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Chapter 1
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SHE’S HERE. Again. Lucían desperately focuses on his calligraphy, trying to use the manuscript he’s painstakingly copying to block out his awareness of her. It’s almost effective for thirty seconds, and then she laughs, the sound carrying easily across the workshop, and he drops his quill.

Okay. This is fine. He just has to lean down and pick up his quill off the floor, without looking up and seeing her. He keeps his eyes on the quill, and then on his desk, and the vellum he’s carefully filling with script, and definitely isn’t betrayed by his own eyeballs as she laughs again and he automatically looks at the source of the sound—oh hells.

She’s still mid-laugh, her face crinkled with amusement, and it makes her shine like gold leaf on a page. Her white-blond hair is braided back away from her face, the sides looking freshly shorn. (Lucían curses himself. He shouldn’t be paying close enough attention to note her haircuts.) She stands easily head and shoulders above anyone else in the room, leaning her broad frame against the edge of the doorway and somehow still filling the entire entrance. 

The Abbot is trying to shoo her away from the workshop (presumably toward his office, where they can discuss whatever brought her here again), and it’s like watching a pony try to herd a draft horse. She crosses her arms, somehow managing to emphasize both her tattooed biceps and the curve of her chest, and says something to the Abbot. The words don’t carry but the rumble of her voice does, and Lucían’s mouth goes dry. The Abbot gestures at her more emphatically, and with a heavy sigh and a roll of her eyes, she stands up from her casual lean and lets the Abbot lead her out of the workshop. Lucían lets out a breath he wasn’t aware he was holding, and then

she

looks

right

at

him.

Her clear green eyes lock directly onto his, and he knows she knows he was looking at her. Her gaze pins him to the spot, and he freezes like a terrified rabbit. The eye contact goes on for just a touch too long, long enough to stop being a glance and start being a stare, and she arches one brow at him in a silent question. 

Lucían, hovering on a blush at the best of times, feels the color rise in his cheeks in a hot shameful flash. Her other eyebrow climbs to join the first as she cocks her head at him slightly, and it’s all worth it for a terrible instant as one side of her mouth curls up in a half-grin, her green eyes glinting with amusement. It’s embarrassing but Lucían finds he doesn’t mind terribly, because she doesn’t seem to be laughing at him, but rather finds the whole situation similarly absurd. Is he still staring? Oh Lord, he’s still staring.

The Abbot says something and she turns away, breaking the spell and leaving him breathless, half grateful and half cursing the old man for interrupting. Lucían is trying to get his heartbeat under control when she glances back into the room and winks at him, flashing that sharp, amused half-grin again. The power of it snaps through him like lightning, and Lucían strangles a startled sound as she finally, thankfully, disappears around the corner. He drops his head into his hands and breathes for a long moment, trembling like he’d just sprinted the length of the monastery. How does she do this to him? How can anyone have that much power with a smile and a glance? Who is she?

Once he’s sure his hand is under control, Lucían reaches for his tea mug (carefully placed on a small shelf to the side of the desk, a precautionary measure they all take now ever since Brother “Loose-Fingers” Leroy ruined four copies of the bestiary he was assigned to illuminate) and swallows a long, calming draught. He sets the mug back down, shakes out his shoulders, stretches his wrists, and looks for his quill—

Which he apparently tore in half while she was smiling at him. He must have then crushed each half during the wink. It’s the clearest explanation, and also the one he is least equipped to explain to Storemaster Tobias.

Lucían doesn’t actually start beating his head against his desk, but it’s a close call.

***
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“DO YOU KNOW WHO THAT warrior woman is?” he asks Brother Carnahan over the evening meal, trying to sound casual about it. Tonight is not a meal requiring silent reflection, so his question melts into the overall surrusus of a hundred-odd monks and clerics chatting quietly about the day’s events (and complaining even more quietly about the quality of the food now that Brother Theodore is on kitchen rotation).

Brother Carnahan snorts into his soup. “The one who looks like she could eat the Abbot in one bite? No idea. She might do some outwork for him.” He waves the hand holding his bread roll vaguely in the direction of the monastery gates, narrowly avoiding Brother Jan’s face. “I wish she’d just meet him in his study instead of coming to find him in the workshop every time. It’s disrespectful. I don’t understand why she gets to be the exception to the monastery rules.”

“I hear she’s been blessed by the gods and that’s why she gets special permission,” Brother Jan chimes in, leaning over Brother Carnahan and stealing his second bread roll. “The Abbot didn’t even want to hire her, but then a spirit spoke through her and he didn’t have a choice.”

“Yeah, well, I heard she just beat up every other sword for hire in the region and now she’s the only one left.” Brother Yarlstan sketches in the air with his spoon from across the table, outlining the suggestion of a muscular form. “She’s built like an ox in human form, I bet she could do it.”

“I just hope that whatever she is, she stops coming back,” Brother Carnahan grumbles, snatching his now sad looking bread roll back from Jan’s plate. “She’s incredibly distracting.”

“I guess she is pretty disruptive, huh?” Lucían says, keeping his voice under control with a valiant effort and pretending like he wasn’t the one being distracted earlier that afternoon. “I just wonder—”

The Abbot stands up at the head table, signaling the evening announcements, so Lucían thankfully doesn’t have to figure out a way to finish his sentence. His evening chore assignments keep him busy enough to push thoughts of that woman out of his head as he grinds ingredients for potions and sets up the overnight infusions and tisanes. The laboratories prepped for the morning work, he heads back to the living quarters after three-bells releases the monastery from the day’s labor. Using studious attention to detail as he washes up and cleans his teeth, he manages to keep not thinking about her until he climbs into his cot after his evening prayers and finds himself alone with his thoughts. 

His thoughts, it should be noted, are not at all cowed by the presence of Brothers Lee, Yarlstan, and Timothy in their cots, which Lucían finds quite rude. He allows himself a silent mental groan and covers his face, grateful for the darkness of their shared quarters. All he sees is her, that wicked half-smile, those green eyes. His stomach is full from dinner but there’s a yawning sort of hunger behind his ribs, one he’s usually able to ignore except in these moments when all he can think of is her.

Hells. It’s always like this when she comes. It’s been over two years since she first started showing up (that’s a lie, it’s been two years and twenty-one days, he knows, he first saw her the day after the vernal equinox, it was a sunny day and the air smelled like apple blossoms) and it’s maddening how easily Lucían finds himself driven to distraction. No one has ever spoken to her but the Abbot! She just appears in the door to the workshop and destroys all the equilibrium in his life. She disappears for however long it takes for him to build back up some semblance of calm and piety (this is also a lie, he knows exactly how long it is between each visit, the shortest time was two weeks, the longest was six months) and then, just when he’s starting to think he’ll be able to manage, she saunters back in and kicks it all down. It’s ridiculous. He doesn’t even know her name. She doesn’t even know he exists!

But she looked at you today, a traitorous voice in the back of his head says. She looked at you and she smiled. She’s never smiled at anyone like that before, not even the Abbot.

No one smiles at the Abbot, he argues. Smiling indicates you’re about to sin or something else ridiculous written in a holy book no one else is allowed to read.

That’s not the point, the voice says. You’re being deliberately dense. She smiled at you specifically. And then she winked! She’s never winked at anyone. You know this, you watch her.

I do not watch her! Lucían thinks furiously. I just... make sure she’s behaving in a responsible manner. And I use my eyes to do that. It has nothing to do with watching her.

You stare at her face and also her legs and also her chest, the voice continues, because the voice is a dirty traitor. You think about whether she could pick you up with one hand. You wish you could ride by her side out in the rest of the world. You dream about taking her hair down from that braid and running your fingers through it. You wonder what it would be like if she—

No, no, no, we are not going there! Lucían rolls over, shoving his head under his pillow and crushing it to his ears, like that will be any help in blocking out his internal argument. It is not like that and we are not continuing this conversation.

Fine, the voice in his head says snidely. But if it’s not like that, why are you hard right now?

Well... hells. Lucían rolls over onto his back, unearthing his head from under the pillow, and stares at the stone ceiling. This again. He inhales deeply, holds the breath until it starts to hurt, and exhales. He can handle this. It’s a natural part of being a monk with a healthy, functioning body. He just has to meditate on his vows until it goes away and he can sleep.

You could just... the voice in his head starts, and he squeezes his eyes shut viciously. No. He took a vow of celibacy when he was ordained at twelve. He hasn’t broken it once in the fifteen years since, and he’s certainly not going to sneak out of bed to break it now just because of her. This is his own fault for being weak. He just needs a distraction is all.

