area, and they slithered closer.

“You two have gotten me into trouble,” Aryanna said, folding her arms across her chest. “Do you realise that?”

Neither of them answered, but they shifted closer to each other and toward the cottage.

“Did you chase that poor child up here?”

They didn’t respond, not that Aryanna had really expected them to. It wasn’t as if the snakes talked back to her. The creatures didn’t necessarily even understand her. But she had liked to think they did.

Not sure what else to do at this point, she followed the pair back toward the cottage for a while. It was a straight path, and she tried to focus back on her task list from before.

The one upside to not using a dart on either Xevras or the child was not needing to make any more still. Aryanna could just carry on as if nothing had happened.

But as much as she told herself that, she knew it wasn’t true. To know that there was even one person out there she didn’t want to outright kill had changed something. Since the curse, she had assumed she was supposed to kill them now. She had been made into a monster, so she had acted like one.

Was it possible that even if she looked like one, she wasn’t fully one?

It gave her a lot to think about, but there was only one place she felt safe to do that. Inside her cottage.

Once she was there, she would figure out what to do next. Picking up the pace, she hurried home, wanting to be inside and by the fire before it was dark.


Chapter 24


Xevras



“Iam grateful that I can always count on the rulers of this land for support. They have sponsored our guild for many centuries and in return we keep their lands safe. If the gods come against us then we will still do our best.”

Letter from Dean Droherin, leader of the Slayer Guild, 1390 AT

Although Xevras hadn’t appreciated being sent to find a child instead of monster hunting at first, now that he had found Grellion, met the woman in the forest who had also kept him safe, and begun to bring the kid back, Xevras appreciated the task for what it was.

The kid had begun to chatter a lot more as they had come back to the path and made their way back to the town, especially once there were no more snakes.

Xevras listened as well as he could, but at this point he was pretty much done with the task beyond actually delivering the child to his mother. It was a done deal. They could see the buildings up ahead, and no one was going to attack them this close.

“I still think Mum is going to be really mad,” the kid said after talking about the den he had been building with broken tree branches.

“Just a little. But mostly worried. Are you going to do it again?” Xevras asked.

The boy considered the question seriously and then shook his head. “No. Too many snakes. There are so many now.”

“And there weren’t before?”

“No. We used to play in that forest all the time.”

“Before the snakes?” The kid nodded. “And what about the lady?”

“The witch?” Grellion asked.

“Was that the witch?” Xevras knew he was pushing for answers a little, but he also knew he only had so long, and he needed some information to work with. If that was the witch, then he wasn’t sure she had been doing all she’d been accused of.

“She was. But...” He shook his head. “She used to be nicer. I think the snakes bother her too.”

“And she was definitely keeping you safe?” He tried to sound as casual as possible, but it was the most important element.

He nodded. “She kept the snakes away and was getting me back to the path. She got spooked when you showed up though. I don’t think she likes people anymore. Ma said she wasn’t herself.”

Xevras didn’t think of another question after this. He had heard a lot about her being a monster, but a monster didn’t protect a child from snakes and escort them safely home. A monster didn’t then converse with him the way she had.

Although she had looked different to the way he’d expected, she had been gentle, almost scared herself. Once the child was safe, he was going to go find his team and go back with them to talk to her. Perhaps they could find some other creature, or a fae, or some magic or an object that had caused all of this.

Xevras shook his head, knowing that speculating wasn’t going to lead him anywhere good at this point. He didn’t have enough of the pieces. But he did know that this didn’t add up yet and he needed to find out more.

Persuading his team was going to be a whole hurdle on its own.

As they walked toward the square and the inn Xevras was going to take Grellion to, there was a shout from off to one side, down a dirt track past several cottages.

“Oh, Grellion,” the woman called.

Xevras smiled as the kid’s mother came running up and pulled her child into a big hug.

“I was so worried about you.” She pulled back to get another good look at the kid. Studying him, she held him at arm’s length for a moment. “Are you hurt? Did the monster scare you?”

“I’m okay, Ma. There were a few snakes. That’s all. She helped me get away from them.”

“She was already bringing him back here when I found them,” Xevras asked.

“Aryanna?” the mother asked, eyes wide.

“She didn’t say her name. What does Aryanna look like?”

“The witch has looks you wouldn’t expect. Gorgeous chestnut hair and a way of dressing that’s both simple and still somehow not at the same time. She puts all us farm lasses to shame and she doesn’t even seem to realise it.”

Xevras looked down at the kid upon hearing this description. That didn’t match the description of the woman they’d met in the woods. Not entirely. She’d had a sort of chestnut coloured hair, but she certainly hadn’t been beautiful, and all of her skin had been covered up, except for her face.

“It was definitely her,” the boy said, seeming to understand why this was confusing. “But she didn’t look quite like her.”

“The town have been saying she’s a monster. That she’s been killing all the men who go up there.” The woman shrugged. “I don’t doubt something has been happening.”

“I don’t know if it’s her,” Xevras replied. “But I promise that I’m going to find out and make you all safe again. Whatever is going on.”

Now that he had heard this and what else had been said, he was more sure that something had happened to Aryanna. She had been herself for a moment for sure, but it was possible that some sort of fae was trying to control her, or she had been hurt by magic. Anything like that. The woman herself wasn’t someone to fear.

Not only had she not hurt Xevras, but she had helped and protected a child. Monsters didn’t protect children. The fae didn’t care if its victims were adults or children. So this was no ordinary monster or fae, or it simply wasn’t Aryanna.

Knowing that the farmer’s lad, the only one to live to tell any kind of tale, had seen people turned into statues and that Aryanna had been there and interacted with some of the townsfolk, it was entirely possible that she didn’t truly want to hurt them. And if she did, what had made her change?

Because it hadn’t made her change enough to harm an innocent child. Xevras also thought there was a big chance that the newcomers had had something to do with it, especially given that the husband had been the first one to go missing and the only time Aryanna was reported as coming into the town since had been to have a fight with the wife. Or she ended up having a fight with her.

It might have been a sort of revenge. Witches had power, and while he had been taught that all magic cost something, if someone was actively angry, they might consider the cost worth it. At least, that was the best idea Xevras had. He just needed to get his team to listen to him.

After the woman thanked him again, and even Grellion gave him a grin and went off with his mother, Xevras couldn’t help but smile. All his fear was gone now that the child was safe, and his mother had been more relieved than angry. Not that it had warranted anger. If snakes had come at him the way it had appeared from reading the tracks, it had been an attack of sorts.

This part of the story bothered him more than any other. Snakes didn’t chase people. They bit people who didn’t respect them, but they didn’t go looking to turn a person into a meal. Not even a child.

He hurried back to the inn, hoping to find his team there, waiting for him. They should hear all of this. He didn’t get more than halfway across the market square when he saw his team. They were coming out of the inn and making their way to the horses.

They hadn’t seen him, and he paused for a moment, hesitant to tell them what he’d seen and what he thought. He still didn’t know enough. Not really. He didn’t know if he could find out more without putting himself in danger, however.

As much as he had been training, he also knew that it was the townspeople deciding that they could be heroes and go take on this monster, whatever it was, that had gotten them killed. Alone wasn’t a good idea. Not up against a monster.

He might have been all right this one time, but he hadn’t reached the river and waterfall that everyone had been talking about, and he had been assisted by the witch. On top of that, the only threat he’d found had been snakes. Even if they were behaving strangely.

Xevras considered going to find one of the other women he had talked to in the inn before meeting up with his group, to ask them about Aryanna’s appearance as well. Or to find the farm lad and ask him how she had looked when he’d seen her.

With that in mind, he took a quick look inside the inn. There was almost no one in there now. Frowning, Xevras tried to remember if anyone had said where they lived.

He was looking around the square to see if anyone could tell him where he might find them, but it was getting dark and everyone was heading back to their houses or had gone already. It explained why his team were finally making preparations too. They would want to begin the hunt soon.

There was no other option but to join them and hope he could dissuade them from acting rashly. With a heavy weight in his stomach, he made his way to the stables. The four were with the horses and their packs, picking out weapons and deciding how to go about this hunt.

“Good of you to join us,” Isekra said.

“I rescued the kid. If you care,” Xevras replied, already not appreciating the tone of his hunt leader.

“Good. Happy to focus now?”

“I’ve been focusing. I met the witch. She helped me with the kid.”

“Couldn’t have been the witch then.”

“Kid confirmed it.” Xevras stood in Isekra’s way as he tried to walk out of the stable and head on the hunt. “She’s not the monster. Looks strange, but she helped me save the kid from a bunch of really aggressive snakes.”

“Oh, no! Whatever are we going to do about a bunch of snakes?” Isekra mocked and then shook his head. “I don’t care what you think you saw. The town here are paying us to take care of the witch and stop them being turned to stone.”

Xevras set his jaw, but he looked over his leader’s shoulder and saw that the rest were just as determined to head out, and Nezal was smiling, enjoying the confrontation. Probably because he knew Xevras would lose it.

“All I’m asking is that we’re careful, right? If she’s not the monster, that means there is something else out there turning everyone to stone. The town sent a ten-man team up there only two weeks ago. Some of them never came back, and the ones who did are crazy.”

This finally got Isekra listening. He paused and considered the words, shifting his lower jaw from side to side as he thought.

“You know we’re better than a ten-man team of farmers, right?” Ninieve said, shifting the very full, large quiver on her shoulder to make it obvious she had plenty of arrows.

“Of course we are,” Xevras replied. “But do we want to go back to the hunters’ guild with even one less person, or a bunch of injuries? Or have to tell them that at least one of us was turned to stone?”

This helped get through to everyone, and Nezal looked as if he was going to punch Xevras again.

“Okay, we’re going to be careful,” Isekra said as he stepped to the side so he could see everyone. “Watch your backs, and try to make sure no one sneaks up on us.”

“What are we looking out for? Snakes?” Nezal sneered at the latter, but Xevras could see fear in his eyes.

“No, idiot. Whatever is turning people to stone. Or controlling the snakes. Or whatever it was the witch appeared scared of.” Xevras shook his head to emphasise it being a stupid question. He needed to make sure the rest of the team weren’t listening to Nezal. If he had the chance, Nezal would make the whole team hate Xevras, or at least doubt him.

“He’s not the only idiot on this team,” Isekra added. “You should have brought the witch in. Monster or not, you were right there with her and let her go. If she does turn out to be the monster, you let her go instead of doing what you were supposed to and capturing her.”

Xevras swallowed. While he didn’t agree and he could think of a thousand reasons that wouldn’t have been possible, he knew there was no point in arguing with the team any longer.

“Can you give me five minutes to gear up?” he asked instead.

“I suppose we’ll have to.” Isekra shook his head and made his way out of the stable anyway. Nezal shoved past him next, bumping into his shoulder.

Only Ninieve paused. “Good job with the kid. I know we give you a hard time, but you’re right. It’s worth saving whoever we can.”

“It also gave us more info,” he said to her, hoping this was a sign she was paying attention, even if the others weren’t.

She tilted her head to the side and narrowed her eyes. “Possibly. But Isekra is right. If she’s the monster and you let her get away, you’re still an idiot.”

Despite her words, he smiled. “Maybe I am. But I’d rather be an idiot with a heart.”

Shaking her head, she chuckled. “Gear up, hunter, like you said. We need to go hunt a monster.”

With that, she walked out and he hurried to his horse. He didn’t really know what he wanted to bring on this hunt beyond the basics that he already had on him, but he also knew that he wanted something that might help with a snake. If there was anything.

