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      The crack of the whip sent the birds scattering into the sky. They cawed their displeasure at the violence of the men below as they flew over the village and to the mountains beyond.

      The whip cracked again.

      Aaron did well. He didn't start to moan until the fourth lash. By the seventh, he screamed in earnest.

      No one had given him a belt to bite down on. There hadn’t been time when the soldiers hauled him from his house and tied him to the post in the square.

      I clutched the little wooden box of salve hidden in my pocket, letting the corners bite deep into my palm.

      The soldier passed forty lashes, not caring that Aaron’s back had already turned to pulp.

      I squeezed my way to the back of the crowd, unwilling to watch Aaron’s blood stain the packed dirt.

      Behind the rest of the villagers, children cowered in their mother’s skirts, hiding from the horrors the Guilds’ soldiers brought with them.

      I didn't know how many strokes Aaron had been sentenced to. I didn't want to know. I made myself stop counting how many times the whip sliced his back.

      Bida, Aaron’s wife, wept on the edge of the crowd. When his screams stopped, hers grew louder.

      The women around Bida held her back, keeping her out of reach of the soldiers.

      My stomach stung with the urge to offer comfort as she watched her husband being beaten by the men in black uniforms. But, with the salve tucked in my pocket, hiding in the back was safest.

      I couldn't give Bida the box unless Aaron survived. Spring hadn’t fully arrived, and the plants Lily needed to make more salves still hadn't bloomed. The tiny portion of the stuff hidden in my pocket was worth more than someone's life, especially if that person wasn’t going to survive even with Lily’s help.

      Lily’s orders had been clear―wait and see if Aaron made it through. Give Bida the salve if he did. If he didn’t, come back home and hide the wooden box under the floorboards for the next poor soul who might need it.

      Aaron fell to the ground. Blood leaked from a gash under his arm.

      The soldier raised his whip again.

      I sank farther into the shadows, trying to comfort myself with the beautiful lie that I could never be tied to the post in the village square, though I knew the salve clutched in my hand would see me whipped at the post as quickly as whatever offense the soldiers had decided Aaron had committed.

      When my fingers had gone numb from gripping the box, the soldier stopped brandishing his whip and turned to face the crowd.

      “We did not come here to torment you,” the soldier said. “We came here to protect Ilbrea. We came here to protect the Guilds. We are here to provide peace to all the people of this great country. This man committed a crime, and he has been punished. Do not think me cruel for upholding the law.” He wrapped the bloody whip around his hand and led the other nine soldiers out of the square.

      Ten soldiers. It had only taken ten of them to walk into our village and drag Aaron from his home. Ten men to tie him to the post and leave us all helpless as they beat a man who’d lived among us all his life.

      The soldiers disappeared, and the crowd shifted in toward Aaron. I couldn’t hear him crying or moaning over the angry mutters of the crowd.

      His wife knelt by his side, wailing.

      I wound my way forward, ignoring the stench of fear that surrounded the villagers.

      Aaron lay on the ground, his hands still tied around the post. His back had been flayed open by the whip. His flesh looked more like something for a butcher to deal with than an illegal healer like me.

      I knelt by his side, pressing my fingers to his neck to feel for a pulse.

      Nothing.

      I wiped my fingers on the cleanest part of Aaron’s shirt I could find and weaved my way back out of the crowd, still clutching the box of salve in my hand.

      Carrion birds gathered on the rooftops near the square, scenting the fresh blood in the air. They didn't know Aaron wouldn't be food for them. The villagers of Harane had yet to fall so low as to leave our own out as a feast for the birds.

      There was no joy in the spring sun as I walked toward Lily’s house on the eastern edge of the village.

      I passed by the tavern, which had already filled with men who didn’t mind we hadn't reached midday. I didn't blame them for hiding in there. If they could find somewhere away from the torment of the soldiers, better on them for seizing it. I only hoped there weren’t any soldiers laughing inside the tavern’s walls.

      I followed the familiar path home. Along our one, wide dirt road, past the few shops Harane had to offer, to the edge of the village where only fields and pastures stood between us and the forest that reached up the eastern mountains’ slopes.

      It didn’t take long to reach the worn wooden house with the one giant tree towering out front. It didn’t take long to reach anywhere in the tiny village of Harane.

      Part of me hated knowing every person who lived nearby. Part of me wished the village were smaller. Then maybe we’d fall off the Guilds’ maps entirely.

      As it was, the Guilds only came when they wanted to collect our taxes, to steal our men to fight their wars, or to find some other sick pleasure in inflicting agony on people who wanted nothing more than to survive. Or if their business brought them far enough south on the mountain road they had to pass through our home on their way to torment someone else.

      I allowed myself a moment to breathe before facing Lily. I blinked away the images of Aaron covered in blood and shoved them into a dark corner with the rest of the wretched things it was better not to ponder.

      Lily barely glanced up as I swung open the gate and stepped into the back garden. Dirt covered her hands and skirt. Her shoulders were hunched from the hours spent planting our summer garden. She never allowed me to help with the task. Everything had to be carefully planned, keeping the vegetables toward the outermost edges. Hiding the plants she could be hanged for in the center, where soldiers were less likely to spot the things she grew to protect the people of our village. The people the soldiers were so eager to hurt.

      “Did he make it?” Lily stretched her shoulders back and brushed the dirt off her weathered hands.

      I held the wooden box out as my response. Blood stained the corners. It wasn't Aaron's blood. It was mine. Cuts marked my hand where I’d squeezed the box too tightly.

      Lily glared at my palm. “You’d better go in and wrap your hand. If you let it get infected, I'll have to treat you with the salve, and you know we're running out.”

      I tucked the box back into my pocket and went inside, not bothering to argue that I could heal from a tiny cut. I didn't want to look into Lily's wrinkled face and see the glimmer of pity in her eyes.

      The inside of the house smelled of herbs and dried flowers. Their familiar scent did nothing to drive the stench of blood and fear from my nose.

      A pot hung over the stove, waiting with whatever Lily had made for breakfast.

      My stomach churned at the thought of eating. I needed to get out. Out of the village, away from the soldiers.

      I pulled up the loose floorboard by the stove and tucked the salve in between the other boxes, tins, and vials. I grabbed my bag off the long, wooden table and shoved a piece of bread and a waterskin into it for later. I didn't bother grabbing a coat or shawl. I didn't care about getting cold.

      I have to get out.

      I was back through the door and in the garden a minute later. Lily didn’t even look up from her work. “If you’re running into the forest, you had better come back with something good.”

      “I will,” I said. “I'll bring you back all sorts of wonderful things. Just make sure you save some dinner for me.”

      I didn’t need to ask her to save me food. In all the years I’d lived with her, Lily had never let me go hungry. But she was afraid I would run away into the forest and never return. Or maybe it was me that feared I might disappear into the trees and never come back. Either way, I felt myself relax as I stepped out of the garden and turned my feet toward the forest.
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      The mountains rose up beyond the edge of the trees, fierce towers I could never hope to climb. No one else from the village would ever even dream of trying such a thing.

      The soldiers wouldn't enter the woods. The villagers rarely dared to go near them. The forest was where darkness and solitude lay. A quiet place where the violence of the village couldn’t follow me.

      I skirted farmers’ fields and picked my way through the pastures. No one bothered me as I climbed over the fences they built to keep in their scarce amounts of sheep and cows.

      No one kept much livestock. They couldn't afford it in the first place. And besides, if the soldiers saw that one farmer had too many animals, they would take the beasts as taxes. Safer to be poor. Better for your belly to go empty than for the soldiers to think you had something to give.

      I moved faster as I got past the last of the farmhouses and beyond the reach of the stench of animal dung.

      When I was a very little girl, my brother had told me that the woods were ruled by ghosts. That none of the villagers dared to cut down the trees or venture into their shelter for fear of being taken by the dead and given a worse fate than even the Guilds could provide.

      I’d never been afraid of ghosts, and I’d wandered through the woods often enough to be certain that no spirits roamed the eastern mountains.

      When I first started going into the forest, I convinced myself I was braver than everyone else in Harane. I was an adventurer, and they were cowards.

      Maybe I just knew better. Maybe I knew that no matter what ghosts did, they could never match the horrors men inflict on each other. What I'd seen them do to each other.

      By the time I was a hundred feet into the trees, I could no longer see the village behind me. I couldn't smell anything but the fresh scent of damp earth as the little plants fought for survival in the fertile spring ground. I knew my way through the woods well enough I didn't need to bother worrying about which direction to go. It was more a question of which direction I wanted to chase the gentle wind.

      I could go and find fungi for Lily to make into something useful, or I could climb. If I went quickly, I would have time to climb and still be able to find something worth Lily getting herself hanged for.

      Smiling to myself, I headed due east toward the steepest part of the mountains near our village. Dirt soon covered the hem of my skirt, and mud squelched beneath my shoes, creeping in through the cracked leather of the soles. I didn't mind so much. What the cold could do to me was nothing more than a refreshing chance to prove I was still alive. Life existed outside the village, and there was beauty beyond our battered walls.

      Bits of green peeked through the brown of the trees as new buds forced their way out of the branches.

      I stopped, staring up at the sky, marveling at the beauty hidden within our woods.

      Birds chirped overhead. Not the angry cawing of birds of death, but the beautiful songs of lovebirds who had nothing more to worry about than tipping their wings up toward the sky.

      A gray and blue bird burst from a tree, carrying his song deeper into the forest.

      A stream gurgled to one side of me. The snap of breaking branches came from the other. I didn't change my pace as the crackling came closer.

      I headed south to a steeper slope where I had to use my hands to pull myself up the rocks.

      I moved faster, outpacing the one who lumbered through the trees behind me. A rock face cut through the forest, blocking my path. I dug my fingers into the cracks in the stone, pulling myself up. Careful to keep my legs from being tangled in my skirt, I found purchase on the rock with the soft toes of my boots. In a few quick movements, I pushed myself up over the top of the ledge. I leapt to my feet and ran to the nearest tree, climbing up to the highest thick branch.

      I sat silently on my perch, waiting to see what sounds would come from below.

      A rustle came from the base of the rock, followed by a long string of inventive curses.

      I bit my lips together, not allowing myself to call out.

      The cursing came again.

      “Of all the slitching, vile―” the voice from below growled.

      I leaned back against the tree, closing my eyes, reveling in my last few moments of solitude. Those hints of freedom were what I loved most about being able to climb. Going up a tree, out of reach of the things that would catch me.

      “Ena,” the voice called. “Ena.”

      I didn't answer.

      “Ena, are you going to leave me down here?”

      My lips curved into a smile as I bit back my laughter. “I didn’t ask you to follow me. You can just go back the way you came.”

      “I don’t want to go back,” he said. “Let me come up. At least show me how you did it.”

      “If you want to chase me, you’d better learn to climb.”

      I let him struggle for a few more minutes until he threatened to find a pick and crack through the rock wall. I glanced down to find him three feet off the ground, his face bright red as he tried to climb.

      “Jump down,” I said, not wanting him to fall and break something. I could have hauled him back to the village, but I didn't fancy the effort.

      “Help me get up,” he said.

      “Go south a bit. You'll find an easier path.”

      I listened to the sounds of him stomping off through the trees, enjoying the bark against my skin as I waited for him to find the way up.

      It only took him a few minutes to loop back around to stand under my perch.

      Looking at Cal stole my will to flee. His blond hair glistened in the sun. He shaded his bright blue eyes as he gazed up at me.

      “Are you happy now?” he said. “I'm covered in dirt.”

      “If you wanted to be clean, you shouldn’t have come into the woods. I never ask you to follow me.”

      “It would have been wrong of me not to. You shouldn't be coming out here by yourself.”

      I didn't let it bother me that he thought it was too dangerous for me to be alone in the woods. It was nice to have someone worry about me. Even if he was worried about ghosts that didn't exist.

      “What do you think you'd be able to do to help me anyway?” I said.

      He stared up at me, hurt twisting his perfect brow.

      Cal looked like a god, or something made at the will of the Guilds themselves. His chiseled jaw held an allure to it, the rough stubble on his cheeks luring my fingers to touch its texture.

      I twisted around on my seat and dropped down to the ground, reveling in his gasp as I fell.

      “You really need to get more used to the woods,” I said. “It's a good place to hide.”

      “What would I have to hide from?” Cal’s eyes twinkled, offering a hint of teasing that drew me toward him.

      I touched the stubble on his chin, tracing the line of his jaw.

      “There are plenty of things to hide from, fool.” I turned to tramp farther into the woods.

      “Ena,” he called after me, “you shouldn't be going so far from home.”

      “Then don't follow me. Go back.” I knew he would follow.

      I had known when I passed by his window in the tavern on my way through the village. He always wanted to be near me. That was the beauty of Cal.

      I veered closer to the stream.

      Cal kept up, though he despised getting his boots muddy.

      I always chose the more difficult path to make sure he knew I could outpace him. It was part of our game on those trips into the forest.

      I leapt across the stream to a patch of fresh moss just beginning to take advantage of spring.

      “Ena.” Cal jumped the water and sank down onto the moss I had sought.

      I shoved him off of the green and into the dirt.

      He growled.

      I didn't bother trying to hide my smile. I pulled out tufts of the green moss, tucking them into my bag for Lily.

      “If you don't want me to follow you,” Cal said, “you can tell me not to whenever you like.”

      “The forest doesn’t belong to me, Cal. You can go where you choose.”

      He grabbed both my hands and tugged me toward him. I tipped onto him and he shifted, letting me fall onto my back. I caught a glimpse of the sun peering down through the new buds of emerald leaves, and then he was kissing me.

      His taste of honey and something a bit deeper filled me. And I forgot about whips and Lily and men bleeding and soldiers coming to kill us.

      There was nothing but Cal and me. And the day became beautiful.
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      I let Cal follow me up and down the mountain for hours. Cal filled the silence with news of everyone in the village. His family owned the tavern, so all news, both the happy and the terrible, passed through the walls of his home. He didn’t know what the people were saying about Aaron yet. He’d followed me before anyone had grown drunk enough to loose their tongue.

      “Les had better be careful, or he’s going to be on the hunt for a new wife,” Cal laughed.

      I forced a chuckle. I hadn’t been paying close enough attention to hear what Les had done this time.

      I cut through a dense patch of bushes, trying to find where treasures would grow when summer neared. I didn't mind the twigs clawing at me or the mud clinging to my clothes.

      Cal didn't mention his displeasure at being dirty. He was too content being with me.

      I let him hold my hand, savoring the feel of his skin against mine. His warmth burned away the rest of the fear the soldiers had left lodged near my lungs.

      Cal pulled me close to his side, winding his arm around my waist.

      “I can’t go home without proper goodies for Lily.” I wriggled free from Cal’s grasp.

      I followed a game trail farther up the mountain, searching for evergreens whose new buds could help cure the stomach ills that always floated around the village in the spring. By the time the peak of the afternoon passed, I had enough in my bag to please Lily and had spent enough time climbing to give myself a hope of sleeping that night. I turned west, beginning the long trek home.

      “We don’t have to go back.” Cal laced his fingers through mine.

      “You think you’d survive in the woods?”

      “With you by my side?” His hands moved to my waist. He held me close, swaying in time to music neither of us could hear. He pressed his lips to my forehead. “I think we could stay out here forever.” He kissed my nose and cheeks before his lips finally found mine.

      My heart raced as he pulled me closer, pressing my body against his.