Lucían cautiously lifts his head from his pillow and scans the room, listening hard as he does. Brother Timothy is snoring, the gentle rumble of it familiar and almost soothing. Brother Yarlstan doesn’t snore, but he’s face-down on his cot and to judge by the breathing, he’s fast asleep. Brother Lee sounds like he’s probably still awake, but he’s also trustworthy so Lucían sees no real issues there. 

He rolls over onto his side, making the movement seem like a natural part of getting comfortable in bed, and when another moment passes of normal nighttime noises, he reaches out and carefully, silently, takes the finial dome off the top of his bedpost, extracts the volume inside, and replaces the finial. He slides the book under his pillow and waits what seems like an appropriate amount of time before pulling the blankets up over his head, curling into a ball on his side and summoning a tiny magelight. 

He practically doesn’t need the light at this point—he’s read the book so many times he has the stories memorized—but thinking about reading it isn’t the same as actually reading it. Lucían takes a moment to run his fingertips gently over the cover, the ink faded a bit after all these years, and lets himself feel a tiny sense of pride at the evenness of the lettering. It’s an absolute mess compared to his current skills, of course, but he still considers it impressive for a thirteen year old novice. He pauses to listen hard, again, but there’s still nothing but the usual sounds of his roommates sleeping, so he opens to the first page, eager to distract himself—

Ah. Hm. Somehow Lucían forgot that this book started with a collection of stories from the Vikun lands to the north, and that the frontspiece for it is an illustration of a massive, armored warrior woman with silver hair and an axe that, proportionally, is probably the size of him. That won’t do, not when massive warrior women are exactly the current problem. Lucían hurriedly and silently flips to the next section of the book, where the stories are from the Lengua speakers to the south and mostly about clever children getting advice from brightly colored magical animals. That’s much better. Lucían settles in to read about their adventures and, deep in the secret, quiet part of his soul, wonders what it might be like to have some of his own.
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Chapter 2
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SHE DOESN’T COME BACK for a while, and life in the monastery goes on, as it ever does, in strictly regimented routine. Lucían wakes before the dawn, dresses, prays at the morning services, and then goes to his daily work assignments. He copies manuscripts and illustrations, brews and enchants potions, takes his turns teaching the foundling boys in the monastery creche, eats the evening meal, attends evening services, and climbs into his cot to sleep before waking and doing it all again. It’s a comfortable, safe life. He understands his place in it, and he enjoys his work, finds it pleasing to watch a book take shape under his hands as he carefully coaxes blank vellum and dry pigments into something better than the sum of its parts, but... Lucían tries to put it out of his mind, but his eyes still find their way to the sky above the monastery wall and he can’t help but wonder what lies beyond it.

Probably just farms, he reminds himself sharply. Farms and temptation and danger. 

That’s what the Abbot tells them, anyway, that the world outside the monastery is harsh, unforgiving, and unholy. After all, weren’t they all here because the outside world proved too much to bear? Didn’t the monastery take them in and keep them safe when their parents were unable to? Isn’t it by the Lord’s grace that they have work, and purpose, and His Blessing? And doesn’t He demand so little from them in exchange? Just their vows and obedience and holy piety? Who would be so ungrateful as to throw the Lord’s love back in His face by rejecting this holy place and this holy work? 

These and similar tenets are the subject of the Abbot’s sermon one morning in midsummer, and Lucían listens dutifully and prays sincerely and sings the hymns with joy in his heart and still finds himself with questions lurking half-hidden in the back of his mind, like a cat that wants to be in the same room with people but doesn’t want to be touched. He lingers after the service long enough to light a candle at the prayer wall and bow his head over it. The plea he sends to the Lord is just as familiar as the book he hides in his bedframe, and just as secret.

I don’t know where he is, Lord, he prays quickly, urgently, but if he is with You, then please treat him with the kindness and love I know You have for all Your children. If he is still among us, then please keep him safe with all the fire in Your heart. Please, Lord, take care of him.

“Still?” Brother Lee hisses from the door, startling Lucían out of his half-trance. He has one dark brow raised on his golden face, and looks like he wants to put his fists on his hips disapprovingly but can’t, on account of having a large basket in each hand.

“Every chance I get,” Lucían replies, just as quietly, crossing the chapel with quick steps and accepting one of the baskets from Lee as they both hurry in the direction of the garden.

“You know if he catches you—” Brother Lee starts to say and then stops as Brother Timothy passes them going the other direction. Lucían leaves the silence unbroken as they shoulder open the garden door and exit, blinking, into the midsummer morning sunlight.

“I know it’s a risk,” Lucían says quietly, not making eye contact with Lee as he sets down his basket and busies himself putting on the leather gloves inside. “I just feel like I owe it to him. He was my apprentice. I just...” He lifts and drops one shoulder in half a shrug. “I just wish I knew. What do you think happened to him?”

“He’s dead,” Brother Lee says flatly, looking over his shoulder to make sure they won’t be overheard. 

“Look, if you insist on talking about Brother Eric, at least do it in a way that won’t get us both Shunned.” It still sounds like Lee is whispering even in mindspeech, which they both know is completely unnecessary, but it’s a hard habit to break.

“If he was dead he’d be in the graveyard though,” Lucían insists, keeping the conversation going silently even as he leans in to investigate the pea vines for ripe pods. “I’ve checked more than once. He’s not there. I think he might be... Out.” He throws a little emphasis on the last word and tips his head toward the monastery wall.

“Then he’s dead to us,” Lee sends grimly, pulling up a weed with slightly more force than necessary. “If the Abbot Banished him he might as well be dead and asking questions about it will only get you Banished too, if you’re not careful. You can’t do anything to help him either way.”

“I know,” Lucían says, quiet and a little sad. “That’s why I pray.” 

Brother Lee is kind enough not to try and respond to that, and they garden in companionable silence for a bit. The weather is nice, still early enough to miss the real midday heat, and Lucían lets his mind wander pleasantly as he finishes picking all the ripe peas and moves on to the tomatoes. He loves the smell of the tomato vines, bright and green and fresh as a new day, and he rolls a leaf gently between his gloved fingers and inhales the scent. Brother Lee catches his eye as he does and raises a brow again, but in good humor this time.

“They’re not paying us to smell the flowers,” Lee says with half a grin, and Lucían grins back. 

“They’re not paying us for anything but books,” he points out, plucking another ripe tomato from the vine and settling it gently in the basket, “or did I miss an announcement from the Abbot that gardening counts toward our indentures now?”

Lee snorts and tosses another weed on his pile, destined for the burn heap when they’re done here. “Now, Brother Lucían, are you telling me you’re in some kind of hurry to leave the Lord’s service? Is His love not enough to keep you happy as you toil all the live-long day?” Lee’s voice tips into an imitation of the Abbot’s even as he lowers it, and they both cast a quick glance around the garden before dissolving into quiet giggles.

“Come on,” Lucían says, wiping his eyes and reaching for the next tomato. “It’ll be two-bells soon, and if we’re not done out here the Gardenmaster will have our hides.”

“Brother Caradoc’s not so bad,” Lee protests, moving to the next bed and expertly pulling weeds without disturbing the potato starts. “You just have to know how he likes things.”

“Spoken like someone who’s never accidentally uprooted a tomato seedling,” Lucían says with a shudder. “He did that disappointed face, you know the one? I felt like a complete—“

Whatever he felt like is immediately forgotten as he ducks down to look under the tomato thicket (Brother Carnahan hasn’t been pruning it properly, he notes absently) and spots a small huddled form. For a brief moment he thinks it’s a cat, and then his mind parses that it’s much larger than even the fattest monastery cat on the grounds and he realizes it’s one of the boys from the creche. 

“Oh,” he says, dropping lightly to his knees and setting down his basket. “Hello, Little Brother. What are you doing out here? You’re supposed to be in lessons right now.”

The child raises his face from his knees to reveal reddened eyes and great tear tracks down his cheeks. “No quise,” he sniffles in Lengua, barely audible, and Lucían’s heart squeezes in his chest as he recognizes Carlos, one of the newest foundlings, and the one having the hardest time adapting. All the foundlings have their challenges, but Lucían thinks the older ones have it the worst in some ways, because they have the memories of their outside life and it’s a struggle to leave those behind.

“Why don’t you tell me about it while I pick some of these tomatoes?” Lucían offers, also in Lengua as he holds out his arms. “You can stay with us for a little while, si?”

