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She found him lying on the side of the road, bruised and bleeding but not entirely unconscious.

Coming from the town square, Joss Brevyn had been scouring the roadways from atop her horse, his dark brown coat matching the wagon trudging along next to them. Her short, equally dark hair was tied back to keep the heat off her neck, and her honey-colored eyes were tired but alert. She observed out of habit when, in between the creaking of the wagon’s wheels, there came the unmistakable groan of a person. 

Signaling to her assistant who directed the wagon, he pulled on the reins, bringing the blue roan mare to a stop. Joss continued to listen, noticing a break in the bushes lining the other side of the road as if something had fallen there. Then, within seconds, the sound came again.

“We have a live one today?” her assistant asked quietly as Joss dismounted. She didn’t have to look at Henrik Vanzant to see his amusement of finding a body that wasn’t dead this time.

“Seems like it.” Taking the small pistol from inside her boot, she followed the noise, approaching the area cautiously. Pushing some branches out of the way, she found him, lying back against the ground. The brush had broken his fall and parts of itself in the process.

It wasn’t uncommon to find a body nestled in the undergrowth near the roadways, whether resting for a moment or eternity. What struck her as odd was how he landed. It was as if he had been pushed from a carriage or wagon, thrown away in hopes to never be found again. While that, too, wasn’t uncommon among the riffraff lying in the underbelly of Galmoor’s society, it was a curious thing to see who had been tossed aside.

Given the stranger’s size and frame, he looked well-built and fed, and despite his clothes being torn and stained with blood, she could tell the fabric was good quality, tailored to fit him. These were small but blatant signs he was on the more affluent end of the social spectrum. With most of Galmoor on the mid-to-poor end, she would have placed him easily as a noble. However, the way he was beaten and discarded told a different story, a method usually bestowed on someone from the seedy parts of town. Even those she found robbed on the roadways hadn’t received this kind of pummeling. The wounds were inflicted with such passion and anger that it couldn’t be anything but a personal attack.

The fact that the man still fought to stay conscious surprised her the most. His nose was broken and one eye swollen, the other barely able to stay open. His hair was an unruly mess of tainted gold, tinged with dirt and caked in blood. When she came towards him, he pulled away, a helpless attempt at evading an attack he’d already lost.

“Easy,” she soothed, keeping her hands in front of her so he saw she meant no harm. He stared, seething and trembling, until eventually his muscles relaxed, a sign he had given in.

“Henrik, grab the gurney!” she called back to her assistant, who had hopped off the wagon and stood a couple yards back, his own dagger in hand. Both horses remained on the other side of the road, their training evident in how relaxed they were in their stances, beyond used to this type of scenario.

Upon hearing her request, Henrik hurried to the back of the wagon, moving the supplies around so he could get the makeshift stretcher out.

As he worked, Joss put the small pistol back in her boot and began analyzing the stranger’s injuries, talking comfortingly to him. “You’re bad off, but I’ve seen worse,” she told him, realizing that while some of the blood had dried, a few of his wounds were still fresh. That only meant whoever had done this wasn’t too far away.

“Can you tell me your name?” she asked, but the stranger only laid there. Whether he understood her or not, she wasn’t sure. His half-shut eye wasn’t a good indicator he was even paying attention, though a part of her had a nagging suspicion he was more lucid than he looked.

The bruising was ugly and the cuts were deep, but the most concerning one was in his upper thigh, peeking through a large rip in his pants. She tried to control the bleeding with her own belt, wrapping it high above the wound and against the main artery. She tightened it as best she could, latching the belt in one of the holes she had purposely made for this exact occasion.

Henrik reappeared, placing the gurney nearby. Without prompt, he used his dagger to start cutting some of the branches in order to move them out of the way. “Where are we going to take him?” he asked, feeling out the situation. While they were still on the outskirts of Galmoor, the town of Lochaven wasn’t too far away, often an alternative place to bring the dead and dying when needed.

“We’ll take him home.”

Henrik stopped in his tracks; hand in midair, a cut left unfinished. “Joss, we can’t,” he breathed out, his hazel eyes round in disbelief.

“All the infirmaries are overcrowded. His wounds will get infected and there’s a good chance he’ll lose his leg. He has better odds with us.”

