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one



Ynis wiped her blade on the fallen geller’s back. Convenient of them to have a stripe of such fine hair along their spines and across their shoulders; it made cleaning her sword after killing one that much easier. It was so soft and sleek, mud-puddle brown in contrast to the mottled greenish-grey skin on most of its body. Despite the color, its bloodied face, in profile, looked almost human, if she ignored the fangs poking between its chapped lips. 

She glanced around at her companions, whose easy posture showed there were no more live geller in the area. She pulled off a glove, tucking it into her belt so it wouldn’t get dirty, and ran her fingers through the unsullied part of its fur near the back of its neck. It was even softer than it looked, with a texture finer than any beast of her ken. She supposed it offered some protection for its spine, but she couldn’t figure out the natural logic behind it. Why have fur there and not elsewhere? Maybe it was as some said, that geller weren’t natural at all, but spawned from nether portals, invaders from an eldritch world.

Though they were ferocious in close combat, they weren’t very organized, posing limited challenge for groups of trained, armored Haemene. Ynis’ squad was the best in the castle and had never suffered a casualty at these beasts’ claws. But what the geller lacked in discipline, they made up for in unpredictability. Groups would appear, seemingly out of nowhere, and kill anything they came across, animal or human. If these had made it to the settlements outside of Dall, they would have met with little resistance. Entire households could have been slaughtered. Where had they come from? And why all at once, when geller hadn’t been seen here for more than a decade?

“A small group has escaped—” Guin stopped to salute as Ynis rose. Ynis nodded for them to continue. “Yul and Poddeh are tracking them with the dogs. We’ll have them rounded up before nightfall.”

“Casualties?”

Guin shook their head. “Couple bruises, but nothing to speak of.” They glanced down at Ynis’ ungloved hand, frowning. “You touched it with your bare hand?” Geller were thought to carry diseases, but over the past few months, Ynis had gotten their blood on her skin countless times, and in her eyes and mouth more than once, and had suffered no ill effects.

“It has the softest fur. I should make a coat of it. With sharp shoulders and wide lapels, and long, down to about here.” Ynis chopped with her hand mid-calf, picturing herself walking in the wind, fur fluttering across her body in waves.

“If that’s what you want.” Guin pulled out a long knife and knelt by the fallen geller. “It’ll take a dozen of them, I should think, but this will be a start.” They pulled the fur taut on the back of its head and lined up their knife.

“Wait.” Ynis suddenly felt a little queasy at the thought of wearing these beasts as a coat. “It’s too much, isn’t it.”

Guin swiveled, knife still in hand, squinting up at her. “Fashion’s not my strong suit, I’m afraid.”

“Let’s deal with the stragglers and I’ll mull it over.” She loved the fact that Guin was ready to start skinning geller on the spot, no questions asked, but it would be ugly, bloody work, and she didn’t particularly want to hear those wet ripping sounds just now.

“As you say, Mena.” They gave another salute, which Ynis waved off, and spun away to consult with Jarris and Kegh. Ynis hated the formal title, but Guin was old-fashioned like that. When they were in armor, military rules applied, no exceptions. She scanned the field, counting four dead geller, two of which she’d accounted for herself. This would be a mixed group, two, maybe three bands who’d roam together and wreak havoc for a while until the Haemene caught up with them or they turned on each other and cut their own number in half.

Bigger groups were easier to deal with. The Watch could spot one from the air with their falcons and have a squad sent out within hours. It was the lone geller you had to worry about, ones that got pushed out by their group, or split off for whatever reason. They tended to be wilier, staying out of sight and choosing their targets more carefully. Gods knew how many of them roamed the foothills.

The barking of the dogs in the distance signaled that the remaining geller had been found. Ynis sheathed her sword and followed the others, running toward the sound. Chances were, the geller would already be dead by the time she arrived, but she was the mena, and she would not leave anything to chance.