      “Cal”―I pulled an inch away, letting the cool air blow between us―“we have to get back. Lily won’t be happy if I’m out too long.”

      “What’ll she do? Scowl at you?”

      “Kick me out, more like.” I started back down the mountainside. “I don’t fancy sleeping in the mud.”

      I’d lived with Lily for more than half my life, but that didn’t make the old healer obligated to keep me a day longer than she wanted to.

      Cal caught me in his arms, twisted me toward him, and held me tighter. He brushed his lips against mine. His tongue teased my mouth, luring me deeper into the kiss.

      I sank into his arms, reveling in the feel of his hard muscles against me.

      He ran his fingers along my sides, sending shivers up my spine.

      I sighed as his lips found my neck and trailed out to my shoulder.

      “We have to go,” I murmured.

      Cal wound his fingers through mine. “Let’s hide in the wood forever.”

      “Cal―”

      “I love you, Ena.” A glimmer of pure bliss lit his eyes.

      “I’m going,” I said. “Come with me or find your own way back.”

      Cal pressed his lips to my forehead. “Lead the way.”

      If I hadn’t known him so well, I might not have heard the hint of hurt in his voice.

      I didn’t want to hurt Cal, but I didn't have anything of myself to offer him. It was easy for Cal to declare his love. He had a solid roof, a business to inherit, a family who cared for him. I was nothing but an orphan inker kept from sleeping in the mud by the goodwill of an ornery old woman.

      Cal followed me silently down the slope of the mountain.

      I stopped by a fallen tree. The stench of its rot cut through the scent of spring.

      “You’re the best part of the village.” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I’d thought through them.

      “I guess that's something. Better than anyone else has gotten out of you.”

      “Better than they ever will.”

      His boots thumped on the ground as he ran a few steps to catch up to me. I didn’t fight him as he laced his fingers through mine and pressed his lips to my temple. I didn’t slow my pace as I started walking again either.

      I hadn’t been lying―we needed to be heading back to the village. As much as I loved the woods, I didn't fancy being in the trees at night.

      The villagers and soldiers might have avoided the forest and mountains because of ghost stories, but their foolishness didn’t make the woods entirely safe. I could hear the howls of the wolves at night from Lily’s loft where I slept. And farm animals had been lost to creatures far larger than wolves. I didn't fancy having to hide up a tree, shivering as I waited for the dawn. I didn’t know if Cal would be able to make it high enough in a tree to be safe.

      I let my mind wander as we reached the gentler slopes toward the base of the mountain, wondering over all the terrifying animals that could be hiding just out of sight. Dug into a den that reached below our feet. Hiding in the brush where I couldn't spot them.

      A shiver of something ran up my spine.

      “You should have brought something warmer.” Cal let go of my hand to take off his coat.

      “I’m fine.” I searched the shadows, trying to find whatever trick of the forest had set my nerves on edge.

      Trees rustled to the south, the sound too large to be a bird and too gentle to be death speeding toward us.

      I stopped, tugging on Cal’s hand to keep him beside me, and reached for the thin knife I kept tucked in my bag.

      Cal stepped in front of me as the rustling came closer.

      My breath hitched in my chest. I wanted to climb the nearest tree but couldn’t leave Cal alone on the ground. My hand trembled as I gripped the hilt of my blade tighter.

      “Are you going to try and stab me?” a voice called out. “I don’t think it would do you much good.”

      I would have known that voice after a hundred years.

      I gripped my knife tighter, fighting the urge to throw it at my brother’s face as he stepped out from between the trees.

      “Emmet.” Cal stretched a hand toward my brother as a man with black hair and dark eyes stepped out of the shadows beside Emmet.

      I took Cal’s arm, keeping him close to me.

      “Ena”―my brother gave a nod―“Cal.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked before Cal could say something more polite.

      My brother shrugged. His shoulders were wide from his work as a blacksmith. The familiarity of his face―his bright blue eyes, deep brown hair, and pale skin―tugged at my heart. He looked so much like my mother had. She’d given the same coloring to both of us.

      But the hard line of his jaw, which became more defined as he turned to the other man, that Emmet had inherited from our father.

      The black-haired man gave my brother a nod.

      “I found out you’d gone to the woods, and I decided to check on you,” Emmet said.

      “How did you find me?” I asked at the same moment Cal said, “We were just heading back.”

      “You should go then,” Emmet said. “I can make sure Ena gets home safe.”

      “I’d rather―” Cal began.

      “I think you’ve spent enough time in the woods with my little sister.” Emmet pointed down the slope. “Keep heading that way, you’ll find the village soon enough.”

      The man next to my brother bit back a smile.

      Pink crept up Cal’s neck.

      “It’s fine.” I laid a hand on his arm. “Go.”

      Cal turned to me, locking eyes with me for a moment before kissing the back of my hand. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He didn’t look back at my brother before striding away.

      I glared at Emmet as Cal’s footsteps faded.

      A new scar marred Emmet’s left cheek. His hands had taken more damage since the last time I’d seen him as well.

      “You shouldn’t be alone with him in the woods,” Emmet said when the sounds of Cal’s footsteps had vanished.

      “And you shouldn’t be following me.”

      “I wanted to be sure you were safe,” Emmet said. “A man was killed in the village today, did you not hear?”

      “I saw it.” I tucked my knife into my bag. “I watched the soldiers whip Aaron to death. But I don’t see any soldiers around here, so I think I’ll be just fine.”

      The man gave a low laugh.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “A friend,” he said. He looked to be the same as age as my brother, only a couple of years older than Cal and me. If I hadn’t been so angry, I might have thought him handsome, but there was something in the way he stood so still while I glared daggers at him that made me wish I hadn’t put my knife back into my bag.

      “You should get back to the village,” Emmet said. “The mountains aren’t a safe place to wander.”

      I turned and climbed farther up the mountain, not caring that he was right.

      “Ena.” Emmet’s footfalls thundered up behind me. “You should get back to Lily.” He grabbed my arm, whipping me around.

      “Don’t tell me where I should be.” I wrenched my arm free.

      “Then don’t be a fool. Get yourself home. You don’t belong out here.”

      “I had Cal with me.”

      “Being alone with him in the woods is a fool of a choice, too. You’ve got to think, Ena.”

      “Don’t pretend you care!”

      A bird screeched his anger at my shout.

      “Ena―”

      “You don’t get to show up here, follow me into the woods, and try to tell me what to do.” My voice shook as I fought to keep from scratching my brother’s damned eyes out. “Once a year―once a gods’ forsaken year―you show up in Harane. You don’t get to pretend to care where I go or who I’m with.”

      Emmet’s brow creased. “I do care. I make it back as often as I’m allowed.”

      “Liar.” The word rumbled in my throat. “The only reason you haven’t come back is because you don’t want to.”

      A stick cracked as the black-haired man stepped closer.

      “Where have you been, brother?” I’d been saving the question for nearly a year. Holding it in, saying it over and over again in my head as I imagined myself screaming it at Emmet. In all the times I’d thought through it, I’d never pictured him drawing his shoulders defiantly back.

      “I’ve got to work for the blacksmith,” Emmet said. “I’ve finished my apprenticeship, but I’ve got to pay―”

      “You’re a damned chivving liar.”

      “What would I be lying about?” Emmet asked.

      “I went to Nantic,” I said, “caught a ride in a cart to get to you.”

      “What?” Emmet said.

      “Found the smith where you were supposed to be.” I stepped forward, shoving Emmet in the chest. “Two years? Two years since you ran from the blacksmith’s, and you’ve been lying to me.”

      Emmet’s face paled.

      “I went to find you, and you weren’t there! I was lucky Lily even took me back after I left like that.”

      Emmet caught my hands. “Why did you go looking for me?”

      “You don’t get to care. You don’t get to lie to me and pretend to care.”

      Emmet’s stone face faltered for the first time. “I do care, Ena. I’ve come to visit because I care.”

      “Stopping in once a year doesn’t make you a decent brother.” I tore my hands free, feeling the bruises growing where he’d gripped my fingers. “You left me here. I didn’t even know how to find you. I didn’t know if you’d ever come back.”

      “I had to. I’m sorry, but what I’m doing is more important than being a blacksmith.”

      “How?”

      Emmet looked up to the sky. “It is. You just have to believe that it is.”

      “And it’s more important than I am?” I stared at my brother, waiting for him to crack and tell me there was nothing in all of Ilbrea more important than his only living blood relation.

      “It’s more important than all of us,” Emmet said. “I’m sorry if I can’t be the brother you need me to be, but my work has to be done.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there has to be more to this chivving mess of a world than waiting for the Guilds to kill us.” Wrinkles creased Emmet’s brow. “I can’t spend my life waiting to die.”

      The black-haired man placed a hand on my brother’s shoulder. “She should get back to the village.”

      “Right.” Emmet nodded.

      I stared at the dark-haired man, wishing he would fade back into the shadows and disappear.

      “Then let me help you,” I said.

      “What?”

      “If you have work that’s so important, let me help you. I’m not the little girl you left behind in Harane. Wherever it is you’ve been hiding, take me with you. We’re blood, Emmet. I should be with you.”

      “No.” Emmet shook his head. His hair flung around his face. “You belong here.”

      “I belong with the only family I have.” I stepped forward, tipping my chin up to meet his gaze. “I’m not a child. I can help. Let me come with you.”

      “You can’t.” Emmet stepped away from me. “You’ve got to stay with Lily. You’re safer here, Ena.”

      “You’re a chivving fool if you believe that.”

      “It’s true. You have to stay in Harane. I have to keep you safe.”

      “See you next year, brother.” I stormed past him and back down the mountain.

      He didn’t follow.
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      I’ve never believed in peaceful lives and beautiful tales. Those are no truer than ghost stories. Both are lies we tell ourselves to make the pain we suffer a little less real.

      Happiness doesn’t swoop in and save us when everything turns dark and bloody. And men do far worse to each other than monsters could ever manage.

      Even the men who aren’t demons, the ones you should be able to trust when the worst storm comes, they’ll hurt you as well.

      At the end of the tale, there is nothing left but pain and forcing yourself to survive.
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      The ink stained my fingers, leaving them a bright blue. The color was pretty, I’d done my job well, but against the dull brown of the workshop, the hue seemed obscene. There was nothing in Harane to match the pigment’s brightness.

      But Lily had asked me to make the color, preparing for the merchants who would come all the way down from the capital, Ilara, seeking inks as summer neared.

      It should have been Lily inside grinding up leaves and berries to make the inks that were her living, but she was too busy with her other work. Work that would see her hanged by the soldiers.

      A cough had swept through the village, and no one in Harane could afford the gold demanded by the Guilds’ healer. It was left to Lily to see to the children so far gone with fever they couldn’t hold their heads up anymore.

      She’d sneak her herbs into the houses of the desperate, treating the ill with whatever she could grow in her garden and the things I could forage in the woods. Lily rarely brought me with her when she tended to the sick and wounded. Only when there was something she wanted me to learn, or too many desperate people for her to handle on her own. I don’t know if she kept me away out of fear or mercy, but either way, it ended up the same.

      Lily would leave a written list of inks for me to blend and give spoken orders of what tonics and salves she needed made. I’d sit in the house, letting it fill with enough steam to clog my lungs as I made vials of ink in one set of bowls and healing things in another, all on the one worn, wooden table. I think Lily believed any Guilded soldier sent to her home wouldn’t have the sense to know which flowers had been chosen for their ability to fight fever and which had been selected for their pigment. She was probably right.

      Whatever her reasoning might have been, the rains hadn’t stopped in the three days since I’d left my brother in the forest, and I was trapped with a mortar and pestle, grinding sweet smelling leaves until I couldn’t move my fingers anymore as the storm finally drifted east over the mountains.

      I left the pulpy mixture of the ink to sit. It would be hours before the stuff would be ready to be carefully strained and then poured into a glass jar to be sold.

      Sun peeked in through the windows as I moved on to grinding roots for Lily’s remedies. The pungent smell tickled my nose as I worked my way through one knot and then another.

      A tap on the door, so light I almost thought the rain had come back, pulled me out of the monotonous motion. I froze with the pestle still in my hand, listening for sounds outside.

      The tapping came again.

      I gave a quiet curse before calling, “Lily’s out, but I’ll be with you in one moment,” as I pulled down the tray that hid under the tabletop. I set the roots, leaves, mortar and pestle, and vial of oil on the tray and fixed it back under the table as quickly as I could without risking any noise.

      I untied the top of my bodice, shaking the laces loose and grabbing both strings in one hand as I opened the door.

      “So sorry.” I tied my bodice closed over my shift. “I must have drifted off.”

      I looked up to find, not a soldier come to drag me out for whipping, but Karin, who gave me a scathing look as she slipped past into the workshop.

      “Fell asleep?” Karin circled the long table where I’d hidden the tray before peeping through the curtain that blocked off the bit of the first floor where Lily slept.

      “The storm made me sleepy.” I ran my fingers through my hair, leaving smudges of blue behind that would drive me mad trying to wash out later.

      “And there’s no one else here?” Karin’s eyes twinkled as she stopped at the ladder that led to the loft where I slept. “No one who might make you forget to work?”

      If I hadn’t known Karin since before either of us could walk, I would have grabbed her skirts and torn her from the ladder as she climbed up like she owned the chivving shop. But Karin meant no harm, and stopping her search would only make the rumors that I’d had a man in the house keeping me from answering the door fly through the village faster.

      I could have told her the truth. I had been busy working on illegal remedies for Lily and was afraid a soldier had come to the door. And I’d rather be accused of sleeping on the job than hanged for helping an unguilded healer offer remedies. But then Karin would be obligated to turn me in or risk punishment from the soldiers herself.

      I leaned against the table, tracing the outline of a purple ink stain, listening to the sounds of Karin checking under my cot and opening my trunk that wouldn’t have been large enough to hide Cal anyway.

      “You really are the most boring person who’s ever lived.” Karin carefully lifted her skirts to come back down the ladder.

      “I’m sure I am.” I took a box of charcoal and dumped a few bits into a fresh mortar. “So you might as well scoot back to more interesting company and leave me to my work.”

      “Don’t you dare start on something that’s going to make so much of a mess.” Karin snatched the charcoal-filled mortar out of my reach. She stared at me, a glimmer of delight playing in the corners of her eyes.

      I knew she wanted me to ask why she’d come and what I’d need clean hands for. The bit of obstinance that curled in my stomach wasn’t as strong as the part of me that wanted something interesting to be happening after all the rain. Even if it was only Handor and Shilv fighting over whose sheep were harassing whose again.

      “What is it, you fairy of a biddy?”

      “Only the best, most delightful news.” Karin took my shoulders, steering me to the pump sink in the corner. She worked the handle while she spoke. “Well, after word came south on the road that the map makers with a load of their soldiers were coming our way―”

      “What?” I froze, a brick of harsh soap clutched in my hand.

      “There’s a whole pack of Guilded heading our way. How have you not heard?”

      “I’ve been inside working.” I scrubbed at the blue and black on my hands. “Some of us have things we actually have to get done.”

      “You should admit the real problem is you never bothering to talk to people besides Cal and Lily. You should try making friends, Ena. It would be good for you.”

      “Yes, fine.” I snatched the pot of oily cream from the shelf. “What about the soldiers?”

      “Right.” Karin leaned in. “So, word comes down the road that there’s a whole caravan of paun Guilded headed our way. Cal’s parents are head over heels planning to have all the fancy folks at the tavern, the farmers have started trying to hide their stock so it can’t be counted, and”―she paused, near shuddering with glee―“Henry Tilly took his horse and disappeared for two days.”