Carlos eyes him suspiciously for a moment before his natural, childish desire for comfort wins out, and he crawls carefully out of the tangle of tomato vines and thumps into Lucían’s side with almost enough force to knock him over. Lucían takes a moment to situate them both and ends up with Carlos settled over one hip, the foundling’s short arms around his neck while Lucían wraps one arm around his back and under his hips. Fortunately for Lucían Carlos is still a skinny little bird, and while he can tell his arm is going to complain in a bit, they’re both comfortable enough for now.

“Why don’t you want to go to your lecciónes?” he asks, picking tomatoes one-handed with only a little awkwardness. He takes a second to subtly breathe the scent of the child in his arms, oats from breakfast and the green of the tomatoes and the weirdly specific smell of someone barely out of babyhood. Lucían thinks Carlos is almost four, if he’s remembering correctly, and it’s a little selfish on his part to keep him here longer when he knows they both should be fulfilling their duties to the monastery, but he likes the pure comfort of getting to hold the little ones and Carlos needs him, doesn’t he? Surely he has a duty to the foundlings, to ease their sadness when they require it? Isn’t this what he’d do on the outside, if he had little brothers in blood as well as in the Lord? His heart squeezes again at that thought, a strange kind of homesickness for something he’s never known.

“It’s Hermano Jan today, isn’t it?” Lee asks from across the garden patch, his pile of weeds growing ever more impressive. Lee’s also speaking Lengua, even though they both should probably be encouraging Carlos to speak the common pidgen, or Parlere. He’s still a little young for Verimora, at least, though he’ll probably start those lessons next year. “Hermano Jan’s nice. He plays word games. Don’t you like Hermano Jan?”

Carlos nods silently against Lucían’s shoulder and sniffs. “If Hermano Jan isn’t the problem,” Lucían asks quietly, adding another tomato to the basket and awkwardly shuffling further along the garden bed, “then why don’t you want to be in your lecciónes today?”

Carlos sniffles again, stifles a sob, and finally admits, “I miss Mama.” 

Lucían’s heart breaks again, for what feels like the third time in as many minutes, and he glances over at Brother Lee, whose face is carefully blank. The tension in his shoulders betrays him, though, and Lucían glances back at the tomatoes to give him some privacy. They all remember the day Lee mustered up the courage to ask the Abbot about his parents, only to be brusquely informed that his unmarried mother had abandoned him at the monastery. Apparently she’d just stayed long enough to say his name and how unwanted he was before disappearing back into the countryside, leaving him to the charity of the Lord. Lee took it hard, understandably, and they’ve never brought it up again. At least Lucían’s family had the excuse of the famine when they’d begged the monastery to take him in. They hadn’t just dumped him like fouled meat, something they were glad to be free of.

“Your mama isn’t here, lo siento,” Lucían tells Carlos softly, squeezing him a little tighter. “And you do have to go back to your lecciónes or Hermano Jan will worry.” The little boy’s lip wobbles a little, and Lucían bounces him lightly. “But,” he says, in conspiratorial tones, “you can pick out one of these tomatoes for yourself and stay with us long enough to eat it before Hermano Lee takes you back to the creche, si?”

Carlos eyes him for a moment, looking for the catch, before he responds with “Si.” 

Lucían sets him down and keeps an eye on him while he carefully and methodically selects the perfect tomato, settling on one with mottled purple and red flesh before tucking himself back against Lucían’s side to eat it. He makes remarkably little mess for a child so young, a sign that the monastery’s orderliness has been instilled even if he’s not attending all of his lessons, and when Carlos is done with the tomato Lucían wipes off his face and hands with the edge of his sleeve. What’s a little more tomato juice when he already smells like the garden, anyway?

“Now,” he tells Carlos as he hands the boy over to Brother Lee’s waiting arms, “pay attention and work hard. Next time I see you I want to know what Hermano Jan was teaching, so you’ll need to explain it to me, aprobrado?”

Carlos nods soberly, accepting the important quest laid before him. “Aprobado. Gracias, Hermano Lucíanito.” Lucían grins, knowing it doesn’t quite reach his eyes, and ruffles Carlos’s soft dark hair. He doesn’t know why that nickname drags claws inside his ribs, but he knows it’s not the fault of the little brothers, so whenever they decide to call him that he keeps his reaction to himself.

“You sure?” Brother Lee asks him silently as he stands up, little Carlos perched on his hip. “You’ll have to do double-time, it’ll be almost two bells by the time I get back.”

“I’ll be fine,” Lucían says, already moving to the next section of tomatoes now that he has both arms free. “You already did most of the weeding, I can cover this for you.”

“If you pull up a seedling again—”

“That was one time!” Lucían blurts out loud, throwing a second-rate tomato riddled with worm holes over Lee’s head as the other Brother cackles and dodges into the main monastery building. “It was a weird varietal,” he tells a passing butterfly defensively. It flutters away and doesn’t respond, seeing as it’s a butterfly. 

Taking this as a sign that he should probably get back to work, Lucían speeds through the rest of the tomatoes and moves to the next garden bed. The radishes weren’t properly thinned, he notes immediately, no one ever thins them enough the first time around, so he sets his increasingly heavy tomato basket aside and sets to work. He’s amassed one pile of the thinned seedlings for the compost, one pile of weeds for the burn pile, and a third pile of radishes to take in to the kitchen when he hears the squeak of door hinges. Brother Lee must have really hurried to get to and from the creche so quickly, that’s a ten minute walk even if you aren’t carrying a small child—

“Oh, thank Frylla,” a voice says in the common pidgen, from fully the other direction as the monastery doors, and Lucían suddenly parses that the squeak of hinges came from the stables, and also that that voice definitely doesn’t belong to any of his brothers, since despite the deep, carrying alto tones it’s unmistakably the voice of a woman. A shadow falls over him as the voice continues, “Do you have any idea where the blasted Abbot is?”

Lucían looks up from the radishes. And then keeps looking up, and then looks up some more for good measure. She’s silhouetted against the sun, so he can’t really see her face, but he’d recognize those shoulders anywhere. Those shoulders have been a near-constant feature in some of his more shameful dreams. (Also, a tiny, quiet logical part of him points out, it’s not like there are any other women ever allowed onto the monastery grounds, so it has to be her.) Lucían, not to put too fine a point on it, freezes in utter panic. He’s not supposed to speak with her, none of them are supposed to speak with her, the Abbot is the only one allowed to speak with her, he’s going to be in so much trouble.

“I’m not to go ‘traipsing about like I own the place, befouling our holy halls,’” she says, her deep voice switching into what he will later appreciate as a hilariously accurate impression of the Abbot, “but he’s never exactly told me how I’m supposed to find him if he’s not in his office or the illumination workshop, and in spite of what he might think I am actually polite enough to not barge through this entire place. Am I supposed to just wait in the foyer until he thinks, ‘Oh, perhaps she’s come back, I should go see if she’s brought me some expensive pigments instead of being a snobby prig’? I’d starve to death if I did that.” She tilts her head at him as he continues to squint up at her, trapped in place, and adds, “I apologize, I’m making you crane your neck terribly, aren’t I?” 

Without any further warning she drops smoothly into a crouch, which brings them closer to eye level and has the side effect of startling Lucían very badly. He jolts backwards, upsetting his tomato basket in the process and landing hard on his hip and elbow. His limbs flail wildly for a chaotic moment before he manages to get himself sitting upright, and he drags his terrified gaze back to the warrior woman, heart pounding.

This way, not in silhouette, he can actually see her features, the strong nose and high cheekbones that he privately thinks looks like something from a marble sculpture. She’s frowning at him, not unkindly, and her large hands are up in front of her, palms open and facing him, her tattooed biceps bare to the air as ever. 

“I’m very sorry I startled you,” she says, quieter this time, like the way Brother Jan speaks to the goats when they’re restless. “I don’t mean you any harm. I’m really just trying to find the Abbot. I rode a long way and I’d like to be done here as soon as possible, but that doesn’t excuse taking my irritation out on you.” She keeps her green eyes on him as she slowly pitches forward onto her knees, rights the tomato basket, and starts replacing the vegetables inside. 