Henrik couldn’t deny any of it. There was no surprise that the border wars had lasted too long, and it didn’t help that their ally—the kingdom of Correnth—had recently pulled their soldiers back home for unknown reasons. The shift had caused the injured to accumulate, pushing them deeper into Aselian’s land for help and leaving all the nearby infirmaries overcrowded. Most of the injured that journeyed this far had been well enough in the beginning, but there were so many and they kept coming, the quality of care reducing to mere hopes and prayers. It didn’t help that the shipments of supplies coming from Correnth had stopped as well, making medicines and other goods hard to come by. What was left over from previous shipments had been hoarded at the front lines, leaving fellow villages to fend for themselves.

“We’ve done this before,” she reminded him as she too worked to remove the interfering branches by hand. There had been a handful of others before this man, and she expected more would follow afterwards.

“What if he finds out—” Henrik stopped himself, running a hand through his tussled, mud-brown hair.

What if he finds out what we are?

It was a question he couldn’t fully ask, yet Joss heard it just the same. She eyed him, unable to answer. Only one man they had saved caused trouble, a very long time ago. The rest had simply left, making sure no one knew what household had helped them. But none of them had worn nice enough clothes like that one before, his physical state similar to the man who laid before her now. The contrast hadn’t gone unnoticed, making her just as uncomfortable as her comrade.

Joss looked at the stranger on the ground, finding his eye closed as he breathed more deeply. “I’ll see if Garrett can spare a room,” she concluded, falling back to clearing a path.

Neither said anything more as they worked, clearing enough room so Henrik could lift the man’s legs and pull him out of the undergrowth so he was parallel with the gurney. Every action sent the man seething—at one point, growling—as they moved him into position, scraping over branches and foliage that weren’t reachable. 

Now in the clear, Joss examined him better. “Lacerations on his shoulder, three-to-four bruised ribs, if not cracked,” she noted as if reading a list. On and on she named his injuries, most of them bruises with a few shallow cuts. “We’re going to need the blanket,” she said offhandedly as she analyzed his shoulder again.

Hurrying to the wagon, Henrik grabbed the blanket nestled under some kindling. Jogging back, he helped Joss lift the man’s body as carefully as they could, allowing room for them to work the blanket underneath the stranger so it would cradle his head and shoulders.

“We’ll need to be quick to lift him so we don’t make these injuries worse,” she reminded Henrik as they finished, who nodded in understanding. Henrik didn’t like the plan, she could tell, but saying she would talk to Garrett gave him hope that this stranger wouldn’t be their burden. There were food rations due to the influx of soldiers coming and going, and the thought of feeding another mouth that also needed ample amounts of medicine was wreaking havoc on Henrik’s nerves.

Joss got into position at the man’s shoulders, gathering the ends of the blanket, while Henrik went back to the man’s feet. “Sure you don’t want to trade?” he asked, knowing Joss needed to rest. Their job at the town square earlier had been more exhausting than normal, and both could feel their own muscles ache as they worked around the beaten man.

“I’ll be fine. I want to make sure this shoulder is protected,” she explained. She hadn’t realized how bad that injury was at first because she’d been so focused on the deep cut on his thigh.

“Ready?” Henrik asked.

With an assertive nod, Joss used the blanket to help lift the man up and over, Henrik following along perfectly. The man was dead weight, something they both braced themselves for, moving as quickly as possible before losing their grips. Just as the stranger let out a painful grunt from the movements, they laid him on the gurney.

“Take his feet, I’ll take the head,” Henrik instructed, to which Joss didn’t fight as she tied the ends of the blanket to help keep the stranger’s arms from falling over the sides. Taking their posts, they both lifted the gurney and began the trudge back to the wagon.

Walking backwards, Joss tripped over a stone in the roadway, the misstep being close to her horse, which caused him to snort in surprise. “Calm down, Drakon. It’s been a long day,” she mumbled as they rounded the wagon. 

Henrik lifted his end of the gurney onto the bed of the wagon. Expertly switching places as the man laid suspended in between them, Joss, who climbed into the wagon, lifted the gurney enough so Henrik could help slide him in. Setting him down as gently as they could, she was pushing some of the rope they had bought out of the way when a word escaped the stranger’s lips.

“Aric.”

Stopping, Joss stared at him, finding his eye squinting up at her. In the light, she caught sight of his eye color. It was a bright shade of green, flashing like sunlight through leaves.

“Aric,” she repeated.

Something moved underneath the blanket, and she found it was his arm sliding up to rest on his chest. With blood-stained fingers, he tapped his chest tiredly.

His name, she thought. 

