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Content Warnings





This story contains the following content: 


	References to past torture


	Blood


	Violence


	Character death





If this book isn't for you, no worries! But if it is, we hope you enjoy this tale about a very unexpected reunion.
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Skin Deep





They came in the night, a trio of figures that crept like ghosts over the frost-rimed grass of Lord Cyril’s immaculately trimmed garden. They moved without looking past the elaborate carvings of the marble fountain, its clear water gone to slush with the chill of the air. They took shelter in the shadows of the intricate hedge maze, pressing their backs against high walls composed of thick leaves in rich, fragrant green. 

They were grim-faced, clad in cloaks of twilight and old-leaf brown. In their hands were a dagger, a crossbow, and an axe. The early morning air was still and silent; away down the hill, beyond the manor’s grounds and past the twisted snarl of the fey-wood, the king-city lay spread out like a pool of tiny stars, street lanterns still aglow despite the lateness of the hour. Here on the manor’s grounds, however, the lights were long extinguished, save for one. A warm glow flickered faintly in the kitchen window, some thirty handspans distant.

“Wait,” said a man’s voice, soft and hoarse, uneven like rocky ground. Its owner scrubbed the back of one hand across his mouth, as though to clear the word away. He was a small man, narrow of face, and even in the dim light, there was a certain gauntness about his cheeks.

They waited, the three of them, there amid flowers that had been pruned for the winter. They waited, breath fogging the air, until two guards passed in fanciful armor, lanterns aloft and shields emblazoned with the white birch of Lord Cyril’s coat of arms. 

Words drifted on the night air:

“I told her, it’s not gonna happen. She can wait till that damn forest overgrows every building in the city,” said a man’s voice. “That’s how long it’ll be before I pay her.”

“What’d she say?” The other guard was a woman, tone bored – disinterested.

“She smacked me. Blacked my damn eye, too. Can you believe it? A little thing like her.”

“Goes to show,” drawled the other guard, “appearances don’t mean shit.”

The voices drifted out of range, floating away into the darkness. At length, one of the figures crouched in the shadows of the maze unfolded herself from cover. She was a slender thing, hair hidden by the dark wrap that covered her face, and she moved with the grace of a fey creature, each footstep carefully placed to muffle noise.

In an instant, she was gone from sight, swallowed by shadow – and it seemed only an instant more before she had returned. “They’re down,” she whispered.

The man who’d spoken acknowledged the deed with a nod – lifted a single bony hand and indicated the lighted kitchen window. As they approached, they stayed crouched to ward off any watching eyes, though there was little enough illumination for a chance sighting.

The broadest of the three took the lead now, stepping forward to knock softly at the kitchen door with a meaty fist. An instant later, the door swung inward, revealing a girl of perhaps twelve: a twig of a child in a patched dress, arms red to the elbows from scrubbing dishes.

“Clear?” asked the woman in the doorway.

“All in bed,” said the girl, and pulled the door wider. “There’s only seven of them. The rest have gone home for the solstice.” 

The hooded figures stepped in out of the winter air.

When the door was closed behind them, the broad woman pressed a small pouch into the girl’s hand. “Remember to hurry,” she advised, not unkindly. “You don’t want to be here for the rest of tonight.”


      ***Taurean woke to the sound of clanging, a discordant jangle of bells that he recalled from his youth, when the city center’s planner had been a more responsible sort. 

They had rehearsed what ought to be done in the case of an emergency, back then: fire, or attack, or the stranger sorts of disasters that were always a possibility, perched as Sanryn was on the edge of the fey-wood.

Head full of boyhood practices, Taurean jerked awake all at once. In the dark room, he might have been anywhere – might have been in the tiny wood-walled house he’d once shared with his mother.

But there had never been a side table just there, nor a low-hanging beam above the bed, positioned in just the right spot for him to smack his forehead as he stood. Beside him, he could hear the muttered curses as another man began to wake, and the past week came back to him in a rush: a new position, new training, a brand-new spot in Lord Cyril’s household guard. His new bed, in a barrack where the ceiling hung low.