The keening wail of a geller pierced the dusk, ending suddenly, no doubt felled by a blade. The dogs’ barking turned to feral growling. As she rounded a boulder, she saw them tearing at the neck and face of a geller whose limbs spasmed, then twitched and went still. Another lay dead at Poddeh’s feet. A third one crouched atop a boulder, hissing and spitting at the Haemene now surrounding it, who jumped back to avoid its foul saliva. Ynis studied the boulder for a moment; it would be a difficult climb, giving the geller’s claws a chance to inflict damage or knock her off.

Guin held up their crossbow almost apologetically. Haemene were forbidden from using such weapons except in exigent circumstances. Though geller hardly qualified as worthy adversaries, she hated the idea of bringing death to a defenseless opponent.

“Mena?” Guin glanced from the geller back to Ynis.

“Shoot it.”

Guin raised the bow and sighted. The geller bared its saliva-frothed teeth, yellow eyes burning with rage. It fell without a sound, the bolt sticking out of its eye socket.

“That’s all of them,” Yul said, shooing the dogs off the mangled corpse. The other lay on the ground, its arm neatly hacked off at the shoulder, dead eyes and mouth open to the sky. Ynis turned away, suddenly queasy at the sight of the carnage, even of beasts such as this. She’d seen worse in the spice wars, fields soaked in blood, carrion birds pecking at dying soldiers, gore crusting her gloves stiff. Why was this hitting her harder?

Soft footsteps approached. Guin.

“The…pelts?” they asked quietly. Ynis shook her head without turning around.

“Pile the beasts and burn them.” She pulled out a soft cloth and began wiping the sticky blood from her armor. A long night of cleaning and polishing lay ahead.

As they mounted their horses and turned away from the stinking bonfire, something tugged at the back of Ynis’ mind. She turned her horse sideways, scanning the horizon; there was nothing to be seen in the growing dusk. Her instincts told her she’d missed something, but the rest of the group had already started riding. She scanned the darkness once more and followed, trailed by the unshakable suspicion that she was being watched.


      [image: image-placeholder]Guin matched Ynis’ silence in the muck room while helping remove Ynis’ armor and placing the pieces on the table for cleaning. The others were jovial, recounting their kills and teasing each other with the warmth of victorious warriors. The room filled with good-natured laughter as they hung up their armor and weapons after far too little cleaning. Ynis nodded thanks to Guin, then set about wiping down her armor with lavender-scented oil. One of the dragons on her breastplate had a scratch on it from a geller’s claws that she couldn’t buff out. She’d have to have the armorer refinish it for her. The others soon trundled out, laughing more quietly now, off to feast and drink their fill, as befitted the occasion. Ynis wanted nothing more than a hot bath to scald the grime from her body and the memories from her mind.

Guin hung their hauberk in their cubby, then wiped their hands on a rag. “If there’s nothing else?”

Ynis gestured lazily toward the door. “Go. Eat, drink. Be merry.”

Guin bit their lip, eyes dark with worry, then nodded and disappeared.

Back in her room, Ynis pumped hot water into the tub. She tossed a handful of rose-scented soap in, then slipped into the scalding water. She ran through each kill in her mind as she scrubbed every inch of her skin, making mental notes of a poor angle of attack in one case and the slip of her boot on the gritty sand in another. Neither had proved costly. It was nearly impossible for a geller’s claws to pierce her armor, but this review was part of her process. It was her duty to be better than everyone else, to give them something to strive for.

She lathered her hair, which had spent the better part of the day crammed into her sweaty helmet, and leaned back until only her face protruded from the water. She should probably drain the bath and run it again to get properly clean, but it would already take an eternity to dry her hair before bed as it was. Clean enough would have to do. She could always bathe again in the morning.

She dried herself off and wrapped a towel around her head to begin the process, wondering if Guin was drinking with the others or if they’d gone off to the shrine to do their rituals. Ynis hated religion as a rule, but Guin’s practice seemed harmless enough. If preparing their mind for the visit of some mythical Grey Angel kept them steady in the face of the geller threat, who was Ynis to object?

Sleep was elusive, and of course she got hungry after the kitchen was closed and had to resort to gnawing on some jerky she found in her travel kit. It was sufficient but deeply unsatisfying. Not unlike the day’s sortie. Hunting down and killing a pack of geller with no casualties was a good thing, but it felt like trying to empty the Fulli River with a thimble. As she brushed out her hair, which was almost dry by the time the midnight chime sounded, her mind drifted back to the feeling she’d had as they rode off.