Lucían watches her helplessly, her muscular, callused hands cupping around each tomato with shocking gentleness as she cleans up his mess, and he prays desperately for some kind of guidance as to how he’s supposed to handle this. The Abbot has forbidden them all to speak to her, certainly, on multiple occasions, but technically he never said they weren’t allowed to be spoken to. That explanation probably won’t hold water if he gets caught, though. He’s acutely aware of how close they are, barely five feet between them. He’s close enough to spot the scars on her knuckles, the occasional repaired spots on her armored corselet, the light dusting of freckles across her nose. It is far, far too close, but Lucían cannot bring himself to move away. She’s shockingly beautiful, and he suddenly wants very much to paint her while the gnawing hunger behind his ribs wants something else, startling him with the sudden strange sense of emptiness.

“There,” she says, setting the last tomato gently on top of the others in the basket. She picks it up by the handle and holds it out to him, and without input from his conscious mind he automatically accepts it. Her eyebrows crease slightly in the moment they both have hold of the basket, and she grins, bright and clear and transforming her face into something utterly radiant. “I know you!” she says in delight as she releases the basket handle. Lucían panics some more, because how could she possibly, when she continues, “You’re the blusher!”

Just to absolutely, positively, humiliatingly prove her point, his face heats wildly, probably matching the tomatoes in hue and vibrancy. Great, yes, that’s exactly what he needs, for the one woman he’s seen in living memory to identify him as someone who blushes a lot. He clutches the basket to his chest protectively and averts his eyes, looking around desperately for something, anything to end this embarrassing interlude. Should he just run? That seems rude, but possibly safer than staying here and getting caught and Shunned for disobeying the Abbot’s rules and spending time alone with her. How did this happen? It wasn’t his fault!

“Oh, no, I’m sorry,” the woman says, sounding genuinely chagrined. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you. You’re just literally the only one here who’s ever made eye contact with me.” He sees one broad shoulder rise and fall in a shrug. “It was memorable, I suppose.”

Lucían manages to make eye contact with her again using a simply heroic effort of will, and she makes a little frowny face at him. 

“I feel I’ve really messed this up. First I unload on you, then I scare you, then I embarrass you, and now I’m keeping you from your work. I apologize, and I also really hope you speak this language because I realize now you haven’t spoken yet and it’d really just cap off the whole disaster if you can’t even understand me and I’ve been babbling at you anyway.” She heaves a sigh and cocks her head, the sun glinting off her white-blond braid. “If you can understand me, will you please both accept my apology, and go tell the Abbot I’m waiting for him in the foyer?”

In the face of a direct question Lucían finds he can’t not make some answer, so he nods. Nodding isn’t speaking, he reasons with himself. He still hasn’t technically broken the rules. 

When she grins again the force of it hits him like a hammer and he suddenly wants to make her smile like that again. She’s covered in road dust, he notices finally, and remembers she mentioned riding a long way. How truly inhospitable that no one was here to meet her when she arrived and offer her the basic kindness due to any traveler as commanded by the Lord. The teachings are very specific on what is owed to travelers, even if the monastery can’t offer all of them to this woman, they ought to be able to at least offer her something. From what feels like a very long way away, he watches himself select a ripe tomato from the top of the basket and hold it out to her.

“For me?” she asks, clearly surprised as her eyebrows climb her forehead, and again Lucían nods. Her answering smile is smaller, more private when she says, “Thank you.” 

It feels like a secret shared just between the two of them, and she deftly takes the tomato from his hand without so much as brushing his gloved fingers. He stares, transfixed, as she lifts it to her nose and inhales the fresh ripe scent of it, and then her white teeth flash as she takes a bite. The skin pops audibly and she heaves a pleased sigh, her eyes fluttering shut as she chews. It’s a sound that shoots straight to Lucían’s hindbrain, that satisfied, sensual little breath, and he tracks a little drip of tomato juice that escapes her lips to trickle down her chin. It slides over her skin like a caress and this was a terrible idea, he’s never going to be able to forget this moment and as she opens her eyes again to smile at him he climbs to his feet and flees into the monastery.

Lucían swears internally, mostly words in Verimora that he’d never say out loud, and skids around a corner directly into Brother Lee. 

“What’s the hurryyyyyy—” Lee tries to ask and half-yelps as Lucían hooks his elbow into Lee’s elbow and drags him down the hall at nearly a run.

“You have to pretend you were out there with me,” he tells Brother Lee silently, his mental voice practically vibrating with desperation. “You have to say you were there or he’ll have me Shunned if I’m lucky.”

“What happened?” Lee asks, getting his feet under himself so he can speedwalk under his own power instead of being towed along like a badly hitched plow. “Are you all right?”

“She came,” Lucían says, not bothering to clarify who. “She came right after you left because she couldn’t find the Abbot and she talked to me and I froze, I froze so badly, Brother Lee.” His hands are shaking, he realizes distantly, the tomatoes fairly bouncing around in the basket he still carries.

“Oh my Lord,” Brother Lee responds, stricken. “But we’re not to—none of us are allowed to—”

“I know, I am so aware of that fact,” Lucían cuts him off, begging now. “I didn’t say anything to her, but it was just the two of us and if he finds out I was alone with her I don’t know what he’ll do, you have to pretend you were there, please Lee, you have to.”

“Of course, of course,” Lee says immediately, reaching out to squeeze Lucían’s shoulder. “We’re in this together, Brother Lucían. We’ll make it through. Just breathe for a second.”

Lucían yanks a breath into his lungs, the first full one for what seems like years, and exhales slowly as they turn the final corner that leads to the laboratory. The Abbot likes to spend time overseeing all aspects of the monastery’s work, and today that means the potionmaking. Lee drags Lucían to a halt in the hallway just outside the door and takes a quick moment to straighten their robes, brush the worst of the dirt off Lucían’s elbows and hip where he took the fall, and adjust their postures until they look calm and pious instead of terrified and possibly sinful. 

“Okay,” Brother Lee says, dropping his hands on Lucían’s shoulders to look him in the eye. “Just follow my lead. We can do this.”

Lucían nods, taking another deep breath and exhaling slowly, and then Lee pushes open the doors and strides into the laboratory, quick but not rushing. “Most Holy Abbot, sir,” he says as they approach the desk in the back on the raised dais. “Please forgive the intrusion, but we knew you’d want to know as soon as possible.”

“What could I possibly want to know that would lead the two of you to abandon your posts before two-bells?” the Abbot asks, the disappointment dripping from every syllable. Lee and Lucían drop into identical bows, and Lucían stares at the floor, the Abbot’s gaze on him like two twin points of ice. “Brother Lucían, I expected better of you than to join Brother Lee in whatever this foolishness is.”

“A thousand apologies, your holiness,” Brother Lee says to the ground, “we wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t important. It’s her, sir. She’s arrived.”

“What?!” the Abbot snaps, from the rustle of his robes having just shot to his feet. “She’s here? How do you know?”

“We heard unusual sounds coming from the stables, Most Holy Abbot, sir,” Lee says, sounding remarkably confident for someone making things up out of whole cloth. “When we went to check, to make sure the mules were safe, we saw her settling her horse inside and came for you straight away.” With that he stands back up and Lucían follows suit, clutching his basket of vegetables and trying to look like this story isn’t news to him.

“Quite right,” the Abbot says distractedly, pushing back from the desk. “You did well to come to me. None of you can handle dealing directly with her. Did you still have work to do in the gardens?”

“Just a bit, your Holiness,” Lucían says, feeling like he should contribute to this conversation somehow.

“Then return to your duties, my sons, and go with the Lord,” the Abbot tells him, already looking past them to the hallway, and they don’t wait for any further permission before darting out and away from his attention before he can think to ask any more questions or spot any holes in their story. They say nothing on their quick walk back to the gardens, and after Lee peeks through the door and nods that the coast is clear, they slip back outside and heave twin sighs of relief. 

Lucían very carefully sets down his basket of tomatoes, walks into the space between two rows of raspberry canes, and lays down on his face on the ground to hyperventilate for a little while.

“Yeah,” Brother Lee says from over by the radishes. “I can’t believe that worked, either.”
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Chapter 3
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LUCÍAN CAREFULLY CROSSES the t and sets down his quill, stretching his arms above him and arching his back with an audible pop. The travel journal is done, or at least his part of it. It’ll go to the brothers in the binding shop next, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that he finished it a whole hour ahead of schedule, which gives him spare time now to stretch his hunched shoulders and try to rub some warmth back into his hands. It’s just difficult to get a draughty stone building warm in late winter no matter how many fireplaces you add, and whenever it comes up in meetings with the Abbot he insists there isn’t money in the budget for improvements so they all have to struggle on somehow. 

Lucían’s just thinking about signaling to Elder Brother Tobias that he’s ready for a new assignment when the door to the workshop bursts open, bouncing off the wall with a dull thud. He doesn’t have time to move his eyes away.