He had no idea how to stop venom spreading once a person was bitten, but he was determined that he’d protect himself as much as possible from being bitten. With that in mind, he quickly donned as much of his leather as possible and then he hid it with an overshirt. It might not keep him from being turned to stone, but a snake would struggle to bite him through all these layers.

Although he had taken longer than the five minutes he had promised his leader, Xevras didn’t care. If he had been left behind, he knew the way and would catch up. And he didn’t mind the idea of them facing what was actually out there a little before him.

While it wasn’t very supportive of him as a teammate, he didn’t think they were much of a team anyway. The idea that sending him and Nezal on a hunt together would make them bond was absurd. Nezal didn’t want to bond with anyone. He wanted to control them or have them worship him.

He was a bully. And Xevras didn’t plan to let a bully ruin his first quest.


Chapter 25


Xevras



“The gods like to create their own monsters from time to time. While many will suggest they do this when they are bored, the reasons behind such an act are of little importance. It is up to the slayers of the guild to survive the encounter and report back so others may learn, even if this results in failure of the initial mission.”

Horace Lintarn, Slayer Guild Monster Guide edition VI, 1371 AT

Almost fifteen minutes after he had begun preparing for battling an unknown monster, Xevras was ready to leave the stable. He had expected his team to leave without him, but he found them in the market square. Isekra and Ninieve were in conversation over by a small bench, while the other two were mock-fighting and practising some moves together.

Again, Xevras considered not bothering to join them but letting them do this hunt on their own. It didn’t feel right, and Xevras had the nagging thought that this wasn’t going to go well.

“There you are,” Ninieve said as she spotted him, taking away his chance of leaving them to their fate. He couldn’t choose not to be part of this now.

Isekra looked him up and down and raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t draw attention to the extra bulk Xevras carried. Nezal didn’t even appear to notice that there was anything else happening apart from his little training exercise. He was getting the physical upper hand over his opponent and didn’t want to stop.

“Hey, time to go,” Isekra called, but Nezal continued to ignore him and smack the man as he tried to shield himself from what was becoming a vicious attack.

Isekra yelled again and then grabbed Nezal by the arm. “I said we’re done here and it’s time to go.”

Although Nezal blinked as if he was surprised that anyone had stopped him and as if he was going to hit Isekra next, he seemed to recover and nodded before backing up.

Ninieve helped the prone man to his feet and clapped him on the back. “You’ve been working on that divided attack. Nice work.”

It didn’t seem to matter that Jannor had been beaten to a pulp almost, or that he was still trying to gather himself. Xevras suspected that he’d been trying to break some of the tension and stop Nezal ruining the morale of everyone else on the team.

Given how determined Nezal was to be difficult with everyone for some reason or another, Xevras didn’t hold out much hope. But he had to tolerate it just for this mission. After this, assuming he survived, Xevras would be a free man.

They came together as a team of five, and Isekra led the way. Xevras found himself next, with Ninieve not far behind him. It was a formation Xevras didn’t like much. Nezal was right behind him. Being on foot and not on horseback was making the challenge harder. Perhaps because Nezal wasn’t able to touch him easily when there were horses between them.

Everyone was armed, however, including Xevras. He hadn’t just grabbed his armour in the end, but some more small daggers he had been learning how to throw, a bunch of caltrops, and a good rope. You never knew when you were going to need a good rope.

It was about all he could hope to arm himself with. For now. Maybe when this mission was over and he had some pay of some kind, he could pay for better gear.

The townsfolk looked out at them from different houses as they passed, almost as if they were seeing them off, but they were quick to close doors and shutter windows not long after. No matter how happy they were to see the hunters, they were still far more scared of the monster.

If they needed to seek refuge, they wouldn’t find any in the townspeople’s houses. Not once this hunt began.

They were just passing the final few houses before the path up the hills when one of the doors opened wider instead of closing and a woman came rushing out. It didn’t take long for Xevras to recognise her. I was the newcomer, and she was determined to come to them.

She rushed toward Isekra with a determined look on her face, and he slowed as he noticed her.

“Do you want me to show you the way?” she asked, looking entirely at their leader. “I know where the witch lives, and I dare say that none of the rest of the townsfolk are brave enough to take you even a short way there.”

It was an offer Xevras knew they didn’t need. There was a clear path. And he didn’t doubt from what they’d been told that the path continued all the way to the cottage. Not to mention that he had been most of the way there already. It was unnecessary.

He considered saying so, but she slipped her arm around Isekra before he could push her away.

“I know I’ll be safe with all of you while I help you get there. And the sooner you can deal with this monster, the sooner we’re all safe.

The statement was only true if there was a monster and she wasn’t it. Given how keen she was for them to kill the witch, Xevras started to wonder if the witch was stopping this woman somehow. Getting in the way of her achieving some sort of goal. One that wouldn’t be any better for the town than them being turned to stone.

Xevras knew no one else was going to listen, but he would certainly watch out for it. After all, Isekra had told them all to be careful now. He was just following orders to be suspicious of her as well.

There was such a thing as too much help.

They walked on a little further in silence, Isekra looking a little awkward but otherwise letting the woman hold onto his arm. As they went further, she leaned in a little more and looked scared.

If it was an act, it was a good one, but it did appear a little over the top. She didn’t have her own husband to comfort her, however.

“I’m so glad that you’ve come to help us,” she said a short while later. “It is what we needed. We’ve lost so many good men to this monster, but even our best aren’t as strong as someone like you.”

She squeezed Isekra’s arm, testing that strength. He smiled down at her, beginning to accept the attention. She was pretty, that was for sure, but they had plenty of similar women fawning over them in the city where the hunters’ guild was. This shouldn’t work.

It was an act that grew with each step they took until even Ninieve was rolling her eyes at the way the widow was flirting.

“How much further do we have to go?” she asked when there was another lull in the conversation. The widow looked back at Ninieve as if she was noticing dirt, or worse, for the first time.

Xevras leaned forward. “We’ve got a fair way to go yet. The path climbs up a hill for some way first. There’s at least a few turns.”

The woman shot him a look as if she didn’t want to know that he had some understanding of their trek. Knowing the way was meant to be her way to help.

“This was where you were earlier?” Ninieve asked.

Xevras nodded, not needing to say another word as she took in the implications. He got the impression that he was getting through to one of them, even if he wasn’t the others.

There was no way the others were going to listen to him, but having Ninieve’s ear was enough for Xevras. Having any of them listen helped him not to doubt himself.

“She’s clever,” the widow said. “Good at looking innocent and making others think she’s safe. That’s how she lured others in.”

“The farmer’s lad told us that,” Ninieve replied. “But thank you. It’s our job to make sure we’re aware of these things.”

She smiled back at the archer and then looked up at Isekra and squeezed his arm again. “I just don’t want you to go in there unprepared. If you fail, there’s no hope for us at all.”

“We won’t fail. I promise,” Isekra said and patted her hand on his arm. “We’re monster hunters. This is what we do.”

Isekra spent the next few minutes telling her about another monster hunt and how they’d captured a person who, on the moon, turned into some wild, crazed beast.

It was a fun story, and Ninieve leaned in toward Xevras with a grin on her face. “It wasn’t that simple, nor was he that brave. His first hunt. We never actually dealt with the beast. And it had pups of a sort.”

Xevras raised his eyebrows. It wasn’t surprising to hear that Isekra was making more of the story. He wouldn’t be the first to exaggerate a tale for a pretty woman. He was more surprised at the insinuation that the person had only sort of been a monster and had also had children.

The information seemed relevant now. He had heard of the mission and the monsters they’d hunted. But it was different to hear about it like this. A story was different to being told a fact among many others.

He was grateful to hear this one, even if it wasn’t the accurate version. It still gave him some understanding.

Although he was sensible not to do so in an obvious manner, he looked around in such a way that he could figure out if the moon was in the sky. Thankfully, it was only a small slice, even if it was clearly visible.

It was only some small element of the situation, and it only ruled out that one monster, but it was another piece of information. In many ways, this monster-hunting job was like solving a mystery. He had lots of pieces of information that were fitting together, bit by bit, to figure out what was really happening here.

He considered options, trying to figure out the answers before they even got there, while Isekra continued to enjoy the attention and tell more stories.

Each one was more far-fetched than the one before, and it got to the point that Ninieve was letting out sighs with each exaggerated part.

The widow glanced back a couple of times at the loudest ones, but then focused on their leader again. She wasn’t just leaning in toward him for comfort now, but giggling with the stories and continuing to flatter his skill.

Xevras kept an eye on where they were and finally spotted the area he’d walked out of the trees with the child. He almost hoped that the witch was there so this confrontation would be over and done with.

He could barely see, but he still spoke up anyway. “This is where we encountered a lot of the snakes. We should keep an eye out. They were certainly more aggressive than I’ve seen before.”

Isekra looked over his shoulder at him as if he had uttered the stupidest sentence ever spoken, but he wasn’t going to fear that look.

Ninieve nodded. “I’ve seen one or two already, and they came closer. A group this big, and they came toward us and not away. We’re going to have to watch out for them.”

It was satisfying to have her confirmation that the snakes weren’t behaving the way they might normally. Xevras knew it was finally the time to be careful, however. He might not have been bitten by a snake yet in helping the kid, but he didn’t want that to change.

If need be, he would team up with Ninieve and watch her back, knowing she would certainly be watching his.

This was the point where Isekra’s limpet decided she had gone far enough. “The path is clear from here.”

She pulled back and spoke as if it hadn’t been a clear path the whole way so far. It was still very much a clear path, even in the night.

They were carrying several lanterns, each with a shutter that could be snapped closed in a moment, but it was enough to light the path.

“I’m not sure I can go any further. If she has the snakes out here, then I should go before it gets more dangerous.”

“You’ve been very brave to have helped us this far,” Isekra replied. “Thank you for helping us so much.”

It was more over the top than necessary, but Xevras was glad to see her go if it was getting more dangerous. They all needed to focus, and maybe they could get the job done now.

“There’s a cottage at the top of the hill, and the path goes around to the left of it. If she’s not in the cottage, she might be at the pool, but I’m not sure I know the way to that, only that it’s further down the path and it forks where you can hear the waterfall.”

“Do you want one of us to escort you back down the hill?” Isekra offered.

She shook her head as Ninieve rolled her eyes again.

“No. You’ve got work to do.”

It wasn’t an offer Xevras minded her turning down. They didn’t want to go forward as a group of four, and Xevras suspected he would have been the one asked to go with her. He certainly didn’t want that.

“Just find the witch. She won’t be hard to see. Her deformed head and the marks on her skin make her obvious now.”

She gave Isekra’s arm yet another squeeze before she finally left them. Their leader watched her go for a few seconds before Ninieve coughed.

“We won’t finish off this hunt all standing here,” she said when the widow was almost out of view, but Xevras was struck by what the widow had said. He hadn’t seen a single bit of the skin the witch had, and she’d had a hood that had fallen down. There was no way the widow should know how she appeared.

Especially as she had described Aryanna in a way that no one else could and the boy had said was new. This woman knew more than she was letting on, and Xevras was sure why.

He couldn’t tell if any of the others had picked up on it, but when he looked toward Ninieve, she was studying him. Given how much she was accepting the need to be wary, hopefully she saw the strangeness in it as well.

No one else knew what Aryanna looked like now. Not even the farming lad who had told them everything he knew. He hadn’t described anything unusual about her appearance.

It had led Xevras to think there must be two people, but perhaps there weren’t. And again, this meant the widow had more to do with this situation than she was letting on.

“Come on, everyone, let’s go find ourselves a monster,” Isekra said.

“As long as we’re being careful,” Ninieve responded. “Wouldn’t want any other beautiful women turning our heads, now, would we?”