“Very nice to meet you, Aric,” she replied sincerely. “We’re going to take care of you as best as we can. The road is going to get bumpy, so you’ll need to hang on a while longer.”

With a final smile, Joss moved away, jumping down from the wagon and meeting Henrik’s gaze, seeing that he had overheard the conversation. There was a worry between them, hesitation that she would say too much to the stranger. But seeing she didn’t, Joss watched him swallow the lump in his throat before he nodded to her and climbed into the front seat of the wagon.

Stifling a sigh, Joss gathered Drakon’s reins, mounting swiftly into the saddle. She minded the ax, still nestled in its holder with the leather wrapped around its blade for protection. Directing the horse forward, Joss stayed next to the wagon as Henrik clicked to the mare, the wheels of the wagon creaking forward as they moved. The stranger in the back fell silent despite the uneven jolts of the wagon’s movements, and Joss stared at him for a moment to see if he was still alive until suddenly that one good eye opened, glancing up and around at the sky before closing again.

Joss admired him for it; she knew men who cried over much less.

The trio continued down the roadway, meandering through the countryside. They passed under trees, crossed over a stone bridge where a lazy river glided by, stretching for miles in both directions. Slowly the cobblestone fences of the neighboring farmlands disappeared, replaced by wild brush, making up the wilderness that collected itself on the edges of town. As if to mark the occasion, Joss spotted their cottage, its peak roof standing dark among the thick greenery that suffocated it.

Driving the wagon off the roadway onto the lane that wound straight to the cottage and barn, Joss noticed the riders first. There were three of them, two perched on their horses, acting bored. The third was pacing, and she knew that pace before she saw the man’s face.

Even if they wanted to be quiet, the wagon announced their arrival for them. The riders perked up and the man came to an immediate halt, his bald head gleaming with sweat that contradicted the fullness of his gray beard and mustache. Neither Joss nor Henrik picked up the pace, forcing the man to meet them halfway, trudging towards them in such an assertive way that Joss wondered if they should have saluted when they stopped in front of him.

“Where the hell have you been?” he demanded, crossed arms emphasizing his question.

“Pleased to see you as well, Quinn. You look as ravishing as usual,” Henrik replied with happy sarcasm.

Quinn’s eyes narrowed at him. “Cut the crap. I’ve been waiting here for over half an hour.”

“Such a long wait,” Henrik murmured, silenced only when Joss interrupted.

“We found a gentleman on the side of the road who needed help,” she explained.

“Playing doctor again?”

Joss could have taken it as an insult, but instead of feeding Quinn’s enthusiasm, she let the comment slide. “Was there something you needed, or did you just miss us so much from this morning?”

“You’re being summoned to Mortem Hall. A man needs to be interrogated.”

Joss stared at Quinn before her eyes wandered to Henrik. They both understood what interrogation meant, especially when it involved the jailhouse.

“It can’t wait until tomorrow?” she asked, leaning over in the saddle, the weight of her exhaustion showing.

“Lord Vaspin is already there, which is why I came to get you personally. He wants his confession immediately.”

Joss knew things like this typically weren’t dire matters unless someone close to the council was wronged and needed retribution right away. Quinn didn’t often leave the jailhouse, so when he did it meant it was urgent. His presence was a stronger message than the actual summon.

A moan escaped from behind, and while the two remained synced in their stance, Quinn stood up straighter. “You brought that injured man here?”

“He’s seen worse days,” Joss quipped as Quinn marched to the side of the wagon.

“Jesus, really?” Quinn balked, staring at the bloody mess before him. “You might as well put a bullet in his head and call it a day.”

“Good thing I’m his doctor, then,” Joss remarked, causing Henrik to grin.

Shaking his head, Quinn snapped his fingers, which instantly awoke his men. Dismounting their horses, they came forward as eagerly as new soldiers. “There’s a man in the wagon. Get him into the house. Henrik, you’ll stay with him. Joss—” Quinn eyed her “—we have to go.”

Joss didn’t reply, but then again, she didn’t have to. Quinn marched back towards his horse, finished with the conversation.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay doing this alone?” Henrik asked, knowing interrogations could be messy. It was the part of the job that actually made him cringe.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine.” Joss smiled reassuringly to him before nodding her head to the stranger who was being dragged out of the wagon, his grunts and groans a sign they weren’t being gentle about it. “At least you have help getting him inside.”