It’s her. His breath catches in his throat and that hunger that can’t be sated with food wakes up, clawing at his guts again.

It’s been about eight months since he last saw her (a lie, it’s been seven months and thirteen days and it took two of those months for him to stop thinking about her every day), and she’s let the hair on the sides of her head grow out. Probably for warmth, since snowflakes sparkle on her braid, beginning to melt in the relative warmth of the workshop. She has a rugged fur clipped to her shoulders, that and the wool cloak underneath the only concession she seems to have made to the temperature. Her upper arms are bare, as always, and her cheeks are ruddy from the cold. She quickly turns to shoulder the workshop door shut, thankfully cutting off the bitter wind from the unheated hallway outside.

The Abbot stands from his desk in the back and bustles toward her, nearly upsetting Brother Jan’s inkwell on the way. 

“You are not allowed inside,” he hisses as he reaches the front. “We have an agreement—”

She gestures at the door and at the ceiling, saying something in a low rumble that Lucían guesses is about the weather. The Abbot huffs some more and she rolls her eyes and shakes a small satchel at him, the contents of which are apparently expected since the Abbot finally looks pleased and mollified. He gestures to the door and she pulls it open easily, muscles hardly straining when Lucían knows for a fact how badly that door sticks in the winter. As the Abbot exits, she turns to scan the room and those green eyes find Lucían immediately.

He freezes.

She grins in what looks like genuine delight and it hits him like a punch to the gut.

Is she happy to see him?

Then she’s gone, the door scraping shut behind her. The room feels colder, and it’s not just because of the heat lost from the door. Lucían remembers that he needs to breathe and does so with only mild difficulty. His hands only shake a little bit when he takes the finished travelogue up to the storemaster, and he thinks he manages to pass it off as being from the cold. Storemaster Tobias is still looking over the pages to check for egregious errors when the door to the workshop creaks open again and Brother Lee pokes his head in.

“Brother Lucían is wanted in the Abbot’s study immediately,” he tells Storemaster Tobias breathlessly. “He’s to be released from all duty assignments for the foreseeable future.”

Lucían blinks at Brother Lee, and then turns to look at Tobias. The old man looks just as confused as Lucían feels, and shrugs at him helplessly. “You’d better go, Brother Lucían. The Abbot doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 

Lucían nods mechanically and hurries back to his desk to grab his winter cloak. As he passes the storemaster’s desk again, the old man touches his arm lightly. 

“This is excellent work, as always, Brother Lucían,” Tobias says quietly. “We’ll miss you in the workshop.” 

Lucían swallows around the nervous lump in his throat and manages a small smile in farewell as Brother Lee rushes him out of the room and down the freezing hallway.

“Do you have any idea why the Abbot wants to see me?” he asks Lee, tone pleading, fear and nervousness cramping his guts. “Did I do something wrong? Am I being—” His voice breaks and he swallows again, hard, the word getting stuck in his throat.

Brother Lee shakes his head, his lips a hard line. “He doesn’t seem terribly angry, so I don’t think it’s—” he lowers his voice on the next word “—Banishment, but he wouldn’t tell me anything. Just told me to get you as quickly as possible.” They duck around a corner and come to a halt in front of a pair of ornately carved double doors. Lee turns to look at Lucían and makes a face. “You’re a complete mess, how do you always do this to yourself in the workshop?”

Lucían looks down at his wrinkled robes and starts frantically brushing bits of trimmed vellum off of his legs. “It’s just being in the workshop! I can’t help it! How much ink do I have on my face?”

“Not too much, hold still!” Brother Lee licks his thumb and rubs vigorously at Lucían’s cheekbone while Lucían tries to shake dust out his cloak without moving his head, doing an awkward impression of a chicken. Lee gives him a once over and nods sharply, then knocks on the door.

“Most Holy Abbot, sir, I’ve returned with Brother Lucían,” he calls, eyeballing Lucían one more time out of the corner of his eye. He gestures at Lucían’s head, and Lucían licks his palms and tries desperately to smooth down his hair. Lee pinches the bridge of his nose in disgust and waves him to stop. Lucían sighs inwardly. He tries, there’s just no way to have curly hair and also have it look regulation smooth when he’s due for a haircut.

“Excellent. You may send him in and then you are dismissed, Brother Lee.” 

The Abbot’s voice is slightly muffled and still manages to ratchet Lucían’s heartbeat up to what feels like a dangerous speed. Lee mouths “Good luck!” at him and flees down the hall before the Abbot can ask for anything else. Lucían takes a deep breath, straightens his shoulders, and opens the door. He ducks in quickly before the heat from the large fireplace can escape and bows deeply.

“Your Holiness, I am here as requested,” he says respectfully to the floor. “How may I serve you and our Lord?”

“Brother Lucían,” the Abbot says in a much more conversational tone of voice than Lucían has ever heard before. “Please come sit. There is business to discuss, and it involves you.”

Lucían stands up, more confused than ever and she’s here she’s in the room she’s sprawled in a chair in front of the Abbot’s desk with one leg thrown casually over the arm she’s less than ten feet from him—

She smiles at him and it would feel like the middle of summer except for how it also feels like he might die. Some part of him still capable of coherent thought absently notes that she has a new scar that bisects her left eyebrow. It twists a little when she smiles. Would he be mad about dying from that smile? Probably not? He’s supposed to be doing something. Sitting? Yes! The Abbot asked him to sit. He just has to get his body back under his control. With a godlike effort he walks the ten feet to the other chair in front of the Abbot’s desk and sits down. It’s the most impressive thing he’s ever done in his life.

“Brother Lucían, while I am sure you have seen her around, I imagine this is the first time you are formally meeting our outside contractor.” The Abbot gestures at her like he could possibly be discussing anyone else, and Lucían nods like anything in his life makes sense right now, trying desperately to make it seem like this is the first time he’s meeting her, and there was never a midsummer morning and a tomato. He makes completely terrified eye contact with her, begs her without words to not mention their previous meeting.

“They call me the She-Wolf,” she says pleasantly, giving him a small nod. He remembers precisely the strong alto of her voice, the deep undercurrent of it like distant thunder. It vibrates through him like a tiny earthquake and he shivers despite the fire. He never thought he’d hear it in person again, for all it had lodged itself deeply in his memories. “It’s nice to meet you officially, Brother Lucían.” 

There’s just the smallest emphasis on “officially,” and Lucían relaxes infinitesimally at the confirmation that they’re just not going to mention the thing with the tomato. It’s at this point that, deciding his conscious mind is completely useless, some deep part of Lucían’s hindbrain takes over by defaulting to the formal greetings that he’d trained in since childhood. He bows over his clasped hands.

“My lady She-Wolf. May the Lord watch over you and keep you safe in your many travels.”

The She-Wolf’s eyes glint. “You may want to keep those blessings for yourself, young Brother.”

Lucían blinks. What? He shakes himself and tries again, but out loud this time. “What?”

“The She-Wolf is our outside contractor.” The Abbot pours himself a cup of tea as Lucían tears his eyes away from her and fights to pay proper attention. The old man takes a sip, and Lucían notes with a tiny amount of disapproval that there’s only one cup on the desk. The She-Wolf hasn’t been offered a refreshment, as the Lord directs his children to offer travelers, and he finds himself vaguely offended on her behalf before dragging his focus back to the conversation at hand. “Sometimes,” the Abbot continues, “we need work done that requires skills that our monks and clerics do not possess.” 

“Mostly sword-related skills,” the She-Wolf adds cheerfully.

The Abbot presses his lips together, clearly put out by the interruption but unwilling to say so to a six-and-a-half-foot-tall woman with arms like small trees. He primly adjusts the fur-lined collar of his robe. “Indeed. The She-Wolf has been instrumental in acquiring pigments we find impossible to grow or trade for, establishing communication with distant monasteries, and tracking down stolen property.” The Abbot’s eyes flash. “It’s the latter that concerns us presently.”

Lucían sits forward, a mystery managing to (marginally) distract him from the presence of the She-Wolf even as he can feel those green eyes on him. “Sir?”

“In the fall we sent a package of rare and valuable books to the university in the capital. They never arrived. Stolen. Of course they have the usual tracking spells built in, but we have no way of recovering them without the assistance of an outside contractor like the She-Wolf. She’s agreed to help us, but she had some terms.”