      “What?” I wiped the cream and the rest of the color from my fingers with a rag. “Did the soldiers get him?”

      “No.” Karin laughed. “He rode north, all the way to Nantic.”

      “Toward the paun caravan? Who in their right mind would do such a thing?”

      Karin took my elbow and led me to a seat at the table. She pushed aside the curtain to Lily’s room and snatched up Lily’s hairbrush.

      “Nantic is a much bigger place than Harane.” Karin shook my hair free from its braid. “So many things to offer that we don’t have in our tiny little village.”

      “Like people who tell stories that actually make sense?”

      Karin dragged the brush roughly through my hair in retaliation. “Like a scribe.”

      “What?”

      “A Guilded scribe. One who can offer all the official forms the Guilds force us to use for every little thing we do. Like buying land, being buried…getting married.”

      “Henry is getting married?” I spun around wide-eyed. “To you?”

      “Oh gods no, not me!” Karin screwed up her face. “I’d never marry him. His left eye’s bigger than his right.”

      “Who is he marrying then?” I knelt on the chair, gripping the back.

      “Malda!” Karin clapped a hand over her mouth.

      “What?”

      “Henry found out the soldiers, and map makers, and entire fleet of paun were on their way and raced through the night all thirty miles up to Nantic to get marriage papers from the Guilds’ scribe.” Karin twirled the brush through the air. “And do you know why?”

      “Love, I suppose.”

      “She’s pregnant. That little mouse Malda is pregnant and more than just a little. Gods, now that I know, it’s impossible not to see how her belly’s grown.”

      “Henry’s a slitching fool.” I dragged my fingers through my hair.

      Karin grabbed my shoulders, making me face front in the chair again.

      “A fool he is,” Karin said, “but at least he cares for Malda enough not to risk the paun catching her pregnant without a husband. If those soldiers found her out, she’d be taken and sent to give birth on Ian Ayres in the middle of the sea. No one ever comes back from that place.”

      A chill shook my spine, but Karin kept talking.

      “Henry brought coin to Nantic to pay the scribe, but the scribe told him he’d have to wait seven months for marriage papers.”

      “Seven months?” I tried to turn again, but Karin whacked me on the head with the brush.

      “By which time there will be a new little screaming Henry or Malda in this world. Henry had to give the scribe his horse to get the papers and spent the last two days trudging back through the rain.”

      “Is he all right?” My eyes darted toward the tray hidden under the table. That long in the cold rain, and it was only a matter of time before Lily had to darken his door.

      “He’s in the tavern right now having a warm frie to cheer him for his wedding this afternoon.” Karin twisted my hair. “They’re laying hay out in the square to make a space for it. The whole thing will be done long before the sun sets, so Malda will be a married woman before the Guilds can set eyes on her ever-expanding belly.”

      “This afternoon? Today?” I asked.

      “Yes, Ena. That is how days usually go. The whole village will be turning up for this wedding, so you need to look like a proper lady, and I need just a little bit of your magic to give me a wonderful spring blush.” Karin scraped my scalp with pins.

      “What for? Even if they put down enough hay to feed the horses for a season, we’ll all still end up covered in mud.”

      “Because,” Karin said, stepping in front of me and pointing a finger at my nose, “nothing makes a man consider the fact that marriage is inevitable more than a wedding. Henry panicking could be our chance to snatch a prize worth having.”

      Heat shot up to my cheeks.

      “No.” I stood, not meeting Karin’s eyes as I stalked to the corner where the few small tubs of powders and paints for women’s faces were kept. “You dab as much pink on your cheeks as you like, but I’ll have none of it on me. I’m too young to be worrying about marriage.”

      “But is Cal?” That awful twinkle sprang back into Karin’s eyes.

      “Paint your face, you wretch.” I tossed her a tin.
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      It took more than an hour for Karin to paint her face to a marriageable hue, riffle through the few clothes I owned to choose what she wanted me to wear, and give up on the idea of her painting my cheeks as well.

      She’d just finished tightening the laces on my bodice to display enough of my breasts to be considered obscene, when Lily stepped in through the garden door, basket over her arm and mud clinging to her boots.

      Lily stared from Karin to me. “So, you’ve already heard the joyous news.”

      “I told her.” Karin gave my bodice laces one more tug. “Had to get her ready for the wedding, didn’t I?”

      “What’s to be gotten ready for?” Lily set her basket on the table. “Put your breasts away, Ena. You’re pretty enough to get into plenty of trouble without two beacons poking out the front of your dress.”

      “They’re not poking out.” I glanced down, making sure there wasn’t more showing than I’d thought.

      Lily unloaded the goods from her basket. “There is a fine line between the kind of beauty gods bless you with, and the kind given by the shadows to bring trouble into your life. You, Ena Ryeland, are balancing on the edge of beauty becoming a curse. So, tuck your tits back in your top before someone you don’t fancy decides they have a right to the body you were born with.”

      “Yes, Lily.” My face burned red.

      Karin slapped my hands away as I tried to loosen my bodice. She grabbed the pale blue fabric of my shift instead, giving it a tug to cover more of my chest.

      “Help me get these things put away so we don’t miss the wedding.” Lily went to her bedroom, leaving a trail of muddy boot prints behind. “We need to bring something for the bride and groom. I would say they should be gifted a lick of common sense, but it seems they threw that away five months ago when a roll in the hay seemed worth risking a life for.”

      Karin turned to me, her eyebrows creeping up her forehead. “I’ll see you there,” she mouthed before dodging out the door.

      “Is that girl gone?” Lily asked.

      “Yes, Lily.” I examined the goods Lily had brought home with her. A fair number of eggs, two loaves of seed bread, a bottle of chamb, and a skein of thick spun wool. “You saw that many today?”

      “Bad stomach, an awful cough, and had to stitch up the side of Les’s head.”

      “What happened to Les’s head?” I tucked the eggs into the shallow basket by the iron stove and wrapped the bread in a cloth.

      “If you ask Les, he knocked his head in the barn.” Lily stalked back out of her bedroom, a clean dress on, mud still clinging to her boots. “If you look at the manic glint in his wife’s eyes, she finally got sick of the slitch and smacked him upside the head hard enough to draw blood.”

      “What did Les do to make her so mad?”

      “Damned if I know what he’s done this time.” Lily pumped the sink to scrub her hands. “That boy was born stupid, and he didn’t get much better once he learned to talk.”

      “Fair enough.” I took over pumping the giant metal handle.

      Lily methodically washed the skin around her nails in the cold water. “The map maker’s party is coming through. Should be here tomorrow from the sounds of it.”

      “Karin said as much.”

      “Map makers always come with a pack of soldiers. Who knows how big the company will be?”

      “Either way, they should be through pretty quick.” I passed Lily a cloth to dry her hands on. “They aren’t coming to Harane on purpose. They’re only taking the mountain road to get someplace else.”

      Lily nodded silently for a moment. “I don’t want you in the village tomorrow. Head out to the mountains in the morning.”

      “It’s been raining for days. There won’t be anything for me to bring back but mud.”

      “Then bring back some mud.” Lily took my face in her hands. “I don’t want you around when the paun come through. I won’t have it on my head when that pretty face of yours becomes a curse.”

      A knot of something like dread closed around my stomach. “I’ll just stay inside and out of sight.”

      “You’ll get to the mountains and thank me for it.” She squeezed my face tighter.

      I stared into her steel gray eyes.

      “Do you hear me, girl?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good.” She let go of my face. “Now, what in this chivving mess should we give the idiots getting married this afternoon?”

      “Something for a chest rattle.” I pulled up the loose floorboard that housed all of Lily’s illegal goods. “If Karin is right, Henry will need it in a few days if he doesn’t already.”

      “Fine. Give it to his mother so the fool doesn’t go losing it.”

      “Yes, Lily.” I pulled out one of the little wooden boxes that held the thick paste.

      “Out you get then.” Lily grabbed the broom from near the woodstove. “Go celebrate the panic caused by young lust.”

      I managed to pull my coat on before she spoke again.

      “And let this be a lesson to you, Ena. Give yourself to a man with no sense, and you’ll end up getting married on a godsforsaken muddy day to a fool who no longer owns a horse.”

      I darted out the door before Lily could say anything else. I cared for the old lady, even if she was harsh and a little strange. She swore worse than a Guilded sailor just as easily as she whispered comfort to the dying.

      No one in Harane could blame Lily for her rough edges. Nigh on all of us owed our lives to her for something or other, and the few who’d been lucky enough never to need Lily’s help would have been awfully lonely living at the foot of the mountains with the rest of us dead.

      Mud soaked my boots before I’d made it through the garden and to the road. I lifted my hem as I leapt over the worst of the puddles, though I knew there was no hope of my skirt making it through the day unscathed.

      The air in the village tasted different than it had a few days ago, and not just from the rain. The stink of despair had fled, replaced by a dancing breeze of hope.

      It was true enough that Henry and Malda were only getting married to escape the wrath of the Guilds. If the lords far away in Ilara hadn’t passed a law banning children being born outside marriage, then Shilv wouldn’t have been carrying hay to the square.

      Malda wouldn’t have had to fear being snatched up by soldiers, loaded onto a ship, and sent out to the isle of Ian Ayres to give birth. Henry wouldn’t have had to give up his horse. I wouldn’t have been dodging puddles with salve in my coat pocket. And the whole village would have had endless hours of entertainment for the next few months wondering if Malda was carrying a child or had only taken too strongly to sweet summer cakes.

      But the Guilds ruled Ilbrea with their shining, golden fist. If they said women carrying babies out of wedlock were to be taken, there was nothing we could do to fight the paun. Just like we couldn’t stop them from whipping Aaron to death. In the whole land of Ilbrea, there was nothing unguilded rotta like us could do but try and avoid the Guilds’ notice and hope they weren’t bored enough to come after us anyway.

      I’d gotten so lost in wondering what would have happened to Malda and her baby if Henry hadn’t had a horse to offer, I walked right past the tavern.

      “Ena!” Cal called out the kitchen window, waving a flour-covered rag, which left a puff of white floating in the air.

      “Don’t hang out the window,” Cal’s father shouted. “If you want to talk to the girl, bring her inside like a civilized man.”

      Cal bit back his smile. “Miss Ryeland, would you grace us with your presence in our humble kitchen.”

      “Why thank you.” I gave as deep a curtsy as I could manage without sinking my hem deep into the mud and headed back up the street to the tavern door.

      Harane didn’t have many businesses that would interest travelers, and everything that might appeal, aside from Lily’s ink shop, had been packed into the very center of the village. The tavern, cobbler, stables, tannery, and smith had all been built close together with narrow alleys running between them, as though whoever had laid the foundations had thought Harane would become a town or even a city someday.

      That person had been wrong.

      Harane was nothing but a tract of fertile farmland situated thirty miles south of Nantic and twenty-nine miles north of Hareford on the Guild-approved road that ran as close to the mountains as travelers dared to get. The only reason the tavern managed to fill its aged, wooden tables every night was the travelers who needed a place to stop between Nantic and Hareford, and the village men, like Les, who were too afraid of their wives to go home.

      The tables in the tavern only had a smattering of people since the travelers hadn’t arrived for the night and the village folk were getting ready for the surprise wedding.

      “Ena.” Cal waved me in through the kitchen door.

      The scent of baking pastries, roasting meat, and fresh poured frie warmed my face before I even neared the wide fireplace and big iron oven.

      “I take it you heard?” Cal raised an eyebrow at my hair.

      I ran my fingers along the delicate twists Karin promised would win me a husband, blushing to the roots of my hair as I met Cal’s gaze. “Karin insisted.”

      “Careful of the hot.” Cal’s mother pulled a tray of sweet rolls from the oven. The tops had been crusted to a shining brown.

      “Those are beautiful.” I leaned in to sniff. “I didn’t think you’d spend the time on a last minute wedding.”

      Cal’s mother tsked. “I’m making three loaves of bread for the wedding. One for each of them.”

      I coughed a laugh.

      “The rolls are for the Guilded coming through,” she said. “I only hope it’s true they’re coming tomorrow. If not, the lot will go stale. But if I wait to start until they arrive, I won’t be able to make enough to sell.” She worried her wrinkled lips together. “I’ve already had the rooms upstairs cleaned, and Cal’s pulled fresh barrels of frie and chamb. I only hope it’s enough.”

      “Does it matter?” I leaned against the edge of the table. “It’s a caravan of paun. If you don’t have enough for them, they’ll just have to stay in their camp where they belong and move on south all the faster.”

      “We need their business,” Cal’s father said. “A day with the caravan will be more coin than we’ll see for the rest of the summer. The gods smiled on us when they sent the map makers down the mountain road.”

      “Right.” I felt my mouth curve into a smile even as a horrible cold tingled down my neck and surrounded the dread in my stomach. “I’m very happy for you.”

      “Is there anything else you need me for?” Cal asked.

      “Go.” Cal’s mother shooed him toward the door. “But if anyone dares say something snide about your father and me not coming to the square, tell them not to darken the tavern door for a month. I don’t care how thirsty they are for frie.”

      “Yes, mother.” Cal kissed his mother’s cheek and took a basket from near the stove.

      “Someday soon, there will be a wedding worth leaving work undone for,” Cal’s mother said. “This is not that day.”

      I bit my lips together and let Cal put a hand on my waist, guiding me back out into the main room of the tavern.

      “Honestly,” Cal said in a low voice as soon as the kitchen door shut behind us, “it’s probably better my parents not come.”

      “Why?” I whispered.

      “Poor Henry has to stand in front of everyone, with the whole village knowing full well what a slitch he was to let Malda hang for so long. Imagine adding my mother’s glare to that weight.”

      I laughed, and the cold and dread around my stomach vanished with a tiny pop of joy.
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      I’ll never know how they managed to find enough hay to coat the mud in the square. Not that the square was large, or even properly a square.

      On the northern end of the village, someone, a very long time ago, had surrounded a square of land with heavy stones. No one had moved the stones or stolen them to build for fear of angering some unknown spirit. So, the rocks as big as my torso lay undisturbed, and the people of Harane gathered within them whenever the need arose.

      Most often, the need came from the soldiers issuing Guild decrees or doling out punishment. But we used the square for things like weddings and summer celebrations as well. I don’t know if people thought there was some good to be gained from gathering within the stones, or if it was pure stubbornness in not letting the Guilds steal the square and make it an awful place where none of the villagers dared tread.

      Either way ended with Henry and Malda standing side by side in front of a horde of people.

      Tomin had become the eldest in the village after a lung infection took a few of the older folks during the winter, so it was his place to stand with Henry and Malda to perform the wedding.

      “And in the bonds of marriage, do you swear to protect your other half?” Tomin said. “Through winter and drought? Through flood and famine?”

      “I do,” Henry and Malda said together.

      Henry’s face was pale, whether from fright of being married or exhaustion from walking back from Nantic, I couldn’t tell.

      Tomin reached into his pocket and pulled out a filthy rag. “Hands please.”

      Malda and Henry both held up their right palms.

      Tomin unfolded the rag and patted the clump of dirt within it flat. “Hard to find anything dry.”

      The villagers chuckled, and Tomin gave a gap-toothed grin.

      “From the dirt we all have come.” Tomin sprinkled dirt onto Malda’s palm. “And to the dirt we all must go.” He sprinkled dirt onto Henry’s palm. “May your journey in between be sweeter for standing by each other’s side.”