It was the sort of job you dream of, he’d been assured. It was the sort of job where you show up and look intimidating in fancy armor and take home your pay.

And it certainly had looked to be just that.

The manor was a wonder, an extravagant building with towering white pillars and windows of colored glass. It sat up on the hill overlooking the king-city, an improbable touch of civilization nestled among the wild snarl of the fey-wood.

The gardens were immaculate, and the dinners, even the servants’ fare, were easily the best he’d ever had. Lord Cyril’s chef prepared the meals for the entire household.

The sort of job you dream of, he’d been ready to agree, lying down to sleep after his first day’s work.

But here he was, barely a week in, and there were alarm bells blaring in the middle of the night. Taurean half expected smoke – a wildfire to sweep through the undergrowth and burn them all to ash – but no whiff of it caught his nose or stung his eyes.

And so he groped for a sword, one of the beaten-iron blades the household guard carried against the possibility of strange, long-limbed creatures wandering out from the fey-wood. He’d heard the stories. He knew what the king-city had to say about Lord Cyril, living like he did half-buried in the forest, with only household ward spells to keep the creatures inside it at bay. 

Taurean kicked free of the blankets and stood half-naked in the chill air, fighting the trickle of unease down his spine. The sword was heavy in his hand. Iron was said to damage the creatures, was said to be the only thing that did, but Taurean had never wanted to learn the truth of that old wives’ tale firsthand.

This would be nothing, of course. It would be a minor inconvenience before he could return to the warmth of his covers. He told himself so, not once but three times, and still could not calm the hammering of his heart. 

“Is this a drill?” he whispered to the other guard, thinking again of boyhood practices long gone. Westis, he thought the man’s name was, though he wasn’t certain. He hadn’t yet shared a shift with this one, and all Taurean had were impressions: a salt-and-pepper beard, a lined face, a gruff manner.

“Not likely,” came the low reply. “Ain’t been one since I started on here.”

Westis, it turned out, was right – though the disaster involved neither flames nor a creature of the fey-wood. 

Instead, there was a thickset woman with an axe and a lantern, and a short man with a crossbow. He had a thin, nervous sort of face, marked with two straight scars on the left cheek, and dark hair that hung, ragged, to his jawline. He looked familiar, a niggling recognition that Taurean couldn’t place.

“Drop the sword,” said the woman, “or by the gods, I will put you both down.”

The intruders were armored and armed, and a quick glance showed that Westis hadn’t thought to take hold of a weapon. They were not odds that Taurean liked, particularly when he was in the lead, best poised to take an axe between the ribs.

He let the sword droop, then bent to set the weapon on the polished granite of the floor. 

“No need,” Taurean told her, as he moved to stand again.

She looked him over, eyes narrowed as though searching for hidden intent. With a satisfied grunt and a nod, she gestured with the axe. “Move.”

They moved.

The hall was cold, the smooth stone floor like ice on Taurean’s feet. Gooseflesh stood out on his arms, and he crossed them over his bare chest to preserve what warmth he could. They walked the corridors in silence, past the massive tapestries that Lord Cyril spent small fortunes to commission. Now a forest of white birches on a field of blue; now the festival of Nari, each dancer picked out in threads of gold; now something slim and lovely venturing forth from the fey-wood, a dark shape on the edge of the trees.

With the wall sconces long extinguished for the night, the scenes were strange and eerie in the lantern’s flickering glow, illuminated for an instant and then hidden from view once more as they passed.

“In,” the woman instructed when they reached the high double-doors of the dining chamber.

Taurean, in the lead, reached to pull them wide.

Here, the long stone table with its elaborately carved wooden chairs was empty. Someone had thought to stoke the fire, though; the blaze glowed orange and vibrant in the massive hearth, casting heat and light into the far reaches of the room.