“I don’t know your tracking spells,” the She-Wolf adds, her tone still cheerful. “In all honesty, I’m about as magical as a box of wet rocks. I also am not fluent in five languages and I don’t know enough about the work you do here to be able to recognize a genuine manuscript from a fake or forgery. I need a guide who can track the stolen goods and who can also help me identify them when we find the books.” She touches the new scar on her eyebrow and her mouth quirks sheepishly. “It’d be nice to have a healer along as well. My work can be... challenging.”

Lucían nods along. This all makes perfect sense, clearly she’d need someone from the monastery to go with her. They probably want his opinion on who would be best... Maybe Brother Jan?

Then the Abbot says, “To get directly to the point, the She-Wolf has purchased your contract. You will be accompanying her on this mission, and any others she desires until she returns you to the monastery.”

Lucían blinks. He opens his mouth. He closes it. He opens it again. He closes it again, swallows, and manages, “What?”

“Your contract belongs to the She-Wolf now. You’ll be leaving with her today.” The Abbot takes another sip of his tea, outwardly placid, but Lucían recognizes the set of his jaw and realizes the man is secretly furious. At him? At the She-Wolf? At the whole situation?

“You may await him in the foyer,” the Abbot says to the She-Wolf. “I must send him with the blessings and advice of the Lord, and those holy scriptures are not for your ears.” She nods and stands gracefully, towering over both of them, and inclines her head to the Abbot.

“Until we meet again, then,” she says, and leaves the room with a casual swagger that somehow ignores the Abbot’s dismissal.

As soon as the door clicks shut behind her the Abbot whirls on Lucían, his pale eyes blazing with anger. “Would you like to explain, Brother Lucían,” he hisses, his voice cold and accusing, “exactly why the She-Wolf requested you specifically to accompany her on this retrieval operation?” His fingertips flex white against the wood of the desk as Lucían, reeling, tries to muster a response.

“I have no idea, Most Holy Abbot, sir,” he says, letting his confusion bleed into his voice. It’s only half a lie, he reflects, thinking guiltily back to that tomato offered in a spirit of holy hospitality. That can’t possibly be it, though, it was just a tomato. She can’t have picked him for an important mission of an indeterminate length based on a tomato. “I sit in the middle of the workshop,” he offers as the Abbot continues to seethe. “Perhaps I’m just the most visible, your Holiness?”

“Visibility?” the Abbot snaps. “That’s your defense?” 

Lucían cringes away from the venom in his voice, sure this conversation will end with a Shunning, somehow, desperate to avoid that painfully lonely punishment.

“I have no defense, your Holiness,” he says, curling into himself, his voice small. “I don’t know why she chose me. I didn’t even know her name before today. I only wish to serve the Lord in all that I do. Please, sir, tell me how I may serve?”

The Abbot huffs an angry breath out through his nose and switches, dizzyingly, to kindness as he says, “You do well to serve the Lord, Brother Lucían. That’s why I must ask if there’s any reason she chose you, any indiscretion or secret between the two of you. If you’re to accompany her outside the monastery you must carry your holy vows to the Lord in all that you do, lest you Fall and bring shame to our Brotherhood.” He smiles at Lucían, his face gentle and warm.

“There’s nothing, your Holiness,” Lucían insists, shoving that morning in the garden to the back of his mind. “If it is the will of the Lord that I assist in this, then I shall serve gladly with His love in my heart.”

The Abbot nods, radiating understanding, and then his face, without changing, is suddenly carved of ice. “You will not shame this monastery,” he says, eyes boring into Lucían’s viciously. “You will obey your vows of obedience, poverty, and of holy chastity while you are in the outside world. You will return to us untainted by sin, still in possession of His Blessing, and having served His purpose or you will not return to us at all. If you lay a hand on that woman in lust you will Fall. If you sin with her the Lord will revoke His Blessing, the one imparted to you by my will, and you will have no place here ever again. Your home, the one that took you in at the word of the Lord, will be lost to you. Do you understand me, Brother Lucían?”

“I understand, your Holiness,” Lucían manages to say through a dry throat, his face burning. 

The Abbot looks him over once more, narrows his eyes, and then turns to his tea, the dismissal instant and stinging. “Then go with the Lord, my son,” he says blandly, attention clearly already elsewhere, on things more important than Lucían and his mission and the utterly bizarre turn his life has taken today.

Lucían rises in a daze. He doesn’t remember getting to his room, but he finds himself there regardless. He stares at his cot and the tiny shelf next to it that contains almost all his worldly possessions. There’s nothing to put them into, he realizes with a start. It’s not like the monastery saw fit to provide him with a knapsack. The distant part of him still capable of actual thought pulls out his spare tunic, spreads it on the bed, and mechanically stacks the rest of what’s coming with him on top of it. 

He doesn’t bother to look around when he opens the finial on his bed and takes out the book hidden there. What’s the worst that could happen if anyone saw it at this point, anyway? Lucían tucks it into the middle of his pathetically small pile of belongings and wraps the tunic around it, tying the sleeves around the bundle to keep it all together. Not able to quite bring himself to leave just yet, he glances around the room one more time in case he forgot anything and his eyes catch on Brother Lee’s bed. 

No one’s going to know why he’s gone, Lucían realizes suddenly. It’s going to be like Brother Eric all over again. Hands shaking, he rushes over to Lee’s bed and pulls the loose brick out from the wall where he knows Lee has some art supplies squirreled away. There’s a broken piece of graphite and some parchment, and he bends over the little shelf so he has a smooth surface to write on.

I’ve been sent away with the She-Wolf, he starts, and then clarifies, that’s the warrior woman. I’m to accompany her on a mission. I have no idea when I’ll be back. Keep me in your prayers. He hesitates, the graphite still in his hand, trying to figure out if there’s anything else he can write, anything that will help him make sense of this extremely strange day. There’s nothing, though, nothing that will help either him or Brother Lee, so he finishes with, May the Lord bless and keep you. 

That task done, he tucks the note and the art supplies back into the little nook in the wall and replaces the brick. He scans the room one more time, desperate for another delay, and when he finds nothing he picks up his little makeshift bundle of clothes, pats his bed once in thanks, and leaves his old life behind.

He walks back to the front hall, wondering if he should be hurrying or trying to savor what might be his last time in this monastery that’s been his home for most of his life? The hallways pass in a blur and then he’s there, and she’s standing in front of him, staring thoughtfully into the fireplace. He realizes with a jolt that this is the first time he’s seen her while they’re both standing. She’s taller in person than he’d assumed. His head barely comes up to the level of her armpit and he swears his waist is about the same size as either of her muscular thighs. He tries to swallow past his dry mouth and says, “My lady She-Wolf?”

The She-Wolf turns to look at him, her cloak flaring out behind her, and she smiles at him again, the lines at the corners of her eyes crinkling. “You took less time than I expected.” It seems the default state of her voice is a cheerful one. She sounds as delighted to see him as if he was an old friend and not a complete stranger.

“I don’t have much,” he manages. “Monk. Cleric. You know.” Does she know? He assumes she must.

“Ah, yes, the vows of poverty.” Those clear green eyes rake over him from head to toe, leaving him shattered and trying to breathe. She frowns. “Do you not have winter gear? Or,” she adds, taking in the sorry state of his possessions, “a bag?”

He shakes his head. “None that belong to me, my lady She-Wolf. Those items are shared communally.”

She sighs and pinches the bridge of her nose. “And I suppose,” she says into her hand, “Any horses you may have access to are also shared communally?”

“Yes,” Lucían says, clutching his satchel with pale knuckles. “I... I don’t actually know how to ride, my lady She-Wolf. We don’t have horses here, only mules, and I haven’t been off the monastery grounds since I was brought here, and it’s not part of our training.” He wrings his little clothing bundle between his hands, unsure of his response to her frown. “My apologies, my lady She-Wolf.”

“Oh, no, Brother Lucían,” she says, shaking her head and rubbing her hand back over her braid. “It’s not your fault. I should have thought...” She bites her lower lip and stares out the window at the steadily falling snow outside, swearing under her breath in a language he doesn’t recognize. “We’ll just have to share mine until we get to town and can outfit you properly,” she says aloud with a firm nod out the window. That settled, she strides toward the door, pausing when he stays frozen in place. Share? Hers? “Brother Lucían?” the She-Wolf asks in concern, looking over her shoulder at him.

Lucían shudders and follows. “I am sorry, my lady She-Wolf. Today has been...”

“I came in and turned your whole world upside down and then shook it until loose change fell out of the pockets, huh?” She smiles at him and pushes the door open, bracing herself against the wind.