Her instincts had told her someone was watching. Her instincts were seldom wrong.








  
  
two



Guin lay in their bunk, arms crossed over their chest. Only Poddeh still rustled in their sheets; Jarris and Kegh were snoring already. The midnight chime had sounded, and all was still, or still enough. All Guin could do was keep their mind open and wait. 

They batted away thoughts of how presumptuous it was to hope that the Grey Angel would pick them out of the untold thousands of practitioners scattered throughout the Queendom. And the Kingdom, though most had emigrated after the Cleavage. Many practiced their whole lives, never to be graced by Her shadowy presence. What chance did a neophyte like Guin have? They deepened their breathing, exhaling these intrusive thoughts, shedding them like ripples away from a thrown pebble, until the center was clear again.

They summoned the image as easily as blinking. Her stony face was bathed in shadow, tendrils of black hair floating in the air. Wings like a night eagle, ashen grey and sleek in the moonlight, spread wide before folding neatly onto Her back. Her lips alone bore color, mauve blending toward delicate pink when they stretched into the faintest smile. Her dark eyes fixed Guin with a knowing look. The Grey Angel could see the truth people hid from themselves and reveal it to them if She deemed them worthy. It was even said She could grant wishes.

What would Guin ask for if She blessed them with a visit?

Guin maintained three ready options, as recommended by their Teacher. They tended to shift over time; the things they’d wished for as a teenager seemed foolish now that they were in their twenties. This night, they wished for wisdom, the ability to see through their own emotions to assess each decision objectively, with care and caution. Last night, it had been endurance, after a long, hard run in the rain, though it always felt cheap wishing for something physical. Before that, the ability to quickly learn languages. Guilt bubbled up as their secret Fourth Desire lurked just below the surface. Guin clenched their teeth, then forced their jaw to relax. They would not allow that to cloud their mind this night.

They did another breath cycle, pushing their thoughts to the side and centering the vision. The Angel’s eyes burned like black suns. Guin strove to open themself to Her darkness, to bathe in the shadows She cast. She knew things about Guin that they hid from themself, things She might tell them if they stared deeply enough into the healing void of Her eyes.

First Hour came and went without a visit as always. Guin blinked away the vision, and the contours of the dark room came into focus in the faint starlight. Poddeh had stopped moving and joined the chorus of soft snores. All was still in the castle. Guin took in a deep breath and tried to let their disappointment out with it. Each night offered new hope, and every day an opportunity to make themself worthy.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Poddeh, you’ll go with Yul to search the knobs. Jerris and Kegh will take the river bluffs. Guin, you and I will comb the Greenhills.”

Guin touched their chest in disbelief—surely Poddeh or Yul would be better suited to accompany the mena. Any of them, really; Guin was always spotted at least a point in duels and seldom won. Ynis’ firm clap on their shoulder startled them back to the moment.

“Everyone, get your gear together and meet me at the front gate by fourth bell. You’ll be gone for three days, so pack accordingly.” Ynis spoke with gentle authority, demanding attention without raising her voice. Her tone shifted lower as she continued. “We’ll be hunting geller, in packs of up to four, according to the Watch falcons. You are authorized to use missile weapons in this hunt, should you choose.” Guin had never seen Ynis use one, so they would have to be prepared. “Kitchen is prepping the meal kits now. Any questions?” Everyone looked at each other for an awkward moment. “Off you go then.” The others nodded and departed. Ynis returned Guin’s salute with annoyance. “Enough with the formality. As your mena, I command you not to salute me.”

“Mena,” Guin acknowledged with a nod.

“And stop calling me that. My name is—”

“Ynis. It won’t happen again.”

Ynis ran a hand down her face, but she was smiling. “We’ll be traveling together for three days or more. There’s no time to stand on ceremony. Titles and salutes and the like…” She waved them away with a frown. “They’re a vestige from before we split from the Kingdom. The Haemene continued those traditions, but they don’t mesh well with the First Principles, do they? I’ve often thought—” She shook her head. “Just talk to me like you would any other member of the Haemene. Just for this trip. As a personal favor to me.” She touched her chest, then poked Guin’s gently, sparking a confusing mix of heat and annoyance. “And to yourself.”