“By how they’re handling him, he may be dead by the time they set him down.”

Joss stared after the stranger, curious about him as they carried him down the lane and across the yard. “Give him a small dose of the moon vine. It’ll put him out, so he’ll sleep through most of the pain. Use some of the neem oil to clean the minor cuts. Keep compresses on the deeper ones to help stop the bleeding, if need be. I should be back in time to take care of the rest.”

“What about the thymelock?”

Joss shook her head. She had already diluted what they had to make do, not knowing when another shipment would arrive at the local apothecary. “We’ll use it later, when we have to,” she replied.

Henrik nodded as Quinn reappeared, on his horse and eager to leave. No more words were exchanged as Quinn continued his quest back to Galmoor. Reluctantly, Joss turned Drakon back around. Quinn pushed his horse into a gallop, and while Joss followed, she couldn’t stop herself from looking back one more time, hoping she would be back before it was too late.
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He remembered the masks.

They had started as swirls of color around the eyeless sockets, all belonging to the masquerade that overtook the floor below. He remembered being perched in the shadows of the indoor balcony, staring down at the lot that was too intrigued by their own magnificence to notice him lurking above.

He loved court life. It had sunk into his bones. The intimacy of big crowds; the easiness of being anonymous while everyone around was trying to be someone else. He reveled in the splendor, the arrogance, the drama—the atmosphere so potent with superficial wealth and reckless intrigue that he could play anyone and they would adore him regardless.

Especially those who didn’t know any better.

“Aric Kayden.”

His name had triggered something in him, like becoming visible when all he knew was how to disappear. It was an uncomfortable feeling, and in his chest he had felt himself recoil against the threat. 

That’s when the colorful display disappeared, tossing him back into darkness.

A dream, he thought. It was all a dream.

Dread crept up on him as he opened his eyes, realizing slowly that he could only see out of one. His mind became confused by what he saw, feeling like he was walking a thin line between dreams and reality.  

“Are you going to say ‘no’ again?”

The voice had belonged to a shadowy figure that moved closer, the light flickering against his masked face. The mask itself had been plain with no colors or definitions; just a dull shade of gray that blended in with the scenery.

Aric’s one eye blinked a couple times, seeing that the light was coming from a nearby torch. This wasn’t the court or its inhabitants; it wasn’t even Aselian’s underground with its tunnels and sewage. Reality nudged at him, reminding him he was miles away from the court that enthralled him, miles from things he recognized and areas he could have hidden in. 

Miles from help.

He stared at the shadows behind the man until they separated, molding into individual figures who were watching the scene with their own masks shielding their identities. The distortion had made his head swim, and that’s when everything began to hurt. When he tried to readjust himself to help ease the pain, he found his arms suspended overhead, holding him upright. Suddenly, it all came back to him: the village, the assassination attempt, the change of heart.

With everything that happened in that one night, being caught had been the worst. Others now knew who and what he was, something that wasn’t supposed to happen in his profession. Normal payers would leave him to his tactics, but this last one had kept a tab on him, one he hadn’t been able to slip by.

“You had one job,” the masked figure had said, unblinking eyes staring back at him.

“Make someone else do it,” Aric spat out, tasting blood in his mouth as he spoke.

“Oh, no.” The figure seemed to smile. “No, you’re going to fulfill what’s been asked of you. We don’t need new players in this game. So whatever this is—” the figure waved his finger around in Aric’s general direction “—you’re going to get over it. Or we’re going to come back and do this all over again until you get things right.”

“Then kill me!” Aric had growled, jerking slightly against his restraints.

“Why? That would be easy.” The mask chuckled. “Besides, it’ll be fun to see how long we can keep you alive each time we do this little dance.”

Aric couldn’t quite remember the rest. Whether they simply beat him into unconsciousness or someone took one good blow to his head, the only thing Aric did remember was the pain and sunlight. There had been a carriage and some random conversations, but nothing stuck in his memory long enough for him to completely recall. He did remember the ground hitting his back, the brush enclosing around him. The sudden discard threw him back into darkness, and he fought to regain consciousness with each forced breath and every blink of his one good eye.

That’s when he saw someone approach.

At first, he didn’t know the person was a woman. Her hair was dark and short, tied back like a man’s, and her attire hid her figure, the black shirt and vest blending in with black pants and long boots. But then she drew closer, and he saw the soft features of her face were undeniably feminine. While she was neither stunning nor simple, there was a certain comfort to her that made his breathing grow steady. Pain rippled into his muscles, seizing him fully at times, and it was her voice he listened for, her face he sought out, even when he realized she wasn’t alone.