“I wouldn’t have put it quite like that,” he protests, chasing her to the stables as she plows a path through the snow. It’s dry snow, thankfully, so he can brush it off his boots as soon as they get inside, instead of being immediately soaked. He’s already freezing in this weather, all he needs is to get wet and it’ll be a dangerous combination.

“Still, though,” the She-Wolf says as she adjusts the harness on an absolutely massive black draft horse. “I imagine this all came as quite the shock. I’m sorry you didn’t get more notice.” She rubs the velvety nose of the beast and coos, “Did they take good care of you, Tulip? It looks like they did.” 

Lucían is still reeling from hearing this massive woman sweet-talk a massive horse inexplicably named after a flower when she slides a foot into the stirrup and mounts into the saddle easily. He blinks and looks up... and up. The horse is taller than he is and now the She-Wolf smiles down at him from what might as well be thirty feet in the air. She’s going to have to duck to get out of the stable. She reaches out and down with a hand, offering it to him expectantly, and he flinches half a step back.

Share! Hers! She meant the horse! Lucían blushes furiously, hoping it’s not too visible between his darker skin tone and already being red from the cold. “My lady She-Wolf,” he squeaks out, then stops, not sure where he was going with that.

“I know you have vows,” she says very sincerely. “And I have no intention of asking you to break them, but I don’t want you to freeze to death before we even get to the next town. If riding with me is unacceptable, I’ll put you up here with my cloak and lead the horse.”

“Won’t you freeze, then?” he asks, internally shouting down the traitorous voice telling him that sharing a horse with the She-Wolf would be very acceptable indeed.

She grins. “I’m hard to kill.”

Lucían eyes the horse again. “I don’t know if I can get up there, if I’m being fully honest, my lady She-Wolf.”

She laughs and the sound goes straight to his knees, weakening them even further than the cold and general confusion had done. “That’s why I’m giving you my hand, silly. Give me your things and I’ll get you up here.”

Lucían blushes again. Of course, obviously. He hands up the bundle that contains literally his whole life, and then the She-Wolf just leans down, grabs him under the armpits and hefts him up onto the saddle like he weighs absolutely nothing. He can’t breathe. His heart beats so hard she must be able to hear it. The crushing realization that he hasn’t so much as shaken hands with a woman in over two decades hits him at the same time that she pulls him against her torso. She’s so warm against his back and the smell of her slams into him like a hammer, salt and pine and rosemary, and the unidentifiable hunger behind his guts flares sharply, like the appetite of a starving man given a scrap of bread. 

Lucían is vaguely aware that he’s shaking, and acutely aware that he can’t stop. He tries to lean forward, to lessen the contact between them, but she just tugs him back against her again without any effort. Somewhere very far away he can hear her muttering about inadequate winter gear, and then her arms are around him, clasping her cloak around his neck and torso and enveloping him in a cocoon of warmth.

“Are you okay?” she asks into his right ear, warm breath huffing against the cold skin there. A tremor ripples down his spine again and he can’t speak. “Not too cold already?” 

She takes one of his hands and presses it between hers, warming it for a blissful moment before Lucían remembers himself and snatches it away. Her hands are huge compared to his, he’s learned in this process, covered in calluses and well-muscled. He is painfully aware of every place they’re touching, her hands on his, her arms around his shoulders, her body pressed against his back, legs pressed to legs as his feet dangle uselessly, unable to reach the stirrups. He wraps his arms around himself and tries to lean forward again, away from her as much as he can given the circumstances, his mind a jumble of sensation and the Abbot’s warning and his own internal screaming. Lucían finds himself feeling a lot of things right in this instant and it takes him a second to realize she just asked a question.

“T-thank you, my lady She-Wolf,” he manages to say in a reasonably articulate manner, trying to make himself even smaller. “I think I’ll be warm enough.” Every nerve ending in his body is on fire, he’s pretty sure he might explode.

She hums skeptically, the sound vibrating in her chest and into his body, and rummages in a saddlebag. Lucían tries to turn to see what she’s doing, but then she’s already turning back and smashing something—soft? onto his head. It’s covering his eyes, whatever it is, and he reaches up between the front slit of the cloak to adjust it.

It’s a hat. Knitted, with what feels like a... bobble at the top? He turns to look at the She-Wolf. “My lady?”

She pats him on the head. “There, now you’re ready. Settle in, it’s a bit of a ride.” The She-Wolf pulls him back against her chest in spite of his best efforts, settling her chin on top of his head, and nudges Tulip out the open doors of the stable. He’s right, she does have to duck, pressing her head closer to his shoulder for a brief moment before they emerge into the brilliant white snowstorm outside. Every step of the massive horse jolts him back against the hard length of her torso. This is the best and the worst day of his entire life.

Lucían is just starting to think he might be able to handle the ride into town (how far is the town? It’s never mattered before and now that information seems very relevant) when the She-Wolf kicks the horse up into a trot. 

“Dear Lord!” he blurts out, clutching desperately at the saddle and trying not to either bounce off the horse or bounce directly up into the She-Wolf’s face. Surely if man was meant to move this quickly the Lord would have made him a horse instead!

The She-Wolf’s chuckle reverberates through his back and she takes one hand off the reins and wraps it around his waist, pulling him back flush against her body again. “Relax,” she says into his ear as he struggles to keep his breathing under control. “I know you don’t like touching me—” not actually the problem, not the problem at all “—but the stiffer you sit, the more Tulip is going to bounce you around. Try and match what I’m doing.” 

She leaves the arm around his waist, her heat burning him through his meager winter cloak and robes, and Lucían’s body decides it’s no longer waiting for instructions from his useless mind. He drops back into her embrace with a deep exhale and the tension leaves his body like water swirling down a drain. (Most of the tension, anyway. Lucían tries very hard to focus on anything but the current state of his groin with mixed success at best.)

“Very good,” she purrs into his ear. “That’s perfect, you’re doing very well.” Her praise washes through him, leaving him warm in ways that have nothing to do with body heat. “Now, can you do me a favor?”

Anything! Lucían bites his lip, shocked at the strength of his internal response. What is wrong with him? “What do you need, my lady She-Wolf?” he manages out loud in a fairly even tone of voice.

“Can you look back and tell me how far we are from the monastery?”

Lucían frowns, somehow disappointed by the request but unable to understand why. He twists to try and look over her shoulder, and then tries to lean to the side to look past her, and then tries leaning to the other side in case that works better. Nothing but the She-Wolf. He slumps back against her and tries to bury his burning face in the cloak in front of him. 

“My lady She-Wolf, I’m afraid I’m a bit too short and too afraid of falling off this horse to be able to see past you.” Foolish, useless, she asks one thing of him and he’s unable to provide it. He’s pathetic, why did she even choose him?

“Hm, that’s fair. I am very large. Hold on.” The fearsome black horse ridiculously named Tulip slows to a walk, and before he has time to think the She-Wolf has wrapped both hands around his waist and simply lifted him out of the saddle so that his head is level with hers. Lucían’s hands flail in a panic and then clamp onto her forearms, his heart beating like a hammer on an anvil. 

“Can you see past me now?” she asks like this is a completely normal and reasonable thing for a person to do.

Lucían fights through his internal screaming and twists to look back toward the only home he’d known for most of his life. The only thing left of it is a darker smudge in the swirling white, being erased from vision like his equilibrium and his understanding of his place in the world. He clears his throat. 

“It’s just barely visible, my lady She-Wolf,” he tells her, hoping she’ll ignore how his voice is shaking.

She slides her eyes sideways to look at him. “Can they still see us?”

“Not unless they’re using magic to see through this snowstorm, my lady She-Wolf, and I don’t think that’s actually a spell.”

The She-Wolf grins, sending heat and panic swirling through him again. He’s close enough to see the darker flecks in her kohl-lined green eyes, close enough to see the small scar on the upper left edge of her lip. He wants to touch that scar desperately, and that knowledge is followed by a jolt of sharp shame. 

“Thank you, Brother Lucían,” she says with genuine warmth and settles him back in front of her. Her hands leave his waist. He misses her touch and tries not to as she leans to the side and digs in a saddlebag. Lucían can’t see what she’s doing as she shuffles around under their shared cloak, but when she reaches out through the side slits her arms are covered in knitted tubes and she’s holding another ridiculous knitted wool hat. This one has ears like a cat. He turns slightly to watch her as she scrubs one hand over her braided hair to knock off the snow and then pulls the hat on, all the way down to cover her ears. She sighs happily and pulls her arms back inside the cloak.