      Together, Henry and Malda tipped their hands, letting the dirt tumble onto the muddy hay at their feet.

      “Your lives are one,” Tomin said. “Live them well!”

      The crowd cheered.

      Malda threw her arms around Henry’s neck and kissed him.

      The children winced and whined―the rest of us clapped and hollered.

      Before Malda had stopped kissing Henry, someone began playing a fiddle. A drum joined a moment later, and Henry took Malda’s hands, dragging her to the center of the square to dance.

      I laughed at the look of pure horror on Malda’s face. An arm snaked around my waist.

      “Are you going to look as petrified when I make you dance?” Cal whispered in my ear.

      “I don’t think you could make me do anything.” I twisted out of his grip and darted toward the center of the square where everyone had picked up on the dance.

      Cal raced to my side, taking me in his arms before anyone else could have the chance. We spun and bounced in time with the music as the hay beneath our feet was eaten entirely by the mud.

      Cal lifted me and twirled me under his arm until my heart beat so fast I thought it might race out of my chest. His laughter rang in my ears. The bright joy that lit his eyes sent my soul soaring up high above the clouds.

      Then Henry’s father wheeled out a barrel of frie. The crowd shifted toward the drink.

      And the whipping post was there, waiting at the back of the celebration.

      There was no blood on the ground, the rain had washed it all away, but dark stains mottled the post. The wood had been worn down in places where the soldiers’ victims had strained against their bonds.

      My feet lost the feel of the dance, and I swayed, staring at the bloody monument to all the damage the Guilds had done.

      “Ena?” Cal took my waist in his hands. “Are you all right?”

      “Tired.” I nodded. “I’m just tired.”

      “Come on.” He led me to the side of the square where Henry’s father doled out frie in borrowed cups. I stood on the edge of the crowd while Cal dove between people to snatch each of us a drink. He emerged a moment later, his hair rumpled, but clasping a cup in each hand. “Here.”

      I took the cup and sipped the frie. The drink burned a path down my throat, past my lungs, and into my stomach, but didn’t make me feel any better.

      Cal laced his fingers through mine and led me to the south side of the square. We sat on one of the largest of the boundary stones, watching the dancers spin round and round.

      “It’s a nice wedding,” Cal said. “And Henry’s family seems happy to be getting Malda.”

      “They do.” I took another sip of frie, trying to burn away the taste of sick in my mouth.

      “Malda grew up on a farm, so she won’t have trouble getting used to the labor Henry’s land will require.”

      “She’s a strong girl,” I said. “They’ll do well together.”

      “We’d do well together.” Cal leaned in close. “Better than them. I could provide for you better than Henry ever―”

      “I have my own work.” I tightened my grip on my cup.

      “And you could work with Lily if you wanted,” Cal said. “But you wouldn’t have to. I’m going to inherit the tavern. It’s a good income, Ena.”

      “Don’t, Cal. Please don’t.”

      “I know we’re young.” Cal knelt in the mud front of me, making it impossible for me to look away from his beautiful eyes. “And I’m not saying we should get married soon. We could wait until next summer, give Lily some time to get used to the idea of you moving to the tavern.”

      “I couldn’t.” The truth of the words tore at my chest. “I can’t.”

      “She’ll make do on her own.”

      “I can’t live in the tavern. I can’t be married to a man who makes his coin from soldiers.”

      “Ena―”

      “The soldiers coming is good for your family, but to me it only means death. I couldn’t smile at them and serve them. They are monsters. Your family makes their living feeding the monsters who slaughter us.”

      The glimmer of light in Cal’s eyes faded. I could still see the post over his shoulder, coming in and out of view as the people danced where they had stood to watch Aaron murdered only a few days before.

      “You are everything bright and wonderful, Cal. But I could never be your wife.”

      I stood up, set my cup down on the rock, and walked out of the square. I didn’t look back. Cal didn’t follow.
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      The night is pitch black, and I am racing down the road.

      The thundering of the horse’s hooves doesn’t cover the pounding of my heart. I search for a glimmer of light up ahead, but there’s nothing.

      Only endless night.

      I keep riding until fear finally wakes me.
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      I left for the woods at dawn the next morning. I’d heard Lily come in after the wedding but stayed silently huddled under my blankets. I didn’t want to talk to her. Didn’t want her to stare at me with her steel gray eyes and know she felt sorry for me―even though she’d never say it.

      After a night spent trapped in a horrible dream, I still didn’t want to see her. I slipped out of the house when the sun finally rose and fled for the safety of the forest.

      The trees didn’t ask what kind of a foolish girl would turn down the best marriage Harane had to offer. The birds didn’t call me a hypocrite for making inks to be sent to Ilara where only the gods knew if Guilded paun would be using them. The rotting leaves squishing under my feet didn’t say there could be no hope of joy for an orphan girl incapable of loving anyone.

      I made it higher in the mountains that day than I ever had before. I stuffed every chivving leaf and lichen into my bag that had a chance of making Lily happy and took pleasure in the pain its growing weight caused me.

      Better now than later. I tried to comfort myself. Better for Cal to know you could never live in his tavern now, before Karin chooses a husband.

      The thought of Karin lying in Cal’s arms made me scream loud enough to send a flock of birds scattering to the sky. But it didn’t change anything. Cal belonged in the tavern with his family. I could never live with being glad the Guilds were coming.

      Simple as that.

      When I’d finally gotten tired enough that climbing back down the mountain would be painful, I turned around and headed home.

      By the time I made it out of the forest, my legs shook so badly I wasn’t sure I would be able to climb over the fences to get back to Lily’s. I took a deep breath to steady myself. There was something more in the wind than the usual scent of animal dung and trees.

      I took another breath, trying to find what the stench might be. My gaze caught on something on the horizon, a pillar of smoke rising from the northern side of the village.

      Taking off at a run, I headed toward the flames, ignoring the trembling in my legs that threatened to send me face first into the dirt.

      The smoke wasn’t from the very northern edge of the village, and it was back from the main road, off toward the farms on the western side of Harane. I scrambled over fences, dodging around terrified livestock that had scented the fire and knew they had no chance of escaping their pens.

      I didn’t hear the screams until I neared the road.

      A man crying out in agony.

      I stopped behind Shilv’s house, teetering between running to get Lily to help whoever had been hurt badly enough to make that sort of noise, and being afraid of leaving someone to die alone.

      The man screamed again, and I ran forward, toward the sound.

      “What…” My question faded away as I saw why Shilv had been screaming.

      Five Guilded soldiers in black uniforms stood in a line, staring down at Shilv who clutched the bloody stump of his arm to his chest. Shilv’s wife Ester knelt ten feet away, sobbing as she stared at her husband.

      I stood frozen for a moment before instinct took over.

      And I ran.

      Around the side of the house, leaping over the fence and tearing through the pasture without looking to see if any of the soldiers had followed me.

      My breath hitched in my chest as I ran. Shilv had been toying with the Guilds for years, hiding his livestock when the scribes came to do their tax accounting.

      A hand for the money Shilv owed. If Lily could take care of the wound and make sure no infection set in, Shilv wouldn’t be too bad off. His wife was strong. They’d find a way to make do.

      I looped back out to the road, heading toward the fire. I pressed my back to a house to peer down the road before venturing into the open.

      Shilv’s screams had faded, and there was no blood here. But there were soldiers. A pack of soldiers moving down the road with some purpose I didn’t understand. They kicked in the door of a house. I ran across the street while they weren’t looking and dove into the shadows of a stable.

      The horse kicked against the wall, fighting to break free. The banging shook my ears as I ran to the western end of the stable.

      I didn’t have to go farther than that.

      Flames shot up from the Tillys’ house. The whole place had been eaten by the inferno. Two figures lay bloody and bare across the walkway. Henry’s unmoving back bore the marks of a terrible whipping. His father’s chest had been cut open by something sharper. Both of them were dead.

      I bit my lips together until they bled as I swallowed my scream.

      I didn’t know where Malda was. If they’d left her in the house, there was nothing I could do for her. Nothing even Lily could do for her.

      “Lily.”

      A fear like I hadn’t known in nine years seized my lungs, choking the air out of me. I ran south, along the backs of the houses, racing toward home.

      Lily was smart. She hid the things the Guilds had banned. She only treated people she knew she could trust. The villagers loved her. They would sooner let themselves be whipped than turn Lily in to the Guilds.

      Soldiers had gathered behind Les’s house. I ducked between buildings and toward the main road before I could see what might have become of Les and his angry wife.

      I made it all the way to the side of the tannery.

      If I cut between the tavern and the public stables, then looped behind the houses, I’d reach home in a few minutes. I had to warn Lily, make sure she had everything hidden.

      I leaned out to check up and down the street. Pain cut through my head as someone grabbed my hair and tossed me to the ground.

      The dirt flying into my mouth cut off my scream.

      “Who is this sneaking around?” a man said.

      I pushed myself to my knees. A kick to the ribs sent me back to the ground.

      “Get her up,” a second voice said.

      A hand grabbed the back of my coat, hauling me to my feet.

      Screams came from the south end of the village as a new pillar of smoke drifted toward the sky.

      “What’s your name?” A soldier leaned close to my face.

      I wanted to scratch his leering eyes out, but another soldier had pinned my arms behind my back.

      “Your name.” The soldier took my chin in his hand.

      “Ena.” I spat the dirt out of my mouth, letting it land on his fingers. “Ena Ryeland.”

      “Ryeland isn’t a land owner here.” A man in white scribes robes stepped forward.

      “I don’t own land,” I said. “I’m a worker, that’s all. Now let me go.”

      Laughter came from behind me.

      I glanced back. There were six other men in black uniforms. I tried to yank my arms free.

      “What kind of work would a pretty little thing like you be doing?” The soldier trailed a finger down my neck.

      “Don’t touch me.” I kicked back, catching the man who held me in the shin.

      The soldier stepped closer to me, pinning me between him and the one I’d kicked.

      “You have attacked a soldier of the Guilds of Ilbrea.” He wrapped a hand around my throat, cutting off my air. “You just made a terrible mistake.”

      “Gentlemen!” Cal’s voice shouted from across the road. “Come have a drink!”

      “We’re busy here.” The man behind me pressed his hips to my back.

      I coughed as I tried to pull in air past the pain squeezing my throat.

      “I can promise each of you, you’d rather have some frie and roasted lamb than mess with that.” Cal laughed. “Come in. Drinks are on the house, and you can forget that little street scum ever bothered you.”

      None of the soldiers moved.

      “You’re here to uphold the laws of our great country.” Cal beckoned them toward the door. “You are doing all of us a service by clearing the law breakers out of our village. Come, let me give you a good meal as a token of thanks. I promise the frie we have is the best you’ll find south of Ilara.”

      The soldier in front of me stepped away. He let go of my throat, and the world swayed as I gulped down air. “One this pretty must be diseased anyway. Let’s go, lads.”

      The man holding my arms threw me back down into the dirt.

      “I have chamb, too, if any of you prefer,” Cal said. “Six years old. I’m told the grape harvest was perfect that season.”

      Cal led the soldiers into the tavern.

      I pushed myself to my feet before the last of them disappeared and ran back between the buildings. I’d made it past the smith’s when footsteps pounded up behind me and a hand slammed me into the rough clapboard.

      “Do you think I’m that much of an idiot, girl?” The man’s breath touched my neck. He leaned into me, pressing his stiffness against my back. “I will not be disrespected by a filthy little rotta.”

      “Please don’t.” I tried to reach into my bag, for the knife tucked under the layers of foraged things.

      He grabbed my wrist, twisting my arm with one hand and snaking my skirt up my leg with the other.

      “Don’t do this.” I wanted to scream for help, but helping me would be a death sentence.

      “Rotta need to learn their―”

      A grunt, a rasp, and a gurgle cut through the man’s words.

      I turned in time to see a spray of red fly from the soldier’s throat as he toppled to the ground.

      “We need to go.” A hand seized mine, dragging me away from the dying soldier.

      I looked to the one who had saved me. Black curling hair and deep brown eyes―the man who’d been with my brother in the woods dragged me away.
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      “Emmet.” That was the first word I managed to say. “Where’s Emmet?”

      “South. Far away from here.” The black-haired man kept my hand held tightly in his.

      His skin was clean. His hand hadn’t been covered in the blood that had sprayed the dirt alley.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “Are you angry I saved you?” He pressed me into the shadows as he peered around the side of Handor’s shed.

      “No.”

      “Then it should be enough that I’m here. We need to get to the woods.”

      “I can’t.” I yanked my hand from his grasp.

      “If you stay here, they’ll kill you. The soldiers watched that man follow you, and now that man is dead.”

      “I can’t just leave. I have to get to Lily. If the soldiers are going after people, I have to warn her.”

      The man closed his eyes for a moment. “Where’s her home?”

      “Southeast end of the village,” I said. “I can get there on my own.”

      “You’re not leaving my sight.” He grabbed my elbow, steering me to the trees between homes. “Is Lily fit enough to travel?”

      “She’s old but she’s not decrepit.”

      “It’ll be easier for us to stay alive if I don’t have to carry anyone.” He didn’t offer any explanation as he took off running behind the houses.

      I didn’t ask for one.

      “It’s across from the next house,” I said as the towering tree that stood in front of Lily’s worn, wooden home came into view. Smoke rose from behind the barren branches.

      I ran faster, outpacing the black-haired man.

      My heart thundered in my ears. The pounding of faraway hooves rattled away all reasonable thought.

      The man caught me around the waist, keeping me in the cover of the shadows. I didn’t need to go any closer.

      The soldiers had displayed her out front by the road. Her gray hair drifted with the breeze as the rope around her neck twisted. Flames cut through the roof of Lily’s home, their brightness outlining her shape, as though her death would set the whole world to blazing.
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      The man kept his grip around my waist as we ran away from Lily’s house. He darted between buildings and sprinted for long stretches. I made it up and over the fences on my own. I don’t know how. I couldn’t feel anything. Not the pain in my limbs. Not the terrible, silent scream that echoed in my chest.

      I had gone numb. Completely and totally numb.

      The man spoke words. Instructions for when to run, and when to lie down in the grass and hide.

      I must’ve done as he said. We made it to the cover of the trees alive.

      The stench of the smoke had broken through the scent of the forest. Or maybe it only clung to me.

      “We need to keep moving.” He grabbed my arm again, steering me farther into the woods.

      “Moving?” The word felt heavy in my mouth.

      “I can’t be sure the soldiers didn’t see us coming this way,” he said. “The farther we get from Harane, the better off we’ll be.”

      “But I can’t just leave.” I shook free of his grip. “I’ll hide here until they all move on.”

      “And then what?” He had a cut on his forehead. I didn’t know how he had gotten it. “You can’t go back there. I killed that soldier―the soldier who left his friends to follow you. They’ll blame his murder on you. Harane isn’t safe for you, not now, not ever again. We have to keep moving.”

      “But I can’t just leave. The soldiers might not”―a sharp pain pummeled my chest―“the soldiers can’t have killed everyone.”

      “Probably not.” He grabbed my arm, dragging me into the forest.

      “What does that mean?”

      “If people cooperated and didn’t fight back, they might still be alive.” He stopped at a thick patch of brambles.

      “Karin might need help,” I said. “Cal is still back there.”

      He dug a heavy pack out of the brambles, swinging it onto his back before turning to me. “Cal is the boy from the woods?”