Isekra shot her a look. “Well, it’s not going to be you, is it?”

“I can turn heads, but I prefer to shoot monsters.” Ninieve smiled and carried on walking. She pulled her bow off her shoulders, finally, and picked up an arrow. She was getting ready to fight.

Although he suspected there was still some way to go before getting to the cottage, Xevras was also ready for a fight. He pulled out one of his daggers and gripped it in his main hand. He might not be able to see very well in this light, but he could see well enough to hit a person-sized target somewhere.

It was time to get serious.


Chapter 26


Aryanna



Back and forth, Aryanna paced the floor of the cottage. It was getting darker and darker outside as she tried to decide what to do next. She knew she had made a mistake today.

It had been a risk she could accept, to let the child go and even help him. No one would have believed the kid had seen her, or any comments he made about her appearance now. But she had let the stranger go as well.

It was a mistake. He would talk, and he would bring more trouble. It had finally died down, and no matter how much she had planned to fight the town, she knew she wouldn’t as long as they left her alone.

She had kept making preparations and made more with each passing day. Now she knew she might need it all to defend herself.

Of course, it could be nothing. The man was a stranger and had just cared about the child being safe. He hadn’t been scared. It was possible he might not even mention finding the boy with her or most of the way up the hill.

She frowned and continued pacing. She knew that wasn’t going to happen. It wasn’t as if he would know he should keep a secret.

This was her problem, and she had made it. Now she had to decide how to solve it.

Going over to her weapons, all the darts she had made and even the arrows she had begun to experiment with, Aryanna stowed a few more of them in her apron. She then added more vials and more of all sorts of things she might want to mix quickly.

Finally, she picked up the mace she had taken from one of her visitors. She wasn’t even sure which one of them it was now. As soon as she gripped it in her hand, she realised how bulky she had made her skirts and how weighed down she was. She might be stronger than she was, but she also needed to be able to move quickly and without huge levels of weight.

She put down the mace again and returned everything she had just picked up to the storage she had around the cottage. She couldn’t take this much with her, and it made sense to have plenty at the cottage.

If she was attacked here, then she could use the supplies here, but if she was attacked elsewhere, all she would have to do was run and come back here. Her extra strength would hopefully also make it easier for her to outrun any farmers and men from the town who came to attack her.

Aryanna paused as she considered the fallen goddess. What if she decided to attack? Some of this was designed to help kill her. At first, Aryanna hadn’t been sure she could kill a goddess, but then she had remembered she had killed Jarl. The gods could die. Henera had explained they were both fallen gods in her anger at Jarl’s dying. If that was all true, then it was sensible logic to assume the goddess was equally vulnerable.

Given that she had cursed Aryanna and not fought with her or killed her, Aryanna also suspected that she was well aware that she could be killed as well.

It was possible that Jarl had believed he was still immortal or at least had some sort of immunity, but he hadn’t been able to survive falling over a waterfall and drowning when he landed. She had also hit him on the head with a rock hard enough to draw blood.

The stranger she’d met could also have been a fallen god. That might explain why he hadn’t been scared of her or her appearance, but Aryanna hadn’t sensed that same presence in the child, and the child had been scared of the snakes.

Wouldn’t have been the first time a god had decided to take an interest in a child though.

Aryanna frowned. She was back pacing the cottage floor, only this time she had picked up the mace again and was smacking it into the palm of the other hand as she walked around. None of this pacing was going to help her prepare for anything.

Hoping it would soothe her head, Aryanna walked out of her cottage and onto the porch. The sun was almost gone, and she knew that the sunset would be beautiful on the water where her statues were. She hurried along the path toward them, noticing that there were fewer snakes in the area still, although there had been some back on her cottage porch again.

The snakes had been such a constant company in the forest for so long now that Aryanna was still unsettled by the change in their behaviour. She was used to talking to them, and she missed their presence. It was like being alone after living in crowds.

They seemed disgruntled with her, and she hoped to help them not be. It might require sacrifices she wasn’t willing to make, she considered. They had been strange with her in many ways and were operating in another new way since she had helped the child.

Seeing how they had acted toward the boy and lured him into the area, Aryanna also had to consider that there might have been others who had used the path or come up to the forest who had been hounded by the snakes and killed.

It was possible that the town were looking for far more people than she had statues of. It was a possibility she would need to consider strongly in light of the two people the snakes had taken off into the forest from the last group who had tried to attack Aryanna.

While she hadn’t felt any remorse at the time, she did a little now. The townsfolk could have more of a legitimate reason to feel angry. Although she still didn’t feel a lot of sympathy for them, and she wasn’t as angry at her snakes as she probably should have been. They were creatures with minds of their own, and whatever curse the fallen goddess had put on her had impacted them as well.

Now and then, she thought she could control them, but she was beginning to suspect that it was more likely that they wanted to cooperate and help her when it benefited them as well.

Thinking about the snakes and the complicated relationship she had with them made her feel a lot better. While she was thinking about how to get them to behave, she wasn’t worrying about this stranger or the child.

She hurried along the path either way, wanting to get to the pool at the base of the waterfall and make sure the statues were safe. It was a decent path now, and no matter how careful she had been not to leave obvious tracks, she had walked along it so often in the last few weeks that it was an obvious track of dirt between bushes and trees.

The snakes had probably helped, and it wasn’t long before some slithered along near her. They might not appreciate that she had helped someone get away from them, but they weren’t holding it against her too badly. If she hadn’t been trying to hurry, she would have considered milking some of the venomous ones she needed, but she ignored them for now.

After another couple of minutes, as the sky turned even more orange, Aryanna reached the pool. All her statues were still where she had left them. The sun was still bright enough, and the clearing around the pool large enough that they were bathed in an orange glow. It was a scene that she’d never been around to take in before.

Not only had she arranged the people in such a way that it looked like a realistic scene, but the light made them all look a lot more animated and as if they’d come back to life.

While each statue had started as a real person with colour in their cheeks and then been turned to stone, the stone itself had a consistent colour for the most part. In places, here and there, it had a sort of marble effect, but it was much more subtle than actual marble, and it caught the light better and changed colour.

For a few more seconds, Aryanna admired her own handiwork. She didn’t have any more people under the actual waterfall as slowly forming statues, but she had struggled with having too many for a while and was appreciating the break still, especially as she suspected there would be more soon and was expecting either the town men to come to her or for her to go into the town and cause trouble.

The downside of her going to the people in town would be getting all the bodies up here. She couldn’t think of a good way to get that many up at once, and she could spend all night and even the whole of a day bringing up the bodies of all the people she could kill if she went down there.

It wasn’t the whole town, however. She wouldn’t be able to kill or paralyse every single member of the town, which meant there would be people to bury bodies, take them away, or even attack her as she went back for them.

This hadn’t occurred to her before now. As she stood on the shoreline, staring at the statues of all her previous victims, she knew she would have to keep letting the people come to her.

Even that seemed like it would be difficult, but she knew that there were some who would be brave enough. Eventually, someone would come up here out of curiosity, or a desire to kill her. Or they would put a bounty on her head and then there would be a steady stream of people to attempt it.

Aryanna wasn’t sure what she preferred, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to go down to the town, kill people, and hope to get out alive. In many ways, she wasn’t sure she wanted to live much longer. It wasn’t as if she had a good life anymore. She wasn’t free to lead the life she wanted while she looked like this. But that was the point of a curse. It made you not want to live any longer.

Before she could decide if she should hide some of the statues or do something different, maybe even scatter them in the forest for now, she heard some voices behind her and off on the path. She darted into the forest, coming off the path and letting the darkness hide her.

She crouched down out of the way and paused, letting herself listen without being able to see or be seen. The bushes kept her safe as she heard a woman exclaim about snakes, and then the sound of an arrow thudding into the bark of a tree.

It wasn’t a sound that Aryanna liked. While the farmers had carried weapons with them, this woman didn’t seem scared of the snakes, and she was using a bow with enough force that the noise it made had been loud.

With the darkness so thick tonight and such a thin sliver of moon showing, she was surprised the archer had been able to achieve that much. It was a sign she needed to be more careful.

“I did say they were more aggressive than normal,” a familiar voice said. It was the stranger from earlier, she was sure. Xevras, he had said his name was. Aryanna frowned and narrowed her eyes.

He had betrayed her, as she thought he might. She should have trusted herself and killed him when she had the chance.

Unable to move without drawing attention to herself, Aryanna continued to listen. She heard several other voices, but they weren’t close enough yet for her to hear what they said to each other over the sound of the nearby waterfall.

It was a larger group than she had expected. Still not as big as the last group of farmers, but there were at least two strangers among them.

And a group with some strangers in it that weren’t afraid and had already survived coming this far at night were likely to be more skilled than the farmers she had dealt with before.

They also weren’t stupid enough to try to catch the snakes. They were happily going straight for the kill. It made Aryanna wary. She wasn’t going to be able to pick them off or send them crazy with as much ease. She would have to divide the group somehow. Get one or two of them on their own.

It wasn’t going to be easy. They were a team.

She shifted a small amount, being careful not to rustle the bush, even if small sounds would be covered by the sound of the rushing water. If these men were really more organised, Aryanna needed to see.

It took a while to get in the right position, and all the while they came closer. They were moving slowly and talking the whole way. It made Aryanna shake her head. They were so confident that they weren’t even trying to be quiet. Finally, they came close enough that she could hear what they were saying

“There’s a split in the path up ahead,” a different male said. “Do we know which way we’re supposed to go?”

“You tell us,” a female replied, making Aryanna raise an eyebrow. Was there another woman out here? “That woman was giving you all the attention. What did she tell you?”

Aryanna had no idea what that meant, but the male replied, “It wasn’t like that. She was just grateful we’re trying to help.”

“Going to help. Still doesn’t tell us which way to go,” another male spoke this time. It wasn’t Xevras either. Aryanna still couldn’t see them, but so far she had heard four distinct voices. She wondered if there were more.

“How about toward the sound of the water?” the woman spoke again, and Aryanna could hear the disdain in her voice.

So the group wasn’t fully united anyway. If the woman was bothered by the antics of the men, she might be more of an ally than any of the others. Or she might leave if Aryanna dealt with the others.

Of course, she hadn’t been able to let the other wife go, not after hearing some of the things she’d said. But perhaps this was different. It didn’t sound as if this whole group were happy to come up here.

“All right, we will take the left path then and find this monster.”

“And are we still looking out for a witch as well?” the woman asked again.

“I don’t know. It’s Xevras who told us there might be a monster and a witch, and the town people might be wrong,” the male replied, but he didn’t sound convinced.

Xevras spoke up next as they finally came into view. “I don’t know what to expect, but someone doesn’t go from helping people to killing them to helping their children. Not unless something else happened, or the fae or magic is involved.”

“There’s still that cottage back there as well. We never went inside,” the woman spoke again. Now Aryanna could see them, she could also see the bow she carried. This was a skilled woman.

“I want to see the statues first. If they’re people turned into stone, then we need to see what and how.”

“Of course we do. And then we will realise we’ve never seen anything like this before. I’m pretty sure we already know that.” The woman rolled her eyes in the lamplight.

It was more information than Aryanna had expected. They were here to hunt a monster, but they weren’t sure she was the monster, or that this was a simple affair.

That much was far more than anyone in town had thought of her. Perhaps this Xevras hadn’t been scared of her for the right reasons, even if he was part of some sort of group of hunters.

Aryanna knew what to do now. She was going to divide this group and make sure this hunt ended tonight.


Chapter 27


Xevras



“Ihave seen many lands and many shores, but nothing holds more fear for me than the monsters where I come from, because they threaten my home.”