It might have been a comforting sight, if not for the corpse that lay sprawled out by the door, throat slashed, blood a thick and glossy pool. It was Beyt, Lord Cyril’s chef, mouth open wide as though he had stumbled upon a mouse in his pristine kitchen. His eyes were open, staring, and his cheek lay in the still-wet pool of red.

So much, Taurean thought, with the first prickling hints of dread, for the kind of job you dream of. So much for this night being anything like he had expected it to be, when he’d stripped off his tunic and settled down beneath the covers.

“Gods,” Taurean breathed. He stumbled to a stop in the doorway as though his feet had grown roots, staring down at what seemed an ocean of blood – an abyss of blood.

Since he’d come of age at sixteen, Taurean had served as a private guard – first at the university, then in the city center, and finally, beginning just a week past, for Lord Cyril. He’d looked intimidating at all the right moments, an easy enough feat with his broad shoulders and excess height. He’d stood watchfully when there was need of large men to dissuade sharp tempers. He’d fished university students with minds addled by drink from the waters of the lake. He’d even, on one memorable occasion, scaled the highest spire of Xam’s temple to retrieve a pet bird flown astray.

But Sanryn was largely a peaceful city. A strict system of justice saw to that. Do-unto-others-as-they-have-done governed the punishments granted the guilty, and it served well to keep the worst impulses of humanity at bay. There had been a handful of exceptions in recent memory, to be sure – outrageous crimes that had caught the public’s eye – but they were the outliers that made the norms more comfortable.

Even the fey-wood, for all its legends about creatures both horrifying and beautiful, posed little by way of threat. The wards that laced the king-city’s walls had stood near a century unbroken, keeping back the grasping reach of the fey-things that lived within its depths.

And so Taurean, well-trained in the use of a sword, had rarely had cause to use it. He had seen, in twelve years as a guardsman, no harm more grievous than a leg broken by a runaway cart. 

“Walk,” said the woman behind him, but Taurean was staring still, hair prickling at the back of his neck and bile burning in his throat. 

He had liked Beyt. The man had greeted him with a smile on the day he’d arrived, offered a biscuit straight from the pan. “It takes some getting used to life out here on the fringes,” the chef had confided. “But give it a week or two. You’ll do just fine.”

A hand found the center of Taurean’s back and shoved – and he stumbled forward, into the slick pool of blood. He slid, one heel going out behind him, and nearly went down. It was still warm, his mind noted distantly, and he was leaving footprints in crimson on Lord Cyril’s elaborate tiled floor, one after another, as he took halting steps toward the fireplace.

There, clustered around the hearth, were strained faces, pale as milk: Lord Cyril and Lady Shaira in their bed robes. The gardener, Hazel, stood beside them, lips pressed together and trembling. Taurean and Westis were herded over to join them.

There was one other, as well – a woman with her face swaddled in cloth, cloaked in shades of night. She stood to one side, keeping watch like a falcon over prey. 

The man with the crossbow addressed her, gaze not staying in any one spot for overlong.

“Is this all?” he asked, and rubbed at his mouth. “There are no more?”

“The steward sounded the alarm,” she replied, “and tried to run. I left him in his chambers.”

Taurean had a sudden moment of awful clarity: another slit throat, another pool of blood. He swallowed and crossed his arms tighter about his chest. This time, the gesture had nothing to do with the cold.

The little scullery maid from the kitchen was missing, as well, and he hoped fiercely that she’d hidden or stolen away.

The man with the crossbow was nodding. He rubbed at his face, and his gaze darted around the room as though doing inventory. His eyes tracked over the captives: the lord and lady, the gardener, the two guards. “You,” he said when he reached Taurean, as though seeing him for the first time – as though they hadn’t walked down the corridor to this room together. “Who are you?” 

“One of the household guards,” said the woman with the axe.

“Taurean Clast,” said Taurean, and lifted his chin, to show that he wasn’t unnerved by the blood, after all.

But Lord Cyril was talking over the both of them. The man was pale under a fringe of sleek hair the color of burnished copper, but he spoke confidently, as though of course the question had been addressed to him. “A new hire,” he said. “Come, now, Caledon. Can’t you see how unreasonable you’re being?”