Guin forced a smile, which became a real one when Ynis returned it. They looked down, embarrassment burning in their cheeks. “I’ll see what I can do,” they managed, peeking back up to see Ynis scanning her notepad. “I’ll just go get my things together, then.”

“You do that. I’ll pick up the meal kits and meet you back here a little before fourth?”

Guin nodded, confused as to why the mena—Ynis, they corrected themself—wouldn’t just ask them to get the food. Surely, she had more important things to do. Maybe it was a First Principles thing. Do for others when you can; accept from others when you must. The phrase stuck in their head as they checked the contents of their pack and filled their waterskin. As a child, they’d always fancied the “take from others when you must” part as permission to steal in times of need, despite the explicit teachings to the contrary. Wasn’t it okay to steal in order to survive? Surely a stranger’s comfort didn’t outweigh your life or death. They’d never said it out loud, but they wondered sometimes.

They strapped their crossbow to their pack and secured their broadsword and main-gauche to their belt. Some Haemene carried shields, while a few like Ynis wielded greatswords, but Guin preferred to be more mobile. They slid the throwing daggers into the back of each boot, checked their laces, and glanced around their mostly empty cubby. Everything was in its place. Fourth bell was not far off.

They returned to the courtyard to find Ynis already standing tall and proud, armor glinting in the morning sun, dark hair braided into a single long plait running down her back. She was talking to a pair of young girls who looked up at her, starstruck. Not for the first time, Guin mused that Ynis would make an amazing mother. Though as a Shaped woman, she wouldn’t be able to become one in the usual way. Was that hard for her? If it was, she never let it show.

“…join the Haemene when I’m grown,” one of the girls was saying.

“I’m sure you will,” Ynis said warmly, touching the bright-eyed girl on the shoulder, “if you work every day like the Queendom depends on it. Because one day, it might.” She winked at Guin, stirring a sense of pride mixed with self-doubt. “Speaking of which…” She greeted Guin with a formal salute, no doubt to remind the girls of the seriousness of the endeavor.

“Thank you, Mena,” the girls said, offering little salutes to her and to Guin before scurrying off, giggling.

Ynis watched them leave with a fond smile on her face, which lingered as she turned to Guin. “Fine weather for hunting.” She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply through her nose. Guin treasured such brief moments, when they could look upon her face and not feel the weight of her regard, the fear of not measuring up. Of not being worthy.

“We might see rain in a few days.” Guin regretted the words as soon as they came out. Why put a damper on Ynis’ mood?

“It’s easier tracking in the mud anyway. Come, let’s head down to the gate and meet the others.”

Guin walked behind Ynis by instinct; she was their mena, after all, however much she hated the title. But Ynis kept slowing down and turning to talk to them, so Guin gave up and walked alongside her through the cobbled alley leading down to the gate.

“The morning report tells of a cow torn apart just outside of Dall and a shepherd gone missing not far from there.” Ynis spoke as if these were opportunities for valor.

“You think it’s geller?”

Ynis gave a single nod. “Not a group, I don’t think, or not a very large one. None have been spotted, but there aren’t many wolves left in the Greenhills, and bear haven’t been seen there in decades.” She held out a hand, as if presenting evidence. “I don’t see what else it could be.”

Guin grunted agreement. Solo geller were thought to hide during the day and only attack at night. As a result, they were notoriously hard to catch.

They fetched their horses and met the others by the main gate. Ynis gave one of her curt speeches, reviewing instructions and emphasizing safety. “The Haemene guard those who love the Queen, which we can’t do if we’re dead. Dismissed.”

Ynis rode out first at a fast trot. Guin had to push her horse to catch up, which wasn’t an ideal way to start a potentially long trip. Ynis had told them to pack for three days, but everyone knew that meant six. So, they either hunted or begged for food, or they went hungry for the other three.