Diary of Gregor Yerald, Explorer and monster hunter, 263 KR (1385 AT)

Although the statues standing in the pool in what little moonlight there was had been eerie, and maybe even a little beautiful in a morbid way, they hadn’t learned anything, as Xevras had expected.

And they hadn’t found a monster. Or a witch.

He had tried to persuade the group to go into the cottage first to see if the witch was there. After all, it was her home. Isekra had wanted to go somewhere else instead. To the statues, or out in the forest.

Now they were heading back to the cottage. There had been no sign of the witch or any other monster. Just statues and a few snakes.

It made Xevras even more irritated at the group, but Ninieve was expressing similar frustrations. No one wanted a complicated hunt, but they all wanted to live more than anything.

The cottage was shrouded in darkness, and it didn’t give any indication that the witch was in there, or anyone else for that matter. It didn’t even have smoke rising from the chimney from any kind of warm fire, despite the night being colder than they had been lately.

Xevras continued to be careful as they walked closer, knowing that this was the point of danger. She could easily be inside, and even if the witch was friendly, she might not be happy to see five hunters this late at night.

It was certainly much later now. Not so late anyone was likely to be asleep yet, but not far off. And to anyone already scared, they looked like a threat.

Still, Xevras knew being out here alone would be even less likely to lead to success, and that meant putting up with Isekra a little longer.

The hunter strode toward the cottage once they could see it, as if it was a refuge. He strode up to the porch and climbed the few steps onto the wooden platform in the front.

He flinched as there was a hiss and a snake lunged at him from a chair. He pulled back just in time for it to miss him, but he had to backpedal until Ninieve could stick an arrow through the creature and pin it to the porch.

After checking the porch area for more snakes, Isekra reached out for the door handle and opened the door.

“Shouldn’t we knock first?” Xevras asked.

“And warn the monster?” Nezal glared at him.

“I told you. I don’t think the witch is the monster here. She might look different, but she helped these people.”

“She could have been cursed. Turned into a monster,” Ninieve replied. “And that would make her pitiable, but not necessarily innocent.”

“Whatever she is, discussing it in her doorway isn’t the place.” Isekra had a warning to his tone that even silenced Xevras and Ninieve. Now wasn’t the time.

Could she be cursed? It would explain a lot. But if she had been cursed, who or what had cursed her?

Isekra was very cautious as he pushed the door more open and shone a light inside. It lit up the interior. The modest cottage would have had a warm, cozy feel to it had the fire been lit. Near the hearth, several bunches of herbs and plants hung to dry. There were also several racks of different plants growing by the windows.

It had a strange appearance in places, but Xevras wouldn’t have expected much different from a healer’s cottage. She was still harvesting, so she still planned to do healings. At least that was how it appeared at a glance.

Once Isekra was satisfied that no more snakes were going to come at him, he walked into the cottage. Ninieve followed next, an arrow still on her bow string but not pulled back taut yet.

Xevras went next, trying to see into the darker corners to check for danger or movement. There didn’t appear to be any stairs in this cottage, but he didn’t want to miss a ladder to a loft room or something like that.

The five of them spread out into two groups, each with a lantern until Nezal noticed some candles near the mantlepiece and they lit enough for everyone to have a light source.

The cottage was empty, that much they could confirm quickly. Not even a single snake inside. They explored at ease after that, no longer worrying about being attacked. But it did make Xevras wonder where the witch was.

After being sent up here to fight a monster and possibly a witch, they hadn’t found either. Given that they hadn’t seen any sign of either, Xevras was beginning to suspect there was something wrong. Or she had known they were coming.

Would she decide to hide until they went away?

In the dark, it was harder to track, but they didn’t normally struggle. Most monsters weren’t trying to hide in the shadows. They attacked. They were aggressive.

This situation continued to be different at every turn, and nothing that he had been taught at the slayers’ guild had been of use so far. This hunt was far more about working out how the pieces fitted together. He hadn’t even had to use a weapon yet, although he suspected he would need that long before the end of the night.

Xevras went over to the drying herbs and plants, wondering if he would be able to recognise them, but other than the a few he’d seen in his mother’s kitchen, he hadn’t seen many of them before. And he didn’t know what any of them were used for.

Ninieve came up beside him and pointed a few out. “Those ones are used for colds and sickness. All sorts of fevers and medicines.”

“So she has been helping the town,” Xevras said, wanting to make sure they all heard.

“The people in town told us that much themselves.”

“Haven’t you had enough of defending her?” Nezal replied. “She pretty or something?”

“Didn’t you hear the actual beauty of the town?” Ninieve chuckled and shook her head. “She’s disfigured and there’s something wrong with her head.”

“Yes, but isn’t this monster supposed to have killed or turned to stone everyone who came up here?” Xevras finally found the moment to say what he was thinking.

There was silence as everyone in the room took in the information, but Nezal was still over in one corner, looking at the contents of a cupboard and pulling them out.

“Is a copperhead a snake?” Nezal asked.

“Yes,” Ninieve replied, heading over in that direction. The entire group came together as he held up the containers from inside the cupboard.

Xevras swallowed as he just about read the labels. It wasn’t easy – he wasn’t the best at reading – but he could make out enough to know that they were all labelled with different snake names, many of them from the forest and snakes he had come across in the last few hours.

Each glass jar or flask contained enough liquid for them all to be poisoned in turn from each one. It was enough to murder the whole town.

“You sure she’s innocent?” Nezal asked Xevras, clearly making a point.

He wasn’t anymore. This was certainly a situation that made her look far less than innocent. But he didn’t shake or nod his head in confirmation, and he certainly wasn’t going to admit his conviction was shaken.

Unable to explain any of this away, Xevras watched and even helped as his team discovered not only the various venoms, but small vials with mixtures in, each one labelled with times and weights. Given that the weights were those of fairly average people, it was clear who they were for.

“Perhaps she’s mixing up something that helps people,” Xevras said aloud before he could stop himself. He knew he was reaching, hoping for more innocence than was likely now. But he still thought there was more going on.

He simply couldn’t believe that someone went from wanting to help the people to harming them for no reason. If that had happened, there had to have been a reason, even if it wasn’t a good reason. He’d thought it many times, and he couldn’t shake the belief. Not in the slightest.

This time, he knew the others didn’t agree. Even Ninieve, who had been willing to support him with so much so far, shook her head. If he’d been able to see her face better, he was sure she would be rolling her eyes as well.

When he also found a stash of small projectiles that appeared to possibly be darts of some kind, he didn’t know whether to tell the others or not. They were in a small pot, sitting out on the kitchen table as if they were a box of matches.

In many ways, she had done a good job of hiding everything by keeping it in plain sight, but it could also mean that she was not expecting to need to hide it.

No matter what the others thought and how much growing evidence there was that she was preparing for a fight, or at least defence, Xevras wanted to talk to Aryanna and simply ask her what she was doing and why. It might seem like a crazy idea, and he knew Isekra would never choose to do it, but sometimes talking was best.

He’d also promised himself that he wouldn’t let himself be in a situation where he wasn’t in control again. He had let those knights take everything from him. And he had let Nezal dictate the events that had led to him being here. To some degree, he was also having to let Isekra tell him what to do now, as well.

But if he got the chance to talk to Aryanna, then he was going to take it. And no one on this team was going to stop him.

While all of them were looking through various other parts of the house, Xevras took several of the darts, wrapped them in a scrap of cloth, and slipped them into his pocket. No doubt, there was some kind of venom or concoction on them, and if there was a chance it might save his life one day, he was going to keep them.

Seeing them made Xevras aware that Aryanna could probably have killed him earlier in the day if she’d wished. Whatever these darts were, if they had come close enough to her in the dark, she could easily have killed at least two or three of them.

Again, Xevras kept this thought to himself. He was tired of attempting to persuade the team after they had made it clear they wanted to get this over and done with.

Eventually, they had searched as much of the cottage as they could without trashing the place entirely. That much they had been clear about and united in. There was no point in making the place look obviously searched or even damaged.

Not that Xevras thought any of the team cared about what the witch would think. If she came back to the cottage and found it ransacked, it would make her suspicious and possibly even put her on her guard.

At the moment, it didn’t appear as if she knew that Xevras and his team were in the forest or were in town for any reason other than him looking for a boy. And Isekra was beginning to consider this.

The group came together, blew out the candles and put them back where they’d found them.

After that, they gathered around their lanterns and made them a little more dim. They no longer needed to see every inch of the cottage, and the more light they carried the easier they would be seen.

“What now?” Nezal asked, looking at Isekra as if no one else mattered, but there was no simple answer to that. They hadn’t found anyone. Just some more evidence that created as many questions as it answered.

“There’s something up here,” Isekra replied. “There has to be.”

No one replied. Could it be that simple? Was there no monster at all, and this was just a woman’s cottage?

Isekra turned until he was looking fully at Xevras and frowned. “You definitely saw someone up here earlier today?”

“Of course. I’m not going to make it up. I don’t know enough about this town or these people to do that and get it right. And the child I brought back saw her too.”

“Then where is she?” Isekra asked, his voice deeper and the knuckles of his hand going white where he gripped the hilt of his sword.

“How am I supposed to know?” Xevras replied. “We’ve been making enough noise to scare her off if she’s not trying to get into a fight.”

“At this point, I’d settle for scaring her off permanently.” Isekra shook his head and walked toward the cottage door. While they hadn’t left it fully open behind them, they hadn’t closed it either, and it had settled into a slightly ajar position. Because of that, no one had noticed.

Xevras knew this was a big mistake. If the witch had been out there, she could easily have paused outside and listened to everything they were saying to each other.

Were hunters always this stupid?

Isekra walked to the door again and opened it, shining his lantern into the night. If there was anyone out there, it would only make it obvious that they were inside, but Isekra shrugged as if answering a question in his own head.

“We need to find this witch and deal with her. I want to conduct a search, but I also want to have some of the team here to lie in wait for her, just outside, in case she comes back to the cottage.” Isekra didn’t look happy as he said this, and Xevras knew this wasn’t a good sign.

If any of the team should be left here to wait, those who were less useful searching out there were Xevras and Nezal. It was the only logical division of the team. Then the other three could use their experience to try to find the witch outside. Or a monster. Or both.

Isekra seemed to come to the same conclusion only a fraction of a second after Xevras.

“Stay here, just outside of the cottage. In the tree line from where you can see the cottage door. Make sure you are paying attention to the house. If she comes back, one of you stays where you are and the other comes to find us. You can do that by heading to the path and following the search pattern you were taught in training.”

Although Xevras and Nezal hadn’t finished training, which included getting to properly practice the search pattern the guild taught, they’d both been given a rough idea of how to do it and how to find someone by following their tracks. With any luck, the enemy would also remain out there.

Either way, Isekra didn’t give them a chance to respond. He led the other two experienced hunters outside, and they spread out into the wilderness, killing their lights as they went.

Xevras didn’t know how they were supposed to see, but it was more important that none of them was seen by the enemy. He watched them go from the doorway and then considered what they should do. Isekra had asked them to wait outside, but Xevras didn’t know where was best.

He still wanted to talk to Aryanna.

“Do you want to wait around the back and I’ll wait around the front?” he asked Nezal, hoping the man was enough of a coward to want the easier option. It would be far safer around the back of the cottage, and it would give Xevras a chance to talk to Aryanna before Nezal noticed.

Nezal looked at him and then shook his head. “Isekra told us to take up a position on the sides. You go right, I’ll go left.”

It still put Xevras in the more dangerous position of the two, easier to see from the path in the forest, but it did follow orders better.