“My lady She-Wolf?” he asks, not sure what his question is. She laughs, wrapping one arm around his waist to pull him back against her as she kicks Tulip back up into a trot.

“My young Brother, if you want to keep people in awe of you, a good place to start is pretending to be impervious to silly human things like injuries or the weather.” Every time she speaks he can feel the rumble through his back. It’s wonderful and he wants to die. “Pretending is not the same as being, though, and I see no reason to be uncomfortable for longer than is necessary. Therefore: Hat.” 

Lucían blinks, and thinks back through every time she burst into the monastery (and his life). Always arms bare, sometimes with a bandage that she ignored, always with a casual swagger like she owned the place and a smile that said she belonged. Was that all... image?

“So you’re not actually a holy warrior, blessed by the gods, possibly a half-giantess, who defeated every other hired sword in the region in single combat, and knows all the Abbot’s dark secrets, forcing him to hire you even though you’re a woman and he hates it?” 

Lucían snaps his mouth shut, shocked at himself. He hadn’t meant to blurt out half the rumors in the monastery like that. He twists to keep her in the corner of his vision, trying not to make it obvious. Surely she’s going to be angry at his insult and kick him off her horse, leaving him to struggle back to the Abbot and explain his failure.

The She-Wolf bursts out laughing and he’s so startled he would have fallen off the horse if it wasn’t for her arm around his waist. (As it is, it’s impossible to fall off; it’s like being held in place by a warm steel bar.) She beams at him. “Is that what they say about me in your cloistered halls?”

Lucían nods. “Among other things, my lady She-Wolf.”

Amusement glints in her green eyes. “You’ll have to tell me all the rumors later. I love hearing stories about myself.”

Her obvious pleasure makes him bold. “Are they all rumors, my lady?”

The She-Wolf’s smile turns positively feral. “Not all of them, Brother Lucían.” She leans in close to his face, her eyes boring into his. “I am, after all, still the She-Wolf.” Her bared teeth snap next to his ear, and she rumbles a growl that he feels through his entire body. It jolts straight to his groin and he freezes, heart skittering in his chest. He feels rather than hears her huff a laugh as she straightens up and tucks him back against her body and the fight goes out of him in a harsh rush. What is wrong with him? Why is he like this? Why does he like this?

Lucían closes his eyes and recites his vows internally for the rest of the ride into town. It’s almost effective. (That’s a lie. It isn’t effective at all. He just submits to the She-Wolf’s hold on him and wants.)
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Chapter 4
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IT’S SOME TIME LATER (either an hour or an eternity, he can’t tell) when Tulip the mighty warhorse slows back to a walk, and Lucían hears sounds that aren’t the absent minded humming of the She-Wolf or the quiet rustle of the snowfall. Sounds that he recognizes somewhat from the monastery—large animals moving around, the opening and closing of doors, and the general ambiance of a place inhabited by people. They must have reached the town, then.

Lucían carefully cracks one eye against the brilliance of the snow, and then the other, and then blinks furiously into the biting winter air as his eyes come into focus after his half-trance on the ride in. The white blur of the world slowly resolves itself into several distinct blurs, and then into buildings as they ride further into the town. Snow blankets the roofs like icing on a spice cake, hanging over the eaves in thick drapes. Windows here and there glow orange into the storm, falling flakes flickering across them like stars, and he can see a few people out and about or moving around inside their houses, dressed in clothes that aren’t all uniform brown. It’s the first time he’s been outside the monastery that he can remember, and it’s beautiful. 

He swallows around the lump in his throat as his childish dreams of freedom and adventure come flooding back. This is always the first step in the adventure stories in his book, the part where the hero leaves behind what’s familiar and goes somewhere new and wild and a little dangerous. His heart aches, terror and excitement and guilt warring inside him at the idea of this new level of freedom, the whole world open before him.

The She-Wolf’s arm settles back around his waist like a vise, and he flinches once before he wilts back against her. Not complete freedom, he supposes. Not yet, anyway. Part of him tries to care about that, but the rest of him is only too happy to press back against a warm body and just give up. He’s here to help the She-Wolf. He doesn’t have to make decisions. Lucían has known her less than a day and he already trusts her so much it burns him. That’s probably not normal, but nothing about today has been normal, so here they are.

They ride through the town toward what seems to be the only inn, from what he can read of the snow-battered sign outside. Tulip’s hooves plow easily through the drifts in the courtyard, leaving furrows behind them as the She-Wolf guides them to the stable doors. After some finagling, she dismounts the horse, slipping down out of her own cloak and leaving it draped over Lucían. Snow falls and glitters on her bare shoulders as she opens the stable doors and leads them inside. Lucían stares at her arms as the snowflakes start to melt on her pale skin, feeling guilty for looking and also guilty for being so fragile she felt obligated to leave him her cloak. She shoulders the door shut, cutting off the last few flakes blowing inside, and shakes the snow off her hat. Those clear green eyes snap back to his and he jolts in the saddle, caught staring again.

“Here we are, then,” she tells him cheerfully, leading Tulip a little further into the stable. It’s warmer here, closer to the other horses, and it smells grassy and lived in. A bristly pony leans its head out of a stall and nuzzles the She-Wolf’s elbow, clearly hoping for treats but only getting a kind pat on the head. “If you’re not too cold I’ll go ahead and get Tulip rubbed down and then we can head in together, or if you prefer I can get you inside and in our room and then come back and take care of her.”

Our room? Lucían tries not to panic. Again. “I... I’ve never actually been to an inn, my lady She-Wolf,” he admits, staring fixedly past her shoulder at a chestnut horse behind her. “I don’t... I’ve never done any of these things before. I don’t know how they work.” 

I don’t know anything! I don’t know how I’m going to help you! he doesn’t say, but it’s ringing through his head so loudly he thinks she might be able to hear it anyway.

Her hand settles onto his knee and his eyes snap to her, trapped, instinctively trying to pull his leg away when there’s nowhere for it to go. The She-Wolf looks so caring that it almost hurts to look at her, kindness pouring off of her in waves. Lucían doesn’t remember anyone ever looking at him like that in his life. It’s devastating.

“Of course, Brother Lucían,” she says softly. “You’ll have to forgive me.” Forgive her for what? He opens his mouth to accept, to apologize, anything when she continues, “I forget that your life has been so sheltered because I usually speak to the Abbot, who has dealings with the rest of the world and knows what to expect. I’ll stick with you until you’re feeling more comfortable. Promise me something?”

Anything. Lucían bites his lip and nods.

“Promise me that if you’re confused or something seems strange or unclear, you’ll ask me about it instead of panicking and trying to hide?” She smiles up at him, gentle now instead of confident or fierce. It makes his guts twist strangely. “We all had to learn sometime, you’re just learning a little later. Promise me?”

“I promise, my lady She-Wolf,” he whispers. He can’t look away from her eyes. He has to look away from her eyes. He can’t. She’s trapped him. Again. Why does he like it?

“Good,” she says, satisfied, and pats him on the knee like a friendly pony. “Now let’s get you down.”

Lucían has been dreading this. “My lady She-Wolf, I would be happy to dismount but I can’t seem to move my legs.”

She laughs, not unkindly, and reaches up for his waist again. “That’s not unexpected,” she says cheerfully. “You’ve really never been on a horse before, have you?” 

He’s still opening his mouth to answer when her hands clamp on and she hoists him off the massive beast like he weighs the same as a kitten. A thousand nights’ shameful imaginings about her strength skitter through his head as she carefully lowers him to the ground, thankfully far enough away that his physical response is camouflaged by his robe and the two cloaks still draped over his shoulders. 

The She-Wolf gently releases him and his knees immediately buckle, unable to support his weight. He scrabbles at the saddle and the side of the horse as she immediately steps back in to steady him. Too close! She’s too close now, and he’s still wrapped in her cloak and surrounded by her pine rosemary scent and she’s boxed him in against the immovable bulk of her giant horse and her hands are the only thing keeping him upright. He can’t breathe, his heart is beating too fast, he’s getting lightheaded and he can’t control himself.

“Breathe,” the She-Wolf barks, and there’s no mistaking the command that sizzles through that voice and into his hindbrain. He takes a deep shuddering gasp and his vision starts to clear. She shakes him once, gently and continues in a more normal tone of voice. “Your legs will recover in a minute. We rode through the midday meal and it’s freezing out. Once I get Tulip settled we’ll get inside and get some hot food into you. You’ll be fine.”
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