“Can you tell me your name?” she asked, but he couldn’t bring himself to answer. He was used to people not knowing who he was, and those who did were those who employed him, only to avoid him until the next target. The pain muddled his thoughts so much he couldn’t even remember one of his countless aliases to fall back on.

To his relief, Aric heard the subject change to how the infirmaries were overcrowded. Part of him wanted to be taken there, to be lost in the crowds, to find solace among the sick and dying so he could disappear quietly without anyone ever knowing he was there. That was more comfortable to him than being left alone with a couple of strangers, becoming their focal point despite just trying to help.

Little bits of their conversation filtered into his consciousness as they moved him out of the bushes, the pain overlapping his concentration as he felt the sticks scrape against his back and limbs. When they used the blanket to move him, he found himself perplexed that she was able to help, taking equal part in the labor. 

He only knew the women at court: the rich with their finery and delicacies, the only weight they lifted being their wine glasses; the servants and maids who’d leave the heavy lifting to the male employees; and the harlots, who would attempt to hold a man down, but only because the patron had paid her to do so. Even the country maidens and farmhands he observed were often left to the easier, mundane tasks. Physical labor like this was something he often didn’t see done by a woman, done so humbly and with such capability as if it were just another day hauling a grown man out of the woods.

As they transported him on the gurney to the wagon, he tried to focus on his confusion instead of how much his leg and shoulder stung or how much it hurt to breathe. She intrigued him and he clung to that viciously, using it to keep himself awake despite everything in him wanting to sleep.

Pulled into the wagon, he realized she was close by, fiddling with something. He remembered it, then, and said his real name before he could stop himself. When she directed her gaze at him again, he came to find he liked how his name sounded in her voice when she repeated it.

However, once she left and the wagon started moving, all the movements caused him to sink in and out of consciousness, the wheels’ uneven strides wreaking havoc on his beaten body. When he finally came to, the wagon had long stopped, and he heard a man close by bark an order that startled him. At first, he wondered if it were the masked group until two men appeared, bare-faced and clearly uninterested in him. Neither seemed to care about his wounds by how they grabbed at the gurney. It took everything in Aric not to scream in pain, a scream he was aware wouldn’t come out very manly. Instead, he seethed in his own misery, his ribs aching more now and at times causing him to hyperventilate.

While being carried across the yard, Aric moved his head enough to watch the woman turn her horse around to leave, looking back in his direction before she rode out of view. He wondered if that was a good sign, someone caring enough to look back. He had never been the kind to look back at anything.

Hauling him into a cottage, the two men were directed into a room off to the side. Aric couldn’t tell what was happening, only that somehow through a half-sliding, half-pulling maneuver, they moved him from the gurney to a single bed, every muscle in his body burning in pain. His bruised ribs made it hurt to breathe, and he laid there, wheezing and gasping as he tried to calm down.

He noticed the two men still in the room, one eyeing him while the other placed the gurney in some corner, out of the way. He could make out a third figure in the doorway, seeing blurrily that it was the woman’s companion, whose name he tried to recall but couldn’t. Normally he wouldn’t have cared unless the lad had been a target or a steppingstone to his next kill, but Aric was trying to focus on anything other than his agony, hoping to subside the panic of not knowing where he was and if he’d make it out alive.

“You could have been gentler,” the man in the doorway chastised.

“No sense keeping him alive,” the onlooker commented while his companion returned, nudging him on the shoulder as a reminder they needed to leave. He turned to the doorway, saying with annoyance, “Learn to say ‘thank you’ next time, Henrik.”

“I’ll say it when it’s owed,” Henrik replied coolly as he followed the two brutes out of the room. Not long after the front door closed, Aric heard rummaging in the next room, followed by the clinking of jars.

Resting his eye, Aric listened for the lad, hearing the sound of water running and a couple more clanking of things. Eventually, Henrik came back into the room, and Aric opened his eye again. He found Henrik bringing a cup to him, along with a jar and a few cloths he sat on the bedside table. He noticed the lad was dressed similarly to the woman, except he didn’t wear a vest over his shirt like she did.

Seeing he was awake, Henrik explained, “I need you to drink this. It’s medicine that will help you rest while I clean your wounds.”