      I nodded.

      He looked up into the trees. “Will he follow you?”

      “What?”

      “If we wait until dark, I can try to go back for him. If I tell him you’re waiting in the woods, will he come?”

      “I…” I wasn’t sure if Cal would come. If he would hear I had lost the little shred of a life I had been clinging to for so long and come running to my side, ready to abandon everything he had ever known. “I don’t want him to. He has a family and a home in the village.”

      A wrinkle formed between the man’s dark eyebrows. “Then there’s nothing for us to do but leave. You can’t go back to Harane. I’m sorry.”

      “But where am I supposed to go?” I said. “I could go to Nantic or Hareford, but I don’t have any coin. I can work―”

      “You can’t go anywhere along the mountain road.” He reached toward me. “It’ll be the same soldiers patrolling.”

      The trees twisted and swayed around me.

      He took my hand, and somehow I managed to make my feet move.

      To get farther away than Nantic or Hareford would take days. To get anywhere off the mountain road I would need a map, and food, and money.

      “Where am I supposed to go?” A hollow, childish fear settled in my chest.

      “I’ll take you to your brother.”

      “South?”

      “No.” He paused for a moment, staring up at the steep mountain ahead of us. “I’ll take you where he’s supposed to meet me. You’ll be safe there until you can figure out where you want to go.”

      The light faded from the sky, but he kept moving farther up the mountain. My legs screamed their protest at being asked to climb even more. Part of me wanted to lie down and wait for the forest to eat me whole. More of me wanted to run as far away as the land reached, beyond even the power of the Guilds.

      “Why?” I asked when I couldn’t bear to swallow the question any longer.

      It took a moment for the man to speak. “Why what?”

      “Why Harane? Why did the soldiers decide to come after our village? Weren’t they satisfied with the damage they’d already done?”

      “I don’t know if a Guilded soldier is capable of feeling satisfied until a town and all its people are nothing more than ash.” He stopped next to a wide boulder. Moss covered the stone, hiding most of its rough texture. He trailed his fingers along the bare patches of rock. “The whisper I heard on the wind said some fool traded a horse for marriage papers. No reason but hiding a baby to be that desperate for a scribe’s help. Even the paun scum from Ilara were smart enough to know that. Made them wonder who else might be breaking the laws in Harane.”

      “Henry.” I dug my fingers into my hair. The grit of dirt and soot covered my scalp. “All of this happened because of Henry.”

      “That’s not true.” He patted the boulder and started climbing again. “He might have been wrong not to take better care of the girl carrying his child, he might have been a slitching fool for trading his horse and thinking the scribe wouldn’t know why, but the death, the blood―that’s on the Guilds. They’re the ones who are determined to destroy us. Everything else is just reasons the Guilds tell themselves they have a right to slaughter the tilk.”

      Tilk.

      I hadn’t even thought the word in forever. The Guilded never used the kind term for common folk. They called us rotta instead. I’d started thinking it, too. Like I believed we were disposable rodents who deserved to be exterminated for contaminating the Guilds’ perfect kingdom.

      “Do you think they’ll leave any of the village standing?” I asked.

      “Maybe. It would be a long ride from Nantic to Hareford otherwise.”

      I had more questions, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask them. My soul had grown too heavy to bear another word of pain.

      The twilight chill tickled the back of my neck. The sounds of the forest waking up for the night carried through the shadows.

      I wanted to say we needed to stop, climb high in a tree and hope we made it until morning. But he kept walking, and I didn’t know if letting the animals kill me would be the kinder fate.

      He took my hand as he cut sideways along the edge of a rise, as though he were afraid I would tumble off the slope or run back to the village if given the chance.

      I ducked my head as bats chittered above us. A gaping darkness grew from the mountainside, blocking our path.

      I took a quick step to walk nearer to him. My free hand fumbled, digging into my bag for my knife.

      “It’s all right.” He let go of my hand and stepped into the darkness in the mountain.

      I held my breath, waiting for the sounds of some animal tearing him apart.

      A tiny spark broke through the black. Then a deep blue light glowed in the cave.

      He stood in the middle of the hollow, holding a blue light in his hand, searching each of the stone corners.

      “Nothing’s been sleeping here for a while.” He waved me toward him. “We’ll be safe here for the night.”

      Giving one last glance to the woods behind me, I stepped into the shelter of the cave.

      It wasn’t large―it only cut about ten feet back―and wasn’t wide enough for me to spread my arms out. There were no loose stones on the ground, though aging sticks had been piled in the back where something had once made its bed.

      He set the blue light down in the center of the cave before shrugging out of his pack. “You should eat something before you sleep.”

      “I’m not hungry.” I knelt next to the blue light.

      It wasn’t a lantern with colored glass as I’d thought, but a stone formed of bright blue crystals that seemed to have trapped the spark of a fire deep within itself.

      “What is this?” I reached out to poke the stone, expecting him to tell me to stop. But he only watched as my finger grazed the cool surface of the rock.

      “A lae stone.” He pulled a set of six black rocks from his bag.

      “Won’t the soldiers be able to see all that light?” I trailed my fingers over the sharp ridges of the lae stone.

      “These don’t light up.” He laid the six stones out along the mouth of the cave.

      “Then what are they for?”

      “Protecting us.” He eyed the line of stones before turning back to his pack.

      “What do you mean?”

      He didn’t speak until he’d unfastened the bedroll from his bag, pulled out a packet of dried meat, and forced a piece into my hand.

      “Do you know the ghost stories that keep people out of the mountains?” He leaned against the wall of the cave.

      “Sure.” I shivered. The cold of the night seeped into my bones now that the heat of the climb had left me. “Everyone knows the stories, even the paun.”

      “Well, the ghosts that haunt these mountains aren’t dead,” he said. “I should know. I’m one of them.”

      I sat against the cave wall opposite him, pressing my back to the cold, damp rock.

      “There’s magic in these mountains, Ena.” He pointed to the stones. “These hold a tiny piece of it.”

      “You’re mad.”

      “No. I’m a Black Blood.”

      “No.” I shook head. “No. Black Bloods are a legend. Magic doesn’t exist outside the Guilds’ control. The sorcerers in Ilara hoard all the magic in Ilbrea.”

      “Your brother said almost exactly the same thing.” A hint of a smile caught in the corners of his eyes.

      “My brother does not have a speck of magic in him.”

      “He doesn’t. But he saved my life, and he’s joined my family. Which makes you my family as well.”

      “I don’t understand.” I looked toward the night beyond the opening of the cave. I had trapped myself in the forest with a madman.

      I have nowhere else to go.

      “You don’t have to understand,” he said. “I owe your brother a debt. I heard the Guilds had decided to raid Harane and there was no way Emmet could have gotten to you in time. So I came for you myself.”

      “You came to the village for me?” The weight of his words sank into my stomach, pulling my gaze back from the open air.

      “I promised your brother you would be protected.” A hint of worry flitted through his dark eyes. A wrinkle that had no place on the face of one so young creased his brow. “I’m sorry I made it so you can’t go back. It wasn’t my intention.”

      “You saved me. I can’t be anything but grateful for that.” I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to stop my shivering.

      “Here.” He untied the bedroll, laying the thin pad and heavy wool blanket out on the ground. “You should get some sleep.”

      “You’ve just said there’s magic outside the Guilds’ control and you want me to sleep? With a fancy, glowing, blue stone and six rocks as protection?”

      “We’ve got a long journey ahead of us. You’ll have plenty of time to figure out if you think the Black Bloods are real.”

      I didn’t move. “Where are we going to meet my brother?”

      “Farther into the mountains. No point in telling you where, you’d never be able to find it.”

      “Right.” I crawled over to the bedroll. The cold ached in my hands. “Can we start a fire?”

      “Not safe.” He leaned his head back against the stone wall. “Not with the chance of soldiers trying to find us.”

      “Are you keeping watch?” I untied my dirt-caked boots.

      “No need. The stones will protect us.”

      “Do you have another set of blankets?” I crawled under the heavy wool, grateful for the weight of it even though the air had left the material chilled.

      “I was supposed to be traveling alone.”

      “You should share with me.” I pulled the blanket up to my chin.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “If you die of cold, I won’t be able to find my brother.”

      He gave a smile that only moved one corner of his mouth. “I’m not sure which Emmet will do first,” he said as he untied his boots, “thank me for saving you, or murder me for dragging you through the mountains.”

      “I’ve no idea. I don’t really know him.”

      I turned away as he crawled under the blanket. Even through my coat, I could feel the heat of him. It made the cave seem less like a tomb.

      The blue light blinked out, leaving us in darkness.

      I took a shuddering breath. “I don’t know your name.”

      “Liam.” His breath whispered on the back of my neck.

      “I have nightmares, Liam. I’m sorry if they wake you.”
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      The night stretched in front of me. Endless blackness I would never be strong enough to defeat. The pounding of hooves battered my ears, but there was a new sound.

      Screaming.

      A terrible, painful shriek.

      I knew someone was dying. I could hear it. The awful resigned fear of a horrible end to a tortured life. I strained my eyes, trying to see into the darkness, searching for the one whose life would soon end. I couldn’t let them die alone. I couldn’t let their legacy be nothing more than ashes and blood.

      But the blackness surrounded me, and the racing horse carried me onward, deeper into the dark.

      The screams fell silent.

      “Ena,” a voice called. “Ena, wake up.”

      I opened my eyes to a darkness that was not pitch black. Faint hints of the moon and stars peered into the cave.

      “Ena?” Liam had a hand on my shoulder. He’d shaken me awake. “Are you all right?”

      I blinked up at him, needing to be sure this wasn’t just a horrible new trick the years old nightmare had learned. I took a deep breath. The blanket that covered me stank of damp and dirt.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I told you I have nightmares.”

      “You did.” Liam laid his head down on his arm. “You’re safe here. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      I turned back toward the stone wall and stared at the cracks, trying to memorize as much of the pattern as the dim light would allow me to see. I dug my nails into my palms, trying to keep myself awake.

      But the world had asked too much of me that day, and sleep swallowed me.

      The nightmare didn’t come again.
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      We woke at the first hint of dawn. I rolled the blankets back up while Liam packed his stones away. In the early morning sun, there was nothing remarkable about the rocks. They were all dark stone, so black they almost looked like the obsidian I’d seen in some of the fancy traders’ carts. There were no markings on their surfaces, no spark glowing within like the lae stone.

      When the few things were packed up, Liam stood outside the cave, staring east toward Harane for a long time.

      I followed his gaze.

      Even as high as we’d climbed, the trees still blocked our view of the land beyond the forest.

      I knew Harane was down there somewhere. Whether it was still on fire, already reduced to ash, or if the ones who had survived the soldiers’ terror were waking up to another day as though nothing had happened, I didn’t know. I would never know.

      I hoped some of them were still alive. I hoped someone would be kind to Lily and give her a proper funeral in thanks for all she had done for the villagers. But they were a part of a life I could never return to.

      I said a silent thanks and farewell to Lily, who had scooped a crying child out of the mud and given her a home.

      I sent a wish to Karin that she would survive and find a husband who would protect her.

      I asked for forgiveness from Cal. The boy who made me laugh and forget the darkness. The boy I’d very nearly loved. The boy who would grieve for me.

      I held them all close to my heart and tossed their memories into the wind, where they could fly free and far away from whatever journey lay ahead of me.

      Liam turned and started up the mountain.

      I followed him without looking back.

      We climbed in silence for a long while. Liam would stop every so often and look back as though wanting to be sure I could keep up. I’d stare back at him, munching on the dried meat I was finally hungry enough to eat, then he’d climb again.

      I picked through my bag as we went, tossing the things I’d gathered for Lily away from our trail.

      “What are you doing?” Liam asked after a root clump I’d pitched hit the ground hard enough to make a sound.

      “Lightening my bag.” I tossed another root ball onto a mound of rocks that had slid down the mountainside. “I don’t think the soldiers will follow our trail because of it, do you?”

      “I don’t think any of them would be brave enough to climb this far into the eastern mountains, no matter whose throat I slit.”

      “Then keep going.” I shooed him onward. “If this journey is going to take as long as you said, it’s best for us to make good time.”

      I pitched a clump of lichen aside.

      “You use that in ink making?” Liam crossed his arms, decidedly not climbing the mountain.

      “No, for Lily’s other business.”

      He stared at me for a moment.

      “Healing,” I said.

      “Healing?” Liam wrinkled his brow. “Emmet never mentioned Lily being a healer.”

      “I’m not sure he knew. Since he only showed up once a year, it was hard to be sure I told him all the good stories about learning how to stitch skin back together, being vomited on by half the village, and hoping I didn’t get hanged by the Guilds for it.” I clenched my jaw, refusing to let my mind slip back to seeing Lily hanging from the tree. “Lily helped everyone in Harane who couldn’t afford to pay the Guilded healer or was too sick to make it all the way to Nantic. I gathered this lot for her from the woods, but”―I pulled a handful of moss from my bag and tossed it aside―“no point in lugging all this through the mountains.”

      Liam started up the slope again, moving more slowly, as though inviting me to walk by his side.

      I kept my pace even, not catching up to him until we’d reached a new twist in the rise.

      “She shouldn’t have gotten you involved in healing,” Liam said without looking at me.

      “I lived in her house. If a soldier had lifted the wrong floorboard, they would have executed me whether I had ever been useful or not. If the Guilds are going to murder me, I’d rather have it be for something worth dying for.”

      It took me a few minutes’ walking to notice Liam had shortened his steps to match my own, smaller stride. I wanted to run up the mountain out of spite, but my muscles ached with every step.

      “You should have told him,” Liam said. “If Emmet had known Lily was getting you involved in something dangerous―”

      “He’d have found another place to abandon me?” I took a deep breath, willing the scent of the forest to bring the comfort it always had. “Lily was closer to family than my brother. I wouldn’t have left her to go to some stranger’s house if he’d bothered to try and make me.”

      A stranger’s house was where I’d have to go. If I could find someone to take me. An inker or a healer who needed an extra hand. I could clean, too, cook a bit, though nothing wonderful. I’d have to find work, find something useful to do. If I couldn’t, I’d have to find a man to marry who could pay my way. I was young, but I’d seen girls wed well before my age. It was either that or end up a whore.

      “Emmet will find a place for you,” Liam said, like he’d read the fears in my mind. For all I knew, he could have. “He’s been to plenty of places off the mountain road. He’ll help get you settled someplace safe.”

      “I don’t want my brother’s help. I don’t need him.”

      “I never said you did.” Liam looked sideways at me, a hint of pity playing in his dark eyes.

      “And I don’t feel bad for not telling him about Lily.” A fist of anger wrapped around my gut. “It’s none of his business to begin with. And if we’re worrying about keeping secrets, my brother running around with a man who keeps magic rocks in his pack is a bit worse than me shoving lichen in some wounds.”

      Liam’s face turned to stone. For a moment I thought he’d shout. I wanted him to.

      “Of course, maybe my brother’s plain lost his mind. He ran from a fine life as a smith to follow a madman with a bag full of rocks through the mountains.” I untied my rag of evergreen buds and scattered them across our path.

      “You’re following the same man through the mountains,” Liam said.

      “I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      “And the rocks in my bag protected us last night.”

      “Because of your magic?” I tossed a mushroom at his boot. “Magic the Guilds haven’t claimed?”

      The muscles on the sides of his neck finally started to tense. “The Guilds can’t use the kind of magic that runs in my blood.”