Wanting to get this over and done with, Xevras hurried out of the door, Nezal close behind him.

A sharp stab of pain in his back made him cry out as Nezal grabbed his arm. And then pulled him back on what could only have been a blade. “You and your soft attitude are going to get us all killed. I’ll kill the witch myself and tell the others she got to you first.”

“That only works if she comes here first, idiot,” Xevras yelled back, grabbing hold of Nezal’s arm and twisting his fingers up and back to make him let go.

It gave Xevras a way out of his reach, and he rushed forward and off the porch, but he could feel the hot, sticky wetness of his own blood running down his back, and pain lanced through his body once more.

Nezal stepped out onto the porch, his blade in his hand still and coming in to fight.

This was bad.


Chapter 28


Aryanna



After waiting for the hunters to leave again, Aryanna checked on her statues. The hunters had decided to go to her cottage, and she intended to let them for now. They wouldn’t be able to do much harm in there, and she would follow to keep an eye on them.

The hunters hadn’t gone as far as the statues, and it appeared as if they’d barely even been in the water, so Aryanna didn’t linger long. She followed the hunters, catching up to them while she moved through the forest to one side of the path.

Her snakes helped guide her, slithering along in the forest and trailing the hunters as well. She willed the creatures not to attack yet as she tried to work out how to get the hunters to separate.

None of them looked behind or worried about their safety enough to be cautious, and Aryanna didn’t even need to see them to be able to follow the sound of their passage. It hadn’t been any better with the farmers when they had been looking for her, but she had expected more of trained professionals.

If that’s truly what they were.

Aryanna wasn’t impressed, but she did know she needed to be more cautious in general. The situation was a delicate one and she didn’t have the best fighting skills. She did have the mace she’d taken from the farmer, and she had plenty of her darts for the right moment.

It was fully dark in the forest now, but she could hear the hunters talking and it was obvious that this wasn’t a fully happy team. The one she’d already met was more cautious, and the one in charge had mocked him a couple of times now, although Aryanna had only understood this from his tone.

Often she couldn’t hear their exact words, and they had accents that made it hard to understand them even when she could hear. On top of that, the snakes were getting restless and making more noise near her than usual.

They wanted to attack. But the moment wasn’t right, and Aryanna continued to hold them back.

She watched them all enter her cottage and tried to get close enough to pick one or two of them off before the others could react, but she couldn’t blow the darts across that large a gap. She would expose herself just to get a chance. And if they saw her, she knew she would be hunted by all five.

For now, her best chance was to wait in the shadows and continue hiding. While they had no idea where she was, she was safe and also had the chance to pick them off.

It wasn’t a good plan long-term, and she knew it. She certainly couldn’t attack them all inside her cottage, however.

Not unless she sent her snakes in first and got them to cause havoc. Almost as if they were reluctant to help her in that way, the nearest snakes slithered further into the forest.

They’d also made it clear they weren’t going into the cottage. Not one of them would go toward the clearing or the path up to the porch.

Aryanna couldn’t blame them. They were finding their kind dead where the hunters had killed them, and she thought she could see another corpse on the edge of the porch.

While the snakes wanted to kill the hunters as well, they were as cautious as she was. They didn’t belong to her to send into fights and to sacrifice their lives to save hers, and she couldn’t have asked that of them anyway. She would only let them attack if they could also get a safe kill.

Hanging back and simply observing through one of the windows, Aryanna watched the hunters search the cottage. They found her stash of darts, and she was fairly sure they found some of her paralysing venom potions as well, but it was hard to see, and she didn’t want to get closer.

They continued to talk, but she couldn’t hear anything but the loudest voices now, and their words were far too muffled to make out. It didn’t stop her trying.

Eventually, the hunter in charge opened the cottage door, and she shifted deeper into the forest and behind the trees to keep hidden from the light they shone out.

She waited for the light to snuff out before she dared to look again. By then, there were three hunters outside, and the leader was issuing some kind of instruction to the other two inside.

Aryanna watched as the group split, the three spreading out solo, one of the men coming toward her direction but off to the left of her, while the woman with the bow went more toward the path back toward town and the leader took a direction in between.

It was exactly what she needed to begin taking out these hunters.

Xevras stayed inside the cottage, along with another, but Aryanna didn’t stick around to see what they were going to do. She was happy to leave the pair for now. She would come for Xevras on her way back.

She quickly shifted through the gaps between the trees and bushes, careful not to brush against anything that would make too much noise or give her away.

The guy closest to her slowed once he reached the tree line before turning to one side and working his way even further from the others in his group. Aryanna was now almost directly between him and his leader, still watching and waiting.

There was a commotion off to her right, at the cottage, and she heard the sound of someone yelling over there.

“Idiots,” the hunter nearest to her muttered before he carried on with his search.

It was easy to tell that the hunter was looking for Aryanna, but in his haste and desire to find her, he wasn’t looking for the snakes that still lingered.

He moved too fast for her to get a clear line of sight with the darts she had and her little blowpipe, but that didn’t stop her loading it and bringing it to her lips. She had a dart that would kill, not just paralyse or send them crazy. This was a man she didn’t want to run any risks with. They all were. Apart from Xevras.

Aryanna didn’t know what to make of Xevras and planned to leave him for last if she could. Or paralyse him and wait until it wore off enough to talk to him.

The snakes slithered around this newcomer, the hunter getting deeper into the forest and further from the path. It was bringing him closer to them and further from her.

She mentally tried to encourage the snakes to take care of this one for her, knowing they were much safer to do so now, and then waited as two of them slithered closer.

While she hadn’t said a word out loud and they weren’t instructions she would have uttered anyway, the snakes did as she hoped. They climbed up into tree branches in order to hide and then dropped themselves on the hunter.

The man never stood a chance as both of them bit him.

He screeched, drawing attention and forcing Aryanna to shift from her position and get out from between this man and the rest of his team.

Although he threw the snakes away from him, he didn’t kill them and instead rushed back the way he’d come. Aryanna barely got out of his way and into the shadows fast enough that he didn’t notice her.

It was difficult to see what happened after that, but there was a crash as the venom must have started working, and he fell down. Aryanna could hear someone else moving through the forest, coming closer, but they were crouched down and staying low, only the movement of leaves and bushes in the shadows giving the person’s position away.

Aryanna moved more slowly and carefully, the other snakes with her trying to get around toward this other person. It was probably the leader of the group, but Aryanna wasn’t going to stick around to find out.

Her head began to ache with her rage as the young man died, writhing in agony. A few short seconds later, her skin began to tingle, no doubt more marks appearing on it. She blinked back tears as the full weight of the curse hit her again.

It didn’t seem to matter if the death was caused by her hands directly or the snakes that answered to her. Every death or injury inflicted on others marred her skin even more, and the protrusions on her head grew.

But these people had come to hunt her, and all she was doing now was defending herself.

She made her way slowly back to the cottage. Maybe she could get through to the other one. The one who had been more understanding. If he could get the rest to leave, she might not suffer any more, and they would live.

If they stayed, even if she didn’t kill them, she knew the creatures of the forest would. And it would both be blamed on her and be part of her curse.

But perhaps this was all part of the curse as well. That no one would believe her. They would keep hunting her and she would be forced to defend herself or die at their hands.

In many ways, she almost welcomed the idea of death. Perhaps it would be easier than this. She was in constant pain and nothing seemed to satisfy her anymore.

As soon as she was away from the leader enough that he wouldn’t hear her movement, she sped up and hurried toward her own cottage. It wasn’t far, but she had to pause when she was close.

The two men who had been left behind in her cottage were no longer inside it, but instead they were in front of the porch. And they were fighting.

Xevras staggered as if he was already wounded, but he had a dagger in one hand and a sword in the other and his guard was up. The other man was larger and had an angry look on his face.

“You should give up now, Xevras,” the other man said. “You can’t win. I won’t let you. You’re too soft to be a hunter, and I’m going to prove it.”

“Attempting to kill me only proves that you’re a murderer, not that I’m soft. She’s not a monster. I’m sure of it.”

“Then why did we just hear Jannor yell?”

“Snakes. Or he tripped on a tree root.” Xevras shook his head, and Aryanna considered showing herself and confirming his words, but she feared distracting him while this other man was trying to kill him.

If they were fighting, she wanted Xevras to survive. It was him she wanted to talk to.

“You think you’re so smart, don’t you?” the other man said again as he lunged at Xevras. Xevras only just managed to dodge the attack and slipped backwards.

He went down and let out a grunt, showing the pain he must be feeling. Aryanna shifted again, wanting to go to his aid, but she still wasn’t sure.

It was tough to stand by and watch, and again, she felt as if she was reawakening the part of her that wanted to help those who needed it. The child and Xevras had reminded her of who she used to be. No matter how much the townsfolk had irritated her or how idiotic they had been, she had bartered with them and taken care of them, and their lives had been all the better for her knowledge.

Xevras was forced to scramble back as the man attacked and attacked.

“Hold still. I want to get this over and done with.” Again, he attacked, but Xevras managed to block with his sword and slashed up with his dagger, fighting back for the first time.

Aryanna called to her snakes, hoping they’d listen to her and help, but she watched the other man back up, looking at his arm.

“You cut me. That’s going to scar.”

“The ladies love the scars. You’ve seen how they fawn over the other hunters.” Xevras continued to crawl back, putting distance between him and his attacker.

At the same time, a couple more snakes slithered over to join Aryanna. They waited near her feet, also watching the fight. She was nervous for Xevras, but he got to his feet again and raised his sword.

“That good-looking gal down in the town who offered the money to hire us might like us returning with a wound or two,” the bully replied, grinning.

Aryanna shook her head, knowing which woman he’d be talking about. The very one who had cursed her.

“I wouldn’t trust her if I were you,” Xevras replied. “She’s the new one in town, and it was her husband who started all this. I’m sure of it.”

“Then if this witch is so good, why isn’t she tucked up in bed tonight like a good little woman?” The man advanced again, attacking Xevras with several more flurries. Xevras continued to block and defend himself, knocking his attacker’s blade away, trying to get out of the situation, but it was clear which one of them was the more confident fighter.

Xevras had some skill, but he didn’t have the strength, and he was only quick with his movements when he was confident of the move and it was basic.

For the most part, his opponent saw those attacks coming. They traded small cuts several more times while Aryanna watched.

She was certain that Xevras had figured everything out enough to be able to understand the rest. But she still didn’t know if she could help or stop this.

Looking down at her snakes, she tried to will them to go out there and help Xevras in some way. It was dangerous for them, she knew, but she felt that they ought to do something.

If this fight continued the way it was, then Xevras was likely to die. He wasn’t a bad swordsman, and he showed promise, as far as Aryanna could tell, but he was still a novice enough that he kept faltering.

The snakes wouldn’t intervene or help. At least not right now or from this angle. Aryanna had to get around to one side if she was going to help Xevras herself. She could possibly use her darts, but she wasn’t close enough to either of them, and she didn’t want to hit Xevras by mistake.

The only way around the other side of the cottage was the long way, unless she was willing to run the risk of bumping into the other two hunters, and she wasn’t willing to do that.

As much as she wanted Xevras to live long enough to talk to him, she wasn’t going to risk her own life. These hunters could face the forest and the snakes for a while. With any luck, they would give up now one of them was already dead.

Either that, or she might have to kill all of them.


Chapter 29


Xevras



“Iam grateful that I can always count on the rulers of this land for support. They have sponsored our guild for many centuries and in return we keep their lands safe. If the gods come against us then we will still do our best.”