On any other day Aric would have been skeptical, but given the state he was in, he wanted both the liquid and the rest. Without having to answer, Henrik helped lift Aric’s head, pressing the rim of the cup to his lips. Aric drank greedily, gulping down the contents that stung his dry throat. It hurt to swallow, but his body couldn’t stop, needing the water despite it tasting funny.

“Your nose is broken, so I’m going to need to reset it,” Henrik said as he sat the cup down next to the jar.

“Do what you have to do,” Aric whispered, knowing what that entailed.

With his gloves still on, Henrik worked effectively, popping his nose back into position with a crack that made Aric groan. At one point, he even felt his stomach shift, his ribs and lungs aching in response. Helping to lift his head back up, Henrik gave him more water, which Aric took, draining the cup.

Laying back against the pillow, Aric closed his eye, hoping the medicine would be quick. He listened as Henrik left the room again, only to return with what sounded like a washbowl he set on the floor next to the bed.

“You’re rather lucky,” Henrik said as he worked, gently removing Aric’s clothes so he could clean the wounds without interference.

Lucky, Aric thought, recalling the last conversation with the masked man who had helped torture him.

“You’re a lucky man,” his captor had said, sitting across from Aric and the two men who kept him upright during the carriage ride. “I was given word this morning that your target is being transferred to Mortem Hall. Apparently, their original plans are set in motion, so your job just got a whole lot easier.”

“Who the hell are you, anyway?” Aric had breathed out, trying to cling to his wits, even though he swayed unevenly with the motion of the carriage.

“Just call me the Mask,” the figure had replied coyly.

Aric had eyed him, thinking the name ridiculous until he started to feel sick and decided to just let the man have his terrible name. “And what job... do I have to do?” he asked, the tormenting ride causing sharp pains that impeded his speech.

“All you have to do is make sure no one interferes. If anyone does, your job is to eliminate them. If anyone gets in the way, it will become your problem. And if you don’t handle the problem, then we’ll become your problem.”

“Has anyone ever told you,” Aric remembered asking, “how annoying your voice is?”

It wasn’t long after, he realized, he had been thrown from the carriage. For a split second, Aric wanted to laugh, finding the humor in it. Even though he was captured, at least he hadn’t cowered before them.

And while Henrik worked, he glanced at Aric’s face, realizing he had dozed off, leaving behind a small smile that curved the corner of his lips.
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Galmoor was nothing more than a quaint canal town that had outgrown itself. Cobblestone bridges covered in moss and ivy connected most roads, and between each block of houses were slow turning watermills, using the water to generate electricity that would power its section of the town, visible by the stretch of power lines zigzagging in between the structures. During the late spring and summer months, the waterways became an alternate form of transportation, making life less hectic in the streets. But during the rain seasons, they were Galmoor’s curse, swelling so violently they would become too dangerous to use, forcing the streets to become overrun with passersby.

Joss knew the rain season all too well, a time of year she often dreaded. Not everyone was smart enough to avoid those raging waters, thinking they could tame nature or outsmart death. Nature and death always seemed to win. There were the occasional mishaps: the drunk who stumbled over the bridge, the thieves or brutes who would push their victims into a watery grave. Most of the bodies would end up caught in one of the water wheels or found downstream to be cleared away or retrieved. Some would never be found. Either way, Joss and Henrik were usually the ones called to dispose of them.

As Joss and Quinn approached the town, the rain seasons had yet to start, leaving the canals calm and perfect for use. A couple of small boats glided under the bridge as the two riders trotted over, entering a bustling atmosphere that had gone right back to normal after the events at the town square that morning.

“They always act like it never happened,” Quinn remarked, as if reading Joss’s thoughts. “A beheading occurred just a few hours ago, and yet you couldn’t even tell.”

Joss always wondered what Quinn would have become if he wasn’t in charge of Mortem Hall. “Maybe if it didn’t have to happen so often, they wouldn’t be so immune to it,” she offered, only receiving an eye roll in return.

The rest of the ride became silent again as they maneuvered their horses through the streets, crossing more bridges and rounding past merchant booths and citizens who made sure to stay out of their way. Joss occasionally looked up into the two-to-three story buildings, wondering about the lives inside. Some buildings looked more lived in than others, and some had signs hanging for business while others were airing out their dirty laundry. She caught a little boy staring at her from his open window, and then his mother caught sight of her too, knowing who she was despite the distance. Grabbing the child’s arm, she closed the window.
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