“Stop,” said Caledon, the word thrown out like breaking glass. “We left reasonable behind a long time ago. There’s nothing left to be reasonable about.”

Quietly, Hazel began to cry. Her pleasant, round face was turned away toward the fire, as though by staring at the flames she did not have to see the rest.

Lady Shaira broke in then, her rich voice mellow and assured. “My dear,” she said, tone soft and slightly pitying, the way one might talk to an animal on the brink of bolting. “It was a shame, what happened in the courts. But you must believe that we had nothing to do with it.”

“You, too,” said the man, and he pointed one thin finger her way. It shook, and he did not seem to notice. “Just stop.” His eyes were the blue-grey of mountains in the evening, wary and wild. They were the eyes of a man who had left reasonable behind long ago. He was right about that much, at least, Taurean thought.

“Stop what?” Taurean wondered aloud. He’d missed something important, clearly – felt as though he had finished a book only to discover that there had also been writing on the backs of all the pages.

Caledon rounded the pointing finger toward Taurean – held it accusingly a moment before he let it drop. “You weren’t supposed to be here,” he said at last.

“He can’t know,” said the woman with the axe, into the silence that followed. “He’s only been here a week.” The inflection in her tone, flat and unreadable, offered no hint as to what she might mean.

The woman by the fire, the one with the shrouded face, nodded in agreement.

“Know about what?” Taurean wasn’t sure when the fear had started to leach away, but the warmth that pooled in its place had the thick, driving scald of indignation. “What is this about?”

“A misunderstanding,” Lord Cyril began. “There was something of an incident last year – ”

It happened with the speed of a striking snake. One instant, Caledon was considering Taurean, all his focus set; the next, he’d snatched up the handle of the fireplace poker and whirled about, brandishing it like a sword. The blunt iron tip glowed sunset-orange, an inch from the smooth skin of Lord Cyril’s cheek. He’d shifted the crossbow to his other hand to do it, let it hang limp and useless, as though he’d forgotten he already held a weapon.

“Three,” he said, and the word was a strange thing, uneven. It broke in the middle.

Lord Cyril made no reply. His throat bobbed and his nostrils flared, but otherwise he didn’t dare to move.

“Really,” said Lady Shaira. “This is unseemly. Set that aside and let’s talk this over.”

“Gods’ sakes,” said Westis, stepping nearer as though he meant to intervene. “Get ahold of yourself, Caledon. Give that poker here.”

Hazel covered her eyes with her hands and tucked her chin, refusing to look.

“It was three years ago,” Caledon said, voice rough.

Lord Cyril raised his hands with deliberate slowness, palms out. “Three years,” he said. “Of course. How could it have slipped my mind?”

The poker whipped end over end – flew through the air to clang against the nearest wall. The tip still glowed where it lay. “I want him out of here,” Caledon croaked. “Rada, please. Take him.”

The woman with the axe nodded. Her eyes roved the remaining captives before she indicated Westis and Hazel. “You lot, too.” Rada rested the haft of the axe against her shoulder, putting its edge on display. 

When they had gone, there was silence save the crackling of the fire. Lady Shaira broke it with a prim and irritated tsking sound, as though madmen threatened to burn her husband’s face off every day.

“Three years ago, there was something of a misunderstanding,” she said smoothly, taking up Lord Cyril’s aborted explanation. “Caledon was brought forward on crimes against the city – lies, naturally, but the courts found him guilty.”

Taurean frowned at the man. He’d known there was something familiar about that face, with its sharp lines and watchful animation. It was not the sort of face that was easy to forget.

There were differences, to be sure. The nose hadn’t been crooked, he thought, at the thinnest part of the bridge. The skin hadn’t been so pale, the dark patches beneath the eyes so evident. There hadn’t been the two straight scars that ran from cheekbone to chin on the left side. But he had seen this man three years ago, hands clasped behind his back in irons, walking the streets barefoot behind the horses of the courthouse guards.
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