Tradition held that any house should provide a roof and a meal to any Haemene who requested it, but not everyone was equally enthusiastic about the Haemene’s mission. In fairness, there had been isolated cases of abuse of privilege, but nothing as bad as the King’s Guard back in the Kingdom. No one was under any obligation to like the Haemene, but most were friendly enough, or they kept their animosity to themselves. In any case, it didn’t affect Guin’s desire to protect them.

They followed Bottoms Road, which was muddy in spots but not swamped like it had been in spring. They stopped briefly at each puddle and muddy patch but saw nothing more than hoof and boot prints, plus the occasional marks of a deer or small mammal. Nothing like the distinctive pairs of clawed tracks of the geller, one set deeper than the other. Geller stood on their hind legs to fight or climb, but they used all four to run faster than any human.

Ynis didn’t speak much, which suited Guin just fine. They never knew how to be around her. She said she wanted to be treated like a fellow Haemene, but she was so sure of herself, always so in command. It was hard to see her as anything but their leader. It was also hard to see her and not feel a twinge of…jealousy? Regret? She made everything look so easy.

“We’ll branch off on some game trails once we pass Feyan’s Bog.” Ynis gestured toward the hill rising above the conifers of the bog. A forest of leafy green stretched into the distance, with only a few splashes of yellow hinting at the coming season. “And at some point, we might need to leave the horses for stealth, but…” She sucked her teeth lightly. “I don’t love the idea of leaving them tied up with geller afoot.”

Guin lifted a finger, then dropped it hastily. Ynis caught their eye, brow arched inquisitively. Guin looked down, shaking their head.

“Spit it out.” Ynis held out her gauntleted hand as if to catch Guin’s words.

Guin sighed. “I don’t even think it’s a good idea, but…supposing we found evidence of geller activity in an area, and we could find the right setup—”

Ynis’ armor jingled a little as she clapped her hands together. “We’ll use them as bait!”

Guin instinctively rubbed their horse’s ears. Wings of Night had carried them safely through dozens of missions, and sometimes people didn’t give horses enough credit for sensing tone. “Only if we’re prepared to use our crossbows.” Guin’s cheeks flushed as they spoke; it was bold of them to dictate strategy to their mena. Far too bold.

“Deal.” Ynis stuck out a hand, which Guin took, awkwardly at first, but managing to return Ynis’ strength with strength, as befitted a fellow soldier. “Now let’s just—”

Ynis stopped cold when a falcon squealed and dove at top speed from the sky, flapping to a halt on her now outstretched arm. Its talons settled into the grooves she had built into her armor and waited patiently as she shucked her other gauntlet. She opened the capsule and retrieved the tiny scroll. She read it with a grim expression, then handed it to Guin.

Geller pack of 4 spotted descending Rough Valley. Proceed at full speed to intercept before sunset.

That was almost twenty miles in half a day, a challenge even for their Valley-bred horses, as loaded as they were.

“Duty calls!” Ynis took the scroll and stamped it with her ring before rolling it up painstakingly—clearly a challenge with one hand—and sliding it back into the capsule. “Off you go!” She clucked her cheek twice, and the bird flapped off into the sky. She sighed and spun her horse around. “And off we go.”

Guin followed suit without a word. Soon they were flying down Bottoms Road, mud kicked up by their horses’ pounding hooves. Guin relished the feel of speed, the horse’s eagerness, Ynis’ resolve. Travelers on foot and horse, carriage, and cart got out of their way as they thundered past. Guin wished they could have slowed down, shown a little courtesy; the Haemene didn’t have the friendliest reputation, even among those who approved of their mission. Ynis had never cared about things like that; there was always only one goal with her, and as a result, she seldom failed. It was part of why Guin admired her so much.

It also made it hard to treat her like a fellow soldier, as Ynis had asked. When she spoke, Guin’s mind leapt to attention. Ynis might pretend to treat them as an equal, but Guin knew they were not worthy of such an honor.

They slowed as they approached the bridge over Rough Valley, then stopped a hundred yards short, so Ynis could check her map book. “There’s a path down on the other side.” She gestured, still staring down at the book, tracing a line with her finger. “We’ll tie the horses to that tree and hope we’re not too late.”
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