Letter from Dean Droherin, leader of the Slayer Guild, 1390 AT

After slipping for the third time, Xevras knew he was out of luck. He had managed to dodge so many attacks and even hurt Nezal a few times, but he knew as he went over onto his back again that it was over.

He was already hurting in so many places, and he had lost enough blood that it was running down his back and legs, making him sticky. As he grew weaker, he struggled to hold up the weapons he’d grabbed.

The fight had gone on too long, and Xevras didn’t know enough yet. The wound he’d started this fight with had also made it too difficult to sustain.

And Nezal was angry. With each passing minute, he grew more aggressive. If Xevras had been stronger and faster, he might have been able to take advantage of him being so openly aggressive, but the best he had been able to do was get further away from the cottage.

He’d been trying to get into the forest in the hope that Isekra would hear and come to his rescue, or possibly even the witch herself, but he’d not even seen a snake, let alone another person.

Once he fell over again, he wasn’t sure he could get back up, so he lay there and let Nezal come closer. He tried to pull himself back and find a tree to lean up against. Anything to give him some support to pull himself back up with.

Before he got much closer, Nezal faltered and put a hand to his neck. He seemed to take something off his skin and then stared at it. Xevras shifted back a little more, but his arms were too weak to do more than drag himself a tiny fraction away.

He didn’t try again, instead focused on Nezal. The brute was still looking around and then back to his hand as if he was trying to work out where something had come from.

Given the darts Xevras had seen in the witch’s cottage, he suspected that the hunter had been hit with one of those. If he had, Xevras didn’t know if this would kill the hunter or be something more benign.

Xevras didn’t want to wait around to find out, but he also didn’t feel as if he could move much more. He had to somehow find out if this was Aryanna or someone else, and get to safety if this wasn’t the woman he had met earlier.

Gritting his teeth, he pulled himself up to the base of a tree and tried to stand.

“Don’t,” he heard a whisper not too far from his head. At first, he wasn’t sure he was genuinely hearing someone, the word so faint over the sound of Nezal as he started to stomp off to one side, still holding something in his fist.

Nezal didn’t get very far before he seemed to seize up, and he collapsed onto his face. As soon as he had, the dart still clutched in his hand, three snakes came weaving through the grasses from the tree line toward him.

There was little Xevras could do, his body too hurt to move. If the snakes wanted to end his life and take advantage of his state to do so without threat to their life, now was the time.

Instead, the female form he had come to know as the witch stepped out of the trees just to one side of him and not far from where the dart must have come from. She had just saved his life. Of that, Xevras was sure.

It made him wonder what her plan was, because she clearly didn’t care if Nezal died and wasn’t doing anything to stop the snakes from biting him.

They hadn’t yet, and Xevras knew he had to try to help him. Even if the man had turned on him, he shouldn’t die here. He should be able to go back to the hunters’ guild and answer for his attack. That was the way the hunt should be.

After hearing another of the hunters yell in the forest, Xevras wasn’t sure he would be able to do anything, even if he hadn’t been injured. Come to think of it, it had sounded more like Isekra’s release of anger than a shout of agony, but he couldn’t be sure if two of his teammates had found their ends out in the forest before Nezal took the dart to the neck. Was it only Ninieve and himself left now?

Aryanna came right up to him, bringing his focus to her and away from Nezal anyway.

“Roll over,” she said, still keeping her voice down but saying the words loudly enough he could be sure it was her this time.

While he considered doing as she asked, he wasn’t sure why she wanted him to. What was going on in her head.

“I need to stop the bleeding,” she added as if she had read his mind. “So you need to roll over.”

Xevras raised an eyebrow, knowing that she must have been watching this fight for long enough to have seen that Nezal had stabbed him, or had somehow worked it out.

Hoping she could save him and stop him from bleeding out, he put what little strength he had left into rolling to one side and exposing the wound to her.

Almost immediately, she knelt nearby and began pulling all sorts of concoctions and potions out of her apron until she had a bandage that she had liberally covered in all sorts of substances.

When she pressed it to the wound, it stung so badly that he hissed his breath out between his teeth.

“The pain is good,” she explained before she carried on. He tried to trust her, but the doubts he had in his mind, planted by the others and what they had found in the cottage, wouldn’t let him fully do so.

“What did you do to him?” Xevras asked, pointing to the body of Nezal that was now wrapped in snakes.

“A mix of snake venoms that paralyses the body. It doesn’t kill at the levels used, but it makes it impossible to move for some hours. The snakes have decided they do not wish him to leave the forest.”

Xevras nodded and then winced at the movement. It was still painful where Nezal had sliced into him.

“I need to get you into my cottage and check the wound more carefully. It will need stitches if you are to heal as well as I wish, and there are more supplies in there, but this will help you stand. I have many remedies that will help you recover quickly.” Aryanna pulled out another vial and took the stopper off.

When she held it out to him, he didn’t take it, still staring. The farm boy had warned him that she had done this to the other farmers. She had given them a vial and they hadn’t lived.

He looked at Nezal again, wondering if he was dead or still alive but there was nothing that Xevras could do about it. He suspected Nezal would be the second person in their hunting group to die, if he wasn’t the third.

“You won’t end up like him. I promise.” Aryanna looked at him as if she was worried despite her words.

“Do you control the snakes?” he asked, not able to see into her hood, which was up over most of her head. She had a cloak around her and gloves over her hands, no other skin showing. It was as the child had said.

But this wasn’t how the town had described the witch when they had talked of her. Something had happened to her. He was sure of it.

Slowly, he held out his hand to take the vial. If he was going to put his faith in his own interpretation of this situation, now was the moment to do it.

He studied her as he tipped the liquid into his mouth and let it run down his throat.

Although she still glanced now and then at the trees and the body of Nezal as well, she nodded curtly and put the now-empty vial away in her apron again. No sooner had she done so than the pain in Xevras’s back receded even more, and he breathed easier.

The medicine she had given him was working, and unlike Nezal, who had been dead the moment he’d collapsed, his body began to move more easily. He put his hands down on the ground and tried to lift himself up. It made the pain worse, but she reached out to help him.

“Go carefully. You don’t want to start bleeding again. This help is only temporary, unless we can get the wound fully shut and make you stronger again. Come into the cottage.”

Although Xevras wanted to check his team was all right, especially Ninieve, he knew he wasn’t fully on his feet. Besides, this was his chance to finally talk to Aryanna about what happened.

She put her arm around him, holding the bandage in place, and encouraged him to lean on her as she helped him toward the cottage and back inside. It was somehow warmer for her presence, and it represented safety. There were no snakes in here, and she shut the door behind them.

“I know this is awkward, but I need to remove your tunic and get you to lie forward across the table. I must stitch the wound, and quickly, but I can make it so you feel little pain.”

“Thank you,” Xevras replied, half-smiling and half-grimacing as she helped him out of his tunic and then saw the leather underneath.

She helped him to remove it as well. “This might have saved your life. It has stopped the blade going in so deep and turned it slightly away from your more vital areas.”

Xevras nodded. “That was why I put it on. Although I intended for it to help me against snake bites.”

“It seemed that the man who attacked you was another sort of snake.” Aryanna didn’t waste time fetching needle and thread to stitch him back up while he eased himself down onto her dining table. He felt guilty that he might bleed on it, and he used his tunic as a sort of cushion, helping to prop himself up a bit more and keep the blood from dripping onto the wooden surface.

She rubbed another medicine on his skin around the wound, this one having a pungent odour. “This will help keep the wound from getting infected as well as numb the pain. I just hope the blade he used on you was clean.”

Despite having travelled with Nezal over the last few days, Xevras had avoided him too much to know one way or another. He didn’t think he had seen Nezal cleaning his blades, but he also hadn’t seen Nezal use them. It was possible that they were clean.

Either way, Aryanna got to work, talking to him about where and how he was hurt the whole time. He grunted a few times in response to her tugging on the thread and giving him a strange sensation of feeling his skin pulling around, but also not being able to feel it.

Only after that did Xevras get a chance to say anything and ask his questions.

“Will you tell me what has happened and what you are doing up here?” Xevras asked. “Someone or something is turning those people to stone, but I cannot tell if it is because of you, something else in the forest, or the new woman down in the town.”

“She’s a fallen goddess,” Aryanna replied. “Henera cursed me when her husband attempted to seduce me and instead was... hurt when I rebuffed him.”

Xevras raised an eyebrow. He had thought the woman from the town was involved, but had not worked out how exactly. “So you’ve been turning the people to stone?”

“Not exactly. The river does. Somehow. I simply place them there. It turned Jarl, her husband, to stone first. And then more came.”

“And the snakes?” He frowned, trying to decide if she was the good person in this or not. She was being honest, that much he was sure of, but it wasn’t the innocence he had expected.

Aryanna helped ease him into the soft-cushioned chair near the fireplace and then sat in the harder wooden rocking chair opposite him.

She had lit the fire at some point and it began to warm the cottage while he rested and recovered. Already he felt stronger than he had, but he didn’t know how much was knowing he was safe enough for now, and how much the medicine she had given him.

He feared that all his team were dead and he was the only one left, but he also wondered if he was as safe as he appeared. She still hadn’t answered his last question. Hoping for an answer soon, he studied her.

“The snakes are... a part of this I don’t fully understand,” she said eventually. “They’ve always been in the forest, and I already knew how to use their venom, but it is as if this curse has linked me to them in some way. They sort of listen to me, but they also seem to have a mind of their own. And they are more aggressive than normal.”

Although he still had some questions, Xevras knew that Aryanna was beginning to explain and if he let her talk, she would give him more information than if he probed deeper too fast. It was easy to listen to her as well.

To some degree, she wanted to talk, and he listened as she talked of the town, how she had been their healer, but also set apart. She described their attitude toward her, and he began to understand how they could have jumped to the conclusion that she was behind everything.

She had knowledge that they didn’t, but it wasn’t entirely magic. He suspected she had a little, however, even if she didn’t believe it. No matter how she said she could mix plants and herbs, she had some magic, and he was even growing stronger in her presence in a way he could only attribute to magic.

After telling him how her relationship with the town had been consistent and stable, she launched into the part about the newcomers. It didn’t take her long in talking about Jarl for Xevras to be fairly sure where the story was going. Some men believed they could take liberties and claim something that should only be freely given.

As Aryanna told the rest of her tale, he found it harder to listen to her. She might have been a victim, but she had also used her anger toward the town to justify hurting those who came up the hill. While this might not have been her fault initially, she wasn’t one of the innocent either.

“There’s more,” she said after a pause at the end of her tale. “I think this curse makes me wish to harm others but punishes me for it as well. These... horns, or whatever they are, growing from my head get worse with each person that dies here. Until today. I helped the child and I feel better. Helping you has taken the pain away entirely.”

He tilted his head to the side, understanding enough to appreciate the desire for peace in her voice. She had been cursed, and he was inclined to let her be rather than kill her.

“If the townsfolk left you alone up here and you were given time to adjust to being what you are now, perhaps the peace to look for a cure, would you leave them be as well?” Xevras asked.

“I’m not sure that the fallen goddess will leave me alone.”

“No. I got that impression. Henera is the one who paid for us hunters to come here.” He frowned, knowing Aryanna spoke the truth.

“Do you think the rest would stop if Henera was dealt with?” Aryanna met his gaze and he nodded. They were forming a sort of plan, even if neither of them was fully speaking it.

“I can’t say the rest of my hunters will, but the people in the town are simply scared. If I and whoever in my team agrees could let them know that they’ll have peace as long as they don’t come up the hill, and this other woman isn’t making matters worse, I believe they would listen. Some of them still don’t fully believe it’s you doing all this.”