      “I really have followed a madman.”

      “Worse, you’ve followed a Black Blood.” He stopped and turned to face me.

      “A children’s story.” I stepped nearer to him, tipping my chin up so I could glare into his eyes.

      “Tilk whisper of my people, but that doesn’t make us any less real.”

      “Ghosts of bandits rampaging through the mountains, slaughtering anyone fool enough to cross them? We have enough monsters in Ilbrea without scary stories coming true.”

      “I’m not a monster. And my people are not bandits.” He stepped forward, leaving only enough space between us for my bag on my hip. “There is plenty of blood on my hands. I’ve killed more men than I care to count, but it’s either that or hide in the woods and wait for the Guilds to slaughter every last tilk. If fighting for an Ilbrea free from the Guilds makes you think I’m a monster, so be it.”

      “Fighting against the Guilds.” All the air had left the mountainside. The echo of his words muffled the birdcalls in my ears. “That’s where my brother has been? Not whoring his way through the countryside or being a back alley thief?”

      “He found out what the Black Bloods are working toward. He chose to join our cause.”

      “Cause?” Sound and air popped back into existence as I shouted at him. “Like you think you could do any good? Like you’re actually going to rebel against the Guilds.”

      “We are. We are standing at the dawn of a new age of freedom. Our rebellion―”

      “Rebellion is not possible!” I paced in angry circles between the trees. “Fighting the Guilds isn’t possible. How many thousands of soldiers do they have? How many sorcerers? All standing against the Guilds does is make you a volunteer for execution.”

      “Freedom is only impossible until someone has won it.”

      “So you and my brother are just going to march into Ilara and demand the Guilds stop tormenting us?”

      “Eventually, yes.” Blazing determination shone in his eyes.

      He meant it.

      It was the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen. Not because I was afraid of him. It was the idea of hope that scared me down to my very soul.

      I laughed loudly, dimming the fierceness in his eyes.

      “I suppose that’s what you’ve been using my brother for, making you swords for your battle.” I clapped a hand to my chest. “My apologies, Lord Black Blood, you don’t need a sword. You’ve got magic rocks to guard you.”

      He stayed silent for a moment, then picked up the mushroom I’d chucked at his feet. “We do have stones to guard us. We have people and plans, weapons, and the will to bring down the Guilds forever. You don’t have to believe me, not about the Black Bloods, or the magic, or the end of Ilbrea as we know it.

      “But I’d have thought better of you, Ena. A girl who climbs into mountains known to kill and comes out alive with the means to save others―if she can’t believe in the hope for a better tomorrow, then maybe we are all damned to burn.” He tucked the mushroom back into my bag. “You should hold onto that. People outside of Harane get sick. Someone might need this where we’re going.”

      “And where would that be?” I ran to catch up to him as he strode up the mountain. “Further into your fairytale?”

      “We’re going to a place guarded by stone, where the people who fight against the Guilds have made their home.”

      “What if I say no?” I dodged in front of him, blocking his path. “What if I refuse to indulge a lunatic in his madness?”

      Liam stared at me. I waited for him to shout. He pointed behind me. “The mountain road is that way. If you want to avoid soldiers who might recognize you, I’d head north, away from the map makers’ party. Get as close to the coast as you can, and hope fate favors you and allows you to stay hidden. Having to explain to your brother that you walked away from me in the woods won’t be pleasant, but I won’t force you to come with me.”

      Part of me wanted to turn and head west. Forge out into the mountains, and if an animal decided to eat me, so be it.

      Part of me still wishes I’d turned and walked away.

      But I didn’t.

      Liam nodded and started climbing the damned mountain again.

      I followed him.

      I tied the flap of my bag shut to keep the rest of the things I’d collected for Lily safe.

      I stared at the mound of lumps in the bottom of his pack where he’d stowed the stones. I pictured myself slitting the bag open, stealing the stones, and pelting Liam’s head with them. Safer to imagine that than to even begin to let myself think he could be telling the truth.

      The top of the rise peeked through the trees with a wonderful glimmer of sunlight promising my legs flat ground to walk on. Gritting my teeth against the pain, I sprinted up the last bit of the mountain. Rocks took over the very edge of the slope, marking the end of the forest’s reign. I burst out of the trees and into the sunshine.

      There was no glorious meadow waiting for us at the top of the mountain. Only more mountains reaching as far as the land would allow me to see.

      The beast we’d climbed was nothing more than a foothill to its fearsome brothers, who soared so high, trees stopped growing far before their summits. I thought I knew how deep the mountains ran, but I had never seen a full view of them, never once understood the terrifying vastness of the land.

      Liam stopped next to me, scanned the mountains, took a deep breath, and headed north.

      Toward a place the Guilds’ map makers had never laid out for the world to know.

      I stepped forward as far as I could on the eastern edge of the rise. The ground crackled beneath my feet like it might give way and toss me over the side of the mountain. I leapt back from the rocks, onto the ground softened by the dirt of the forest.

      Liam stood a hundred feet away, waiting at the curve where one ridge descended to the next. He watched me as I looked back out over the mountains I’d never seen on any map. The enormity of it threatened to swallow me whole.

      For a moment, I was a little girl staring into the endless black, terrified she’d be lost forever.

      I felt Liam staring at me.

      I turned away from the cliff to follow him.

      He waited while I caught up to him, gave me a nod, and kept walking.
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      A long time ago, before the Guilds came to power in Ilbrea, there was a mother and a baby and a terrible storm.

      The wind raged and howled. The rain came down so hard, no man could see the path in front of him. But the mother had been gifted with magic. She could form her own lightning, burn with her own fire―she had no reason to fear what the ungifted hid from. She ventured out into the storm with her baby, refusing to let the skies dictate her path.

      The gods saw the mother and knew she thought herself stronger than the might of their storm. So they brought more rain, flooding valleys and upending forests until the mother’s magic began to wane.

      Exhausted and afraid, she lost her way, and had no hope of finding a safe haven from the storm. She clutched her baby in her arms, and begged the gods for forgiveness.

      The gods do not forgive, and the storm raged on.

      She scaled the summit at the heart of the mountains, climbing ever upward as strength abandoned her limbs, searching for a place she could shelter her child. A wide boulder was the slim hope the mountain granted, offering relief from the wind but not the pounding rain.

      Lightning split the sky, and her baby wailed in her arms. The gods would not grant her child mercy, so the mother begged the mountain itself. Offered everything she had, everything she was, if the mountain would shield her child from the wrath of the gods.

      She lay her hand on the great boulder, and poured out every ounce of magic she had, filling the black rocks far below with a power never meant to live in stone.

      The eastern mountains are one, and separate. A vast range ruled over by one mighty summit no mortal could conquer. But the magic stirred the great one, and she bade the smaller peaks obey her. The mountain opened, granting the child shelter, as the mother was washed away by the gods’ storm.

      The child grew within the mountain, raised by the magic its mother had infused into the stone.

      The child became a part of the mountain, and the mountain a part of the child. The mountain had bargained for the safety of the babe to gain magic. The mountain didn’t know the mother’s magic would change the shape of its stones, and make the mountain feel. For the heart of the mountain, where the baby found shelter, grew to love the child. To cherish each beat of its heart that echoed through the caverns and rocks.

      But even young raised by magic grow up.

      When the child was grown, the mountain opened its gates and let the person it loved walk out into world. But the mountain gave the one it had raised a promise―those who shared the child’s blood would be marked as beloved of the mountain, and would always find safety in its embrace.

      The child found a partner and had children. And those children had children. And each of those children carried the mark of the mountain in their blood.

      And then the child raised in stone died.

      The mountain mourned, and feared it would never again have anyone to love.

      So the mountain sent a cry out on the wind, calling all the children who carried its mark in their blood home.

      The generations of children felt the cry, felt the black stone in their blood calling them back to the heart of the mountain. So they ventured deep into the mountains where no one else dared go.

      The mountain sheltered them from the outside world, killing all who would threaten the ones who carry the black stone in their blood. And the beloved children only left their sanctuary to slaughter those who dared to threaten the mountains they’d claimed as their own.
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      The day after the Guilds murdered Lily, I followed the madman Liam through the mountains, heading toward a place where impossible people believed in impossible things.

      We didn’t speak much the rest of that day, only an offer of food, and a warning of slippery ground. He found another cave for us to sleep in and surrounded the opening with his black stones. He crawled under the blanket beside me without protest.

      The nightmare came. The endless black and the pounding of hooves. A gentle voice pulled me from the dream before the screaming began.

      I woke to the weight of Liam’s arm draped over me. I fell back asleep before I could wonder if he was awake.
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      My legs had never been so sore in my life.

      We started the morning climbing up and over the ridge of a mountain. I looked at the long downhill waiting for us and felt a foolish sense of relief. Then I started down and realized what an idiot I’d been.

      Liam kept to a pace I could match. I tried to tell myself his legs were dying, too, but I knew he was probably trying to be kind.

      I had things I wanted to know―how exactly my brother had saved Liam and gotten involved in this fool’s rebellion, what the hell kind of good he thought he was going to be able to do throwing stones against a giant like the Guilds, how much longer we’d have to walk―but I was too stubborn to break the silence. I didn’t know if he was too stubborn to speak or just enjoyed hearing only our footsteps for hours on end.

      It didn’t matter much either way. I just kept tromping up and down mountains, refusing to hint at the pain that made my legs tremble.

      The sun had moved past midday when Liam finally spoke more than five words at a time.

      “We should get some more water.” He didn’t actually address me, or look at me. For all it mattered, he could have been speaking to the stones in his pack.

      “We need water and more food,” I said. “Unless you’ve got more dried meat stashed in your pack, or we’ll be getting wherever we’re going soon.”

      “I’ll get us some fish.”

      “Fish from…” The sounds of flowing water stole my will to speak.

      We rounded the corner, and a wide, shallow river blocked our path.

      I opened my mouth to ask how he’d known we were close to water, before swallowing the question.

      Liam shrugged out of his pack by the side of the river.

      I fished the empty waterskin from my bag and knelt by the bank. I hadn’t realized how thirsty I was until water was within reach. I uncorked the skin and dipped it into the wonderfully cold river.

      The chill of it raised goose bumps on my flesh. I downed half the skin before sitting and unlacing my boots.

      “We’re not crossing through,” Liam said as I set my boots aside.

      “I didn’t say we were.” I stripped off my stockings. Deep purple bruises marked my feet and legs. I laid my stockings out next to my boots.

      “Then what are you doing?”

      “Catching fish between my toes.”

      His brow furrowed as I rolled my skirt up past my knees.

      I dipped my feet into the freezing water and didn’t bother biting back my moan of joy as the cold dulled my pain. A fish twice the size of my hand swam past my ankles.

      “Hmm, too big for my toes. I guess you’ll have to use your magic on the fish.”

      Liam pulled out each of his three waterskins and began filling them one by one.

      “I don’t know much about magic. We’ve never had a sorcerer visit Harane.” I kicked my feet through the river. “Maybe you could form a spear of water to skewer us a meal. Or make the river solid and trap the fish where they swim.”

      He splashed water on his face.

      “You could tell them about your rebellion and see if they’ll jump up on land,” I offered. “See if they’re willing to sacrifice themselves to a worthy cause.”

      He crouched down next to the stream, running his fingers through the dirt as though searching for something.

      “If you can’t catch a fish, I’ll find us something to eat.” I scanned the plants around us―some trees, a few low-lying bushes, plenty of scrub and grass growing along the ground. “I can’t promise it’ll taste very nice, but―”

      A sharp buzz cut through my words as a stone streaked out of Liam’s hand and shot into the water. A moment later, a fish bobbed to the surface.

      Liam leaned over the river and snatched the fish out of the current. He held the lifeless fish up, flipping it one way and then the other before laying it on the ground.

      “What was that?” I dug my fingers into the dirt.

      “Fishing.” He shot another stone toward the river.

      I pulled my feet from the water and dragged my stockings back on, not caring that my feet weren’t dry.

      Liam lifted another slain fish from the river.

      “How did you do that?” I yanked on my boots.

      He gave a half smile and laid the second fish next to the first.

      “Was that magic?” I asked.

      “Of course not.” Liam pulled the knife from his belt. “I have it on good authority that magic only exists under the control of the Sorcerers Guild.”

      “Well, clearly I was wrong.” I stood and inched my way toward him. “Unless you are from the Sorcerers Guild and are wasting a massive amount of effort tormenting me.”

      He started to clean the fish, like he hadn’t done anything strange.

      “You can’t clean them with magic?” I asked.

      “Some could. But that’s not the sort of gift I was given.”

      He didn’t look up. I desperately wanted him to. I wanted to look into his dark eyes and search for something I hadn’t noticed before, any hint that he belonged to a world so different from the one in which I’d lived my life.

      “What sort of gift were you given?” I asked.

      “I’m a trueborn Black Blood.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      “That is my gift.” With a flick of his finger, the killing stones flew out of both the fish and landed in the water with a plop, plop.

      “What does trueborn Black Blood mean?” I knelt beside him.

      “I’m a keeper of the pact.” He looked up at the mountains. “I work with stone magic.”

      “So flying stones and the rocks that guard us?”

      “Close enough.”

      “And that’s all?”

      His gaze met mine. There was no hint of magic in his dark eyes, just a touch of laughter. “I wasn’t given the sort of gifts the Sorcerers Guild prizes.”

      “It doesn’t matter. They’d still take you, lock you in their tower in Ilara and make you move stones for them.”

      “I know.” He started cleaning the second fish. “They’ve taken some of the Black Bloods before, tried to take even more. The beasts hoard magic, and what’s not under their control, they’ll stop at nothing to destroy. We save as many as we can, get them out of reach of the Guilds.”

      “Aren’t we already out of reach of the Guilds? All of Ilbrea could have fallen into the sea and we’d have no way of knowing.”

      “We keep the Black Blood children with strong magic hidden from the Guilds,” Liam said. “It’s the tilk children we have to rescue. Show one hint of magic, and the Guilds will snatch a child from their mother’s arms to lock them in the Sorcerers Tower in Ilara.”

      A shiver shot up my spine.

      “Some want to go,” Liam said. “Safety, prestige―the Guilds paint a beautiful picture of what they offer. We don’t fight that. They can go if they like. But the children who see joining the Sorcerers Guild for what it really is―captivity, being forced to fight against your own people if the order comes down from the Guilds. The ones who would rather die than be taken to the stone tower, we get as many of them out as we can find.”

      “How?”

      “Carefully.” He rinsed his hands in the water. “I’ll go get some wood for a fire.”

      He walked off into the trees, leaving me sitting next to the two dead fish.

      “Magic,” I whispered to the river. I’d seen it. I couldn’t deny it. “I’m following a madman with magic.”

      I dug into the very bottom of my bag, pulled out the bits of moss that were left behind, and made a little bundle by the riverbank. I searched the ground near the fish for twigs and sticks to start a fire.

      “Magic.” I leaned the twigs against the moss. “What has my chivving slitch of a brother gotten himself into?”

      I waited until I heard his footsteps coming back to strike the flint and light the fire.

      “Hungry?” Liam laid his armful of wood by the flames.

      “I’ve been tromping up and down mountains. Yes, I’m hungry.”

      A laugh rumbled in Liam’s chest. Not a bursting laugh, or a true cough of joy, but I liked the sound. It was good to know someone could laugh after slitting a monster’s throat.