She nodded. “I think I understand that now.”

Knowing that Aryanna had a lot to think about and not wanting to rush her, Xevras waited. She was understandably concerned, and the woman who had cursed her was a problem that would need to be dealt with.

“If you can convince the townsfolk to leave me alone, I will agree to your terms on one condition.”

“Name it.” Xevras sat up a little, keen to show his interest and eager enough to know what she would demand that he was genuine in his manner.

“I am allowed to deal with the goddess and any of your hunters who won’t agree to this plan as I wish.”

He nodded without hesitation. Already, Xevras had tried to show his team that there was another way to solve this problem. If they didn’t listen now he knew all this, then they never would. With any luck, Ninieve, at least, would listen. He suspected that Nezal was already lost to him, devoured by the snakes, but he wondered if Aryanna would be able to save him.

Although he wasn’t sure if he should ask, she got to her feet. “You should rest here for a few more hours. I will deal with the hunters who won’t take the same deal and the goddess. Return to the town as the sun appears and let the town know that I won’t harm them if they leave me in peace, and that I will do my best to keep the creatures from the forest doing the same.”

Xevras nodded. “I can do that.”

He didn’t like the idea of resting when he should be handling this, but he knew that this woman had just saved his life, and right after saving the child from the snakes. She had been cursed, and now she was discovering what she could do about it. He didn’t plan to stop her trying to save herself. Especially if there was a chance that killing this fallen goddess might break the curse.

The problem was solved. Of that, Xevras was sure. And he would be able to return to the guild with a settled situation. He just hoped another of his team would be wise enough to understand and return with him.


Chapter 30


Aryanna



As soon as Aryanna was outside her cottage again, she noticed the body of the brute that had attacked Xevras was still lying on the ground where he had fallen. She had paralysed him with one of her darts, but she’d thought the snakes were finishing him off and going to drag him into the forest as they had the other farmers they’d attacked. Instead, he appeared to still be alive, his eyes open.

The snakes wove around his limbs and about his body as if they were making sure he didn’t get up and leave again, not consuming him.

Not for the first time, Aryanna wondered if the snakes sensed a change or understood her on a level she couldn’t put into words. She still believed she had been right in telling Xevras that she couldn’t control them, but they appeared to align with her thoughts often enough she was sure there was some kind of connection there.

After she checked the man to find he was still alive but unable to move, Aryanna made her way to the forest’s edge. She had her blowpipe in one hand again and reached for a dart to load it with.

While she planned to give these people a choice, just as she had with Xevras, she wasn’t going to give them much room to cause her problems. She couldn’t afford to get into hand-to-hand combat with a hunter. They were still too powerful for her. And she feared the archer if it grew light.

The leader of the little group was near the pack from the first hunter dead and making plenty of noise. He was roaming about the forest, hacking and slashing and yelling.

“Come out, witch,” he shouted as she locked eyes on him. He didn’t carry any kind of lantern, but he was moving about the forest as if he could see without it, until she noticed him stumble on a tree root and almost collide with a branch he’d not noticed.

It was almost comical.

Aryanna came behind him and made sure there was enough distance between them to keep her out of reach of his sword before she called out, “I’ve made a deal with Xevras. If you all leave and let me deal with the woman who cursed me, I’ll keep these forests safe, and the townsfolk, but–”

“I won’t deal with a witch,” the man yelled back, whirling around to where Aryanna had been when she’d started shouting. Already, she had moved away to one side, able to see far better than her opponent.

He wasn’t stupid, however, and he came toward her area more cautiously, his sword up and at the ready. Aryanna continued to make sure she was out of the way as she loaded one of her darts into her blowpipe and waited for the perfect shot.

She moved more slowly, but always to the side and around the area they were in, keeping him at bay and trying to line up her shot. Eventually, she found it and hit him in the neck. He whirled, his sword coming around and almost catching her.

The nearest tree saved her, the blade hitting that before it would have reached her. It stuck in the wood, the hunter leader doing everything he could to try to pull it back out as the toxins in the dart spread through his body.

“I tried to give you the chance,” she said as she backed up. “Xevras was smart enough to understand what was going on here. You should have listened to him.”

The toxin began to take effect before he could reply. The man doubled up, pain making him groan. She’d not given this one something that paralysed him. He would die, and quickly, so she could be done with this. The one who had attacked Xevras wasn’t going to get this much mercy.

He would be one of the last statues added to Aryanna’s scene.

The hunter was swift to die once he collapsed, but Aryanna stayed with him. She even went to hold his hand once it was safe enough to do so and see him into the afterworld with as much dignity as she could offer. He might not have been bright, but it made her feel better and her headache for killing was lessened significantly.

By the time he was dead, the forest had gone far more quiet and she got to her feet to find an arrow aimed at her and the archer woman from earlier staring at him.

“Have you killed him?” she asked. “I heard you yelling something. And him.”

“I told him about the deal I made with Xevras. He has all the details. I’ve agreed not to harm the townsfolk except for one, in exchange for being left alone.”

“Which one?” The archer shifted slightly, moving closer to her leader, but her bow and arrow were still trained on Aryanna.

“The newcomer. She’s a fallen goddess who cursed me.” Aryanna felt lighter for saying this once more.

“Xevras thought she had something to do with all this. And you’ll really leave the rest of the town alone?”

Aryanna nodded. “I will, and you will live too if you agree to this deal, but the rest of your team is all dead.”

Slowly, the archer lowered the bow and the arrow along with it. “I’ve no wish to join them.”

“You’ll find Xevras in my cottage. He was injured. That other hunter turned on him and they fought. I stitched Xevras up but he’s still weak. If you help him back to town and the inn, I will take care of everything else.”

“And if I don’t find Xevras alive and he doesn’t agree with you?”

Aryanna shrugged. “It wouldn’t be my doing.”

The slightly taller woman tilted her head to the side, studying Aryanna in the small amount of moonlight now lighting the forest. “So be it. I hope we never meet again but you find your peace in some way.”

With that, the archer bent to take a necklace off the hunter, and fished in his pocket for another one that seemed to match. She gave Aryanna a nod before hurrying away. Already snakes were gathering.

“You can have this one now,” she said, knowing that the man who once made use of the body was long gone.

Aryanna considered her options after finishing off the hunters. They had all decided one way or another now, but she still had to finish dealing with the one lying paralysed by the cottage. If she took him to the glade, it would give time for Xevras and his remaining hunter to leave and head into town.

She also wanted to make sure that there was no one else in her forest. The goddess had come up the path partway with them, and she had to be sure the woman wasn’t up here and involved in this hunt.

It didn’t take her long to drag the brute off to the shallow pool and get him under the waterfall. He was heavy, but she had done this before, many times.

Once he was in place and she had dosed him up again, she paused in front of him, where he would be able to see her. “You should have been more kind. If you had listened to your fellow hunter rather than try to kill him for having a heart, you might have survived tonight. Instead, I shall rid this world of one more evil.”

With that, Aryanna hurried back to her cottage. She found the fire still lit, but Xevras was gone. He’d left her a short note on a piece of bandage. An unevenly scrawled thank you. It was enough to make her happy about her choice to help him.

Again, the pain in her head eased.

Maybe there was hope for her yet, and a way to cope with this curse. She knew there was one more act she must do, however, no matter how much it hurt her. She needed to take care of this fallen goddess, if for no other reason than to make sure no one else was cursed.

It was up to her now to finish this. To make sure no one else got hurt.

In many ways, it would be fitting. She might not have deserved any of this, but it had started with her, and Aryanna was going to make sure it ended with her.

Not wanting to leave anything to chance, Aryanna gathered all the supplies she could think of. She made sure she had darts with higher doses of venom than normal, and also several of the vials that would explode if set alight. Then she grabbed the mace by the hearth.

She had considered taking some of the weapons from the brute that had attacked Xevras, or the other two hunters, but she didn’t know how to use them, and she was certain she wouldn’t win a fight against a goddess, even if she was fallen, if she tried using a tool she didn’t know how to use.

It was why she had been practising with her blowpipe, learning how to move as silently as a snake, and making so many darts. She would be patient and find the right moment.

With everything gathered and in her apron, Aryanna wrapped her cloak around herself and made sure her hood was up and wouldn’t blow down. She wanted to become one with the shadows. The cloak had been her mother’s, and now she wore it, grateful for how it never seemed to break or wear. It helped her move in the night as if she was part of it, making no noise and blending with the background.

Many of the townsfolk had said they thought it was magic, but Aryanna and her mother had scoffed at that. Just like she’d not believed anyone calling them a witch. They just knew how to heal. Now she had seen magic in motion, she wondered if maybe they had been too quick to dismiss that it was a sort of magic, or that it existed at all.

Now she was beginning to know better. And she knew she must have used a small amount of magic in healing Xevras. She had felt it rush through her. The desire to heal him had been strong. It felt as if it was fuelled by her marks as well. As if they had stored up something she could give out to aid him.

She didn’t know if it was something she could repeat, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to think about it, but she had a long walk to the town, even at her pace. She had to think about how she was going to best the fallen goddess, but there was only one way.

Aryanna had to take her by surprise. If Henera knew she was being attacked, she would use magic again. And that would lead to Aryanna’s death.

In some ways, she also welcomed that. If she was dead, she also wouldn’t suffer, and none of this would be a problem anymore. Perhaps she could get the fallen goddess to kill her if she couldn’t kill the goddess.

Walking down the hill with fresh resolve, Aryanna noticed the snakes gathering with her. They had been with her only a little over most of the day, and there were never more than a handful, but everywhere she looked now, there was a snake slithering along.

She slowed to make it easier for them to keep up with her and for others to catch up, until it seemed as if the grass and hillside either side of her was rippling. There were more snakes than she’d ever believed possible.

It gave her more confidence, even if she wouldn’t have asked any of them to help or come with her. Although she had tried to send them into danger to help herself several times before, she couldn’t do it now. This was her fight and not theirs.

Despite that, she still appreciated their companionship. It helped calm her, especially once the cottage came into view. The fallen goddess wasn’t in the same one, but Aryanna didn’t need anyone to point out where Henera was sleeping instead.

Somehow, Aryanna could sense her, and she was sure there was magic in the woman. The curse had opened Aryanna up to far more than she had realised at first. It would help her defeat the very person who had cursed her.

She slowed as she got closer to the right cottage, no candles burning inside, and little smoke coming from the chimney. Although she had accompanied the hunters partway up the hill to Aryanna’s cottage, the goddess hadn’t stayed up to see the hunters return victorious. She had gone to bed, and that would hopefully make this task even easier.

Creeping around the house, Aryanna looked for the best way inside. The back door was locked, and she didn’t plan to go around the front.

There was a small gap in the back door, near the bottom. It looked as if a mouse had chewed at the corner, but if it had, the mouse was long gone now. And Aryanna couldn’t fit through it.

No sooner had she thought this than one of the snakes slithered through the small gap and into the cottage.

Frowning, Aryanna tried to press her nose to the glass window nearest the gap to see if she could get a glimpse inside. It was too dark, even for her better eyesight, to make out much beyond the immediate area.

She had no choice but to leave the snake to it and hope the creature didn’t attack or scare the goddess and make this harder than it needed to be. Aryanna made her way around the cottage until she came to a window large enough for her to get through.

Before she could figure out how to open it, the snake that had snuck inside appeared on the other side of the glass. It lifted the catch and nudged the window just enough that she could get her fingers into a small crack and pull it open further.

Although she was moving slowly, the window creaked a little. It had been faint, but she still paused to listen for sounds within. Her snakes weren’t as cautious, many of them slithering up to the open area and into the building.