      I built the fire up while he skewered the fish. Birds I didn’t recognize circled overhead as we ate our meal. They were larger than the kinds that searched for carrion on the western edge of the mountains. I ate my fish as quickly as I could without risking swallowing bones.

      “We’ll have to find shelter earlier tonight,” Liam said.

      I rinsed my hands in the river, and took one last, long drink.

      “I can walk as far as you can,” I said.

      “It’s not that.” Liam pointed northeast along the edge of the river. “Shelter is hard to find in some parts of the mountains, and there are things I’ll not risk meeting after dark.”

      “But you’re a Black Blood.” I slung my bag across my shoulder. “The mountains will protect you.”

      “Some myths really are myths.” He reached down and took my hand, helping me to my feet. “And some myths are too real for my liking.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I stayed close to his side as he headed north, suddenly afraid one of the birds high above would swoop down and try to carry me away in its great talons.

      “Nothing. It doesn’t mean anything at all.” The tension in his shoulders told a different tale.

      “Did you grow up here?” I asked. “In the mountains?”

      He didn’t answer until we’d cut around a bow in the river. “I was raised like a Black Blood.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Does it matter?” He climbed to the top of a mound of rocks and reached down to help me follow.

      I ignored his hand as I climbed. “It matters to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if a fool like you managed to survive childhood in these mountains, I’d be less afraid of birds swooping down to carry me off.” I jumped down on the far side of the rocks. My legs screamed their hatred of me.

      “I grew up in the mountains farther east than where we’re going.” He stood on top of the rocks, gazing east. “There are beasts that will carry off children if you give them the chance, but it’s still safer than being near the soldiers.”

      “So”―I looked up to the birds still circling above us―“you’re saying one of those beasts could come down and snatch me?”

      “If they got hungry enough.” He jumped down from the rocks and landed next to me with a thump that shook my nerves. “But they prefer their food to be decaying before they taste it. Don’t die and they’ll probably leave you well enough alone.”

      He gave me another of his half smiles and strode off up the river.

      “I hope he knows he’s not funny,” I muttered to myself.

      One of the great birds cawed overhead, and I ran to catch up to Liam, hating myself for acting like such a coward.

      We followed the stream for hours. I gathered berries and edible sprouts, tucking them into my bag for later. There were plants I’d never seen before. I wanted to stop and examine them, see what use they could be, but Liam’s constant plodding forward kept me from pausing. The way he moved, the way his gaze darted between the peaks on either side of us, made me afraid to linger.

      When the sun had started to drop toward the west, the path ahead of us opened up into a wide valley. Scrub bushes and grass covered the flat terrain. The mountains to the east and west of the valley were formed of steep rock with no hint of plants clinging to their sides.

      I turned to the path behind us. There weren’t the towering woods of the slopes near Harane, but there were proper trees. Then the valley began, and it was like the trees were too frightened to grow on the open ground.

      “Where are the trees?”

      Liam gnawed on the insides of his lips. “They don’t grow in the Blood Valley.”

      “I can see that.”

      “We could wait here for the night,” he said.

      “And if we do?”

      “We’ll be stuck sleeping in the valley tomorrow night. It takes more than a day to cross. I hate taking you on this path.”

      “Probably could have avoided it if you hadn’t come south to help me.”

      “There are easier paths to where we’re going.” Liam looked up to the graying sky.

      The birds that had been following us for hours had abandoned their chase.

      “Bit late to go back now.” I walked past him, out into the valley. A chill nipped at the base of my neck, like a frozen noose ready to tighten.

      I waited for him to pull me back or for the ground to swallow me whole.

      “We should be able to get a mile or two in before we have to stop for the night.” He stepped past me and into the scrubland.
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      The sharp snap of thin branches came with every step. The flatness of the valley was a relief, but I’d never been so glad to be wearing a long skirt in my life. At least the thick folds of the material offered a bit of protection from the twigs constantly jabbing at my legs. And at least the pain of the poking distracted me from the valley.

      There was nothing truly frightening about the valley. The ground held firm, the wind smelled of new spring growth. But I couldn’t get rid of the chill on my neck.

      As the sun crept farther down, Liam began gathering wood as we walked, picking up the thickest of the branches that had fallen from the low bushes.

      “Does this mean we’ll get to have a fire tonight?” I gathered a handful of twigs and tucked them into my bag.

      “We’ll need one.” He pointed east to a boulder that stuck out of the mountainside. “Ena, you’re very brave.”

      “Am I?” I snatched up every twig I could find as we headed toward the boulder.

      “You know you are. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t still be alive.” He shook his head.

      I wanted so badly to know what thoughts were rattling around in his head hard enough he had to shake them into order, to hold his face in my hands and stare into his eyes until I’d gotten one complete truth out of him.

      “What’s coming tonight,” he said, “I’m sorry you have to witness it, and I swear I will keep you safe.”

      “Safe from what?”

      He stopped in front of the boulder. The brush had been pulled up along the face of the rock, as though some other travelers had sought the same, poor refuge.

      “The Blood Valley isn’t a pleasant place.” Liam laid down his firewood and took off his pack.

      “I figured as much from the name.” I added my wood to his pile.

      He pulled out the stones and surrounded us, making a wide circle with the boulder at our backs.

      “Are monsters going to come for us when night falls?” I forced out a laugh.

      Liam looked up toward me. There was no smile playing on the corner of his lips. “The monsters don’t come until well after dark.”

      “Huh.” I knelt beside the firewood. “We’ve got some time then.”

      “Most don’t mean any harm.” Liam sat beside me, sorting through the wood as though rationing our supply. “I’m not even sure they can think.”

      “Does it matter if they can think if they’re trying to kill us?” I pulled the flint from my bag.

      “Don’t light the fire yet. Better to save the wood.”

      “For when the monsters come.” I set the stones down next to the frame of twigs he’d built.

      He leaned against the boulder, staring out over the valley. “If you believe the legends, this place used to be the most beautiful land in the eastern mountains. A valley of flowers and trees, some even say a stream ran through the center.”

      “What happened?” I sat by his side, watching the light around us fade.

      “People settled here.”

      “And they tore up the trees and trampled the flowers?”

      “No. They lived peacefully, until they were attacked. One dark night, strangers came into the valley from the north and the south, trapping the valley folk.”

      “The Guilds?”

      “I don’t think so, but I can’t say for certain. The invaders brought true monsters, things I don’t think exist outside the mountains.”

      I pulled my coat closer around me.

      “The valley folk were penned in. They had no chance of escaping,” Liam said. “When morning came, the valley floor had been stained red with blood. They say the trees and flowers died before the next sunset.”

      “That’s a terrible story.”

      “It’s not a story,” Liam said. “All of it’s true.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’ve seen it.” He untied the bedroll from his bag, shook the blanket free, and handed it to me. “I need you to trust me, Ena. Whatever you see, whatever comes for us, you have to stay here.”

      “Is this meant to be a joke?” I knew it wasn’t, but I couldn’t give up that last sliver of hope.

      Liam touched my cheek. His fingers were warm against my chill skin. And despite their calluses, and the blood he’d spilt, there was tenderness as he brushed back the hair that had fallen free from my braid. “I won’t let them hurt you. I need you to believe that.”

      My heart thundered in my chest, but I only nodded.

      He stayed looking into my eyes for one more breath before turning away and picking up my flint to start the fire.

      A tiny pang sliced through my lungs, and the chill of the night tripled without his touch.

      As the last of the sun faded from the valley, our fire crackled to life.

      A shiver shook me to my teeth.

      “You should wrap up,” Liam said.

      I tucked half the blanket around me, and held up the rest for him.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said.

      I didn’t move.

      He poked at the fire, keeping the wood from tumbling apart, then sat beside me and took his half of the blanket.

      We sat in silence as the darkness came in full. I hadn’t realized how much comfort the caves had offered. Sitting with the boulder at our backs and the stones in front of us seemed like a fool’s way of begging to die.

      The first sound that carried on the night wind was laughter, a cheerful chorus of it, as though someone had just told an excellent joke on their way out of a tavern.

      I would have wondered what the joke was if Liam hadn’t tensed beside me.

      The hum of distant music filled the air as a fiddler struck up a fresh tune.

      I leaned close to Liam’s ear to whisper, “Are there people out there?”

      “Not anymore.”

      Voices spoke not twenty feet away.

      I squinted, peering into the darkness toward the noise, but I couldn’t see anyone.

      “Mama, mama!” The child’s voice traveled in front of us as though he were running to his mother’s arms.

      I glanced to Liam. Pained lines creased his brow.

      “How often have you come through the Blood Valley?” I asked.

      “Twice,” Liam said, “but I sheltered farther on. I’ve never heard these echoes before.”

      “I’ll not stay in the dark with you,” a female giggled. “I don’t care if you’re handsome. That only makes you more of a rogue.”

      “If you don’t want to sneak away with me, I’ll find someone who does,” a man said.

      “You wouldn’t dare.” The laughter left the woman’s voice. “How could you even threaten such a thing?”

      A wisp of a shadow fluttered through the darkness.

      “Tamin,” the woman shouted. “Don’t you dare walk away from me. Tamin!”

      The music changed, and voices joined the tune. The happy song settled a stone of dread in the pit of my stomach.

      I gasped as a figure appeared in the distance, walking briskly as though following a long lost road. The man wore a light shirt with no coat to protect him against the night chill. The feeble light of the lantern he held in front of him flickered with a wind I could not feel.

      “What is he?” I whispered.

      “A ghost,” Liam said, “or maybe he’s only the valley remembering.”

      The man weaved across the valley and faded from view.

      More voices came from distant wisps of shadow, patches of the night that seemed to solidify, swirling around a life that was meant to be led. They moved about in a group near where the music seemed to play. The way they shifted in the night changed with each new song, as though the darkness danced to the long dead tune.

      It wasn’t until my hands began to cramp from clutching the blanket that another solid form appeared―a girl my age leading a boy away from the other shadows.

      They ran silently through the night until he caught her around the middle and pressed his lips to her neck. She twisted in his arms and kissed him, twining her fingers through his dark hair.

      It seemed like an intrusion to stay so near them as his fingers found the edge of her blouse and traveled up the bare skin of her back.

      A crack cut through the air.

      The sound wasn’t loud or terrifying, no worse than a branch breaking off a tree, but Liam sat up straight as though preparing to run.

      “They’re coming.”

      My breath hitched in my chest. The young pair were still kissing, unaware of the danger preparing to end their lives.

      “They need to run,” my words came out as a strangled whisper. “We have to tell them to run.”

      I let go of the blanket, but Liam took my hand before I could try to stand.

      “It’s too late,” Liam said.

      Another, louder crack cut through the night.

      The young couple finally noticed something was wrong. The boy stepped in front of the girl as though trying to shield her, but there was no way for him to know from which direction the danger came.

      A scream carried from the southern side of the valley.

      Before I could try to see if the one screaming had taken form, a wail sounded from the north.

      “We have to get inside.” The boy grabbed the girl’s hand, dragging her toward the center of the valley to some safety I couldn’t see.

      A third crack shook the ground beneath us. I held tightly to Liam’s hand.

      “I won’t let them hurt you.” Liam spoke over the terrible screams that rent the night.

      A great blackness tore up from the ground, sweeping through the fleeing wisps, seizing them and dragging them below the earth.

      “What kind of a monster lives below the ground?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      A band of solid figures charged into view, their shining weapons raised. For a moment, I thought they had come to slay the beasts that attacked from below. Then one of the men buried his blade in a shadow. The shadow screamed and became a woman with blood dripping down her chest.

      My muscles tensed, ready to run out into the darkness to help the woman. The man stabbed again, and she fell to the ground and lay still as deep red stained the dirt around her.

      “Please no!” a man shouted. He ran not thirty feet in front of us, fleeing from two men chasing after him, swords ready to kill.

      A tentacle of darkness writhed up from the ground and seized the fleeing man around the stomach. His cry of pain and terror echoed in my ears.

      “Run! Everyone run!” a fool called into the night.

      Dozens of people took shape, fleeing from their attackers. An arrow caught an old man in the back before he had taken two steps.

      “Run,” I whispered. “Please run.”

      Liam laced his fingers through mine, offering the only comfort he could.

      The boy and girl who had cared for nothing but each other’s flesh such a short while before were both slain by swords. He was stabbed through the chest. Her head was taken clean off.

      Bile shot up into my throat.

      A shriek carried from high overhead, and the pitch of the terror on the valley floor changed. A great bird soared through the darkness, picking up people and tossing them aside, grabbing a woman in its sharp beak and cracking through her spine before swallowing her whole.

      The high scream of a child cut through the ringing in my ears.

      The bird heard the noise as well and dove toward the sound.

      “No!” I leapt to my feet, desperate to save the child from the vicious beast.

      “Ena!”

      I stepped forward, and the night around me changed. The stench of blood and fear filled the air. There weren’t dozens of shapes running through the slaughter, but hundreds.

      “Leave them alone!”

      The attackers turned toward my shout.

      Liam seized me around the waist, dragging me back.

      “No.” I fought against his grip as the scent of blood disappeared. “I have to help them!”

      “It’s too late, Ena.” He kept his arms wrapped tightly around me. “They’re already dead.”

      A tendril of darkness lashed up from the earth, snaking closer, swaying back and forth as though scenting the air.

      “Can it see us?” I asked.

      “You stepped outside the stones,” Liam said. “They all can.”

      The great bird spiraled through the sky and dove straight toward us.
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      A scream tore from my throat as the bird opened its talons, reaching for us. But the shouts of the attackers and the shriek of the bird drowned out the sound.

      I tried to think of a way to escape, but Liam kept me pinned to his side, one arm wrapped around my waist, the other shielding my head as the talons stretched toward us.

      A hum that shook my bones and a blazing blue light burst from the six stones Liam had laid on the ground. The bird’s talons scraped against the glow but could not reach our flesh.

      The men attacked our sanctuary, but the stones blocked their swords. The tendrils of shadow whipped through the darkness, cracking up from the ground as though determined to swallow our barrier.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I don’t know if Liam heard me.

      A scream in the distance dragged the bird’s attention from us. It soared up and over the valley. Cries of terror echoed in the monster’s wake.

      The men turned their backs on us, ready to slaughter the innocents who didn’t have magic to protect them.

      Liam didn’t let me go. I think he was afraid I would run toward the ones screaming in pain. I wanted to. Every bit of me ached to. But he held me tight, and what chance did I have fighting against a giant beast?

      The screams of the dying valley folk dimmed as time wore on. There were fewer of them left to cry, and their defiance had abandoned them.

      The fire at our feet flickered feebly.

      I looked to our pile of unburnt wood. I didn’t want the fire to die, but I didn’t know if I could keep from running if Liam loosened his grip on me.

      “Let me in,” a voice whispered from the darkness. A little girl crouched in front of the rocks. Tears and blood stained her face. “Please let me in before they find me.”

      “We can’t,” Liam said.

      “We can’t leave her out there.” I broke free of his grip.

      “Ena, she’s not real. She hasn’t been for a very long time.”

      I knelt next to the stones, inches from the girl.

      “Please,” the girl said, staring into my eyes, “I don’t want to be alone.”

      “You can’t go out there.” Liam knelt beside me, locking his arm around my waist. “The monsters would add you to the tally of their dead, but you won’t be able to save her.”

      A ball of grief pressed into my throat. “It’s all right, littleling. You’re not alone, I’m right here with you.”

      “They’re coming.” A sob shook the child’s chest.