It gave her a little courage to continue on in and find out what she was dealing with.

She pulled herself through the window, careful not to catch any of her apron pockets or her cloak on the window ledge. It wasn’t the most natural of entrances, but she was eventually standing in the small kitchen at the back of the cottage.

The chair she’d used as support to not fall on the floor on the way in was one of only two at a table to one side. On it was evidence of dinner for one, the dirty plate and food leftovers still there.

Aryanna wrinkled up her nose at the smell, but she didn’t linger. She made her way through to the rest of the cottage, checking each room as she went.

As she got closer to the bedroom, she pulled out her blowpipe and carefully selected a dart that would deliver enough serum for the fallen goddess to die quickly enough that she wouldn’t be able to use magic.

The bedroom in the small cottage was upstairs, and that was where Aryanna’s biggest challenge lay. She had to creep up the creaky staircase until she was able to see the sleeping woman.

It wasn’t easy, and there were several small noises along the way, but it was as if Aryanna was lighter than normal, and she took her time, slowing her breathing until she was at the top.

There were two doors up here, both of them only open a fraction. She still couldn’t see her quarry.

Aryanna chose the door on the left and pushed it open almost as slowly as she had walked up the stairs. This one didn’t creak, so she slipped inside the room. There was the bulk of a bed, but it was too dark to be sure it was empty without getting closer.

She took a couple of steps closer, and the second one creaked the floorboard underneath. It was loud enough that she froze to the spot. Nothing moved on the bed in front of her, but she heard a sound from the other room. Aryanna slowly turned, bringing her blowpipe up, ready to fire her dart.

The goddess coughed and shuffled across the floor, coming closer. Aryanna waited, eyes on the more open doorway. She brought her blowpipe to her lips soundlessly.

As soon as she saw Henera, her face turned toward the stairs, Aryanna aimed for the neck and blew as hard as she could.

Her practice paid off, and she hit her target easily. The fallen goddess cried out at the sharp sting and reached up to feel for what had struck her.

Before Henera could fully turn and notice Aryanna, the witch stepped to one side to put more of the door between them. She’d hoped it would keep the fallen goddess from knowing she was there, but Henera rushed through the doorway anyway.

Aryanna raised the mace and swung it, catching her arm as she lunged for an attack of her own. The venom was fast working enough that it was all the defence Aryanna needed.

The woman fell to her knees, panting already. “What have you done to me?”

“Venom. And lots of it. You’ll die soon.” Aryanna didn’t feel any remorse for her actions, but the pain did build in her head. She ignored it, not showing how she felt as the goddess finally looked afraid.

“But I can’t die. I’m not even supposed to be here.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have cursed me simply because your husband couldn’t keep his hands to himself.” Aryanna walked around the woman, leaving her to die.

“Those hunters are going to keep coming to kill you,” Henera yelled from behind her. “I’ve made sure of it.”

Aryanna laughed. “No, you haven’t. I’ve made my own deal. They’re heading home in the morning.”

Despite her words, Aryanna knew that they were supposed to be paid for going on hunts and if Xevras was going to stop more of the hunters coming after her, he would need to have payment of some kind.

With that in mind, she made her way through to the woman’s bedroom and searched for whatever money she could find. The goddess died alone in the spare bedroom as Aryanna ransacked the house for all the wealth she could find.

Eventually, she discovered a full bag of coin underneath the bed frame, and several other trinkets. She suspected some of the jewellery had magic within and would do useful things, but she tucked them all into her apron for now. Finally, she went back to the bedroom and wrote a note.

Pretending to be Henera, she explained how she had fabricated some of the difficulties and how she was to blame for the situation and that she had paid the hunters and was going to leave.

After that, Aryanna used one of the bedsheets to carry the body down the stairs and out of the cottage. She dragged the fallen goddess where it wouldn’t be discovered, in the depths of the back garden, before heading for the inn to make sure Xevras and the female hunter with him got paid for the hunt.

It didn’t take her long to find the window of the right room at the inn, but the night had been long, and she didn’t want to disturb Xevras or risk being found with the body after dawn.

The window was slightly open, letting in the cool night breeze, so she carefully shoved the coin pouch underneath and heard it thunk down onto the bedside table. With any luck, Xevras would discover it in the morning and know he had been paid.

It left her one final task before she could rest and be free of this curse as much as possible. She would add the goddess to her scene and have her immortalized in stone.

She would be the last one, the two fallen gods first and last.


Chapter 31


Xevras



“Today I encountered one of the travellers I could stand the company of. He traded with me for a payment I’d not expected to enjoy. Perhaps there is a little more to life than my mother led me to believe. I know better than to let my heat run away with itself. The traveller will be gone tomorrow, but they have given me something of far greater value than I traded for. Understanding.”

Diary entry, Aryanna, 1388 AT

The sunlight coming through the inn window woke Xevras the next morning. It took a moment for the memories of the night before to come back to him, and he groaned.

While he hadn’t expected his first hunt to be easy, Xevras knew three of his four companions were dead. Dead at the hands of the monster they’d hunted. Yet she had saved him and let Ninieve go.

The archer had helped Xevras get back down the hill and into the inn, the innkeeper waiting up for them to come back.

Xevras had already explained to the innkeeper that Aryanna wasn’t dead but had told him she was dealing with a curse and was not to blame. He wasn’t sure the innkeeper had been convinced, but there was little more he could do when he had needed to rest from his injuries.

Waking up, he didn’t feel any pain, however. He carefully stretched and got out of bed to go over to the small mirror on the small dresser in the room. On his way there, he noticed a strange pouch on the table by his bed where he had placed a small candle and a dagger.

He lifted it and heard the clink of coins. It was far more money than he had ever seen in his life, and for a couple of seconds he stared at the purse with amazement.

The money hadn’t been there when he had gone to sleep.

Only Aryanna could have done this. The entire town had been asleep when he and Ninieve had come back from the forest. No one had even known they’d returned.

He stuffed the purse into his breeches’ pocket, trying to make sure it couldn’t easily be seen. Finally, he checked his wound again. It was far more healed than any wound should be, and the stitches were neat and small.

The witch had done a good job, and it wouldn’t surprise him if she had used some magic as well. If he had worried about her keeping her part of this deal before, he wasn’t now that he knew what she had done for him and that she had gone to the effort to make sure he and Ninieve were also paid.

Dressing carefully, he got himself ready to face the day. Aryanna had given him the confidence he needed to persuade the town to leave her alone.

He made his way out of the room just as Ninieve was coming out of hers. She looked him over.

“You look better than I expected, given the beating you took from Nezal.”

“The healer did a good job. And she made sure we got paid.”

A smile spread across Ninieve’s face. “Seems like you do have what it takes to tackle a monster hunt. Not all of them are going to care about your nice-guy act though.”

“Act?” Xevras replied.

“Has to be part of an act. If you were as much of a pushover as Nezal thought, you’d have been dead long before the witch could have helped you. You must have held your own against him. Not bad for someone new to all this.”

They both made their way to breakfast, expecting to find a modest amount of food and no one really awake yet, but there were already several people in the common room, and the innkeeper had begun to lay out a spread for them.

“I told the fellas here what you said. That there was a curse and the witch is trying to keep us safe.”

Ninieve glanced at Xevras. This wasn’t entirely the truth, but it was good enough for them to keep the town from bothering her.

“I’m glad you could all understand that,” Xevras replied. “She doesn’t want to see any of you hurt, but she’s dealing with a nasty curse.”

“Seems we know the culprit.” The innkeeper pulled out a letter. “We sent someone over to our benefactor for paying you and your team and discovered this. She’s gone, and she confesses to having been the one to start the curse.”

Xevras raised an eyebrow, surprised that Aryanna had managed to get a confession out of Henera, but he would take the extra weight to his words.

“So you are all willing to leave her alone and let her handle this?” Xevras asked. “That was her condition. You’d all be safe as long as you didn’t go up there.”

“We’ll trust you hunters and what she’s asking.” The innkeeper nodded. “Our only concern now is the lost members of your team and that there appears to be no money to pay for your service.”

“That won’t be a problem. Aryanna took care of the latter, and without her help, there would be even fewer of us alive.” Xevras hoped this would be enough. It seemed to be.

The innkeeper clapped him on the shoulder. “You sit right down and eat up. We’ll see you well fed before you get on your way. Make sure you have plenty of good food for the road as well.”

Xevras certainly wasn’t going to argue, and Ninieve didn’t need any encouragement either. Both of them had faced a lot in the night, and if it was going to be resolved this easily for the pair of them, Xevras had no intention of complaining.

Considering the entire situation, Xevras knew he was lucky to be alive, and Ninieve had expressed a similar sentiment. They would call this one a learning experience. He didn’t know if what had happened here would be any consolation to the family of the dead hunters though.

Although Xevras had travelled with them for several weeks, he didn’t know any of them well, and he suspected Ninieve wouldn’t tell him a lot even now. They hadn’t become friends, only survivors together.

It was only an hour or so before they were back on the road. They took all five horses with them, leading them behind themselves, the saddle bags full of more than enough food to get them home.

A few of the townsfolk had offered them trinkets and small gifts, none of them very high in value. He’d gone to reject them, but Ninieve had discouraged that attitude. They had solved the problem, and the people wanted to thank them for that.

After that, he had happily accepted the little gifts and tucked them in various pockets, and made sure to express his gratitude. The pair of them had also done what they could to make sure the people understood not to go up the hill to Aryanna’s cottage. It didn’t matter why they believed they shouldn’t as long as they didn’t.

Since leaving the town, they had been riding in silence, but Xevras was still dwelling on one aspect of this situation.

“Are we going to tell the guild the truth?” Xevras asked when he couldn’t decide on his own.

“No,” Ninieve replied without hesitation. “And before you get all high and mighty about the honour of not being honest, no hunter team ever is.”

Xevras raised an eyebrow and glanced across at the archer. She was still looking dead ahead, focused on the road as if she didn’t want to let him in, even with this.

“Hunters die, and often because they’re stupid and arrogant like Nezal, but sometimes we just make mistakes. It matters that everyone who cares about us thinks we died with honour in extreme circumstances. That we all gave our best and we all care about each other. Or we’d never have any more people volunteer.”

“But that doesn’t mean we have to lie to the guild leaders.”

“Yes, it does. They can’t be trusted to keep that a secret. Someone always talks. We solved this hunt. We dealt with the monster in one way or another and the town is safe. As far as anyone needs to know, we succeeded, and the rest of our team died in the attempt. None of that is a lie.”

She had a point. They had succeeded, even if the person directly responsible for the deaths wasn’t dead. Xevras had also learned a lot. He would return to the guild with a far greater understanding of what it was to be a hunter.

And he would make sure he trained hard. He never wanted to be bested in combat by a bully ever again.


Epilogue




“Life at the Slayer Guild is different, but I’m being fed well and they are taking care of me. No one knows who I am, or that I’m your daughter. I like it here.

Thank you for trusting me to do this and learn. I know you asked me to consider not passing the trials this year, but if the rumours are true about the gods walking among us, they need my help, just as they need yours. I’ve made it appear as if I don’t know anything and I think that’s worked. Most of the fellow students are exactly the way you said they would be. Arrogant and untrained. But some are focused on learning no matter where they started.

I’ve tried to make sure I end up on a team with the slayers like that. Who are learning and not taking stupid risks. A couple of them just got back from a mission where the rest died. Something about snakes turning people to stone and their story confirms the rumours.

Stay as safe as you can, and I’ll do the same.”

A letter from Thyrasia to her mother, 1392 AT

Read The Next Book ——>> HERE
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