      “I know,” I said, “but you are brave, and you are strong.”

      “Don’t let them find me.”

      “I…” I had no words of comfort to offer.

      The clang of swords came closer.

      “I’m right here,” I said. “I will not leave you.”

      Liam took my hand, anchoring me to a world away from ghosts as the men found the child.

      “No!” She tried to run, but the men were too quick.

      One caught her by the arm and spun her around, shoving his blade into her stomach as though her death meant nothing.

      The world tilted.

      He dragged her back and dropped her next to the safety of our stones. He laughed as he walked away.

      The child lay gasping on the ground, fighting for air that would only prolong her pain.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “Just close your eyes and everything will be better. No one can hurt you, not anymore.”

      My whole body shook as I watched the little girl take her last few breaths.

      Her eyes fluttered closed, and she faded into darkness.

      Liam lifted me away from the stones, back to the boulder. He laid more wood on the embers of our fire.

      “When will it end?” I asked.

      “Not for a while.” He draped the blanket over me and sat next to me.

      A fresh wave of screams came from farther north in the valley.

      He wrapped his arms around me, and I leaned into his warmth, waiting for the battle to end.

      I don’t know how long it took for the valley to finally fall silent. The human screams stopped first, then the bird vanished, and then the ground stopped shaking. Sometime before dawn, I drifted to sleep.

      The sun on my face woke me the next morning. I kept my eyes shut.

      If Liam had been wrong, if it wasn’t ghosts we had been forced to witness being murdered, but real, living people, then I’d sat in safety and let them all be killed. If hundreds of people had been slaughtered right in front of us, then the valley floor would be coated in blood.

      The weight of Liam’s arm around my shoulder changed. I could tell from the pace of his breathing that he was awake.

      This is the world, Ena. Bloody or not, it’s all there is.

      I took a deep breath and opened my eyes.

      A vast valley of low scrubland shone gold and green in the dawn light. I gave a shaky exhale, burying the fear and grief down far enough they couldn’t break me.

      “Are you all right?” Liam asked.

      “Yes.” I pulled the string from the bottom of my braid and shook my hair free. “We’ll be out of here before dark?”

      “Unless disaster hits.” Liam’s gaze kept darting back to me as he rolled up the blanket. “I’m sorry you had to see that. I didn’t―”

      “I’m fine.” I ran my fingers through my hair and wove it into a fresh braid. “I just don’t understand why. Of all the terrible things that have happened in this world, why does this keep coming back? Why should these people continue to suffer in death?”

      “The mountains have magic all their own. Some even say the mountains have a heart that feels and loves.” Liam picked up the stones that had protected us from the monsters, both men and beasts. “Maybe the mountains don’t want us to forget how evil the world can be.”

      “I didn’t know that was a thing people forgot.”

      “Ena, I…” His voice trailed away. He slung his pack onto his back. “I only wanted to help you. I’m sorry if any of this makes your nightmares worse.”

      I stomped out the last embers of our fire. “Don’t worry. The nightmare came long before I met you.”

      He waited while I draped my bag over my shoulder. Then we walked to the center of the valley and headed north.

      There wasn’t a trace of blood on the ground.
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      We found shelter under an outcropping of rocks that night. I was so tired I fell asleep before Liam climbed under the blanket behind me.

      I slept through the whole night without a single dream. I woke in the morning to find I’d turned in my sleep. My cheek rested on Liam’s chest, and he held me tight, as though even in sleep he wanted to protect me from the ghosts of long ago torment.
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      “This place we’re going,” I said as I trailed my fingers along the bark of the trees, “what sort of place is it?”

      “What do you mean?” There was a hint of a smile in Liam’s voice.

      I wanted to dash in front of him to see if the smile had actually made it all the way to his face. Instead, I tipped my head back to stare at the treetops. We’d left the scrublands behind, and trees had taken over the mountainside again.

      The forest we’d spent the afternoon trudging through wasn’t made of the harsh sort of trees that had clung to the other slopes we’d traveled. These trunks were thick and healthy, with hordes of bright green buds waiting to burst through. The soil beneath our boots held a strong scent of fertility, as though the mountain herself bade the plants to grow.

      “Are we going to a village?” I asked. “Is that where we’re meeting my brother?”

      “There aren’t villages in the mountains. Villages need roads for people to reach them.”

      “A settlement then?” I stopped beside a low patch of berries, kneeling down to touch the waxy leaves.

      “I suppose?” Liam leaned against a tree. “It’s our encampment for the warm months.”

      “Encampment?” I picked one of the nubs that would become a berry, crushing the hard knot between my fingers. “Right.”

      “What were you hoping for? A grand set of caves?”

      I heard the smile again and glanced up to find a beautiful glimmer in his dark eyes.

      “If you want to know the truth, I was hoping for someplace I might be able to take a bath and wash my clothes.” I wiped the sour-scented pulp from my fingers onto a tree. “There’s enough mud on my skirts to plant a thriving garden.”

      Liam stepped forward, raising his hand.

      I froze, not even remembering how to breathe, as he wiped his thumb across my cheek. “I’ll make sure you get the chance to wash your face, too.”

      Heat rose up my neck and flared into my cheeks. Days in the mountains, of course I looked like a child come in from playing in the mud.

      He brushed something away from my other cheek and stepped back.

      I missed the warmth of his hand on my skin. An odd knot twisted the place where my lungs and stomach met.

      “We’ll find you a new pair of boots as well,” Liam said. “A dozen more miles in yours and you might as well be barefoot.”

      I swallowed the sound I had meant to be a laugh.

      “You’ll be comfortable enough. I promise.” He turned and started weaving through the trees again, heading east.

      You’re a filthy little waif he saved because he made your brother a promise, Ena Ryeland.

      Yelling at myself in my mind didn’t lessen my want for him to turn around and touch me again.

      Don’t be a chivving fool.

      I ripped the knot from between my lungs and stomach, and packed it away with all the other things I refused to feel.

      The dark space where I shoved the things I didn’t want to face was bottomless. Like the sacks of the demons who come to steal naughty children in the dead of winter. A massive void that could fit all the horrors I wished to shove inside it. The seams never tore. The fabric never protested the weight.

      So I shoved more and more darkness inside, hiding from the danger, one cast away thought at a time.

      “Will my brother be there already?” I quickened my pace to catch up.

      “I doubt it. Even with our having to take the long way, and even if his work had gone better than we’d hoped, I can’t imagine he’ll have beat us back.”

      “Long way? Did you say long way?”

      Liam stopped and rubbed his hands over the dark scruff that had grown on his chin. “I couldn’t keep you close to the mountain road. Not with the chance of Guilded soldiers wanting to see you in a noose. We had to go into the mountains, and once you dive that deep into the range, there are few paths men can survive.”

      “But you’re a trueborn Black Blood. You can use stone magic.”

      “How do you think I know which ways a man can survive? We’ll be to the encampment soon, and once Emmet arrives and we figure out where the best place for you is, I’ll do what I can to make sure the journey out of the mountains is an easier one.”

      I bit my lips together for a moment, letting the things I wanted to say fade away.

      “I needed new boots anyway,” I said.

      Liam shook his head. When he started to walk, he didn’t move as quickly as before. Not like he wanted to be sure I could catch up, more as though he were searching for something.

      I scanned the forest around us, trying to spot whatever it was he might be looking for.

      Birds filled the trees in greater numbers than we’d seen farther east in the mountains. Small animals scurried through the woods as well, rustling the decay of last autumn’s leaves in their wake. Moss clung to the northern side of the trees, though none that I saw would be useful in healing. Lichen grew in a patch by the side of a great boulder made of dark stone.

      It struck me as strange that the moss and such hadn’t seen fit to grow on the stone’s surface.

      The base of the boulder dug into the ground, hiding its edge from view. I pictured the stone reaching all the way down to the root of the mountains, touching the heart that had cared for the ill-fated woman and her stone-raised babe.

      “Ena”―Liam stepped back to walk by my side―“I think you should take my arm.”

      “What for?” I asked even as I rested my hand on his elbow. “You think after our days of climbing, this gentle stroll will drop me?”

      “No.” Liam slowed his pace again. “But the first time feeling it can be shocking to some.”

      I didn’t have the chance to open my mouth to ask what under the sky he was talking about.

      It started like a bright flash of heat in the front of my ribs and tip of my nose. I flinched, shying away from the unnatural warmth, but Liam placed his hand on mine, guiding me forward.

      “Trust me, Ena.”

      I let my body lean farther into the heat and found the warmth didn’t burn. The feeling was less like a fire trying to sear my skin away and more like the bright burning of wanting something with my whole being. The utter joy and pain of longing filling my entire soul, and knowing that desire might burn away everything I was, and not having enough thought left beyond the wanting to care.

      Liam led me forward, and the feeling ate me whole. I gasped and swayed on the spot.

      “Just a little farther and you’re through.” Liam wrapped his arm around my waist, holding me close to his side.

      We took two more steps, and the feeling faded, leaving me bereft and empty.

      “Are you all right?” A hint of worry wrinkled Liam’s brow.

      “What was that?” I said, thankful my voice came out strong and not as hollow as I felt.

      “A much larger version of the stones that protected us on our journey.” He pointed back over my shoulder.

      A second black boulder, free of moss and lichen, hid between the trees. If I squinted through the forest, I could see another stone poking up in the distance.

      “Liam?” a voice called.

      The shock of it sent me reaching for the knife in my bag.

      “It’s all right,” Liam said softly before raising his voice. “It’s me.”

      The branches of a tree to our left rustled and groaned as a man climbed down from a perch high above.

      “You’re late.” The man beamed at Liam, striding over to give him a clap on the back before even bothering to look toward me. “And you’ve found a stray.”

      I tipped my chin up and met the man’s laughing gaze without a hint of mirth.

      “This is Ena Ryeland.” Liam stepped away from me, giving a little nod in my direction. “Emmet’s sister.”

      The man looked from Liam to me as though trying to see what part of the joke he’d missed out on. “She’s not.” He shook his head, sending his sandy brown hair flying around his face. “She can’t be.”

      “I am.” I shot the man a glare. He wasn’t much taller than me, and though I’m sure he was cleaner than I was, the only reasons I could see for being the slightest bit polite to the man were the two long knives dangling from his belt. I crossed my arms and stepped toward him. “Is my brother here?”

      “No,” the man said, “haven’t heard a chirp of him. Oh, Emmet’s not going to like this.”

      “There weren’t any other options,” Liam said. “Sal, run on to camp and have them toss up a tent for Ena. Get Cati on finding her some fresh clothes and a bath.”

      Sal nodded, narrowing his eyes at me. “Emmet is not going to like this.” He turned and ran into the trees.

      “Sal,” Liam called after him.

      Sal turned, his face brightening as though Liam might tell him my existence had actually been a joke.

      “Put her tent next to mine.”

      Sal shook his head, flattening his mouth into one long line. “Whatever you say, Liam.”

      “I’ll make sure you get a good meal, too.” Liam gave me a nod.

      “Right, thanks.”

      I followed him through the trees in the direction Sal had fled.

      The air beyond the stones tasted different than it had on the outside of whatever magic the boulders created.

      It was something beyond the scent of smoking meat that drifted through the trees. More like a tang of vibrancy. Like the flavor of that one precious day when spring is done with its hard labor and decides to flourish into full summer bloom had been bottled, and the perfume of it had been misted through the trees.

      Voices carried through the woods, more than just Sal and Cati. Dozens of voices.

      My shoulders tensed as a cluster of tents came into view. All of the tents were large, big enough to fit an entire shop. Behind a cook fire, one wide tent had the flaps tied open, so the five people sitting inside laboring over food at a long table could stare at me as Liam led me past.

      The number of actual living people in the camp sent my heart skipping at an irregular beat, ricocheting against my ribs, though I wasn’t sure why.

      Liam nodded and waved to the people we passed, but he didn’t stop to answer their questions.

      Where had he been, had he been attacked…who was I?

      No one seemed angry their questions weren’t being answered. They just turned back to their business while staring at me out of the corners of their eyes.

      “Are you in charge?” I whispered as Liam led me past the last tent.

      “How do you mean?” Liam turned down a worn path toward a clearing in the trees.

      “You know damn well what I mean.”

      “Then yes.”

      The dirt in the clearing had been packed down as though trampled by hundreds of angry feet. Halved logs and carved stumps surrounded the space, as though spectators had enjoyed whatever sport had driven even the slightest hint of growth from the ground.

      We passed by a chair wide enough to fit two, with a soaring bird carved into the back. I wondered for a moment how they had found a tree large enough to create such a thing.

      Magic.

      Prickles tingled the back of my neck.

      On the far side of the clearing waited another batch of tents, larger than the first. A path cut through the center of them, with smaller trails leading off to the back rows where the tents seemed barely large enough to fit a cot.

      A few men and women poked their heads out to gape at me as we passed.

      I tucked the hair that had pulled free from my braid behind my ears and kept my head held high. I couldn’t stop them from worrying that Emmet’s sister had been brought to the camp, but I wouldn’t have them murmuring that she had shown up looking like a filthy, chivving coward.

      We stopped in front of the largest tent in this area.

      A girl waited next to it, her arms crossed as she stared between Liam and me. Her hair was cut short so it rested above her shoulders. She wore a shirt and bodice, and pants like a man. The hilt of a knife poked out of the top of her boot. But it was the way she watched us, like she wasn’t staring at the filth on my clothes but instead thinking of how best to gut me, that made me like the girl.

      “Cati.” Liam nodded.

      “You’ve been gone a while.” Cati tipped her head as she examined me. “She does look like him.”

      “Makes sense, I suppose,” I said.

      “Speaks like him, too,” Cati said.

      I started to say she was wrong before swallowing the words for fear my speaking might prove her right.

      “I’ll get her cleaned up,” Cati said. “Rothford wants to meet with you, and I’m sure there’s a dozen other things need doing. If you get started now, you might get to sleep tonight.”

      Liam shut his eyes for a moment before nodding and shrugging out of his pack. “Thanks, Cati.”

      “This way.” Cati started down another path, leading me away from the tents. I followed her, not giving in to the temptation to look back at Liam. “We’ll get you washed and work on some decent clothes for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Glad to,” Cati said. “What kind of terrible would we be if we weren’t kind to someone who came up the mountain road to get to us?”

      “We didn’t come up the road,” I said. “We cut east and came north through the mountains.”

      “What?” Cati whipped around and studied me again, taking in everything from my worn boots to my filthy face.

      “It’s a bit of a story.” I shrugged. “Liam thinks the soldiers might want me hanged.”

      Cati stayed silent for a moment before tipping her head back and laughing. “I think I might like you.”

      She beckoned me on through the trees to a mound of rocks sticking out of a cliff.

      “Honestly,” Cati said, “I’ve told Emmet he should bring you here more than once. Gods, he’ll be furious. I can’t wait till he gets back.”

      She stepped between the stones and out of sight. I took a deep breath before following her, expecting the burning to flare in my chest again, but a humid warmth and the sound of flowing water greeted me instead.

      Two lae stones hung from the ceiling of the cave, casting their glow on the pool beneath. A crack in the rock wall fed water into the bath. The overflow from the current surged over the edge and into the darkness on the far side.

      Cati fished in one of the dozen alcoves carved into the wall and pulled out a basket of soap that smelled as fresh as summer flowers. “Give yourself a good scrub, and I’ll be back with some clean clothes.”

      She pressed the soap into my hand and left me alone in the cave.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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